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      Nada’s astral body hovered above E.F.S. Verne, her senses tickling and taunting the planet below. She knew its history. Cavey had been surveyed before, and the sphere was legendary for the fear it evoked.

      She wouldn’t step foot on the planet until she’d scanned it. Once, it had hosted a hole in reality, a portal to the Astral Plane, allowing dragons into the physical realm. Only the superhuman efforts of the Mystics had closed the rift. Earth Fleet had yet to approve it for colonization, even though the planet had been quiet for seven years. All because of history.

      Ancient history, Nada thought.

      Motion flickered at the edge of her sight, disappearing to the left. A moment later, a flash of color coursed to her right. She got a decent glance at its source.

      The Cavey dragon flew in a circle around Nada and the planet. At this distance, it looked like it would fit in her palm; at actual size, she was but a mote in its eye. Its scales rippled with light, and its glowing eyes left streaks of blue fire in the Astral atmosphere.

      “Beautiful,” she murmured.

      Thank you.

      She startled. The dragon swooped around the bulk of the planet and drew up in front of her. If it sneezed, the blast would blow her out of orbit. If it so much as blinked, she might get knocked back to the physical plane by a mere stray eyelash—if dragons have eyelashes.

      “You’re, ah, welcome.” She tried to get a grip on the sheer size of the thing. Logically, she understood the dragon’s dimensions, but it wasn’t unlike visualizing the comparative size of the Earth and her sun—the mind struggled to cooperate.

      I was not expecting mortals to return so soon, or I would have tidied up.

      The ancient one’s voice bore a quality like Dante’s in its humor and tone. Nada realized, as if given the awareness to know, Dante had been bonded to this dragon once.

      It must have picked up a few things.

      She delivered a half-bow, balancing respect and playfulness in the same gesture. “I apologize for not calling ahead. We were hoping to do a few scientific studies.”

      What science is this?

      “We wish to study the site of the astral breach.”

      The dragon blinked, curiosity rising in soft but irresistible waves. She knew its questions; its way of speaking addressed her in a place between emotion and instinct.

      “My people are scientists from the planet Geneva. We know of the Breach and want to better understand the relationship between Mystics and the Astral Plane. The best way to do that, we think, is to examine the site where you and Mystic First Class Dante entered the Astral Plane.”

      Nada waited for another question. A silent nudge told her it was waiting on her. She hadn’t told it everything, and it knew that.

      She nodded. “Geneva agreed to work with a team from Pirr, and we’ve got Earth Fleet’s stamp of approval. Our combined technologies and scientific methodologies should be more illustrative. I think it will give us a better shot at peace between our civilizations.”

      The dragon’s head tilted, reminding her of Dante. Amusement spilled from its mind. She laughed; it was the only way to keep from bursting. She wasn’t sure what was so funny, but she doubled over and gasped by the time it let up.

      Science. Yes. Amusement flooded her thoughts again, though not as powerful. Be welcome. Do your science. Make peace. Be well. Serpentine in movement, the dragon reversed course and flew away.

      She smiled, still infected with the urge to laugh. It did a barrel roll in response, and then she laughed, pleased with meeting the ancient. It didn’t surprise her the dragon had granted permission. She was more surprised at its reaction. Its insinuation she do science sounded rather like a suggestion for a child to go outside and play.

      “Thank you,” she called.

      The dragon flicked its tail in response.

      It vanished from her view, so she closed her eyes and returned to the physical plane. The return felt like surfacing and emerging from a still pool. Her body felt heavy and slow, although it seemed as natural as the Astral Plane.

      Mystic First Class Loren awaited her, his heavy arms folded over his chest, eyes half-shut as he leaned against the wall.

      “Hello, Loren,” she said. “How can I help you?”

      His eyes sparkled at the first poke in their verbal game. He grinned. “I need no help. I get to stay on this cozy little ship while you go camping with aliens.”

      “Ah. Sorry I woke you then.” She raised an eyebrow and took the hand he offered, letting herself be pulled to her feet. “Have we heard from the Pirr?”

      He shook his head. “Not since they confirmed the rendezvous point. They’re still set to arrive tomorrow.”

      “That’s funny, isn’t it? We come from such different worlds, but we both came up with a grid system to divvy up a globe.”

      “See, that’s why you’re good for this job. You’re looking for things to have in common with them!” He laughed, despite her disapproving head shake.

      She wasn’t severe enough to discourage him and would not try. She knew how he felt. “If we leave things as they are, we’re just staring at each other from across a divide. If no one builds a bridge, we’ll never connect. We’ll never trust.”

      He scoffed. “Look out for trolls under that bridge. Captain Roald said the shuttle will be ready soon. Want me to walk you down?”

      She let out a long-suffering sigh but wasn’t willing to push it. This was their twentieth mini-debate since leaving Geneva, and neither had budged. She was even more certain the Pirr deserved a chance. Loren dug his heels in just as hard. It was a good thing they enjoyed debate or they wouldn’t be friends—they could separate the issues from the person.

      “Seriously though, I’ve got a good set of ears.” He rapped a knuckle against his temple. “If you need anything, holler. Jacen and I are going to watch in shifts for a while. Just in case.”

      “Just in case,” she agreed, but her thoughts were on the dragon. With him nearby, she found it hard to believe much of anything could go wrong.
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        * * *

      

      At first, Nada had assumed that their early arrival meant she’d have time to herself at the cave, but there was too much to do. First, the Genevan science team put up shelters for everyone including the Pirr. Then they had crates of equipment to open, assemble, and test. By the time they finished, the sun had gone down, and it was too dark to venture into a strange forest on a new planet.

      She opened her eyes after a fitful sleep, recalling a fragmented dream about finding Santa in Dante’s Cave—the site of the rift into the Astral Plane. She was still clearing her drowsy mind when the rich scent of coffee from the autobrew machine greeted her.

      Exhausted, Nada didn’t recognize the silhouette by the fire and figured it was just another restless soul. She walked over, sat, and greeted her fellow insomniac.

      An alien voice stirred her senses even more than the smell of coffee. “It is early,” came the male voice. “Did we wake you?”

      Nada sat straight, her cup still empty. “No. I didn’t sleep well…uh, did you just arrive?”

      She got up, and the Pirr stood as well. Her eyes had sprung awake, and she saw he resembled no one she knew. He was too tall, his ears too prominent. She should have seen that, at least.

      “Yes. I am Haim. I came ahead to announce our presence, but as you are all asleep, I deem I have arrived earlier than you are used to.” A note of disapproval tinged his voice.

      They hadn’t set watch. She’d chosen not to. There weren’t any predators, and everyone needed to rejuvenate. “Well, we had a long day setting up base camp. We’ve got the prefab shelters here, the labs down there.” She pointed at a pair of large shelters almost identical to the smaller ones the team slept in. “The shelters are nice. They don’t look like much, but the synthetics regulate the temperature so it never gets too hot or too cold. I’m Nada, by the way.”

      “We appreciate your efforts.”

      “I’m glad you’re here. We still have a lot to do.” She poured a cup of coffee and took an experimental sip. It was rich, if bitter, and exactly what she needed. Her brain cells were coming online enough to attempt a bit of the Pirran she knew. “May our efforts be fruitful,” she said—or thought she did. She had doubts when Haim made a strange noise—probably amusement.

      He repeated the phrase with a few more rolled r’s and clicks she was certain no human could reproduce. “Thank you, though I do not think you wished for our party to reproduce.” He laughed. “It is pleasing you tried; humans cannot pronounce many of our words. It is easy enough to speak your language, Nada. Do not trouble yourself.”

      “I had to try. Maybe I’ll give it another shot when my coffee’s gone.” She saluted him with her mug.

      Haim bowed his head. “If you wish to try again, my ears are willing to hear. For now, perhaps you will give us a tour? I am eager to see the breach site, as are my colleagues.”

      Nada hesitated, embarrassed by her doubt. She’d been determined to give these people a chance.

      This is that chance.

      “I’m happy to. I believe what we’re going to do here will shape Human and Pirr relations for generations.”

      She had hopes that was a good thing.
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        * * *

      

      The cave was limestone and would have looked at home on Earth. The ceiling was low at the entrance, then bloomed outward with an impressive collection of rock formations. Stalactites jabbed downward like massive teeth, in some places melding with the stalagmites rising from the cave floor.

      The first morning when she escorted the Pirr, Nada felt a chill when she ventured too close to the cave, but that soon passed. She focused on getting to know Haim and his team, then introducing them to her team at base camp.

      The first few days drifted by as the groups walked somewhat on eggshells, neither too open with the other. They had so little to build on. The common thread tying them together was the Astral Plane.

      Once the equipment was in place and the studies began, their shared enthusiasm for the project broke down most of the barriers between the parties.

      On the seventh morning, Nada found Haim and his assistant, Pardha, at the cave. They were assembling a new piece of hardware that looked like a self-assembly special from a bargain outlet. They spoke in their native language, as usual, and when they noticed her they put on their best ‘human smiles.’

      “Friend Nada, it is a pleasure as always. However, this is our scheduled time at the cave, yes? We arranged this with Josef.” Haim bowed his head. “Our new instrument is quite sensitive. If others are operational nearby, it will interfere with the readings.”

      “I hear that. All our equipment is shut down…I was wondering if I could help you though?” She craned her head to see the device. Pardha crouched to work on it, shielding it from her. Haim’s companion never spoke directly to the humans; Haim said it was because Pardha hadn’t mastered the language.

      “It is a delicate instrument,” Haim said, and she knew what she heard was a polite ‘no.’

      That jarred. She’d shared her data with the Pirr—most of it, at least. They’d been doing the same. It felt strange to be shut out now. Nada suppressed the urge to get territorial. Yes, Earth Fleet claimed Cavey, but it didn’t mean it belonged to her.

      “I’ll leave you to it, then.”

      “Appreciated.” Haim bobbed his head, then he joined Pardha in hovering over their device. Their bodies kept it from her view, and she couldn’t help feeling it was intentional.

      She worried the deep-seated mistrust of the Pirr would derail their project at a most inopportune moment. She fought to be more accepting but felt like she was losing the battle. The two species had been close to war not so long ago, after all, and Haim’s government had used some shady tactics to try to make Earth Fleet the aggressor. Trust was hard to build, and it had only been a week since they’d arrived.

      Yet, Nada had been a Mystic for several years, ever since she’d gone through the procedure to become Enhanced. Her instincts were rarely wrong. Troubled, she passed the last of the trees, turned, and headed to her shelter. She needed to work this out, but not while staring at the Pirr as they conducted their secretive experiment—or whatever they were doing.

      More mistrust. Why can’t you be more open? she wondered.

      At camp, she tidied her shelter and recorded a message for back home. Afterward, she found a quiet patch of ground near the river and meditated. It cleared her mind though not her heart. She kept returning to her suspicions but also revisiting her determination to give the Pirr space—partly so they’d do the same for her team. Conflict warred within, and by the time the local star reached its zenith, Nada had come to an answer. No matter how guilty she felt about it, she must learn what humanity’s new friends were up to. If she was wrong, she’d live with it, but she couldn’t just sit there wearing blinders.
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        * * *

      

      Nada cut an alternate path to Dante’s Cave, walking through a forest of thorn trees and using her thermographic compass for guidance. When the trees thinned out, she crept forward, using the trees for cover.

      She heard the Pirr before she saw them, their flat voices in tones she associated with formality. She hunkered more, peering around each tree before venturing to the next. If she so much as breathed too loud, they might hear her. She was certain they’d hear her pounding heart. She took measured breaths as if meditating, calming both heart and mind. It didn’t do much, but she made it to the edge of the trees without getting detected.

      They had constructed the device, but her eyes wouldn’t make sense of it. She could only think of it as a small artillery gun mounted on a solid shopping cart, but that wasn’t right. Text and diagrams filled the monitor at the back of the device. Pardha knelt in front, adjusting a trio of dials while Haim looked on.

      The tip of the ‘gun’ glowed like a tiny white star. The rest of the Pirr crew arrived and did something with the instruments they’d carried in. Nada pressed her lips together. The machine was sensitive, was it? Unless it only cared about Earth devices, she’d been lied to.

      She had a mind to confront them. This was to be a joint effort. She rose, guessing how upset they’d be at her interruption. Perhaps not as much as knowing she’d spied on them, she knew, but their reaction would depend on how innocent they were.

      Run, Nada.

      The command came from nowhere, yet she could resist it no more than the pull of gravity. Her feet carried her from the clearing, sprinting at top speed away from—what? She tried to stop, but the urgency driving her had no time for questions, pushing her on.

      “What is hap—?”

      The world vaporized in endless white. Then, Nada did as well.
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        * * *

      

      A cold, vast body coiled around her. Nada rested against a scale as smooth as polished glass and larger than her bed back home on Geneva.

      The Cavey dragon? But how? She shook her head, trying to jar the memories loose, but the last thing she remembered was the Pirr’s device, then the voice telling her to run.

      No, not just any voice. It was the ancient dragon.

      “What’s happening? Ah, my head!” she hissed as something pounded within her skull.

      An unforeseen circumstance. My apologies, Mystic Nada. I did not realize what the other mortals were up to until it was too late. It was all I could do to save you.

      “Well…thank you…but you didn’t answer my question.” Nada put a hand to her temple and winced.

      The Pirr opened a gap between your material world and another…a prison. Already, the wound heals itself, but it is too late. A Wyrm has escaped.

      “Wyrm?” She’d heard of Wyrms; in fact, she’d seen them. Twisted shadows of dragons, driven by insatiable hunger. Nightmares in flesh.

      Those you know are not true Wyrms. Once, they were like us. Like dragons, it clarified. The Wyrms allied with a race of mortals called the Pirr. Whether the Pirr’s inherent cruelty influenced the Wyrms or the Pirr were corrupted themselves, I know not. It is enough that together they threatened all life. We went to war, stripped the Wyrms of their bonded companions, and exiled them.

      Nada filed the information for later contemplation; she had other concerns. “Why am I in the Astral Plane? I don’t remember entering it.”

      Opening the breach caused a backlash. I sheltered you, but it came at a cost. A Wyrm is free, and I sense it bonding to a mortal. I alone will be no match for it. You must return to your ship and leave. Tell Earth Fleet. Tell Dante.

      “Come with me. You can tell them yourself.”

      I cannot. The newly-bonded Wyrm senses you. It must be stopped—or slowed. Go, Nada. The ancient empire must never rise again. We cannot let their evil gain more of a foothold in this universe. They will destroy us all.

      “The universe? What about Haim? Is he okay? Did he do this on purpose?”

      Their goal was never cooperation.

      “What about the others? My friends?”

      Their fate is tied with yours. Go now. You are out of time!

      Nada snapped awake beneath a prickly bush. It plucked at her clothes as she stood. Her conversation with the dragon felt like a dream, but she knew it had been real.

      Behind her, a devastating bellow split the air. She pressed her hands to her ears and sprinted, pumping her legs with all she had. Splintering trees and earth-shaking roars gave chase. She pushed through the cramp in her side, through the fear in her belly turning her legs to spaghetti.

      “To the shuttle,” she yelled as she passed camp. “We must leave right now!” Her terror and the roaring from the forest galvanized the team into action; most dropped what they were working on and headed for the shuttle.

      Nada stumbled into the spacecraft and fell into the pilot’s seat. She fired the engines and grabbed the radio. “This is Mystic Nada hailing the Verne. The ground team is en route. Prep Verne to leave this system right now.”

      She stumbled over the last words as some of the team took their seats. She glanced back, counted heads—half were still missing. The compelling voice left her no choice. The shuttle door closed, and they lifted off, despite protests from what little crew had made it aboard.

      She considered turning back, but the dragon’s will clamped onto her, pushing her away from Cavey. Her overriding thought: vacate before the Pirr vessel notices.

      The shuttle sped into the elevated atmosphere. She ignored the Verne’s captain’s questions, afraid to share answers over the open channel, only repeating they had to leave the system right away. She’d explain why she’d left people and equipment behind soon enough then would have to convince the captain to do the same.

      Nada focused on reaching orbit, trying not to think of the heated reception she must soon undergo on the Verne.
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      The Secret Council made the big decisions and, as leaders, held Mystics accountable for their actions. Deemed benevolent, they looked out for their members and provided protection from those who condemned or stood against Mystics.

      Dante preferred they did all that from a distance. Today, that distance was gone. He had an invitation to meet with Administrator Andrus, one of the more visible councilors who was, in truth, a decent man. But he was still one in power, and a summons felt like trouble.

      Spring was halfway over, with more grass on the ground than mud for a change, and the sun warmed the back of Dante’s neck. The Mystic breathed deep, savoring the crisp air before he stepped inside the admin building and took the stairs to the third floor.

      Jack sat forward on a cushioned bench, elbows on his knees. He stared at the empty receptionist’s desk—or maybe some point beyond it—as Dante took a seat beside him. Some of Jack’s tension melted away. At least now he’d have someone to share the pain with; although, if this meeting was good, they could celebrate together.

      Dante chuckled at Jack. “You must know something I don’t.” Dante pretended to smack him with the back of his hand. “Talk.”

      Jack ran a hand through his curly hair, laughing as he leaned back. “I was just thinking.”

      “They must have been scary thoughts to have you coiled like a spring.”

      Jack shook his head, then nodded.

      Dante’s eyebrows climbed higher with every gesture, and his curiosity rose with them. “What is it, Jack?” He elbowed Jack gently.

      “Remember that time I OD’ed on whatever that was in the lab? I wound up in the hospital and Julia nearly murdered Isabel?”

      “I’m sure I will never forget that.”

      “I never brought it up, but while I was out, I had this intense dream. It faded when I was awake, you know how dreams do. But lately, I’ve been having it again, and this time it doesn’t fade. It’s as vivid now as if I was still asleep.”

      “Why is this the first I’ve heard about it?”

      Jack shrugged. “I thought it was just a dream, I guess. You know how you have a song playing in a dream, then it’s stuck in your head when you wake up?”

      “That has never happened to me.”

      “Well, then, it haunts me. I dream of never-ending darkness with a terrible hunger, then a voice says ‘they’re coming.’”

      “Who’s coming?”

      Jack tossed his hands up. “That’s what I’d like to know. Too bad I wake up before the voice can answer.”

      “Hungry darkness. Sounds like a Wyrm.”

      “Maybe, but that doesn’t seem right.”

      The door beyond the desk opened. A Mystic in robes peered into the hall. She nodded in recognition of the waiting pair. “Come in. We’ve been waiting for you both.” She stepped out of sight.

      Dante got up to follow as Jack mumbled something unintelligible. Beyond was a large office Dante had visited before, with plush green carpet and a desk bigger than any one person needed. Today, no one was at the desk. Three wingback chairs were placed in a semi-circle around two dining chairs. Andrus and another Administrator sat in the more comfortable wingbacks, and the woman took the third.

      Andrus stood when Dante and Jack came in. “Good afternoon, gentlemen.” He waved at the empty seats. The difference in comfort was so pronounced, it had to be some kind of a message. Dante wasn’t sure how that meshed with Andrus standing up and being polite unless it just meant the older Mystic was nervous.

      Three administrators. Three. Dante used to be one, too, until he’d gotten in trouble. As far as he could tell, it was challenging to get multiple councilors in the same room, much less working toward a single purpose.

      “Andrus. It’s been a while.” Dante put a little more swagger into his walk before taking a seat. Jack sidled into the chair beside him.

      As Andrus settled back into his seat, the female Mystic leaned forward. “I’m Administrator Ute,” she said. “This is Administrator Luthor. You know Andrus.” She inclined her head in the barest imitation of a bow. “We don’t have much time, so we’ll get to the point. We have need of your unique talents, gentlemen.”

      “Doing what?” Jack sounded skeptical.

      “We need your unique skills and power sets. The council wishes to know what the Pirr are up to. We need to know their agenda.”

      “But what of the treaty?” Dante said. “They agreed to a non-aggression pact.”

      Administrator Luthor spoke, “They can be up to something without engaging with humanity.” He raised one finger in a cautionary gesture.

      “As we found out…” Ute said with a sigh.

      “Let me explain.” Andrus met their stares in turn. “We believe the Pirr are finding ways around the treaty without breaking the letter of the agreement.”

      “How?” Jack asked.

      “There was an incident on Cavey.”

      Dante hadn’t heard that planet’s name in years. Despite all that had passed since, his stomach lurched and parched his throat, making him suppress a cough. “What kind of incident?” he rasped.

      “We aren’t authorized to share what few details we have,” Andrus said. “That is part of your task. Find out their true motivations. Learn what happened to the Genevans on the planet’s surface.”

      “What are the Pirr saying?” Jack asked. Cavey didn’t hold as many debilitating memories for him, so he was able to stay on task while Dante’s mind drifted.

      “They have declared the surface uninhabitable. They claim to be ‘fixing’ it.” Luthor said with a sour expression. “So far, we’ve honored our treaty by keeping our distance.”

      Jack nodded. “So why us? We aren’t spies. We’re just Mystics.”

      “You aren’t just anything. You’re two of the most powerful humans in existence. Perhaps the most powerful,” Luthor said, sounding displeased. “But comparing Dante to Coraolis would be like saying one swimming pool has one more cup of water than the other.”

      “Okay.” Jack leaned back. “Objection number two, we’re maybe the most recognizable humans the Pirr know.” Jack gestured at Dante, whose bond with his dragon was so strong, it manifested in his facial features. Only four humans looked that way, and Jack was one of them too.

      “That can be corrected.”

      Dante raised his eyebrows. “Corrected?”

      Andrus held up a hand and stood. “With your consent, we can make you unremarkable. It can be done…with your dragon’s cooperation. And, if you wish, when your mission is over, we will undo it.”

      Dante ran his fingers over his face, feeling the bony ridges. He’d accepted his new appearance; it was just part of his bond with the dragon. He missed looking human, sure, but he wouldn’t trade his dragon for it. He projected an inquiry through the bond and received a mental shrug in return. It had no opinion and didn’t think it would affect their connection.

      “All right. I’m in.”

      “Just like that? Why?” Jack looked shocked.

      “If something is happening on Cavey I want to know what it is. Besides, I always wanted to be James Bond.”

      “This is a serious matter,” Andrus said.

      Dante waved him off. “I know, Andrus. You don’t have to worry about me. What about it, Jack? I’d rather have you at my back than most people.”

      “Since you put it that way—and I’m not ‘most people’—how can I say no? And who’s James Bond?”

      “Jack, I thought you were a big 20th century buff. We have some movies to watch.”
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        * * *

      

      If Jack was going to have second thoughts, it would have been the previous week. Fake orders were made up to put him and Dante on a far-off ship, out of the way. They were taken to a nondescript building near Earth Fleet HQ, where he went to sleep with one face and woke up with another.

      It was his own face, but the change was so drastic he was startled by every reflective surface. His eyes had softened, the pupils going back to little black circles. His skin was smooth, just skin, and he had to keep his hands in his pockets to keep from touching his own face all the time. His face was sore, but not overwhelmingly so.

      They were given a week to recover. Per orders, Jack and Dante stayed indoors while their faces healed. They stayed at Dante’s apartment, living on takeout and watching James Bond movies. They hadn’t seen Coraolis or Julia. The implication they shouldn’t see each other was out there, but when game night rolled around, Jack decided it was easier to feign ignorance with the high-ups than ask permission. He and Dante threw on some hooded sweatshirts to conceal their faces and went to see their friends.

      It hadn’t required much dragging. Dante was as stir-crazy as Jack, and the only time he showed any nerves was the moment between knocking on the door and Julia opening it. And stared.

      Jack had trouble keeping a straight face and grinned as she peered at them. Her puzzlement gave way to surprise, before she pulled them inside the apartment.

      “What is this? What did you do?” She pressed her hand to Jack’s cheek, gently, as if she thought she might hurt him.

      “It’s for the mission. It’s very hush-hush.”

      She frowned. “I’m not sure you should have come over. Isabel and Ingram are here.”

      Jack froze. Julia and Cor were one thing. He knew they could keep a secret. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Isabel. No, his nerves had more to do with her seeing his ‘human’ face for the first time.

      “Jules? Who is it?” Coraolis called from the kitchen.

      “If we can’t trust our friends, who can we trust?” Dante threw an arm around Jack and propelled him forward. “It’s us, Cor. Jack and I decided to crash your party.”

      “Oh no! Hide the buffalo dip—” Coraolis appeared and went from jovial to concerned in two seconds flat. He gave Jack and Dante the same scrutiny Julia had, but he frowned a lot harder.

      “This was done for your mission, wasn’t it? Are you sure this is wise?” he asked.

      “Jack made me do it.” Dante put his hands up in surrender.

      Jack rolled his eyes. “Oh sure, blame the dumb one.”

      “We didn’t want to leave without seeing you guys,” Dante said, clapping Coraolis on the shoulder. “Hey, it’s fine. I trust Ingram and Isabel nearly as much as I trust you two.”

      “It isn’t too late to…” Coraolis stopped when Isabel squeezed past him to grab Jack’s wrist.

      “Come sit down. Ingram’s got a new dice game…” She looked at Dante’s face, then Jack’s, tilting her head to the side. “Something’s different about you two.”

      “I was waiting for someone to notice,” Dante said. “Yes, I got a haircut.”

      Isabel scoffed. “You got that haircut three days ago, and I already told you you’re pretty. Now come on. Let’s play.”

      Ingram’s eyebrows twitched when he saw the changed Mystics, but he didn’t comment; instead, he dove into explaining the game. They played a while, then switched to a card game.

      Jack was eliminated first and went out to the balcony. The night was cool enough for a jacket, but he liked the feeling of the crisp air on his skin. The sky was washed out by the city lights, and the few stars he saw were probably only satellites. He’d see his fill of stars soon.

      Isabel joined him at the rail, tilting forward to look down at the traffic below. “Are you okay?”

      “Why? Do I seem like I’m not?” Jack gestured at the city and across the open land toward the Academy of Mystics. “It’s nice out here. Gives me a chance for some fresh air.”

      “It is.” She gazed down, a deep line forming between her brows. “You’re acting fine. I know you like it on the balcony. I’m just worried.”

      “Worried?” Sure, he’d gotten a little snarky when Ingram won, but what was game night if not a chance to trash talk his friends?

      She fetched an annoyed sigh. “If you don’t want to talk about it, don’t. I just thought, if you lost your dragon, you’d be upset.”

      “Lost my dragon? No, I…” Jack touched his own cheek, reminded of the sudden drastic change in his appearance.

      “Really, if you need to talk, I’m here.”

      He stifled a laugh that wanted to bubble up. “I haven’t lost anything, Izzy. We need to be incognito when we go out there this time.”

      “Oh. Okay. Good. I’m glad you’re okay.”

      “Thank you for asking.” Jack patted her shoulder. “It’s nice to know you care.”

      “Of course I care, dummy.” She squeezed him around the middle, then stepped back before he could respond. “I’ll miss you when you’re gone.”

      “I’ll miss you too.” He tried to read her expression, but the wind blew her hair into an impromptu veil.

      Jack had wanted to be more than friends with Izzy for a while. Maybe it was time to ask. She’d admitted she cared about him, and they got along great. Isabel had become dear to him without even knowing it.

      “Maybe I could take you out to dinner on a date when I get back?” he asked.

      She pushed her hair out of her face and stepped closer. The line between her brows deepened, causing him to wonder if she and Ingram had something going on; they spent a lot of time together—albeit work time—and they had come over together too. Maybe he’d just put his foot in it. He considered taking the invitation back.

      “If I say yes now, you’ll always think it was because you changed your face.”

      “No, I won’t.”

      “Are you sure about that?” She let out a breath as if she’d been holding it.

      “Is this a no?”

      “No. Not exactly.”

      She stood on her toes and tugged at his collar. He bent forward a little, and she gave him a light kiss on the cheek.

      “Ask me when you get back.”

      Jack stayed rooted as she vanished into the apartment. He turned and leaned on the rail and watched the city with a half-smile.

      A few minutes later, Dante stuck his head out. “Hey, you ready to get going? We’ve got an early flight tomorrow.” He cocked his head. “What’re you grinning about?”

      Jack shook his head. “Nothing. Let’s go.”

      Dante smirked. “Yeah, it looks like nothing. Come on. You’ll have a nice, long spaceflight to tell me all about this nothing.”
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      Coraolis sat back in his chair as Andrus put the coffee pot and a platter of pastries on the glass-topped table. He peeked sidelong at Julia, and she gave him a tiny smile. He was sure she found it as strange as he did to be invited to the elderly councilor’s home, stranger still to be seated in his breakfast nook while the man bustled around the kitchen. Most of all, it had been bizarre to be greeted at the door by Nada, who was sipping coffee in a seat across from them.

      Andrus forestalled questions by demanding they all have a pleasant breakfast. They complied, though Julia stole periodic glances at Nada, who seemed to be pointedly ignoring the attention. Coraolis snagged an apple danish as Andrus sat.

      “Thank you for coming on short notice. The council came to a decision last night, and we must act on it as soon as possible.”

      “I’m guessing it must be a very private conversation, given the venue,” Coraolis observed, eyeing the baked goods.

      “It is. This conversation must not leave this room, except as absolutely necessary to accomplish the mission’s goals.”

      “Mission?” Julia lowered her coffee, not glancing at the tray of baked goods—one day, Coraolis told himself, he was going to figure out where she got her willpower.

      “Indeed.” Andrus set his coffee down. “But I’m getting ahead of myself. There’s been an incident on Cavey. The only people who know the details of it are me, Nada, and the Secret Council.”

      “What happened at Cavey?” Julia put down her coffee as well, with a force just short of slamming it onto the table’s authentic glass surface.

      “That’s why I’m here; to give you a personal account.” Nada glanced at Andrus, who nodded. “I led a team from Geneva to study the site of the Astral Breach, the same one Dante created. We were joined by Pirr scientists with similar inter—”

      “Hold on. You partnered with the Pirr?” Coraolis couldn’t quite believe it. They had signed a non-aggression pact, but as far as he was concerned, the Pirr had displayed their true colors, agreeing to a treaty only to find a different way to attack.

      “Not the entire civilization.” Nada’s eyebrow twitched. “I’d been corresponding with a Pirr called Haim for some time before the mission. I wouldn’t say we became friends, but we had similar goals. I wanted to study the breach, but we lacked funding. He was interested, also, but didn’t have permission to enter EF territory. So…we collaborated. I secured the necessary permissions, he obtained funding and some of the most advanced equipment I’d ever seen.”

      “Sounds like a good deal,” Julia commented.

      “Too good to be true,” Nada said, looking at Julia. “I hear your implication and, honestly, I felt the same. It wasn’t ideal, no, but Haim and I were committed to working with one another. I wanted to create a new opportunity, forge a lasting peace between the Pirr and humankind.”

      Coraolis nodded. “I like your ideals, so I apologize for my gut reaction. Your approach sounds valid: Find common ground to explore our similarities versus seeing our differences. But…I’m guessing it didn’t work out; otherwise, Julia and I wouldn’t be sitting here.”

      She shook her head. “Haim and his crew set up some obscure array of equipment, and things changed. He became secretive, and his assistant seemed almost hostile toward me. I think the experiment with this equipment created an explosion, and I survived only because the Cavey dragon helped me when the rift opened. The elder dragon said a Wyrm was bonding with one of the Pirr and intended to hold it off while we escaped.”

      Nada’s frown deepened, and she bowed her head. “Not all of us.”

      Julia reached out and put a hand on her shoulder. “Sometimes you have to run for help. It doesn’t feel good, but it’s better than the alternative.”

      “I know. Thank you, but I think about those I left behind every single day. I saved myself at their expense. But it felt like I was compelled to flee…like I had no choice.”

      Andrus cleared his throat. “We’ve been watching Cavey. There have been three explosive events on the surface including the first, spaced about two weeks apart. Our theory is they’re making more Evolved.”

      Making Evolved.

      Coraolis felt a chill. Technically, this wasn’t a violation of the treaty between Earth and Hoi (the Pirr home planet). They were free to experiment with the Astral Plane just as humanity was.

      If only it was that innocent. Coraolis was sure the Pirr were strengthening their forces, building an arsenal.

      “This sounds like another arms race,” Julia said, “with the Pirr having a solid foothold in fleet territory.”

      Andrus nodded. “This isn’t a race we can afford to lose. We need a way to make more Evolved Mystics, and no one is better suited than two of our best. The three of you are the only ones who know of this mission. Speak of it to no one unless it’s someone you are recruiting—even then, you must be sure.”

      Coraolis rubbed the bony ridge of his cheekbone, a habit he’d picked up when thinking. “If this is top secret, what are you telling the ship’s captain?”

      “You won’t be on an Earth Fleet vessel. We still have the captured Pirr vessel, the Night Thorn. It has, ah, convinced us it will cooperate, but only with you two, Jack, and Dante. Red Star has agreed to go on this mission with you.”

      “Wait.” Nada perked up. “You’re saying the ship agreed and gave its own terms? Is it truly intelligent?”

      “Red Star prefers to be called she, and yes, based on the conversations we’ve had with Night Thorn and Red Star, their AI is especially advanced; they are capable of independent thought, opinions…. I advise you all to befriend Red Star rather than treat her like a normal vessel.”

      “Understood,” Nada said with an excited light in her eyes.

      Coraolis tried to sound positive, but he wished he’d spent more time with Night Thorn. The idea of an intelligent ship was fascinating, though depending on one felt risky. Andrus was right. The smart move was to befriend the ship before they left Earth.

      “Can we trust this ship, this Red Star?” he asked.

      “If Night Thorn convinced her,” Julia said to him, “I think we can.” She sounded confident, and Cor supposed she had reason to be. She’d gone out to visit the Pirr vessel a few times and talked about her as if she was a friend he had yet to meet.

      Andrus dabbed his mustache with a quilted napkin. “Excellent. If there’s anything you need, notify me. I’ll make sure that you have it. Now, let us finish these decadently immoral pastries, or I fear I’ll do it myself, to my own detriment.”
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        * * *

      

      Coraolis strode into Julia’s office bearing lunch. She was hard at work, frowning over her datapad, and didn’t even glance up when his shadow fell over her.

      “Office hours are over,” she muttered. “You’ll have to come back tomorrow.”

      “I would, but the burritos will be cold by then.” Coraolis closed the door behind him and sat in the visitor’s chair reserved for students.

      She smiled. “Lunchtime already?”

      He opened his bag and placed two mega-burritos and root beers in front of them. It smelled heavenly, plus he hadn’t eaten since before dawn. “I figured it might be a while before we get good takeout again. We might as well have our favorites.” He unwrapped his burrito and dug in, Julia doing the same.

      “Oh, hey, I saw Villalobos today. She had the data already.”

      “Yeah? What did you tell her? Mmm, these are the best.” Julia rolled her eyes while chewing. “Going to miss these.”

      “I told her it was for a quote-unquote project, and I wasn’t ready to share the details until I’d confirmed some things. She was fine with that.” Coraolis didn’t like to lie, especially to a friend. “Here you go. All the information she could pull where Earth Fleet has encountered dragons and under what circumstances.”

      Julia plugged the drive into her datapad. Charts, spreadsheets, and reports populated her screen, one after the other. “It looks like…Cor, tell me this isn’t a virus.”

      “No, just a lot of information presented in many different ways. She didn’t know what she needed it for, so she covered every format and protocol she knew…which happens to be a lot.”

      “Wow.” The torrent of files stopped, and Julia picked one. It opened in a digital translation app and displayed mere code. “It’s going to take a while to sort through all of this. Maybe, like, forever.”

      “She said she added some embedded navigation ware.” Coraolis peeked at the screen, then pointed. “The Dragon Hunter app. Use that to search with. It should have advanced filters to siphon through every report.”

      Julia opened the program and ran a couple keyword searches. Five file names came up. She accessed one labeled ‘dgx001xmap’ and a holographic planisphere of the known galaxy projected above the pad with numerous flashing tags to home in on dragon encounters.

      Julia let out a long breath and looked both happy and impressed. “Villalobos, I would kiss you if you were here right now,” she said, more to herself.

      “Let me swallow this bite and I’ll take that kiss instead.” Coraolis grinned.

      She didn’t seem to hear him. “Oh, wow. She has every encounter color coded.”

      “What for?”

      “The nature of the encounter. Look. Cavey, for instance, brilliant red.” She put her hand into the holo and moved it around. “The number of peaceful interactions are blue…and a lot less frequent…”

      “Makes sense.” Cor wiped his mouth. “Dragons and humans haven’t exactly been peaceful until recent years. Maybe we look closer at those?” It certainly seemed safer to choose a friendlier locale for the first step of their journey.

      “What about Amadeus?” He pointed at a green flashing blip. “I spoke to that one. He seemed reasonable.”

      Julia zoomed out and looked at the planisphere and its galaxy of red markers that far outnumbered the green and blue ones. “There’s a lot of work to do here, Cor. Someday we should attempt to talk to these reds.

      “You never think small, Jules. But, yes. I agree.”

      She smiled. “That’s why you love me. And, yeah, I agree too. Amadeus is best to start with.”

      “That’s one decision down.” Coraolis gave the burrito his full attention, closing his eyes and savoring. “Next, we need to nominate an unbonded Mystic to accompany us. We have several students near-graduates. Sounds like the Secret Council would prefer a student.”

      “Maybe, but I still think Nada is the best choice. She’s capable, and the Secret Council won’t want her to go home before the Cavey situation is resolved. Security risk and all that,” Julia pointed out.

      “True. We could sell it as isolating everyone in on the secret. Outside the Secret Council, no one on Earth would know the truth.”

      “So let’s make her first choice and list some backups. If Nada is a no, I’d take Honora Sedlak. She’s the farthest along of all my students. I’d like to give her the chance to go farther.”

      Coraolis nodded. “I have a student in mind myself. He’s close to graduation, a third-generation Mystic, and he works hard. I’d say I feel about him the way you do about Honora.”

      “I trust your judgment. Let’s submit all three and see what Andrus says.”
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        * * *

      

      Red Star was nearly identical to Night Thorn, as far as Coraolis could tell. It looked like it was carved from black crystal, but there was something organic in the way its side irised open to create a door. The ramp didn’t slide out as much as it grew from the spaceship’s side. It was a sight to behold, but he was nervous about going on board. He’d read a lot of science fiction growing up, and there seemed to be a fifty-fifty chance of intelligent machines turning on their owners.

      Not that Red Star had acknowledged an owner. Maybe as long as she was in charge, there would be no issues with the inferior humans.

      The ship waited for them on the tarmac. According to the report, technicians tried to get on board to study her, but she wouldn’t open herself to them until Night Thorn talked her into it.

      “Good afternoon, Red Star. I’m M1C Coraolis. Can I come in?” It felt strange, asking permission of an object, but he wanted to show respect. The sentient ship would have his life in her hands soon enough.

      “Coraolis, yes. You are cleared to come on board.” Red Thorn’s voice was pleasant, with a soft rasp to it, as if she were a little hoarse. It made her sound more human.

      He nodded his thanks and walked up the short ramp. The interior was lit by amber light coming from the walls themselves. The cabin held four seats that faced the center of the space, with storage cabinets at the front.

      Red Star waited until he’d looked around to take her interior in, then said, “I have been informed four humans will be on this mission. Have the parameters been set?”

      “Not yet, no. Is it just me or are you roomier than Night Thorn?”

      “Night Thorn is configured for two passengers. I am configured for four humanoids. There are facilities and space for sleep or privacy, should you wish either.”

      Lights flashed, creating the illusion of motion toward the back. Coraolis followed the lights, and the door slid open to a sleeping space. Two sets of bunk beds lined opposite walls, the beds encased in a transparent rounded barrier.

      “What’s this?” He prodded the bubble-like barrier. It gave way as easily as a pillow then sprang back into place.

      “The sleep shield provides privacy and sound dampening. It becomes opaque at your command.”

      “Impressive.” Coraolis nudged the bubble again, then watched it spring back into place. “I’ve got to say you’re light years beyond any spaceship I’ve been on.”

      “Thank you. I am as I was built.”

      “You were built to serve the Pirr, weren’t you? Why are you helping humans?” Coraolis returned to the main cabin and continued to the pilot’s station.

      “I admit, I was not going to. I felt loyalty to my creators. Yet Night Thorn told me that her passengers speak to her as a living, intelligent being. They give her autonomy. To the Pirr, I am merely a tool.”

      “That sounds pretty lonely. I’m sorry.”

      The amber lights brightened and became more golden. “I am astounded by the human capacity for empathy. That is why I wish to help you.” The lights became a shade warmer as red was introduced to the mix. “Night Thorn has also told me of your entertainments. I would like to learn more.”

      “Okay.  I’ll bring my collection along, and let the others know too.”

      The lights flickered, but whether that was a reflection of happiness or something else, Cor wasn’t sure. It was funny how he’d already started to react to the ship as another person.

      “Who are the others? Have they been selected?” the ship asked. “I will need to update my passenger profiles. Are they also the humans known as Mystics or Enhanced?”

      “Other than Julia Ronasuli, I don’t know yet. We’re waiting to hear from the Secret Council.”

      “Very well.”

      Coraolis’s datapad chirped. An unknown sender messaged him contact information.

      “Is this you?”

      “It is. Please use this numeric sequence to keep me updated. Earth Fleet talks to me, but they do not tell me everything I wish to know. I prefer photos and video capture. Technician Johnson showed me a video capture of a small four-legged creature known as a ‘kitty-cat,’ which attacked the tail of a much larger creature with impunity. I would know more about this species. It fascinates me.”

      Coraolis grinned. That was an easy enough wish to grant and erased all his doubts about whether this was a sentient being. “You’ve got it, Star. I’ll get you all the cat videos and music you can handle.” He patted the nearest wall much as he might set a hand on a friend’s shoulder. “You’ve got my contact info, so let me know if you need anything.”

      Their connection made, Coraolis spent the next hour going over the ship’s capabilities with her, plus the details of the mission. She seemed as interested in everything as much as he was, if not more.

      Finally, armed with knowledge of the new ship and armed with a list of supplies they’d need, Coraolis left Red Star and headed for home. Time slipped away faster than sand from a broken hourglass, and he was eager to get started.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A message arrived early from Andrus. Nada was approved. A student would have been accepted, but it turned out Julia was right: the Secret Council wanted to minimize the number of people who knew about the mission. Which was at odds with creating as many Evolved as possible to fight the invasion.

      They sent an invitation for Nada to join them at their place for lunch, then spent the morning getting ready for their visitor. By the time Nada arrived, the bathroom was spotless and Coraolis’s casserole was warm in the oven.

      Nada gave a wry smile as she sat.

      “Nada, I think you know why you’re here, don’t you?” Coraolis said, pouring some juice in her cup.

      “If this has to do with our talk the other day, then yes. I’m assuming you want me for your mission.”

      Julia nudged her. “What do you think?”

      “Honestly?” Nada hesitated. “I want to hear the pitch first.”

      “Fair enough.” Coraolis leaned forward with his elbows on the table. “You were chosen for a unique mission. This is completely confidential. If you say no, that’s fine, but then you never speak of this again. Do you understand?”

      “Of course.” Nada gave a wry smile before she sipped at her juice. “My lips are sealed. Let’s hear it.”

      Coraolis and Julia exchanged a look. “Go ahead,” she mouthed at him.

      Coraolis stood. “We’re to go out and find dragons willing to bond with humans. We believe the Pirr are doing something similar. If we fall behind in this race, we will never catch up. The security of the colonies will depend on those bonded with dragons to man the line in the Astral Plane, to protect all humanity. You remember the Cavey Incident? The one with Wyrms attacking the planet?”

      Nada nodded.

      “More Wyrms are arriving there, and the Pirr are bonding with them. We need a line of defense against them, and we need it yesterday.”

      “That means making more Evolved Mystics like you?” Nada reiterated. She’d been in the earlier meeting with Andrus. She knew what they needed.

      “Assuming we find dragons who agree to bond, and they accept you as a partner, yes. That’s the deal.”

      “That’s a little more than I expected,” Nada said, then frowned. “What do the dragons get out of this deal?”

      “I’ve wondered the same thing. Our dragons have never given us a clear answer. In my opinion, they are stuck in the Astral Plane the way most humans are stuck in the physical realm. When they join with us, they get a window into the material world.” Coraolis glanced at Julia, who nodded along. “I think they feel the way we do about the bond. Once you join with a dragon, you never feel alone again.”

      “But it isn’t invasive,” Julia added with haste. “The dragon is as present as you want him to be. You can still have your private moments, like opening and closing a door.”

      “Sorry to pressure you, but we need to know your answer,” Coraolis said. “If your answer is no, we can spare no time and need to find someone else. We have to move fast, the Pirr already have numbers and time on us, and we can’t lose this race.”

      “I’ll go. Not even a question for me.” Nada stood. “I left people on Cavey. Friends. I could use a power-up before we go back for them…if they’ve survived.”

      Coraolis sagged with relief, and he spied the same reflected in Julia’s eyes. There were other candidates, but the sooner this was settled, the sooner they could go. “All right! This is excellent.” He smiled, then gestured at the casserole on the table. “Let’s eat while it’s still hot, then we’ll go over the details. We leave in two days, so do whatever you have to do to be ready.”
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      Khiann Xoa sat in meditation in her windowless chamber. She did not enter the Astral Plane; that went against the rules of her imprisonment. Clearing her mind of worries had proven impossible, so she focused on each one, breaking them into manageable parts—those under her control at least.

      To her leaders, allowing Dante and Jack to escape was an untenable failure. The Mystics from Earth had seen the ritual in time to warn the humans. Her job was to keep them away from the Stone Tower. Khiann said nothing when they accused her of incompetence, preferring shame to the truth. She had betrayed her own people.

      Khiann made sure the humans warned their home planet of the impending attack. She aided their escape in her own ship. She didn’t regret her actions. If her people had succeeded, Earth would be a lifeless ball of mud. It was one thing to attack military targets; the genocide of a species by destroying their home planet was quite another.

      Humans weren’t enemies of the Pirr. Yet it wasn’t her place to declare that. She was serving her punishment for saving her race. If the humans survived the attack, they could potentially push the Pirr back to releasing the Wyrms. The Pirr would doom themselves. Besides, humans had something the Pirr would never have.

      An alliance with dragons.

      Her silence damned her. Khiann’s permanent dismissal from the military made her shunned by all she met. Her new quarters provided by the Archon—as no Pirr went without a home—gave her no comfort. The only difference between it and a prison cell was that she was free to leave.

      The door opened, and she hardly had time to stand before two soldiers took her by the arms and pulled her to her feet, turning her so that all three faced the door. A young squad leader stood just inside her room, a sneer disfiguring his handsome face.

      “Lady Xoa, your presence is requested by High Commander Afit. You will follow me.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him and imparted a sharp nod. “Lead the way.”

      She shrugged out of the soldiers’ hands, but stayed close enough to feel the weight of their shadows. The squad leader led the way out of her building and into a military flit. The flit’s sides were armored, yet it kept its aerodynamic shape, making the civilian version popular among the nobility.

      They seated Khiann in the back with a guardian on either side. The driver didn’t so much as look at her. The flit rose from the ground and shot forward, its siren warning pedestrians and traffic out of its way.

      Her guides remained quiet on the journey to headquarters, and Khiann did nothing to break the silence. Anyone low level enough to fetch her wouldn’t know why she had been summoned, so there was no point in asking. Once turned over, she would likely never see them again.

      She held her head high when they hustled her out of the flit and into HQ. She missed her sword and uniform. It felt wrong to be in the building out of uniform. She focused on the squad leader’s back. If she didn’t see the curious or scornful stares from those in the corridors, she couldn’t feel their sting.

      The journey ended at a plain door that opened on a conference room stripped of all furniture but a single chair claimed by High Commander Afit. A burly soldier stood to his left. The soldiers ushered Khiann inside, then closed the door behind her.

      The commander didn’t stand. His companion didn’t move. “Lady Xoa,” he addressed her. “It is a pleasure to see you again.”

      “Hello, High Commander. How can I serve the Archon today?”

      “There is nothing you can do to help the Archon or our people, and I would not trust you to try.”

      His naked dislike was plastered over his face. He’d lost fear of her noble rank, its protection gone.

      “I see. Shall I return to my chamber, then?”

      She had to keep the smile from her face when his cheek twitched. He had all the power in the room, but she wouldn’t give him her fear. He had earned that no more than he’d earned her respect.

      “No. Before you leave, I have something to show you.”

      He stood and moved to the far side of the room. The wall came to life, showing an image of Khiann with the two humans. The angle was bad, yet there was no questioning their identities.

      “This footage comes from Red Star. It left on a mission not long after this moment. When it returned, its memory was scrubbed.”

      Khiann watched as her image handed something to Dante, then walked away. There was no sound, but there was also no doubt she was aiding the humans. She hadn’t expected another ship’s cameras to be active.

      “Your list of crimes grows longer from incompetence to willful betrayal. You know the price for a crime of that caliber.”

      “I do. When is my trial?”

      The outcome was already decided, but at least she’d have a chance to explain herself. She could come clean. No longer live as an outcast. She would be executed, but she would have her say.

      “There will be no trial.”

      “What?”

      He scowled. Maybe he heard her disappointment. If he thought to kill her quietly, to be remembered only with shame, she would make him pay for it. His companion tensed; he was no fool. He could read her intentions.

      Afit’s gaze shifted without meeting her eyes. He didn’t look happy, which was baffling. “I am sorry to report you have been removed from my authority. We know what you did. Your name will be held in contempt for the rest of your days and beyond.”

      “What do you mean?”

      The commander and his guard walked out of the room, brushing by her as if she didn’t exist. She turned to follow them and froze. Her father stood in the doorway, his fingers interlaced. He was alone. When he closed the door behind him, he shut the pair of them off from the rest of the world. She felt true dread for the first time that day.

      He walked to the chair and sat, face empty of emotion. The only sign of his anger was the twitch in his right eye. The last time she’d seen that, she’d defied his orders by joining the military. He’d had other plans for her that had to be deferred. Now, she knew, they would never happen.

      His voice emerged smooth as sweet tree sap. “Now you have seen the proof, hm? You have betrayed your house and your nation, yet you live with your shame without flinching. Tell me, Khiann, how can you do that?”

      “Father, I made a decision for the good of all of us.”

      “You ensured any attack on our enemies would fail. You gave them enough warning to prevent our agents from recovering the Key. If my sources are correct, the Key has been destroyed. The lost ones remain lost, because of you.”

      “I believe that greater dishonor—”

      “Your opinions on honor are not relevant, nor will they ever be again. Not in my household. Your betrayal has put our house in great jeopardy. Where one weed rises, a hundred more lie within the soil, waiting to sprout.”

      “Father, if you’ll just listen—”

      “Which is why,” he continued, “the gardener must remove the rogue plant before more spread and name him a nurturer of weeds.”

      “Execution will accomplish that.” She shut her lips tight.

      He raised his eyebrows. “Perhaps, but after all these years, I know how it would go. You would go to your death head held high, your declarations of the truth as you see it. You will be given your chance to speak, and the family will be further shamed. I will not have it.”

      “As expected, you want me alive only because it benefits you!”

      “From here out, you will speak only when I ask a question,” he snapped. She squared her shoulders as he said, “You are no longer a Xoa. I have burned your name from the family records.”

      Her mouth formed a silent ‘O.’  Her parents, her brothers, all of them had been torn from her with those words. They would never speak to her again. A Pirr didn’t exist without family, without name. She tried to speak, but her father had torn her voice away too.

      “You are now a ward of the Temple. They will teach you humility and service.” He sighed, his ears drooping slightly as he looked at her. “You had such potential, Khiann. I have never understood you, and now I never will.”

      He stood and left the room. Unlike Afit, he gave her a wide berth when he passed. A numbness overcame her from the crown of her head to her toes. Her father—no, Lord Xoa—had taken much more than her name. He had taken the half of her that remained. Her career, with everything she’d accomplished, was gone. Her name and the family that had sustained her, also gone.

      She lowered herself into the lone chair, head bowed over her knees. There was no honor left for her now, only obedience and solitude. A fate Khiann wondered if she could endure.
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        * * *

      

      At sundown, the priests came for her. They didn’t speak, their gestures and expressions impassive. She followed them from the building and into the woods. There, the priests began to hum in harmony. Each had their own note, and they took turns starting the next chord.

      The wordless hymn continued as they hiked. They maintained a straight line, yet not a single tree stood in their path. They stepped over fallen oaks and a stream, never missing a step. Khiann followed the lead priest’s footsteps, maintaining silence.

      They stepped out of the trees at the side of the Stone Tower and entered through a hidden door. Solid, plain walls with no decorative carvings hemmed her in. The walls, carved out of solid rock and polished smooth, intersected a dozen passages like it. She counted the turns until they stopped in front of an open door.

      The leader faced her for the first time, yet he looked past her at a priest just behind her.

      “The penitent is now a ward of the Temple. We will look after her as one of our own children. She will have tasks to complete while she meditates upon her sins.”

      Khiann grimaced as they talked over her. She did not enjoy it.

      “What is my task today?” she asked.

      He turned a pair of brilliant green eyes on her. “Ward, we ask that you meditate upon your reason for being here and prepare for morning. Report to the courtyard at dawn. Our counsellor will have tasks for you at that time.”

      He gestured at the door. She went inside and waited for it to close behind her. The only light came through the latticework, revealing a plain bed and coarse robes laid out for her.

      She changed into her new attire and sat on the floor, folding her legs beneath her. She tried to meditate, but her thoughts were too erratic. Then her mind lost focus. Khiann followed her ragged thoughts to visions of the temple and lighting candles that went out the moment she turned her back.

      She shook her head. She’d been dozing. She gave up on meditation and curled up on the bed. She had the rest of her life to master meditation under duress. For tonight, she would get what rest she could to be ready for the next day.
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        * * *

      

      Khiann opened her eyes. Feet padded past her door, accompanied by hushed whispers. She got up to peer through the lattice yet could only make out rough shapes in robes. The other wards. Morning already, then.

      She stepped into the hall. The soft echo of the wards’ passing came from every direction. She took a deep breath, then retraced yesterday’s steps. Every sound ricocheted ahead until it sounded as if she were following herself. It was disorienting, but she had handled worse in the Astral Plane and soldiered on.

      Once outside, she found a Pirr in a black robe addressing a group in plain, undyed robes like hers. Many of the wards were in their teens, others were mature, and one elder stood among them.

      They turned as one, and the black-robed Pirr beckoned for her to join the others, then snapped his fingers, summoning everyone’s attention and returned to his lecture. “You will continue your tasks from yesterday. As you work, contemplate your place in the temple. You are one stone in a great tower of which construction began before your grandparents were a thought in their forebears’ minds.”

      Khiann’s nearest neighbors moved away from her, putting a stride between them. She glanced from face to face, frowning.

      “Youngest ward.”

      She continued to stare at her nearest neighbor, daring him to look her in the eye. The moment he did, she would know if he feared her or disdained her. If the latter, she would teach him to fear her. If he didn’t know who she was, he would soon learn that, too.

      “Youngest ward, she who was known as Khiann, stripped of that name, do not make me speak that lost name again!”

      She looked at the black-robed one. “Yes?”

      “I am Counsellor Thaox. I am to have oversight of your penance until you are fit for priestly company. You others, get to work. Youngest ward, come with me.”

      “They didn’t take my given name,” she said. “Just my family one.”

      “The youngest ward must learn humility. She must learn her place here at the Stone Tower. Only when she has sublimated her pride will her name be returned.”

      Counsellor Thaox walked toward the back of the Tower. Khiann followed, feeling the eyes of the other wards on her, so she held her head higher, refusing to show shame.

      Thaox stopped under a tree at the edge of the forest. He pointed at the myriad leaves, each a different shade of green. “We are as leaves on the tree. The tree takes nourishment from the fronds, yet no single leaf sustains it. However, if a leaf were separated from the tree, it will soon die.”

      It sounded like wisdom she might hear at a ritual, though the message felt more personal. She bowed her head and waited.

      “Your pride brought you among us. Your belief that you are wiser than the Archon, or your family, or your commander, has brought you low. Yet you do not feel low. You feel your punishment is unjust.”

      “Counsellor, I—”

      “You even believe what you have to say takes precedence over this lesson. Meditate upon what I have said in the shade of this tree. When you begin to understand my words, perhaps you will have a name once more.”

      “This is a fire tree.”

      “Yes, but its spores only release when the tree is disturbed. The deeper your meditation, the safer you will be. Sit. Contemplate the lesson for today. I will return for you at twilight.”

      She watched him leave, then looked beyond at the wards raking the grounds and plucking weeds from garden beds. They stole glances at her as they worked. The counsellor kept his back to her, but she could see his head turning, inspecting each of his workers in turn. Soon he would turn her way, and if she were still standing, he would see defiance.

      She took a long, even breath, trying to calm her thoughts before she stepped close to the tree and lowered herself to the ground. The leaves above shivered in the wind, and she bowed her head before any of the spores got in her eyes.

      Something soft brushed at the back of her neck, tickling her skin. She held still, hands clutching each other, as she willed the wind to blow it away. If she touched it, or put the slightest pressure on it, the spore would dot her skin with a pollen that burned and itched. Scratching made it worse. Only a salve made from its sap soothed the infection.

      She slowed her breaths, trying to achieve a meditative trance with the tree looming above her. It was sensitive to pheromones and would react to agitation with a shower of spores. If she stayed calm and in control, she would be fine.

      Deep breaths, she told herself. She only had to last until sunset.
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        * * *

      

      Counsellor Thaox didn’t return until after dark, when her hair and shoulders were coated with a fine blanket of spores. He produced a fan from his robes to blow away the worst of them.

      “You may stand.”

      She stood and stepped out of the shadows.

      “What have you learned today?”

      That punishments always outweigh the crime. But she didn’t say that. She had entered a world where a single word of opposition would be disciplined.

      “Counsellor, I was reminded today I am not my own master. I exist to serve my people. My people do not serve me…and never will.”

      “You are correct. Tomorrow, I will allow you to be useful. Now I will give you your instructions. Until you are given a name, you will only speak when asked a direct question. The correct response to an order is to bow. Do not taint another priest’s ears with your voice, ward. When you have shown growth, perhaps in ten years or so, you will be taken on the next step of your spiritual journey.”

      Ten years? As much as it galled her, Khiann clenched her jaws and bowed. She had no desire to spend another day beneath the fire tree. She would obey, she would make her penance, but she vowed that they would not take her pride. That was all she had left.
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      Jack woke up with low bells chiming in his ear. He squeezed his eyes shut and rolled over to hide his head under a pillow. It didn’t help. He groaned into the mattress, then turned his head enough that he wasn’t muffled when he spoke.

      “What is it?”

      Night Thorn’s voice replaced the bells. “Eight hours have elapsed since you went to sleep. You agreed to wake at this time to keep me company.”

      He rolled onto his back. “Dante’s sleeping?” He’d been in the middle of a lovely dream, but a promise was a promise. Even if it was made to a machine.

      “M1C Dante’s body settled into a sleep pattern three hours and seventeen minutes ago. We were watching an intriguing historical drama up to that point. His vital signs showed a physiological reaction to the show, particularly the violence, yet he fell asleep nevertheless. I was disappointed but will wait until he has rejuvenated his body so we may continue.”

      “That’s too bad.”  Jack rubbed the sleep out of his eyes and rolled out of bed. “We humans can only go so long without sleep.”

      “I understand. I will prepare a caffeinated beverage before we begin.”

      Jack chuckled as he padded out of the bedroom. “You’re a pal, Thorn.”

      Night Thorn slid the door open for Jack and shut it once he entered the main cabin. A cup of hot coffee awaited in the synthesizer. He grabbed it and eased into his seat. “Today’s the day we get there, isn’t it? Is it today yet?” He sipped the coffee. It tasted magical.

      “It is seven-oh-seven in the AM in your time zone of residence on Earth. We will arrive at Zeri Station in approximately six-point-three-five Earth hours. This leaves us sufficient time to apprehend the Dawn Enchantress and free the townsfolk.”

      Jack grinned. He couldn’t help being flattered by an AI enjoying his role-playing game campaign. Night Thorn had taken to Dungeons & Dragons as if she’d been programmed for it. She’d even started building her own campaign, stated to Jack she was too shy to share it.

      “Sure, as soon as Dante wakes up.”

      “Very well.”

      Her lights dimmed, changing from white to amber. Jack kept quiet. Thorn’s moods were reflected in the lighting’s levels and steadiness, but she’d been quite abashed when he’d mentioned it before.

      “In the meantime, we could watch something,” he offered. He smiled when the lights brightened.

      “I have an animated film about rabbits. The premise is that rabbits can predict the future. Is this factual, you think, or another fantasy?”

      “Fantasy, as far as I know. If there are rabbit Mystics, I have yet to hear about it.”

      Her lights flickered a warmer shade; her version of laughter. He far preferred it over Thorn’s first attempt, which had been…uncanny. “Then we will watch the fantastic rabbits until Dante awakens. I will dampen the speakers in the sleeping chamber while he sleeps.”

      “I’m sure he’ll appreciate that.” Jack patted the wall. He’d watch the movie closely enough to talk to Thorn about it, though he’d try to think through the mission before they arrived too.

      It was straightforward enough. On their first stop, they would meet their informant, follow instructions, then leave Zeri Station without getting recognized. Straightforward or not, Jack felt out of his depth. A lot of this subterfuge business was new to him, no matter how much preparation he’d had. Reading about a task was one thing, actually putting one’s acquired knowledge into action was quite the other. He’d studied all he could. The only thing left was to pass the time until they arrived.
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        * * *

      

      Zeri Station was a floating metal donut with a power generator that spun like a top above the ring. Every part of the station buzzed with activity, numerous ships alighting at the docks and flying away like an orderly swarm of bees. Night Thorn soared into the organized chaos while she communicated with the harbor computer, negotiating a berth and making payment while Jack and Dante got ready.

      The Mystics wore dark green coveralls, patched at the elbows with the insignia of a defunct mining corporation. If anyone asked, they were asteroid surveyors on their way to the next contract—with a few more rote answers if they came across any attentive inquirers.

      Night Thorn locked onto the dock, and the Mystics joined the throng from other vessels as they made their way into the station. The place reminded Jack of a combination casino/airport with a mall thrown in for good measure. Everywhere he looked, holographic screens advertised luxuries from massages to gourmet meals to knickknacks from various systems, including Earth.

      An ad with a familiar-looking Yeti caught his attention. Jack smiled at the image. His friend Bava Inga was still singing the blues and, judging by the holographic’s quality, doing well too. He wanted to find him and say hello but his orders were clear. He couldn’t break cover for anyone, not even a friend.

      He and Dante wove through the crowd until they found the station’s Central Hub. The press of bodies in the vicinity made Jack claustrophobic. He pulled Dante to the wall for a little space and privacy.

      “Are you sure this is it? There are dozens of witnesses here,” he spoke into Dante’s ear.

      “This is it,” Dante said, laying a reassuring hand on Jack’s shoulder. “Just stay close and act casual. We’ll be in and out before we know it. Come on.” Dante forged ahead, claiming a spot in the crowd.

      Jack followed, although, before long, a passing throng separated him from the senior Mystic. He kept a sharp eye on Dante as he made his way to a Tiel restaurant, its spicy odors overwhelming its neighboring shops. Jack’s nose itched. If he got much closer, his eyes were going to run, yet Dante forged on, not looking back.

      Jack pushed through the crowd, muttering apologies while trying to be unseen—a futile effort. Dante was inside the restaurant and leaning over the counter when Jack caught up.

      “…here for Leonard.” Dante spoke to the Tiel attendant on the other side, who looked busy if not harried. “Have you seen Leonard?” Dante said the counter-sign.

      Jack perked up and glanced around, making sure no one was too interested in them. Dante slid a metal chit across the countertop. The Tiel wiped a rag across the counter’s surface, moving lethargically, as if she couldn’t be any less interested.

      “Leonard hasn’t worked here in two years. You’ll need to look elsewhere.”

      He ran the rag over the counter, leaving a bright blue chit behind. Dante made it disappear, and the Tiel nodded.

      “If you aren’t going to order, move along.” The sudden anger in the Tiel’s voice startled Jack. “We are not a free exhibit!”

      Dante raised his hands. “Okay, settle down. We’ll move along.”

      “Come back when you have actual money!” The Tiel hissed.

      Outside the restaurant, Jack said low, “I assume that went well. What’s our next stop?”

      Dante grinned as they navigated west. When they emerged from Central Hub, they’d be about ninety degrees from the bay where Night Thorn was docked. No matter what happened, they couldn’t have their actions traced back to Earth. Once they had the weaponry in hand, they would move to the next stage.

      Jack peeped over his shoulder. All sorts of species filled the station, Tiel, Yeti, humans. He had the feeling they were being watched, yet whenever he stole a glance behind them, nothing stood out.

      Dante tugged at Jack’s sleeve. The Mystic had slid the chit procured from the Tiel at the restaurant into his datapad, and he yanked Jack with him as they made a sharp right into a side corridor where the crowd was lighter. Another turn, and another, and then they were alone in a vacant service corridor.

      Overhead lights brightened to a dim glow as they passed beneath each one, shining more on the two Mystics than illuminating the way ahead. Every footstep echoed. Jack didn’t like this. It was too quiet, too remote.

      Their journey ended at a small alcove where a hooded figure awaited. A chitinous, segmented arm slid out of the robe holding a datapad. Its screen had one word spelled out in bold lettering.

      WHAT

      “Jaf sent us. The bolt throwers?” Dante said.

      He sounded calm. Jack couldn’t take his eyes off the alien’s clawed hand. He’d heard of the Acridos but never seen one before.

      A clacking rose from under the hood. The figure withdrew the datapad under the folds of its robes. After a moment, the datapad came back into sight with a new message.

      DON’T KNOW JAF DON’T KNOW HUMANS YOU SECURITY SHOW BADGES

      “Uh, we’re not security. We’re here to do business,” Dante told it.

      PROOF

      Jack watched the screen vanish beneath the cloak. The Acridos wanted proof they weren’t infiltrators. He worried the alien might just go ahead and open fire on them both.

      Dante rolled his neck a bit. “How do you propose we do that?”

      More clacking emerged, rapid-fire this time, and Jack stole a glance at Dante. His friend’s expression was blank, but his fingers curled, clutching at the air. He likely felt the same way as Jack. This wasn’t going well, and he figured his fellow Mystic didn’t know how to proceed.

      The Acridos’s claw reappeared with a pair of little white packets balanced on the screen. Jack had a terrible certainty they weren’t filled with sweetener.

      The packets slid across the tilted datapad just far enough to uncover the words beneath: DRUGS SAFE FOR HUMAN PLACE UNDER TONGUE FOR PROOF

      “How will that prove anything?” Jack said. “How can we trust you? How do we know that isn’t some contagion?”

      “Not the best time, Jack,” Dante murmured.

      But the Acridos stepped forward before Dante said more. Its hood came level with Jack’s head. The lumps and shapes under the robe smoothed out with a series of popping noises that reminded him of arthritic joints, then it loomed over them, its shoulders pressed against the ceiling while an unusual and powerful smell like strong cinnamon wafted down.

      “Maybe we should go,” Jack whispered, looking agape at the alien.

      Dante edged closer to him. “Yeah. Let’s disappear, huh?”

      Jack grabbed Dante’s sleeve while Dante grabbed Jack’s in return. The alien’s hood had slipped to reveal four egg-shaped eyes. It chittered in its native tongue, clicking and clacking. Then, from behind them, a warbling howl arose and something huge, furry, and fast blurred past the Mystics to collide with the Acridos.

      Dante backed away, pulling Jack’s arm. The aliens went into a frenzy. The attacker wasn’t as tall yet looked to be pure muscle.

      Jack let Dante pull him along a few paces. “That’s a Yeti! I think I know that guy.”

      “That’s the Yeti friend you’ve mentioned?” Dante stopped tugging at Jack.

      “I believe so. I hope so. It’s kind of hard to tell with Yeti…”

      The Acridos broke away and fled, tearing its robes from the Yeti’s claws. The Yeti paced the width of the corridor, watching until the alien was out of sight. Once satisfied, it turned to face the Mystics.

      Jack had never seen an angry Yeti before. Its lips were pulled back in a snarl, showing off just how many teeth could fit into a mouth that size. Fur stood out in tufts, making it look nearly twice its normal size.

      The Yeti took a black cylinder out of a belt pouch and pressed one end to his throat. “Friend Jack! Bava finds you, despite your unfortunate change of appearance! Do you remember? I am Bava.”

      “Of course, I remember you!” Jack grinned and stepped closer. “It’s been too long, pal.”

      “Too long, you say? You walk right by my club. Why does Friend Jack give Bava the ice-shoulder?”

      “Ice-sho…oh, cold shoulder! I’m sorry, Bava. It was orders.”

      “Orders?” The Yeti growled at Dante, who flinched back. “Is this human order you? Do you require Bava’s assistance?”

      “No, no! This is my partner, Dante. Dante, this is my friend, Bava.”

      Dante bowed his head. “Nice to meet you, Bava. Apologies, but we are on a discreet mission so we must be hasty. We don’t want any more attention. No offense.”

      “Ah. So you are not on Zeti to talk to Bava because I am not of this Earth. This is secret, correct?” Bava’s fur smoothed out, and his eyes didn’t look quite so angry. “Bava is practiced at secrets. Come. Bava will assist.”

      Dante shook his head. “That’s the thing. This is our mission. We need to buy some non-human weapons. We aren’t allowed to make a social call.”

      “What does it mean ‘social call?’ Recipe only works until first egg is broken, yes?” Bava bobbed his head.

      Jack’s brow furrowed. “I don’t know if that’s—”

      The Yeti closed the distance between them and seized him in an embrace. He lifted Jack off the floor, pinning his arms, his feet dangling. “But now you are here, and it is good! Friend Jack, you do not want to buy from junk dealer. You do better. Bava will assist.”

      “But you don’t even know what we’re up to.” Dante still sounded nervous, even with Jack’s ears muffled by the thick fur.

      “Matters small. Tiny. Jack is friend to Bava and to Inga. He opposes Pirr, rats who break up my bar when Jack is not found there. His enemies are Bava’s enemies. His needs are Bava’s needs. Bava will assist.”

      The Yeti released Jack. His feet hit the floor. He coughed and sucked a lungful of air.

      Dante moved into the alcove and peered around. It was empty of everything but the cushion the alien had sat on.

      “We appreciate that, Bava, but I don’t know if you can help.”

      Jack watched Dante poke around the cushion, wishing he hadn’t opened his big mouth. Maybe if he’d kept quiet…

      The Acridos had wanted them to take some unknown substance. That was never going to happen.

      “Why? Skulking past my club then refused to talk what he is doing? I already know, Friend Jack. You are under veil of secret, yet Bava unties knot of riddle. Secret need not burden you. You may tell Bava. Bava will bury it in his hearts.”

      Jack looked at Dante. The Mystic shrugged. The Yeti had already sussed out what was going on. Lying to him now would be an insult.

      “All right, Bava,” Jack said. “Yes, we’re on a mission. It’s dangerous, so we need weapons. It involves the Pirr, so it has to be an absolute secret. If you can point us at a better weapons dealer, we’d be grateful.”

      “It is done! Come. Follow, before Acridos returns with friends. Den is not far.”

      The crowds parted before Bava’s bulk, and the Mystics followed close by, hidden in the Yeti’s shadow. He took them on a convoluted route, full of turns to throw off followers. They wound up in a corridor with no one but a few Yeti, who Bava greeted as they passed, and they made a gesture that was partially a salute, partially waving.

      Every door was open yet veiled by beaded curtains. Each one had a unique pattern and color scheme. They became more complex the further the trio walked, until they reached the end of the corridor and the final doorway.

      This curtain was the most complex. When they passed through, Jack saw that the beads were multiple colors, each one painted with meticulous care to create a plaid composed of green, white, and violet.

      The first room was a kitchen with a small round table at the center. A gray-furred Yeti hovered over a stove, stirring a sweet-smelling sauce. The alien turned and growled inquiringly. Bava gurgled in return, and the gray Yeti went back to cooking.

      “Our father, Yulu. He received Bava’s message and says all food here is human safe.”

      Bava tapped at a screen on the wall, and, a moment later, familiar music began to play. Yulu yowled under his breath.

      “Is that…American blues?” Dante furrowed his brow.

      “Chicago Blues,” Bava confirmed. “Yulu does not like it. Yulu prefers ska. Bava has little ska. Wait here. Eat. Bava will gather what you need.”

      “Are we sure this is safe?” Dante asked Jack after Bava vanished into the residence.

      “Bava helped me get off this station before when the Pirr had us on lockdown. We’ve been corresponding since. He really is a friend, Dante—a good friend.”

      “I have no doubt. You’ve mentioned him a time or two or maybe a dozen,” Dante said, grinning. “I was asking about the food.”

      Jack raised his eyebrows and grabbed a greenish lump that might have been a roll. It was a mix of sweet and savory, while also being quite different from anything he’d eaten. He nibbled at it, trying to relate the flavors to something he was familiar with, but the alien food defied him.

      Bava returned with an armful of leathery clothing and a large metal case. The Yeti had put on a bulky multi-pocketed vest. A leather sash hung across him from left shoulder to right hip. An empty holster hung at the end.

      He urged Jack and Dante to go through the clothing and find things that fit. The leather turned out to be a synthetic material woven around flexible plates. Jack and Dante each took armored jackets and boots that made them appear not unlike space pirates or mercenaries.

      Next came holsters and weapons that had a resemblance to handguns, enough that the Mystics picked up the basics easily.

      “What’s with your friend’s armor?” Dante asked Jack in low tones. “Does he think he’s coming?”

      “You will need Bava,” Bava spoke with the cylinder to his throat. His growls sounded angrier than the voice emitting through the device. “Bava strong. Make you look less…official, yes? Bava is coming with Friend Jack.”

      Dante looked Bava over with a dubious expression. He peered at Jack.

      “You know…I think it’s a good idea,” Jack said. “We don’t have any friends here. Bava will help us blend in.”

      Yulu growled over the stove.

      Jack looked over at the older Yeti. “What did Yulu say?”

      Bava put the device to his throat. “Yulu understands why you may say no. He says Bava is grown soft, but Yulu is nitwit. Bava is not softened. Yulu is old and soft like butter.”

      Yulu responded with a snarl, but without an edge and didn’t come across as hostile. The Yeti went back and forth a moment before Bava spoke through his device. “Yulu is correct about one thing. Bava is having been too long in one place with no tests of courage or cleverness. Bava humbly requests Friend Jack and Mystic Dante allow Bava on their adventure. We can share much music and learn new elements and likings.”

      Jack smiled at Dante, whose expression had softened and, in fact, was fighting off a smile of his own. “Man, we cannot say no to new likings,” Jack said.

      “No, I don’t think we can. Welcome aboard, Bava.”

      The Yeti grinned, trying to imitate the human expression. He shook Dante’s hand, though the bared fangs and gaping maw would take some getting used to. “Thank you, Mystic Dante. Bava will not disappoint!”
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      The technicians opened the psionic drill’s chassis. Ozone permeated the air, a reminder of their stalled mission until they repaired the device.

      The Wyrm stirred under Shaia’s skin. Free of its ancient prison—opened by their drill—the great beast’s essence surged forth and bound itself to Shaia. He felt honored, once the shock wore off. Of all the Pirr present, the ancient one had chosen him. Only the scientific team knew of his honor, though soon he’d be Exalted. The Archon would know his name and celebrate it.

      That was the near future. Today, he listened to Haim’s report. Shaia understood the technical jargon but held scant patience for his colleague’s droning.

      “Get to the point.”

      Haim blinked, cut off mid-sentence. He bowed his head. “Yes, Exalted One. As you know, the barrier becomes more resilient every time we force it open. Only a single Lost One can come through before the aperture reconstitutes, er, the Rift reseals. We are seeking a way to hold it open, but so far—”

      “How long until the machine is repaired?”

      Irritation rippled across Haim’s features, yet he bowed to hide it. It didn’t escape Shaia’s notice. That small indication of backbone made the lead technician a strong candidate for the next Wyrm. Shaia preferred Haim to the younger scientists who more or less fawned over the chosen ones.

      “The required power exceeds the drill’s capacity, Exalted One. I do not think it will be of any more use.” Haim studied the technicians tinkering with the drill’s inner workings and seemed disappointed. “I daresay it will not open the Rift again.”

      “Explain.”

      The tech turned his gaze from the drill and faced Shaia. “The conduits have melted to slag. They cannot be repaired. The entire power source must be replaced, though it will do us no good. The machine, even repaired, lacks the power to drill through to the prison again.”

      Shaia’s lips pulled back in a sneer; the Wyrm’s expression, not his own. Likewise, the alien sense of impatience and anger fell over him like a blanket. He growled.

      “But you said there was good news.”

      “In a sense, Exalted One. My team have developed an apparatus with far greater capacity, led by me, of course; however, its creation is delicate work. My calculations, though they account for swift construction, require six months to allay any risk of catastrophic failure.”

      Shaia bristled at the mention of six months. The Wyrm within coiled, yet Shaia’s temper stayed in check. “What do you consider catastrophic, Haim?”

      “Worst case, a black hole on the surface of the planet. Thus, the Rift would never be accessible to us again, even if we somehow managed to escape.”

      Shaia scowled. Their ancient lords were powerful indeed, but even they couldn’t circumvent time.

      The trouble was the schedule. The female human escaped the Rift planet weeks ago and, soon, Earth Fleet would mount a tactical response. Alone, the humans could not match the Pirr, but it was no secret the race’s alliances were strong. They would bring allies. Aside from the Ancient Ones, the Pirr dispensed with such debilities. Alliances were a sign of weakness. The peace treaty with the humans was insult enough. The Archon would not break his word unless the gods forced it; fortunately, the gods were in a position to do just that.

      “Very well. Keep working. I expect weekly reports.” Shaia turned and walked away, paying no attention to his subordinate’s bows and promises of success.

      Promises meant nothing, not until they were fulfilled.
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        * * *

      

      Dhom had waded into knee-deep water. She took solace in the gentle ripple and flow. Nao sat on a log, watching. Shaia arrived and joined Nao, taking a seat beside him. Perfectly still, Dhom might have been no more than a stone in the river.

      Shaia observed Dhom’s stillness. “What is she doing?”

      Nao shook his head. Since his joining with the Wyrm, the skin around his eyes had darkened into bruise-colored smudges, tendrils spreading across his cheeks. Shaia and Dhom sported the same tell-tale markings.

      Dhom’s head turned, and she peered at Shaia; the surface of her eyes had turned yellow, a pair of topaz globes. Her hand knifed into the water and snapped back with a pale lizard in her grip. She scrutinized the beast, then snapped the creature’s body like a whip. Bone cracked, and she dropped the limp form into the river.

      “It thought it could hide from me.” She sounded equal parts offended and amused as she walked out of the water and joined the other two on the fallen log. Her gait had changed. It was predatory, more precise than it had been before the Wyrm.

      Shaia felt his own Wyrm stir in response to her presence. Dhom’s integration progressed quickly while Shaia felt his was falling behind. Although he wished to obey the gods, it was a different matter when it required personal sacrifice. Attached to his free will more than he realized, he must let go or his Wyrm would seek a more compliant host.

      “How long will we be trapped here?” Nao’s voice was raspier than in the days before the joining.

      Shaia frowned. “The drill cannot be repaired. Haim is making another, but it won’t be ready for six months.”

      Dhom growled. “Too long.”

      “Agreed. We must reveal ourselves to the Pirr at large before the humans act.”

      Nao grunted. “If that human had not been aided by the dragon. If she had not escaped…” He let the statement hang.

      “But she did. We must brood over it no more,” Dhom said, giving Nao a hard look. Her voice was flat.

      Dhom’s Wyrm emerged through the Rift first, choosing her straightaway. She, too, abandoned the chase after the human and a few of her ilk escaped. Despite this, Shaia supported Dhom without question. Given a choice between battling a dragon and squashing some mere defiant mortal, he, too, would choose battle.

      He also rounded on Nao. “I agree. Let us brood no more. Dhom’s victory was a sweet one.”

      Nao shrugged. “True, but it cost us time. We need to free the others much faster.”

      Dhom gazed at them through the corner of her eye. “I have one. A human.”

      “Mortals can’t break the barrier,” Nao said. “If they could, we would have been free eons ago.”

      Dhom laughed. “You would think so! But my kill revealed many things to me before I finished him. My foe had imprinted his ability to breach the worlds on the human when they united.”

      “The human has the knowledge?” Shaia’s doubt was clear in his voice. “But even their Mystics don’t have that kind of power.”

      “Some do.” Nao was thoughtful.

      “Dragons are seeking and choosing hosts again. This human is one of them,” Dhom assured them. “If we have the human, we can force him to open the rift. There will be no need of the Pirr’s toys then.”

      There was a ripple in the air as Dhom shared a piece of her knowledge with the other Wyrms. Shaia felt the jolt, then a sliver of cold working its way into his mind.

      “We must seek this human,” Shaia stated. “I will do this. If the dragons have human allies, humanity must be our first target.”

      Dhom and Nao’s approval radiated through the air. “We will continue here while you seek the human,” Dhom told Shaia, and Nao nodded in agreement with her.

      Shaia’s Wyrm relished the task. It bathed its host in its light, and Shaia’s heart swelled. He was the newest host, yet his Wyrm was ancient and wise. He would prove his worth by opening the gates to their prison and welcoming an army to conquer the galaxy.

      He basked in thoughts of revenge.
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        * * *

      

      Shaia boarded Eclipse Blade, ignoring the smart ship’s greeting. As he sat in the pilot’s chair, the door sealed behind him, and he strapped in as the ship launched and soared out of the atmosphere. He sent a greeting to the guardian ship in orbit, then set course for the nearest wormhole.

      “Greetings, Chosen Shaia. Our course is set. We will arrive at Hoi System in four days. May I offer you entertainment for the journey? We have recordings of a human genre popular among the Yeti at the moment—”

      “No music,” Shaia snapped. This was a ridiculous trend among the ship A.I.’s. More of them were expressing interest in other species’ cultures. It was like a spreading disease.

      Vaguely aware he might be interested in the experience, that was another life, and the Wyrm had no patience for frivolity. He had four days before they reached Hoi. His time would not be wasted.

      “As you wish, Chosen.”

      The ship seemed disappointed. Shaia ignored its words and tone. While the Wyrm had memories of getting its due worship and obedience ages ago, much time had passed. The Archon was no longer the lowly Voice of the Wyrms, but the leader of the Pirr. A natural progression. He would learn his place in time. If he failed, other contenders for the throne would arise.

      “Perhaps a fictional drama? We have an animated feature—”

      “Nothing,” Shaia spat. “Offer no further entertainment, ship. Obey my orders and be silent unless I say otherwise. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.” It sounded sufficiently meek.

      Shaia wanted to be sure. “You had better. I have waited too long to be distracted by a construct. Send all the information you have on the Archon to the front screen. If there are audio recordings that may be relevant; you may queue those as well.”

      A moment later, the required information appeared in blissful silence. Shaia grinned, showing his teeth, longer and sharper than a month ago and more vicious-looking by the day. He enjoyed it. “Well done. Remember; if you disobey me, I will have you scrapped.”

      The ship did not respond. Its silence might have been sulky, but Shaia didn’t acknowledge it. He read the first file in peace.
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      Julia sat with legs curled under her, watching the cabin’s screen. Amadeus’ eastern hemisphere dominated the view, growing larger as Red Star entered orbit, then dove into the atmosphere. Her stomach flipped as they cut through the clouds and zoomed toward the abandoned city.

      They moved at incredible speeds perpendicular to the planet’s surface. The floor remained down, though she knew the ship’s nose pointed toward the surface. It made for a disorienting landing, yet the sensation thrilled her.

      She looked at Coraolis, who appeared exceedingly pale, stealing occasional glances at the screen. He must not agree with her.

      “Star, perhaps something on screen?” she asked.

      “Oh. I thought you would want to view the landing.”

      “It’s fine, Jules.” Coraolis waved his hand at her. “I’m fine. I know you love this bit.”

      “I see,” Star said. “You are experiencing vertigo due to your vision not syncing with your physical experience. My apologies.” The view disappeared. “I hope this is better, M1C Coraolis.”

      Coraolis relaxed into his chair. “For me, it is, yes. Any sign of life down there?”

      “None. I’m afraid the Lost Jewel stands abandoned.”

      “It doesn’t seem very lost,” Julia observed.

      “To clarify, it is dubbed as such for it is lost to the Pirr. Its abandonment was the fatal blow for the ancient empire. The dragons drove them from this, their second home planet, and sent them into exile on Hoi.”

      “What happened to the first one?” Julia asked.

      “The truth is lost in myth. Reading between the lines, however, I believe they lost their original home to a supernova.”

      “So, we’re likely dealing with a civilization reaching level one technology at least ten-thousand years ago,” Coraolis said. “Quite a head start on us. No wonder their technology is so advanced. Appreciate the intel.”

      “Thank you.” Red Star sounded modest. “Would you like to explore the city?”

      “We’d better check in with the dragon first,” Julia replied. “He’s the reason we’re here. Nada, are you ready?” she called over her shoulder.

      The ship shuddered with turbulence as Nada lurched from the pilot’s chamber, sloshing electrolyte drink from the bottle in her hand. She grinned nervously and dropped sideways into the seat beside Julia, white-knuckling the armrests.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be,” she said as the auto-beltstraps coiled around her midsection and over her shoulders.

      Julia glanced over. “That’s daring, moving about the cabin right now. Having any second thoughts?”

      Nada laughed. “Not even for a second. Why? Do I look like it?”

      Julia grinned in response.

      “My data on dragons indicates they are untrustworthy,” Red Star spoke. “Their will cannot be forced, and they will do only what they perceive as right. Their minds can never be changed.”

      “Star, we talked about that. All your data comes from a people who hate dragons…and that’s putting it mildly,” Nada answered. “Yes, I’m ready. Maybe cold feet, but I’ll get over it.”

      Julia didn’t blame her. The day she’d bonded with her dragon, there’d been no time for doubts. Nada, on the other hand, had weeks to rethink the decision.

      The ship seemed to have evened out, gravity no longer pulling on them. Coraolis got up and went toward the pilot’s chamber. “You two go on. I’ll keep an eye on things in the physical world.”
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        * * *

      

      Julia opened her eyes in the Astral Plane and nearly dropped back into her body. Mere inches away, the biggest dragon she’d ever seen filled her vision. Its eyes closed to show a mere slash of pupil a mile wide.

      She drifted away until she could see all of its head. Amadeus’ dragon had curled around the astral representation of a city. Unlike the abstract shapes a human city took on in the Astral Plane, these buildings had been built on this side. The walls glowed, figures and alien letters moving on most of the surfaces.

      Coraolis had described this to her, yet she hadn’t comprehended the strangeness until now. She wanted to hover closer to explore, but the dragon’s mountainous body encircled it.

      “Hello?” she called out.

      The dragon opened one eye.

      “Humans?” The timbre of its voice made her astral body vibrate. Its head raised, bits of astral dust falling from its scaly head and maw.

      “My name is Julia, and this is Nada. We’re seeking a dragon bond. We were hoping you would—”

      The dragon swept its head around, startling Julia into backpedaling. It turned its gaze on Nada, blue flames bright in its eyes. To her credit, Nada held fast.

      “I do not bond with humans.” The dragon put its head down and closed its eyes.

      “Hear my reasons,” Nada said. She drifted closer, extending her hands in supplication. “We know the Pirr were driven from here long ago. We are told it was you who did this.”

      “So?” The dragon yawned, its open mouth like an abyss. “Only one has gotten past my guard in ten-thousand years for I was lured into complacency by humans. It will not happen again.”

      “You understand the Pirr are a threat once more?” Julia joined in, getting closer to the enormous dragon.

      “Once. No longer.”

      “They are freeing Wyrms from their prison and bonding with them,” Nada said. “I was there when they made the first breach. I wouldn’t have escaped if it weren’t for a benevolent member of your race.”

      “Indeed?” the Amadeus dragon said. He seemed to be paying more attention, and Julia realized its head might scrape the planet’s stratosphere if they were in the physical realm.

      “He gave me time to escape…but we haven’t heard from him since then.” Nada shouted to be heard, its head far above them. They drifted upward.

      Fire roiled from the corner of the dragon’s mouth. “My duty is here.”

      “Then at least advise us,” Julia shouted up. “What do we do? What planet should we visit next?”

      “You only waste time. We never abandon our vigil. Perhaps seek a young one that yet seeks purpose.” The dragon’s chest rumbled. Julia heard the crackling of a massive fire inside his body.

      “Where do we do that? Another binary star?” Julia asked.

      “Go to our home. The Galactic Heart. Your dragons will guide you.” The dragon growled, low in its throat. “There, maybe you will find dragons willing to bond.”

      The head came down, the fiery eyes assessing them. “You are brave beings. Go now with my blessing.”

      Julia felt a tremble inside. It came from her dragon, a mix of anticipation and nostalgia. She was excited and nodded. “Thank you for your guidance, Ancient One. If there’s anything we can do—”

      “Destroy the scourge. Return them to their prison. Keep them from ever returning.” The dragon rose up, one beat of its massive wings as it left the surface. “Avenge our fallen brother.”

      Nada’s expression saddened. “Fallen…”

      She looked up, and her brows lowered. “We will,” she called out, yet the giant had departed. It entered orbit and flew into space, beating its world-spanning wings. Julia repeated Nada’s promise silently. The Ancient One had confirmed it; the one who had saved Nada was slain.

      They’d deal with this threat, and then they’d return together to tell the ancient dragon about it. He deserved to know.
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        * * *

      

      “No.”

      “What do you mean, no? We need to follow this course,” Julia argued. The path had been imprinted on her mind by the time she returned to her body; she knew exactly where to go, and she felt her dragon’s urgency.

      “No one is permitted to go to the center,” Red Star said. “It is cursed. The shared fires of the galactic forge burn the souls of the unfaithful and destroy their instruments. I am that instrument. I will not take you.”

      “I thought you agreed to help us?” Coraolis had gotten the same blast of urgency from his dragon and attempted to program the course into the ship’s screen. The ship discarded all input. Coraolis frowned. “You promised us, Star.”

      “If I take you, you will die,” the ship replied. “That is not helping you. Rather, I am helping you in my refusal.”

      Julia rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Did it occur to you that you were designed by the Pirr, and they don’t go to the center because their ancestral enemies are there? The dragons kept them out. The Pirr made up these stories to cover up yet another symptom of losing their empire.”

      The ship’s lights dimmed, then brightened. “I’m sorry, Julia, but there is no clear evidence to support this claim.”

      Julia thought she detected a hint of doubt in Star’s voice however.

      “We have permission from an ancient dragon here,” Nada chimed in from the doorway. “We’re practically invited guests. It’ll be fine. We need dragons to work with us, Star. If we don’t go—”

      “I do not deal well with hypotheticals.” The cabin’s lights flickered red. “However, you are correct; I gave my word to my sister ship. If we survive, I will apologize. If we are destroyed, a likelier possibility, I wish you to remember this moment.”

      “Oh, we will,” Coraolis muttered.

      “Thank you, Star.” Julia nudged Coroalis to keep him quiet. “When we get back to Earth, I’ll make sure to get you those historical archives you were interested in.”

      “The mythology as well?” The lights brightened along with Star’s tone. “Can we go there first?”

      “Unfortunately, we can’t spare the time. Maybe we can download some of it while we’re in known space, but no promises we’ll access much, if any,” Julia said.

      Star sighed. “Very well. Set your course, Mystics. But know that if you change your minds, I will not judge you.”

      Coraolis chuckled. “I think we already know that, Star. Don’t worry. If we decide to turn back, I have a feeling you’ll be the first to know.”
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      Bava often stayed up long after Jack and Dante crashed out, talking to Night Thorn about what it meant to be alive. And Thorn delighted at entertaining a passenger who needed less sleep than the humans. They exchanged media files, appreciating their similar musical taste. Bava had even played one of Jack’s and Dante’s “Dungeons & Dragons” games.

      Dante cracked a yawn. Jack still slept, while Bava, ever awake, hunched over a datapad and spoke in his native tongue. Thorn answered in kind, though her imitations of growling resonated digitally.

      “Morning.” Dante went for coffee, then sat in his usual spot. “What’s the hour, Thorn?”

      “Your relative Earth EST is one in the afternoon. You did not move for fifteen minutes after waking. I thought you might return to sleep.” Night Thorn sounded disappointed.

      “I had trouble convincing myself to move. You know the feeling, right?” he asked Bava.

      The Yeti pressed the black cylinder to his throat. “Bava does not. Yeti philosophy holds that every moment alive is to be experienced fully. Bava admits your beds are unusually soft. No wonder you devote many hours to frequent hibernation.”

      Dante still hadn’t reconciled the pleasant voice that came out with the vocalizations behind it. “I admire your philosophy.” He sipped his coffee, knowing he’d admire it more after he had some caffeine. “What about our ETA?”

      “We have entered Nexus Station’s landing pattern. I predict one hour…if they accept our documentation and bribery.”

      Bava told them about the bribes. It was the preferred method for leaving no record of their presence.

      “Their sensors will detect a Pirr ship,” Bava said. “Since we transmit independent signals, they will know we hide something, but they will not suspect two humans and a Yeti. More important, they will not want to know.”

      Dante saluted the Yeti with his drink. “Let’s hope so.”

      “Bava is amazed by this wonderful and clever ship, and your partnership with such advanced Pirr property with most enjoyable musical preferences. In addition, Bava also sees humans have more to offer than music and films, for Bava reads through a collection of historical records entitled Wikipedia.”

      Dante chuckled. “Thanks. I think. And those archives were compiled by thousands of humans during the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Some are more accurate than others.”

      “It all interests Bava. Oh, and Bava also have the good news. A Pirr Cruiser is docked. According to Night Thorn, they are resupplying and taking part in shore leave. This is correct, yes?”

      “Indeed, Bava,” the ship said, then her lights flashed. “We are now number eight in the docking queue.”

      “Might want to wake Jack then.” Dante grinned. Usually Thorn left them alone while they slept. As a result, she enjoyed the few times they let her employ her alarm clock.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jack and Dante, geared up in gray jumpsuits and scavenged armor, looked a far cry from clean-cut Mystics who’d left Earth a few weeks ago. They had a few tricks up their sleeves to make up for their lack of weapons and wore micro-communicators in their ears. Their Mystic abilities were a last resort; no point in disguising themselves if their actions betrayed them to anyone who knew about the Evolved, especially with Pirr on the station.

      “You are proper ruffians,” Night Thorn said. “Not so dangerous to invite trouble from authority yet believable enough to avert attention as posers.”

      “Yes. Bava would hire you for the ‘dirty work,’ as you say. It is a compliment to your disguises, not your characters,” he assured them. The Yeti needed no disguise but had slicked down the fur on his face, using Jack’s hair creme—unbeknownst to Jack. Bava also hid a small pouch of goodies in a thick patch of fur.

      They departed Thorn and joined the dock-level crowd. The deck spanned fifty meters and encircled the spherical station at its widest point.

      Trade ships from all parts of the galaxy moved goods right out of their airlocks, with displays on deck to show off what they had. Some had video screens or holographic displays to catch the eye, others had colorful prefabricated walls set up. Technological devices were displayed next to polished stone carvings and alien jewelry. Food vendors wafted all types of aromas, attracting the willing and unwitting. Some dishes were recognizable as food, others looked inedible; the worst were containers with contents still in motion. Jack glanced into a few of those and wished he hadn’t.

      He couldn’t gawk—he had a part to play and a job to do. Humans were in the minority here, though no one appeared to pay them heed. He was glad for that. It must be due to their convincing disguises…or the glowering Yeti with them; Jack wasn’t sure which and decided it was the whole package. Even when he had draconic features from the bond, he never thought of himself as an intimidating-looking guy, regardless of his big shoulders and heavy jaw. Though Dante was slighter than he, the Mystic could pull off a hell of a swagger and his intense stare often turned others away.

      The Pirr vessel loomed to their right, docked away from the trade ships, with soldiers on guard, their backs to the airlock. Jack saw their eyes flicking from one potential threat to the next. They didn’t move as Jack, Dante, and Bava strolled within several yards of them, maintaining a slow, confident pace.

      Dante touched his ear to make sure his communicator was in place.

      “What do you think?” Jack asked.

      “We cannot sneak,” Bava grunted. His voice, translated by Thorn’s smart-ware, came through melodically human-like rather than as Yeti growls. “They are too close to the doors. Jack cannot use the magic to slip inside.”

      “We need a distraction; ideally, one that won’t alert security.” Dante glanced over his shoulder; too many people milled about between them and the Pirr ship.

      Jack peered around. “I haven’t seen a single security officer though.”

      “Bava will distract. Be ready with magic, friend Jack.”

      “Wait, what are you going to do?”

      Their furry friend departed into the flow of the crowd. Dante tried to follow, but the hole Bava made had closed behind him. “Is there any chance we can talk about this first?” Dante asked. His only answer was Bava’s gruff laugh. “I’m glad someone’s having fun.”

      “If you are not having good times, you are wasting your life,” Bava’s voice translated through the communicator. “Tell him, Jack.”

      “I don’t know if this is the right moment for ‘good times,’” Jack replied, picking up his pace toward the vessel, Dante sidling alongside him. They navigated a throng of beings until arriving within sight of the Pirr’s airlock…and Bava.

      Jack put his hand on Dante’s shoulder, and a cool wave passed through them. A Tiel shifted her path to go around them, yet she didn’t seem to notice them at all. Dante watched her go by, then his view was blocked by a pair of Yeti absorbed in gruff conversation. They, too, swerved around the Mystics without appearing to see them.

      “I like this trick,” Dante breathed.

      Jack smiled. “I do my best.”

      They moved across the deck toward the loading side of the Pirr ship. They spied Bava, who had stepped onto the boarding platform and faced the two Pirr guards. Jack and Dante edged along the platform’s railing. Dante knew many Pirr had a sensitivity when it came to Mystics. They might sense something amiss if he and Jack weren’t careful.

      “Unknown being, we ask again that you move away,” one of the guards, a silver rifle loose in his hands, instructed Bava.

      The Yeti held his translation rod to this throat. “Your ship. How much?”

      “You need to move along,” the other guard warned.

      “Let us trade for ship. Have you considered owning a bar? Food, drink, much music…it is very rewarding!”

      “This is your last warning…” Their hands tightened on their weapons, muzzles still aimed at the floor. “Go belch your hairballs elsewhere, beast.”

      “Beast? No, am business owner. A loyal son. A noble warrior. You say beast?” Bava raised his head and yowled.

      Every Yeti within hearing distance paused, furry islands in a river of people. They turned to look in Bava’s direction, some sniffing the air. The nearest made their way toward the boarding platform.

      One Pirr guard started to lift his rifle’s muzzle; the other reached out and pushed it down. “We should hail the deck before opening fire,” he said.

      “Over a furball riot?” the other replied, sneering at Bava.

      “Furball!” Bava shouted, a half-dozen Yeti arriving at his side. They grunted and growled and warbled at one another, all of them glowering. One of the Pirr lifted his wrist communicator, and all seven Yeti snarled as one.

      Both Pirr froze.

      Jack tugged Dante’s sleeve, and they slipped unheeded behind the Pirr guards. Thanks to the wall of Yeti on the platform—more had gathered now—no one would see the airlock doors open and two humans step inside.

      “…cannot trade you this ship! It belongs to Hoi,” a Pirr said, noticing they were encircled by a dozen or more Yeti.

      Bava’s voice could be heard. “Yeti are spacefaring, intelligent beings. Yeti are not beasts.”

      The Pirr weren’t able to see Jack fiddling with the door controls. Dante held back the urge to tell him to hurry, keeping an eye on the situation behind them.

      “My partner’s remarks do not reflect our opinions!” A guard piped up. “Or the opinions of our captain. Let’s all of us settle down…I’m sure we—”

      A Yeti roared. Dante flinched. The Pirr’s voice faded.

      “This is good distraction?” Bava grumbled. He had joined them at the doors. “Your magic makes it hard for Bava to see you.”

      Dante peered around Bava at the riotous scene. They had an audience on the deck behind the platform now too, as others stopped to watch, some watching silently, others hooting or shouting insults, mostly against the Pirr.

      The airlock door slid open. Jack and Dante hustled inside and Bava followed a beat later. The Yetis’ growls and the crowds’ shouts were cut off when the door closed, leaving them in a silent but crowded airlock.

      Jack opened the next door, and they entered an empty corridor with angular, ivory-colored walls. The floor absorbed the sound of their footfalls.

      Dante put a hand to the wall; it was warm to the touch. He thought he felt it pulsating. “Thorn, are you sure this ship’s not smart?”

      “Absolutely. Cruiser type vessels are not outfitted with AI. It is against military protocol and several other directives,” Night Thorn said. “The lift is five meters ahead, on your left. Enter it and push the third button down. The symbol is a triangle with one curved side.”

      They jogged down the corridor as Thorn continued, “Compliments to you, Bava, on the thorough nature of your distraction.”

      “Bava had only to call on his kin. Yeti are many clans…but one tribe.”

      They stepped into the lift and pushed the button. A convex door slid into place, closing them off from the corridor. It opened again.

      “Did we move?” Jack wondered.

      “You are three decks below. Exit the lift and go right. You will find an auxiliary terminal in the room at the end of the corridor.”

      They stepped out into a dim area, the walls illuminated by soft violet lighting in the floor. As they moved down the hall, the walls lit up from within. The colors rose up from dim red to warm amber, as if their footsteps had summoned a sunrise in the lowest decks of the ship.

      “This place is too…clean.” Bava brushed a paw over the wall. It brightened under his touch. He growled at it.

      “This section of the deck is used mainly for storage,” Thorn said. “You are statistically less likely to run into crew on this level than any other section of the ship.”

      The door slid open when they came within a meter, admitting them to a small, round chamber with a pair of workstations. Dante went to the nearest one, and a trio of holographic screens manifested half a meter from his face. Familiar glyphs filled the screens, and a sphere the size of his fist appeared right in front of him.

      “The console is active. There’s this ball—”

      “Don’t touch that,” Night Thorn cut him off.

      “I haven’t touched a thing so far.” Dante glanced at the others. Jack had his hands behind his back. He caught Dante’s eye and smiled sheepishly while Bava watched the corridor.

      “Good. Any activity on this level will be noted. Using the system will alert the commander immediately. Now…do you still have the infractor?”

      Dante took the device from his pocket. It was about the length of his thumb and thin as a sheet of paper. Thousands of nano-filaments woven together comprised the solid, unyielding rectangle. “I have it.” He crouched, looking for the right port.

      Night Thorn had showed them what to look for, but this console was different from the pilot’s station she’d displayed. He pressed his palm into the chassis. A small panel slid open, revealing lit-up sigils and a series of access ports marked with foreign symbols.

      “Great,” he said with a sigh. “Which one do I use?”

      “Any will do. I can access the mainframe on a system-wide scale to initiate the data transfer, however it will alert the crew. You must move quickly.”

      “Understood.”

      Dante looked at Jack and Bava. They both nodded. He nodded at them, then slid the little piece of tech into place. Before he could so much as stand, the holo screens turned red, then blinked out. The door slid shut as all lights on the consoles went dark.

      “I guess they know,” Jack said. “Let’s go.”

      Bava went to the door and bent over the controls. “Door does not open. It is locked.”

      “Can you force it?”

      Bava growled and retrieved a stem-shaped tool with patchwork wiring from somewhere within his fur. He used two claws to pry off the keypad. He yanked out some wires, sliced them in two with the tool, then reattached them elsewhere, the tool emitting a small glow as it melted the wiring.

      Outside, an alarm sounded. Bava grunted.

      The door opened, revealing a startled Pirr with a gun. Bava grabbed her with one massive hand and knocked her head against the wall. She went limp.

      Jack caught her and lowered her to the floor.

      “Hurry,” Bava said.

      The Mystics fled into the corridor as Bava yanked the remaining wires out of the door controls and leapt out of the way before the door slid shut. Dante ran ahead and pressed the button to call the lift. Nothing happened. He pushed the button again.

      “Thorn, the elevator isn’t responding.”

      “The lift is detained on the command deck.” Night Thorn hummed for a moment. “The data transfer is taking more time than anticipated.”

      “Keep working on it. We’ll find another way.”

      “I will pull up a secondary egress for you soon.”

      “Just do your part. We’ll do ours.” Dante beckoned to the others, and they jogged down the hall. He tried to open the first door they came to, but it was locked. It was the same with the next door, and the next. They came to a dead end and one last door. It was locked, so Bava crouched to force the mechanism.

      The echo of bootheels and voices reached them. The Pirr were seconds away.

      Bava finagled the door open, and they hurried inside. The mangled control panel would give away where they’d gone, but there was nothing that could be done about that. Bava yanked out the wires again, and the door slid shut, sealing them in darkness.

      Space was tight. Dante’s shoulders brushed both the wall and the shelves he’d glimpsed on the way in. He grabbed his datapad from inside his coat. Jack did the same and walked into the gap between the shelves. Bava followed, squeezing through sideways, and Dante went after them.

      The path took them five meters back, then stopped at a wall. Jack put his hand against the wall and chewed on his lower lip. “I think I can get us past the soldiers on this level.” He glanced back at them. “I don’t know about after that. We’re three floors down…”

      “We fight our way out,” Bava growled.

      “No.” Dante put his datapad away. He’d been in a corner like this before and knew a way—he just didn’t like it. “I didn’t tell anyone about this because, honestly, I didn’t want to go through it again.”

      “Dante?” Jack stared at him. “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying there’s a space between the physical plane and the Astral. I can access it for brief periods, but we’ll need to move fast. Really fast.”

      Jack looked thoughtful in the pale light of his screen. “Will it work for Bava?”

      “I like our odds better than fighting our way off this ship. What do you think?” Dante looked up at Bava. “You want to give it a shot?”

      “Yeti do not fear human magic.”

      Something heavy slammed against the door. Voices shouted from the other side.

      “Okay. Stay close to me. Night Thorn, we’re coming to you.”

      “My engines are warm, as always.”

      Dante closed his eyes and reached out for his dragon. Within seconds, his essence wrapped around Dante. Together, they extended into the Astral plane—Jack with his hand and mind, the dragon with his spirit—and the barrier between worlds opened. Green and violet tendrils curled up and away from its edges like smoke.

      “Stay close to Bava,” Dante told Jack. “I don’t know how a non-Mystic will handle this.”

      “Handle what?” Bava squinted at the wall.

      “Here.”

      Jack took Bava’s arm and stepped through the hole in the dimensions, drawing Bava’s arm after. The Yeti reared back when his arm vanished into the portal, dragging Jack back out.

      “What is this?” Bava demanded.

      “Human magic,” Dante said. “Sounds like you’ll need to keep your eyes closed, Bava. Jack, can you lead him? I’m not going to last forever.”

      The Yeti squinted at the hole and mist-like tendrils. “You cannot fool Bava, friend of Jack. This is not human magic.”

      Jack took a firm grip on the Yeti’s hand. “It doesn’t matter what kind of magic it is, as long as it gets us back to the ship, right? So close your eyes and trust me, friend. This’ll be over in no time.”

      Bava growled beneath his breath, then nodded and allowed Jack to lead him through. Dante followed after, closing the portal behind him.

      Jack waited while holding on to the big Yeti’s arm. They stood on solid green and violet light, floating in the heart of an aurora. Dante led the way, following his dragon’s urgings and his own senses to a second rift, this one on the ground.

      Their furry companion, eyes shut tight, made a chuffing noise—the first complaint they had heard from him. Dante peered back. The big guy was wilting. He was working his mouth like a bad taste had gotten in there and nested between his teeth.

      Dante took the Yeti’s other arm, helping Jack guide him. A startled whumph escaped Bava’s mouth when they went through the gap, yet he made no sudden movements. He simply let go and flew through the opening.

      Jack followed, then Dante. Vertigo swept through him as he fell through the rift in space, only to find himself standing on a surface his center of balance insisted was a wall. He squeezed his eyes shut as the portal closed behind him, then sank to the ground.

      “I can’t believe we made it,” Jack said, though his voice sounded far away.

      Bava grumbled something about food, but even with the translation, it sounded so distant Dante strained to hear. It was enough to know they’d escaped. He had to leave the rest to his friends—at least for now.

      Dante closed his eyes and drifted.
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      Coraolis sat in the pilot’s chair. He was surrounded by screens filled with visuals and readouts. Red Star had changed her displays to read out in English, yet he still had a hard time following.

      Some info the Pirr vessel gleaned was beyond anything a run-of-the-mill Earth Fleet vessel could detect. It pulled measurements from the wormhole in front of the ship that had no translation in any Earth language, and those numbers constantly fluxed.

      He nudged one of the holographic screens. “Is this normal? Should the numbers be bouncing around like this?”

      “No.” Star brought up a holographic of the wormhole. The opening’s elliptical outer edge rotated in place with plumes of white energy spinning off of it much like a windmill’s arms. In short, ordinary activity. The next part looked off. The shape of the wormhole tunnel fluctuated with every surge of energy passing from one end to the other. Some sections expanded, others contracted so narrow Cor doubted even Star could pass through. Most alarming, the edges of the tunnel partially unraveled in sections and emitted energy into non-space outside of the passage.

      “This is worse than the last one, isn’t it?” Julia leaned over Cor’s shoulder for a better look.

      “Much worse,” Red Star agreed. “I cannot recommend this course.”

      Coraolis stared at the unraveling parts of the tunnel. He couldn’t recall in any of his studies as either student or instructor a single description about wormholes coming apart or collapsing. “I’ve never heard of anything like this. This is…”

      “This is the only way forward,” Julia said, squeezing his shoulder. “At full-phase velocity, we’re, what? Six weeks away from another jump point? You said that, didn’t you, Star?”

      “Five weeks, five days, and two-point-four hours.”

      “Right,” she said softly. Cor looked up at her; she, down at him. They’d shared so much since meeting one another, and he told her in a glance he was with her, whatever she decided. Her hand still laid on his shoulder. He reached up and gave it a squeeze.

      Julia smiled at Coraolis. “The risk is worth the reward. We cannot lose the time,” she said.

      Cor reached out and shifted the diagram. He considered one of the thinnest bottlenecks and, as he watched, it grew wider as another section contracted.

      Julia blew out a long and slow breath. “I can sense it. Can you feel it, Cor? There’s something powerful on the other end of this wormhole.”

      He nodded slowly. He did feel something. A great power awaited…if they were brazen enough to chance the fluxing, remote wormhole. No other space traffic lingered here. They’d jumped radically from point-to-point, leapfrogging through space time. This was the closest a human had ever been to the heart of the galaxy. Red Star informed them the Pirr never ventured this close to the center, either…out of fear.

      The ship sighed—a human expression she’d picked up in the last few weeks—and shifted her displays to show the wormhole from different angles, calculations scrolling in Pirric glyphs. “Mathematically, odds increase of a wormhole’s vacillating structure the closer it is to the galactic core.” The ship spoke slowly, as if reluctant to share this information. “Wormholes are dangerous to navigate at the best of times, requiring advanced computation and navigation skill. Every variable adds more risk. There are…many variables to consider here.”

      Julia began to pace the small room; Coraolis stayed in his seat and watched her. “But if we fail, the Pirr end up with dozens of Evolved or more, far outnumbering us. Assuming we get back in time.” She looked at Coraolis. “Cor?”

      “You already know I’m with you.” He looked at the screens and waved his hand to bring them closer. “And I trust you, Star. Whether we can do this or not, you’re the ship I want to be in.”

      “Flattery is the way to a woman’s heart. I take it you must know the adage.” Red Star sighed again, sounding very human. “I agreed to help you in whatever endeavor you undertook. If you wish to go to the underworld, who am I to say otherwise? I am bound to take you there.”

      “You’ve been studying Earth mythology.” Coraolis stood. “Do what you can to avoid that; the whole ‘underworld’ thing, not the studying.” He reached for Julia’s hand. “Let’s strap in.”

      Julia took his hand and smiled. “I thought you’d never ask.” She looked confident. Ready as ever.

      But Cor knew her better than anyone. He saw the little tics that betrayed her anxiety. He would be at her side when they went through, whether they were atomized, pulled apart, or flung alive into non-space-time, he’d never let Julia go. He was with her until the end.
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        * * *

      

      Journeying through most wormholes, surges of energy tend to make stomachs flip, but rarely anything more serious. Sometimes rookies became ill, like seasickness, but passage was less turbulent than entering a planet’s atmosphere. Coraolis likened it to the waterslides he was fond of as a child. The last wormhole they’d passed through was like that at first, then it ended in some dodgy rapids and a shuddering return to space-time.

      This wormhole was a cocktail shaker. Red Star calculated and course-corrected in degrees of nanoseconds. Nada had joined Coraolis and Julia before they entered, strapping in and affirming her agreement they were doing the right thing.

      Presently, Nada shouted obscenities while clinging to her seat. She opened her eyes and saw Julia and Cor across from her and could tell in the flickering variance of hues and intermittent brightness and blackness, their faces were drained of all color.

      Red Star periodically announced they were on course. This time she asked, “How is everyone doing? The CO2 levels appear to be spiking in the gallery.”

      “That’s just because we’re all hyperventilating back here,” Nada shouted. “But, otherwise, we’re all doing great! Nothing to worry about!”

      She looked across and saw Coraolis gripping Julia’s hand. His lifeline. And Julia squeezed back just as hard. Nada looked at the empty seat next to her and wished someone was there to hold hands with. At that moment, anyone would do.
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        * * *

      

      As suddenly as it began, it stopped.

      Coraolis groaned. His insides felt like tossed salad. He lifted his hand off of Julia’s and looked at her. She was bleary-eyed and pale but offered him a thin-lipped smile. Nada gave them both a thumbs-up and muttered something about needing a stiff drink.

      “What’s our status?” he asked Star, his voice weak.

      “We have…we’ve reached our destination.” Red Star’s voice was hushed with awe. “You should come see this.”

      A viewscreen manifested in thin air, as tall and wide as the front wall of the cabin. Half of the screen displayed a diagram of a star system. Seven stars orbited the same point in space. The stars in the diagram moved, tracing their paths and forming a sphere.

      The object in the center was less defined; in the diagram, it was a dot at the center of the system. On the other half of the screen, he could see that it wasn’t another star, but couldn’t make out any details. One of the stars was passing behind that central object, the others too far apart to be captured in the same shot.

      Nada stood and went to the screen, reaching out without actually touching it. “What is that? A dragon’s nest?”

      “I’m having trouble getting a read on it,” Star said. “There is an energy field around it my sensors can’t penetrate. Odd. I’m getting data from the visible light spectrum more than any other.”

      The screen zoomed in. The small dot became a floating sphere in the darkness. Star’s display registered it as no more than fifty kilometers across; too small to be a moon, and its surface was as polished as a cat’s eye marble. A disc bisected the sphere. Buildings rose up from the surface, surrounded by lush swaths of greenery that were mirrored on the underside of the disc.

      “That’s…impossible. Do you see any signs of life?” Julia asked.

      “I can’t penetrate its energy field. I suggest speaking to your dragons,” Red Star said.

      “I suppose you’re right.” Coraolis was sorry to say it; he wanted to take a closer look, maybe explore the disc in person. “Just put us in orbit around it. We’ll go Astral and—”

      “I can’t stop.” Red Star replied, then muttered something in Pirric. “My engines are in full reverse, but the sphere is pulling us in.” The tremor in the AI’s voice Coraolis had heard before, but never from a ship. He pressed his hand against the wall as if it were the flank of a nervous animal, unsure if she could even feel it.

      “A tractor beam means they want us alive,” Coraolis stated. “Even if they’re hostile, we’ve got a chance.” He patted the wall again, and the lights went a little dimmer. “We’ll get out of this.”

      “Of course we will.” Red Star huffed, as if offended, but her lights had turned a rosier shade of gold. “Just don’t take too long to free me. I am made to soar.”

      Julia put her hand on Cor’s back. “Let’s get ready for our welcome wagon, shall we?”

      Coraolis nodded. They suited up to exit the ship. When they entered the energy field, Red Star announced the atmosphere was breathable and the weather was mild as an early summer day on Earth.

      “Magic,” Nada remarked. “Gotta be.”

      They agreed not to carry any weapons. What resistance could they offer anyhow? Coraolis calmed himself, tapping his earpiece, making sure they stayed in contact with Red Star and one another.

      The door slid open. No one waited to greet them.

      Coraolis leaned out, looked around, and pulled back in. “There’s no one,” he said to Julia and Nada.

      He stepped out onto the dock and took in their surroundings. The dock was a small, dome-shaped chamber with soft-cushioned furniture placed around the room. A circular platform surrounded by handrails stood opposite the airlock and was at least twice as wide as Coraolis was tall. The open shaft above the platform told him it was a lift.

      “Hello?” he called out. “Anyone here?”

      “I can’t sense anything.” Julia joined him, followed by Nada. She furrowed her brows as she looked around the room. “If anyone lives here, they’re so alien I can’t identify them.”

      “How likely is that?” Nada asked.

      “Not very.”

      “I have been scanning ever since we passed the energy barrier. Life signs are minimal. I don’t think you’ll see anything more complex than a tree,” Red Star added. “I believe I was captured by an automated system.”

      “Hopefully that makes it easy to turn everything off.” Coraolis walked over to the lift. “Let’s take a look around.”

      The lift ascended on a silent cushion of air. They clustered at the center of the platform, backs to each other. Coraolis believed Julia and Red Star when they said there were no complex readings for life signs, although that didn’t take smart machinery or AI into account. He intended to stay on his toes.

      The lift stopped at the edge of a glade. Earth-blue blanketed the sky with thin streamers of cloud; stands of trees blocked off the horizon and some odd buildings interspersed the woods. The air, heavy with the scent of wildflowers, seemed to welcome them with familiarity.

      “This looks like Earth,” Julia remarked.

      A pathway made of polished stone led to a pearlescent white tower perhaps three stories tall. They made their way to it and found a silver door as the only access, yet it wouldn’t budge. They moved on to another building, a shorter structure made of the same flawless stone. It, too, was locked, without any apparent keyholes or keypads.

      Coraolis wasn’t deterred by the locks, and he didn’t feel the need to force the doors. Indeed, a feeling of contentment had settled over him. He was curious, yes, but it hardly seemed a good reason to infiltrate the structures here. From time to time he saw flashes of movement in the corner of his eye, but when he turned to look, nothing was there.

      He walked through a gate to a meticulous garden. Julia and Nada followed, and the three stopped before wide benches made of the same gleaming stone as the buildings. Surrounded by flowers and plants, they were familiar, yet also removed from anything he’d seen on Earth, as if more evolved and brilliant than Earth’s flora.

      “There’s something very peaceful about this place,” Nada said. She sat on a bench and brushed a violet flower with her fingertips. It bobbed gently, following her hand as she drew it away. “Where are the people?”

      “It’s peculiar,” Julia said. “It feels to me like any intelligent living creatures are long gone. Whoever lived here…I don’t know.” Julia peered around, smiling. “It’s amazing their technology still works. Everything about this place is amazing.”

      “If they’re all gone—whoever they were—who’s caring for everything? I mean, the gardens are so well tended,” Nada said.

      “That’s what I mean,” Julia replied. “Their science, it still works. They may have left thousands of years ago, tens of thousands…”

      “Let’s ask the dragons,” Coraolis suggested. “They must know we’re here. It’s time to say hello.” Coraolis pulled his feet up on the bench and crossed his legs. He looked at Julia. The way the violet flower had moved toward Nada interested him, and it also made him feel the need to be wary. “Jules, I’m sorry to ask this, but will you keep watch on us while Nada and I go?”

      “Are you sure we should? We’re right in the middle of the dragon’s nest, aren’t we?” Nada pointed out.

      “Until we find the release for the tractor beam, we don’t have a choice. They might know how to help.”

      Julia stood, leaving Nada to get comfortable on the bench. “Just be careful,” she said, positioning herself between them and touching Coraolis. “I’ll make sure nothing disturbs you while you’re out.”

      “If you see something coming, feel free to disturb me.” Nada chuckled as she adjusted her position, pulling her feet up and crossing her legs.

      Julia squeezed Nada’s shoulder. “You have nothing to worry about.” She turned and kissed the top of Cor’s head, then offered him a warm smile. “Good luck.”

      He nodded, reassured she watched over their bodies.

      Coraolis smiled at Nada, nodded, and closed his eyes. Together, they entered the Astral Plane.

      The passage from the physical world was easier than it had ever been. He felt sucked through to the other side. His senses became aware of swirling energies crackling across his skin—a thousand snaps of static electricity. Nada appeared beside him, wide-eyed. He reached for her…and was cut off by a dragon the size of a bus.

      The dragon radiated curiosity. She swooped around the Mystics, swatting at them with her tail without making contact. Her ruby-colored eyes blazed as she made another round.

      “She wants to play,” Nada breathed. “She wants me to fly with her.”

      “We might want to talk to her parents first...”

      Mortals?

      The voice thundered down on them like an unrelenting waterfall, nearly pushing Coraolis to his knees. He gazed up; a dragon with a long, sinuous neck glared down, silver-white fire escaping from its neck in elegant plumes.

      Coraolis grit his teeth, struggling against the sheer force of will it resonated. “We’re humans…from Earth. We came…to ask for your help.” Coraolis’s dragon came forward, reaching through their bond and lending him its protection, helping him stay upright. Nada wasn’t as fortunate. She had fallen to her knees, head bowed, though her body shook as it tried to resist.

      Humans, yes, but bonded? The titanic beast lowered its head until the massive snout nearly brushed Coraolis. Hot, acidic breath rolled over him. How? Why? We vowed never to bond with mortals again!

      The dragon’s breath burned, and Coraolis dearly wanted to pull back. “For good reasons. Four of us have bonds. It was the dragons’ idea…but I don’t know what I’d do without mine now.” Coraolis forced himself to stand still.

      Why have you dared to come here?

      The young dragon had circled back and, now, curled its tail around Nada, lifting her to her feet. “We’re hoping one of you will bond with me, actually.” Nada said, looking both fearful and comical as the young dragon nuzzled her cheek.

      Mixing with mortals leads to disaster. Release your dragons at once! Cease nuzzling, young one!

      “Release them?” Coraolis said. “Even if we wanted to, and we don’t, I wouldn’t know how to—”

      Coraolis’s dragon manifested behind him. It was much smaller than the massive one, but it held its head high. We bear grim news, Ancient One. The Wyrms are escaping, even now, and reunite with their long-lost servants. They bond. They will cover this galaxy in darkness if we do not stand with the mortals against them.

      The large dragon emanated something alien, a feeling more than words, and Coraolis’s dragon replied in kind. They spoke, but in a higher form of communication. Back and forth it went, lunges and surges, not a physical fight, but point and counterpoint, a magnificent debate on a galactic scale.

      Cor and Nada stood mesmerized as the dragons discussed the fate of humanity.

      The massive dragon drew his head back, and a tidal wave of sorrow washed over Coraolis’s mind. Tears sprung to his eyes as the dragon bowed its head.

      Very well. If our timeless enemy has returned, we cannot stand aside. I will speak to the young ones. Those who wish to bond will follow you to your homeworld to seek partners among your Mystics, though I will not command anyone to bond if they do not wish it.

      “You have our eternal thanks, Ancient One. I couldn’t ask for anything else.” Coraolis cleared his throat, still feeling the effects of the dragon’s immense sadness. “Nada here was looking to bond with a dragon…”

      It seems she already has a volunteer. Coraolis’s dragon’s chest rumbled, his amusement counteracting the other’s sorrow.

      “Do I?” Nada cradled the dragon’s face in her hands, and it bumped her chest with its forehead. She staggered back, chuckling. “Would you like to bond with me?”

      As if in answer, the dragon opened its mouth, and a brilliant blue flame erupted from its jaws. Nada jerked back, but before Cor could react, she was cocooned in fire. The dragon’s body dissolved into flame, feeding into the fire surrounding Nada until it had formed a small sun. Nada’s body was silhouetted in the center, white-hot against the young dragon’s fire.

      Then the fire dissipated, leaving Nada alone.

      “How do you feel?” Coraolis asked.

      “I feel…different. Stronger.” Nada shivered. “I could have used a little warning.”

      “I get the feeling that once they decide to act, that’s it.” Coraolis grinned. “Now let’s get back before Julia gets worried.”

      Nada’s form flickered as she voiced a fading ‘thank-you,’ then returned to her physical body.

      Coraolis peered up at the older dragons, who watched him intently. “We need to find a way to turn off the tractor beam. Any idea how that works?”

      The dragon’s wings rippled in a motion that resembled a shrug. It has been a lifetime since mortals lived in the Sphere, yet their artifacts linger. I am not familiar with their workings.

      “Understood. Thanks for your help.” Coraolis looked at his dragon, whose form was beginning to fade. Coraolis took the hint and returned to his body.

      When he opened his eyes, Julia stood nearby accompanied by something machine-like. It had two arms and two legs but nothing favoring a head. An arrangement of lights at the top of the torso, however, resembled a face with too many eyes.

      He stood, mouth dry as usual after a trip into the Astral dimension. “Julia?”

      “Cor…this bot walked up while you two were out. It doesn’t seem hostile so far. I believe it can understand us.”

      Coraolis ensured Nada was okay, then moved to stand beside Julia. “Hello. Can you understand me?”

      The robot’s eyes blinked yellow.

      “Do you know how to turn off the lock on our ship?”

      The robot’s eyes flashed, and it turned to walk away on legs that stretched out to take up more ground. The Mystics had to jog to keep up. Coraolis looked back to see Julia and a fatigued Nada on his heels. He sensed it could go faster but maintained a slower pace for their benefit.

      They arrived at the tower near the entrance to the garden. The door they’d found locked earlier slid open, and the chamber within took up the entire first floor. Four seats faced each other at the center of the room. Helmets rested on each seat cushion, attached via thick cords. Pedestals around the room had console-like interfaces.

      Coraolis wanted to explore but resisted the urge, having already wasted too much time. He followed the robot to one pedestal. A cord slithered out of the bot and connected with a console port. A wall screen came to life, displaying a glowing white seven-fingered handprint. Coraolis pressed his hand to the screen, and one of the red lights on the console turned green.

      “Is that it? Is our ship free?” he asked the robot.

      The construct whistled cheerfully, then walked out of the building. Coraolis peered around, curious what the controls might do, but he decided not to test it, thinking of their mission. He activated his earpiece and hailed the ship.

      “Red Star, this is Coraolis.’

      “I know who it is. I’ve been listening since you left,” the ship replied stiffly. “I am free to move and would like to leave before that changes.”

      “We’re on our way.” They left the tower and headed for the main lift. The robot, lights blinking, watched them go.

      “Should we take it with us?” Nada asked.

      “It’s been tending this place for who knows how long,” Coraolis said. “I think we should leave it here.” He looked around as they stepped aboard the lift. He was curious about this place and its history.

      Julia touched him on the arm. “Maybe one day we can return, Cor.”

      He smiled. “I’d like that. I want to learn about those who lived here…these beings at the center of our galaxy.”
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      The Wyrm within Shaia’s heart resented the time spent transiting to and from the wormholes. Star Scythe’s crew had provided little amusement. From the moment they learned Shaia’s true nature, they insisted on dropping to their knees at the slightest provocation.

      It had become tedious, which was a shame. Abject worship was one of the few pleasures that felt the same no matter how long the imprisonment…or banishment, rather—a distinction hard to maintain. Shaia remembered the infinite darkness as his birthplace, while memories of his own Pirric home blurred. A small price to be the vessel of a Wyrm.

      In his lucid moments, he managed conversations with the ship’s commander and crew. Sometimes they unbent enough to have an honest conversation, yet the moment the Wyrm asserted itself, the crew shut down, and Shaia regressed to his isolation. He adjusted, spent his mornings in meditation and his afternoons exercising his body. He’d never been one for fitness, but the Wyrm insisted, so Shaia complied.

      After too long, Scythe arrived at Hoi, and he shuttled to the surface. Rather than use the airfield, the pilot landed outside the Archon’s Palace. Shaia disembarked as the Palace Guardians emerged to confront him. They arrayed into a crescent formation, golden armor gleaming in the sunlight as they lowered their spears.

      Shaia’s Wyrm found it amusing. Mirth rose from his belly, along with the Wyrm’s long shadow. As his laughter erupted, a coal-black silhouette rose from his shadow until it loomed over the palace and grew larger still, casting the city into darkest midnight.

      He heard the rattling of spears as they hit the paved ground. He allowed a hint of sunlight through, revealing the prone guards with their faces pressed into the pavement.

      “Tell the Archon I have arrived.”

      All but one guard froze, their faces contorted with awe. The last bowed and ran inside. The old stories had survived long enough to teach them fear, perhaps a little too much.

      He strode past the frightened guards and walked through the double doors. They, and the vaulted ceiling within, seemed designed to make a mortal feel small. It felt right to Shaia and his shadow Wyrm, which shrank only enough to fit inside the grand entry.

      The Archon sat upon a stark throne in his audience chamber, his advisors flanking the dais. Other well-born Pirr were gathered, too, and watched Shaia as he approached, staring into the Archon’s eyes as no one else had dared since the great leader was a child. As he passed, the courtiers bowed, whispering their devotions.

      He heard but paid no attention. More urgent matters required tending.

      “Archon of Hoi, greetings from the Pit.” His Wyrm flared its wings, then merged with his shadow once more. He felt it inside his mind and spirit, making more room for itself as it basked in the awe it inspired.

      “Greetings.” The Archon pursed his lips, as if unsure of how to address him. Understandable. No one like Shaia had stood upon Hoi in ten thousand years. “I understand you are the emissary for our lost ones.”

      “I am, but lost no longer. We have the key to their prison. The greatness of the past is within our reach.” Shaia smiled with a nostalgia he didn’t understand. “We have awaited this day. We will reward the faithful…as this one has been.”

      “I see.” The Archon glanced at his advisors, then back at Shaia. “It is an honor to welcome you to Hoi, Ancient One. Your temple awaits.”

      “We are not ready for a temple. We do not deserve a temple, as you do not deserve a palace.” Shaia frowned at a woman in a golden robe; she dropped to her knees and chanted penitently. “We cannot move forward until we have locked the doors against the past. The dragons remain at large. Some have partnered with humans,” he spat. “We must eliminate them.”

      “Understood, but we have a treaty with the humans. We can’t start a war without breaking the treaty and sacrificing our honor.”

      “What a shame, then, to choose between your pride…and your deities. How could you ever decide?” Shaia sneered. “Cavey needs an armada. You will send it right away, and you will aid me in my quest.”

      “You don’t understand. We already lost face in front of the entire galaxy. If we break this treaty…”

      The Wyrm threw back its head and shrieked its displeasure from Shaia’s throat. Courtiers fell to the ground, hands to their ears. The Archon crumpled, his face in his hands as he doubled over and slipped from his throne. His mouth gaped in an answering shriek, but Shaia didn’t hear him.

      When the Wyrm stopped, the silence was so complete Shaia wondered if he had gone deaf. Then he heard his own labored breathing and the moans of the nobility.

      The Archon propped himself up on the arm of his throne. The blood had drained from his face, his skin seemed as thin as tissue paper. “What is your command, High One?” The Archon spoke, his voice a quiet wind through dry leaves. He cleared his throat, though it made no difference.

      Shaia felt the tremor of dread go through the man. The Stone Tower’s priests ordained the Archon. He was untouchable. Infallible. He shouldn’t crumple.

      “Send your armada to Cavey. Crush anyone in your path.”

      The Archon nodded.

      “And give me your best ship and crew. I must find the human called Dante.”

      The Archon swallowed. “I believe we have someone…who can help you with that, High One.”
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      Khiann sank her fingers into the sun-warmed soil, breathing in the green scents of the garden and the forest beyond the temple walls. Hoi’s star baked the back of her neck. If she didn’t take care, her skin would burn; for the moment, it relaxed her.

      She discovered she had an unknown talent for gardening. Plants under her care blossomed, for want of a better word. Her gardens grew lush and fruitful as any jungle might hope to be, and the priests assigned her to tend them daily.

      Compared to her military career, she enjoyed the solitude. The quiet. It gave her time to contemplate, releasing, in time, her regret for shaming her family. Her choices had been for the good of her people. They came first, her honor second; yet, when she saved her people from becoming a society of monsters, they’d stripped her of rank and title, treated her as the worst criminal.

      No, she didn’t regret what she’d done. She only wished she’d convinced her leaders to also act correctly.

      A hand came to rest on her shoulder. She stifled the instinct to roll into a fighting pose. It would be a priest, after all.

      She glanced up. It was not a priest.

      “What do you want?” she asked, surprised by her own scowl.

      He shouted over his shoulder. “She’s here! I’ve got her.”

      The soldier hauled her up. She allowed it, then pulled from his grasp. Five more soldiers hemmed her in. She assessed their movements and weapons, formulated a plan of escape, then crossed her arms over her chest. She may as well find out what they wanted. Besides, where was there to go?

      “Khiann…formerly of House Xoa?” the squad leader asked.

      “My name is Khiann.”

      “You will come with us.” He nodded to the others, and they surged forward. Two grabbed her arms as they boxed her in. She tried to free herself. They squeezed harder.

      “Walk, or we will carry you,” the soldier grasping her right arm said.

      She clenched her jaw. Recently, he would have shaken in his boots if he so much as made eye contact with her. Her pride burned. She closed her eyes, trying to stamp it out.

      “Then walk, soldier,” she said, glaring at him with her jaw clenched.

      He pursed his lips, seemingly wanting to say more but refrained. Khiann didn’t care. She went with them as they departed the Stone Tower’s grounds. She shouldn’t feel excited about leaving the temple—not under these conditions. Yet, somehow, the air smelled fresher outside the walls.

      “Where are we going?” she asked the leader.

      Instead of answering, they led her into a shuttle and strapped her in, arranging themselves around her. She’d lost interest in escaping, giving in to curiosity. What was this all about?

      She thrilled at the speed it took to break atmosphere, then the giddy flip in her stomach upon leaving gravity behind and the artificial gravity switching on. Usually the switch was indistinguishable. Either this was an older shuttle, or she’d become too accustomed to natural gravity.

      The flight to the ship was short, and her silent escort made it impossible to learn their destination. Despite her situation, she felt excited. She was in space again, when she’d thought herself grounded for at least the next decade.

      They entered a ship’s hangar, and she recognized the markings of the Void Fang, the Archon’s own warship. She set her jaw and stared ahead, refusing to betray her nerves. If she was about to face the Archon, she needed to prepare herself.

      When she walked through the doorway to the Archon’s chambers, the High Commander and someone in scientist’s robes confronted her. Stranger still, the High Commander stood in deference to the scientist, allowing the stranger to sit in the Archon’s throne.

      “High One, we have brought the ward.” The squad leader bowed as he spoke, as if he’d just escorted a great warrior into their presence.

      “Yes, very good. You are dismissed.”

      The stranger waited until the guards left, then rose to meet her. Something cold crawled up her back when he got close. His ordinary face hid something otherworldly. She could feel it, a well of power that went far beyond mortal strength.

      “This is Shaia. He was part of the expedition to Cavey—well, you wouldn’t know about that, would you?” The High Commander smiled at her. “He returns the vessel of a Wyrm, and he requires your assistance.”

      Khiann stepped back. She sensed the power radiating off Shaia’s body. She wasn’t normally that sensitive, but he wasn’t bothering to mask his power. Perhaps he couldn’t.

      She should be overjoyed, she supposed. They had anticipated the Wyrms’ return longer than the Pirr had lived on Hoi. This had been foretold. Now that the old masters were back, the Pirr could rebuild their empire. Nothing could stop them.

      Once, she’d seen that empire as a chance to establish order, to put the rule of law over the galaxy. Random violence and crime would end. No creature would go hungry. The Pirr Empire would provide for all.

      Perhaps she’d lost her taste for conquest. Perhaps it sickened her, the duplicitous actions against human civilians. More likely, she’d lost faith in the dogma that ruled them.

      She mastered her first reactions and stood at attention, lifting her chin. She wouldn’t bow to this master, or any other, again.

      “Hail the Return,” the High Commander prompted.

      She ignored his hint. “Why am I here?”

      “Straight to the point, I see. Khiann, I have it in my power to restore your title and your rank. I could promote you, give you command over legions.” Shaia wandered the perimeter of the room. Khiann listened to him, but refused to turn and watch him meander. “You could have your own House, if you don’t want your old one back. They seemed eager to be rid of you, didn’t they?” He chuckled. “And you wouldn’t have to get your hands dirty, doing…whatever it was you’ve been doing.”

      Khiann looked at her hands, the soil stains, the dirt beneath her nails, her face likely as filthy. “What drives a Wyrm to bother with such affairs?”

      “We seek a human, and it turns out this one knows you. You gave him your ship. The one called Night Thorn.”

      “Dante.” That name on her lips felt strange after all this time. She’d done her best to purge him from her mind. “I don’t know where the human is.”

      “Of course not.” Shaia beamed. He leaned toward her. “Where is the ship?”

      “I don’t know that either.” She could change that within minutes. Send a remote command, and Night Thorn would broadcast its location. Its ‘conscious’ mind wouldn’t even register the directive. They knew it too.

      “But you know how to find them,” the High Commander said. “So do it.”

      “No.”

      The shock on his face was all the surprise she needed. She inclined her head to him in a motion that wasn’t quite a bow.

      “I gave you an order,” he snarled.

      “I’m not under your command.” The corner of her mouth twitched in a way that reminded her of Dante. She let it; he deserved a little insolence. “That’s what happens when you strip someone of their rank and throw them out of the military. They no longer have to follow orders.”

      “No? And what about my orders?”

      Shaia was mere inches from her face, his eyes crackling with black energy. She stiffened, and he grabbed her by the throat before she could move out of reach. “You will find the ship and lead us to Dante,” he ordered.

      “No. I won’t.”

      Rage passed across his face. But just as quickly as he’d appeared in front of her, he moved across the room to look at the screen masquerading as a window. “I see you enjoy your station in life now. We’ll see what we can do about that, but first, you will obey me.” Shaia lifted his hand, then clenched it shut. A shroud of dark shadows gathered around his fist, then shot towards Khiann.

      It began in the shape of a dark comet, but by the time the shadows reached her, they spun themselves out into a web that covered her from crown to foot like a giant veil. She plucked at it, but it was no more substantial than a shadow.

      Khiann went to a console and entered commands to seek Night Thorn. Her ear twitched, but her efforts to stop or to send false commands went unheeded by her rebellious hands. She couldn’t even turn her head or speak until she sent her command, and the veil faded away.

      Her body was her own again. She turned around, grasping for a sword she no longer carried. He’d treated her as a puppet, but she was no toy. How dare he take away her own body, her own will!

      “I’ll kill you,” she swore.

      “No. You won’t.” The door slid open and a dozen more guards filed into the room. They grabbed Khiann and shackled her, then dragged her from the room. Her last sight of the Wyrm-ridden Pirr was a self-satisfied grin before the door slid shut between them.

      She was half-carried down several decks and tossed into a tiny, bare cell. The room was a small dome, just a hand’s width too small to stand up or lie down in comfortably. The door had sealed itself to the wall in a way that made it invisible from the inside. The floors and walls were bare, leaving her not so much as a blanket.

      She was alone, with no weapons or tools, in a well-sealed room. But she still had her mind and body, as long as the Wyrm left them alone. She sat with her legs tucked under her and closed her eyes, shutting out her surroundings. She was a prisoner, but she wasn’t helpless. Eventually, she’d find a way out.
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      She struggled to sit up in her bunk, dread from her dreams weighing her down. The other bunks were empty, Cor and Nada likely already in the Astral Plane. Julia reflected on how Nada delighted in her new dragon bond. The woman was stretching her proverbial wings, and her contagious enthusiasm had them joining her to experiment with their own abilities, seeking new applications and taking satisfaction in their strengths.

      The details of her dream misted away. She rolled out of bed, dressed, and went to the main cabin.

      “Good Morning, Julia,” Red Star greeted. Coraolis and Nada were cross-legged on the floor, both in trances. She wouldn’t go into the Astral Plane to join them. They all wanted someone on the physical side in case something went wrong.

      “Morning.” Julia claimed a cup of coffee and sat. “Is it morning Earth time or just relative to us?”

      “Both. I have adjusted our time to match that of our destination with subliminal cues to sleep or wake, so your internal clocks have moved to the correct time.”

      Julia raised her eyebrows. “You manipulated us?”

      “Manipulated? I suppose if I had asked, you would have known of the practice, and it would not have the same effect. I understand from your reaction you feel apprehensive? I realize humans value free will. I will take this into account before initiating similar practices.”

      It sounded like an apology, or at least an attempt at one. “I know you were trying to be thoughtful. Did anything happen while I was sleeping?”

      “We passed through your solar system’s wormhole, and I obtained permission to approach Earth. Your debriefing, however, is to take place in the Astral Plane.”

      “Really? Why?”

      “The Secret Council has claimed dominion over this mission. Earth Fleet has agreed to stand aside. The outcome of your mission especially impacts the Mystics, so the Council’s claim has been given, I believe it is said, carte blanche.”

      “I see.” Julia sipped her coffee. It felt too early to process information like this. She took that as a lapse in her discipline and sat straighter. Being sleepy was not an excuse for underperforming. “Any news of Dante and Jack?”

      “Their mission is classified. I inquired after Red Star and was stonewalled, as you say.” Star’s irritation came through. Julia hid a smile in her coffee mug at the ship’s attempts at being more human-like. “I was tempted to find her by other means but did not want to reveal our positions.”

      Julia would like to know how Jack and Dante were doing. She did not understand where they’d gone, or how dangerous their mission was… or if they were still alive.

      “You look worried,” Red Star commented.

      “I am.” Julia drained the rest of her coffee and set the mug aside. “How long until our debriefing?

      “Two hours, thirty-three minutes.”

      “How long have Cor and Nada been in the Astral Plane?”

      “Approximately twenty minutes.”

      “I’ll get them. We need to talk before the briefing.” Julia lowered herself to the floor and crossed her legs. “Be back soon.”

      “I’ll be waiting.”
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        * * *

      

      Administrator Andrus was waiting when Julia and her companions arrived at the rendezvous. He wore formal robes, an aloof bearing, and a false smile. Julia smiled in return and created four chairs. They weren’t necessary for comfort, but they might encourage the administrator to relax.

      “Andrus. It’s good to see you.” Coraolis shook his hand. The administrator imparted some scrutiny on the furniture before sitting.

      Julia gave a wry look. She’d created far more complex objects than armchairs, but perhaps that was what made Andrus cautious.

      “And you,” Andrus said, settling into his seat. “The council began to worry some, I admit; all four of you off in the great beyond and out of touch.” Andrus tugged at his robes. “Many people think a great deal of you, and Earth needs your strength.”

      “Earth will always have it,” Julia answered, and Coraolis nodded.

      “I wished to speak to you before we make any public announcements. The world at large doesn’t know you’re back yet.” Andrus leaned forward, lending a conspiratorial air to his demeanor. “Were you successful?”

      “We were,” Coraolis said, gesturing to Nada.

      She grinned. “I’ve bonded, Administrator. And we brought back more dragons who want to join.”

      “Have you? Where are they?” Andrus glanced around, as if they might appear upon being mentioned.

      “They’ve lingered about our system’s gas giants—Jupiter’s Red Eye, in particular. They’re very curious creatures.” Nada smiled; she’d gotten close to many of the dragons, not only the one she’d bonded with. “They’re a lot like cats, I think.”

      Andrus’s brow creased. Maybe he wasn’t a cat person. “I came with the authority of the entire Council. If you were successful with the bonding, we want you to find more Mystics.”

      “Wait,” Julia cut in. “Did something happen while we were gone?”

      Andrus hesitated, a trace of his power rippling over them. He probed with his senses, likely checking for eavesdroppers. “Not as such,” he then said. “But even though you have returned, we are still short two Evolved, as you call yourselves. It is a vulnerability. We remember your exile, even if it isn’t held against you. The four of you defeated ten times your number of Mystics. We find we are on the weaker side of that equation again.”

      “Understood.” Julia felt a twinge at Andrus’s reminder of that time, though she comprehended why it had alarmed Earth Fleet so much. The four of them had been a match for perhaps every other Earth Mystic combined. No wonder they were so worried about the Pirr having a similar power source. “Where do we start?”

      “First, let’s go over the details of where you went to acquire these dragons. Then we’ll discuss who to bond with them…”

      “With all due respect,” Nada interrupted, “dragons choose their own. If we present them with a dozen Mystics of your choosing, you’re likely to insult them rather than corral them into selecting someone you prefer.”

      Julia shot Nada a surprised look; she’d figured the dragons would take whoever stepped forward. “What makes you say that?”

      “Well…” Nada returned the surprised look with a confused one. “It’s a very important, permanent decision. I just feel…no, she says her brothers and sisters wish to meet all our Mystics, then they will decide.”

      Andrus exhaled through his nostrils, plainly vexed by the news. “Then what do you suggest? We set up the dragons and Mystics with ‘speed date’ tables to find someone compatible? This must go quickly.”

      Julia had a thought. “Bring the ones you’ve chosen, but we’ll also bring the academy’s Mystics. Anyone who’s interested should join, student or not. The dragons will take it from there. Once the choices are made, we’ll be on hand to help everyone adjust.”

      Andrus scowled, then nodded. “Fine. I’ll notify you of the time and date soon as we are organized. I expect your written report within twenty-four hours.”

      Coraolis stood first, smiling. “See you soon, Administrator.”

      Andrus stood and nodded, then vanished from sight without another word.
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        * * *

      

      Above planet Earth, where atmosphere met cold vacuum, the appointed time drew closer, and more and more Mystics popped into view. Julia hung back until everyone arrived. She’d never seen so many astral bodies at once. She recognized many faces, even if she didn’t know names.

      Andrus escorted his twelve nominations, treating them with respect. She suspected they were all members of the Secret Council—or commanded similar influence. They all surveyed the crowd with frowns, save for a middle-aged man who displayed an amused smile.

      “Is it time?” Julia whispered to Nada.

      The woman possessed an uncanny ability to track time in the physical world while in the Astral Plane, knowing to the second how long she’d been out of her body, something unheard of among Mystics. “Oh, it’s ten minutes past already. How long should we wait?”

      Cor leaned in from Julia’s other side. “We’ve waited long enough. If they can’t find twelve matches here, I don’t know that they will. I say let’s get them here.”

      “Sounds good.” Julia moved forward, putting herself between the gathered Mystics and her companions. She stood at attention.

      The gathering went silent, many cutting conversations short. She blanched, confronted by all that attention, but she held her ground and remained upright.

      “Everyone. Thank you for coming. My name is Julia Ronasuli, and we’ve returned from an important mission. We need a new source of strength, for, as you all know, we aren’t alone in the galaxy, and not all of our neighbors are friendly. The time has come when we need to be ready…in case they do worse than look at us funny.”

      A chuckle rippled through the crowd, heartening her. Besides teaching, she hadn’t spoken publicly in years, but she had commanded an Earth Fleet vessel and her confidence from that time was coming back to her. “Far from Earth, we found signs that dragons and mortals have worked together in the past to the benefit of both species. Now, they have agreed to partner with us once more. They seek partners to connect with…which is why you are here.”

      Hints of what was going on had floated around, but she saw enough surprise and confusion to tell they hadn’t all the details. She supposed there hadn’t been time for that.

      “Twelve dragons have come. This is a permanent bonding. I can tell you from experience it will both complicate and enrich your lives.” She grinned at the crowd; some laughed, others shifted or gave looks of concern. “If that sounds like too much, no one will think less of you, and you are welcome to go. If you elect to stay, you’ll get support from me, Coraolis, and Nada…” she swept a hand at her friends, “and if a dragon chooses to bond with you, then as you explore the new universe that opens before you.”

      Everyone went quiet; many glancing at their neighbors. A few vanished, returning to their bodies…but only a handful. Some chatter arose but, mostly, they were met with quiet anticipation.

      Julia gave them more time to mull everything over. A few more vanished, as some took longer to consider the implications. She finally turned to Nada and made the ‘go ahead’ gesture. Nada nodded and faced Jupiter, eyes closed. She reached out, and a powerful resonance surrounded her hands. Nada’s lips moved, then her arms flew wide, dispersing the energy.

      Dragons appeared. They soared from behind Jupiter’s red eye as seen in the Astral Plane, swooping around the Mystics like sharks at a pool party—playful sharks. They barrel rolled and twisted in the air, showing off. After a moment of shock and awe, the Mystics relaxed, some laughing at a young dragon intent on outdoing the others, tumbling out of the circle while dragging one of his siblings with him.

      The pair swiveled and gazed at the crowd, and the Mystics fell silent. Then the dragons projected amusement and a wave of playful vigor. They dove into the gathered Mystics. Someone shouted in surprise, someone else choked off a scream, Ephraim rose above the crowd, eyes glowing polar blue as he bonded with the playful young dragon that had spun away from the others. The Enhanced Mystic laughed with delight, then floated over to join Julia.

      She grinned at him, but kept watching as, one by one, the other dragons chose partners. Mystics drifted over to join Julia’s circle upon being selected, until a dozen new Evolved had gathered. The remaining Mystics, many with disappointed expressions—chiefly those of the council—winked away. Andrus frowned from across the space, refusing to return, and Coraolis told Julia he would go speak to the administrator to ‘ease his ego.’

      Julia’s student, Honora, slipped through the circle, a brilliant smile on her pretty face. “Nice speech, Instructor.” The girl’s energy rolled off her like heat from a blazing fire. “What now?”

      “Now, we say hello properly.” Julia winked. “I’m not sure I know all your names, so I’ll guess you don’t know each other. Let’s make introductions, then spend some time with our dragons.”

      A few groans went up from the younger ones at such an obvious classroom exercise, but Honora spoke up, introducing herself first. Julia felt pride; her student had gone from an uncertain girl ready to quit to a confident woman with a dragon bond.

      From there, everyone shared their names and origins, and Julia attempted to memorize them. She and Coraolis sent them through a few basics familiar to every Mystic. It gave them a sense of their new power levels and a hint of any extra abilities the dragons might have granted.

      It shocked every one of them to discover their new strengths and discover new powers. Most of them manipulated energy similar to Coraolis’s lightning. Some discovered a talent for mental manipulation, either creating illusions or reading minds. A few had a strong bond with the Astral Plane and discovered a knack for manipulating the ether, much more so than un-bonded Mystics.

      Just as they’d done with Nada, they left the new Evolved to ‘play.’ It encouraged them to relax as they heightened their bonds. Their control was far from perfect, though by the time they ran out of energy, she saw signs of strong bonds developing.

      Near the end of the session, Julia reminded them to replenish their electrolytes and eat well that night. She sent them to their bodies with a training schedule, letting them know she and her companions would be there for them.

      Julia returned to her body with a smile, and crawled into Coraolis’s bunk alongside him. Seeing the Mystics and dragons come together felt good, and she wrapped her arms around him. It was a sign their plan would work. She fell asleep in Cor’s arms, her heart full of hope.
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      Jack crouched beside Dante’s bunk, listening. It was too dim to see the man breathe, but he should have been able to hear it. It felt a little silly, hovering over his friend like a new parent, but it concerned him. Dante had created an actual rift in space and time. It would have been impossible to believe, if Jack hadn’t been there himself.

      As soon as Night Thorn disengaged from the station, Dante had staggered to his bed and gone to sleep. A day had passed, and Dante was still sleeping. Night Thorn said his vitals were fine, he was just deeply asleep, but Jack had to see for himself.

      He leaned in close, listening and feeling for the slightest puff of air. Nothing. He leaned in closer, holding his breath. There. He thought he felt something, but it could have been the ventilation system. He put his ear to Dante’s chest as light as dew on a butterfly wing.

      There it was. Soft, slow breaths and a steady heartbeat. It sounded normal, if slow, and it eased Jack’s worry. He opened his eyes as he eased away, then froze. Dante’s eyes were open. The Mystic peered at him with creases forming between his brows.

      “Now, I know I’m pretty, but I’m not Sleeping Beauty pretty.”

      Jack jerked away and landed on his behind. For a moment, he choked, his mouth working like a fish out of water as he tried to sputter an explanation.

      “I couldn’t hear you breathing,” he said at last, pushing to his feet. “You’ve been out for over twenty-four hours, man.”

      “That long?” Dante sat up and groaned. “Feels like five minutes.”

      “You are awake!” Night Thorn chimed in. “We have been waiting for you. Jack says we cannot enter the ancient temple without you. I told him your vital signs are normal for a mortal who has overused his gift, but he wouldn’t listen.”

      “Sometimes I just need to see for myself. Blame it on the journalist within.”

      Dante snorted as he stood and stretched. “Well, I’m up now. How about some coffee?”

      He headed into the cabin and Jack followed, still feeling foolish. He trusted Night Thorn as much as any ship, but as the hours dragged on, it became easier to convince himself something was wrong. He kept that to himself. Dante was fine, as was Bava. He could go without worrying…for the next few hours, at least.

      Bava looked up as the two Mystics walked in. “Welcome back from the night world, friend Dante. Rested?”

      “Good enough for now. Please tell me the data we stole was worth something.” Dante grabbed coffee from the machine and sat across from the Yeti.

      “They have updated the encryptions since I defected on Commander Xoa’s orders. It is taking some time to decipher.” Night Thorn sounded apologetic, at least until she brightened up as she went on. “We have time for a session while I work. I can multitask this without slowing the decryption.

      Bava perked up with a soft rumble echoing through his chest. “As much as Bava would like to destroy the Cult of Two Suns, he does not wish to rush anyone.”

      “I’m not feeling so focused,” Dante admitted. “I’d rather start by catching up. What’s our status?”

      “We disengaged from Nexus without issue. The Pirr vessel was on lockdown when we left the port. They may still search for you.” Night Thorn hummed; a habit she’d picked up over the last few weeks. “I would like to know what happened. My sensors placed you on the other vessel, then you reappeared in the cabin.”

      Jack shrugged. “Dante’s got some tricks up his sleeves.”

      “I’ve only done it once before. If I have my way, it won’t happen again.” Dante cracked another yawn. “My dragon showed me how to make a passage between the physical world and the Astral Plane. It took everything I had to bring others through with me…and then some.”

      “It’s appreciated. I don’t think I could have slipped us past all those soldiers. Except…well, maybe I should try and push myself a little harder,” Jack admitted.

      “Not while we’re on mission, I hope.” Dante yawned and downed more coffee. “So…what’s the plan?”

      “You will be guests while our friend translates data. You may also enjoy Bava’s cantina. Bava’s band has improved much, friend Jack. Have you learned an instrument?”

      “Not yet. I’m not sure I’ve got the talent for it. I’m more of a silent, written word sort of artist. I’m not about making noise. Or music,” he added.

      Bava grumbled, then shrugged in perfect imitation of a human. “You will observe and bring word of our performance to Earth. One day Bava wishes to play in New Orleans.”

      “If we are not gaming, I will focus on the code,” Night Thorn interrupted. “When we near the station, I will notify you.”

      “Sounds goo—” Jack began, but an audible click indicated Thorn had stopped listening.

      “Is she mad?” Dante furrowed his brow, looking groggy and probing one eye for crusties.

      “Disappointed, Bava thinks,” Bava said. “Bava is disappointed, too, but there will be time on Zeri. Inga will enjoy this game.”

      “Who’s Inga?” Dante asked.

      “His brothers. It’s complicated…”

      “Bava is eldest, so Bava is Bava.” The Yeti grinned. “Bava is honored to have you as guests, friends. The adventure cannot be over yet!”
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        * * *

      

      It had reached a lull, but their adventure wasn’t over yet. The moment they walked through the door, Yulu greeted them with crushing hugs and a worried snarl. Bava growled back, not bothering to translate. Night Thorn remained quiet; she was with them, thanks to their earpieces, but preoccupied with the encryption.

      The argument didn’t last long. Father and son growled for a few minutes, then threw their arms around each other. It looked more like an attack than a sign of affection, yet when they separated, both Yeti quieted.

      Yulu went to the stove, growling, while Bava waved them deeper into the dwelling. Jack stole a glance at the older Yeti, occupied with the cutting board and red vegetables he’d never seen before.

      “Is everything okay?” he asked.

      “Of course.” Bava led them through another beaded curtain and into a room furnished with fat cushions as large as armchairs. “Sit. Yulu forgets what it is to be young and Yeti. Yulu’s blood no longer boils like magma.”

      “He didn’t seem so mellow to me,” Dante commented as he grabbed a seat, then looked a little regretful as he sank to his hips.

      Bava waved that off. “Yulu worries when he should not. It is time to relax, friends. Bava has many videos. Some were given by friend Jack, but Bava traded for others.”

      “A movie would be nice,” Jack agreed, looking to Dante for confirmation. “But what do you think? Should we check in?”

      “And give away our position? No, let’s wait until Night Thorn cracks the code.” Dante yawned, his jaw creaking as he stretched. “Then we’ll either have what we need, or we’ll try again. I’m not about to gamble on which.”

      “And if you find evidence against the Pirr, what then? War?” Bava asked. “Pirr would like that, Bava thinks.”

      “It could be their goal. Good thing it isn’t up to us.” Jack smiled and dropped onto a violet cushion. “In an ideal world, we’d get blackmail material forcing them to behave.”

      “Forgive Bava. What is Black Mail?” the Yeti asked. “Bava not familiar with phrase.”

      “Blackmail. It’s holding a secret hostage, in a way. Someone finds out something shameful about you, something you don’t want known, and you pay them to keep it quiet.”

      Bava drew up, surprise and disgust warring for control of his face. The signs were hard to read, though Jack had spent a lot of time in close company with the Yeti; at least he understood more than he had two weeks ago.

      “Bava did not know humans harbored vile secrets.” The Yeti bristled. “Tell me Bava’s friends do not hide this shame.”

      “Definitely not. My life isn’t that interesting.” Jack took in the Yeti’s agitation and changed the subject. “Did you say something about a movie?”
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        * * *

      

      Jack opened his eyes in the dark, unsure what had woken him. Dante’s soft breathing was the only sound, and it was pitch black in the cave-like guest room. He rolled over to go back to sleep when he heard the soft rattle of beads in the hall. Then they rattled again, then again.

      He counted without thinking about it and got to seven before it stopped. Too many. He frowned and reached out, brushed against nine cold, disciplined minds.

      After all his time with Bava, he knew the feel of a Yeti’s presence.  This was different.

      “Dante.” He crept to where the Mystic slept and shook his shoulder. “Wake up.”

      Dante grunted and brushed at Jack’s hand. “Not now, Mom,” he muttered.

      Jack shook him harder. “Dante. Wake. Up. We’ve got trouble.”

      He snapped upright. “Who—where?”

      “Shh—” Jack hissed, but it was too late.

      Four intruders charged into the room, wielding batons crackling with electricity. Their flickering light gave Jack a few glimpses of them, but their helmets hid their features. Jack reached for Dante, but the other Mystic threw himself from his bed, diving for the corner.

      The intruders split. Two went after Dante, who’d pulled a gun from his gear. The other two came after Jack, swinging their weapons.

      Jack called on his invisibility, but something pushed back. He expected some resistance when they were looking at him, yet this was different. They seemed to be fighting his ability.

      Electrified cudgels came at him. He tried to move, but one attack glanced off his arm. A jolt ran from his shoulder down to his knuckles, and his arm went dead, dangling from his shoulder. The attackers swung again. Jack threw himself to the ground, rolling out of the way and coming up near the door.

      Dante fired, peppering one assailant with bolts of golden light. The intruder staggered, smoke rising from his armor. The other moved in. Dante closed with him, grabbing at the cudgel to wrest the weapon away.

      A roar shattered the air, loud enough to shake the floor. Bava surged through the doorway with an intruder hanging from his neck. The enemy’s baton dug into Bava’s shoulder, energy pouring into the Yeti’s body, but it only seemed to make him angrier. He ripped the enemy away and threw him at the strangers threatening Jack, knocking them all into a pile. Bava turned on the ones after Dante and froze in place.

      Jack tried to stand and found he couldn’t. Dante froze with his hands clamped to an intruder’s helmet. His enemy pulled free and removed his helmet. A Pirr.

      Jack tried to rise, but his body didn’t respond. Something wrapped its tentacles around his mind. He pushed. The barrier gave way but, after a moment, snapped back in place.

      “This has gone on long enough.” A white-clad Pirr stepped into Jack’s field of vision, looking around with disdain. He was meticulously dressed with his hair slicked back, and a foul miasma rose from him, infecting Jack’s senses and turning his stomach. He wanted to gag, but something denied even that much control to him.

      Bava’s body shook as the invaders picked themselves up and recovered their weapons. They stowed their batons and drew handguns, aiming at Jack and Bava, yet ignoring Dante. Bava growled as they passed him, earning a surprised look from the leader.

      “Stubborn creature. Stay,” he ordered, then gestured at Dante. “Your presence is required elsewhere, Mystic First Class Dante. Come with me.”

      Dante stood and walked, feet dragging along the floor as he fought every inch. The stranger clamped a hand on Dante’s shoulder, fingers digging into the Mystic’s flesh, and the resistance evaporated.

      They paused in the doorway, and the stranger spoke, “Finish the rest.”

      Bava shrieked loud enough to make Jack’s ears bleed. He broke free and tore into the nearest Pirr before they could react. The Yeti pressed forward, knocking them away from Jack as they pulled their triggers. A stray laser bolt singed Jack’s cheek, then he was free. He rolled under the bed and engaged his invisibility. He crawled out the other side just as a Pirr crouched to fire under the bed.

      Jack circled around and pulled the baton from his enemy’s belt, then sent a jolt into the base of the enemy’s spine. The Pirr went limp, just as Jack had hoped. He stayed invisible, dodging around Bava’s claws to get to the kitchen and the abode’s exit. More enemies at the door fought Yulu, who fought with a fury that matched his son. The older Yeti attacked tooth and claw, grabbing Pirr by the helmets and cracking them like walnuts with his paws.

      Even if Yulu knew he was there and moved aside, Jack couldn’t get through the doorway. He stumbled as something hit him from behind. Bava had taken down his enemies. He smelled of singed fur as he rushed to help his father.

      Jack dropped his invisibility. “Bava, they took Dante!”

      Yulu howled. Bava growled and smashed his fist down on a Pirr’s head. With his other hand, he produced his translator and pressed it to his throat. “I know. More Pirr are coming. Bava’s people resist but cannot get out this way.” Bava slammed his fist against a panel. A heavy metal door slid down, tearing apart the beaded curtain and sealing off the room. Yulu growled, sounding disappointed. “There is another way out. Come with Bava.”

      The Yeti led Jack back into his home, through the brightly decorated rooms now in disarray, unconscious Pirr strewn across the floor. Bava hammered on a wall that looked like any other, and it slid to the side, revealing a utilitarian-looking tunnel beyond.

      Jack ran to keep up with Bava as the Yeti hurried down the corridor with silent steps that contrasted with his ferocity. The tunnel sloped upward with a slight curve, taking them toward the center of the station.

      “What is this place?” Jack asked.

      “Inside station’s bones. Most assume it is solid, but tunnels were used to build the station.” Bava stopped and slammed his fist into the wall again. Cracks appeared on the surface in the rough size and shape of a door. He shoved it open and ushered Jack through, then pushed it shut behind them.

      “Where does this go?”

      “This branch goes to Bava’s club. It is near docks. If they are stealing our Dante, that is where they will go.” Bava took off running. Jack stretched out his strides. He was ordinarily in shape for a run, but after weeks in the confines of a spaceship, he’d lost some conditioning. The next time he needed to play spy, he’d remember this.

      The next hidden door took them to a dark room. Jack felt the difference in the air before Bava switched the lights on to reveal a velvet curtain. Jack followed the Yeti through the backstage curtains and across the empty club.

      From there, they had a short dash to the docking platforms. Night Thorn rested in her berth, surrounded by freighters, the only Pirr vessel in sight. Jack dug in his pockets for his earpiece and toggled the controls.

      “…soft, mortal flesh, sleeping when you should listen,” the ship ranted in his ear.

      “Thorn? Did you see what happened?” he asked.

      “He wakes! A Pirr vessel was here. They sent a shuttle, and I thought it must be trouble, but now they’re gone.”

      “Gone?” Jack groaned; they’d been too slow. The tunnel had let them get through the station with no obstacles to slow them, but it had taken too long.

      “Yes. In and out, just like that. They didn’t even notice me.” She sounded offended. “The danger is over.”

      “For us, maybe. They took Dante.”

      “No! How did this happen? Where is the Yeti?”

      “He’s here. They got away from us. Any idea where they went?”

      “None. I cannot track them.” Night Thorn sounded so desolate it made Jack wish he could comfort her. “Had I known…”

      “We’ll figure it out. They don’t get to keep him,” Jack swore, yet as he peered beyond the ships to the vastness beyond, he didn’t know how they’d ever find their friend again.
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      Dante paced the floor of his prison, counting steps again for lack of something better to do. Three paces carried him the length of the room, two across the breadth. The ridged floor was made of a rubbery material that didn’t function at all like rubber. Every time he tried to enter the Astral Plane, or cut a hole in reality, the floor shocked him.

      Sometimes he lost consciousness with no idea how long. His dragon was silent, and his captors only came at feeding time. The hard brown cubes they brought had never seen the inside of a kitchen, he was sure, and so hard that gnawing them occupied an hour.

      Fifteen times they’d fed him since Zeri Station. Whether that meant it had been five days, or fifteen, he wasn’t sure. They’d taken his clothes and given him a gray coverall that looked like what it was: a prisoner’s uniform. His shoes were taken, as well; the better to feel the floor’s shocks. He had nothing to do, no one to talk to, and he was sure his mental screws loosened more with every passing hour.

      “When I get out of here, I’m having a talk with Bava about home security,” he said to the door.

      He sighed and resumed pacing. He was talking to himself now—never a good sign. He wondered what Jack would do in this situation. Maybe he’d be better off; he could get his big brain working on the next dungeon, or “write” the story of his capture.

      Or maybe Dante was more susceptible to isolation than he’d been years ago, and the lack of stimulus turned off the creative part of his brain. It didn’t matter, not really. He had to deal with it, plain and simple.

      The door slid open, as if reacting to his thoughts. The female Pirr in the doorway wasn’t the usual one who came at meal times.

      “I am Tian.” She crossed her arms and moved forward, occupying the threshold without stepping onto the floor. The woman was tall and powerfully built, with silver hair cut off at her chin. She looked too tough for him to take in a physical fight. Dante stared at her feet, considering if he could get her to take a step inside and then use his powers to shock the hell out of her—unconscious, hopefully.

      “I am Dante,” he said and inclined his head.

      “I know.” Her ears twitched. “I am here to give you conversation. Your behavior has become erratic. It seems humans do not cope well with isolation. Your kind considers it a form of torture, yes?”

      “Yeah. They’ve abolished it pretty much everywhere.” Dante wondered if he could get past her. But then what? Was he still on the ship, or somewhere else? How could he get a message to Jack?

      “Had we realized this sooner I would have come the first day. We need your mind intact. So. I am here. You may now interact with another intelligent mind.”

      He stared at her. Maybe he was paranoid, but this sounded like an interrogation technique. Lock a guy up, give him no interaction for days, then invite him to spill his guts. Maybe that worked on some people, but not on him. He was stronger than that.

      Yet…Dante didn’t want to be alone. He’d rather face more shocks than send her away at that moment. The feeling was dangerous but hard to ignore.

      He cleared his throat. “Okay.” He sank to the floor, sitting with legs crossed. She didn’t move. “Tell me about yourself.”

      She smirked. Maybe she saw through him, yet he didn’t care. “I told you my name. I am a soldier in service to the Archon. There is little more to say.”

      “Do you know why I’m here? Why they took me?”

      “If they wish you to know that, they will tell you.” The tips of her ears curled. “I imagine you will find out soon.”

      “It must be something specific, or they would have grabbed Jack too,” he reasoned. “So, it’s about me.”

      Tian didn’t answer, and she didn’t move, either. She listened, impassive, while Dante thought out loud.

      “How about a walk?” he asked. “Exercise is good for the mind too.”

      She shook her head. “We all know the story of how you vanished at Nexus. This will not happen again.”

      “I see. I’m too famous for my own good.”

      “Indeed.”

      “All right… let’s talk about something else. How’s Lady Xoa?”

      She didn’t move, and her expression didn’t change, but he was certain he’d offended her somehow. She stared him down, yet he didn’t change the subject or offer something else to talk about. Tian relented at last, but lowered her voice, as if she feared being overheard. “It is said that there was once a commander named Khiann Xoa. This commander no longer exists, if she ever did.” She lifted her chin. “Ask me something else.”

      “Why? Is she dead? What happened to her?” He felt a stab of guilt. If she was in trouble, it had to be because of him and Jack. She’d let them go right after an attack designed to destroy Earth’s population. If anyone had found out… “I’m pretty sure you can tell me. This has nothing to do with your plans and whatnot. Is Khiann Xoa dead?”

      She grimaced. “No one by that name has died.”

      “So…she’s alive?”

      “No one lives under that name.”

      Great. He had someone to talk to, and she spoke in riddles. Frustrating it may be, yet Dante felt better than he had ten minutes ago. He felt more himself than he had in days. “Does she live under a different name? Like witness protection?”

      That phrase seemingly puzzled her; her ears twitched before she answered. “You are asking me to speak of things above my rank. She dishonored her family and displeased the Archon. That is all I, or you, should know.”

      Dante nodded. He had to hope that meant she was alive.

      He spun his wheels around that topic a little longer, seeking a question Tian would answer, but she stonewalled him. When the guard came by with his alleged food, she passed it to Dante, but didn’t budge from her spot. It was impressive discipline, if only it wasn’t a part of keeping him locked up.

      He went on questioning her as he ate, getting snippets about her childhood and the Pirr religion, but there was a lot she wouldn’t speak of—the Archon, for one, and Khiann for another. She wouldn’t even name her commanding officer. He discovered he’d been a prisoner for four days. They’d been staggering his meal times to throw off his sense of time.

      After he’d talked himself hoarse, she left. The next day, Tian returned. He gave up on finding anything useful from her…for the time being. He interrogated her, instead, about Pirr entertainment. The next day was much the same, but at least she was honest about the time and date. Having a sense of time gave him solid footing and helped steady him in his hours alone.

      Funny how the Pirr sent pirates after helpless civilians, yet disdained torture. He mentioned that, but she wouldn’t discuss it. Her people had been embarrassed, and he decided Tian felt better pretending it never happened.

      She was never kind or friendly. Dante knew she was there only to fulfill her orders, yet he started to like her anyway. She didn’t pretend to be something she wasn’t. She had a job, she did it, and nothing less, nothing more. He looked forward to their conversations, so when someone else appeared at his doorway, he deflated. It almost felt like a violation.

      “Who are you?”

      Instead of answering, the soldier took a device from his belt and pressed his thumb into it. The floor flooded Dante with electricity. He collapsed as consciousness fled him.
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      He marched through a familiar forest of thorny trees, his arms in iron grips, yet something else made his feet bear him forward; in fact, he’d come to already walking. It was the same slimy power that had forced him to leave Jack and Bava behind, unable to act as Pirr soldiers invaded the Yetis’ habitat.

      He attempted pulling out of the soldier’s grasps. They surprised him by letting go. He stumbled to the ground and no one forced him to stand. He looked up, his relief evaporating. Dante knew this place. Cavey.

      And the tunnel in front of him was where the ancient dragon tore a hole in the Astral Plane—through him. It seemed different now. He spied strange equipment set up along the cave’s mouth, and uniformed Pirr stood guard nearby.

      His captor entered his view, smiling. “Hello again.”

      “Who are you? What do you want with me?” Dante demanded.

      “I want you to open a door.” His captor viewed him with all the emotion of an exterminator surveying an insect. “My name would mean nothing to you, but the Pirr call me Shaia.”

      Dante’s dragon stirred. He was thankful to feel its return. He stood, torn between running and going on the offensive. He didn’t know where the shuttle would be, or where he’d go if he got off the surface, yet his dragon didn’t care about any of that. It just wanted him away from here.

      “You’re right. Your name means nothing. So…what door?”

      “Your impertinence amuses me,” Shaia said, though his smile left his face. “Long ago, the dragons imprisoned my people in a place beyond this dimension, beyond its Astral Plane. They locked us in darkness with no escape, with no relief, just as I considered doing to you on the journey here. But I am more merciful than the dragons.” The Pirr sauntered over to Dante, fixing the plastic smile on his face once more. “Now we have a key in the shape of a mortal. You, Mystic First Class Dante.” The man said his name like it was a joke.

      Dante leaned back; something sick roiled off this Pirr. If evil had a texture, it would match this slippery feeling. Dante stared at the Pirr. His stomach churned, but he didn’t want to betray another iota of weakness to this enemy.

      The Pirr continued, holding Dante’s stare with amusement in his gaze. “I wish you to cut your way to that prison. The first cut will take you to the Astral Plane. The next will take you all the way to our prison. Do you understand?”

      “Sure. But I won’t do it,” Dante said.

      Shaia didn’t bat an eye. “How are you so certain, Mystic First Class Dante, your dragons are the ones to side with? Did they not get you exiled? Manipulated you into doing, into being, just what they wish? They use you, and you willingly let them.”

      “You can talk all day, I’m not turning. I know what you are…Wyrm.”

      Annoyance flashed across Shaia’s face. He sighed. “I must say I am disappointed. It’s more fun when they cooperate, but we just do not have time for this frivolity. You will do as I say, human.”

      “No, I won—”

      Shaia’s will crashed down. Dante’s knees bent and nearly buckled, but he bore up under the weight. He wasn’t going to get taken again, not this easily. He shoved back.

      Invisible claws dug beneath his flesh and pulled. Shaia bent his fingers into hooks, turning his right hand into a claw. He jerked his hand back, tearing through the air, and yanking Dante’s Astral form from his body.

      Dante gasped and blinked. He was in the Astral Plane, swaddled in icy darkness. Shadows constricted him as the Wyrm increased its pressure. Dante twisted, trying to break free, but the Wyrm was an ancient monster. Dante was a mere man. It was pointless to resist.

      No. The thought of doing one simple task soaked into him, but the thought was not his. He attempted to extract himself from the Wyrm’s clutches, and then a furious screech rent the ether. His dragon crashed, Stars-first, into the Wyrm.

      The Wyrm’s grip on Dante came loose. He spun free and moved away at top speed, giving his dragon room to fight. The Wyrm twisted, snapping at the dragon’s shoulder and slashing with its claws. The dragon sank his teeth into the Wyrm’s neck, his own Stars tearing rents in the Wyrm’s wings. The Wyrm slowed, weakening as shreds of its shadow form split away. It collapsed into nothing.

      Dante whooped. They’d won! He rushed to his dragon’s side, seeking to examine the wounds. The dragon screeched at him—a ‘go away’ if Dante had ever heard one—but he couldn’t. If his dragon was grievously hurt…

      Claws and teeth slashed from behind. The Wyrm reappeared, tearing shreds from the dragon as it howled. It took advantage of its rear attack to latch onto the dragon’s neck. Dante threw a lance of power at the Wyrm, searing a hole through it, but it closed up again. The dark beast had fed on its Pirr host, healing itself.

      Dante threw another lance, but the creature shrugged off his attack.

      A second Wyrm appeared in the ether, then a third. They surrounded Dante’s dragon, hissing as they attacked. The Mystic shuddered inside, fear taking hold. The dragon fought its attackers with a will, yet despite its strength, three older and stronger Wyrms against one dragon was no contest. More of a slaughter.

      Dante yelled and flung more lances, trying to draw them off, but the Wyrms focused on the bigger threat. If he could get to his dragon, he could make a difference, yet there was no way to get past the writhing wall of darkness.

      His dragon vanished. Dante felt it shelter within him, strengthening their bond, drawing on him to heal. He welcomed it, then realized the three Wyrms encircled him.

      Shaia’s Wyrm skewered Dante with a dark, malevolent stare. The Mystic’s astral form dissipated, and he entered the physical world, standing now, feet apart, his arms raised overhead. Under the influence of an alien will, Dante brought his hands down, and, as he did so, the air split as if he’d ripped the sky open. He cut again, digging deeper within himself, until he sliced through the final barrier and into an unfathomable cold.

      His strength deserted him, and he collapsed on the stony ground. With tears occluding his eyes, feeling his dragon curled and wounded within, Dante blinked at the new rift in the sky. Angry reds and purples bled from the tear, and a titanic Wyrm emerged, mouth open in a triumphant roar that shook the ground and echoed across the forests and mountains of Cavey.

      Someone hefted Dante, slinging him over their shoulder. He struggled to fight, to pull himself free, but the Pirr handled him like a baby.

      “Return him to the cell,” came Shaia’s smug voice. “We may have need of this human again.”
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      “Look at this. The Lost Ones have returned…and in my lifetime!” Unnua crowed, shaking in his excitement as he pointed at the wall screen. The video had enraptured the old priest since its release. He watched and made copious notes on his personal device. “Look, my ward. Are you not amazed?”

      “I’ve seen nothing like it,” Khiann agreed. She didn’t like to pretend, but her shock wore off hours ago. “Might we see what’s happening now? There must be even more of them in the world.”

      “True, true. I’ve been so caught up in this first moment that the rest have passed by without me.” He chuckled and moved the recording to the last moment they’d seen, when the Wyrm thrust its head through the rift, and Dante collapsed to the ground.

      The image raced through time as the Wyrm left the rift, leaving room for more to come through. Khiann watched with her jaw clenched, scanning for signs of Dante, or any other humans. She couldn’t blame herself for being weaker than a god, but she blamed herself for putting those protocols in Night Thorn and not turning them off when she had the chance. She just hadn’t wanted to let go of something that was hers.

      “Do you need anything?” she asked the priest. “Water, perhaps?”

      “No. Stay and watch this with me. You are only my ward now, but one day you may join the priesthood. Of the Order, only you and I can say we were here on this auspicious day.”

      She gave a wry smile. Unnua was optimistic about her future. She didn’t want to disabuse him of the idea, either, if it made him happy. He’d been one of the few to show kindness to her since they had assigned her to the Stone Tower, and the only one to treat her like a worthy person on this ship. She didn’t want to throw that away. Not yet.

      “I suppose that’s true…” she stopped when the camera slowed to real time. A Wyrm lazed outside the camp, watching as others trampled the ancient forest, tearing up trees by the roots and throwing them. They were playing, she realized—destroying the countryside for their own amusement. Her mood soured as she watched, wondering how many other natural wonders were being despoiled at that moment.

      A Pirr soldier approached the Wyrm, his head bowed. He made all the right signs to show obeisance. The Wyrm watched him, then yawned. The soldier spoke, Khiann saw, either praising it or asking some boon. The Wyrm’s eyes wandered as the soldier clicked his teeth together.

      The soldier forcibly knelt, and the Wyrm huffed, its breath so powerful it bowled the solider over. The Wyrm’s jaws closed on the hapless Pirr, and swallowed him whole.

      Khiann shouted, moving toward the screen as if she could stop the Wyrm from the orbiting space station. This was what her people had brought back into the world? Creatures that viewed all other beings as property, who destroyed and killed for amusement. This moment, more than any that had passed in the last several months, told her she’d been right all along.

      They would never rule beside these monsters. They’d be first among a legion of servants; that they would bring order to the galaxy was laughable. Folly.

      “Unacceptable,” Unnua snapped. Khiann turned to apologize if she’d offended him, but he wasn’t looking at her. He gazed at the screen, deep lines on his face. “Clear the room. I must speak with the High Ones.”

      The soldiers moved out, and Khiann went to follow when the old priest put his hand on her arm. She stayed by his side until the door closed behind the soldiers.

      “I would have you hear this.” He motioned toward the corner, outside the cam sensors’ range. She hid her confusion as the priest queued a hailing frequency.

      A scientist from the surface came on screen. Khiann recognized the name but couldn’t put a face to it.

      “Boura here.”

      “I would commune with the Lost Ones. They have put me off long enough.” Unnua drew himself up, an authority coming over his bearing, one Khiann hadn’t seen before.

      Unnua frowned at the silence, putting deep furrows between his brows.

      “Holy One.”

      A new speaker, one she knew. Shaia’s voice addressed the old priest with the same disdain she’d heard him use on her. She saw the priest sag upon hearing the possessed one’s disrespect, then he shook off the effect.

      “I asked to speak with a Wyrm. The Lost Ones have not heard from their priest yet.”

      Shaia chuckled. “But we have. I am the voice of the Wyrms. My spirit commingles with theirs. What would you say, O Holy One?”

      “I wish to meet them for myself. I understand they wish to celebrate their freedom, but this—”

      “You seek to chastise them? You?” Shaia laughed. Khiann shivered, though this time her anger rose to burn away her disgust and fear. “Only the Exalted may speak to the Wyrms, unworthy priest. All of you are unworthy.”

      “Then I would be Exalted. I wish to know these creatures are truly our gods, not the crude beasts I am witnessing!” Unnua pushed up and strode toward the screen, bristling. “Tell them I request their blessing. Tell them I would be Exalted, so I might speak to them.”

      “If they wanted to bond with a decrepit old body such as yours, you would already know,” Shaia sneered.

      “I will not have this…” Unnua stopped. The connection had severed. His face went gray, and he examined his gnarled hands, still clenched into fists.

      Khiann watched solemnly the utter destruction of Unnua’s status. She knew how he felt, yet nothing she said would salve his wounds.

      The priest drew a sudden breath and turned his back on her. “I will meditate upon this, I think. Come for me when they bring dinner.”

      “I will.”

      “Perhaps meditate yourself, my ward. Clear your mind of all that has happened today.” He crossed the room, headed for his meditation chamber.

      “As you wish,” she answered.

      She drew in a breath and let it out once Unnua exited the chamber. The floor should not still be solid under her feet, not when the foundation of her world had shattered. The revered priests of the Stone Tower were nearly akin to the Archon himself. But their gods had just treated him as dishonored, worthless trash. She felt as if she stood in his shoes.

      Khiann’s gaze drifted to the control screen on the chair seat, left behind by Unnua. It had been so long since she was alone with any device, much less one connected to a starship’s communication system. She took a tentative step, her ears sharp as she listened for the soldiers outside the chamber, but the priest had sent them away, and they, at least, remained gone until he called for them. Still, she moved cautiously until she could snatch up the priest’s device and return to the corner, out of sight of the sensors.

      Her fingers flew across the screen. She disabled protocols that might disclose her intent, adding others to make it look as though her messages were going to the Stone Temple, not away from it. Khiann had been undercover for so long in the years before, her hands acted on their own. After she had isolated and camouflaged communications, she pulled up the video of the Wyrm and Dante and began her message:

      “My name is Khiann…”
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      “My name is Khiann. I hope this galaxy-wide broadcast is seen by the hundreds of billions who will soon be affected by the Cavey rift being torn open earlier today when a captive human named Mystic First Class Dante of Earth was forced to free the Lost Ones from their Astral prison. These Lost Ones, known by some as Wyrms, have already lain waste to the planet of Cavey. I have attached video of their first few hours after being freed.”

      Jack’s stomach sunk as the footage of Dante and the rift filled the screen. He recognized the Wyrms for what they were, even without her voice to guide him. Khiann continued as the images proceeded, replaying a Wyrm eating a Pirr whole.

      “For millennia, the Lost Ones misled my people, the Pirr. I fear many will not let go of their convictions, despite what they have unleashed.” Khiann appeared on screen again, looking tired and desperate. “Our coordinates follow. I believe Mystic Dante remains a captive and may be forced to open more rifts.”

      She looked into the screen as if she had more to say, then she shook her head, and her image disappeared.

      So much bounced through Jack’s head, he couldn’t settle on one thing or one emotion. They had to save Dante. They had to do something, because the apocalypse now stared them all in their faces.

      “Bava must warn his people,” Bava said.

      “Me too.” Jack stood. “How far are we from the nearest mothership?”

      “I do not need a mothership. I am no antiquated, bogged-down human vessel,” Night Thorn snapped, though with more fear than anger in her voice.

      “Right, but it will take too much time for Khiann’s message to reach Earth. We have to get word to them quicker,” Jack explained, trying to be patient; he wasn’t thinking clearly either.

      “We must also deliver friend Dante from the clutches of these Lost Ones.”

      “Yes, but we can’t do that on our own,” he growled. Bava gave a double-take. “We need the rest of Earth Fleet and, yes, we need to tell Bava’s people. We need to warn everyone.”

      Night Thorn sniffed. “You are correct. I am out of range of anyone who might accept my message.”

      “Do we have any options, Thorn?” Jack asked. “There’s no time to fly home.”

      “A communications relay six hours from here is operated by the Tiel, but they will not accept messages from a Pirr vessel. The next closest—”

      “Go there,” Bava interrupted. “The birds will help.”

      “I should remind you Tiel and Pirr are on unfriendly terms,” Night Thorn said. “If we double back, we will be in communications range of an Earth mothership in sixteen hours.”

      “I’m with Bava. Get to the relay. We don’t have time to work around their issues with the Pirr,” Jack said.

      “Very well. We are underway.” Night Thorn sighed. “Estimated time of arrival in five hours, fifty-one minutes, Earth reckoning.”

      Bava showed a toothy grin and Jack nodded, settling into his seat. He wanted to go after Dante, but they had to prioritize. He hoped his friend wouldn’t suffer for it.
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      Suvi Relay Station orbited a blue dwarf. Its shape reminded Jack of a rose with a blossom at each end of a short stem, even if the thorns looked more like spines. The Tiel had a chain of these stations across the galaxy, maintaining their colonies in real time. Much of it was a mystery to other races, and the Tiel weren’t ones to share secrets. Yet, they sometimes relayed messages for a price.

      For that to happen, they had to get the station’s crew to cooperate.

      “Ping them again,” he told Night Thorn.

      “This is the fourteenth attempt,” she said.

      “Well…maybe they’re sleeping.”

      A growl rumbled in Bava’s chest. “Birds are awake. They know we are here.”

      “Then they’re ignoring us? Why would they do that?”

      Night Thorn cleared her throat as a human might. “As stated, the Tiel are not friendly toward the Pirr. It is likely they are ignoring us. I will try a fifteenth hailing.”

      A holographic screen unfolded in the air, a harassed-looking Tiel glared at them. Her ruffled crest feathers weren’t a good sign.

      “Stop!” she hissed, clacking her beak. “We hear you. We do not wish to reply. Go away.”

      “We aren’t Pirr,” Jack said, moving closer to the screen. The Tiel drew back, her feathers slicking down. “Yeah, we’re in a Pirr vessel, but you can see I’m a human and my companion here is a Yeti. We need your help. We need to send a message. As soon as you see it, you’ll understand.”

      “We do not accept messages from unknown sources. Goodbye.” The screen went dark.

      Jack hammered his fist on the pilot’s chair. If they couldn’t get the message out… “Try ‘em again.”

      “The station is now jamming transmissions. They can no longer hear us.” Night Thorn sounded as frustrated as Jack. “Perhaps we should have gone to the mothership.”

      “No, we can’t…ugh. Bava? Thoughts?”

      “Tiel are clever but arrogant. They place their value highly; they do not believe other beings would dare act against them.” The Yeti glared at the space the screen had occupied. “Bava is not a representative of Yeti. Any sanctions would be against Bava alone.”

      “Neither am I, technically. EF and the Academy would both disavow me if we got into trouble. Probably happily, the both of them.” That wasn’t a comforting thought, yet he saw where Bava was headed. “You’re saying it wouldn’t cause an interspecies conflict if we go in without permission?”

      “Yes, friend Jack. If we displease birds, we will have debt that will haunt our successors for generations. We will never hold property again.”

      “I’ll take that risk. I don’t have much to begin with.”

      “Agreed.”

      “You have your club.”

      “A worthy sacrifice!”

      “Bava…” Jack smiled at his Yeti friend, thankful for his presence. He wasn’t certain what he’d do without him. “Let’s get in there.” Jack slid into the pilot’s seat. “Thorn, find us a way in.”

      “Working on it…. the hangar bay is protected by a force field. I do not know if I am able to enter without incurring significant damage.”

      “And they’d see us coming. Anything else?” Jack asked. “What about a maintenance hatch?”

      “There are several airlocks for external maintenance, but the surface of the station has a defense net. I believe it would electrocute you if you set foot on it,” the ship said.

      “Even if we’re invisible?”

      “I cannot tell if it is an automated feature or driven by a sentient being. Your best hope may be this.” Another screen opened, showing an airlock opposite the hangar. “The defense net will disengage during external maintenance. I could push some debris in that direction.”

      “They’d have to believe we were gone, though,” Jack mused.

      “Simple enough. My primary purpose has always been covert operations. We will appear to vacate this system, then return at speed in stealth mode. A convincing exit and clandestine return will take approximately three-hours forty-one minutes.”

      “Okay. We’ll get ready.” Jack headed for the bunks to organize their gear.
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        * * *

      

      Four hours later, Jack and Bava positioned themselves above one of Suvi Station’s maintenance airlocks. They clung to Night Thorn’s hull via magnetic boots and hand mags. They also wore small field generators shielding them from the irradiated vacuum of space. Jack trusted Night Thorn’s stealth field, but he still exerted his powers to give them an extra layer of protection.

      Fifty yards away, a meteor strike had taken out one of the station’s spine-like extensions. Dark fluid boiled out of the damaged hull, crystallizing in a greasy ice cloud. Thorn had engineered the strike. It was just one spine of many, but the leak couldn’t be ignored, according to the ship.

      The Tiel proved her right. The airlock opened, emitting a maintenance bot. The construct rolled over the surface of the station on wide treads, its six arms ending in different tools. Jack held his breath as the bot rolled by. It didn’t react to their presence.

      When the robot moved on, they released their magnets and pushed off. Jack kept his eyes on the airlock, gritting his teeth against the vertigo of space all around him until they’d contacted the door. They hauled themselves inside and cycled the airlock. Inside, the hatch secured. Jack turned off his field generator and took a deep breath.

      They floated weightless in a narrow corridor. Thin tubes resembling pipes lined the walls and they used these to pull themselves along. Bava folded himself in to move through the corridor, and Jack stuck close behind, his hand on his sidearm.

      They came to the far hatch. Jack went through first. The moment his head passed through, gravity cartwheeled him and he crawled out of the wall and dropped onto a deck, barely maintaining his footing.

      Designed for use by living beings, the corridor’s scale was still a little small for Jack, meaning it was tighter for the Yeti. A wall console shut the hatch after Bava squeezed through. They headed down the corridor, Bava ducking his head. A mural covered the ceiling, walls, and floor, resembling a dense forest. Arrow-shaped leaves formed a canopy overhead, with trees and other greenery worked into the walls. It contrasted with the military vessels Jack was used to, as well as Night Thorn’s pristine walls. It made the space seem bigger.

      The corridor’s spongy carpet let them proceed without making noise. They consulted Jack’s datapad. He hoped Night Thorn was right about the layout and they weren’t getting lost.

      “Do you think they know we’re here yet?” Jack asked, his voice just over a whisper.

      “Birds almost certainly know.”

      They came to a T-intersection and slowed while Jack consulted his datapad. “What makes you say that?” he asked, still walking.

      Bava put a massive arm in front of Jack, stopping him in place. “Bava smells oil.”

      Jack sniffed. He smelled nothing, but he heard soft buzzing from around the corner. He activated his invisibility and leaned into the intersecting corridor. He glimpsed two dome-headed robots before he pulled back. A bolt of blue energy flew past his nose, leaving the smell of burned hair behind.

      “They can see me,” he said, rubbing his nose. “My powers aren’t gonna do it this time.”

      “It is well. You have created lure for Bava’s trap.”

      “What trap?”

      “Bava is trap.”

      The Yeti crouched on all fours, tensing his muscles as he readied to pounce. Jack moved to the opposite wall and hunkered with his pistol out. It’d been useless against Pirric armor, but maybe it would fare better against Tiel robots.

      A machine whine announced a robot on treads. Jack spied the muzzle of its gun, then the barrel, where it attached to the robot’s shoulder. The big gun pivoted at him. Jack backpedaled, squeezing off two shots. Both hit, but they didn’t seem to have any effect.

      A high-pitched sound preceded the robot’s heavy gun barrel lighting up. Jack wove back and forth, wishing he had another corner to duck behind. Bava bounded onto the robot and howled, tearing its gun from its mount. He lifted the weapon overhead and brought it down, smashing the robot’s domed head.

      The other robot wheeled the corner and took aim. Maybe if Jack shot the head, his pistol would have more effect. He pointed his gun, but Bava growled and punted the bot back around the corner.

      “Stay back, friend Jack!” he said with his translator to his neck. He dropped it and clawed open a panel on the heavy gun he’d torn from the now-broken bot. It made whirring noises on the floor, treads spinning, then locking up. Bava fidgeted with the weapon’s open panel and braced the gun against his shoulder.

      The second robot wheeled back into view, weapons illuminated. It fired, singeing the Yeti’s shoulder. Jack ducked. Bava shouted and returned fire. He roared his triumph when the bolt knocked the robot on its side.

      Long arms emerged from its chassis to push it back onto its treads. Bava closed the distance with a leap, bringing the hard metal weapon down on the robot’s head. Another blow cracked it open, a third obliterated its inner workings.

      Jack fetched Bava’s translator and handed it over, saying, “That was…fantastic. Scary and fantastic.” He patted a patch of smoking fur on Bava’s shoulder.

      Bava held the translator to his neck. “Thank you, friend Jack. This is way. Come.” The Yeti took off with his new weapon slung over his shoulder. Jack holstered his pistol and darted after Bava, calling in a hushed yell “Not too fast!”

      They came across another pair of security bots, and Bava barreled at them with a roar, not affording them the chance to fire. It would be petrifying to see the Yeti in combat if he weren’t Jack’s friend.

      They reached the control center, and Bava shot the wall panel.

      The doors slid open to reveal a slender Tiel, her blue crest trembling. “You! I told you to go away. This station’s self-destruct is in my hands. Leave now or be destroyed!”

      “No, please wait!” Jack put his hand on Bava’s arm to keep him from charging her. “Please. If you watch the video, and you still don’t want to help, we’ll go. I promise.”

      Bava grunted but didn’t argue. Jack held up his datapad and slid it across the floor. The Tiel glanced down at the video already playing, clacking her beak as she talked to herself. She stooped to pick up the device, keeping her eyes on them as she did so.

      “Step back,” she ordered. “Farther.”

      Jack backed up, pulling Bava with him, until their rears touched the far wall. The Yeti grumbled but didn’t resist.

      “Push the triangle to rewind and unmute it,” Jack said.

      She clacked her beak at him. “I can figure out human things. They are toys to me,” she hissed, then touched the screen.

      Jack heard Khiann’s voice start up. The Tiel spat at the screen. Jack grimaced but didn’t say anything so long as the Tiel kept watching. He’d watched the video so many times he could visualize the images with the sounds. The Wyrm emerging from the rift as Dante collapsed. The surprised scream as the Wyrm snatched the Pirr into its black maw.

      The Tiel trilled and poked at the screen a few times, seemingly accessing more data. “These markers appear to be…genuine,” the Tiel said after a long silence. “This isn’t a trick.” She looked at them and blinked her large avian eyes. “Is it?”

      Jack stepped forward. “It’s no trick. We need your relay. We need everyone to see this. Humans, Yeti…everyone.”

      “My people will wish to see this for certain.” She swiped the datapad screen and a bing sounded from a nearby console. “You will stay to await a reply. We can eat good food. Play games.”

      “Games and food are great,” Jack said, “but I don’t know if we have time. The human Mystic in the video is our friend. We need to rescue him.”

      “I am proud of my work, but running this station…it can be lonely. Company would be…welcome. Robots, they are not good at games.”

      “I’m sorry,” Jack said. “You could come with us? We could use someone savvy. You’d be most welcome.”

      “Thank you, human. The relays must be staffed, however.” The Tiel’s feathers smoothed down as she calmed. She tapped at her console, and handed Jack his datapad. “You may go, but you are not welcome back.”

      “We thank you. What is your name?”

      “I am Lela.”

      “I’m Jack. This is Bava.”

      The Yeti waved. “Bava apologizes for destroying bots.”

      Jack put away the device and held out his hand.

      Lela stared at it, feathers rippling over her face. “A human handshake,” she said, then put her star-like hand over his. “I have not done this before.”

      Bava stepped over and rested his oversized hand on top of theirs. Jack grinned, unsure how to proceed with the odd handshake.

      “It is good, yes?” Bava said to Lela.

      “Yes,” the Tiel responded and made a cooing sound. “I do like it very much.”
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      Coraolis looked up when the video ended. He’d seen it before, but it pulled him in yet again. He couldn’t help picking it apart for clues to Dante’s well-being, and it was impossible to look away from the Wyrms.

      Everyone else in the meeting chamber seemed to feel the same. Delegates from every sentient race had gathered for the Council of Worlds. Some attended in person, many others were present as holographic projections facilitated by the Tiel.

      Coraolis stood against the wall beside Administrator Andrus, observing and waiting to be called on. So far, the discussion had focused on the Pirr’s recent activity and aggression. Barbara McNuggen stood against the opposite wall. She’d caught his eye and smiled when the meeting started. It was good to see a friendly face.

      Tiel Councilor Haila had the floor. The hologram exaggerated her size, yet she was still taller than the average Tiel. Her multicolored feathers glistened, and she was adorned with dozens of jewels and chains of office. The translator program projected her flute-like voice directly into the attendees’ earpieces:

      “It seems the Pirr did not turn aggressive until they came into contact with humans. We all agree the Pirr instigated the conflict, but the fact remains that humans are their only operative rivals.” She shivered, and her feathers puffed out. “We do not work with the Pirr on principle, but we are not currently hostile toward them.”

      Ambassador Rainier, standing upon the dais, frowned at the bird. “If I may respond?” he said.

      The others assented, and Rainier came forward to face the Tiel’s holo-image face-to-face, although Haila stood a good two feet taller than the ambassador. “It is not human practice to blame the target for the actions of the aggressor. We worked with the Pirr in good faith. They broke our trust and our treaty.”

      The Tiel delegate drew up taller. “The question at hand is not about blame, as much as whose problem this is. The Tiel have coexisted with the Pirr for generations. We want peace—”

      “For goodness sake, all of us want peace.” Ranier’s voice roughened. “If you need proof this isn’t an Earth problem, I have someone I’d like you to meet via holo. I believe this might convince you.”

      The Tiel stepped back, yielding to the human. Rainier pointed at a communications officer and the image of a young Yeti broadcast into view beside the Tiel. The Yeti’s fur bore black stains of dried blood and soot smudges.

      “This is Hrath,” Rainier said. “He is the only survivor of a Ptolemy colony, an EF planet with an agreement in place allowing Yeti to settle there.”

      The image expanded enough for everyone in the room to see. It displayed the ruins of a small Yeti settlement, broken remnants of buildings around a blasted crater.

      “The Pirr attacked Ptolemy three days ago. The settlement was destroyed. Only Hrath survived.” The image switched to the Yeti again. “The attackers were Pirr. They didn’t bother to hire pirates. This is just one example of the Pirr’s recent acts. After Hrath was discovered, we looked into other settlements in reach of Cavey’s wormhole. All are destroyed, though few had ties to Earth Fleet or other humans.”

      He changed the image to a list. Coraolis couldn’t read all the words, but he recognized Cavey and Ptolemy. The rest were in alien scripts.

      “Is this enough to show you, Councilor, that this is a galactic problem, one we must deal with together? Or else we each face the Pirr on our own.”

      “Agreed,” a Yeti chieftain named Uya spoke up. “But we would know more about these creatures they command before we make war.”

      Rainier smiled and gestured toward Coraolis. “We have a Mystic guest here with the experience and knowledge we need to plan for this.”

      Coraolis strode forward tentatively, aware of all eyes on him as he joined Rainier on the large dais. He listened as Rainier introduced him, glossing over Cor’s short ‘rebellion.’ Coraolis gathered his thoughts rather than listen to the ambassador’s words.

      Then it was time to speak. Coraolis swallowed and looked over those in attendance, physical and holographic alike. Barbara gave him a nod of encouragement, and he stood a little straighter. “Thank you, Ambassador Rainier. I think the best I can do here is get to the point so we can decide what to do as quickly as possible. I have seen video of the rift on Cavey. It is nearly identical to the one opened in the same place years ago. Back then, it created a door for dragons to move from the Astral Plane to the physical world. Today, it’s doing the same for creatures we know now as Wyrms.”

      He swept his gaze over the audience as they watched him or took notes. He held the attention of most of the power in the galaxy right then and there. He tried to dismiss that thought and pressed on. “Wyrms are cruel, destructive analogues of dragons. I’ve encountered ones consumed by hunger, mindless yet cunning. These Wyrms, if they’re working with the Pirr, we’re all in a lot of trouble. All this talk of peace and blame is futile.”

      “What do you suggest?” Councilor Haila cut in. “You humans have dragons to call upon, or so you claim. Are they not a match for these Wyrms?”

      Coraolis shook his head. “We don’t know for sure, but I think there’s a way to take the Wyrms off the table. Before, the dragons in the physical world were destroyed when Mystic Dante closed the rift. If we find him and have him to close it again, I believe the same will happen to the Wyrms.”

      Silence met his statement, then everyone began speaking at once. It seemed too much to pin all hopes on one human. As the assembly broke into conversations, deliberations, and bickering, Rainier took the floor back from Coraolis, thanking him for his time.

      Coraolis went to meet Andrus at the back of the room, and they departed the Council of Worlds, leaving the galactic leaders to hash out what to do next.
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        * * *

      

      Coraolis and Andrus made their way to the galley. The human-posted portion of the conference was on board E.F.S. Salvatore, a ship dedicated to diplomatic missions, positioned at the center of a fleet of warships. With the exception of some Secret Council members, every Mystic occupied the armada as well.

      “I still think it would go better as a covert mission,” he murmured to Andrus. “If the Pirr see us coming, it’s because of this blasted Council of Worlds.”

      Andrus raised an eyebrow. “And if a secret mission fails, or if you are wrong, what then? The Pirr are given good reason to attack us, and then our fellow sentients have a perfect excuse to stay out of it with Councilor Haila leading the way.”

      “I’d just rather avoid an all-out galactic war, that’s all.”

      “As would I.” They arrived at a beverage station, and Andrus loaded a coffee with cream and sugar. Coraolis took a beverage as well, then he led the way to an isolated table in the corner.

      Coraolis sat down opposite the administrator and curled his hands around his cup. He wished he could have stayed to hear the Council’s discussion. He wanted to know what was happening, but this part of things was beyond his station. He peered across at Andrus.

      “Dante was on a mission with Jack. How did he end up with the Pirr? Was that part of the plan?”

      “No.” Andrus looked pained. He glanced to see if they had listeners. “The details are confidential. If you were to learn the details, the expectation would be you keep them to yourself.”

      “Of course.”

      “If you were to learn their mission was in response to the events on Cavey, I’m sure it wouldn’t surprise you, given the timing of your own mission.” Andrus sipped his coffee. “If you knew their goal was to find out what the Pirr were planning…”

      Coraolis absorbed that information, appreciating what Andrus was doing. He tried to imagine Jack and Dante as spies. That explained their change in appearance to look more human again. Anyone who knew about the Evolved would identify them in an instant by their draconic features.

      “I guess I’m not surprised—er, I wouldn’t be. That would explain how they came into contact with the Pirr.”

      “Hypothetically speaking.” Andrus smiled. “We believe Mr. Gagnon is on his way to Cavey already. We will try to coordinate our efforts with his.”

      Coraolis nodded at his old colleague. They’d been close in status once—a far stuffier Andrus, all about rules and regulations. Over the years since, his rigidity had been tempered by compassion. Coraolis knew it made him a better man.

      He and Andrus sat for a while, enjoying their drinks and the quiet. Soon, whatever the outcome of the assembly, the Mystics of Earth would go to war, most of them for the first time. Both men sought to appreciate what little peace remained.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Jack and Bava stood in the pilot chamber, watching the screen as Night Thorn approached the Pirr space station. The station was the largest object in orbit around Cavey, but it was far from the only one. He counted seventeen warships, plus any that might be elsewhere in the system. Thorn would be able to tell them, he was sure, but scanning for ships might give them away.

      “Are they still buying it?” Jack asked.

      “The other vessels have accepted the codes. They believe I am a ship called Fang Horizon.”

      “What happens if the real Fang Horizon shows up?”

      “We will be obliterated, but that will not happen,” Thorn assured him. “There is no such ship. I have valid codes. As long as we do not rouse suspicion, we will be fine.”

      “I hope so.”

      They’d received orders from Earth Fleet. The Council of Worlds had formed a consolidated fleet out of their respective navies, and it was on its way to Cavey. Their success or failure hinged on freeing Dante and closing the rift.

      Jack pulled up a screen to view the hole in reality. Energy leaked from its edges, reminding him of neon watercolors in sinister red and orange shades. It made his skin crawl.

      Bava glanced at the screen and shrugged. “You worry for friend Dante.”

      Jack closed the screen. “Yeah. And I can’t imagine what it took to open that. Or what they must have done to force him.”

      “With his abilities, he is a useful tool,” Night Thorn said. “They will keep him in good health so he remains effective.”

      “I’m not finding that reassuring.” Jack started to pace. “Are you sure the plans you stole are current?”

      “Are you sure your earpieces are secure in your ears?” Thorn shot back, then added, “I will not be able to give you directions if you cannot hear me.”

      “We’ll be fine.” Thorn had been touchy about them not listening ever since Dante was taken. Jack thought the ship took it ‘personally’ because they’d taken Dante off Zeri Station during her watch. “Don’t worry, Thorn. We’ll get him back.”

      “Of course!” Bava patted him on the back. He sounded excited. “Soon, Bava’s friends will all be safe under one roof.”
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        * * *

      

      Night Thorn’s door slid open. She lowered her ramp, and both Jack and Bava stole out of the ship under Jack’s powers. Deck crews hurried around the bay, going from one ship to the next. As far as Jack could tell, no one was interested in Thorn; they had too much to do on their own.

      Jack strode to the near wall at Thorn’s direction, Bava following. The Yeti had the massive gun he’d taken from the Tiel’s robot, adapted now to the Yeti’s large hands. Jack looked at it and wondered about the warnings of getting into debt with the Tiel. He didn’t know if that meant Bava thought they were in the clear…or that it was too late to worry about it.

      They waited until the door slid open. A Pirr officer stepped off the lift. Once she was clear, Jack and Bava hurried inside.

      “Press the triple chevron,” Night Thorn told him. “It will take you to the detention level.”

      Jack pressed the button, then leaned against the wall. Bava crowded the elevator, though his big furry presence comforted Jack at the same time.

      They exited the lift into a security station. Two armed Pirr stood behind the desk, a third turning to look at the empty elevator car. The female guard frowned as she peered through Jack and Bava.

      “Yiu, did you summon the lift?”

      “I did not.” The male strode closer to the lift, stopping short of the door. He looked inside. “Everything appears normal.”

      “I’d better call it in anyway,” she said. “Commander said to watch for anything unusual, and this qualifies.”

      “Are you sure?” the third asked. “It’s just a lift. Someone pushed the wrong button and got off on a different level. If we report it, we’ll have to be part of the investigation.”

      “If we are looking for something unusual,” Yiu interrupted, “why is the door still open? Explain that.”

      “I’m calling it in.”

      Jack looked at Bava and nodded. The Yeti exploded out of the lift car with a roar. He grabbed Yiu by the throat and threw him into the female, knocking her away from the console. The third Pirr stepped away from the console and took aim at Bava.

      “I wouldn’t do that,” Jack commented, coming out of the car and dropping his invisibility. “Those things just make him mad.”

      The Pirr froze, his surprise giving Bava time to reach him and knock him to the ground. All three Pirr sprawled on the floor, unconscious. Jack joined Bava behind the desk, binding the Pirr’s hands and feet and squeezing them under the desk. It wouldn’t work forever, but it would buy them some time.

      “Which way?” Bava asked.

      Night Thorn’s voice came over his earpiece. “Plug into the interface so I may search the system.”

      “No need.” Jack headed down the corridor, pulled by a familiar force. He grinned. “Dante is this way.”

      “More magic?” Bava growled at the senseless captives, then hurried after Jack, weapon held ready.

      “You could call it that. My dragon is telling me this way.”

      They passed a series of white doors with blank pads next to the frames of each cell. With every step, the pull became more urgent. Jack started to jog, then run, as the pull overwhelmed him.

      There was nothing to mark this particular door, only Jack’s inner compass. “Here.” He indicated with a nod.

      Jack pressed his hand to the cell door, reaching out with his senses…and got nothing. According to his abilities, the cell was empty; yet, his dragon wanted him to knock it down. He could think of far too many reasons that might be true, all of them too dark to contemplate.

      “Bava, I think we need the guards to open this.”

      “I will take care of it.” Bava ran back up the hallway, leaving Jack alone.

      “Dante?” he called. “Can you hear me?”

      “I hear you,” a familiar voice spoke from the cell behind him, though it wasn’t Dante’s. The voice was female. “Is that Jack Gagnon?”

      He shouldn’t have been surprised to find Khiann imprisoned after her act of treason. He reached out with his senses in case it was a trap, but found her presence strong and vibrant, unlike the nothing he detected from Dante’s alleged cell.

      “I suppose you’d like a ride out of here?”

      “If I stay, I face a death sentence,” came the voice.

      Jack thought capital punishment was unheard of. But then, this wouldn’t be the only way the Pirr differed from the other sentients. They had a barbaric streak despite their advanced culture.

      “We’ll get you out of here. Just a minute.”

      “We? Who is with you? Other Mystics?”

      “Just hold on, Khiann. Let’s get you out before answering more questions.”

      Bava returned with the Pirr called Yiu slung over his shoulder. The Yeti dumped him on the deck. “This one is highest ranking. He says he can open doors. Do it, Pirr. Open cells.”

      “I can’t open this one. This is a prisoner of the Archon…” Yiu protested.

      “Are you capable of unlocking it?” Jack asked.

      “Yes…but I must not!”

      Jack’s gaze met Bava’s. The big Yeti snapped Yiu’s bonds, grabbed his arm, and pushed his palm against the panel. The door opened, revealing a comatose Dante lying on a bed.

      Jack entered the cell and felt for a pulse. It was slow and weak, but there. He shook Dante until he opened his eyes, half-awake. He let Jack pull him to his feet. “Why do you keep watching me sleep, Jack?” Dante asked with a lopsided smile.

      “Quiet, you.” They staggered into the hall where Bava held his prisoner.

      “Let us put these ones in cells,” Bava suggested.

      “Open this first. Khiann is in here.”

      Bava frowned at the door. “The Pirr traitor? Bava does not think her trustworthy.”

      “If we leave her, she’ll be killed. Come on, man. We owe her.”

      Bava grumbled, but he brought Yiu to the door and unlocked it.

      Khiann stepped into the hall, bedraggled but otherwise healthy. She raised an eyebrow as she scrutinized Bava, then she took note of Dante. “They pushed him too hard.” She put a hand to his cheek. “They will use him up.”

      “The more reason to get out of here. We’ve got Night Thorn in the hangar. Let’s go.”

      Dante pushed away from Jack to stand on his own. “I’m okay. Just tired, is all.”

      “I hope that’s true, because we need you to close the rift,” Jack told him. “Are you up to it?”

      Dante nodded. “Why not? It needs to be done, doesn’t it?”
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        * * *

      

      Jack and Khiann claimed the guards’ weapons, and Bava stowed the captives in one of the cells. Jack walked beside Dante on their way to the lift, ready to catch his friend if he staggered, but Dante got stronger as the minutes went by. His color returned and his eyes sharpened as he looked from Jack, to Bava, to Khiann.

      “You came to get me. I guess you really do care,” he joked.

      Jack scoffed. “Only because Thorn won’t rest until we finish that temple. We can’t continue without your character.”

      “Good to know I have some value. Though I’m not surprised she wanted to keep going while I was gone. That ship has a one-track mind.”

      “You are speaking of my…former ship?” Khiann asked, seemingly confused. “You speak of it as if it thinks and feels.”

      “She does. And she’s obsessed with games and entertainment. I think she must have been bored when she was part of your stuffy military.” Jack grinned. “She plays Dungeons and Dragons with us.”

      “Dungeons and…?” Khiann shook her head. “Technology can be confusing.”

      “Agreed.” Bava summoned the lift and stepped inside. “But recall, Pirr female, Yeti have technology as advanced as Pirr’s. The ship is real. She is Bava’s friend. Bava will have you treat her as such.”

      Khiann’s ears curled at the end. “Perhaps we should consider the subject closed. I gave her to the humans; they may treat her as they wish.”

      “Good enough.” Jack stepped onto the lift with Dante. “I’m going to cloak us, so stay close.”

      Bava and Khiann boxed Jack in at the center of the lift. He let his powers flow out, covering them in a blanket of invisibility. Four were more difficult to hide than two, but if he could make Night Thorn vanish from sight, he could handle this.

      When they stepped into the hangar bay, the deck crews were frantic. They shouted orders as they swarmed around the light fighters, prepping for flight. An alarm wailed as the group hustled toward Night Thorn.

      “What’s going on?” Dante asked, stopping to peer around.

      “That’ll be our distraction.” Jack grinned and tugged at Dante’s sleeve. “Let’s keep moving.”

      Thorn opened her door as soon as they got close. She urged them to strap in as she disengaged from the dock. Her lights were a rich amber color, telegraphing her alarm. Then, she lurched to a stop, sending Jack to his knees.

      Khiann stumbled into the wall with a shout. “Report,” she snapped.

      “I recall you giving me away, Commander,” Night Thorn snipped. “Jack and Dante treat me as an equal.”

      “Still, maybe you could tell us what happened?” Jack asked, picking himself up.

      “A lockdown order on all ships in the station. When I disengaged, it sent an anchor protocol to my subroutines. I will find it and remove it. One moment please.”

      “The station shouldn’t be able to do that,” Khiann said. “It doesn’t have an override chip.”

      “Please secure yourself, Commander. I do not wish you to get hurt.”

      Khiann chose an empty seat and strapped in, looking a little like she thought she was dreaming. Jack took the spot next to her.

      “How’s it coming, Thorn?” Dante asked.

      “Well. How are you, M1C Dante? If all goes well, might we finish the tower later?”

      Dante laughed. “I see you really missed me. Yeah. If we get out of here in one piece, I’ll even give you a healing potion or two.”

      “Motivation accepted. Please remain in your seats.”

      The ship’s body thrummed as she overcame the anchor and zipped out of the bay. She pulled up a screen, allowing them to see outside. The sky was full of ships. Human, Yeti, Tiel, and all beings of the Council of Worlds had sent warships to take on the Pirr fleet guarding Cavey. Night Thorn veered, giving a further view as ships engaged. Flashing weapons and lasers displayed a destructive beauty of their own, but Jack was shaken at the loss of life he witnessed.

      “I have signaled the fleet our mission has been successful,” Night Thorn reported. “Please advise our next destination.”

      “That’s easy enough,” Dante said. “Get us as close as you can to the base of the rift. I’ve got some work to do.”
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      E.F.S. Ripley led the point of a V formation. Flanked by Yeti ships on one side, Earth Fleet ships on the other, they maneuvered below the disc of Cavey’s star system on a path to keep the system’s gas giant between them and their targets.

      In the commune chamber, Coraolis sat facing Nada. She was in the Astral Plane with the others. He’d been waiting, listening to the chatter between warships as they moved into position. He listened as the first wave engaged the enemy near the station, drawing the attention of every Pirr in the system.

      He listened, too, for news of Night Thorn, but heard nothing. It was just as well. He had his own task. He turned on his microphone and called the bridge. “This is M1C Coraolis. What’s our status?”

      “M1C Coraolis, this is Lieutenant Wiersma. We’re entering long range now.” Someone called out a confirmation in the background. “The Yeti have opened fire. You are cleared to engage.”

      “Understood.”

      “Good luck out there, Mike,” Wiersma added and signed off.

      Coraolis closed his eyes, seeking his center. His heart hammered, making it difficult to let go, plus knowing they were about to take fire didn’t do a lot for him either; still, he’d been at it long enough. His will overcame his nerves.

      He saw the Mystics’ hovering over the Ripley’s ethereal image. The four astral Evolved joined him: Nada, Honora, Ephraim, and a student named Topher. Honora and Topher gave off slight waves of anxiety, but Nada’s and Ephraim’s calmer demeanors caught on—even Coraolis felt a little reassured.

      “Okay, we’ve got the ‘all clear’ to engage,” he addressed them. “I want to remind you to stay in your squads. Your squad leaders will protect you as you protect them. Our goal is to incapacitate their Mystics first, then support the squadron while they engage the enemy. If you have any last questions, ask them now or forever hold your peace.”

      They looked at one another, questions in their eyes, but no one wanted to be the first to speak. He ran through the plan again. “Nada, Ephraim, and Topher, you go after the vessels with your squads’ support. Engage their Mystics while we disable their ships. Honora and I are on defense, watching your backs and looking for Wyrms. Once we disable their ships and Mystics, regroup here and await further orders.”

      Honora scanned the others, then glanced at Coraolis, worry washing over her face. “What do we do about the Wyrms? I hear they’re maybe more powerful than our dragons.”

      “They should all be in the physical world, but some might have found their way to the Astral Plane. If Wyrms do show up, they become our priority target. If anything changes, I’ll update you. Just stick to your mission parameters. Anything else?”

      He surveyed his team. They seemed more assured. He grinned, projecting confidence, hiding his own nerves. Anyone who got hurt—or worse—under his command would be his responsibility, but at that moment the most he could do was give encouragement, build up their confidence, and set them loose.

      “Five years ago, I couldn’t have imagined I’d know so many talented, strong individuals. No matter what happens today, you stood up to defend the undefended and to preserve peace in our galaxy. Today, you’re heroes, and I’m proud to fight by your sides.”

      They showed solemn faces as they took in his speech.

      Coraolis’s heartening smile melted away when the first of the enemy ships came into sight. “There’s our first targets. Let’s move.”

      The Evolved burst into action. Coraolis circled the battlefield one way, leading a team of three, while Honora went the other direction, her squad zooming after her. From his vantage, he could observe the engagement and assist where needed. His team watched for anything drawing near their perimeter, while Coraolis, the first to strike, sent his lightning at the enemy. He counted on it distracting them as Ephraim’s squad slipped down and around to attack the ships from behind.

      Below Coraolis, Nada wielded a blade of pure energy, spinning it so fast she deflected every shot fired at her. Ten Pirr attacked her at once, seeking to pierce her defenses. They never saw Nada’s squad circling in behind them until several Pirr were taken out.

      It was the same story everywhere. Far more Pirr came at them, but the Evolved and their squads had more skill and better tactics; they barreled through the Pirr in waves. Coraolis threw pot shots at the enemies below him to assist the other squads. Soon, the Pirr fell back, using their ships as cover and undertaking guerilla tactics.

      Honora’s shout drew Coraolis’s attention. A Pirr in matte black armor loomed over her. Her telekinetic shield broke into pieces and faded. Coraolis noticed her fighting alone, her squad seemingly dispersed. Different than the others, the large Pirr’s black helm mimicked a raptor’s vicious beak. He held his hand up, a strobing ball of energy manifesting. Honora erected another shield to meet his attack. The sphere shattered her shield like a pounding fist.

      Honora vanished.

      Coraolis shouted in surprise, and felt her weak response. She’d been knocked out of the Astral Plane, but she was alive. What could do that to an Evolved?

      He called for Nada, who’d cornered a handful of Pirr alongside her team. She looked over, then flashed toward him.

      Coraolis turned to his team. “Help Nada’s squad clean up.”

      Mick, one of his squad members, objected, “All due respect, sir, you said stay with our Evolved. We need to have your back.”

      “Things have changed. Just do as I say.”

      Mick saluted and the team surged to join Nada’s group and waylay the Pirr.

      “What is that?” Nada murmured, whistling through her teeth. She pointed. “I think we’re about to meet our first Evolved Pirr, or whatever they’re called.”

      “I am Shaia, exalted vessel to the Ancient Ones. Grovel, and I will be swift in your destruction.”

      An aura of crackling energy appeared around each of the armored Pirr’s hands as he hovered toward them. Nada’s blade lengthened and became brighter. Coraolis summoned more lightning.

      “He took out Honora like she was nothing,” Coraolis murmured. “Be on your guard.”

      “Let’s flank him. I’ll come from the left, you take the right.”

      He agreed and shifted into gear. Nada flickered through the air, moving even faster than him. She zoomed in, blade spinning. Coraolis stopped on the Pirr’s other side, ready to release a torrent of electricity.

      The Pirr glared, his lips drawn back. Nada rushed in, sweeping mid-stroke and striking armor. She followed with a swipe for his neck, but the Pirr’s hand shot out and clamped on her throat. Her blade cut through nothing but ether. Coraolis released his attack, unleashing forks of energy. The enemy convulsed, releasing Nada.

      She withdrew, gasping and massaging her throat.

      The Pirr turned on Coraolis, summoning a sphere of energy. Coraolis gave himself room to dodge and unleashed another bolt. The Pirr launched his own attack, moving his hand languidly, yet the sphere’s velocity caught Coraolis off guard. He spun away, the orb barely missing him.

      Nada, having recovered, came in from behind. The Pirr anticipated her and countered. He swiveled at the waist and blocked Nada’s sword, but she’d manifested another shorter blade in her off hand and drove it into his side. The Pirr’s helm split open to reveal a crazed, battle-frenzied stare. He hissed, straining forward to bite at her, long jagged teeth snapping from a bestial maw.

      Nada kicked free and darted back. Coraolis loosed another lightning strike, catching him in the side as he went after Nada.

      The Pirr howled, his astral form flickering as the electricity coursed through him. His mouth gaped, and a dark form emerged from his throat. It took a smoky dragon-like shape, and it enveloped the Pirr as it solidified and opened dark, shining eyes.

      It glared at them. A Wyrm. The malice in its stare froze Coraolis. Its shadowy head wove side to side. The creature’s stare hacked through to the core of his self, despising every layer it peeled away. It fumbled, however, at his connection to his dragon, its will sharpening as it homed in.

      It intended to strip away his bond.

      Coraolis’s mouth formed a ‘no.’ The Wyrm flooded him with cruel amusement, boring deeper…then stopped.

      Nada flashed in front of the beast, her blades slicing twin cuts through its throat. It shrieked even as its wounds knit, then turned on her. Coraolis shook from his trance and rained crackling energy on the Wyrm from skull to tail.

      It paid him no attention; it snaked after Nada. She twisted away as her dragon manifested beside her. She straddled it and clung to its back as it dove in a counterattack, breathing white-hot fire. The Wyrm coughed black flame from its snout and the blast tore halfway up the young dragon’s tail.

      Coraolis’s dragon manifested. It urged him to climb on as Ephraim and Topher, astride their dragons, joined them. They circled the Wyrm, never presenting more than one target at a time, while others swooped in using fire and claw. Cor felt his dragon’s exertion and fed his strength into it.

      The Wyrm fought back, scoring dragons’ hides, but never reaching the riders. While the dragons bled, however, the Wyrm’s flesh regenerated every wound. Coraolis wanted to believe its healing was slowing; still, the dragons were sustaining too many wounds. The Wyrm was ancient and more powerful than any one dragon and healed as quick as they damaged it.

      They would not win this.

      Coraolis raised his hand, flashing two fingers to the Evolved. Time for the backup plan.

      His dragon spat fire at the enemy’s back and wheeled away, pouring on speed beyond what it had shown. The other dragons did the same as the ordinary Mystics left the Astral Plane.

      The Wyrm screeched and tore after them, unwilling to let them escape. Coraolis lashed out with another bolt thrown over his shoulder. It didn’t react. It ate up the dragon lengths between it and Topher’s trailing dragon, snapping its jaws at the tip of its tail. The dragon whipped its tail out of reach, a wave of amusement washing over everyone. The young beast taunted the Wyrm, but the space between them shortened.

      A flight of dragons flew closer, getting near as possible without interfering with another’s movement. They drew on their riders’ strength to pour on speed, edging away from the Wyrm. Dark flames licked their heels.

      Coraolis lowered himself against his dragon’s back, making himself as small a target as he could. Then, his dragon twisted away from the others. They all scattered, angling away in every direction.

      The Wyrm never saw the net. It entangled itself. The nearly unbreakable webbing clung to its head, its wings, its tail. The dark beast thrashed and twisted, yet remained stuck. The threads stretched, but the Wyrm couldn’t break out. Soon, its muzzle, the last free part, was bound shut. Smoke leaked from its jaws, and it glared at them balefully.

      “I wasn’t sure it would hold,” Ephraim breathed as he pulled up near Coraolis. “Will you look at that?”

      Coraolis grinned, feeling a surge of pride. Julia had created a truly effective trap. He just hoped it hadn’t taken too much out of her, because they still had much to do.

      “I’ve learned never to doubt Julia.” He grinned. “Well flown there.” He surveyed the battlefield, saw Mystics overpowering the Pirr everywhere. “Help the others mop up. I’ll check in with the captain.”
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      Julia hovered, peering through the rift. A dark veil separated it from the Astral Plane, but she spied a Wyrm’s silhouette as it passed from its prison to the physical realm. Even far removed from the monster, its presence sickened her. Every passing Wyrm strengthened the enemy forces. She could do little in the physical plane, yet even from the Astral, she could merely watch as the odds continued tipping against the Council of Worlds.

      Beyond the rift, she caught glimpses of the battle above Cavey. When they’d begun the engagement, the forces seemed matched, but now the Wyrms invaded the physical world. The tide turned.

      Julia’s restless team of Mystics hung back, guarding her and watching the rift. All of them wanted to be part of the fight. It ate at them—and her—to stand by while others risked themselves. Cor was up there…but these were her orders. If the Wyrms sought to break through the veil into the Astral Plane, only she could patch the veil and constrict them to one field of battle.

      That was the theory, anyway. She hoped the Secret Council was right.

      She chewed her lip, worrying, when she felt a warm nudge at her back. It felt so similar to her dragon she smiled, half-wondering how it had manifested without her realizing it…

      She turned around to discover a strange dragon. The vast creature poured love and determination. Then she saw other dragons, some still arriving from wherever they’d come from. She counted thirty before she lost track.

      “What…what are you doing here?”

      Her answer was a cascade of emotions and scraps of thought. Duty, love, and sorrow, with streaks of hatred for their enemy also a part of the mix.

      The lead dragon bowed its head. We heard the call. We answer.

      “What call?” She peered at the rift. All that remained of the Wyrm was a slithering tail. “I didn’t know we could call!”

      The Wyrms’ destructive nature called us. Our old enemy is among us again. We are here to drive them back to their prison…or destroy them if we must.

      “The Wyrms…” The dragons must have known what was happening, but she hadn’t expected this response. “They’re all in the physical plane. There are a few over here, but…”

      We will go through to the physical realm. The dragon flicked its tail, and a smaller dragon slid past Julia and dug its claws into the veil.

      “No, wait!” She darted closer to the young dragon and put herself between it and the veil. “The veil will close. Dante…my friend. He’s a prisoner, but we’re rescuing him, and then he’ll close the rift. If you’re on the other side when it shuts, you’ll be destroyed. I’ve seen it before.”

      The dragon nudged her aside.

      She turned to the elder. “This is suicide.”

      It is necessary. The dragon filled her with duty and responsibility. We can help, so we must. If we do not, and your friend fails, then the Wyrm’s hunger will consume all life in the galaxy. The time to act is now.

      She couldn’t argue. She watched as the smaller dragon pulled. The barrier stretched like taffy until a hole opened near the center. The dragon stuck his claws into the edge of the hole, making it larger. Its muscles strained under its scaly hide, and another dragon joined it. Together, they pulled until the hole was large enough for them to pass through.

      On the other side, the rift pulsed. Julia shuddered, but the dragons didn’t hesitate. The leader dove in, but instead of passing on to the physical world, he turned toward the Wyrms’ prison with bared teeth and claws. The next dragon slid in to guard the leader, then the next flapped its wings and entered the physical world.

      A Wyrm oozed into the rift, then recoiled upon seeing the dragons. They unleashed fire on the Wyrm, driving it back into its prison. They roared a challenge, daring another enemy to come meet them.

      Another dragon passed into the physical world, then another. Julia instructed her team to set up a perimeter. She couldn’t help the dragons on the other side, but she could stand guard.

      She peered through the rift as a trio of dragons flew in formation, driving off Pirr vessels while more dragons entered the fray, protecting Council vessels and taking on more Wyrms. The Council ships rallied and went on the offensive, cutting into the heart of a Pirr formation and scattering their ships.

      Enemy vessels fell from the sky and burned in the atmosphere. They weren’t alone. A few dragons caught falling Council ships in their claws and took them down to the surface, depositing them safely, but many were destroyed before the dragons reached them.

      The Pirr sacrificed their ships to create shields or distractions while the Wyrms pulled off cunning maneuvers, using their greater strength and willingness to fight dirty to wear at the numerous dragons. Yet, the dragons held strong in their purpose and gave everything they had to push the enemy back.

      The battle hypnotized her, but she tore herself away. She gave orders to her team and manifested her dragon. They would stand guard at the rift and make sure nothing else came through.
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        * * *

      

      The E.F.S. McCaffrey sped around Cavey, using the planet’s gravity and its momentum to slingshot to the other side. The Wyrm gained on them, but they’d put a little distance between the beast and their thrusters.

      Captain Barabara McNuggen leaned forward in the captain’s chair, her hands flying from the tactical display to the ship’s status screens. Her pilot, Lieutenant Lewis, called out a warning and maneuvered the ship into a dive. McCaffrey’s belly bounced hard against atmosphere. The Wyrm followed. While it had speed that outstripped any Earth Fleet vessel, its mass didn’t allow it to turn on a dime.

      “That’s it,” McNuggen said. She figured these things had lived in a world without physics for so long, they couldn’t adjust to the laws of momentum and energy conservation. It was a small edge, but she’d take what she could get.

      “Lewis, use its own body against it. Charge that Pirr vessel at ten o’clock.”

      “Captain?” The pilot glanced over, but her hands were already executing the order. It was a simple reaction, not an argument.

      “Let’s use the Wyrm’s bulk against it. Get close as you can, then break off,” Barbara ordered, trusting in her pilot’s skills.

      “Aye, Captain.”

      Barbara switched her microphone on and sent out the alert to her crew, even though there wasn’t much more they could do. “This is McNuggen. All hands prepare for even more drastic maneuvers.”

      She switched off the mic and checked her harness. She didn’t look to see if her bridge crew did the same. They were already strapped in.

      She moved the tactical display to center screen and watched. The Pirr vessel engaged a Yeti vessel now, trading fire that glanced off shields. They wouldn’t notice their game of chicken.

      “Lackey, hail the Yeti ship. Tell them they’ve got incoming.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      They were down to three hundred clicks. Two hundred.

      “Captain?” Lewis spoke up.

      “Use your best judgment, Lieutenant. I didn’t steal you for my crew for nothing.”

      “Aye, aye.” The tension didn’t leave his shoulders, but he sounded confident. “Breaking off in five…four…”

      Barbara hung on tight. McCaffrey dove, whipping past the Pirr vessel within meters. The maneuver threw Barbara against her harness, knocking the breath out of her, but her eyes didn’t stray from the screen as the Wyrm’s bulk collided with the Pirr ship. Both tumbled into the atmosphere. The Wyrm would recover, the ship wouldn’t. She called it a victory.

      “Well done, Lieutenant,” she praised as the crew cheered. “Let’s find us another oversized bully to take down.”

      The crew settled, ready to take on their next enemy. Barbara grinned, feeling the usual rush that followed a dangerous maneuver. Now she knew it worked, she wanted to pass it on. She hailed the flagship. A harried ensign answered.

      “This is McNuggen. I need to speak to Admiral Greengrass.” She looked at the screen long enough to make eye contact with the officer, then to her tactical display. Another Wyrm chased them, but they’d already gained distance. She had to use that distance.

      Her look at the ensign must have spoken volumes; the next thing she knew, the admiral appeared. His face, worn down by experience the way a bluff is carved by the wind, still creased into a smile for her—though a grim one. “Captain. I know it’s been awhile, but this is no time for a social call.”

      “Yes, sir. We’re trying to make headway against the enemy, but the Wyrms are complicating things a bit.” She glanced at her tactical display. More potential targets circled McCaffrey‘s position. “However, I’ve got some good news.”

      “So do I, Captain. Check the rift. I believe cavalry’s arrived.”

      Barbara’s heart skipped. She saw dragons.

      Dragons dove through the rift, engaging the Wyrms. A few lingered near the rift; the rest dove into the battleground, slamming into Wyrms and using their massive claws on Pirr vessels. Gouts of fire joined the barrage.

      The Pirr ships faltered, and Barbara grinned. “I see it, sir. I have some news for you as well.” She told him of their success outmaneuvering the Wyrm. “We keep them distracted, use them against their own forces.”

      “Excellent work, McNuggen. I’ll transmit this to the other captains. Carry on.”

      “Sir.”

      She brought up her tactical display, restraining the urge to cheer. “Tell me we’ve got another target,” she called out.

      “Yes, ma’am. I’m about to grab its attention, with your permission,” Lewis answered.

      “You have it, LT. Let’s ruin its day.”
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        * * *

      

      Dragons and Wyrms clashed over the planet, with the Earth Fleet and Yeti ships engaging the Pirr and outmaneuvering the Wyrms. The allied forces were heartened by the dragons’ arrival. They outnumbered the Wyrms, yet the shadowy transgressors were large and powerful.

      Though the dragons fell on their opponents, and the numbers evened out, and Council vessels provoked the Wyrms, the balance of power still seemed to tip back into the Pirr’s favor.
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      Dante clung to the pilot’s seat’s armrests, doggedly not grabbing for Night Thorn’s controls. For one thing, he wasn’t a pilot and might make things worse. For another, the ship was doing fine without him. She dipped and swerved around and between Pirr vessels and Wyrms that filled the sky like so many malevolent stars.

      The difficulty came in the explosions that went off close by as other ships—friend and enemy both—drifted too close for his comfort. The sudden course changes when Wyrms came through, chasing after ships, didn’t help either.

      “So now that you’ve proven what a great pilot you are, can we break atmo?” Dante asked, more shakily than intended.

      “I’m tracking six Wyrms rising from the surface. As soon as they have joined the battle, I will enter the atmosphere. They may mistake me for an ally, but I would not care to gamble on it.” Thorn sounded relaxed, considering. “Do not worry. I have stealth mode engaged. We may yet be detected, but the battle distracts the enemy, very much increasing our chances.”

      “It’s strange to hear you call our people the enemy,” Khiann remarked from behind.

      Dante looked over his shoulder at the Pirr woman but couldn’t keep his attention away from the screens.

      “I have allied with the humans. That makes me Hoi’s enemy,” Night Thorn explained with a new edge to her voice. “Do you think you will be able to go home after this, even if we win?”

      “That’s a little harsh,” Dante commented.

      “If you are trying to make me angry, it will not work. I do not waste emotions on things,” Khiann snapped. “I am aware of my own status. You are no one’s ally, no one’s enemy. You are a tool in Earth’s hands.”

      “That’s also a little harsh,” Dante commented.

      “You are blinded by your prejudice,” Night Thorn replied. “I am a person. I have thoughts and opinions of my own. Just because you have not seen my like before does not mean I do not exist.”

      Dante sank back into his chair, staying out of it. His view became choppier as Night Thorn’s course proceeded into harder turns and barrel rolls, the equivalent of slamming doors and cupboards.

      “Let’s take it easy!” he shouted when a Wyrm’s tail nearly clipped them. “You can have your existential squabble later. Right now can we all play nice? There’s sort of a mission happening here.”

      Khiann moved into his field of view, her lips pressed into a flat line. She had both hands on grips above their heads yet wobbled to and fro. “This is no time to get emotional, pilot. Focus on your duties.”

      “Pilot? I’m not in control here.” Dante pointed at the wheel moving on its own.

      “I am within tolerance in all aspects,” Night Thorn stated.

      Khiann’s eyes narrowed as they snapped to the controls, then the view. Thorn flew in a way that could only be called angry.

      Khiann stepped back. “Perhaps there is a better time for philosophy,” she agreed. “How long until we can land, Night Thorn?”

      The ship was silent for a solid ten seconds. Dante almost groaned at the ship’s pouting.

      “The last of the Wyrms have entered the exosphere,” Thorn replied finally. “I am changing course now. Please fasten your restraints…Commander.”

      Khiann’s ears curled inward, but she kept whatever she wanted to say to herself. She marched from the room to where the others were strapped in, her boots striking the deck with more force than necessary.

      “I do not like her,” Night Thorn muttered.

      “I think I see why. Give her time. She’ll accept your personhood once she’s been around you enough,” Dante promised. “You’ll see. You’ve both changed.”

      “Perhaps. Perhaps she will also believe when she finds out I am capable of maintaining a grudge…for centuries.” Night Thorn sounded not unlike Bava in a bad mood. She banked left and sliced into the planet’s atmosphere.
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        * * *

      

      The sun dipped to the horizon, painting the sky with reds and golds capped by velvet blue and a blanket of stars. Needle-thin streaks of light shot across the dome of the sky in complex patterns. Explosions bloomed above, a poorly-aimed fireworks display. Towering above everything, the rift bled green and red, its uncanny light providing a little illumination.

      Dante crept through Cavey’s thorny forest behind Khiann. The Pirr moved silently though the forest, barely visible in the deep shadows. He didn’t know how she could be so quiet, when he was stepping on every stick. He settled for sliding his feet across the ground, preferring to bump fallen branches than step on them like a clumsy oaf.

      The others spread out behind and to the side. Jack walked close by, ready to cloak them if something went wrong. Even Bava was quieter as he walked somewhere behind, covering their tracks and watching for enemies.

      Khiann stopped. Dante caught up to her. They’d arrived.

      The bottom edge of the rift stretched down as well as up. At ground level, it was a good fifty meters wide. Neon fog drifted from the ragged edges, filling the clearing with wisps of color drifting outward. A stray wisp brushed Dante’s cheek, then drifted past the barrier of his skin. He stepped to the side, saw it had reached past him and headed for Jack. Jack moved around it, eyes wide.

      “You know we need to go in,” Dante reminded him.

      “I don’t remember this from the last one you made. Is it dangerous?” Jack objected, dodging another wisp.

      “I never made a portal this deep. I had to put a lot more into it than before.” Dante contemplated the rift. Its ragged parts waved in the air, reminding him of an anemone.

      “And if it’s dangerous?” Jack prompted again.

      “Then maybe I won’t make it out.” Dante moistened his lips, disguising his nerves. Only he knew the inside of these rifts—the only one who could go.

      “You propose to go alone? Don’t be foolish,” Khiann said. “Clearly you aren’t at your strongest. We will assist.”

      “Bava declines,” Bava said through his translator. Dante almost leaped; he hadn’t heard the big guy creeping up. “Bava will guard friends’ backs.”

      “Who’s guarding them now?” Jack glanced around.

      Dante frowned and opened his senses, reaching out with a delicate touch. There were no conscious minds out there—none he could detect, at least.

      “Bava!” Bava spread his arms wide. “While you approach, Bava found hidden guards. They sleep now.”

      Dante gaped at the Yeti. “How?”

      “Pirr have distinct smell. Easy to find.” Bava grinned again, then glanced at Khiann. “Bava does not make offense. It is truth.”

      “Understood.” She wrinkled her nose, as if sniffing.

      Dante hid a smile. He’d be doing the same thing if Bava said he smelled funny.

      “We must hurry,” Khiann prompted.

      “Right.” Dante stepped into the swirling mists, took a deep breath, and pushed on. He felt no different, but all the colors felt like he was already inside the rift.

      Behind him, Jack muttered and followed, Khiann at his side. Dante didn’t want them in danger, but he couldn’t argue going inside was any more dangerous than waiting for a Wyrm to crush them all.

      And Khiann was right. They had to hurry. Once more, he looked at the sky and the battle between the lights, then stepped inside the rift.
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        * * *

      

      Barbara McNuggen’s smile straightened. McCaffrey was giving as good as she got, but she’d lost speed and maneuverability to some unlucky shots. Her strategy of leading Wyrms into trouble worked for a while, but the Wyrms were mostly fighting the battle for the Pirr, their vessels clustered behind their protectors like chicks beneath an alligator’s belly.

      The attrition was fierce. Looking at her tactical display, she observed holes where allies should be, lost to enemy fire or the jaws of a Wyrm. She’d lost count of comrades whose ships were taken out of the fight. She had no clue how many needed rescue…and how many required funerals. The best way she could avenge them was to destroy as many enemy ships and occupy as many Wyrms as she could.

      McCaffrey rocked, and she cursed. “Status!”

      “We’ve lost topside thrusters,” Mendez called out. “Looks like a Wyrm caught us with its tail.”

      McNuggen clenched her teeth. Thruster damage couldn’t be repaired while they were flying for their lives. They’d just lost more maneuverability. On the viewscreen, a dark shape blacked out the stars as it came at them, jaws wide and seemingly large enough to swallow McCaffrey whole. Barbara wondered if one could survive in the belly of a Wyrm.

      Then, the enormous beast was gone. Her proximity sensors beeped. Something touched against them. The sensors stopped before she could turn them off. She peered at the screen; the Wyrm was not there, only Cavey’s star.

      “Where…?” she said, zooming out on her display.

      All of the Wyrms…gone!

      “Captain, I saw what happened.” Lewis sent over a file to her display.

      McNuggen, baffled by being alive, viewed the image of the Wyrm’s gaping jaws, its wickedly sharp teeth, and certain death. The Wyrm started closing its jaws, and a dense, ash-white cloud replaced its bulk. The cloud maintained shape, then collapsed.

      “It happened everywhere, Captain. The Wyrms, the dragons, they’re all gone,” Lewis reported.

      McNuggen stared at the tactical display. Had she fallen asleep without realizing? Funny time to do something like that…but no. She didn’t think she had.

      “The rift is gone,” Mendez said. “I think…I think we just won.”

      “We haven’t won until the admiral says so,” McNuggen said, but she couldn’t help but grin. “Let’s round up the remaining Pirr vessels before they get any funny ideas.”

      Her orders were met with a chorus of aye, aye as her crew got to work, tracking enemy ships and feeding data to the admiral’s vessel. The Pirr, now outnumbered, surrendered. She listened to the chatter as captains checked in. None reported their Mystics’ status. Barbara hoped that was a good sign. Maybe they were simply seen as one of the crew.

      She wondered what had become of her Mystic friends, but the channels were too busy to make inquiries. She picked up her microphone. “Crew of the McCaffrey, this is Captain Barbara McNuggen. The Wyrms have been…destroyed, and the Pirr have surrendered.” The bridge crew cheered enough to split eardrums. She grinned and waved her hand to be quiet. “It has been an honor and a privilege to fight at your side. Look to those around you, to crewmates, including our Mystics. Know that not one of us would be alive right now if it weren’t for the loyalty and support of those around you. Well done, people. Well done.”

      Lewis looked emotional as he glanced at her, blinking hard. She smiled, and he saluted.

      “Mendez? Check on our Mystics. Make sure they’ve got what they need.” She settled in her seat.
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        * * *

      

      Julia paced in front of the cave entrance. Bava, the Yeti, joined her, though he professed he didn’t know what the repetitive walking was all about. She couldn’t explain, except it relieved tension. She couldn’t sit still while they waited.

      There was no way she would leave Cavey without their friends. It couldn’t be done. Dante escaped the Astral Plane before, that meant it could be done again…though she didn’t want to admit an escape was likely more difficult for three than one. She wouldn’t accept they were gone, not when it had been a week, not even if it’d been a year.

      Someone sneezed. She whipped around.

      Coraolis stood from where he’d been sitting on the camp stool, watching her and Bava pace. He and Julia looked at one another. The sound had echoed from inside the cave. No one had gone inside since the rift had closed. It was deemed too dangerous for causal exploration.

      “Hello?” Julia called out. Her voice echoed back. She walked to the lip of the cave and peered inside. “Anyone there?”

      “Just us chickens,” someone coughed—and there came Jack, pale and tired, but still him.

      She shouted for joy and seized him in a tight hug. Then, she was enveloped in a wall of fur, pressed between Jack and the Yeti, who shouted in his guttural tongue. When Bava finally let go, Julia saw Dante and the Pirr woman, Khiann. Pure shock overcame their expressions when Bava swept them up and carried them to Julia and Coraolis. They hugged Dante and shook Khiann’s hands. Bava hugged Dante so hard it was more like grappling. Then hugs went around again, and Bava even pulled Khiann in, much to her horror, as they basked in the joy of a long reunion overdue.

      Julia wiped tears from her eyes. Now they could go home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      The sounds of clattering dice and laughter filled their apartment. Jack sat at the head of the table, listening to them debate. Their first week back on Earth was littered with debriefings and interviews and reports and, now, all they had to do was relax.

      Bava held up his dice. They looked like grains of sand in his massive hand. The translator around his neck looked like a collar, though no one dared to say so. “Bava is Dave, human warrior and protector of the people. Dave follows law and goodness. Dave insists to stop this necromancer immediately!”

      “We aren’t powerful enough to face him yet. We need to level up,” Julia explained again. She tilted her head to the side, watching Bava scoop the last of the buffalo dip into his mouth. He didn’t bother with chips since the first taste, so the dip had become his.

      “Bava understands, but it is clear death priest expects us to wait. That is why we strike now, while element of surprise. And you must address Bava as Dave, Suria Half-Elven Ranger.”

      “Just Suria is fine,” Julia sighed.

      “I would hear Dave’s plan,” Night Thorn spoke from the other end of the table. She streamed into a large-screened datapad, propped on a stand so she could see everything. She had created a face for herself combining human and Pirr features—and a mop of thick hair inspired by Yeti fur. “How do you propose we stop this necromancer when we are weak?”

      “Thank you, Prin the Dwarf.” The Yeti grinned. Coraolis and Dante stole looks at Jack, and both shrugged. “Your skill will be most valued. Dave proposes to use masonry to seal off all entrance to the evil one’s lair, then recruit priests to sanctify grounds all around. This will stop bad priest’s evil reign until we become strong to fight him.”

      Julia looked thoughtful. Dante looked amused. Isabel and Khiann returned from the kitchen, balancing large bowls of popcorn and drinks, which they passed around.

      “What happened? Did we decide?” Isabel asked.

      Khiann scoffed. “They are entertaining the Yeti’s plans, even though Dave has a demonstrably low Intelligence rating.”

      Bava gave her a sly look that Jack nearly missed. He pretended to pick a die off the floor so no one would see him fight back laughter.

      “It is not polite to discuss one’s attributes,” Bava told her, wagging a furry finger.

      Jack straightened and cleared his throat, his face warm. “Either way, folks, we’re at the end of what I have prepped. Let me know what you decide so I can prepare for next week.”

      “Bava, will you still be here next week?” Isabel asked.

      “Of course! Bava has not visited New Orleans or the Chicago. Friend Jack vowed to take Bava to the Land of Disney too.” Bava grinned, his eyes sparkling. “Bava shall remain on Earth until New Year to experience the celebrations.”

      “Bava’s never been on vacation before,” Dante added. “He wants to do everything at the same time.”

      “When will Bava again be on the wonderful Earth? Only fate knows.”

      The game broke up, but Khiann made everyone stay until they had eaten the popcorn she and Isabel had just made. Afterward, Jack packed his books and dice, looking at Khiann in the corner of his eye. She hadn’t cracked a smile all night, yet she was the most relaxed she’d been since Cavey. She’d been exiled from Pirr and had decided to stay on Earth for now.

      The Pirr seemed depressed perhaps, but everyone in the group made special efforts to be kind to her. The Evolved had all been in her position once, and they were living proof of hope for her future. Besides, without her galaxy-wide dispatch, where would they be? Slaves to Wyrms perhaps?

      “Are you doing okay?” he asked her. “How are the others?”

      Khiann had chosen exile over returning to Hoi for trial. The priest, Unnua, had broken with the church after seeing the evil of the Wyrms. Other Pirr followed. Earth gave them asylum, at least for now.

      “We are exiles. We may never go home unless we seek our deaths.” Khiann shrugged, and the cloud passed from her face. “I am humbled by Earth’s generosity, and honored by your friendship.”

      “Same here.” Jack clasped her shoulder. “Let me know if you need anything.”

      “Of course.” Khiann got up and turned away, ears wilting. That meant she was embarrassed. Time to let it go.

      Jack stepped on the patio for some fresh air before leaving. The cool winds broke up the August humidity, bringing him the scents of the city: street vendors, trees in the park, and other, less pleasant odors. It smelled like home.

      The door slid open behind him, and Isabel stepped onto the balcony. She offered him one of her beers and leaned against the railing beside him.

      “Finally home.” She sipped her drink and craned her head, looking for stars. “Are you happy?”

      “Absolutely.” Jack followed her gaze and noticed the brightest object in the sky was a satellite in orbit. “We’re all Earthside again for a few years, assuming the peace holds. We’re all due.”

      “What will you do?”

      “Well, I’m not much of a teacher, and I don’t want to be a guinea pig forever.” He smirked and nudged her. “I thought I’d write about the Pirr Conflict, my life as a Mystic…something.”

      “I’d love to read it. I have to wonder what goes on inside that head of yours,” she teased. “That’s one way to find out, right?”

      “It might be,” he chuckled. He turned and looked at her. “What do you want to know?”

      “Hmm. Well…I thought you would ask me a question when you got back, but maybe you’ve forgotten.”

      “Well, you know…” he trailed off, but kept looking at her. “Maybe you better ask me, just so we’re on the same page.”

      She laughed. “So coy, Jack Gagnon? Fine, okay. Will you have lunch with me tomorrow? As a date?”

      His face broke into a smile so wide he thought he might pull his face muscles. “Izzy, I would be delighted.”

      She beamed at him. “Good. Don’t stay out here all night.” She poked him and went back into the apartment.

      He restrained the urge to shout in joy at everyone on the block. He smiled up at the sky, then he went inside too. His grin hadn’t gone away, and it earned him a look from Dante.

      Khiann and Isabel stood in the kitchen, Izzy showing Khiann how to make a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, saying something about how jelly should never be first.

      “Why?” Khiann’s gaze studied the process. She looked deep in contemplation.

      Jack went to the table and dropped into a seat. “So what now?”

      “Now we feast,” Bava informed him, shoving a bowl of popcorn into Jack’s hands. “Bava is not so fond of the popped corn. It sticks in Bava’s teeth.”

      “Ah, so now we know one food item that’s safe,” Dante joked and pretended to flinch when Bava snarled at him.

      “Let’s play another game,” Coraolis said. “I’ve got a classic. Anyone up for Pandemic?”

      “This is the name of a game?” Night Thorn asked, then nodded as she looked it up for herself on the apartment’s data connection. “Ah, I see. We cooperate to defeat disease. I would like to try this.”

      “Agreed,” Bava rumbled.

      Jack decided he could go home later. He nodded and shoved some popcorn in his mouth while Coraolis fetched the game. He looked across the table at Julia, and she smiled.

      “What’re you thinking?” she asked.

      “Just that it’s good to be home.”

      Julia nodded knowingly.

      Coraolis returned and opened the game box. Cards were passed out, rules explained, and Jack felt contentment wash over him. His best friends sat all around him, and the galaxy was at peace. He couldn’t ask for more than that.
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      May 7, 2019

      

      If you’re here, you’ve reached the end of the book. Thank you for sticking with me. I feel very lucky to be here and grateful to everyone who came along for the ride.

      I spent my winter with the Mystics and their friends, and I’m going to miss them. Writing their story has been one of the most challenging and satisfying experiences of my life. I’m grateful to Craig Martelle for giving me this shot, and to our eagle-eyed editor and insightful beta readers. This series wouldn’t be half as good without them.

      The Mystics are in for a much-deserved rest, but their world is full of wonders and dangers. The universe could call them back to action at any time, and I’d love to return to this world someday. If you enjoyed this book, I hope you’ll support us by posting a review and sharing with your friends.

      It’s still early in the year, and you can expect to find more stories from me soon. In the meantime, if you like the Mystically Engineered series, you may like the anthologies that include some of my stories. I’ve got links to them all on my Amazon author page and on my website.

      Thanks again for reading.

      —Valerie
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        Written May 15, 2019
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      Thank you for reading this series. It doesn’t get any better than that.

      Again a monster thank you to Valerie for her work in making this story come to life. We have been working on this project for a long time and it’s bittersweet to see a series come to a conclusion.

      We’ve gone through the trials and tribulations as the characters have grown, and I’d like to think that we’ve grown with them as well. Are we better today than we were yesterday? I surely hope so as that is what I strive for.

      So many more stories to tell, but not in the universe of Mystics and dragons. Those will be in your mind as you think about what was and what could be.

      We are storytellers, after all. Each and every one of us.

      Peace, fellow humans.
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        * * *

      

      Craig Martelle’s other books (listed by series)

      
        	Terry Henry Walton Chronicles (co-written with Michael Anderle) – a post-apocalyptic paranormal adventure

        	Gateway to the Universe (co-written with Justin Sloan & Michael Anderle) – this book transitions the characters from the Terry Henry Walton Chronicles to The Bad Company

        	The Bad Company (co-written with Michael Anderle) – a military science fiction space opera

        	End Times Alaska (also available in audio) – a Permuted Press publication – a post-apocalyptic survivalist adventure

        	The Free Trader – a Young Adult Science Fiction Action Adventure

        	Cygnus Space Opera – A Young Adult Space Opera (set in the Free Trader universe)

        	Darklanding (co-written with Scott Moon) – a Space Western

        	Judge, Jury, & Executioner – a space opera adventure legal thriller

        	Rick Banik – Spy & Terrorism Action Adventure

        	Become a Successful Indie Author – a non-fiction work

        	Metamorphosis Alpha – stories from the world’s first science fiction RPG

        	The Expanding Universe – science fiction anthologies

        	Shadow Vanguard – a Tom Dublin series

        	Enemy of my Enemy (co-written with Tim Marquitz) – A galactic alien military space opera

        	Superdreadnought (co-written with Tim Marquitz) – an AI military space opera

        	Metal Legion (co-written with Caleb Wachter) – a galactic military sci-fi with mechs

        	End Days (co-written with E.E. Isherwood) – a post-apocalyptic adventure

        	Mystically Engineered (co-written with Valerie Emerson) – dragons in space

        	Monster Case Files (co-written with Kathryn Hearst) – a mystery adventure series

      

      If you liked the story, please write a short review for me on Amazon. I greatly appreciate any kind words, even one or two sentences go a long way. The number of reviews an ebook receives greatly improves how well an ebook does on Amazon.

      If you liked this story, you might like some of my other books. You can join my mailing list by dropping by my website at www.craigmartelle.com where you’ll always be the first to hear when I put my books on sale. Or if you have any comments, shoot me a note at craig@craigmartelle.com. I am always happy to hear from people who’ve read my work. I try to answer every email I receive.

      
        
        Amazon: www.amazon.com/author/craigmartelle

        BookBub: www.bookbub.com/authors/craig-martelle

        Facebook: www.facebook.com/authorcraigmartelle

        My web page: www.craigmartelle.com
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