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The Story So Far…




My name’s Colton Beck, and I’m writing this down so I don’t forget the incredible events that led to this moment. There isn’t much to me. I grew up in Fayetteville, Arkansas; my parents were regular people, with normal jobs and the usual stresses life throws at you. My childhood was about as ordinary as you might expect. We watched movies, rode our bikes, and played baseball. And I’d always have Indie Hart, my best friend, at my side. 

Until that fateful day the Angor lowered over the diamond, and humanity was changed forever. The aliens brought promises of peace and advanced technologies. Hunger would cease. Shelter for all. You know the drill. But there’s no such thing as a free lunch. The aliens’ arrival accidently modified our atmosphere, or so they claimed, and a handful of our population was inflicted with something they called Xeno. 

These people were given timelines to live, some passing on within months of the Angor’s arrival. I won the lottery, being diagnosed with Xeno. I worked for them on the West Coast barges, building domes and floating structures in the ocean off the shores of LA. 

Then one day, the doctor warned that I’d succumb to my illness within six months. The news coincided with an announcement from Unity Tower in New York, explaining that they were sending an Expedition to a colony world. The Angor were gifting a planet to Earth, as a gesture of goodwill for twenty years of partnership. Indie Hart made the declaration, and I hadn’t seen her since we were kids. 

Not everyone thought the Angor were good for our civilization. A group called the Loyalists sought to destroy the Angor’s hold on our world, and before I left the barge, my employee nearly blew it up. 

After foiling his attempt, I packed my belongings, determined to secure a seat on the Expedition, and I took a hovertrain, meeting two strangers in the process. 

Miya and Desmond changed my life. 

The old man with a toothpick and the sassy blonde girl with a lot to say seemed like normal people, until I learned they were heading to Dicore. When we finally arrived in New York, after a brief delay, I met up with Indie. 

It was awkward at first, but we quickly returned to our friendly banter. Since no one with Xeno could apply for the Expedition, Indie had helped me pass a false medical so I could join the team. 

I haven’t mentioned the River yet. The Angor were part of a group called the Unity. Their leaders, the Surial, had created portals: gateways that allowed fast transport between the partners’ planets. We had one in our solar system, out near Jupiter. 

Since Dicore didn’t have a River checkpoint, we took a circuitous route, initially heading to Godrien, the home of the Vezo. They’re big, tough beings that resemble large turtles, and a few joined us on the starship Palora.

On our trek to Dicore, the Vezo taught us to fight, to use their weapons, and to survive a harsh environment. Indie stayed on the other side of Palora with the Angor. 

Eventually, we ended up at the colony, with assigned teams. I had Desmond with me, and we were dropped to the surface, far away from the rest of our people. It quickly became apparent that something devious had transpired. 

Dicore was hell. The ground was hard-packed shale, and it was hot and dry, making everything that much more difficult. With a destination in mind, our team moved forward, struggling to make contact with Miya and various allies. 

The Stingers were ferocious. The giant scorpions wreaked havoc on us, and by the time we reached the colony objective, we’d lost a good chunk of our population to the monsters. A huge queen Stinger came, and we fought her, barely winning. 

I almost forgot the most important part. I died that day. 

Only I didn’t stay dead. Xeno, like many other things the Angor had told us, was a lie. It didn’t kill us. Xeno turned us into heroes, with advanced speed, strength, and healing abilities. 

Side note: I found out that Indie had the same affliction as me, but hid it from most of us. Go figure.

Anyway, I was alive and on Dicore, and we tried to settle into our roles. 

We found a crashed ship buried beneath a lake, and I went inside, finding a woman frozen in a stasis chamber. I freed her and met Krissa. I like her. A lot. But we’ll get to that. 

So that was my first life. Started off pretty boring but ended with a bang. Luckily, I was given a second chance. 

Director Ulison, the leader of the Angor, apologized for the Surial’s test. He claimed they’d endured something similar as our experience on Dicore. Regardless, I couldn’t trust that man. 

They spoke of a Dread, the vessel of their enemy, the Cepra, and that was when we met up with the Xeno soldier army. Everyone that ‘died’ of Xeno on Earth had been brought to Angor City and trained to fight. 

Apparently, Indie was married to this guy named Alex, and he was one of their leaders now. They reunited, and I trained with them, making some new friends along the way. We met Dewi, Desmond’s daughter, and keeping Krissa’s identity secret became a full-time job. She’d lost some of her memories, but called herself the Third Dynast of Nulit. She was a Rusa. And, according to her, so was I. 

We obtained the Dread, and after some hardships, we realized that Krissa could control it. That opened up some serious questions. 

Meanwhile, my mother, Harriet Beck, the leader of the Loyalists, wanted to learn of the barges’ purpose, and discovered that the Surial were destined for Earth. She teamed up with Second Director Henil and Indie’s mother Estelle, making them the world’s most unlikely defense. 

I visited Nulit, the home of the Rusa, and saw the Ocean, the vast network of natural checkpoints the Rusa had been put in charge of by some ancient and mysterious organization. No one recalled who tasked them with the duty, or why. 

With the Surial’s imminent arrival on Earth, we raced there to defend it, finding the Surial and their leader Kalmener were already within the domes. 

Long story short, my mother was a hero, and they stopped the invasion by adjusting the dome’s atmosphere. Director Ulison was killed, and we found out that Desmond Locke was more than just an old guy with a toothpick. He was a shapeshifter, most recently Spectral Enza, the overseer of the Rusa. 

Indie vanished with Zeel Three, the disfigured Cepra, dragging the last of the Surial enemy with her through the Dread’s checkpoint. 

Earth was saved. We discovered that Ulison had been keeping six Rusa children in stasis, clones from 2500 years ago. Apparently, I was one of them too, copied from a man named Tahil. 

But the Angor’s betrayal was too deep to allow them to continue as the voice of the Unity.

The mission became about returning the Rusa to Nulit, and we were determined to make that happen. Alexander stole a Meteor, hoping to find his wife, but we all guessed Indie was dead. 

Our first stop was at Zaid, the home of the Quall. They were a non-violent race with highly advanced technology. We bartered with them and accepted the terms. We would bring them asteroids back and they’d dam the ocean around Batis Island on Nulit, giving Krissa her throne. I encountered their AI, and it took on a physical robotic form, asking to join our quest. Miya named him Newton, and his presence was actually useful. 

After a brief stop at Nulit, leaving the Quall to do their job, we went in search of Tahil’s colony. Of course, I almost died a couple times saving the Rusa from their overlords, the Marnoler, but we came out with a few hundred of Krissa’s people and located Tahil in a stasis chamber. The Rusa from Tibren were missing the gene responsible for our abilities, but they were still a welcome sight. Tahil was another story. 

Later on, I heard about Indie’s side. With Zeel’s help, they’d defeated the Surial squadron, and were attempting to make their way to Earth in the Dread. She came across a strange man claiming to be Rusa, and he mentioned a Calling Stone. Indie, thinking she could help, released him from his prison, and they traveled to the Stone. 

Turns out she’d freed Drunal, Desmond’s evil brother, the one that had been harassing me during the Rite of the Lost. We faced them in the Calling Stone chamber, but he escaped with Tahil under his control. Indie fell into the lava pit, and almost died. 

Adley and Willow were on Dicore, tracking something unusual, when they met another Rusa group. These were hardened warriors, living off the land and fighting Stingers for survival. Taln and Tiyana, the Ninth Dynast of Dicore, were everything we could hope for from our distant Rusa colonists. Adley first brought them to Earth and when they had the River access, to the Rusa world. 

Drunal forced Tahil to use the Calling Stone, and we quickly became aware that Nulit wasn’t our actual home. It was elsewhere, far across the Ocean at Usothe. 

Drunal hitchhiked to Nulit on Tahil and Alexander’s ship, and Krissa discovered the secret Ocean control room in the Valley of the First. Within it stood a chamber created for giants Desmond declared were the Groscal. They were members of the Ministry of Realms, a group his brother had destroyed so many years before. 

Desmond fought Drunal, their shapeshifting bodies merging in a pool of organic matter while we battled Drunal’s army on the shores of Nulit. I was nearly killed again. Indie, with the help of Dewi, her half-sister, fought to save their father, Desmond. Together we fended Drunal off, and Desmond absorbed him. 

It was done. 

Nulit was saved, and Drunal had been dealt with once and for all. 

The Calling Stone was activated and we reunited at Usothe, finding an even larger Ocean access. One by one, ships came in, with more Rusa. Seeing Krissa’s joy at the return of her people had been priceless. 

I discovered one of the Groscal portals beneath the ground some distance from the city, but kept that to myself. It felt more dangerous than beneficial. 

Desmond vanished in the aftermath of his battle, and showed up months later, in the middle of our baseball game. He was accompanied by four Groscal, claiming that some of the Ministry remained alive, but he required our assistance. 

We entered the ship, with no other choice but to follow Des into the fray. 

And here we are, racing headfirst into danger again…
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ONE

Chaliz, Northern Hemisphere




I slapped at the bugs and grimaced when Desmond offered me another handful of mud. The pests were a mix of a wasp, spider, and gnat, and somehow worse than all three of them combined. 

“Isn’t there another way?” I asked, slathering it on my face. The muck was vile, the odor threatening to churn my stomach. 

Desmond seemed unaffected by the swarms as we strode through the swamp. Like an amateur, I’d left my helmet at the ship, but I was grateful that the rest of me was protected by the white Rusa armor. Krissa trudged wordlessly beside me, her movements efficient and silent. I felt like an elephant compared to her. 

“How much farther?” Miya groaned. 

“Will you two stop complaining? The Elefa were last sighted here, and I’m not leaving until I determine if that’s true or not.” Des went faster when his feet finally reached solid ground. I climbed out of the swamp, wiping my shins clean, and gasped when we saw the view. The land transformed from a horrific bog to a lush rainforest, all in the span of a half kilometer. 

“If this wasn’t the fifth time we’ve visited a place like this, I might be more forgiving.” I slowed at the precipice of the cliffside. “Where did you get this intel? And why aren’t the Groscal coming to the surface with us?”

So far, all the giants did was eat and sleep. 

“The Groscal have been through a Long Slumber. It takes ages for their mind and strength to fully return.” Desmond glanced at Krissa. 

“It may have taken my mind a while to remember everything, but I was always strong,” Krissa claimed. 

“Yes, but were you in stasis for millions of years?” Des grunted and stuck a toothpick in his mouth. 

“Enza has to have the last word,” Krissa muttered. 

“What’s that?” Miya pointed at the land below, and I spotted the sunlight reflecting off something shiny. 

“I guess we’re going to find out.” I wiped the mud from my brow, scratching off the caked-on dirt. The bugs stayed in the swamp, giving us amnesty. “Want to hold on?” I asked Miya, and she grinned, jumping onto my back. 

Desmond’s clothing sloughed from his body as he changed forms, and Krissa bundled the outfit up, shoving it into her pack. Des rose from the ground, his wingspan stretching out wide. He flapped, sending a burst of air at us, nearly toppling me. 

“Watch it,” I muttered, but I smiled as he flew toward the valley. “Let’s beat him there.”

Krissa perked up, her posture stiffening. “How about I beat you all?”

“No fair!” I shouted as she ran, becoming a blur. “I have added weight!”

“Hey, I’m not that big,” Miya snapped. 

I held her legs as she clung to me, and shot forward, jumping the first decline. I bounced, sending us lower, and nearly tripped at the bottom. I managed to stay upright, but Krissa had a good lead. 

Desmond soared directly above us, slowing as the wind picked up speed. From here, I noticed the glimmer of light between the drooping tree branches, the boughs heavy with life. 

My stomach twisted, a warning bell ringing in my mind. “Krissa!” I shouted, trying to alert the Third Dynast, but she kept going, intent on winning the race. 

Desmond dropped, his alien bird shape becoming smaller as he wrapped his wings tight. He plummeted toward the surface, intercepting Krissa as she neared the object. Desmond’s talons jutted out, and he snatched her up. I heard her yelling at him, but she stopped when the item gave off a shrill alarm. 

The ground broke apart, and I let Miya off, watching as the rainforest cracked in half. 

Desmond and Krissa had landed on the far side of the crevasse, me and Miya on the other. “What was that?” I called. 

“It’s the Elefa!” Desmond returned to himself, slipping into the clothing from Krissa’s bag. 

“Where?” I squinted into the opening, and noticed the sacs stuck into the dirt. There were hundreds of white, grublike beings within milky cocoons. “This is them?” 

The fissure smelled earthy, the cocoons exuding a powerful musk. 

“The Elefa are a beautiful creature, but they undergo a metamorphosis similar to your caterpillar,” he said, still smirking. 

“What do we do?” Miya asked, peering past the ledge. 

“We call our ship to pick us up. And them.” Desmond blinked, and even across the gap in the ground, I noticed the tears in his eyes. “This is one of the twenty members of the Ministry that remains.”

“Plus the Groscal,” Miya reminded him. 

“Yes. Now we have two.”

Desmond had been told that some of the members from the previous Ministry might persist, but that bit of information had come from an old friend, Minister Grayzon. He’d sent it in a distant past to Nulit, and directed it at Kivun the Biczu, whom Desmond was at the time of the Realms. Grayzon must have died millions of years earlier. A great deal of change would’ve occurred, but Desmond was determined to re-establish the Ministry after failing to prevent its destruction by his brother Drunal. 

I understood his motivations. We had over ten thousand Rusa at Usothe, and had given the Angor control of Nulit, after Krissa offered them a home. Administrator Volins had respected the gesture, with the understanding that they were not to use the Ocean unless granted permission. 

The starship arrived, the thrusters burning as it lowered, landing on Desmond’s side of the gap. I hefted Miya in my arms and jumped, settling right beside Krissa. 

Miya dusted her pants off. “You could have warned me.”

“What did we find?” Indie Hart strode down the ramp, her hair tied up in a bun, her uniform one of the black armor suits the Xeno army donned. Krissa refused to let her wear the white of the Rusa, even though her mother had been the Rusa’s finest warrior. 

Miya gestured at the cocoons. “A bunch of grubs.”

“That’s why we came here?” Indie asked. 

“Where are the Groscal?” Desmond asked. 

“Sleeping.” Indie shrugged. “You know how they are.”

“Lazy?” Miya answered. 

“Let’s start gathering them,” Des said. “Colton, take the opposite end and we’ll meet in the middle.”

The Groscal ship had large storage capacity, especially considering the vessel was equipped for hundreds of giants, and there were only a handful of people on board. 

After scouring the planet’s surface for hours, getting bitten in the face every five seconds, now I was being tasked with moving grubs into a storeroom. This day kept getting better. 

Krissa had a cocoon near the ramp, and she shouted at us. It was five feet long, three wide, and it started shaking, making her step aside. 

“Des, are they…”

“It’s time,” he whispered. “They’re hatching.”

The white-spun fabric tore loose as a claw sliced through the material. A veined wing protruded, then a leg as it kicked out. The creature emerged, the metamorphosis complete. 

Its wings were connected on each side of its thin torso, arms stretching across the center of them. Fingers wiggled as it moved a pair of antennae, and it studied me with glinting blue eyes. The markings were variations of green, ranging from what I thought of as emerald to teal. 

“It’s beautiful,” Indie said. 

The Elefa flapped twice, feet hovering over the grass. Others floated from the fissure, testing their new bodies. They landed in random patterns, flittering around like they were unsure of their movements. 

“What do we do?” I asked Des. 

He stepped closer to them, wiggling his fingers. He’d already returned to his human form, and the first Elefa we’d met mimicked his actions, gathering near the ship’s ramp. 

“How do we talk to them?” I noticed Des’ hands moving faster. 

“We are talking, Colton. Would you mind keeping it down for a minute?”

They continued to interact, and the Elefa puffed up its wings, slender legs remaining perched on the ground. The rest came, hundreds of newly freed aliens, and they squeaked while talking to one another. 

“She said her name’s Eel’a.”

“She already has a name?” Krissa asked. 

“It’s given by their parents, etched into their subconscious,” Des said. “They’ve agreed to travel with us, to continue the search for the other members of the Ministry.”

“Amazing,” Miya mumbled. “They must…”

Des nodded. “They have memories of the past. It’s actually a microchip, but organic.”

Eel’a raised her left arm and moved a flap of her carapace. A soft green light shone from beneath. She signed something, and Desmond grimaced. 

“What did she say?” Indie pressed. 

“She remembers their world being destroyed. Her ancestors were on the single Ministry vessel. It was in the days when we understood the end was near. It seems that Grayzon sent what you might call an Ark to each planet, requesting an assortment of their population be transported elsewhere. Only twenty obliged.”

“They were that confident of their positions?” I asked. 

Des shook his head twice. “No. They were arrogant. I should know; I lived among them for a thousand years.”

“A thousand…” Krissa blanched. 

Once the entire group of Elefa were boarded, we figured out their diet and gathered plants from the surface. Eel’a showed us suggestions for how to harvest the crops, and when we had enough to sustain them, we started our ascent, leaving Chaliz behind. 

“Aren’t they conflicted to leave?” Indie asked. 

“No. They’re not. The Elefa were waiting for us. They held off their release until we came. She felt my presence, or so she says,” Des noted. 

“Wait, this isn’t another one of those… you had a kid and…” I felt a glare from Indie. 

“No. Nothing like that,” Des barked. 

He had already sired two children with a human and a Rusa. How did I know if these butterfly people were off limits? 

“But you should see them when the transformation is complete,” Des said. “Majestic beings.”

“They’re not done?” Miya asked, staring at Eel’a. 

“Their world is much different. The cocoons bury deep in their planet, and they emerge through vents from the core. Their wings allow them to rise above the heat and ruin left by an ancient tragedy. Once settled in the treetop cities, their wings become ornamental, and they walk on two legs, like you and I,” Des said. 

I had a hard time visualizing their final state.

“Well, I think they’re pretty remarkable as they are,” Miya told him, and Des relayed it. 

“She thanks you, but to her, they are yet babies, not complete until their adolescent stage.” Des walked them onto the bridge, and Tahil was in the pilot’s seat with his feet up. His eyes were closed, and I shoved his boots off the dash. 

“What do you want?” Tahil asked, glaring at me. 

“You’ve been hanging out with the Groscal too much,” I told him. “Maybe you should sleep in your quarters.”

“I was flying the ship,” he exclaimed. 

I glanced at Zeel Three, who was using the controls on the edge of the bridge, the strange pink Cepra doing the real work. “Sure thing, Tahil.”

“Where to?” Tahil asked, shifting in his seat. 

He yawned, and I pointed to the exit. “We’ll take over.”

Tahil rose, looking to Des for support. When it didn’t come, he stormed off, abandoning his post. He stopped to appraise the newcomer and opened his mouth to say something before rushing away. 

“Did we have to bring Tahil?” I asked Krissa. 

“I’d rather keep him under my supervision. We would have returned to find him named First Dynast,” she joked. 

“I doubt you’re very far from the truth, Dynast,” Desmond said. “We have the Elefa. It’s time to check on the next world.”

“One out of five. Let’s hope we’re lucky again,” I told him. “Zeel, would you care for a new seat?”

Zeel looked up from his dash. “Are you certain?” he asked, his voice still relayed as Benedar Laross’. Instead of using the big heavy dented box, we’d found a way to transmit it through another device, and he wore it on a chain around his neck. 

“Yes.” Krissa had demanded he keep her father’s voice, mostly because it comforted her. And I knew she believed that Zeel, regardless of his past, was a staunch supporter of the Rusa. 

Zeel crept to the chair, pulling himself up. “What is the destination, Spectral?”

Desmond stared at the viewscreen, and we observed the moon near Chaliz. 

Before he could give Zeel an order, one of the giants entered the bridge, not needing to duck under the huge entryway. He was eighteen feet tall, generally the same proportions as a human, with slightly thicker shoulders, and legs like tree trunks. 

“Jefron, what is it?” Des asked.

“Where is Kivun?” he bellowed, his voice low and deep. 

“I am Kivun,” Des proclaimed. 

Jefron glanced at the Elefa, and his eyes widened to the size of a teacup. “What has transpired?”

“Are you feeling better?” Des looked up at the giant. 

“We were not well, but I have regained my senses. How are you Kivun? You look nothing like him.” Jefron stood passively, but I sensed his power simmering within. 

Desmond sighed. “I guess I’ll have to show you.” He shifted, his skin turning clear before his face elongated, his features resembling a horse. His feet were hoofed, and they knocked his boots aside, breaking the leather. A light grayish-brown fur sprouted over his skin. 

“You are Kivun,” Jefron said. 

“I explained this when we met across the portal,” Des reminded him. 

I watched their interactions, wondering how it was we’d traveled with these lackadaisical giants for the last month without them recalling any of it. 

“The Groscal have not been themselves,” he said. “It’s taken some time to recover.”

Desmond had told us the story of his disappearance. He’d left after using the portal to send Indie and Dewi back to Nulit. He’d just absorbed Drunal, and they’d won the battle for the Rusa and Ocean. There was one location he’d suspected he may meet the giants, a colony they’d once occupied. That was where he chose to visit, but instead of a world rife with Groscal, he’d found a group of statues. On closer inspection, he’d realized the statues lived. They’d put themselves in a deep slumber, a kind of hibernation, and he’d taken them onto the ship. Four in total. 

“You seemed to understand me at the time,” Des said, and Jefron nodded his agreement. 

“The Groscal were awoken without warning. Our minds wandered, but we are clear again.”

Des patted his arm with a stubby, taloned hand, and returned to his human shape. “If it’s all the same to you, I prefer a more comfortable form.”

“Suit yourself.” Jefron’s gaze shifted to us. “Who are they?”

Des made his introductions, and when he got to me, he smiled. “This is Colton Beck, champion of the First Dynast of Usothe.”

“Usothe?” Jefron said. 

“Yes, you were there. A few weeks ago.”

“Forgive me, my memory is not…”

“It’s okay.”

“That makes you the Dynast herself?” Jefron asked Krissa. 

“That’s correct.” Krissa had her armor on, and she made quite the impression. 

“You control the Ocean,” he said. 

“I suppose I do,” she answered.

“Then we need to close it.”

“Why?” she demanded. 

Jefron blinked, words becoming stuck in his throat. “I do not know. It’s there… a warning. But I cannot recall what it is.”

“Maybe you should rest, Jefron,” Des told him. 

Jefron shrugged him off. “I have rested enough. The Ministry of Realms is broken, and it’s up to us to rebuild them.”

Desmond walked to the exit. “Then we have much to discuss. Come with me.”

Jefron followed Desmond from the bridge, and the air grew lighter. Eel’a went after them, floating as her wings flapped. 

“This has been a very strange day,” I muttered. 

“What was that all about?” Miya inquired. 

“Which part?” I heard something moving behind the bulkhead. 

“The Ocean. We just found it, and he already wants to shut it down. Wasn’t the entire point to expand and seek out trade partners?”

“The Realms have experienced a very tumultuous time. Jefron isn’t thinking with a modern perspective. Things have changed,” Krissa said. “He’ll figure it out, and then we can consider the Ocean again.”

The wall separated, and out walked Newton, his eyes glowing. “The ship is fascinating.”

Krissa tapped the robot in the chest. “What did you learn?”

“The Groscal have a good shield on their accounts, but I have managed to decipher their codes. They are a very interesting race,” Newton said. 

I wanted to hear about them, but my stomach was growling, and my face was still covered in dried mud and bug bites. “Can we reconvene later? I need a shower.”

“Same here,” Indie agreed. 

“Zeel, can you manage?” I asked the Cepra. 

“Yes, Colton Beck. I will be steadfast.”

“Very well. Newton, would you stay with him?” 

The robot didn’t answer but went to stand behind the Cepra. 

“We have strange friends,” Miya said as we all left the bridge. 

When we reached the crew quarters, I broke apart from the others, heading to my room. The giants had huge steam showers, and we’d modified them for our shorter stature. I finished up and stared at my reflection. 

I was thinner than when I’d worked on the barges, my cheekbones cutting sharp lines down my face. I had a layer of stubble over my chin, and my eyes seemed clearer and more focused than before. 

I ran a hand down my chest to my stomach, where a scar from the blast near Batis Island had almost killed me. By all accounts, I should have died that day. No one could explain why I hadn’t. 

There was a knock on my door, and I answered it with a towel around my waist. I figured it was Krissa, coming to discuss the day’s events like always. 

“… you never give me a chance to get pants on…” 

It was Indie, and she had two bottles of a fermented solution. “I thought you might be thirsty.”

I took it, and tasted the sweet nectar, trying not to react as the sugar raced down my throat. “Thanks.”

Indie stood in the doorway. 

“Come in.” She did, and the door closed. 

Indie glanced at my towel. “Do you want to get dressed?”

“Give me a second.” I rushed from the room, careful the covering didn’t fall. I returned a minute later in a casual jumpsuit. “What can I do for you?”

“I thought we could chat.” She was already seated on my only chair, so I took the bed. 

“Okay.”

Indie obviously had a lot on her mind. She’d left Alexander on Usothe, explaining that she needed time apart to consider their future. He’d fought her on it, but finally relented, mostly because Desmond gave them no choice. 

Krissa clearly hadn’t wanted my childhood friend to join the mission, but she was Desmond’s daughter, and that put us in a sticky situation. 

I waited for her to go first, but she seemed to hesitate. 

“Indie…”

“No, Colton. Don’t look at me like that. It was the same expression you gave me after I flunked that eighth-grade math exam, or when Louis Bannor didn’t ask me to the dance. I don’t need your pity.”

“If you’ll recall, I helped you pass, and who took you to the dance? Even when Marion had her sights on me?” I leaned forward, and saw a slight smile reach her lips. 

“You did. And how are you planning on helping me now, Col?” she asked. 

“You want my help?” I laughed, and she did too. 

“I don’t want it to be awkward between us. You have Krissa, and I have to figure my situation out.”

I considered her perspective, recalling that she’d known about the Angor from day one. Director Ulison had brought her in, making Indie his personal human sidekick, without giving her a chance to deny him. Then she’d met Alexander at a Xeno support meeting. They’d married, even with her knowing that Xeno wasn’t going to kill them like her husband thought. She was full of secrets from a young age, and I doubted she really understood how to process that. 

“I feel guilty,” she whispered. 

“For what?”

“Alex.”

“Indie, you were separated for years. How could he expect you to pick up where you left off? You were both different people then. Look at how much has changed.”

She laughed again, but it didn’t sound natural. “Then how could I expect you and me to pick up where we left off?”

“It’s not like we can go ride our bikes and head to the river anymore,” I said. 

“We have bigger things on our minds,” she said. “Like rebuilding the Rusa.”

“And finding the Ministry members. If we restore their ranks, Desmond thinks we have a chance at returning the entire universe to a state of glory.”

“He’s seeking to atone for his brother’s sins,” Indie whispered. 

“And you?”

“Maybe I am as well. I betrayed enough people,” she said. 

“But that wasn’t your fault.”

“I knew what I was doing. Sort of. I had moments of clarity, when I assumed I was being tricked by the Director. But my parents needed me, and I felt that without me, our people had a worse chance of survival. So I stuck with him, never talking back, not giving him my real opinions.”

“It wouldn’t have made a difference,” I said. 

“You’re right, it wouldn’t have. But I could have spoken my mind.”

I walked to her chair and crouched, touching her arm. “Indie, we have to let it go. Everything is in the past. We’re here. Now.”

The door opened, and Krissa found us huddled together. Her mouth opened, and she stormed off. 

“Guess I better clear this up,” Indie told me, but I sensed something different in her gaze. A longing. 

“No. It’s my mess. Have a good sleep,” I said, and Indie left to her quarters. Krissa’s door was closed, and I went to it, trying to enter. Locked. After a minute of pleading without a response, I gave up.
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TWO

Dynast City, Usothe




The Elefa were delighted with their new home, a large open warehouse tucked at the back end of Dynast City, away from the towers and Rusa population. Eel’a asked for privacy as they finished their transformations, and we were happy to oblige. 

“You’ve done a good job here,” Jefron proclaimed. His movements were less sluggish, his speech clearer in the last day or two. 

“Thanks,” I said. “I wish I could take the credit, but we owe it to the people.”

I smiled at Edan as he passed by with a group of his Rusa from Tibren. They were pleasant, hard-working, and a general delight to converse with. Desmond could often be found with them after dinner, playing cards and swapping stories. 

Adam and Miya arrived from down the street, the six Rusa children in individual hovering pods trailing behind. 

“How are they?” I asked, peering at their small faces. Davon, the only one to succumb to his second life so far, squinted and blew a bubble from his pink lips. I offered my finger, and he squeezed it, much tighter than a baby should have been able to. 

“Great. Skye’s kind of a pain, but she is Krissa’s clone, so that checks out.” Adam grinned, and Miya elbowed him in the ribs. 

“Don’t speak ill of the First Dynast of Usothe,” she hissed. 

Jefron knelt by the babies, and I was glad they weren’t scared of the giant looming over their pods. They regarded Jefron with interest, Tysa reaching a hand for him. “They’re remarkable.”

“Until you have to clean their—” Another elbow cut Adam short. “How long are you here for?”

“I think we’re leaving tomorrow,” I said. 

Adam peered around. “Have you seen Kily?”

“Not since we arrived yesterday. I think she was meeting up with Adley.”

“Come on, Miya. Let’s find her.” 

They strolled off, leaving me with the giant. “Any other requests?”

“I remember,” he said. 

“Remember what?”

“The Disc is here.” He gestured to the west. 

“So you know about it.” I hadn’t told a soul about the alien portal I’d discovered beneath the surface on the fringes of the city. 

“I should hope so. I built it.” Jefron smiled, his teeth huge and yellowed. 

“You… personally?”

“I had an assistant, but I did the heavy lifting,” he said. 

“Do you want to see it?” I asked, and he nodded somberly. 

“Where is the Dynast?”

“Krissa?” I shrugged. “No idea.”

“I thought you two were…”

“We are… I think. It’s complicated.” I used my tablet to direct a hover transport to our position. The city was full of advanced technologies, some akin to the Angor’s, others so complex it took borrowing Phonsa from the Quall to figure out their purpose. 

It didn’t have a ceiling, so it accommodated the giant, and the underside thrusters doubled their efforts to adjust for his added weight. Instead of programming the destination in, I took the controls, guiding the transport there myself. 

No one seemed to pay attention to us as we went, and I smiled at the sight of so many Rusa in one city, working for the betterment of their kind. This was what it was supposed to be like. 

“You are a builder too, are you not?” Jefron asked me. His large brown eyes bored down at me from his elevated position. 

“In a sense,” I said. “I was a site supervisor on an Angor barge. Before that, I did some work for my father. Ducting. We also fixed up things in Fayetteville after the mass exodus to the coastlines.”

“Why didn’t you leave with the rest of the people?” 

I eased the throttle, descending toward the field. “My parents said it was because they didn’t trust the Angor, but they were really just trying to stay off the aliens’ radar. They were leaders in the Loyalists, a group determined to free our planet from the Angor’s clutches.”

“They were brave. I have heard tales of the Angor and Surial. Desmond regaled the entire adventure to us last night after we landed on Usothe,” Jefron said. 

“I wish I would have known what they were up to.”

“Would it have changed anything?”

“No,” I answered. 

“From this vantage point, it seems like everything worked out as intended.”

“My parents are dead.”

“But that was their sacrifice to make, so your people could expunge the enemy,” he said. 

“For a tradesman, you seem quite taken with philosophy.” I laughed when his huge brow furrowed. 

“The Groscal are much more than laborers, Colton. We design and engineer great inventions.” He grunted as the transport turned off, and he quickly exited, stretching his long legs. 

“I didn’t mean to offend,” I told him. 

“All is forgiven. You will understand in a few minutes.” Jefron glanced around the grassy knoll and splayed on the ground, placing a large ear to the field. A second later, he popped up, grinning wide. “It still works.”

“How can you tell?”

“The subtle vibrations.” Jefron kept his focus on his surroundings. “If only I could recall where I…”

“Over here.” I showed him the entrance, and he opened the hatch with ease. 

The lights turned on when he reached an arm inside. “This is incredible. I planned on them continuously running forever, but wasn’t certain it would work as intended.” 

I waited while Jefron lowered into the chamber, and then joined him by jumping in. “What’s it like to move with such speed and finesse?” he asked.

“It seems normal now.” I approached a glowing digital display. “What’s that?”

“It’s how we travel to Kux,” he said. 

“Kux?”

“The Groscal home world,” he told me. 

“Are you certain that’s a good idea? Didn’t Drunal destroy it?”

“Surely someone would have survived. I must see for myself.”

I glanced at him, then at the exit. “I really shouldn’t be here. Can we hold off and speak with Desmond about it first?”

“I am afraid not, Colton.” The giant touched the display, and the entire circular Disc began to vibrate, the machine whirring. “Please escort me. If there is nothing on Kux, we can return straightaway.”

I lifted my arm, quickly typing a message on my wrist tablet to Krissa, then stepped onto the Disc with Jefron. 

The room was similar to the one we just hailed from, but on a larger scale. This was invented for giants. 

Massive stone pillars rose to the ceiling, and carved circular windows let in light, but this was no warm, inviting ambiance. The sky flickered with red and orange flames. 

“Can I…” I inhaled, feeling dumb for not even bringing my Rusa armor along. Come to think of it, my Lance and GR-952 were back in my room at Krissa’s palace. We were still sleeping in separate quarters, and considering her mood, I was safer that way. 

“You are compatible. The Rusa have visited Kux on countless occasions, and never had an issue.” He patted me on the back, sending me forward a couple feet. 

I steadied myself and headed to a twenty-foot-high archway. 

Jefron deeply cleared his throat and proudly smoothed his beige clothing as we proceeded. When we exited, there was no one. “They’re gone. You were right.” 

“We’ll find others like you. Desmond crossed paths with your people,” I said. 

“But there were only four of us. That is not enough to start again. We don’t have the luxury of a Calling Stone.” He breathed heavily, his shoulders slumping. 

“Let’s see what we’re dealing with.” I went outside, and only made it a couple of feet before stopping. The city was devastated. Enormous stone structures had been toppled, and now trees grew through the buildings. The place was covered in a thick moss, and an animal hissed and scurried away at our presence. 

“Drunal lived here for some time,” Jefron said. 

I hated Desmond’s brother with a passion, and not even his death healed the wound. How could one man cause so much harm? “Did he take your shape?”

Jefron nodded. “He was a well-trusted advisor, a man of great integrity and vision. I even worked on a few projects with him, in the early years. His brain”—Jefron tapped his temple—“was something extraordinary. Then he grew paranoid, claiming he’d been contacted by someone from afar. He spouted warnings of the Ocean and prompted us to destroy it. When we didn’t listen, he brought it to the Ministry.”

“But you thought he was a giant, not a…”

“Qit’el,” Jefron finished. “We didn’t know about the shape changers at that time. Your friend Desmond was among the Biczu, and made an impact on Grayzon.”

“And what race was Grayzon?” 

“Vicarsh, one of the oldest and most respected among the Ministry. Their efforts for our safety were incomparable. We separated before the Ministry Wars ended, but I expect Grayzon hid their people well. I’d hoped they might have revisited Kux if their own home had been beyond repair, but so is this.”

“Can we return to Usothe?” I asked him. 

“One task remains.” 

“What?” I scanned the horizon, cringing at the red skies. 

“I was working on something before we evacuated the planet. It might be worth investigating.”

“How are you going to find it?” I waved a hand, indicating the destroyed cityscape. 

Jefron started to walk. 

“Where are you going?”

“To my dwelling.”

“It’s been millions of years. There’s nothing left,” I assured him. 

“Perhaps.” Jefron whistled, the sound perplexing from a giant’s lips. 

I peered at the portal chamber, then at the giant, and realized how angry Des would be with me if I abandoned this man on Kux. “Hold on. I’m coming!” I bounded over a pile of rubble and raced to catch up. 




____________




Indie Hart

Dynast City, Usothe




It was good being free of her shackles from the past. Indie strolled through town, the lights flipping on as the star descended past the distant mountain range. People were out, dining on patios, talking in the streets. Usothe was a lot of work, but during their downtimes, it was almost like a vacation. There were heated pools in the parks, powered by some solar generators that impressed their own scientists. 

Indie wondered for a second what Alex was doing, but shook her head, as if admonishing herself for thinking about him. She knew her reaction to their marriage wasn’t fair, but Indie couldn’t help feeling this way. 

Indie had spent her life working for others, and now she had to consider her own future. 

Miya jogged from an alley. “Have you seen Colton?”

“How did you find me?” Indie searched above to find a hovering drone. 

Miya smiled. “Sorry, but your tablet was off.”

Indie lifted her hands. “That’s because I’ve unplugged. We have one night on Usothe, and I thought I’d take some me time.” 

“Right. Sorry to bother you. But Colton… have you…”

“No.” Indie thought Miya might be suggesting they’d been hiding out together. “Not since yesterday.”

Miya brushed her blonde hair behind an ear. “Krissa received a strange message from him.”

“What did it say?”

“Checking something out with the…”

“That’s it? Typical Colton. Sending a message before it’s finished. He’s fine. Colton probably went to have some fun on his own,” she said. 

“Try telling Krissa that. Ever since she saw you two…” Miya caught herself. 

“For the thousandth time, Colton and I are only friends,” Indie explained. 

“Sure. Catch you later.” Miya walked off, typing on her tablet. 

“They won’t leave you alone, will they?” someone asked. He sat on a bench facing the park, and Indie looked past the figure, seeing a young Rusa from Tibren splashing in the pool. 

Tahil was in normal clothing, and she almost mistook him for Colton. She sat beside him, staring forward. “Doesn’t seem like it.”

“A Caller is very important,” Tahil said. “From the passages I’ve read, the Rusa are drawn to you.”

“Do you feel it?” Indie asked him. 

“Perhaps. But I might be mixing attraction with your power.” He smiled, and Indie considered bailing on the conversation. She hadn’t left Alex just to be hit on by some other arrogant soldier. “I apologize. I’m still getting used to this new existence.”

“Don’t worry about it. What can you tell me about the Caller?”

“They were present before we went to Batis Island. To guard the Ocean is a great responsibility, and often our people would explore the various checkpoints. Sometimes their vessels’ networks would scramble as a result of radiation damage, or they’d be lost from faulty navigational systems. The Caller would bring them home.”

“Seriously?” Indie hadn’t heard this. Even Desmond didn’t seem to understand her capabilities. 

“That’s what I’ve read. The Calling Stone replaced it when the last of the Callers passed, but the historians asserted they clung to the idea that, one day, another Rusa would be born with enough power to reclaim the title,” he said. 

Her mouth was suddenly dry. “And you think that’s me?”

“It might be. You certainly have the ability. We’ve already learned far more about our own society than we ever knew, isolated on Batis Island. We were shells of our glory. It’s no wonder the Surial were able to defeat us.”

“Desmond tried,” she whispered. 

Tahil nodded, even though she knew he didn’t care for the old man. “Spectral Enza was righteous in his efforts, but he failed just the same. You and the clones were salvaged, and I suppose that will have to be enough. Lucky for us, we’d already spread out. If my father knew there were so many Rusa living on other planets, he may have searched for them rather than wasting his time with the blasted Surial.”

Indie listened, considering Tahil rarely spoke of the Rusa or his father. 

“I’m glad to be alive, and to be part of this next step.” Tahil smiled, and when he leaned back and relaxed, he reminded her of Colton. “And we gained control of the Ocean. Do you have any idea how thrilling that is?”

“From what I hear, there’s nothing but death and destruction,” she said. 

“No.” Tahil’s hands moved animatedly. “There are worlds with pink seas, trees with fruit so delicious, you crave the taste. Music so enchanting, our brains cannot comprehend it without experiencing it firsthand. I cannot wait to learn what we have access to.”

Indie grinned at his enthusiasm. “You make it sound wonderful.”

“There will be trials and obstacles along the way. But we are Rusa and will not fail. Never again.” Tahil balled his hand into a fist. 

“You haven’t seen Colton, have you?”

“The clone? No.”

Indie bristled at his tone. “He’s a good man.”

“He doesn’t deserve Krissa’s attention.” Tahil glowered; his bright mood shattered at the mention of Colton. 

Indie stood and faced Tahil. “I’d keep that resentment in check. Or Desmond will find a moon for you to mine by yourself.”

Tahil nodded lazily. “Take care, Indie Hart. Peace by the Stars,” he added, using the old Unity saying. 

“You too.” 

Indie continued on, awed by the state of this city. How had it withstood the test of time? The structures were immaculate. While they didn’t fully suit the needs of the Rusa, they were familiar enough. Which made sense, considering the Rusa were said to have occupied it at some point. But who built it? Even Desmond couldn’t recall.

Desmond.

The man was a conundrum, a complex being with very human emotions. Indie grinned, reminding herself that she wasn’t a human. Apparently, she was Rusa and Qit’el. So far, she hadn’t experienced any shapeshifting, just that one instance of her eyes changing color. That had been unsettling enough. 

But Desmond was kind, a pillar of strength when they needed him, and that was promising in her estimation of the man she now knew to be her father. 

As she kept pace, she wondered about her mother. There were countless references to Viola saved onto the Rusa network. They’d found the material buried beneath the oceans at Batis Island when they’d dammed the area. Unfortunately, Krissa and Colton had ruined the hard work of the Quall by flooding it to destroy the Drotz when Drunal returned to Nulit. 

But the Angor had settled there, and from what she’d heard, they were acclimating well to the rich world. Indie missed Nulit, even though she’d only visited in passing. It was unspoiled, offering possibilities. 

Now that Indie Hart was freed from Director Ulison’s control, she felt the same way. Her life could be incredible. She controlled her own fate.

Alexander stood on a bridge near their residences, watching the river flow through the city. Dim lights shone at the surface while the local bat-like creatures dropped, making small ripples as they hunted miniature finned water dwellers. 

Indie wanted to keep going, because she assumed Alex had planned this. He seemed to anticipate her path, placing himself directly on it so she couldn’t avoid him. 

“Alex,” she said, heading to the ornate bridge with him. It was white, layered with tiles, the railings an intricate weaving of black metal rods, curving and bending into glorious patterns. 

He didn’t look up. “I’m leaving.”

“Okay. When will you be back?” 

Alexander Neiman finally met her gaze, his face devoid of emotion. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. I’m not returning.”

Indie nodded and kept her lips sealed. 

“The team is going to Dicore, then Earth. Everyone the Angor infected with Xeno is being asked to take part in our defenses. I’ll have a purpose there,” he said. 

“You have one here, Alex.”

“Is that so? To what? Wait to see if my wife will ever love me again? It’s done. Consider whatever we had officially annulled.” Alex wiped his palms dramatically. “Isn’t that what you wanted?”

Indie almost asked for more time to decide, but that would be a lie, and Alex didn’t deserve to be led on. “It is.”

“Great. I hope you find happiness, Indie. I really do.” He turned his back on her. 

“Just so you know, I’m not the only one that changed,” she said. 

He paused, tilting his head to the left. “Keep talking.”

“You weren’t like this before. You were kind. I don’t think you had a violent bone in your body, and you were such a spokesperson for our condition,” she whispered. 

“A condition you already knew didn’t kill us. Face it; everything between us has been a lie.”

“I’m sorry.” It was all she could do to keep from crying.

Alex squinted, and she saw a flash of anger, but he came closer, hugging her. “I wish it was different, but you’re right. We have changed. I love you, Indie.”

“I love you too,” she said, meaning it. 

Alex wandered off, leaving her alone on the bridge. 

She stared at the glimmering reflection of the stars in the water, thinking about the vastness of the Ocean. 

We cannot get home.

The thought was so powerful, it nearly knocked her down. “Who are you?”

We see our destination, but we’re trapped.

“Are you Rusa?” Indie spoke softly, in case anyone was watching her. The woman’s voice was gravelly, almost dense. 

Who are you? 

“Indie.”

Are you the Dynast?

“No. I’m just a woman,” she said. 

I think not. I’ve dreamt about you for weeks.

“Where are you?” Indie asked. 

We need your help. We have been Called.

Indie felt the pressing desire to escape whatever mess they were in, and to rejoin their people after the Calling Stone’s use. “Then tell me how to—”

A shriek filled her head, and Indie cupped her hands to her ears, which didn’t ease the pain. It dissipated, and the connection severed. “Hello?”

Indie had to speak with Desmond. There was another colony of Rusa to find, and they were in danger.
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THREE

The Broken City, Kux




“Do you ever slow down?” I asked. 

Jefron bellowed a deep laugh. “Giants do not tire as others. Only when we hibernate do we feel our exhaustion.”

“It must have been brutal coming out of your sleep.”

“It was. Our brains typically require mere minutes to recalculate, but that was the Long Sleep.”

“You’re not kidding,” I muttered. They’d hibernated for millions of years. It was a wonder they had any brain function remaining. “Are we getting close?”

Jefron came to a halt, scanning the horizon. His eyes held a sadness I couldn’t even contemplate. His home had been destroyed, and from the looks of things, nothing was salvageable. In this section of the city, massive trees grew, the rubble turning into hills covered by grass. Occasionally, I spotted a stone spire jutting from the ground, or some other indication the planet had once been populated by giants. 

“It is over there.” He pointed toward the setting sun, which was barely visible through the red-tinged clouds. Jefron went faster with an end in sight, and I held back, keeping pace with him. He lowered to his knees and was still twice my height. Jefron’s big hands touched the wreckage, and a loud groan escaped, followed by a gentle chanting. 

The tune was haunting, and my skin prickled with it. Jefron kept at it for a couple minutes, his head bowed, his palms pressing. 

The ground shook, and I steadied myself. We were under the cover of an enormous tree, its leaves each as large as my head, and I used it to stay upright as the area bucked. 

“There it is.” Jefron rose, and the quake ceased. A round object had breached the surface, rising with a blue glow beneath it. 

“How did you do that?” My mouth was agape as I watched the odd ceremony. 

“It has always been done.”

 “You can move things with your mind?”

“Not me. Obviously, there are races that can change the location of an item with just their thoughts. Have you never met one of the Hichea?”

“Uhm, no,” I said. “What did you just do?”

“Each Groscal is remembered by their contributions to the community, and later, to the Ministry. We are connected with a Lifedisc.” He held his up, and the light subsided. It attached to his belt, clipping on a holder obviously developed for this purpose. “My achievements are listed on here, all the schematics, every blueprint I’ve ever completed. Among other things.”

“Why didn’t you have it with you?” I asked. 

“We prefer to keep them safe. If anyone got hold of this, they could duplicate my life’s work. We were hiding, preparing for the Long Sleep. I didn’t want it there in case I died.”

“And you can alter the ground?”

Jefron laughed again. “Now I see what you’re saying. No, each Lifedisc is linked to its owner. It melted through the barrier, and rose using undetectable thrusters.” 

I supposed that would have to suffice as an answer. “Can we return to Usothe?”

“Yes, Colton Beck. This place is no longer joyous. It harms my soul to witness this desecration. Come. Let us hurry.” Jefron bounded away in large leaps. I trailed after him, my legs moving so fast, they’d be a blur. I jumped at the base of a hill, landing on the far side, my feet touching down and continuing to fly. 

When I reached the site of the Disc, I saw Jefron in the distance, coming toward me. 

He was winded when he arrived. “And you. Have you been infused with the spirit of Garvin?” 

“I have no idea who you’re talking about.”

“Your pupils… they’re gone,” he said, and I bent over a puddle of water near the entrance to the chamber. My eyes were completely blank. It was happening when I used my powers, and Krissa found it odd. She said it was rare for any Rusa to enter that state. Only their greatest warriors had the ability to keep such concentration. She asked me if I could control it, but the truth was, I had no idea what provoked it. 

Slowly, the color returned, and I showed Jefron. “Just something that happens on occasion.”

Jefron grunted, using the entrance to the Disc. “I’ve heard the tales.”

“What tales?”

“An army of Rusa, a force so powerful, none could destroy them. It was the reason the Rusa were chosen to guard the Ocean. Who would be naïve enough to face the Keepers?”

“Keepers,” I repeated under my breath. “Why has this never been spoken about?”

Jefron gazed at me, his expression gloomy. “Desmond was not present for this stage of existence. It was in a time before the Ministry Wars, when we lived in abundance and safety. The Keepers had a sole objective, and that was to guard the Ocean Checkpoints with their lives. They were placed on the Ministry worlds, with over a hundred stationed at Usothe.”

“A hundred?” I tried to picture so many white-eyed Rusa warriors, each donning their armor. 

“In total, they had ten thousand strong at their peak,” Jefron said. 

“What happened?” 

“They came.”

“Who?” I breathed. 

“There is a reason Drunal wished to close the Ocean forever, and they are it. The Cosna were the beginning of our end. And the Rusa’s, I suppose.” The Groscal man stepped onto the Disc, taking a last look through the circular windows, and he let a final sorrowful chant escape his lips. 

I joined him, and the portal returned us to Usothe. 




____________




Dynast City, Usothe




“Colton, there is nothing to fear from the Cosna,” Des said. He rubbed his moustache, indicating he was deep in thought. 

“I’ve never heard this name,” Krissa told us. 

She’d let me in after we returned home the night before and didn’t speak about her moment of jealousy. I’d apologized to her again, reiterating nothing happened, and she just kissed me before shutting the door. This time, I slept on the right side of it. I recalled the night with a grin, and Desmond cleared his throat, snapping me to the present. 

I mentioned our findings on Kux, and she listened with interest, suggesting we corner Desmond about it in the morning. 

“Where are they?” I asked. 

“The Cosna are no longer a threat. Their Ocean access was obliterated in the Ministry Wars. That was the one good thing to transpire.”

“But they could find another Checkpoint,” Krissa said. 

“Would you two let it go? It’s been over a million years. This isn’t like the Surial, where we’re talking a mere two thousand years.” Des paced the room and stared out the window that overlooked Dynast City. 

“Fine, but what about the Keepers?” I asked him.

“That is interesting,” Des agreed. 

“Yes. An army of the most powerful Rusa… We can start the tradition again.” Krissa went to Desmond, watching their people at ease. The Rusa walked in the streets, going about their daily routines as if they’d lived in Dynast City for ages. 

“Dynast, I agree with your goals, but we have some pressing matters,” Des said. “We’ve only found two members of the Ministry so far.”

Krissa bowed her chin, closing her eyes. “I am not sure why they became our responsibility. Did the Ministry come and try to aid the Rusa in our destruction? Did the Groscal wake from the Long Sleep to defend Earth from the Surial? No, they abandoned us for millions of years.”

“I agree that it’s not your responsibility.” Des turned from his perch near the window. “But it’s mine. They wouldn’t have been destroyed if not for Drunal. And I failed to stop him.”

Desmond had absorbed his brother in an epic battle, and I’d often wondered if any of Drunal continued to exist within Des’ form. He claimed the entity had been abolished, but I’d noticed a slight shift in Desmond’s energy since the battle. Or maybe it was simply grief. He was mourning the sole family he’d ever truly had, and that made the betrayal cut all the deeper. 

We’d all experienced pain since the day the Expedition had been announced. Krissa had borne the news of her father’s passing, along with so many others on Dicore. My parents were gone. And Indie grieved the loss of her autonomy. Ulison had used her, and she’d hold the after-effects of her role in the Surial attack for the rest of her life. 

“Colton, you look lost in thought,” Krissa told me. “What do you think?”

“I think Desmond has always been there for you. We can’t dismiss his request for helping the Ministry regain footing. The Rusa can grow within the alliance, as can the Vezo, Obos, Angor, Quall, and the Pazil.”

“Desmond, I apologize for my poor attitude. I’ve been preoccupied since we returned to Usothe,” she said. 

“How so?” Des took a seat. 

“There’s been a maintenance issue with the food production plant, and the crops are wilting in the southern fields, and—”

Desmond lifted a hand. “Krissa, stop this.”

She glared at him. “Stop what?”

“There are countless Rusa to delegate those issues to,” Desmond said. 

“I…”

“Do you think your father spent his days worrying about the minutiae around Batis Island? No, he had systems in place.”

“Like you?” Krissa lifted an eyebrow and grinned.

“In a sense, but he also had Advisor Sarch, and a team of capable leaders throughout.” 

“Are you suggesting Krissa name somebody as her Advisor?” I asked. 

Krissa kept smiling. “I already have a Spectral.”

“Yes, you do have a Spectral. But giving someone the title of Advisor would be practical. Who’s in the running?” Des steepled his fingers. 

We were on the top floor of Dynast Tower, and I watched the star rising in the distance, a glowing orange orb nearly the same color as our Sun. 

“I haven’t given it much thought. There’s Tiyana, but she may not enjoy such accountability. She was the Ninth Dynast of Dicore, and I’ve been considering how to deal with her.”

“Is there an issue?” Des asked. 

“No. She’s as loyal as they come. The Dicore Rusa are different. Their lives were a constant battle with the Stingers and elements. I have another idea for her,” Krissa told us. 

“Which is?” I grabbed a glass of water, drinking deeply. It was cool, the water on Usothe slightly sweet. We’d changed the filtration system soon after we discovered the world, with the help of Phonsa and the Quall. 

“You mentioned the Keepers. Who better to begin training our people than Tiyana and Taln?” 

Desmond tapped his chin and gave her a nod. “That’s a great notion.”

“That leaves an Advisor. Someone to take the reins while you’re focused on the Ministry,” I reminded her. I considered the candidates, and grinned. “What about Edan?”

“Edan?” Krissa seemed surprised. “He doesn’t have the Rusa strength.”

“So what? He’s resourceful, and has the respect of every Tibren Rusa we saved,” I said. 

“He’s a sound option, Dynast.” Desmond’s support was welcome. 

“I’ve already made up my mind,” she muttered. “But you two aren’t going to like it.”

I realized who she was about to suggest. “No. That’s a terrible plan.”

“What did I miss?” Des asked. 

“Tahil.” Krissa poured herself a water and smugly appraised Des. “You have a problem, Enza?”

“No. Tahil is a great soldier, and his father was once a trusting Advisor before he was bribed by the Surial. Maybe Tahil deserves a chance.”

“Will it keep him here so I don’t have to deal with him any longer?” I asked. 

“The Advisor must be grounded at the city when the Dynast is away. It maintains a certain structure.” Krissa smirked. 

I pictured Tahil hearing the news. “Will he be grateful or irritated?”

“He’ll be thrilled,” Des answered. “Tahil is a proud man, and giving him his father’s title shows you believe he can redeem his family name. He’ll work harder for you because of it.”

“Then it’s settled.” Krissa set her glass down. “Let’s get him up here. I have twenty messages I want him to relay for me. I’d also like to give Edan a title. His advice is quite useful. Perhaps he can be the Rusa’s first Guide.”

“Sounds good to me.” I’d been worried that Krissa would resist this discussion, but the outcome was optimal. 

Someone knocked on the door, and we all stared at one another. “Did you call Tahil?” I asked Des, getting a head shake in response. 

“Enter,” Krissa called, and Indie came inside. “What do you need?”

“There’s more Rusa to find,” Indie said. 

“But they’ve all been Called, have they not?” Krissa went to the window again. 

“This woman claimed to be captive. She was desperate.” Indie sighed, taking a seat next to Des. 

“How did you speak with her?” Des inquired. 

Indie tapped her temple. “She contacted me… somehow. We had a brief conversation.”

I grabbed my tablet. “Where are they?” 

“I don’t know. If I can reach her, I’ll get more information.” 

“Keep trying. We cannot abandon them.” Desmond clapped his palms to his knees before standing. “I’ll send Tahil to you, Krissa. Colton, would you like to come with me?”

I could see his motives clearly. “See you later, Dynast. Indie.” 

Krissa glared at me, not wanting us to leave her with Indie, but they had to work it out. 

The door closed behind us, and Desmond scratched his arm. “Krissa’s doing well.”

“I think so too,” I said. “What do you make of this other Rusa group contacting Indie?” 

“She’s a Caller, and there’s next to no details on them in the archives. I don’t know if telepathically connecting across light years is common or not for someone like her. We’ve certainly encountered stranger things, am I right?” Des set a hand on my shoulder. “You have a good time with Jefron?”

“I wouldn’t say it was fun, but I did learn about the Groscal.”

“They’re an interesting people, aren’t they?”

I nodded, heading into the elevator. We descended quickly and stepped outside. “When do we leave?”

“Tomorrow.”

“And what’s the destination?”

“Erion 551. Grayzon suspected the Blira went there to hide.”

“What are the Blira?” 

“An ancient race, from one of the farthest Ocean checkpoints. They were original founders of the Ministry. Grayzon and Minister Zilgath had a lengthy history.”

“And you suspect they’ve stayed on Erion for this long?” We leisurely strolled, the sunlight warming my face. 

“We found the Elefa, didn’t we?” 

“You have me there.” I stopped near a fountain; the water spraying from the middle was a pinkish hue, but when it landed, it became green. There were countless unique features like this on Usothe. “What about the Qit’el?” 

Desmond’s gaze grew unfocused. “All in due time, Colton.”

“You’re not going to search for them, are you?” I could tell from his body language. 

“Maybe,” he said. 

“But why? What if they’re still around? Don’t you want to know if your people still exist?” 

“My experience with the Qit’el is discouraging,” he said. 

“Your only encounter was with Drunal. You can’t base your opinion on one person,” I told him.

The ground rumbled slightly, and we saw Jefron and his three companions approaching us. 

The lead Groscal giant nodded at Des, his Lifedisc in his grip. “I have something to show you.”

“Can it wait?” Des asked. “I’m looking for Edan.”

Jefron met my gaze. “It cannot.”

“I think we should go with him,” I suggested. 

“Very well.” Desmond flipped a toothpick into his mouth, and we trailed after the group of giants.
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Dynast City, Usothe




“And you’re certain this is recent?” Tahil asked, his arms crossed at his chest. He wore the Rusa armor, and from the looks of it, had polished it for this very meeting. 

Jefron grimaced, holding his Lifedisc. An image projected from the device, covering the domed white ceiling with footage of their ruined city on Kux. “It’s labeled as thirty-five human years ago.”

We watched the video as dozens of spiked taupe vessels lowered toward the surface of the Groscal capital city. It had been destroyed long before, apparently by these very same ships. 

“My Lifedisc was set to record anything coming within the atmosphere, and in proximity of the Disc. This was the only footage recorded since I left.” Jefron paused the video. 

“What are they?” Krissa asked. 

“More like who are they?” Tahil grunted. 

“The Cosna,” Jefron whispered. 

“Des, you said not to worry about them.”

“It seems I was wrong.” Desmond had been quiet for most of the meeting, and it was obvious something was bothering him. 

“Do we know where they live?” Taln had kept on his Dicore clothing, the material made from Stinger skin, the armor from their carapace. 

“It was so long ago. We have very little information, except which Ocean entrance they used. Each occasion the Ministry encountered one of their vessels after we fended them off, the occupant was gone.” Jefron’s deep voice boomed as it went up in volume.

“Gone?” I asked. 

“Vanished. Their computer systems were always wiped clean, revealing nothing about them or their origin,” Jefron claimed. 

“Newton, what do you think? Could they be AI?” Miya asked the robot. 

He’d made modifications, and now had a face with distinct features, yet somehow he appeared extremely generic, like he’d created the image based on a merging of a thousand samples. He also wore clothing: a gray uniform, with our new Ministry logo on a patch. I smiled at the sight of the nebula representing an Ocean checkpoint. 

“I require more information. I’ve run the image of this vessel through my network, but none from Cyb have ever recorded the likes of it,” Newton said. “Perhaps the Groscal will grant me access to his Lifedisc, so I may record and—”

Jefron clutched the object closer, his eyes burning. “A Lifedisc is deeply personal, robot.”

Indie stared at the paused image. “Thirty-five years.”

“What’s the significance?”

“How old are you, Colton?” Indie asked. 

“Same as you.”

“Thirty-five… and change.” Indie stood up, pointing at the ships. “This would have happened around the time Desmond dropped us off with our parents.” 

Des flinched at her use of the word, but didn’t say anything. 

“Why would we have anything to do with the Cosna?” I asked. 

Indie shrugged and settled into her seat. “It seems too coincidental.”

“Plan stays the same,” Des mustered. “We’re leaving tomorrow for Erion 551.”

“The Elefa has requested to join our mission,” Jefron informed us. 

“Eel’a? How are they doing? They’ve quarantined themselves since we arrived on Usothe.” Krissa looked at the giant. 

“She is finished with her transformation. They will be at the ceremony this evening,” Jefron said. “My companions will also stay on Usothe for the duration of our search for the Ministry, if that pleases you, Spectral.”

“Yes. We’d appreciate delegates from the Ministry of Realms with us when we encounter the others. Thank you for continuing to represent the Groscal,” Des told Jefron. 

“It is my blessing.” Jefron held the Lifedisc to his chest, and the image on the domed ceiling flickered and shut off. 

“Shouldn’t we be going?” I poked Krissa’s arm. “The people are waiting.”

Tonight was a big event, and thrown together last minute, and the excitement was palpable. The Rusa were big on tradition, though most of their history had been lost over the millennia. We agreed it was time to reinstate some old customs and to make new ones. This evening was the beginning of an era. 

“Yes, Colton. Let’s prepare.” Krissa rose and I copied her, nodding at Des. 

“We’ll see you all in a couple of hours.” I caught Indie watching us, her expression coated in sadness. 

When the door closed behind us, Krissa grabbed my wrist, dragging me through the hall. 

“What is it? Slow down!” 

She let go and faced me near the elevator. “I’ve heard of the Cosna before. In tales spoken around the fire. This is bad, Colton.”

“Come on, you heard Desmond. He’s not concerned.”

“Desmond allowed the Surial to destroy my people…”

“Don’t take this out on him. He’s been with us since the start,” I barked. 

Krissa took a deep breath. She was always good at thinking before speaking, a habit I needed to practice. “I’m sorry for blaming Enza. He wasn’t at fault, and I love him. But I don’t think now is the time to leave my people.”

“Are you saying you won’t come with us?” I asked.

“Us? If I stay on Usothe, will you still leave?”

I was caught between a rock and a hard place. “Desmond needs me.”

“I need you.” She came closer, and I could smell her shampoo. “But I understand. We’ll be much stronger with numbers, and Spectral Enza’s plan of restoring the Realms is substantive. I’ll agree to let you go.” Krissa said the last with a smirk, but hearing her speak like she controlled my actions didn’t sit well with me. 

“Krissa…”

“Don’t forget, you are the master of your own future.” Krissa turned and entered the elevator. “Will you escort me home? I must prepare.”

“Sure.” I peered out the window as we lowered, seeing thousands of Rusa filling the streets, trying to gain a good vantage point of the balcony on Dynast Tower. “Those are your people.”

“No, Colton Beck. They’re our people.” She kissed me. 




____________




The image was something I’d never forget. I stepped outside with Krissa, her gleaming white armor replaced with a ruby red dress, emerald earrings dangling from her lobes. I tried not to stare, but she made quite the sight. 

The moment she set foot on the balcony, the entire city exploded in cheers. Drones buzzed through the skies, recording the event at Miya’s request, and my gaze drifted over the crowd, seeing some familiar faces as well as so many Rusa I didn’t recall. 

I wore black with red accents, the uniform custom designed within hours for this occasion. 

We were only two floors up from the courtyard, and I spotted the delegates in the front row. “How did they get here so fast?” I asked Krissa. 

“I allowed use of the Ocean,” she said, answering that. “We are partners; I wanted them to see the ceremony. To understand us better.”

I waved at the group. Khibistog, the huge Pazil, was on the left, beside the much smaller Obos leader, Yunwio. Seeing them in contrast was almost comical. Next was Chief Ohru and his wife, and Leruf stayed close to Ollisa, his mate. Administrator Volins smiled at us, with Amy Horowitz representing Earth. I was surprised that Nulgan, the head of the Quall, had accompanied them. Phonsa chatted with him, their tails flicking back and forth. 

The applause continued, and I glanced over my shoulder to our friends behind us. Desmond waited with Indie, and I nearly choked when I recognized the woman next to Jefron. “Krissa, is that Eel’a?”

“It appears so,” Krissa said. 

The Elefa woman had transformed even further, losing her bug-like appearance. Her eyes were orange and took up a quarter of her face. Her dainty wings sparkled in the sunlight. 

“Are you ready?” I asked her, loud enough so she could hear me above the noisy crowd.

Krissa nodded once and strode to the end of the balcony, resting her hands on the white railing. The applause grew louder, and she lifted an arm. It took a while, but eventually, they stopped. 

“People of Usothe, I am your Dynast, Krissa Laross.” Inevitably, they became raucous again, but this time, it was short-lived. They were all curious why this appearance had been scheduled. “We’ve entered a new era for the Rusa, and I am grateful to be at the helm, aiding our growth and expansion. My father was an honorable man, but he was limited by his lack of knowledge. His world was small, stuck on Batis Island with fear of attack around every corner. Now, I have a different vision, revolving around partnerships with the newly formed Ministry, as well as the original Ministry of Realms. 

“The Ocean is vast, and we are here to protect it. But the Rusa come first. Never again will we be sacrificed for anything relating to others. We are too important. That being said, I have decided to reinstate an ancient tradition. The Keepers protected the Ocean, and I give them a double task of defending the Rusa, as well as the Ministry.” 

Several spectators gasped as if they’d heard of the title; some just stared blankly, unsure what that entailed. 

“In order for the Keepers to be successful, we require a leader that I trust unequivocally, not only with my own life, but those around me. That made the decision simple,” Krissa suggested. 

I saw Tiyana and Taln, with their people from Dicore, had distanced themselves from the crowd. Apparently, she hadn’t given them any indication of what was coming. 

“I hereby name Colton Beck the head Keeper.” She spun slowly, lifting a hand to indicate me. 

I froze, trying to process if I’d actually heard my name or if I’d imagined it. All eyes fell on me, and for a brief moment, there wasn’t a single sound throughout the courtyard. And then cheering boomed as the entire city applauded my newly appointed title. 

I stepped forward, doing my best to smile despite my shock. I embraced Krissa, pressing my mouth close to her ear. “What is this? I thought we agreed—”

“Who better for the task? I told you I wanted someone I could trust. You’re the obvious choice, Colton,” she responded, and broke our contact, addressing the crowd again. “Colton, please select two Rusa to act in your stead while you’re away.”

She was granting me the power to choose who I preferred to lead the Keepers, implying I was more of a figurehead. 

I cleared my throat and gripped the railing. “Thank you, Dynast. I am humbled at your decision and will give my life to the Rusa if necessary. The Keepers will protect our community, as well as the Ocean and the Ministry, and we’ll do so with honor.”

Krissa beamed at my commentary, and Desmond grinned from behind us. I assumed he’d predicted this was coming. 

“I request two infallible warriors. Dicore was a harsh climate, with death and menace in all directions. But they managed to lead their tribe to a thriving existence despite the odds against them. I ask that the Ninth Dynast of Dicore, Tiyana, and her liege, Taln, join me atop the Keepers.”

They seemed genuinely shocked, and the Rusa parted a path for them to traverse as they came to the front of the courtyard. Leruf spoke to the duo as they passed, and Taln clasped his wrist for a moment, bowing his head. 

Tiyana stooped at the front of the crowd and gazed at the balcony. “We would be honored to join the Keepers and commit to rebuild what once was.”

They moved as one, speeding across the concrete pad. Taln flipped and landed on the wall, scaling the building, while Tiyana leapt, grabbing hold of the balcony rails right before us. She and Taln flanked us, their brows not even sweating as they stood protectively. 

The people hooted at the display, and I moved to the side of the stage with the pair. “This is going to be a lot of work, but well worth it,” I assured them, but already had doubts. I was supposed to be focused on the Ministry, not creating an army of Rusa. I didn’t want to think about another war, but Krissa was wise to start preparations now. 

“Thank you for including us,” Taln said. “We won’t disappoint you.”

“Glad to have you.” 

Krissa had much to say, and I stayed in the shadows while she continued her speech. 

“What is a Dynast without a team around her? I cannot successfully run a colony of this size without the aid of competent allies. It is tradition to have an Advisor at my side, and there’s one Rusa that has the credentials. Tahil, would you join me?”

Tahil’s movements were clunky as he walked from his position next to Desmond. He glanced at me, as if seeking approval, and I nodded. This seemed to relax him slightly. He regained his cocky swagger for the final few steps. 

“Tahil, will you be my Advisor?” Krissa asked loudly. 

“Yes, Dynast Krissa Laross,” he replied with flourish, bending deeply at the waist. 

The fanfare was much lighter, with many of the Rusa seeming confused by her choice. I hoped we weren’t making a mistake. History had a way of repeating itself. 

“And for my last addition, a Guide will be a spiritual presence, a level-headed mind, with wisdom, intelligence, and common sense. Edan of Tibren, will you accept?” Krissa asked. 

I saw Edan with Miya and Adam, the younger healer hugging her mentor. He didn’t have Rusa powers like the others, but he still held an aura of strength as he quickly strode to the front of the group. 

“I respectfully accept your request, Dynast.” He fell to his knees, hands clasped together. 

“Thank you, Guide Edan.” Krissa smiled at him. “The Rusa are here, we have the Ocean, and our friends from the newly named Ministry.” She gestured to the old Unity members at the forefront of the courtyard. “Let us celebrate what it means to be Rusa!”

Tahil took Krissa’s hand as they stood there, the entire population of Usothe in attendance. 

I turned from them, seeing Indie watching me. Her mouth upturned slightly; then she averted her gaze. 

“I know we have a celebration, but I’d like to discuss what’s next,” Tiyana told me. 

“Sure.” I ushered the duo from the balcony. “There’s nothing I’d rather do.”

I glanced at Krissa, and she didn’t even notice I’d left. 




____________




Light penetrated the window as the automatic tint receded, waking me. I groaned, stretching in my bed. I was alone. Again. 

Last night’s celebration had been enjoyable for most, but there was something that didn’t sit well with me. Watching Tahil’s expression as he bragged to anyone that would listen made me sick to my stomach. I wondered if it had been a miscalculation, but couldn’t suggest that to Krissa. She’d think I was being petty and jealous. And maybe I was. 

I’d had enough on my plate, and now I was being tasked with leading the Keepers. Was Krissa just trying to distract me and rid herself of my constant presence? I wasn’t comfortable with the fact that she was staying on Usothe while we continued our mission to retrieve the hidden Ministry races. 

I showered, struggling not to worry about Krissa, but her attitude had seemed to shift ever since we’d settled in Dynast City. She’d gone from talking about making heirs to the throne to giving me the cold shoulder. I dried myself and stared at my reflection, seeing Tahil staring back at me. I hated that I was cloned from a man I detested. He was nothing like me, with the exception of our appearance. And he was younger, since he’d been frozen in stasis for 2500 years. 

My tablet rang, and I answered it. “Hey, Des.”

“You coming?”

I checked the time, noticing I was late. “I’ll be right there.” 

I finished getting dressed and knocked on Krissa’s door on my way out. No answer. 

The rest of the team was already waiting at the Groscal ship. 

“Colton, can we speak for a moment?” It was Adley. 

“Of course.” I went aside with her. A few Rusa loaded crates onto our vessel, and Jefron directed them. “What is it?”

“I saw…” Adley glanced past me and returned her attention to our conversation. “I wanted you to know that I’m going to keep an eye on things while you’re away.”

“Meaning?”

“I’ve noticed how Tahil is around Krissa, and with his new title…”

“Thanks, Adley, but I trust Krissa.” I said it but wasn’t sure I felt that way. 

“Regardless, I’ll watch him.”

“Thanks, Adley. You’re a good friend.” I hugged the young woman and pictured my mother, Harriet Beck, the leader of the Loyalists, giving her life to save Adley.

“Are you excited about the Keepers?” she asked as we separated. 

“Time will tell. Tiyana is already organizing recruits. I have a feeling they’ll be busy for the coming weeks,” I said. “Taln had a list of potential warriors written down before we finished dinner.”

Adley perked up at the mention of the outdoorsman. “I spoke with him last night. He’s ready for the challenge.”

“Good. We’re going to need that enthusiasm.”

Indie emerged, carrying a pack, and I kept expecting Krissa to see us off.

Instead, Tahil jogged from the direction of Dynast Tower, his white uniform glinting sunlight off the armor. “I’m here to inform you that the Dynast will not be attending your departure.”

“And why’s that, Tahil?” Desmond asked. 

“It’s Advisor Tahil,” he spat. 

Desmond rolled his eyes and disregarded the man. “Come on, team. We’re leaving.”

Eel’a smiled at us and entered the ship behind Jefron, moving as gracefully as a gazelle in the Serengeti. Miya chatted with her brother, handing him a tablet, and she hopped over, her hair falling in her face. “We ready?”

I loved her enthusiasm. “Tahil, tell…” I almost mentioned Krissa’s absence but decided not to bother. “Tell Edan there’s an issue with the water supply in the northeast quadrant.”

Tahil opened his mouth but didn’t respond. 

“See you, Adley. We’ll try to be in touch.” 

She waved as we entered the Groscal vessel, and I caught a glimpse of Tahil as the ramp lifted. His expression was smug as it closed. 

“That guy is the worst,” I muttered. 

“Tahil?” Indie surprised me. 

“The one and only.”

“Don’t sweat it. He’s harmless.” Indie hung her pack on a hook, and we walked to the bridge, where Newton waited. 

“Krissa’s not coming with us, but at least that means neither is Tahil,” Miya said. 

“Count our blessings,” Des added. “Everyone understand what our mission is?”

“Go to Erion 551, see if the Blira are alive, and locate Minister Zilgath.”

Eel’a spoke, her voice musical. “The Elefa were close with the Blira. We hope they persist.”

“How do you speak our tongue?” I asked her. “I thought you used sign language.”

“Only before our vocal cords finished forming. We develop quickly, Colton. Newton assisted our upgrade.” She lifted a sleeve of her white billowing dress to reveal a small square metal receptacle. 

“Upgrade?” Miya touched the electronics embedded into her skin. 

“Yes. The Elefa have no qualms with genetic updates, or mechanical enhancements. We seek to be the best versions of ourselves.”

I shrugged, not judging them. Some races were fully against the idea of merging with computers, and Desmond had recalled several civilizations ending because of it. But for every terrible outcome, I assumed there had to be some successes. 

“That’s correct, Eel’a. Newton, do you have the proper Ocean access?” Desmond asked the robot, who sat in the pilot’s chair. 

“The Dynast sent me the details this morning,” he said. “I’ve programmed our departure.”

We all took seats in the giant’s bridge, the chairs enormous in comparison, with the exception of our sole Groscal occupant, Jefron. Dynast City filled the viewscreen, and I was once again impressed with how far we’d come. 

The craft exited Usothe’s atmosphere, heading for the vast assortment of checkpoints. Each and every one was distinctly beautiful, their colors unique, the shapes varied. There were thousands of options, the nebulas spread wide and deep in the space surrounding our home planet. 

“So many options. What do you think is beyond all of those?” Indie whispered. 

“Trouble,” I muttered. 

“More like possibilities,” Miya answered. “I can’t wait until we begin to explore them.”

Desmond shook his head. “Once we have the Ministry returned, I might suggest to Krissa that we shut off the entire network. At least temporarily.”

“Seriously? It seems like such a waste,” Miya said. 

“With the Cosna…”

“You are worried about them,” I told Des. “Why were you so circumspect before?”

“Because I don’t want to worry the Dynast. She’s been through a lot, which you can understand. The Rusa have only recently united, and the last thing they need is a stress of this magnitude.”

“It’s better to be prepared, Des.”

“That’s what Krissa is doing with the Keepers. Plus, I’ve already requested that the Obos, Pazil, Angor, and Vezo bring a contingency of protection to Usothe in our absence,” he said. 

“Good thinking.” We’d discussed this possibility, and I was glad he’d asked for their assistance. After our involvement in fending off the Surial, they all owed us a few favors. 

Newton directed the ship toward our destination, and we lingered at the checkpoint for a moment before he kicked on the thrusters, sending the Groscal vessel in. 

I closed my eyes, feeling the energy of the Ocean. My fingertips buzzed when we entered, and I heard Indie’s breathing quicken. 

Before I opened them, I felt a shift. Something was wrong. 

“Newton, why haven’t we exited?” I asked him, seeing nothing in the viewscreen. It was black, no outline of stars or pinpricks of light. 

“I am aiming to determine that.” 

Desmond raced to the robot’s console, leaning over the dash. “Where are we?”

“There’s no signal,” Newton informed him. 

Miya used her tablet, linking to the network, and her eyes went wide. “We did exit the checkpoint.”

“This is not Erion 551,” Des complained. 

Miya looked back, her face pale. “It spat us out at the edge of the universe.”

“Newton, can we return through the checkpoint?” I asked. 

His robotic head shook in a very human gesture. “No, Colton. It’s gone.”
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Tahil

2457 Years Ago




“Again!” Viola instructed, and Tahil jumped, his fingers brushing against the bell. It made the slightest of jingles, and he landed on his feet, the soles slipping out, sending him on his back end. 

Viola stood over him and frowned. “You have the patience of an ice-dwelling Iknosh.”

His instructor bent at the knees and leapt, her entire hand slapping the bell, knocking it hard. The chime continued ringing as she nimbly settled to the training floor. 

The other students clapped, and Tahil climbed to his feet, dusting himself off. 

He was one of the younger students, but that only spurred on his determination. He was spindly where they were wide, but his father assured him he’d fill out in due time. 

“I can do better, Warrior,” he promised, but Viola didn’t bite. 

“Training is complete for the week. Everyone gather your possessions and head to Batis Island,” she said. 

“Why? I thought we had another day,” Care asked. She was two years his senior, and her presence was a constant distraction. 

“Care, the Dynast has important news.”

“Is it the child?” she asked, a smile on her face. Tahil’s tension melted at the sight. 

Viola grinned, shaking a finger. “It’s supposed to be a surprise. Everyone go.”

Tahil chased after Care, heading into their bunk room. “Do you think it’s going to be a boy? A big warrior to lead us into the future?” he asked. 

“I hope it’s a girl, a beautiful queen who will name me her Advisor,” Care said. 

“Doubt it. Women can’t be Advisors,” he scoffed, realizing his mistake. “I mean… maybe that will change. I have no doubt that you would make an excellent Advisor.” His father’s voice lingered in his mind, chastising him for ever suggesting such an atrocity. He was the only Advisor, and eventually, Sarch claimed that Tahil would reign over the Rusa. 

“Whatever. Get your stuff, Tahil. You’re always so slow.” Care was already out the door with half the students. Tahil went to his bunk, throwing an outfit into a sack. He also had a book, the readings of Davon, the First Dynast. He was as intelligent as they came, and Tahil would be an even better Dynast one day. 

The trek across the seas felt endless on the transport ship, and Tahil eagerly awaited the birth of Second Dynast Benedar Laross’ sole heir. They lowered to the water, connecting to the docks, and he glanced up, wondering if his father would greet them. 

Instead, he found Spectral Enza expecting him. “Young Tahil, how are you?”

He liked Enza, but his father constantly warned him to stay away from the Spectral. Tahil wasn’t certain why, considering he was trusted by the Dynast. He liked to play games, and often included Tahil into them when Sarch wasn’t watching. 

“I’m well,” he said respectfully. “I hope the stars have been shining for you, Spectral.”

The older Rusa’s tanned skin gleamed in the heat, and he smiled genuinely at Tahil. “Yes, they have been, if you can imagine. Come to the palace. The Dynast’s wife is about to give birth.”

Tahil hurried after Enza, peering back to see Care studying his interaction with one of the most important people on Batis Island. He hoped it would make her appreciate his company. He imagined taking over the Dynast as his father predicted, and grinned when he thought about naming Care his Advisor. Perhaps then she’d marry him, and they could both be eternally content. 

The crowds were growing deep near the palace, but everyone moved aside to accommodate the Spectral and the son of Advisor Sarch. The mood was somber, and Enza asked a Lesser near the gate what had transpired. 

“The baby has been born,” the man said. 

“Then why the grim expressions?” Enza asked. 

“Because the Dynast’s wife has died in the process.” 

Enza raced through the gates, past the guards, and Tahil sprinted behind him, respectfully not rushing in front of his elder. They darted up the stairs to the Dynast’s spire, and found their enigmatic leader at the top, holding a bundle in his arms. His face was red, his eyes barely open. 

“Dynast, where is she?” Enza asked. 

“Spectral, there is nothing that can be done. Advisor Sarch has already summoned the best healers,” he said. 

“I bet he did,” Enza muttered under his breath, but Tahil caught the accusation. 

Tahil peered past the guards and saw the crimson stain on the sheets. And there she was. The most beloved woman in the world, the striking consort to the Dynast. Dead.

Tahil turned, feeling sick, and bumped into someone. 

“Son, you’re just in time.” Advisor Sarch clutched his shoulder, the pinching making him stand up straighter. 

“Hello, Father,” Tahil squeaked.

“Spectral, I see you’ve decided to join us.” Tahil’s father sounded angry. 

“I was escorting your son,” Enza said. “I didn’t think we were required at the birthing station until the birth occurred.” The Spectral turned toward the Dynast. “I am so sorry for your loss.”

Benedar Laross slumped, his jaw slack. “From her blood came this joy.” He held the baby, who started to cry. “She is the future of the Rusa. I name you Krissa.” He kissed her forehead, and the wailing subsided. 

Tahil had never seen a newborn, and he kind of wished it had stayed that way. She was red, her body coated in a layer of mucus and blood. He thought of the body on the bed, the Dynast’s wife… this child’s mother. He was sad that she wouldn’t meet the woman that gave birth to her. Tahil understood that pain. When he closed his eyes, he could still recall the feeling of his own mother’s arms around him, the scent of milk and poppies. 

“Spectral, no one disturbs my wife. I will have her moved to the catacombs, but I must introduce Krissa first.” The Dynast was a hulking man, his presence in this small room almost overwhelming to Tahil. He shrank against the wall, getting a disapproving glare from Advisor Sarch. 

“Son, perhaps you should go to your quarters. Reread the book.”

Tahil nodded. The last thing he wanted to do at this moment was read Davon’s pillars of leadership. He wanted to search out Care and tell her what he’d witnessed. He inched to the steps, and the Dynast met his gaze, the man’s eyes hardening. “Tahil, do not speak of this to anyone.”

“Yes, Dynast.” He bowed his head. 

Before he left, Spectral Enza took the child from the Dynast, wiping her gently with a white silk cloth. He acted with such care and affection, it surprised Tahil. His own father would have been aggressive, complaining at the task, but the Spectral was the opposite. 

He suddenly wished Enza had raised him instead of Sarch. He’d laugh, play freely, and there would be no stick waiting to smack him at every opportunity. 

Tahil raced down the steps, his actions a blur. He nearly ran into a woman at the exit, and he barely stopped in time. 

“Why are you running in here?” she asked. 

Tahil didn’t know her, but he could tell she was important. Purple earrings dangled from perfect lobes. Her skin was bronzed, and glistened as if she’d just stepped out of a pool. The robes clung tight, and lay loose on other parts of her body, and Tahil found he couldn’t speak. 

“Boy, you’re supposed to answer when spoken to,” she said, her tone authoritative. 

“I… I just saw the child,” he muttered, and cursed himself for disobeying the Dynast’s order so quickly. 

“The baby?” Her demeanor changed, and now her lashes fluttered. “That is precious news.”

“What’s your name?”

“Aishau,” she said. 

He’d never heard of her before. “Are you new?”

Footsteps echoed through the halls, and he glanced back to see Advisor Sarch coming, his walking stick clanging to the store floor. “What are you doing gawking at the wall?”

Tahil returned his gaze to Aishau, but she was gone. A tapestry fluttered, like someone had rushed by it. “I…”

“Quit stuttering, Tahil. If you’re going to lead the Rusa, you must be perfect. Come, let’s continue your lessons.” Sarch grabbed him by the arm, dragging him away. “And why is your hair such a mess? An unkempt appearance suggests an unfocused mind. You know the seventh pillar.”

“Yes, Father.” He combed his hair with his fingers, and hoped to catch sight of the woman again, but there was no sign of her. 




____________




Adley

Dynast City, Usothe




Adley liked being smart, but watching the Rusa in action made her wish she had other skills as well. Taln glistened with effort, and Tiyana moved her Lance like she’d been born with it. Countless Rusa waited patiently for the test, but few passed. 

“This is really something,” she told Tahil as he approached. 

Tahil shrugged haphazardly. “Barbaric, if you ask me.”

Adley hadn’t communicated with the man much, but he seemed in decent spirits since gaining the new title of Advisor to Krissa. 

“They saved our lives on Dicore.” Adley watched as Taln defeated another Rusa, the woman dropping to her back in a cloud of dust. 

“They are fast, I’ll give them that,” Tahil said. “Perhaps I shall also participate.”

Adley grinned, knowing full well what would happen if Tahil tried. Taln would throw him to the ground like the others. 

“Have you seen Krissa?” Adley asked. 

“The Dynast is dealing with an issue,” Tahil told her, not elaborating. 

“What kind of issue?”

“That’s not for your ears, Adley,” he said. 

She was slightly surprised he knew her name at all. 

Since the announcement of the Keepers being reinstated, the entire city had been preparing for this day. With over ten thousand Rusa, a fifth of them were trying out to fill the hundred slots the Keepers planned to begin with. That gave them a one in twenty shot. And from the looks of things, Taln and Tiyana were underwhelmed with the skill level of the first batch. 

“Stand back!” Tahil shoved past a group of onlookers and grabbed a lance from a waiting soldier. He flicked it to life and cracked his neck, his head moving side to side. He wasn’t dressed in armor, just the uniform of his station, and Taln actually grinned when the Advisor approached. 

“Advisor, I wouldn’t want to hurt you,” he said. 

Adley could almost see the steam rising from Tahil at the comment. 

She expected a retort, but instead, Tahil lunged, using the lance. Taln blocked it, and the battle was on. Everyone else stopped what they were doing, and Adley pressed closer, coming to stand with Tiyana at the edge of the circle. 

Lance shafts barreled into one another with a sharp crack, and Tahil shoved the bigger man back. Taln wiped a bead of sweat from his forehead and gripped the weapon tighter. He swung, and Tahil easily avoided it, jumping twenty feet into the air before landing behind Taln. He attempted to strike his opponent in the head, but Taln was there, defending himself with a calm efficiency. 

“I wish they’d stop trying to show off,” Tiyana said. “We have many more Rusa to test.”

“Boys will be boys,” Adley mumbled.

They continued sparring, neither of them taking the upper hand, and after another five minutes of grunting and near misses, Tiyana stepped between them, calling the match. “You did well, Advisor. Perhaps you can be an honorary member of the Keepers.”

Tahil tossed the lance to the ground, shaking his head. “Nope. The clone is your leader, and I will not share a name with him.”

Adley tensed at his disregard for Colton. She sensed more than just his distaste for his clone. He was jealous of his relationship with the Dynast.

“Very well. If you’re done, we’d like to continue.” Taln stuck a hand out, and Tahil clasped his wrist.

“Thank you for the battle, Taln. Your strength is needed.” Tahil left, walking to Adley. 

She saw his gaze drift to the line of Rusa, and noticed his jaw dropping. “It can’t be,” he said. 

“What can’t?” Adley looked behind her, seeing recognition on the woman’s face. She was striking, but the moment Tahil focused on her, she bolted, racing from the crowd. 

“Wait!” Tahil shouted as he rushed after her. 

Adley attempted to follow him, but he moved like the wind, his legs pumping so fast, she couldn’t see more than a hazy fog. When she caught up to him a few blocks away, he slowly spun in a circle, searching for his target. “You saw her, right?”

“The woman?”

Tahil grabbed her shoulders, squaring her off. His eyes were panicked. “Yes, the woman. You saw her?”

Adley nodded fervently. “Of course I did. Why—”

“She’s real. I wasn’t making her up,” he whispered. 

“Okay, hold on, Tahil. What are you talking about?” Adley demanded, and shook off his hands. 

“The day Krissa was born, a woman was there. She called herself Aishau, which was not a Rusa name,” he said. “My father entered the hall, and…”

“And what?” 

“She was gone.”

“Like today.”

“Yes, she vanished then too,” Tahil sat on a fountain ledge, the water rising high and splashing in a contained beam. 

Adley took the spot next to him. “Who do you think she is?”

“I don’t know. How could she have been present 2500 years earlier, and be here now?”

“She could ask the same of you,” Adley told him. 

“Why did she run?” Tahil rubbed his face with his palms. “I wish Newton was around.”

Adley perked up. “He did leave me something. Come on.”

The city was quieter than normal, with so many of the Rusa trying out for the Keepers. The transport came instantly and carried the unlikely pair to the far south tip of Dynast City. The building was protected by a shield at Adley’s request, and they had to be let in by two Vezo soldiers offered by Chief Ohru to guard their network. 

Tahil gawked at the foyer, and she assumed he’d never been inside the heart of the colony. From here, they could control the fountains, autonomous transports, and light system for the air lanes. Water, sewage, electricity, all operated from within this building. Adley had her own office, using it to observe her series of protective drones surrounding the city, as far as a couple of hundred kilometers in every direction. She also utilized the satellite drones guarding Usothe’s orbit, and the Ocean, which had over a hundred cameras on simultaneously. 

“How can this help us find Aishau?” Tahil asked while the elevator brought them to the second last floor. 

The floors were a dull gray, the walls light brown and bland. But Adley preferred it that way. The less visual distractions, the better. Her office was on the right, and she pressed her thumb to the screen by the handle, getting a beep in response. “After you,” she said, and Tahil entered her personal space. 

“It’s… utilitarian.” 

There was a desk and a computer, with three monitors. “That’s how I favor it. Less noise.” Adley sat, realizing there was only one chair, but Tahil didn’t complain. She typed on the keypad, her screens brightening. “Okay, let’s search the name first.” Adley entered: Aishau.

The monitor filled with results. “Why are there so many?” Tahil inquired. 

“Newton has a vast network. I’ll narrow it down.” She added Rusa to the parameters, but it came up empty. She tried female, disappear, vanish, to no avail. Instead, she returned to the initial search history, and began scrolling through them, dismissing anything not relevant.

Newton didn’t store information in a practical sense. It was more scattered to her eyes, but clearly had its own effective organization. The details took time to sync with her adaptive software, but finally, they had a clue. 

“That’s it.” Tahil breathed deeper as they read. 

“Aishau is a known entity.” Adley wouldn’t have believed any of it, had she not seen the woman herself. 

“What is she?” Tahil asked. 

“According to the lore Newton has captured, the creature shows up at important moments in races’ history. She or he or they sometimes interfere, changing the trajectory of their future,” Adley surmised. “It is extremely rare to notice them at all, and according to this, none have ever witnessed Aishau more than once.”

Tahil lifted two fingers. “But I have.”

“I guess this information needs an update,” Adley said. 

“If she changes the future, why was she here today?” 

“The Keepers. It might be a crucial moment, considering they’ll be guarding the Ocean. Maybe someone supports it,” she told him. 

“Or the opposite.” Tahil went to the door. “I must speak with the Dynast about this.”

“I’ll come with you.” Adley hurried from the room.
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SIX

Edge of the known Universe




“Fold.” I threw the cards on the table. 

“I win again,” Des said, gathering the chips. 

“When are we leaving?” I asked. 

We’d already spent two full days on board the Groscal ship, waiting for Newton to determine an appropriate path out of here. I despised being stuck out here with no clue how to return home. 

Eel’a shuffled and dealt, and I glanced to the couch, where Jefron snored loudly. Apparently, being so big came with a price. He was required to sleep for twelve hours a day. 

Indie picked up her hand, studying her cards, and her left eyebrow twitched. Was it a tell, or just a mundane physical reaction?

I made a bet, and Desmond pursed his lips, peering at me, then Indie before folding. 

“Des, you never drop out,” Indie said. 

“Maybe I want to see the pair of you heads up.” Desmond slid a toothpick in his mouth. 

The Elefa woman also went out, leaving Indie at my mercy. 

We continued the rounds, my luck progressively improving, until I shoved all my chips in. 

Indie didn’t rush. She cautiously checked her cards, a clear indication that I was about to win. I almost reached for the stack, when she matched my bet, and flipped the winning hand over. 

“That’s my girl,” Des exclaimed. 

“How did you do that? I thought I had you beat!” I stood up, confirming that I’d lost.

“Was it the eyebrow?” Indie winked at Desmond. 

“I should have known… you two are conspiring together.” I laughed. “This is the legacy you want to leave behind? Tricking people to lose at cards?”

“It’s my best attribute. Why not ensure that future generations have the skill.” 

Jefron woke, his huge lungs gulping in a bucketload of air. “By the Mountain of Belosh!”

“What’s wrong with him?” Indie whispered. 

Jefron’s skin was pale and damp, and he began to sing in a deep voice. “The Ministry awaits the one to bring them peace and joy. The Ministry will rise again, their savior but a boy. The Ministry has come and gone, a thousand times before. One more chance, to start anew, the rest buried into lore.”

The Groscal man rose, his balance unsteady. “Don’t you see?”

“See what, Jefron?” Desmond asked. 

“The Groscal are one of the oldest members of the Ministry of Realms. We met the others through the Ocean, and had inklings there was previously another Ministry, one from countless generations before our people even existed. We have songs aplenty about the building of our great alliance, but I just dreamt this one. A song so old, my ancestors recalled it with fondness. He’s here,” Jefron said. 

“Who is?” I peered at the exit where Newton listened without comment. 

“The Rusa child. There’s more than one reason we placed the Rusa in charge of the Ocean, right, Kivun?” he asked Desmond. 

Des nodded. “There were rumors that a special child would be born from them. And that the Nogush would take note.”

I was missing millions of years of history, making this conversation unclear. Indie and I could offer no opinion. 

“The Nogush are not real,” Newton finally spoke. 

“How do you know, robot?” Jefron demanded. 

“The Nogush are but a rumor that took hold, mentions passing on the wind as races died. My network has recorded forty-two occurrences of them, but none was ever substantiated. Thus, there is no proof of their existence,” Newton explained. 

“Just because you haven’t seen them, doesn’t mean…” Desmond started. 

“Zero sightings, Desmond Locke. That is why I have concluded they are fictitious,” the robot said. 

“Wait, what are the Nogush?”

“It’s said they were favored by the Idlu,” Jefron said. “The Groscal believe they started all life. The Idlu gave them the ability to mirror other beings.”

“They can take on different forms,” Des whispered. 

“Like you?” Indie stepped a foot away from her father, probably subconsciously. 

“We are not Nogush. Plus, there is no proof they shift shapes. Like Newton suggested, it’s all unsubstantiated.” Des nodded at Newton. 

“And you, Eel’a, what do the Elefa believe?” Indie asked the slight woman. 

Her huge eyes blinked rapidly, her lips tight as she thought. “I don’t recall the Nogush.”

“There you go. Not everyone in the Ministry bought into the idea of one ancient race protecting us. Clearly, they failed,” Des said. “My brother nearly broke the entire universe with the Ministry Wars, and they did nothing to intervene.”

“Maybe there was a reason,” Eel’a suggested. “That was necessary for the next step.”

“Like how a forest burns down when it’s too saturated. The fire removes dead trees, rids the floor of debris and bacteria. It’s devastating when it happens, but to future generations, it’s healthier and better suited for longevity,” Indie said. 

“Essentially, my dream is but a portent of what’s to come. The child has been born,” Jefron looked at me. 

I pointed at my chest. “No way.”

“Perhaps not. You are a clone,” Jefron said contemptuously. It was the first time he’d made me feel less than worthy. 

“Watch your tongue, giant, or I’ll remove it for you.” Desmond stood up past his knees, glaring up at him. 

“I meant no offense, Colton. I merely implied that you might not qualify as the prophetic child.”

“Good,” I muttered. “None of this helps us get the hell out of here.”

“I have found a way,” Newton suggested. 

“Finally.” I followed him to the bridge. Indie and Desmond came, but the pair of aliens remained behind.

“What are you planning?” Des asked Newton.

The screen filled with a series of numbers and lines. “There’s a singularity, only three light years away.”

Indie glanced at me. “A black hole?”

“Precisely. From what I’ve determined, it will not destroy us, but bring us all to this position.” Newton changed the image on the screen without touching anything. 

“That’s five million light years from here,” Des said. 

“And an Ocean checkpoint is within reach. It will carry us near Erion 551 as we previously desired.” Newton let the image remain. 

Indie stared at the viewscreen. “And you’re certain it won’t tear us to shreds?”

“I have calculated a 95.7% chance of survival.”

I gulped, contemplating what might happen the other 4.3% of the time. 

“Let’s do it,” Des said. “Use the black hole and take us through.”

“Are we really going to do this?” I asked him. 

“What choice do we have? It’ll take us twelve years to fly back to Usothe. Would you prefer that?” Des had a point, and I shook my head. 

“My mom used to always tell me to try new things. I’ve never been in a black hole before, have you?” I laughed, but stopped when Desmond nodded. 

“Once. Wouldn’t suggest doing it too often.” Des rubbed his palms together, as if he was suddenly cold. “I’ll be in my quarters.”

Indie and I watched him leave, and it was obvious he had something important on his mind. “You think he’s worried about the Cosna and the Nogush?”

“That’s my guess,” Indie agreed. “How about we play more cards? You can have your chips back.”

“Fine, but don’t think I’ll be such an easy mark this round.” 

The ship flew for the black hole. 




____________




Black Hole, Unknown Location




The closer we came to our destination, the more trepidation I felt. At first, we couldn’t physically see the singularity, but Newton filtered the viewscreen, showing us the form as he brightened the dust and gas particles surrounding it. 

“What about all the things I used to read about being squished and pulled simultaneously before shattering into a million pieces. There was this one book…” I stopped when Desmond started to laugh. 

“Lighten up, Colton. The Groscal built this vessel to withstand such force,” he told me. 

“Seriously? That’s impossible,” I responded. 

“It is if you’re human. We don’t have the capability. The point that enters the void first faces a much stronger gravitational pull. They’ve created a shield that rotates faster than the force can resist it. It’s a series of complex calculations that I’ve never cared to comprehend. Am I on the right track, Newton?” Des asked. 

The robot confirmed it with a nod. “That’s a simplistic view of the multifaceted shield generator, but it will suffice.”

Even though none of them appeared concerned with the fact we were about to fly into the black hole, it didn’t ease my mind. Indie looked deep in thought and hadn’t spoken in a while. 

We were about seven minutes from entering, and I decided to distract myself by talking with her. 

“Indie.” I sat in the giant’s seat next to my old friend, and she didn’t seem to notice. I snapped my fingers a few feet from her face until she broke her concentration. “You okay?”

We were across the bridge from the rest of the crew, giving us privacy, but she still spoke quietly. “Not really. Alex and I are done, and he’s raced off to Earth to join Amy Horowitz’s defense team. I’ve been contacted by a captive Rusa, trying to get to Usothe, and now we’re about to fly into…” She pointed at the viewscreen. “That.” 

“If it’s any consolation, Krissa and I have been struggling too. At least we can be miserable together,” I suggested. 

“No, Colton. I’m not sad about my break-up. Krissa adores you. She’s just distracted with overseeing a colony of 10,000 strong. Remember, she was a kid on Nulit until they sent her away from home. She fought the Stingers while everyone around her died because of Advisor Sarch. Now she’s expected to mourn her people, her father, and deal with the fact there are so many different Rusa with other traditions and history than the one she was taught to be gospel. Krissa will come out of this with strength, but there’ll be a processing time.”

I was startled at Indie’s kind words, because Krissa sure didn’t praise Indie like that. And she made me realize there were more important things than our insecurities. “You’ve always known how to do that, haven’t you?”

“Do what?” Indie asked. 

“See what really matters,” I said, smiling at the revelation. 

Indie laughed, the sound comforting.

“We are beginning to crest the event horizon. Once we pass through the boundary, the trajectory will be locked,” Newton said. 

Eel’a and Jefron stayed seated while Desmond walked to the pilot’s chair, holding the back when Newton touched the control panel. Our vessel slowed on his command. 

“Let’s dive in,” Desmond said, and we did. 

I expected a big dramatic rush to the void, but it took forever. The distance of the black hole’s surface was immense, and I grew less tense with each minute we slowly floated deeper into it. Until the cabin lights dimmed, and the Groscal alarms sounded, reminding me of the danger we were headed for. 

“95.7% chance of survival. That’s not so bad, right?” I muttered. 

Miya glanced at me as Newton lowered the volume on the alarms.

“There is no exit,” Newton said. “At least not on this side of the void. Prepare to enter.”

The viewscreen no longer showed the illuminated gas particles, turning the image pitch black. I’d never observed anything quite as dark, and it was deeply unsettling. I didn’t grow up in a religious home, but seeing proof of afterlife with the Vezo Rite of the Lost, I knew there was far more out there than our mortal flesh. I closed my eyes, picturing Viola as she helped me save Indie, Dewi, and Desmond during their battle with Drunal. Her spirit had lingered near Batis Island for over two thousand years. 

“Colton, wake up.” Desmond shook me, and I blinked my eyes open, to find myself on the bridge’s floor. 

“I must have slipped,” I mumbled, my lips dry. 

Desmond was clearly worried, his brow furrowed into thick lines. “Colton, you’ve been out for three hours.”

I sat up, my brain rushing at the effort. Indie was beside me, but there was no sign of Eel’a, Jefron, or Miya. Newton’s head spun around, his eyes glowing as he noticed me up. “Colton, we have reached our destination.”

Erion 551 filled the viewscreen, the planet covered in clouds from this vantage point. 

I found the strength to climb into an oversized seat. “What happened?”

“We went into the singularity, and the ship nearly buckled. The hull compressed and stretched, but she held steady. It was so fast,” Indie answered. “We found the Ocean access as Newton suggested, and we used it to reach the edge of this solar system, unscathed. When I looked down, you were on the floor.”

“And I was unresponsive?” Other than a cottony mouth, I felt fine. 

“As a rock,” Des said. “Did you see anything?”

“Nothing important. There was a man, though. With white eyes. He watched me from a distance.”

Des tugged on his moustache. “Interesting. Let’s keep this all between us, would you?”

“Why…”

“Don’t say anything, okay?” Des meant it, and I silently nodded my agreement. 

I stood up, finding my balance totally restored. “Are we going to the surface?”

“Not today. Everyone, get some rest.” Desmond’s words were intended for me. “We’ll investigate the planet tomorrow. Newton, please search for signs of life. Electrical, radiation…. Send the drones, so we can gather primary intel.”

“It will be done.” The robot began working remotely. 

“Are you certain you’re okay?” Indie asked me at the bridge’s exit. 

“I’m fine.” I stumbled toward our quarters, wondering what had happened to me, and why I’d lost three hours. 




____________




Indie Hart

Erion 551




Life was challenging on a starship. Indie had grown up with a regimented schedule. Every morning for her entire school life, she’d wake up at 6:30 A.M. She’d shower, eat cereal or toast, and review the previous day’s homework. Often, she and Colton would be out past curfew, pretending to be pirates on the river or soldiers in the forest, hunting an invisible alien monster. She’d always told her parents her schoolwork was finished, but it was usually completed in those moments before the bus picked her up in the morning. 

When she headed to New York after the Angor’s arrival, she started to rise even earlier. Her training with Wyla wasn’t until nine, but she loved to jog Central Park. Indie had bought into the Angor’s story, assuming they’d come to help humanity, and she appreciated it. She’d run through the park and admire her new home. Unity Tower. It was such a wonderful sight. Now, she felt the complete opposite. Director Ulison had known the Surial’s true motives, yet forced the humans to move to the coast and build domes for their overlords. 

Her skin crawled as she thought of their interactions. His multitude of lies woven into lies. Sometimes she wondered how he’d kept it so organized. 

During her workout, she’d visit Herazel, the infamous ship flown by the heroic Administrator Volins. It had been said he was the only reason they’d survived the immense trek from Trum. Another lie. But Volins was a decent man, or so she believed. These days, Central Park was conflicting to Indie. The tower was a constant reminder of the Angor’s betrayal, and the hole left by the immense starship museum was still being filled. Amy Horowitz had crews resodding and planting trees along the fields. 

Indie had once loved Fayetteville, then Manhattan, but now she had no desire to ever live on Earth again. She was Rusa, and a part of Desmond’s race. Indie felt torn between so many things. She wasn’t human, or fully Rusa. What was she?

Indie watched herself in the mirror, her hair loose on her shoulders. Time was slipping away. It was like one minute she and Colton were playing baseball, and the next, they were orbiting the alien world of Erion 551, searching for remnants of a long-lost Ministry. The middle section was a blur. 

This mission held an air of importance. She was determined to help reinstate the Ministry of Realms, but more so, Indie hoped to find her place in the new hierarchy. She was loyal to the Rusa, but with 10,000 people, and warriors more equipped than her, she wasn’t certain that was her calling any longer. 

Calling.

Calling Stone. 

Indie’s face burned, her cheeks growing red. 

We cannot get home.

Indie heard the woman’s voice again. It sounded even more strained and desperate. 

“Where are you?” she asked the mirror. 

I do not know how to describe it. Perhaps I can show you.

Images flooded Indie’s mind. Crystals glinting in the moonlight. Water so black, it might be underground. Yellow eyes by the thousands watching from above. 

And the stars. Indie tried to focus, to recognize what she’d witnessed, but she was no astronomer. One batch of light was the same as the next. 

“That’s not enough,” Indie said. 

They are coming. We can feel their arrival. We’re trapped.

Indie shuddered, feeling the dread seeping into her veins. “I want to help you, but I don’t have your location.”

Are you not the Caller?

“I am.”

Then find us. The link works both ways.

Indie searched for the connection, but it was severed. It was so sudden, her head snapped back, and she almost tripped into the bedroom. 

Indie rushed from her room for Desmond’s quarters. Of course he wasn’t inside. It seemed like he rarely slept these days. 

She found him alone in the galley, his feet on the table, and a tablet in his hands. “Des.”

He jumped from his seat. “What is it?” 

“I saw her again… or heard her voice.” 

“The Rusa woman?” Des pulled a chair out for her. 

Indie nodded and sat, her entire body reeling from the incident. 

“Tell me everything,” Des said. 

He listened and didn’t respond right away. “She’s right.”

“She is?”

“I don’t know much about the Callers, but it only makes sense that you can reach your people if they can reach you.” Desmond unlocked a file on his tablet and slid the device across the table. “This is everything we have from the before times. It’s not much to go on, but you can see if I’ve missed anything.”

“They need me now,” she urged him. Her hands had finally stopped shaking, the fear enveloping the female Rusa captive subsiding. 

“We can’t go until you know where they are,” Des said. “But I promise, when you have their location, we’ll help them.”

Indie was used to promises being broken. Her father had done it all the time, and here was her actual dad, offering her the same hope. Indie trusted Desmond, but she didn’t want to be let down ever again. 

“I mean it,” he whispered, his gaze lowering. 

“Okay.” She took the tablet. “Thanks for understanding.”

“I said I’d bring the Rusa together, and we’ve done that. But clearly, the task isn’t finished. Let’s work on getting every last one home, and maybe the Ministry members in the process.” Des glanced at the screen in the galley, displaying the planet below. “Get some sleep, Indie. We can’t save them tonight. We’ll investigate Erion 551 tomorrow and go from there.”

Indie let him leave and started reading her tablet, trying to find out any details she could about being a Caller.
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SEVEN

Erion 551




The moment I stepped onto Erion, I wished Krissa was at my side. Instead, there were four of us, the Groscal giant refusing any armor or breathing apparatus. Desmond was the same, considering he couldn’t die, but they’d already deemed the atmosphere suitable for their genotypes. 

Indie and I were another story. Whatever lingered on this planet’s surface would kill us within hours. 

“Too bad the drones didn’t capture more,” Des said. 

I shifted the lance, clipping it to my armored suit. “The entire world is covered in fog. That doesn’t seem good.”

We’d watched all the data gathered by Newton an hour ago, finding little use from it. The fog was so dense in places that you couldn’t see a foot in front of you. But we’d spotted a single tower rising above the cover, and that became our primary destination. 

From our vantage point, the tip of the massive structure wasn’t visible.

“The radiation levels were low enough, but Newton thinks someone might be living here.” Des sounded like he’d walked behind a curtain as he disappeared into the mist. 

Jefron’s steps were loud as he trudged forward. “The Blira would not appreciate this.”

“Why not?” I asked. 

“They’re covered in fur. They hated humidity and preferred desert landscapes,” he explained. 

Desmond chuckled from ahead. “Ministry Zilgath loathed the heat and was always brushing that mane of his.”

Jefron boomed a laugh, and I shrugged with Indie. “Guess you had to be there,” I said. 

“Stay close,” Des ordered, and I saw him again, holding his tablet. “We’re only a half kilometer from the tower.” 

Normally, I’d have suggested we leave the giant on the ship, since he’d draw too much attention, but within this mysterious haze, I doubted we needed to worry about that. 

“What is this?” Indie crouched, knocking on the ground. It sounded dull and thick, like a plastic-coated concrete. 

“Erion was home to another race, but they became extinct,” Des told us. “The planet was logged in the Ministry records, but nothing about the people remained in the files Grayzon left for me.”

“And the Blira chose to hide here during the Ministry Wars?” Indie asked. 

“It wasn’t like they didn’t fight. Each of the Twenty left most of their populations behind to fend off Drunal’s forces,” Jefron explained. “Minister Zilgath begged to participate in the battle, but we wouldn’t let him.”

“And you?” I asked Jefron. 

“I was more useful in hibernation. If not for that move, we wouldn’t be here now, restoring the Ministry. We each have our roles. Not everyone is intended to be a soldier,” Jefron said without a hint of indignation. 

It made me think of the Rusa we’d freed from the Marnoler on Tibren. Edan, Tiya, and the others were some of our strongest assets on Usothe, and they didn’t need to carry a lance to help our people. “We’re glad you’re with us, Jefron,” I told him. 

He hummed a short melody, his lips moving with unheard lyrics. 

“Why do you sing?” Indie asked him. 

“The Groscal? There is enchantment in music,” he told her as they walked. “Words with meaning, flowing like the River. Each Groscal is born with the songs of their ancestors embedded in our minds. It is a connection to the lost, bridging them to the living.”

“That’s beautiful,” she whispered. 

“Quiet.” Desmond lifted his arm and stopped walking. 

I tried to listen for a sound in the distance, but was greeted with stillness. 

“What is it?” Indie asked. 

“Coming from the direction of the tower. A grating kind of noise.” Des tilted his ear. “Wait here.”

Before we could say anything, Desmond moved into the fog. His clothing piled on the ground as he shifted into another form. All I could see were wings and a long tail; then he was off, flapping away. 

“I will never get used to that,” Jefron admitted. 

“Me either,” I chimed. 

It was a struggle to remain when we were surrounded by clouds of mist. It felt like we were blindfolded and dropped in an unfamiliar city. Suddenly, it grew ominous, and I pictured hundreds of incoming creatures, seeking to feed on us. 

Jefron’s humming grew more intense, and he spun, his saucer eyes wide and unblinking. “Did you hear that?” 

Indie’s face was illuminated gently behind the Rusa facemask, and she looked scared. 

My lance unclipped swiftly, and I flicked it on, energy arcing between the two points. Indie did the same, her confidence visibly rising with the weapon in her grip. She was a far more adept warrior than myself, having been trained for years. Krissa liked to say I had the luck of someone who didn’t know better, and that was a good thing. I figured she was just trying to be kind. 

“Newton, any findings?” I asked through my earpiece. 

“No, Colton. The readings are the same… wait, there is a spike in energy coming from the tower. Its numbers are notable,” Newton said from the Groscal bridge. 

“What does that mean?” I demanded. 

Something skittered nearby. The fog moved with the object, swirling before settling again. 

Indie and I stayed back-to-back, with Jefron brandishing a club. He pressed a button on the handle and it glowed orange, the weapon droning even louder than he had been doing a few minutes earlier. 

“I can’t explain the surge. It could be anything.”

I cut the call. “Thanks for nothing. Let’s go.”

“But Desmond said we should wait,” Indie told me. 

“If I did everything Desmond wanted…”

The ground shook, a crack appearing between my feet. It stayed a sliver, unlike the crevasse we found the Elefa inside. 

“Okay, I agree we should keep pushing,” Indie finally said, running in the direction of the tower. 

I wanted to head the opposite way, but we needed answers. Jefron mumbled to himself, but we all followed Indie. She went fast, and I tapped into my Rusa abilities to keep pace. Jefron seemed unaffected, his massive legs booming with each step. 

We encountered the first one near the base of the structure. I couldn’t see more than a few feet up, but we knew it extended for over two thousand feet. 

The creature was small, its back hunched, knuckles dragging on the ground. I didn’t find any eyes on its green-gray face, and it was naked, a stubby tail flicking in anger behind it. 

“Hold on,” I told it, lifting a hand. “We’re not here to fight.”

“Is that a Blira?” Indie asked the Groscal. 

“No. This is not who we seek.” Jefron stayed far from the abomination. 

It moved in agitation, screeching. It had sharp, yellowed teeth, a fang broken off. I suspected it smelled worse than it looked. 

Soon we were surrounded by them, all the hideous creatures writhing in excitement. 

“How many are there?” I whispered. 

“No way to tell,” Indie said. “Lots from the sounds of it.”

She was right. Their calls drifted through the area near the tower’s base, but the thick fog muted most of the sound. There might be thousands of the four-foot-tall goblins. 

“They don’t appear to be armed,” I said.

Indie and I stood with the lances raised, our bodies in position to fight. 

The first goblin we’d met stopped hopping and stepped closer. It was inquisitive, its head lolling slightly to one side, then the other. 

“I’m Colton, and this is…” I had a hand off the lance, and it lunged, swiping a clawed finger at me. Somehow it managed to knock my weapon ajar, and it lifted the spear, shrieking in joy. 

“Give me that!” I shouted, but the goblin swung the lance at me, almost hitting my armor. 

“I have a bad feeling,” Jefron said. 

The air filled with a strange energy, the tower emitting a blast of vibrations. The goblins cackled, their arms waving around like they were being electrocuted. When they stopped, I thought it might be over. Their small leader still held my possession, but it was staring upwards. 

“Maybe we’re all done…”

They attacked.

Jefron’s club smashed into three of them, and I jumped, avoiding being struck by their bodies. 

I focused on recapturing my weapon and dove for the goblin wielding it. We collided and its jaw gnashed at my armor. It was impenetrable, and I heard teeth breaking. I took the opportunity when it howled and punched it in the chest. The thing crumpled, my weapon clanging to the ground. 

When I regained my footing, I spun around to see Indie and Jefron surrounded by goblins. Jefron shouted in pain as their teeth sank into his skin, and I rushed over, seeing that Indie was handling herself. 

I attacked the monsters, not feeling the slightest bit of guilt as I destroyed their numbers. Once they were all off Jefron, he fought with an untapped ferocity, his club not slowing as he bashed the goblins aside. Indie and I reformed, backs tapping into one another as we fended off the hordes of enemies. 

My arms were turning to lead, but we kept at it, swinging our lances, and striking bodies with the butt end when given the opportunity. This went on for another five minutes, but it seemed like hours, and eventually, the goblins stopped advancing. I could still hear them shrieking beyond the veil of fog, but they were no longer willing to fight us. 

“We… did it,” Indie mustered, her breaths coming in heaving gasps. 

I shut the lance off and glanced at Jefron. He was covered in welts, blood spilling from dozens of wounds. “You okay?”

“I will be.” He set the tip of the club down and smiled before crashing to the ground face first. 

“Where’s Desmond?” I asked. 

The building shook again, and I heard something akin to a helicopter rotor. 

Wind pummeled us, shooting the fog away, and the city became apparent. There were dozens of humped buildings made of clay and mud. They looked nothing like the tower. And it made sense. The goblins had infested the region. 

“It’s Desmond!” Indie shouted, standing over the giant protectively. Rows of the goblins approached our position, and I stretched my arms, rolling my neck. 

“Damn it,” I muttered, flicking the lance back on. 

Desmond flew lower, the contraption attached to a giant spinning propeller. Instead of drifting further, it shot the misty fog from the cityscape, revealing the land. The goblins hissed and spat in his direction, their countenances full of vehemence. 

“Maybe they won’t attack after all,” Indie said positively. 

I was about to agree with her when the horde raced toward us, their jaws clenching, long claws raking the air. 

“Up here!” Desmond shouted, and two ropes dropped from his airship. The craft was only twenty feet wide, and I wasn’t certain it could hold all our weight, not with the passed out Groscal man. 

Indie set to it, tying the first rope around Jefron’s waist. It took some effort with his massive size, and I stood guard, knocking aside a few goblins. My lance sliced through one of them, and it gave the others pause. They sniffed, likely smelling their companion’s death, since they didn’t have any eyes. 

“Stay where you are!” I shouted and waved my lance. The energy crackled, and they jumped in anger. “Are you almost done?” I risked a glance behind me, and Indie tugged on the rope. 

“I think it’s secure.”

“Des!” I called. “Are you ready?”

He gave me a thumbs-up from forty feet in the air. The turbine continued blowing at the goblins, and some covered their heads with their arms. 

Indie took hold of the second rope, and Desmond began to lift. “Are you coming?” she asked me. 

“Be right there.” The goblins were closer, a couple daring to risk an assault. One grabbed at the rope Indie was on, and I felled it with a quick thrust. 

“To your left!” she yelled, and they poured at me, desperate for the chance to kill me. 

The airship had lifted enough, and I crouched, tapping into my core. I bounded upwards, leaping the distance, and I nearly missed the rope. Indie was there, clutching my arm with her free hand, and I held tight, staying on. 

The goblins scattered, hooting and hollering, and I took a sigh of relief, managing to secure my lance on my armor as we continued to elevate. Des landed us on the tower’s rooftop, and powered down the airship, the rotors whooping a few times before going quiet. From this high, even the goblin’s cries were muted. 

“Where did you find this?” I asked. 

Des was almost naked, his clothing stored in Indie’s pack. He stayed on the other side, and she tossed her shape-shifting father his pants and shirt. “I flew. I assumed the Blira would have something for flight.”

“Good call.” I knelt by Jefron, checking for a pulse.

“You’ll never read it that way.” Desmond reached for the man’s Lifedisc, prying it from the safety of Jefron’s carrying case. It glowed and pulsed when Desmond touched it, but stopped when he pressed an icon on the circular display. “He’s okay. Vitals are normal… for a Groscal. Give him a few moments to reset.”

“What are we going to do?” Indie peered over the tower’s edge, and I joined her, watching heavy banks of fog return to the city. Thousands of goblins flocked to their nests. They seemed indifferent to the stack of corpses that were once allies. 

“We enter the tower,” Des said. “If anyone’s left on Erion 551, they’re inside here.”

“But those monsters…” I indicated the goblins below. 

“They might be creations of Minister Zilgath. He was known for his experiments.”

“You’re saying this Minister might have made those?” I asked. Even if I took out the whole ethical dilemma, the idea of designing something so hideous had me wondering what kind of people we were associated with. 

“Would you prefer he had made them attractive, Colton?” Desmond grunted. “He wanted protection.”

Indie pointed at Jefron. “Do we leave him?”

“Yes. The Lifedisc suggests he needs several hours to recover.”

I glanced at the wounds in his legs, and saw they were already healing. “So the Rusa aren’t the only ones that can self-repair.”

“Not even close. Many of the Ministry of Realms had rapid healing genes. Once they could be extrapolated and added into the genetic coding, the races figured why not? They weren’t worried about over-population, not with access to the Ocean and the plethora of possible colony planets,” Des said. “Truthfully, it’s strange recalling this information. I hadn’t let myself think about the Ministry for so long, and now that we’re recovering them, it’s all flooding me with memories.”

I patted his shoulder and moved for the entrance to the tower. “Let’s see if it’s open.” 

It was locked.

Desmond turned into a puddle of viscous liquid, rolling under the tiny crack below the door. A moment later, he opened it from the inside. Desmond grabbed his clothes and shook them off. “Maybe I should have brought a backup set.”




____________




Alexander

Dicore




Alex hated this world with a passion, but it was a great training facility for the Xeno-inflicted soldiers to occupy. He walked the line, admiring the tenacity of the teams. All in black, they sweated in the bright sunlight as it burned into the red shale. 

“Again!” he shouted, and they began running, their legs and arms pumping quickly. They dashed the entire kilometer, then back. He checked the clock and smiled. “The best yet. We thought we’d peaked with the Angor, but we were wrong.”

The team was becoming faster, jumping higher, and fighting with more clarity. Practice really did make perfect. They’d lost some good people in the acquisition of the first Dread, but Alexander was determined to ensure these soldiers all survived.

The Meteor rose from the Dicore Colony, soaring through the skies to land five kilometers out at their training grounds. He hadn’t been expecting her so soon. They weren’t ready. 

The doors opened, and Amy Horowitz walked out. He groaned when he saw the man with her. Henry Davenport. 

Indie had murdered his son, under the compulsion of Director Ulison. In return, Henry had tried to screw humanity over, teaming with the wrong side in the Surial altercation. But Amy sought to use his particular skill set, and Alex was but a soldier, not a politician. He reminded himself that Henry was off limits as he approached with Earth’s temporary leader. Estelle Hart emerged from the Meteor, and Alex’s breath caught. 

He couldn’t do this. All he’d ever wanted was Indie, and now she was gone. 

“Alexander,” Estelle said before anyone else greeted him. 

Alex shook his hair, feeling self-conscious suddenly. “Sorry about my appearance.” He brushed a hand on his uniform, wiping shale off his chest. 

“You’re working hard,” Amy said. “It’s admirable. How are things progressing?”

“I sent you the updates as requested,” he told her. 

“I know, but we had business on Usothe, and I wanted to personally check in.” Amy glanced past him, watching the soldiers practice their training protocols. 

Alex noted something about her expression. “What is it really?” 

Henry cleared his throat and beckoned him closer with a finger. 

Alex didn’t budge. Henry eventually stepped toward him, keeping his voice low. “We’ve encountered something in the Ledon system.”

“Something?” 

“A ship,” Amy added. 

“What does that have to do with me?” he asked. 

“Krissa gave us a real Ocean Checkpoint, meaning we can utilize the River from Earth. We’ve sent scouts through, verifying the handful of options Krissa provided. Basically, we have transportation lanes to the Unity planets—”

“Ministry,” Henry corrected, and Amy paused, glaring at him. 

“Yes, Ministry planets. But there were a couple of others, ones she claimed might offer a colony planet for us. She’s been working tirelessly at searching for possible homes for future generations of humans as well as the Obos, Angor, Vezo, Rusa, etcetera…” 

That was news to Alex. “And there’s a vessel?”

Amy nodded, passing a tablet to him. “We picked this up.”

The footage was grainy, and he tried blocking the sun so he could see the screen better. The drone went close to the craft, and he quickly judged the immense size of it. “What is it doing?”

“Nothing as far as we can tell. It’s just… there.”

“And the planet?” Alex saw the green world beyond, and it seemed like a paradise, at least from space. 

“Preliminary signs indicate it’s compatible for most of our partners,” Amy said. “The rest of the Ministry have already expressed interest, but I want humans to be the first to set foot. It shows we’re committed to the cause and are willing to take charge. We need this, Alex, after years of oppression by Ulison.”

Alex almost spoke out against her plan but held back. Maybe she was right. Plus, his people were already growing tired of the endless training on this dusty shale-covered hell. A Stinger bellowed in the distance, and an alarm sounded from within the colony’s blue walls. 

“You better go inside,” he told them. “That’s a Queen.” He checked his tablet, seeing the location pinged from Gordon at his station in the tower. 

“What are you doing?” Amy asked. 

Alex smiled as his team assembled with their weapons. Some used lances, others the GR-952 heavy artillery. “My job.”

He dashed off, leaving them behind, and felt the wind on his face as he joined ten soldiers in formation. 

Alex was in the lead, and he grinned at Gabrielle beside him. She’d been quiet in the Angor facility, but since coming here, it was obvious she was the best soldier they had. Possibly even better than him. 

The Queen was where Gordon said she’d be, snuffling around the ground. Twenty of her children lingered in the area, and they were headed straight for the colony city. That wasn’t good. 

They could attempt to redirect her, but Taln had suggested it was more useful to shed their blood and remind others not to venture past the dead. The man had lived successfully off the land for his entire life, protecting his Rusa people and Dynast, so Alex believed in his creed. 

“Spread out!” he called, but the Xeno soldiers were already on it. 

He watched them with pride. Alexander had grown up with Xeno, thinking it would eventually kill him. He’d attended the support meetings, and the darkness had often crept in. Until he’d met Indie. 

Her betrayal still burned slightly, but he didn’t blame her for the deceit. That was all on Director Ulison. The Angor leader had shoved them into a facility in the cold north of Angor City, and refused to let them speak to their loved ones. All they had was each other, and their training. 

It paid off now as they surrounded the enemy, quickly killing the Stingers with minimal movements. The Queen was in a rage, and even she sensed her demise. Instead of fighting them, she started to run. 

Gabrielle chased after the Queen, but Alex shouted, stopping her. “Halt! We’re done here.”

“You’re letting her go?” Gabrielle stepped over a Stinger, grimacing at the end of its poison-infused tail. 

Alexander didn’t know what got into him. Perhaps it was the fact that Indie was on his mind, and it was something she’d do. Or that they had a mission and could finally test their limits. “She learned her lesson. Come. We have somewhere to be.”

An hour later, Alexander was in the quarters he and Indie had once occupied, and he sat on the bed, wishing he could talk to her again. He’d give her the time she needed. 

Alex folded a couple of uniforms, taking a printed picture of Indie and him on their wedding day. He smiled. Had they really been so young and happy? 

There was a knock on his door, and he opened it, finding Estelle. She looked good, like she’d put on a few pounds. Her face was less puffy, her eyes bright. “Alex.”

“Estelle.” He stepped aside, letting her in. She looked around, before clasping her hands together in front of her. 

“I’m sorry.”

“For what?” 

“That things didn’t work out,” she whispered.

So Indie had spoken to her mother about their failing marriage? “What did she say?”

“Nothing, dear. I could just tell.”

“I deserved it.” He sat again, clenching his jaw. “But I still have a right to be angry, don’t I?”

She nodded, taking the spot next to him. “You do, but Alex, it’s done with. The Angor have accepted their part in this mess. We have autonomy again. You’re in charge of our defenses, and we need you to focus.”

“Is that what this is? You were sent in here to see if I’m stable?” Alex asked. 

“They wanted to give it to Gabrielle,” she admitted, and he tensed. “But I told them it was a mistake. I said there was none stronger or more capable than Alexander Neiman, and even Davenport supported me. You have one shot. This is it.”

“If I don’t prove myself?” he muttered. 

“Then you’re off the team.”

This was all Alexander had. He couldn’t go to Usothe, he wasn’t Rusa, and Earth was no longer his home. “I won’t fail.” 

“I know you won’t.” Estelle hugged him and kissed his cheek. “Gather your things. You’re leaving.”
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EIGHT

Erion 551




The tower was dark. It felt like we’d entered a forbidden area, and I almost suggested we leave. The corridor was narrow, the ceiling low. I touched both sides when I stretched my arms wide. 

Indie and I had night vision, and we accessed it, seeing the glowing green outlines of the walls. Desmond claimed he didn’t require a visor. Another skill of a Qit’el. 

The light gave shape to the space, the walls curving up into an arch for the length of the hall. It bent just enough for us not to be able to see past a few feet. “The fog, then this? What’s with this place?” I asked, but no one answered. 

“Newton, we’ve entered the tower,” Indie reported back. “Will you keep an eye on the roof? We left Jefron there.”

“Will do, Miss Hart. We have visual.” Newton’s voice crackled with static.

“He was injured, but he’s going to be fine, don’t worry,” she said. 

“I was never concerned.”

“Let me go first,” Des said, taking the lead. He wasn’t armed, but I assumed he had a weapon somewhere on his person. 

The corridor ended abruptly, after a few minutes of silently stalking through it, and Desmond emerged from the archway. “Looks clear,” he whispered. 

The space was big, the ceiling height rising, but it continued with the sloped curvature. Across the room were three objects. 

A tree, bereft of leaves. The branches were white with green blotches, each smooth as if they’d been polished. A tripod sat beside it, an emblem carved into the wood adjoining the three legs. 

And lastly, a chair with six legs, three on either edge. The back of it was tall, rising twice the height of the lower half. 

For some reason, this staged environment sent shivers down my spine. We stood there in silence. 

“What are they?” Indie finally asked. 

Desmond glanced at me. “I have a bad feeling.”

“Why?” I asked. 

“I can’t explain it.” He rubbed his arms with his palms, and his breath shot out in a puff of mist. “It’s cold.”

I used my armored suit’s controls, investigating the temperature. “It’s nearing 0 centigrade.”

“Why’s it so freezing? It was humid and warm outside,” Indie said. 

Desmond glared at the object, his eyes narrowing. “I think they detected us. I’ve seen strange things, but nothing quite like this.” He dared to cross the room, reaching the tree. 

“Don’t touch it,” I warned. Pulses emerged from the trunk, a caution from my Rusa senses. I saw the same from the other two, adding to the mystery. 

Desmond’s fingertips lingered by the branches, but he didn’t come in contact with it. We studied the tripod, seeing the crude carving: a four-armed person, their face contorted. The smile was a single slash of a blade, making it all the more ominous. 

Lastly, the chair. “Maybe they need the extra legs for support. Is the figure in the picture a Blira?” I asked, knowing it didn’t match the description we’d heard earlier. 

“No. This is different. That’s a Cosna,” Des growled. “This is bad. We need to leave.”

“Leave? What about the Blira?” Indie demanded. “We didn’t come all this way to be scared off by some tacky décor.” She sat on the chair, and the lights intensified. My suit quickly reverted to normal vision, the visor dimming to accommodate. 

Desmond searched around frantically. “What have you done?”

“The Cosna probably lived here before the Blira came. I doubt Minister Zilgath cared too much about these things. He was too busy trying to hide from Drunal,” I said. 

Desmond flinched at his brother’s name, but recovered. “It’s possible. At least we can see now.”

We went to the exit, and I peered at the three mysterious pieces once again, questioning their purpose. 

The tower continued to underwhelm us. There were no signs of life within it; most of the halls and rooms were devoid of anything. 

“I wish we’d find an elevator,” Indie said after we climbed down another tight set of stairs. 

“This is better. We aren’t alerting anyone of our presence,” Des said. 

We did the same routine every floor and discovered that each story had the same set of objects. They were slightly different, the carving always crudely done, with various expressions on the Cosna’s face. Indie said they were getting worse, and by the tenth floor, she refused to look at it. 

“Where are they?” Des whispered. 

And we continued.

Eleven. Twelve. Fourteen. Twenty.

I leaned against the wall on the twenty-first story down from the tower’s top and sighed. “This is out of hand. Would you like me to hurry and get this over with?”

“No. Too dangerous.” Des glared at the tripod. 

“Dangerous? There’s just some stupid wooden artifacts and empty rooms,” I countered. “Let me go ahead.”

“Not going to happen, Colton.” Des led us to the twenty-second floor from the roof. 

His breath no longer cast out with each exhale, and we rushed to the display room, finding nothing where the tree, tripod, and chair had been placed on every other story. 

Desmond grinned, clapping his palms together. “Finally. Where are you, Zilgath?” 

We found the answer on one floor down. 

The bodies were stacked high, and I saw the temperature was well below freezing. The hairy creatures were clearly dead, their bodies covered in icicles. Every room was the same. By the time we reached ground level, we were confident that the entire race of Blira was deceased. 

The trio of artifacts was on the main level, emitting quick pulses only visible to me. 

“It was the Cosna,” Des said. “They did this.” One of the Blira was propped up on the chair, his eyes open, the visible part of his body blue. “It’s him. Minister Zilgath.”

“Is there any chance he’s alive beneath there?” Indie asked.

“I’m afraid not.” Des’ chin sank to his chest. “We didn’t make it in time.”

I stared at the alien, his entire body covered in fur. He had a snout like a canine, and a tiny pulse shone from his chest. “Wait, I think he’s alive.”

“How could he be?” Des asked. 

“Maybe the Cosna thought they’d killed them, but accidentally put them in cryo,” Indie suggested.

“Let’s bring him to the ship so we can find out.” Desmond glanced around. “What about the others?”

I checked to the best of my ability, but I didn’t find the life energy on anyone but Zilgath. “Nothing,” I admitted. 

Desmond carried the smaller man, frozen in his arms. Jefron was sitting up on the rooftop, his injuries all but healed. “You’re still here.”

“Did you think we’d abandon you?” 

“I felt the evil emanating from the building. I tried to enter, but it was too tight for someone of my stature,” he told us. “Is that the Minister?”

Desmond laid him down. “It is.”

“May I attempt something?” Jefron asked, kneeling at the frozen man’s side. 

“If it will help, be my guest.” 

Jefron began to chant, his voice rising and falling as words began to flow from his lips. “The heart beats, the flame heats. From these hands, I grant you life.” His palms glowed orange, and he pressed them onto Zilgath, the ice melting away instantly. 

The Minister sat upright, brushing his wet fur with a stubby hand. “By the Ministry, where am I?” He glanced around, seeing me with Indie, then at Desmond, who looked human, and to Jefron, the giant. He passed out again. 




____________




“Are you sure we should destroy it?” Jefron asked Desmond. 

“We’ve been thorough. They’re gone. Let’s give them a resting place,” Des replied. 

Minister Zilgath took a full day to recover, but he was on the bridge with us, his demeanor relaying his devastation. “The Cosna have sentenced themselves to a prolonged death. When we bring this slight to the Ministry…”

Desmond motioned for the short, furry man to sit, and he obliged, his whiskers twitching. “Minister, there’s something we need to discuss.”

“Go ahead. Though I don’t understand why you’re in charge here. What are you?” he asked. “Rusa?”

Desmond shook his head. “No, but I once was.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Perhaps it’s easier to show you.” Desmond morphed, his skin turning clear, his nose elongating. 

“Kivun?” Zilgath inquired. “Jefron, do you have anything to do with this?”

Desmond’s voice remained the same. “I’m a shapeshifter. The Ministry as you knew it is dead. We’re in the process of rebuilding. So far, we’ve only recovered the Elefa.” He gestured at Eel’a, who smiled at him. “And the Groscal.”

Jefron gave a slight bow. 

“We intended to add the Blira to that list, but you were intercepted beforehand,” Des said. 

“That’s it? We left our home because we were warned that the Ministry Wars were nearing their end. We never in a million years predicted it would actually happen,” Zilgath told us. 

“You’ve been gone for longer than that,” I said.

“It can’t be. I thought I’d be reunited with my brood. What remains of my home, Kivun?” 

“It was destroyed,” Des said. 

“Tell us what occurred, Minister,” Indie urged. 

“I’d rather fill you in after you’ve blown this entire tower up,” Zilgath said. 

“There’s nothing to salvage?” I asked. 

“Not unless you desire ancient Cosna death artifacts,” he responded. 

I recalled the trio of relics on each floor. “Not in the slightest.”

Newton guided their ship directly above it. “On your word, Desmond.”

He shifted to his regular form. “Now, Newton.”

The detonation rocked the lower section of their starship as the tower shattered and crumpled to the city below, barreling into the goblin nests. He released a second bomb, creating a crater where the city once stood. The fog dissipated, but quickly began to reform, covering the disaster area within minutes. 

Minister Zilgath stood up, walking to the viewscreen. “Grayzon told me to trust you, Kivun.”

“Desmond. Call me Des.”

“I listened to him, but you’re here telling me thousands of generations have passed, and that my people are extinct. Why is it you live on?”

“I cannot die,” Des admitted. “You’ve heard of the Qit’el?”

“I have,” he said. “In passing.”

“I’m one of them.”

“By the Ministry, can it be true? The Qit’el are but a sect of the race we call the Nogush,” Minister Zilgath said. 

We all fell silent; the only sound on the bridge was the faint buzzing of the engines. 

I watched for a reaction, but Des remained expressionless. “We can discuss this later. Finish your story, Zilgath.”

“Yes. We arrived on Erion 551 and found the tower. It was suitable for our mission and occupied it. There was no other means of protection, and this world had many predators. Ones that might have the ability to breach the exterior walls, so we made the Oikx.”

“Those goblin things?” Indie asked. 

“They are mindless, really. But they guarded us. We were about to build our rest chambers when the Cosna arrived. They broke in, and we weren’t prepared for them. They slowly took over each floor, setting their ruins up. By the time they got to us, the power had taken hold, and we were at their mercy. My people hid me on the lowest level while they froze. Only when the Cosna left, thinking me dead, did I opt to sit on the chair. I figured there might be a failsafe to defend the Cosna built into the wood. Somehow it worked, and allowed me to live, while the rest didn’t. I failed them. And the Ministry,” he said. 

“No, you didn’t. That was my fault. I let my brother trick me, but he’s gone now. We don’t have to worry about Drunal any longer,” Des explained. 

“But the Cosna? Do they persist?” Zilgath asked. 

“We found evidence from a few decades ago. They’ve endured.” Desmond seemed shattered by the news. 

“I wish to help.”

“I was hoping you’d say that. Now, tell me where Minister Grayzon was hiding,” Des said. 

Minister Zilgath smiled, his two front teeth sticking out like a rodent’s. “That, I can do.”




____________




Adley

Dynast City, Usothe




“I refuse to acknowledge that Aishau is real, or here to disrupt our plans,” Krissa told Tahil. 

“You’re saying I’m a liar?” Tahil seethed. 

“No, Advisor, I’m saying that you’re mistaken. You believe you’ve seen this woman before, when you were a child, but…”

“It was after your birth. Would you not call that an important moment in our people’s history?” Tahil asked. 

Adley felt like a third wheel, being included in Rusa business, but she stayed. 

Zeel Three was also there, his white robes concealing his disfigured Cepra body. He glanced at Adley, probably feeling similar to her. She smiled at him, and he touched the speaker hanging around his neck. 

Adley looked around Krissa’s office, appreciating the level of design. The desk was made from a local dark wood, carved by the people of Tibren. Art hung on her walls, five pieces from five different Rusa settlements that had been Called home to Usothe. Each group of Rusa they’d discovered was extremely unique, but they all had passion and ambition.

Krissa turned to her. “Adley, what do you think?”

“Me?” She pointed to her own chest. “It’s not my place…”

“Retell the events,” Krissa said. 

“We were watching Taln and Tiyana testing the Rusa, and she caught Tahil’s eye. She rushed off when she saw Tahil, and we lost her not long after,” Adley recalled. 

“I’ve asked the Ninth Dynast of Dicore about it, and she concurred with your findings. Tahil, can I have a moment?” 

He held the door open, and Adley started for it. “Sorry, I meant with Adley.”

Advisor Tahil huffed and exited. 

“Adley, can I count on you?” Krissa asked after they were alone.

“Sure. I mean, yes, Dynast.”

“This woman is here for a reason. She’s an omen of good or evil. In my case, my father took her presence as good luck. She actually spoke to him, and he passed on her message,” Krissa said. 

“Really? Then why are you giving Tahil such a hard time?”

“My father told me to keep her a secret; the message was for me personally, and no one else.”

“Then don’t…”

“I need someone in my corner. Aishau said: The Dynast shatters, but it’s rebuilt upon the ashes of the lost. The Rusa will once again reign over the Ocean. The Idlu will return. Take heed in this, young Dynast, and I will see you when the time is proper. With the Heir at your side, nothing can stop us.”

Krissa’s eyes filled with tears, and Adley knew there was something else behind the statement. 

“My mother died giving birth to me,” she said, wiping her cheeks. “Father believed Aishau could have saved her, but didn’t. He was so angry.”

“Do you know what it means?” Adley asked. 

“The Heir could be anyone. I’ve thought it might be Davon, my father’s clone. He completed his First Life so quickly. It’s unprecedented. Then Desmond suggested it could be Colton,” she said. 

“You’ve discussed this with Desmond?”

“Yes. And now you.”

“Not Colton?”

“No. Not yet.” Krissa moved to the window. Darkness surrounded the city, with a spattering of lights emitting from streetlights and homes. “He has enough to worry about, without adding in the possibility of being some Rusa reborn.”

“He’s already a hero,” Adley mumbled without thinking. 

Krissa smiled at her words and turned around. “Will you do something for me?”

“Anything?”

“Find her. She’s not a ghost. I shut down any outgoing starships, so she’s stuck here for the time being. I’ll give you a week.” Krissa motioned to the exit. 

Adley didn’t budge. “But where do I even start?”

“My father, Benedar Laross, thought she could shift, like Desmond,” Krissa told her. 

“That’s comforting,” Adley whispered. 

“Ask Tahil about the symbol. He remembers.” Krissa’s tablet beeped incessantly, and she rubbed her head. “This job is going to kill me.” And she was on the device, communicating with someone about another issue, this time with the water pumps. 

Adley found Tahil pacing the hall. “I’m in.”

“In what?” she asked, pretending she didn’t know what he was talking about. 

“I heard everything. I can help you,” Tahil said. 

“I didn’t ask for help.”

“She wore a necklace.” He held his tablet out, tapping the screen. A symbol appeared. There were three arrows pointed toward a center, with lines connecting the ends. 

“That’s it?” Adley asked, memorizing the shape. 

Tahil jogged after her. “What’s next?”

“I’m going to bed.”

“Bed? We have so much work to do!”

“I’ve been up since before dawn, and I can’t think when I’m tired,” she said, knowing she couldn’t get rid of him so easily. “Find me in the morning. If you get on my nerves, I’ll report you to the Dynast.”

Tahil smiled, reminding her of Colton. “Very well. It’s a deal.”

Adley took an elevator and headed to the street. Ten thousand people and a woman that could mirror anyone. What could possibly go wrong?
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NINE

Gethurn




We utilized the nearest Ocean access, heading for the planet Zilgath thought Minister Grayzon chose to wait out the Wars on. It took a couple of days from start to finish, but we used the down time to recover from our mission on Erion 551. The first night, I’d dreamt of the Cosna carving. The four-armed figure escaped the wooden tripod, growing to ten feet tall. It strangled me with the top two arms and shook my body with the other pair. 

I’d woken up drenched in sweat, and heard Indie at my door, calling my name. 

“You okay?” I’d asked, and I knew she wasn’t. It was the same look she’d given me after we watched our first found-footage horror movie, about some kids going missing in the forest. After a quick discussion, we realized we’d shared the same dream. 

The second night had been better, and now, Erion was but a distant memory as we approached Gethurn. 

“Desmond, we are being hailed,” Newton said. 

“There are people on planet!” Des bellowed. “Please, patch it through.”

The viewscreen shimmered, and a round being faced us, its long, droopy ears reminding me of a rabbit. That was where the similarities ended. His nose was two deep slits, his mouth a circular shape with sharp teeth. He spoke, but none of us understood the language. 

“Newton, any way to decipher that?” I asked him. 

Newton raised his hand over the dash. “He told us to hold our position. He asked if we were lost.”

“Lost, no.” Desmond stepped closer to the screen. “We’re searching for an old friend. Minister Grayzon.”

The man blinked and waved someone off camera down. Another of the beings came into sight, lowering as they whispered in grunts and guffaws. 

Newton continued to translate. “They inquire how you know that name.”

“Tell them he’s an old ally,” Des said, and the robot relayed the message. 

“They don’t understand. Grayzon is a city, not a person,” Newton translated. 

“No, he was a man.” Desmond held a hand to his waist. “About this tall. Black and white skin.”

“Wrong. It’s a city.” 

“May we have permission to visit? We’d like to discuss this further,” Des said. 

They seemed to come to an agreement after several minutes of debate. “You may come, but leave the starship where it is. Await our arrival.”

“Newton, don’t translate this.” Des turned to look at me. “Why don’t we leave everyone else on board? Less risk that way.”

“Sure,” I said. “Indie, you good to sit this one out?” 

She seemed surprised I asked. “Totally fine. Eel’a and I are teaching Zilgath to play cards.”

“I will join you,” Newton said.

“Good idea. Since we require you to speak to them,” I told him. 

“Perhaps they will allow me to record their history while we are here. It would be a great win.” Newton headed for the exit, and Indie took his position. 

“We’ll stay out of trouble. Promise me you’ll do the same.” Indie stared at me. 

“With Des, I can’t guarantee that. But we’ll try. Take care, everyone.” I went with Desmond and Newton, walking to the airlock where the locals were sending a transport ship to pick us up. “Newton, do I need my helmet?”

“Initial scans suggest not.” 

I left it, but put on my armor and brought my lance. 

“Expecting trouble?” Desmond asked. 

“Always.” I clipped the weapon on and squinted at Newton. “Did you do more modifications?”

His eyes were different, and I noticed his hands had changed. I reached for him, pulling on an artificial skin. It bounced back. 

“I am adjusting to fit in,” Newton said. “Or perhaps I should take on another form. Like the Groscal.”

“That’s all we need. A twenty-foot-tall robot clunking around,” Des muttered. “Looks like they’re here.”

A boxy ship arrived, with bright lights saturating the underside. It loitered near the airlock, and we waited as a blue beam pressed to our hull. The door opened without our command, indicating the locals had access to our ship’s controls. 

“Newton, should they be able to do that?” Des asked the robot.

“I had a firewall in place, but it appears they’ve countered it. I do not sense anything else under their control.”

“We’ll let it go.” Des utilized a screen on the wall. “Indie, maybe head farther out. I don’t want these guys capturing our vessel.”

“Understood,” she replied from the bridge. 

The tunnel connecting us to the transport was made of energy beams, and I hesitated. “Who wants to go first?”

“I will.” Newton stepped on it and continued until he was across. “It is secure.”

A moment later, Des and I were boarded, and our airlock hatch sealed tight again. 

“Hello?” I called, finding the interior devoid of inhabitants. 

It began moving on its own. Without a viewscreen or any ship controls, we were at their mercy. 

I attempted to reach Indie, but the connection had been broken. “Des, they cut us off.”

“I see that.” Desmond flipped a toothpick in his mouth. “Let’s give them the benefit of the doubt. Newton, could you tap into the system if necessary?”

“Yes. I believe I could.”

“Okay, then enjoy the ride.” Des sat on a white bench, leaning backwards. Within a minute, he was snoring. 

“How does he do it?” I whispered to myself. 

We landed shortly after, and I had to shake Desmond awake just in time for the doors to the transport to open. 

The being waited outside. I wasn’t certain, but I thought it might be the guy we’d spoken with. 

“Newton, offer him a greeting,” Des said. 

We watched the alien’s reaction as Newton translated. His face was unemotional. “Come with us.”

I exited the ship, examining the surroundings. Hundreds of tall structures poked into the sky, with long tunnels connecting them to one another. It resembled a hive, with red lights glowing at the lower sections. I couldn’t tell, but I thought I saw a bright green sphere between a couple of the buildings. 

“Where are we going?” I asked him. 

Newton relayed his speech. “You wished to visit Grayzon. You are here.”

“What’s your name?” Des was beside the round figure, standing a foot taller than him. He wore a loose-fitting robe, the hem settling just above the ground so you couldn’t see his feet. His hands were plump, the fingers thick like sausages. 

He appraised Desmond with surprisingly colorful eyes. They seemed to shift hues at every angle. “Gillal.”

We introduced ourselves, but he didn’t seem overly interested. He walked away, his steps slow and methodical. 

“Gillal, can we see Grayzon?”

“You’re seeing it,” he said. 

“Have your people always lived here?” Des asked. 

“Yes.”

This guy wasn’t very friendly. I tried to think of a way to change his perspective. “Have you heard of the Ministry of Realms?”

He stopped in his tracks and turned to face me. His ears rose an inch on either side. “What did you say?”

“The Ministry of Realms. Are you aware of it?” I continued. 

He glanced around nervously and motioned for us to follow him. We crossed the street, which was damp, despite no signs of rain in the area. I avoided a puddle and noticed people watching us from a window. Music wafted from down an alley, and I picked up the scent of cooking. He directed us there, and when I saw the spit, I lost my appetite. A giant rodent crackled over the flames, the singed fur blackened. 

We kept going and entered a building through a squeaky back door. Another local greeted Gillal, and they spoke quietly before the man stepped aside, lowering a greasy weapon. Something dripped from the end. The entire place was filled with a musty stench, almost acrid, and the walls were covered in a moldy residue. 

“Come.” He struggled up a set of stairs, and I had to hold the rail to not slip. 

“What is this?” I indicated a glob of gelatin melting on the step in front of me. 

Gillal smiled, the sight unseemly. “Exfoliation.” Newton peered up at me. “That is the closest word I could find for his meaning. I think they release a mucus from their pores. That’s why everything is damp.”

Desmond scowled but didn’t say a word. 

We came to the top of the stairwell, and Gillal held a door for us. Instead of finding a nasty room again, it was like we were in a different place altogether. The floor was clean and white, the walls decorated with abstract paintings. 

When we were inside, Gillal’s expression changed completely. “The Ministry of Realms. You have piqued my interest, strangers.”

“Why? What can you tell us?” Desmond asked slowly. 

“It’s in the files. I embellished earlier. The Vohmi were drifters, not willing to settle in one place for fear of persecution. We hail from a dangerous galaxy, where the Vohmi were not the apex predators you may assume we are.”

Des and I shared a look. “Go on,” he said. 

“We came here, with no intention of staying longer than… ten thousand years,” he said. “We discovered this city.”

“The entire thing?” I inquired. 

“Most of it existed, but we, of course, have altered it to suit our needs.” Gillal moved toward the far wall, leaving a trail of slime. “What we found the most interesting was the epicenter.”

Des joined him across the room. “Can you show us?”

“We are already lifting,” Gillal informed him. 

“I don’t feel anything,” I said.

“He is correct,” Newton interjected. “We’ve just stopped and are currently at one thousand, seven hundred feet of elevation.” 

Gillal waved a hand, and a rectangular display appeared. He poked at it, and the entire wall shimmered before turning transparent. I stepped closer, getting a view of the epicenter he spoke of. It was a sphere, rising halfway up the towers surrounding it. It blazed a mellow green. 

“What is that?” I asked. 

“That is Grayzon. We named the city after it. The epicenter is wise and has given us assistance. Defenses. Starship upgrades.” Gillal smiled, or that was what I thought he was doing. 

“Incredible,” Newton said, breaking from his translations. He let out a string of the Vohmi speech, and Gillal looked troubled. 

“What did you ask him?” I confronted the robot. 

“Only if I may connect with the epicenter.”

“And?”

“He denied my request.”

“Gillal, this will come as a shock, but I knew Minister Grayzon a long time ago. We were friends. I seek to rebuild the Ministry of Realms, so if there’s a part of my ally remaining in this… sphere, I must speak with him,” Des said. 

We waited as the words were translated, and Gillal’s ears drooped. “I’ve read about the Realms. A powerful bunch. They failed to survive. Why would you want to rebuild that? They were weak.”

“No, they were tricked. I can make up for it. Protect them. With the Ocean…”

Gillal perked up. “Did you say Ocean?” His attitude had completely transformed. “I’ve heard of this. I would like to use the River and be given access to the complete Ocean. For this, I will grant your request.” 

Des sighed. “I cannot oblige.”

“Then you will leave.” Gillal pointed at the exit. 

I stared at the sphere, wondering what kind of value sat within it. “It’s a deal.”

Desmond’s toothpick fell from his mouth. “What? Colton, you don’t have the power to authorize this.”

“Don’t I? Am I not the head of the Keepers?” I crossed my arms defiantly.

“Krissa will be furious,” he mumbled. 

“She’s always upset. What’s the difference?” I said. 

“Gillal, who speaks for your people?” Des asked. 

“The Commission.” 

“And they are?” 

“Twelve representatives. I am one.”

“Do you hold sway with them?”

“I can authorize access to the epicenter, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

Des waved me over. “Colton, this is tricky. What are the chances that Minister Grayzon left anything important in that sphere?”

“You tell me.”

Des mopped a hand down his face. “It’s imperative we know for certain. We’ve come all this way, traveled through a damned black hole. We can’t leave empty-handed. We’re running out of leads, and I don’t want to return home with my tail between my legs. I’ll leave the decision with you.”

“Me?”

“Yes. As you stated, you’re in charge of the security of the Rusa and the Ocean now. Do you trust these beings with something so valuable?”

“Gillal.” I went to his side, staring at the sphere. “We can offer a River checkpoint. It’ll connect you with Usothe and a select few other members of the Ministry. But you must remain peaceful. No harm will come to you; this is my personal guarantee. We will also have discussions with your Commission about you joining the Ministry.”

Des lifted an eyebrow but didn’t counter me. 

“What do you say?” I asked while Newton finished translating. 

“You have a deal.” He gripped my arm. I pulled away after a second, my entire bicep soaked with mucus. 

“A warning would have been nice,” I murmured, and wiped it clean. 

“I will guide you into Grayzon. Be cautioned it is a difficult experience,” he said, and the room began to lower toward ground level. 

We went outside, finding the rodent missing from the pit, the flames extinguished, and more people were in the streets, observing the newcomers. Word must have spread, because they lined the sidewalks, peering at us from well-lit windows. 

By the time we arrived at the base of the sphere, eleven other Vohmi were present.

“Let me guess, the Commission?” Des asked. 

I wondered how Gillal had communicated so quickly with the other members. They were a vast range of characters, some clearly female. I realized that not all Vohmi were as large as Gillal. The thinnest being gestured to a spot on the sphere and spoke in sloppy words. “Go into the epicenter but be cautious. One might become lost within.”

I glanced at Des. “What do you mean?”

“Grayzon has the power to keep those who visit. It is a rite, when our children come of age. They must enter, and only the worthiest are allowed to remain,” Gillal said. 

“You want your kids to stay?” I asked, suddenly sickened. 

“It is an honor. The city has taken care of us, and we reciprocate the action.” 

I gawked at the barrier, feeling the energy on the tip of my tongue. “Maybe we should reconsider. Send Newton.”

Des shook his head, squashing my hopes of that happening. “You can stay if you choose. I intend to find my old friend.” 

With that, Desmond stepped inside, vanishing from sight. 




____________




Alexander 

Manhattan, New York, Earth




Earth didn’t seem like the same planet he’d grown up on. Alex had spent most of his younger years in New York State, and thought about those moments before the Angor’s incursion. In his memory, the air was cleaner, the sun brighter. 

He recalled racing his brother around the track at their old middle school, and how mad Barry was when Alex finally beat him. Barry had succumbed to the pressure of the Angor, choosing drugs over anything else. He died before Alexander turned eighteen, never learning the truth about his Xeno. 

He wondered why he was rehashing his past. Alex wasn’t known for his sentimentality. 

He stared at the fountain in Central Park, the angel centering Bethesda Fountain replaced with an Angor. Beneath her were four human children. It was supposed to symbolize the alien’s protection over Earth’s inhabitants, but now it just angered Alex. 

“Someone should knock it down,” a voice said. 

He glanced over his shoulder, finding Gabrielle approaching. Her dark hair was pulled into a ponytail, and her brown eyes glowered with fury at the sight of the statue. 

“You’re right. Amy said they wanted it as a reminder,” Alex told her.

“A reminder that we weren’t strong enough to care for ourselves. I don’t think so.” Gabrielle unclasped her lance, bringing the arcing energy beam on. 

“What do you think you’re doing?” Alex bellowed, but she was already in the water. Dozens of people watched, and he saw a kid filming it with his tablet. 

Gabrielle jumped ten feet, landing on the disc, and she sliced the statue in half. The small crowd cheered as the Angor’s stone torso splashed into the fountain. Alex cursed and hopped into the water, thinking he would pull her off. More people arrived, encouraging Gabrielle to continue. Alex was invigorated by them, and he joined her, using his lance to destroy the remaining section. When it was done, they lingered atop the carved children, and the kid filming it shouted at them. “Who are you?”

Gabrielle stood close to him. “We’re the Defenders of Earth!” She thrust her lance into the air, and Alex did the same. 

“Don’t worry, son. No one is ever going to hurt us again,” Alex promised the boy. He was around the age Alexander had been when the Angor came. Now it was his turn to ensure they didn’t go through such a traumatic experience. 

Guards arrived from Unity Tower… Ministry Tower, he corrected himself, hands on their holsters. “What is going on?” the lead woman asked. 

“We’re taking back our city. Our planet. Tell Horowitz we don’t need reminders of the Angor’s oppression.” He tapped his temple. “We have enough of those.”

The guards didn’t try to intercept them as they departed, the crowd splitting for them to pass. 

When they were out of earshot, Gabrielle nodded at him, grinning. “That was kind of fun.”

He laughed. “I have to agree. You ready for this mission?”

“I was born ready.” 

Herazel was at their disposal, and Alexander couldn’t wait for them to finish their own vessel and not use the damned Angor’s leftovers, but it would have to do for the meantime. They took a ferry to the repurposed Barge, and Alex felt the wind on his cheeks. He inhaled the scent of the ocean and couldn’t shake the sense that he might never return to this city. 

The rest of the Defenders were waiting on board for their leaders, and Alex surprisingly found Dewi at the entrance. “What are you doing here?” he asked. 

Dewi shrugged, glancing at their wet pants. “I was part of the team, wasn’t I?”

He watched Desmond Locke’s daughter. Indie’s sister. Perhaps having her along would help bridge the gap between him and his wife. Plus, she was one hell of a soldier, and that wouldn’t hurt. “Glad to have you, Dewi.”

Gabrielle put an arm around the shorter girl. “I was wondering when you’d come to your senses.”

“Watching those Rusa babies was tougher than anything we’ll encounter in the field. Figured I’d let someone else feed them for a while,” Dewi said. 

“Let’s board. We have a ship to intercept,” Alex told them. Suddenly, his mood had slightly improved. 




____________




Indie Hart

Near Gethurn




“Do you miss them?” she asked Eel’a. The woman was fascinating, and her story was filled with remorse and hope. 

“We are not quite like the Letrin, confident we’ve been reborn, but it is similar. Our memories are accessed by our network.” The Elefa woman lifted her sleeve, showing the digital chip. “I recall every moment of my ancestors with heart-wrenching clarity.”

“Can you turn it off?” Indie asked. 

“No. Why would we?”

“Doesn’t it become overwhelming?” Indie couldn’t imagine having the memories of generations weighing on your mind. 

“You learn to accept it.” Eel’a was a beautiful creature, her eyes large, her body slight. She reminded Indie of a fairy from her childhood bedtime stories. But there was a darkness to her, a strength you wouldn’t catch at first glance. “What about you? How did you become the Rusa Caller?”

Indie laughed out loud. 

“What is so funny?”

“I grew up thinking I was human. With very flawed human parents. Then I became the Assistant Director, aiding the Angor in their attempt at killing off our population for the Surial. And now, I’m talking to a butterfly on a starship, discussing our history. And I’m not human, but half Rusa, half Qit’el.”

“Can you shapeshift?” Eel’a asked. 

The question was simple and harmless, but it still rankled Indie as she shook her head. 

“Have you tried?”

“Not really.”

“What’s stopping you?” Eel’a smiled. 

“I guess… I’m not sure I want to try.”

“And your sister. Can she?”

“She’s done small things, but nothing so dramatic as our father… Desmond.”

“He cares for you. I can tell,” Eel’a said. 

“I think so.” Indie didn’t remind the Elefa woman that he’d abandoned her, letting Indie lead the Surial Tracers away with Zeel Three. She could have easily died, and he’d done nothing to stop her.

“Why don’t you?” The woman’s clear wings buzzed behind her, and she rose to her feet, stepping toward Indie. 

“Don’t I what?”

“Transform.”

Indie cleared her throat, prepared to ask the Elefa to leave, but she was right. If Indie could shift, it would be an asset. She considered waiting for Desmond, but he’d never shown any interest in helping her tap into her Qit’el side. Actually, he’d done the opposite, saying that being a Caller was enough pressure, and to focus on finding those missing Rusa. “...Okay.”

“Perfect.” Eel’a sat at the table beside her and took her hands. “Now, concentrate. Attempt a simple transformation first.”

Indie had already seen her eyes alter to another color, so there was latent ability, but she chose to try something else. She held her palm to the table, staring at her finger. It turned clear and began stretching out, the nail growing longer with it. 

“I’m doing it!” she exclaimed. 

A shadow loomed over them from the doorway. Jefron stood watching them, and he seemed in disbelief. “You too?”

“I guess so,” she said. 

“I have news.” 

Indie’s sense of excitement evaporated with the simple phrase. “What is it?” 

“Your friends. They’ve vanished from Gethurn,” Jefron advised them. 

“What? How?”

“I don’t know. They were tagged, and Desmond told me to keep an eye on them, and a moment ago, the link disconnected.” The giant seemed unsettled. 

Indie stayed in the room, looking between the distinct aliens, wondering why she’d ever agreed to let the two most important men in her life head to the surface without her. 

“Where’s Miya?” she asked Jefron. 

“On the bridge. She’s sending messages, but no one’s responding.”

“Then we’ll pay them a visit.” Indie peered at her hand to find her finger returned to normal.
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TEN

The Epicenter




Whatever the sphere was, I didn’t feel in danger when we passed through the energy barrier. The ground was clear, but there was no end in sight, like it kept descending forever right in the middle of this strange city. I inhaled, finding the air thin yet breathable. 

Desmond walked beside me and frowned. “This is different.” His voice echoed across the massive void. The edges of the sphere rose around us, but the boundary was faint. 

Newton didn’t speak as he analyzed the epicenter. 

“Where to?” I asked.

Des pointed at something on the far side. “What’s that?”

Our steps reverberated, and I noticed that the distance between us and the sphere’s edge stretched out with each yard we traveled. Pretty soon, I couldn’t see the boundary, and the floor grew darker, as if it had been tinted. 

The air was heavier, almost humid. We kept walking until I saw the first tuft of grass sticking out of the ground. I knelt to see if it was organic. I plucked a piece, sniffing it. “Why is this here?”

“The entire place is an oddity. Perhaps this is a form of virtual reality?”

“Are you saying this isn’t actually real?” I held up the blade and dropped it. 

“It isn’t fake,” Newton said. “But I would suggest we are no longer in the middle of Grayzon City.”

“What makes you say that?” Des asked, and Newton gestured upwards. The sphere was gone. It had been replaced with a sea of stars. 

We looked down and were suddenly in the middle of a forest. “No wonder the Vohmi think it’s some sort of pilgrimage. Should we head back?”

“No. This is just the sort of thing the Minister would have done to throw anyone off his tracks. Come, let’s keep at it.” Des strode into the forest. 

Tiny black bugs hovered around us, and I shooed them away, spitting one from my mouth. Desmond stopped at a tree, touching the surface. I noticed the screen. “Ministry-issued.” His hand changed to that of Kivun’s, and he pressed his hoof-like appendage against the display. It glowed and flashed, revealing a diagram. Des returned his hand to normal and muttered under his breath. “Where are you, Minister?”

“This is a map,” I said. “I think the indicator is us.” I gestured at the red dot. Some distance away was a larger green marker. 

“Then we go there.” 

“Newton, can you memorize it?” I asked, and the robot placed a metal palm near the fixed tablet. 

“I have the knowledge.”

The terrain was rough, the brush so dense, we had to bypass numerous sections, adding to our time. I attempted to make contact with Miya and Indie again, but it was completely quiet. By now, they’d be worrying, and I hated that we’d left them without warning. We didn’t expect something like this. I thought it would be a simple trip into the sphere, and then we’d be on our way. 

“It’s nearby,” Newton proclaimed, and we came face to face with a crystal-clear body of water. The other side was a stone’s throw away. 

“This? What’s so special about a pond?” I asked, recalling Krissa buried beneath a lake on Dicore. Without saying more, I dove into the water, putting the armor’s shoulder lights on. I sank lower, realizing the pond was far deeper than I’d anticipated. I reached the bottom, finding a circular transportation Disc, like the ones the Groscals made on Nulit and Usothe. 

Desmond arrived above me and settled on the shiny metal object. Newton sank fast, his heavy feet touching down. Des smiled and pointed to another tablet. He used it, and the light shone from the display, making me squint in the otherwise dim underwater cavern. 

The Disc began to move, a vibration emitting from the edges. We ensured we were all present, and Des hit the button. We were transported.

Water dripped off my armor, pooling on a Disc, and I reached for my lance when I saw the pair watching us. One of them was short, maybe three feet high, with black and white skin, his uniform a dark gray. “By the Ministry, you’ve done it, Kivun.”

“How did you know it was me?” Des asked. 

“I was always aware you were of the Qit’el sect. It’s one of the reasons I brought you in,” the small-statured man said. 

Des wiped the water from his face. “Minister Grayzon. How did you survive this long?”

Grayzon smiled, his affection for Desmond obvious. “Son, we have a lot to discuss. Bring your…” He stopped and examined me. “The Keepers have returned?”

“Uhm, hi. My name’s Colton Beck… I’m…”

Desmond nodded. “He’s the one, Grayzon.”

They walked off, Grayzon’s counterpart trailing after them. 

“Wait, I’m the what? Hold on!” 

Neither of them answered my query, and we went outside, the Disc now inactive. We exited to the most miraculous sight I’d ever witnessed. Massive buildings sat perched on the edge of a waterfall, the drop at least five hundred meters. Twenty of the impressive structures lined the falls, each connected with raised wooden bridges. Drones floated through, and I ducked when a ship soared overhead, orange thrusters blanketing the midday sky. 

Desmond fell to his knees, bowing his head to the ground. “You did it, you magnificent bastard.”

“Let’s not get mean,” Grayzon joked. 

“He did what?” I asked. 

Newton surprisingly had the answer. “He must be referring to the fact that they’re on Albeod.”

“You know of it? Why didn’t you ever mention this?” Des was still on the path. 

“What’s Albeod?”

“It’s the birthplace of the Ocean. Where the Nogush were said to be born,” Des whispered. 

“I told you I knew where your home was.” 

“So it’s true? The Qit’el are Nogush?” Des asked. 

“I couldn’t tell anyone you were Nogush, now could I? Even you. If you let it get to your head…” Minister Grayzon had an easy way about him, and I could see why Des liked the guy. 

“If I’m home, then where are the others?” he asked. 

Minister Grayzon lost his smile. “I’m afraid they’re all gone, Desmond. It’s just you and your brother, as far as I’m aware.”

Des got to his feet, his gaze lingering on the stunning sight. “Drunal is dead.”

“I wish I could tell you I’m sorry,” Grayzon said. 

“Who else is here? I’ve tried to locate the Ministry members, but I failed on so many,” Des admitted. 

“Failed? You couldn’t find them, because I already have.” Minister Grazyon gestured to the nearest building. I saw an assortment of aliens, and Desmond raced off toward them. “The only ones I couldn’t retrieve were the Groscal and the Elefa.”

Desmond halted at the edge of the walkway, smiling at his friend. “Then it’s my turn to offer good news.”




____________




Albeod




After a few hours, I’d returned with our entire crew, asking Gillal to join us. Indie and Miya stared blankly at the assortment of Ministry races. We were occupying the top floor of one of the buildings overhanging the waterfall, and I paced the deck, letting the water spray me. I suddenly missed Krissa, and wished she was here taking in the sight with me. She would have loved this. 

“Anyone seen Des?” Miya asked. 

“Not since we arrived,” I told her. 

Eel’a and Jefron had left with him the moment we’d touched down, and whatever they were discussing, it clearly didn’t involve us. 

Indie jumped when someone floated from a platform, the slim body fluttering in the breeze. A tray followed behind, not touching anything but air, and it settled on the table near us.

“You must be a Hichea?” Miya asked it. 

The being nodded. It reminded me of a ghost, all pale, with only the faintest of features. It lifted without a word, heading to the platform, and it was off, leaving our group alone. But with refreshments. 

“This is incredible,” Indie whispered. “The Ministry remained intact after so many years.” 

“And on the Nogush home planet, of all places,” Miya said. “How does it feel, Indie?”

“To be here?”

“Your ancestors lived here,” Miya reminded her. 

Indie’s expression brightened. “I hadn’t thought of it.”

I eyeballed the appetizers. “Let’s see what that ghost gifted us.” I poked at the food, recognizing an assortment of baked goods and leafy greens. I poured three glasses of a thick beverage and handed one to each of them. We clinked cups and sipped the ultra-sweet drink. 

“That packs a punch,” Miya said, licking her lips. She was already going for seconds. 

A huge red star began lowering on the horizon, and we watched as it set, taking another half hour. The ocean below glowed pink, and sea creatures swam across the surface.

The wooden deck smelled fresh, like cedar in the rain. Everything about this place was… too good to be true. How had Minister Grayzon saved eighteen of the races, and managed to stay on this world for so long? Wouldn’t their population exceed their capacity? When I broached the subject, Miya shrugged. 

“I heard someone mention finding a place for the Groscal on the nearest continent, which suggests there are more people on the land. You didn’t think they were all here, did you?” Miya indicated the few buildings along the fall’s edge.

“Of course not. But it still makes me wonder…” Before I could finish my thought, Desmond returned with Newton. 

“Well?” he asked. 

“Well what?” I drank the rest of my beverage, appreciating it more with each sip. 

“What do you think?”

“I think we can stop looking for the Ministry,” I said. 

“That’s it?” Des came over, setting his hands on Indie’s shoulders. “I hope this isn’t too much for you, Indie.”

Indie looked uncomfortable with the notion. “It doesn’t feel like home, but it’s quite remarkable.”

“What did you guys discuss?” Miya prodded. She never minced words. 

“Minister Zilgath was thrilled to see more of his people.”

“The Blira are here?” I asked. 

“Yes. And thriving, really.” 

I pictured the strange tower on Erion 551 and tried to push it from my memory. “Good. Zilgath deserves it.”

“There’s something else,” Des said. I could tell he was anxious about the news. 

“Shoot,” I urged. 

“The Rusa have a colony.”

“The Rusa? Why didn’t they come home?” 

“They weren’t permitted to leave. Grayzon was protecting them from the outside,” Des said. 

“Can we visit them?” I asked. 

“I think that’s a great idea.” Des started to walk into the building. 

“Where are you going? The Rusa aren’t in the living room,” Miya joked. 

Desmond shot us a smirk from the entryway. “You’ll see.”

We followed him in, and I noted how everything had been finished with wood trim, matching the home’s exterior. He led us to an open-air living space and down a flight of stairs. Within the next room was a smaller Disc, like the Groscal portals. 

“These are used to move between the colony sites,” Des said. “Pretty clever, hey?”

Miya touched the control panel, smiling. “I’ll say. Makes things a lot easier. Did you ask if we can ‘borrow’ the technology?” She used finger quotes. 

“Not yet, but the Ministry has always been transparent with their advancements. That’s how it worked before.” Desmond used the monitor, scrolling through options in another language, and settled on a selection. “This is it. Are we ready to visit the Rusa?” 

Indie and Miya stepped on it first, and they vanished on the humming metallic disc. Desmond and I climbed up, and he stared at me. “Colton, you might hear Minister Grayzon mention the Keepers of old, and some ancient prophecy. Don’t let it concern you. You’re not in any danger.” And he pressed the icon. 




____________




Adley

Dynast City, Usothe




“This is quite the undertaking,” Edan said. “Are you certain it’s necessary?”

Adley studied the data, thinking this might actually work. “Yes. The Dynast has requested I sample everyone’s genetics. We’re trying to discover what caused the people on Tibren to lose their connection with the Rusa. And for various reasons, we need to see what differences there are between all the Rusa. We had over ten colonies merge into one, and that might bring with it a potential for viral mutations, illnesses, allergies even. We can’t risk the health of the Rusa, because—”

Edan lifted a hand. “I understand.”

Adley felt like she might have been over-explaining the situation, and stopped. The line was nearly done, with fifty helpers scanning the population. None of them seemed concerned by the interruption. There were Tibren Rusa talking with Dicore ones, and another man from the far reaches, claiming to have come from a water-logged world with a dying star. Adley was curious about the Rusa, and the trials and tribulations they’d endured over the ages. 

But for now, she was determined to locate Aishau in whatever form she was inhabiting. 

Tiya, the healer from Tibren, finished the final scan, and smiled at the woman as she closed the program. “We’re done, Adley.”

But she was only beginning. “Thank you for your participation. The Dynast appreciates it.”

“Why are you doing this?” Tiya asked. “You’re not Rusa, nor a doctor.”

“I’m a scientist. I just analyze data.” Adley hoped it was a good enough cover.

“I’m not one to question the Dynast’s orders.” Tiya handed the scanner to her. “They are compiled here.” She left with her team, heading west toward their offices. 

“Thank you, Edan. How are things going otherwise?” Adley inquired. 

“Fairly well. I’ve been honored to be named Guide, but that comes with a lot of responsibility.”

“It looks like you’re getting the hang of it,” Adley praised him, but could tell something was bothering him. “What is it?”

“We miss home,” he said. 

“Tibren? Weren’t you slaves?”

“Yes, but this is so much different. We have a city here.” He gestured at the towers surrounding them. “We’re not used to it. My people spent most of our days outdoors, cooking on firepits and mending clothing with fabric patches and needles. We have robots to clean. Unlimited options for outfits. Countless meals.”

“You make it sound like a burden,” Adley said, not quite grasping his complaint. 

Edan scratched his cheek, staring at the horizon. “Don’t get me wrong, we appreciate everything. I can see it in Taln and Tiyana’s eyes as well. It will just take some getting used to.” He packed up his belongings and hefted the bag over a shoulder. “Have a pleasant evening, Adley.”

She looked around, noting how quickly they’d cleaned everything up. She was alone in the square with the scanner as Taln approached her. 

His shirt had sweat and blood on it, but he seemed quite pleased with himself. “Hello, Adley.”

“Taln,” she said quietly, and pointed at his attire. “Rough day at the office?”

“Quite the opposite. We’ve found fifty Keepers.”

She lifted an eyebrow. “How many are your own people?”

“Only half,” he admitted. “The Rusa from Zuwea are merciless. They’ve taught me a few things about combat.”

“That’s interesting.” She’d met some of them. They’d come from a swampy planet, alleging to be the only living bipeds on the world, but there were dozens of predators constantly seeking food within their camps. Clearly, it helped them become exceptional warriors. “Maybe I can stop by this week to watch you train.”

“I’d like that,” he said softly. “How did your research go?”

“Truthfully?” 

He nodded. 

“I’m trying to find a needle in a haystack.”

“I thought this was for a Rusa genetic database,” he said. 

“It is… but Krissa asked me to track an ancient woman, perhaps not even a Rusa. Tahil claims to have seen her before.”

“Then he is mistaken. Maybe she just looks like…”

Adley shook her head. “They’re adamant her name is Aishau.”

Taln froze, his jaw clenching. “Come with me.”

Adley almost dropped the scanner when he tugged on her arm, and she yanked free. “What has you all worked up?”

“Tiyana needs to hear this.” 

They crossed the open courtyard, heading to the Dicore Tower where Taln and his Dynast resided. The trip was quick, and he refused to speak about this mysterious mission the entire time. 

When they reached the top floor, Tiyana opened the door, and it appeared as if she’d just showered. Her wet hair fell past her shoulders, and she wore a white robe. “Taln, what is it?” she asked. 

He motioned for Adley to enter. “Tell her.”

“Krissa asked me to find a woman named Aishau,” she said, not mincing words. 

“Shut the door.” Tiyana sat on the couch, and Taln took the chair beside Adley’s. “Explain yourself.”

“She’s been here. Krissa suggested she might appear for special moments in your history.” 

Taln nodded. “I think that the Rusa being collected on Usothe at the heart of the Ocean constitutes as that.”

“How do you know Aishau?” Adley asked Tiyana. 

“My grandmother. She told tales of her. It’s said she was present in the early days on Dicore, after we broke from the colony. So many generations had passed, the stories no longer made sense,” Tiyana said. Her expression was filled with sadness, maybe as a result of a faint memory of her grandmother. 

“Was there anything specific about Aishau?”

“Why did Krissa think she came with important moments?” Tiyana shifted in her seat, adjusting the tie on her robe. 

“Tahil saw her the day Krissa was born. Then again this week. I saw her too, if it helps any. It’s a time of celebration on Usothe. Both of those occasions are monumental.”

“That’s where you’re mistaken. Didn’t Krissa’s mother die on the birthing bed?” Taln asked. 

“I think so,” Adley whispered. “Are you saying…”

They nodded in unison. “Aishau may have killed Krissa’s mother.”

Adley’s mouth was suddenly dry, and she got up, finding a glass to fill with water. She drank deeply and set the cup down. “Then why is she here now?” 

“That’s what we need to find out,” Tiyana said, and Adley glanced at the scanner near the door. 

“Let’s go talk with Krissa and Tahil. Something awful is about to happen,” she suggested. 

Taln opened the door. “If it hasn’t already.”
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ELEVEN

The Rusa Colony, Albeod




Exiting the Disc house was an extremely bizarre experience. These Rusa were different, their skin pale, their ears slightly tipped. Their land was a topiary wonder, with massive leafy trees everywhere, homes built inside trunks, some high above in the boughs, two hundred feet in the air. 

A group of them were at a lakeside, swimming and goofing around, and I watched as they dove under, emerging a hundred meters away only seconds later. 

“Colton, look,” Indie whispered. 

A man stood by a tree trunk, and he bent his knees, jumping to land on a wooden platform near the treehouse. He seemed to do it effortlessly. I was capable of great things, but leaping that high from a standstill wasn’t one of them. 

Other Rusa sped by, almost invisible as they ran. 

“What is happening?” I muttered. 

“We found out what came of the Keepers,” Desmond said. 

“These are the Keepers?”

Des shook his head. “No, but they’re descended from them.”

A woman seemed to notice them, and she stalked over, her movements reminding me a bit of Krissa. “Hello.” She said nothing more. 

“Hi,” I told her, raising my hand in a small wave. “I’m Colton. How’s it going?”

She smiled, her teeth gleaming white. “Hello, Colton. You are Rusa.”

I nodded, and she looked at Miya. “What are you?”

“I’m … a human.”

The woman pinched Miya’s forearm, causing her to shriek. “I thought maybe you weren’t real.”

“That’s weird,” Miya mumbled. 

“And you…” She stared at Desmond, touching a finger to his chest. “You have an energy that is familiar. Did you live here once?”

Desmond shrugged. “Maybe. I’ve been told I am Nogush.”

She pulled her hand away as if he’d burned her. “Is it true?” 

Des tugged his moustache. “It is.”

She went to her knees. “We did not mean to desecrate your land, oh great one. We merely attempted to accommodate our people. On your word, we will disassemble our structures, and remove any remnants of the Rusa from your holy ground.”

Desmond helped her up. “That won’t be necessary. I am fond of the Rusa.”

She beamed, tears flowing down her cheeks. 

“Jeez, it’s just Desmond,” Miya mumbled. 

The woman had Miya in her grip a moment later, lifting Miya by the neck. “Do not dare speak ill of the Nogush!”

I was quick, but she moved aside, still clutching my friend. 

“Let her down!” Desmond shouted with more fury than I’d ever witnessed from him. 

Miya was set on the ground, and she rubbed her neck. Indie checked on her, and I stayed close to my friend, wishing I had my lance. 

“What is your name?” Des demanded.

“Ryleigh,” she stammered. “The Dynast of Albeod.”

Des expanded his height to ten feet, but in the same human form. He cast a shadow over this Ryleigh. “Never again touch any of my allies. You are not to harm anyone without just cause, do you comprehend?” His voice boomed through the area, drawing attention. 

Hundreds of Rusa appeared from all over the colony. Soon we were surrounded by thousands of them. 

Ryleigh’s mouth was open, a groan escaping. “I apologize, oh great one. I only meant to protect your…”

“Forget it. I can take care of myself. Always have, always will,” he said, shrinking to his usual size. “Are you prepared to host us? My friends and I would like a tour. Maybe from someone else.”

Ryleigh looked abashed, and she motioned to a man near her. He was older than most Rusa we had on Usothe, his hair white, his stubble matching it. He stared at me with piercing blue eyes. “Are you the one?”

“The one what?” I asked. 

“We’ll have time for that later,” Des interrupted.

Ryleigh cast her gaze at the ground. “This is Shaw. He will escort you.”

“We got off on the wrong foot,” I told her. “No hard feelings, Miya?”

Miya frowned but nodded after a moment. “Fine with me.”

“Then welcome to Garvin’s Grove,” she said, finally smiling again. 

“I’ve heard this name,” Des told her. 

“He was the founder of the Keepers, in the years before the Ministry Wars. We honor him,” Shaw informed us. “I will show you.”

We followed the pair through the gathered crowd as whispers floated around us. I didn’t catch any of the conversations, but they seemed elevated with a sense of excitement. Near the lake, a statue was erected, carved from a yellow-tinged crystal, the edges smooth and unsullied. 

When Shaw spoke, his voice was low and filled with reverie. “Garvin led us to the forefront, disbanding the Cosna and blocking them from entering the Ocean. We took a great loss, our numbers dwindled, and when the Ministry begged we abandon the War to protect them on Albeod, only Garvin remained behind to defend the Ocean himself.”

“How do you recall this?” Des asked him. 

“We’ve kept digital records. Minister Grayzon ensured that our history wasn’t missed. He has data on every race within the Realms,” Shaw said. 

“Wouldn’t Newton like to get his hands on that,” Miya told Indie. 

“Let’s go back for a moment,” I said. “And forget about the robot.”

“Robot?” Shaw looked puzzled. 

I ignored him. “The Cosna? Aren’t they still around?”

Shaw glared at me, then looked at Desmond. “Is he speaking the truth?”

Desmond reached for a fresh toothpick. “We think so. A Groscal ally found evidence of their existence.”

“They’re back,” Ryleigh said. “That means one thing. Garvin has returned.”

“Garvin? He’s been dead for, like, millions of years,” Miya reminded them. 

“Yes, but he’s been reborn.” Shaw studied the statue of their impressive leader, then peered at me. 

“No.” I laughed and stopped abruptly. “You can’t seriously think I have anything to do with Garvin? I’m just a clone.”

Ryleigh smiled in delight. “As was Garvin. Desmond, as a Nogush, should you not have taught your disciple?”

“Des, is there something you’d care to tell me?” I was hoping his reaction would quickly snuff out any notion that they were speaking the truth, but it only reaffirmed it. 

“Colton. We’ve been distracted, and I wasn’t positive… But considering your experience with the Vezo Rite of the Lost, you seeing Viola, and adding in the fact you found Krissa...” He was counting the comments on his fingers. “Not to mention, you saved me when Drunal and I were fighting. I think they’re right. Krissa named you the head of the Keepers for a reason.”

Ryleigh and Shaw gasped, and both knelt this time, the older man reaching for my boot. “We are not worthy to be in your presence, Heir.”

“Would you guys cut this out? Get up!” I yelled, but the rest of the city was following suit, dropping to their knees. 

“We welcome you, Heir. The people of Garvin’s Grove are at your disposal,” Ryleigh sang with a smile. 

“Don’t get too full of yourself, Colton.” Indie nudged me. “Remember that you used to wear pajamas with ducks on them.”




____________




Alexander

The Ledon System




Herazel exited the River, flowing past the bright nebula. The trek was instantaneous, unlike the Angor’s false checkpoints, and Alex was glad for it. There was nothing quite like flying through the void, unsure if you’d ever emerge on the opposite side. 

Gabrielle sat next to him, her uniform freshly pressed, her hair slicked with product. She seemed eager to be on this mission, but she also hadn’t lost her spouse. She’s not dead, Alex. At least you have that. He kept trying to reassure his mind there was still a future between him and Indie, but the longer they were apart, the more he doubted it. 

“Scanning for the ship,” Dewi said, occupying the pilot’s seat. 

“Good. Wake me up when there’s news.” Alex vacated the bridge, feeling suffocated. The system was huge, with fourteen planets, and their mission was simple. Investigate the stranded vessel and take analysis of the world. Building a colony city was on the top of the Ministry’s priority list, but Alex thought this objective was a waste of their energy. 

They were supposed to be Defenders fighting for Earth’s safety, not using the River to babysit a group of scientists on a basic recon task. Alex would have done anything Director Ulison asked of him, and it disturbed him that he couldn’t even take a simple order from Amy Horowitz without second-guessing her motives. 

“Maybe you truly are broken,” he muttered.

“Do you always talk to yourself?” The woman was gorgeous, and he tried to keep his composure. She had long curly black hair, and eyes like marbles. His gaze drifted to her necklace, and the strange symbol dangling from it. 

“It was nothing,” he said. 

She wore standard clothing: a pair of pants with a white blouse. Not the attire of his Defenders. “You’re with the science team?”

She smirked, her perfect dimples indenting. “Yes.”

“Shouldn’t you be preparing for our arrival?” 

“If we were close, I doubt our captain would be wandering the corridors, having a solo conversation.” The words sounded confrontational, but coming from her, it came across like a joke. 

“That’s true. Sorry if I was a little abrupt. I have a lot on my mind.” He extended his arm, offering his hand. “Alexander Neiman.”

“Aishau,” she said. 

He’d never heard a name quite like it, and sealed it into his memory banks, should they ever cross paths again. “It’s been a pleasure.”

“All mine.” Aishau walked off, hips swaying, and he did his best not to stare. 

“Get control of yourself,” he whispered. 

“Team Lead, we’ve encountered the ship,” Gabrielle said through his earpiece. 

“ETA?”

“Under an hour.”

“And the colony planet?” he asked. 

“Three hours.”

“Is the vessel moving?” 

“It’s not even emitting any electrical charges. It’s dead in … space.”

Alexander considered his options and elected to first check out the world. “Go to the colony. We’ll investigate the derelict vessel while the science team does their job.”

“Very well,” Gabrielle said. 

Alex continued his tour of the old Angor ship, wishing he was with Colton and his wife instead of minding this useless endeavor. 




____________




Garvin’s Grove, Albeod




“Not like that.” Shaw repositioned my arm, and I attempted the motion again. The weapon wasn’t quite the same as a lance, but the concept was similar. This parry was more successful, and I knocked the target askew. 

“Better. Keep working,” Shaw said. “Why haven’t you been trained?”

I didn’t let the comment hit. “I only learned I was Rusa a few months ago.”

Shaw set the butt of his halberd down and leaned on it. “Really? Why?”

“That’s a very long story.” These people wouldn’t be familiar with the Angor, or what had transpired on Earth. 

“Perhaps you can share it with me someday. But for now, we continue your training.” He gestured to the digital target. It floated around my head in an annoying fashion. “They mimic the Osichca, a relentless creature from the planet Nomma. It is said that Garvin once defeated an entire fleet of them, saving an entire city from annihilation.”

“Why do they think I’m this Garvin guy?” I asked him. 

Shaw stared at me. “Do you not agree?”

“I’m Colton Beck, from Fayetteville, Arkansas. I worked on a barge. I’m not special,” I whispered. 

“From the deference they give you, I’d suggest you’re mistaken.” Shaw altered the conditions, adding another five Osichca to the grounds. The arena was half the size of a football field, and Indie was on the opposite side, training with the Dynast, Ryleigh. She swung her lance with ease, making a real show of it. “She’s good,” Shaw added. 

“I know.” I moved into position, readying my electrical version of the halberd. Instead of a bladed axe at the end, it sparked with a flickering laser beam. The tip was spear-like, and it doubled as a pulse gun, which I thought showed real ingenuity. 

The digital Osichca were three feet wide, with four wings, and claws the size of my thumb. They circled me, buzzing in anticipation. 

“Are you ready?” Shaw asked. 

“Sure.” One of them barreled toward me and singed my clothing. “I thought they were fake!”

“What fun would that be?” Shaw laughed, and another ten opponents materialized. 

It was obvious that Shaw wasn’t going to let me off easily, and I wouldn’t accept defeat. I focused, feeling the weight of the halberd in my grip. The weapon had better balance than the lance, which now felt clunky in comparison. I studied the Osichca, trying to determine if they had a pattern. It appeared they did. Instead of waiting for another to attack, I jumped, kicking my left leg out. It smashed into one of the digital beings, causing it to blink off. 

“Very good,” Shaw said. 

I ignored him, shifting to the next winged beast. It rose higher, and I drew the spear back like a javelin. I stuck my tongue out and pitched it, nailing the Osichca in the chest. It vanished, and I dove, rolling to my feet, and caught the halberd. Without missing a beat, I swung it overhead and leapt, catching two opponents in the process. I went higher than I’d ever gone, and experienced a moment of apprehension as I realized I had to land. 

The Osichca were below, and I managed to slice through another on my way to the ground. I seemed to fall slower than gravity would allow, and landed softly as the rest of the four-winged creatures shot forward. 

This time, I stood my ground, jamming the spear’s end against the inside of my boot. I fired, tapping the button near the center of the halberd, and took out two as they dove, pulses vaporizing them. There were only five remaining. I let them chase me, and laughed, feeling free in that moment. I jumped, spinning midair, and slammed the electric axe into the nearest. A giant tree loomed at the edge of the field. I scaled the trunk, racing horizontally until I reached the top. 

There I made my final stand, on the thickest bough. Three flashed out, and I faced the last opponent, wielding the halberd as if it was an extension of my soul. I smirked as it attempted to strike me. It was far too slow. The Osichca vanished, and I stayed there, panting a few ragged breaths, before realizing where I was. 

When I peered at the training grounds, a hundred or so Rusa observed, none making a sound. 

I felt different, my fingertips buzzing with adrenaline, my toes practically on fire. I leapt from the excessive height, barely bending my knees to land near Shaw. Indie and Ryleigh were with him, and my old friend’s jaw was open. 

“How did you do that?” Indie asked, her expression almost fearful. 

Ryleigh came to me, touching my cheek. “Your eyes.”

I was still. 

“They’re white. Like the Keepers of old.” Shaw bowed. 

“Where did you learn to use a halberd?” Ryleigh asked. 

I gestured at Shaw. “Here. Just now.”

“Colton, I could barely kill an Osichca.” Indie patted the burn marks on her uniform. “You just decimated an entire squad of them.”

I glanced at Shaw. “I thought…”

“I apologize, Heir. I was merely playing a jest. No one has ever beaten the game on their first try. Some children take years before…” He didn’t make eye contact. “I guess we know now.”

“Know what?” Desmond asked, emerging from the growing crowd. 

Ryleigh dropped her weapon. “That he is Garvin, reincarnated.”

“Before you start to kneel or whatever, cut it out. I’m not who you think I am.” I noticed Desmond smirking. “What are you smiling for?” 

“No reason. It’s time we were leaving,” he said. 

“But we just got here.” The slight twinge in my neck from sleeping on our ship seemed to be gone. I offered Shaw his halberd. 

“You keep it, Heir. I am honored to have built that for you.” 

Indie caught up to me, coming close as we followed Desmond. “Are you all right?”

“I’m great.”

“Your eyes. They haven’t changed back,” she said, confirming my suspicion.

“It’s this place,” I told her. “I can’t explain it, but it’s filling me with something… energy I haven’t had in ages.”

“It’s Albeod,” Desmond said. “There’s a reason Grayzon chose this planet.”

“Other than it being empty, and once belonging to the gods?” I joked. 

“We’re not gods,” Desmond said. “The Nogush are just people… or were.” He glanced at Indie. “Now, we’re all that remains.”

“I doubt that. Look at the Rusa. You thought they were done for, and now we have thousands. Far more when you take Garvin’s Grove into account.” I paused at the edge of the field. Shaw and Ryleigh continued watching us. “Don’t they know it’s rude to stare?”

“They’ve been left to their own devices since the breaking of the Ministry, Colton. You saw them when we arrived. They have a good life.”

“Wouldn’t all of us be the same without responsibility or stresses?” Indie muttered. “What are we going to do with them?”

“Do with them?” Des asked. 

“They’re Rusa. Shouldn’t they come to Usothe?” She peered at the burn beneath her torn clothing. 

“It’ll heal,” Des reminded her. “Let’s get to the Falls and patch you up.”

Miya ran over when we walked toward the small Disc, grinning from ear to ear. A young man was with her, his muscular build barely contained in his jumpsuit. “Dell was showing me their central processing building. It’s incredible what they’re able to do with such a modest power source…” She stopped when her gaze met mine. “Colton, you forget your pupils on the training field?”

“Thanks for being you.” I hugged my friend, and she pushed me away.

“What’s gotten into you?” 

I noticed more of the Rusa surrounding us. “I think we should leave.”

“Between their obsession with Desmond and Colton, they might never let us go,” Indie said. 

Shaw and Ryleigh stalked over, the Dynast clearly struggling with their situation. “We apologize for upsetting you, Heir. We are from the Keepers’ stock. Please consider bringing us. We grow weary of Garvin’s Grove. We haven’t been allowed to leave.”

“Minister Grayzon keeps you here?” I asked.

“It’s not like that, Colton,” Des mumbled. “Don’t make this into something it’s not.”

“He only asked that we remain on Albeod until the proper moment,” Shaw said. 

“That time is now,” Ryleigh added. “The Heir has arrived. The Ministry of Realms can begin anew.”
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TWELVE

Adley

Dynast City, Uthose




“There’s not a single person that isn’t Rusa on this planet, besides me, Adam, and Zeel Three,” Adley said. “And the Groscal and Elefa, of course.”

Krissa scanned over the data. “That you tested.”

“Are you suggesting I was careless?”

“Nothing of the sort. How did you confirm…”

“The drones monitoring the skies are more than simple security measures. They catalogued every single Rusa by their biometrics. If we missed anyone, I would have known. Wherever Aishau is, it’s not Dynast City.”

“Who was the last ship to leave?” Krissa asked her. 

Adley brought up the records on her tablet. “Chief Ohru went with Leruf, then…” She flipped the results. “Amy. The dignitary from Earth was the last off our surface.”

“That’s where she went,” Krissa said. 

“How can you be sure?” 

“I locked down shortly after. She must have boarded beforehand.”

“If she’s as enchanted as you suggest, how do we know she’s not just gone? Poof.” Adley made a gesture with her fingers. 

“Could be. But I think we should follow up with Amy Horowitz. Do you mind sending her a message? Since you’re…”

“Human?” Adley asked. 

“Exactly. Amy’s been focused on Earth, and I can sense she’s being possessive,” Krissa said. 

“Our people were almost destroyed by the Surial. She’s only fighting to ensure something like that doesn’t happen again.”

“My people were destroyed by the Surial, so if anyone can understand how she feels, it’s me.”

“Have you spoken with Colton?” Adley asked after sending a note to Amy through the River network. 

Krissa stared blankly at her. “Pardon me?”

“Colton. About this tall. Thinks the world of you,” she kidded. 

Krissa shifted in her seat. “No, Colton has not been in contact with me, but I doubt he has the ability.”

Zeel Three’s feet cast a shadow under the door, and a gentle knock sounded. “Come in.”

The small Cepra hesitated when he saw Adley. It was always odd having the booming voice of Benedar Laross escaping his voice box. “Dynast, the person you requested has arrived.” 

Krissa’s expression changed, and she stood up quickly. “Adley, thanks for the information. Please inform me when you get a reply.”

In walked Kily from Tibren, and they exchanged greetings. 

Adley sensed the mood in the room shift, and she exited, closing the door behind her. That was strange. Kily was an intellectual and, from what Adley had heard, an excellent healer. It was rumored that she could speak with animals, or more concisely, subtly urge them to do what she wished. Adley wondered if the Tibren Rusa had evolved in alternate ways. Perhaps they’d developed new skills since their strength gene had become nullified. 

She met Adam on the main floor, gazing at a fountain in the courtyard. “What are you doing here?” she asked. “Don’t tell me you’re waiting for a meeting with the Dynast too.”

“No, I was escorting Kily.” He didn’t look well, his face pale.

“What’s wrong?” 

“I can’t say anything.”

Adley grabbed him by the collar, spinning him toward her. She didn’t know him that well, but she sure as hell wasn’t going to let him shut her out. “Adam, what do you know?”

“I shouldn’t—”

Adley pulled him closer. “If you don’t speak in the next five seconds, I’ll…”

Someone walked by, and she let him go. “Fine.” Adam walked to the fountain, sitting on the stone ledge. “She’s sick.”

“Krissa?”

“Yeah. She’s been complaining about some pain in her head, and the scanners showed nothing wrong. So she asked Kily to come, since she uses alternative measures,” Adam said. 

Adley watched the water splashing into the pool. “Why didn’t she say anything?”

“Because she wanted discretion. I should never have talked. Kily shouldn’t have told me.” Adam started pacing, and Adley had to calm him down. 

“It’s fine. I won’t break your trust. Just tell me if you learn more, would you?”

“Sure.”

“How are the kids?” Adley asked. 

This brightened his spirits. “They’re great. Skye is crawling, and Davon… now that kid can motor.”

“We’re lucky to have you.”

“I could say the same thing. It’s kind of strange being the only humans here, isn’t it?” 

“The Rusa are so normal. Feels no different really,” Adley said. 

Krissa and Kily emerged from the elevator together, with Zeel Three in tow. Kily linked arms with Adam and said their goodbyes, and Krissa motioned to a transport parked across the courtyard. “Care to join me?”

A moment ago, Krissa was dismissing her; now she was inviting Adley to fly. “Where are we going?”

“The Ocean,” Krissa whispered. 

“Then count me in.” 

“After you,” Zeel told her, and Adley climbed into the compact vessel. It was much like the version the Angor used, but modified to hold more people. They were proving useful as the city expanded. Adley was still unsure how things worked, or where the controls for the checkpoints were located. 

“Zeel, please proceed.” Krissa strapped in and stared out the window as they rose, ascending above Dynast Tower. Adley watched as the city shrank until the transport shot through the clouds. 

Usothe had a solitary moon, a satellite three-quarters the size of Earth’s. That seemed to be Zeel’s destination, and the transport flew to it, lowering near a building. A blue shield flickered as they passed by, sealing them into an artificial gravity. 

“Remarkable,” Adley whispered. 

“I haven’t shown a soul, other than Zeel,” Krissa said when he parked the vessel. 

“What changed?”

“I fear something might happen to me,” she said. “I want you to understand how to shut it off.”

Adley swallowed. “Turn the Ocean off?”

“There are ruthless forces, enemies of ours… of the Ministry’s. The Cosna among them. We cannot let anyone gain control of this.” Krissa exited, her boots clipping on the firm ground. Zeel scurried after her, his pink legs stomping quickly. 

“With the Keepers…”

“It’s too late. We do not have the numbers yet.”

“Desmond will find the Ministry,” Adley said with confidence. 

“Spectral Enza might come through, but we must be prepared.” Krissa walked across the lot, leading Adley to the building’s entrance. 

She peered up, seeing nothing but hundreds of Ocean access points, their bright lights a shimmering temptation. It was no wonder everyone was so caught up in the Ocean. It offered unlimited possibilities. But danger would always be present. 

Krissa stood by the doors while a scanner cloaked her body, temporarily making her invisible. Adley breathed a sigh of relief when she reappeared, and the entrance slid wide, awarding them passage. 

Adley halted when she stepped inside. The room was massive, with a single seat, and thousands of images on a sole display. It was curved, running the entire length of the wall and into the ceiling. The picture constantly shifted, showcasing different Ocean checkpoints. Aldey chose to be pragmatic, appraising things at face value. She believed in science over conjecture, but witnessing the control room for the entire Ocean made her feel small. Tears formed in her eyes as she walked in, and Krissa didn’t comment until she sat. 

“Don’t be ashamed. I did the same the first time I was here. I discovered it the week after we arrived. On Nulit, they were built into the Valley of the First. But here, they were more cautious.” Krissa touched the chair handle, and a holographic screen popped on to her right. She lifted her other hand, employing the glowing controls. “From this, I can modify any of the destinations. I can seal some while opening others. Or shut it all down.”

“How?” Adley asked. 

Krissa brought up a massive database. “I’ll show you.”

“What am I looking at?”

“These are the paths each of the accesses connects to. Tributaries, Rivers, Streams… they used countless names for them over the years, but each always links to the Ocean. There are twenty-four thousand options, and almost all lead to a world.”

“Twenty-four thousand,” Adley whispered. “We’ve barely scratched the surface.”

“It seems that way.”

“The Ministry had seven hundred.” Adley did the quick math. “That’s about three percent of the Ocean.”

“Yes. Another five percent was logged, but many have no information available,” Krissa said. 

“What connects to the Cosna?” Adley asked.

Krissa utilized the holographic display, going deeper. “This one.” The main screen focused on a single nebula, blurring the rest out as the image spread across the wall. 

“And it’s sealed? As Desmond suggested?”

Krissa frowned when the green light appeared. “It’s not closed.”

“Can you see when it changed?”

“Thirty-five years ago.”

“Like the Groscal feeds Jefron recorded.” 

“Seems so,” she said. 

“Who did it? I thought only you had the ability,” Adley told Krissa. 

“Zeel?” Krissa glanced at the Cepra. “Can we determine this?”

“I do not think so, Dynast. Only the royal blood could manage,” the Cepra said. 

“Perhaps there was a glitch.” Krissa typed, and the light turned red, but only temporarily. Soon it once again glowed green. “It’s been tampered with. This specific Ocean Checkpoint cannot be powered off.”

As if on cue, a single ship emerged from the vast nebula. Adley recognized the vessel from the images recorded on Kux, the Groscal home world. 

“The Cosna are here,” Krissa whispered. 




____________




The Falls, Albeod




The celebration was underway, with members of every old Ministry race in attendance. My eyes still hadn’t returned their pigment, and I wore sunglasses to hide that fact. It felt insincere to greet these people with them on, especially since the sun had set hours earlier, but no one commented on them. 

Miya and Dell had settled at the end of the table, with Shaw and Ryleigh next to them. I couldn’t seem to shake the Rusa leaders. No matter where I went, they were close by, and they didn’t even try to be subtle about it. 

Minister Zilgath, the hairy Bicru, and Minister Grayzon mingled with the rest of their peers at the front table. Desmond continued using his white-haired older man persona. They all called him Kivun regardless, and seemed to be interested in his Nogush ancestry. 

“Why do some of them think he’s Qit’el, and others Nogush?” I asked Indie. 

She poked at some ruby-red piece of food on her plate and dropped the fork. “I guess the Nogush had different sects, maybe like religions or political parties.”

“One race referred to the Nogush as devils,” Newton said. 

His use of the word sent shivers up my arms. “Des is no devil.”

“There’s nothing recorded that proves the Idlu created the Ocean, or life as we know it. I do not subscribe to this theory,” Newton advised us. 

“You’re just cranky because Grayzon won’t permit you to download his historical data,” I said. 

“Perhaps I am.” 

One of the Hichea observed me from an adjacent table, his eyes penetrating. He was semi-transparent, and his plate floated in front of him, the utensils too. I noticed the food was untouched. “What’s his problem?” 

Shaw shifted down, sliding across the bench, stopping next to Indie. “Heir, I want to apologize if we’ve seemed invasive. I’ve heard rumors of a possible attack tonight.”

“On whom?” I scooped up the last of a brothy soup, and when I looked up, Shaw was frowning. 

“You, Heir. It’s said that the second coming of Garvin is the beginning of the new Ministry, but there are factions on Albeod that don’t wish to change. We’ve created a life here, an existence of happiness with bountiful crops and endless fresh water. To them, it’s a paradise.”

“And to you?” I asked. 

“We also do not wish to leave,” he muttered. “Yet.”

“My presence is enough to aggravate them?” 

“It seems so.” Indie gritted her teeth, glancing around, and I could see what Shaw was suggesting. The celebratory mood had worn thin, and many of those remaining carried expressions full of anger. 

“I didn’t ask for any of this,” I told them. “I’ll ask Desmond if we can leave early. We can source an Ocean Checkpoint and—”

Shaw snapped a hand out, gripping my wrist. “That’s the problem, Heir. No one wants the Ocean. We can stay here forever, living amongst allies. That’s what they’re saying.”

I tugged free, and he seemed ashamed for touching me. “Then sit here and rot for all I care.” I stood up, and Desmond caught my eye. He shook his head and waved me over. “Excuse me.”

Indie came with me, leaving Miya and Newton with the other Rusa, and everyone had left the main table except for Zilgath, Desmond, and Grayzon. “Sit, Colton. Indie.” Des pointed across from them to the emptied bench. 

“I thought they’d want contact,” I told them before sitting. Indie had already obeyed, but I wasn’t in the mood for subservience. 

“We do, Colton.” Grayzon smiled. “Things have been consistent for generations, so the idea of change is not as easy for some as others.”

“Will you be joining the new Ministry?” I asked. 

“Yes, in a sense. There will be an option to stay. Otherwise, we will find new homes. It is an era for growth.” Grayzon spoke calmly, and I finally took my seat. 

Desmond seemed to ease up when I did. “Colton, I’m sorry I never talked to you about this before. I didn’t know many details on the Keepers, or this Garvin fellow. And I sure didn’t actually think you were the Heir.”

“And do you now?”

His eyes told me everything. He did. “It’s not that simple.”

“Sure it is. Either you think I’m the Heir to Garvin, or you don’t.”

Desmond’s eyes grew darker, and I wasn’t sure if he’d altered them or if it was a trick of the light. “Times are different. We’ve brought the Rusa back and have learned of a relentless enemy. Somehow Minister Grayzon managed to keep our Realms intact, and we have a chance at truly rebuilding. If the Cosna do threaten us, we’ll need assistance. The Keepers will require a leader.”

“And you’re saying that’s me,” I finished. 

“Of course, Colton. Did you see what you did out there today?” Indie asked. 

“There’s something else.” Desmond drummed his fingers. “Take off your glasses.”

I did. 

“Garvin’s eyes were white as well.”

I thought about the statue in Garvin’s Grove, and realized there had been no pupils. “Krissa’s eyes have turned white.”

“But they always return.”

“So if mine change back, can we end this foolishness?”

“Perhaps,” Des said. 

“I’m going to bed.” I replaced the glasses and waited as Indie joined me. 

“Are we leaving tomorrow?” Indie asked, and Desmond nodded. 

“We are. Eel’a and Jefron will stay.” Desmond peered at the thinning crowd and leaned closer. “I’ll keep eyes on your door tonight, Colton. Don’t be afraid.”

“Afraid? You seriously expect there to be trouble?” 

Minster Grayzon huffed, balefully watching the crowd. “If anyone so much as breathes on you, they’ll answer to me.”

I held back a retort. The guy was three feet tall and looked about as dangerous as a toddler. I also wanted to leave this planet with their stubborn attitudes and assumptions that I was their ancient Keeper’s heir. It wasn’t possible. 

Miya jumped from her seat as we passed, seemingly oblivious to the night’s events. We left the central building along the Falls that led to a wide wooden bridge near our quarters. I took a last peek at the waterfall, appreciating the glimmer of the moon and stars off the lake below. 

Miya went to her room after saying goodnight, and Indie and I stared at one another for a moment. “I think we should stick together,” she said. 

“Always.” I thrust my pinky out, and she intertwined hers into it. 

“That’s not quite what I meant. I want to stay with you,” she said, and I hesitated. 

“In my room?”

“I thought mine. Then we can hear if anyone goes into yours.”

“Good plan.” I wiped my palms on my pants, tossing my sunglasses onto the table. 

“It’s not weird, Colton. We’re just friends, and it’s for your safety,” she said, probably as much for herself as for me. 

I stared at the door to her bedroom like it might bite me. I almost heard Krissa’s voice, warning me to stop. But she was on Usothe, doing her thing with Tahil at her side, and if Shaw was right, it was better to be prepared for anything. 

Indie’s space was much larger than mine, and I commented on it. 

“What can I tell you? Desmond prefers me.” She unbuttoned her jacket and slung it over a chair. 

“I don’t blame him.” I sank into the plush seat next to her bed. “I can’t believe they’re so angry with me. I didn’t cause any of the issues with the Ministry.”

“I know, but it’s not much different than people being upset that we booted the Angor off Earth. There were entire factions of petitioners to bring them back, even after they learned the Angor were setting us up to die.” Indie plunked to her mattress and fell onto the blankets. 

“Maybe those people should move here and stop complaining,” I said. 

“What if you are Garvin’s Heir?”

I wondered if she was serious. “I’m not.”

“But think about it for a moment. There have been so many strange coincidences. And the fact that someone like Krissa would want you as her partner…”

“Low blow, Indie. Low blow.”

She smiled, scooting up to her pillows. “I feel like I’ve missed my entire youth.”

“So do I.”

“It was like… we were kids playing baseball, and now we’re here, on Albeod, with failed marriages, and engagements.”

I rubbed my eyes, wondering if they’d returned to normal. “Who are you commenting on in particular?”

“You and Krissa.”

“Oh. I don’t know if that’s happening,” I said. 

“Don’t. Just because she’s distracted doesn’t mean you’re not wanted.” 

I nodded slowly and turned when I heard the front door open. Soft footsteps. Then another bedroom door closing. “Desmond’s back.”

“Good,” she whispered. 

“At least the food was edible.” I tossed my jacket beside hers and stretched, which made me yawn. 

“It was.”

I started to lie on the chair, and Indie patted the bed. “Colton, sleep here. Don’t worry, I won’t accost you.”

Indie had let her hair down. She smiled slightly, and suddenly, it wasn’t her I was concerned with. “I’ll stay over the covers.”

“Suit yourself.” She used a control on the bedpost, and the lights turned off. Moonlight gleamed through the window, and the ever-present sound of the Falls blocked out any distant noises. 

I wondered what Krissa was doing, and if she missed me at all. 

Some time later, I awoke to Indie shaking my shoulders. I was about to speak when her palm pressed tight against my mouth. “Someone’s in your room,” she whispered. 




____________




Adley

The Ocean Control Base, Near Usothe




“I can’t reach the surface,” Adley said, starting to panic. 

“Zeel, keep trying.” Krissa zoomed on the vessel, and Adley noted strange symbols decorating the hull. They were etched into the dull gray metal finish. 

“As you wish, Dynast,” Zeel Three responded, and his pink fingers swarmed his tablet. 

“We should leave,” Adley told her, but Krissa seemed in a trance. 

“Why did they come? How did they know we were here?” Krissa asked out loud, but the question didn’t seem meant for Adley or the Cepra. She stepped closer to the screen, observing the Cosna ship as it ventured away from the Ocean Checkpoint. 

“Dynast, there is no connection. We are being blocked, likely by the newcomer,” Zeel advised. 

Adley ran to the transport and found the energy cell had been completely drained. “They set us up!”

Krissa paced, her movements fast. “Why?”

“It had to be someone on Usothe. They saw us leave and would have known which craft we boarded. The battery is dead. We’re not going anywhere,” Adley said. 

Krissa’s head snapped toward her. “Then we fight.” 

Adley yelped. “Fight? We don’t even have any weapons.”

Krissa flexed her hands. “I am a weapon.”

“Be that as it may, I think these guys will have more than fists to contend with.” Adley peered at the screen, watching in horror as the Cosna grew closer to the moon. 

“There has to be a way to stop them.” Krissa stopped her unyielding circling of the room and seemed to relax. “This might be good.”

“Good? How?” 

“No one actually knows what the Cosna are or where they come from. Maybe we can learn, bring the information back to the Ministry, and deal with them,” Krissa said. 

“Your big plan is to let them take us home?” Adley didn’t like that idea one bit. 

Zeel lowered his tablet. “It might work. If Krissa can find a weapon, we’ll steal the ship and head back. It won’t take long to muster an offensive, not with the rest of our allies on board. Leruf has a fleet ready to assist in any way, as do the others.”

Adley couldn’t believe she agreed with him. “Fine. Why did I come here?” she asked herself. “I could be in a penthouse in New York, or wandering the Dicore Colony with Willow. But no, I had to visit Usothe, all because some wild man made me fall in love with him.”

“Taln?” Krissa asked, and Adley realized she’d been speaking out loud. 

“Yes, the blasted warrior smells like leather, and that stupid impassive expression and square jaw…” Adley slumped her shoulders and continued watching the Cosna approach. The ship was much larger than she’d initially thought, maybe a quarter the size of the Angor starships, but it was flat and wide, making it tough to tell how many levels were on it. “We’re forgetting something.”

“What’s that?” Krissa asked. 

“They might not want you as a hostage. They may prefer to obliterate the Ocean,” Adley said. 

“Not likely.” Krissa gestured at the screen and the blurred-out access points surrounding the central display. “The Ocean has always been about control. The only being who meant to ruin it was Drunal, and he’s dead.”

“But what was his motivation? He spoke of a distant threat. Something so terrible that Drunal turned on his own Ministry of Realms when they denied his pleas. This is that threat,” Adley reminded her. “So if they don’t want to wreck this place, they might kill Zeel and me.”

Zeel looked uncomfortable. “She is correct, Dynast. But I will lay my life down for you.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Adley said, and heard how callous it sounded. “Not that I don’t like you, Krissa…”

“Silence,” Krissa barked. “I have to think.”

The Cosna vessel was directly above them. “How did it move so quickly?” Adley asked. It had traveled a thousand kilometers in the blink of an eye. The building they occupied rattled and shook, almost sending her to the floor. 

“They’re coming,” Zeel said. 

Krissa stood proudly, her white armor on, her lance noticeably missing. Zeel stayed on one side, Adley on another. Together they made the universe’s least likely protectors. 

They appeared ten feet away, a shimmering light fading to reveal the Cosna. 

Adley hadn’t known what to anticipate, but this wasn’t it. Nine feet tall with four big arms, two where you’d expect, the other two above the hips. Their faces were long, oversized mouths grinning maniacally. They were completely bald, and wearing dull gray clothing that seemed to offer no protection. She saw a marking on their belts, and wondered what the symbol denoted. 

It smelled pungent in the room, and Adley shielded her nose with the back of her hand. It was utterly silent as the two groups sized one another up. There were three of them, three of the Cosna. 

Krissa finally broke the stillness. “What do you want?”

“Dynast,” one of them said. He had an ugly scar on his brow. 

“I am the Dynast,” she said, standing tall. 

The Cosna stepped closer, their footsteps heavy. They assessed the Ocean control room with dark eyes. Adley retreated, unashamed to hide behind the much stronger Krissa. 

“Why are you here?” Krissa continued. 

“Dynast.” The same being spoke. He circled around them, heading to the chair. 

“I told you, I am—” She stopped when Scar touched the display pad. He focused on another Checkpoint, dragging a thick finger over the holographic switches. 

He grunted, and the others joined him, speaking in hushed tones. The language was crude to Adley’s ears. Together they figured out how to work it, and released one of the blocked accesses with the tap. The light changed from red to green, and they seemed pleased with their efforts. 

Scar turned and pointed at Krissa Laross. “Dynast.”

This time, Krissa didn’t respond. 

“Dynast. Come with us.” His voice was dusty, like a waking frog. 

Krissa seemed to hesitate, but she nodded in concession. “Will you promise to leave my people alone?”

The three Cosna glanced at each other. “Agree.”

“Then so be it.”

They shoved Adley and Zeel Three aside, knocking Adley to the floor. “What about us?”

Krissa was at the exit, being forced toward the spot they appeared at. “Bring my friends,” she urged. 

“No agree.” The Cosna began glowing, and a twinkling light enveloped the four of them. When it dimmed, Krissa and the aliens had vanished. 

“We must go after them,” Zeel said. 

Adley ran to the controls, making snapshots of everything she could with her tablet. “They’re using this new Checkpoint.”

The Cosna craft was gone in a flash, jumping from the moon to their destination. They entered the Ocean, the vessel disappearing within minutes. 

Adley had never felt so hopeless. "Zeel, we have to fix the transport ship and find help.”

“I concur. Let’s see about the repairs.”
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THIRTEEN

The Falls, Albeod




I rolled off the bed, silently rushing across the room. There were several voices arguing from the other side of the wall. I remembered that my halberd was in the living space, leaning behind the doorway. 

There was a muffled cry, and I recognized Miya’s voice shouting. “Put me down!” 

That did it. I kicked the door wide, flying from Indie’s quarters, and she was right behind me, her lance flickering in the dark. 

The assailants spread out, and I counted ten in total. More waited to intercept me. I wouldn’t give them the satisfaction. At the head of them was Dell, the Rusa Miya had been chatting with all night. 

His face contorted in anger, his mouth an angry sneer. “You don’t belong, you abomination.”

“I’ve been called worse by better,” I said, and that gave him pause while he considered my insult. The halberd was exactly where I’d left it, and they all had them as well. Most were Rusa, but there were a couple of Vicarsh holding guns. Their black and white skin was the same as Minister Grayzon’s, and I wondered if he’d directed this ambush. 

“You will die,” Dell said. 

“Not much of a talker.” I leapt over them and landed on a knee by the exit. I grabbed the halberd gifted by Shaw and flicked it on with my thumb. The light reflected in Dell’s eyes, and I didn’t think anyone had ever regarded me with such hostility, not even Tahil. 

Miya was still in one of the Rusa’s grip, and she bit him in the arm. He tossed her across the floor, and she crashed into Desmond as he arrived. Des caught her, setting her down, and bellowed in fury. “How dare you break into the house of a Nogush!?” He grew taller, and they shuddered in fear. 

“Don’t listen to him. Nogush are even worse atrocities than the Heir!” Dell cried, and his accomplices recovered. 

More of the Rusa entered the building, and it was getting a little crowded. I didn’t want to kill these people. The thought of ending the life of a Rusa made me sick. Indie must have been thinking the same thing, because her lance stayed firm at her side. 

“You don’t have to do this, Dell. We’re leaving,” I said. I was hoping to buy time. Maybe someone would come to their senses if we delayed the battle. 

“But you’ve already come, and that’s the problem. The Givers have been dreading this day forever,” Dell said. 

“The Givers?” I asked. 

“The Keepers were slaves to the Ministry, don’t you see that? They sacrificed their lives for the sake of the Ministers, not the Rusa,” he spat. 

“There are things you don’t understand, son,” Desmond said, his voice level again.

“You weren’t there, Kivun. I heard the stories. The Keepers were depleted when your brother destroyed everything. The Nogush are demons, and you prove it. The Givers will return the Ocean to the people. We should never have controlled it,” Dell preached. 

Maybe there was a semblance of truth to his convictions, but I wasn’t about to stand by while he harassed my friends. “Leave.”

He stared at me, his jaw clenched. “You’ll die, and Garvin will be forgotten. Then we’ll rule Usothe. We’ve heard the Rusa are little more than shells of their former selves, not even able to run or jump. They will be easy to rule. With me at the helm, as Premier Dynast.”

I snapped. How dare this fool think he could threaten me and my people? I kicked him in the chest, sending him flying out the door and onto the balcony overlooking the Falls. He seemed stunned by my actions, and when four more Rusa confronted me, I looped my halberd around, ending them all within seconds. 

The fight broke outside, and Desmond took on another form, the beast clawing at the assailants with giant paws. Indie held her own, fending off one Vicarsh before the other shot at her, making her lunge to the left. 

Miya stood on the roof, pulsing a GR-952 on the incoming Rusa. More rushed the building from the streets, and the entire place was surrounded. I guessed that a hundred had joined Dell’s gang. It was a pity, but I no longer felt the guilt surrounding their deaths. 

“Come on, old man,” Dell said, catching a powered-on halberd. 

“Me?” I pointed at my chest. “Old man?”

He pounced and knocked a knee into my stomach. He was fast, I gave him that. But I was faster. 

When I found my breath, I dropped to my back, easing the transition with the base of the spear. He tripped on me, and I kicked out, shooting him over the Falls. He sailed through the air, screaming the entire time. I turned to face another four Rusa. They were cautious after seeing how quickly I’d disposed of their leader. 

“Who’s next?” I taunted, and ducked as Miya pegged two of them off. “Thanks!”

The balcony was emptying out as Desmond chased after a large group, his shaggy white monster making more noise than causing real damage. Indie stood her ground, her lance raised with shaky arms. 

We gathered together, waiting to see if anyone else was dumb enough to attack the last known Nogush, his daughter, and me, the guy they claimed was this Heir of Garvin. Instead, Minister Grayzon and Zilgath arrived with Jefron and Eel’a. Newton exited our residences, watching us with glowing eyes. 

“Appreciate the help, Newton,” I muttered. 

“My calculations suggested you didn’t require any assistance,” he said. 

“Thanks… I guess.”

Des shrank, returning to his human form. “Why did you let this occur, Grayzon?” he demanded.

“Me? The Rusa business isn’t mine to control. Or are you insinuating I should force the Ministry to bend to my beliefs?”

Ryleigh and Shaw arrived; the man’s wrists were red and raw. He looked furious. “Where is he?”

“The kid? Dell?” I asked. 

Shaw nodded. “They tied us up. Can you believe it? Their own Dynast!”

“He’s down there.” Miya had climbed off the roof and joined us, gesturing at the lake. 

“Then I will confirm he’s dead.” Shaw ran to the edge of the balcony and dove off. 

“Colton, please forgive him. The Rusa are not bad. Dell was mistaken,” Ryleigh promised. 

“And the Givers? Is that a real thing?” Indie asked. Her lance was still on, and for a moment, all I could hear was the hum of its energy. 

Ryleigh dipped her chin. “We would never harm anyone.”

“Des, I think it’s best if these Rusa remain on Albeod. After this, Krissa won’t want them anywhere near our people,” I said. “If they eventually prove their loyalty, that might change.”

This seemed to bring a semblance of comfort to the local Dynast, and she stepped behind the pair of Ministers. 

“It’s time we depart,” Des said. “I came expecting to reunite the Ministry of Realms, but it appears that you’ve already saved them. You can keep your hold on the people, Grayzon. We’ll expand on our own.”

“But…” Grayzon started.

“But nothing. We’re leaving. Don’t expect any Ocean access at this point,” Des muttered.

Shaw returned, soaking wet, holding a second halberd. “He’s dead.”

I was anxious to get the hell off Albeod, and to see Krissa again. It was time to make the commitment, for the sake of our relationship and our people. 

I waited for the others to go, and waved Jefron over. “Are you staying?”

“Yes, Colton Beck. The Groscal will resume here,” he said. 

“As will the Elefa,” Eel’a told us. “Thank you for your kindness and hospitality.”

“Jefron, can we use the Disc to travel outside Usothe?” I asked him quietly. 

“Yes, you can connect. Would you like me to show you?” 

“I’d appreciate that.” The sooner we traveled home, the better. 

“I suggest you reconsider,” Zilgath said, and I ignored him while Jefron followed me into the building. 

“This is quite the conundrum,” Jefron said. “The Groscal never planned on choosing a side. I hope you understand. We do not know these partners—the Angor, the Vezo, Quall, or Pazil—nor the humans, other than your passing representation. We are not comfortable making this decision.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Des said, leading us to the compact Disc. We gathered in the room, and Jefron barely fit.

“Can you make the Disc inaccessible once we leave? The last thing I want is another Giver cult attack on our own soil,” I said. 

“It will be done.” Jefron manipulated the controls with ease. “No one can reach that Disc unless a Groscal is present. By the Mountains of Belosh, it has been a pleasure meeting you all.”

“Same here,” I said, and stepped aside while Miya and Indie said their goodbyes. 

Desmond smiled sadly. “It’s too bad this is our end.”

“We will meet again, Nogush. Perhaps you will find others like you.” 

“I doubt that, but thanks for the sentiment,” Des said. 

Jefron left, his booming steps shaking dust from the ceiling as he went outside. 

“Are we ready to go home?” Des looked at each of us, and we all nodded, with the exception of Newton. Des powered the Disc on, and we proceeded in pairs, with me going last since we had an odd number. 

When we emerged on Usothe, I took a moment to watch Dynast City from the outskirts, appreciating our home even more. Our tablets began chiming at the same moment, and Miya was the first to read the messages. 

She glanced at me, her color fading. “Colton, Krissa’s been kidnapped.”




____________ 




Alexander

The Ledon System




They’d dropped off the entire science team on planet a few hours prior, and worked their way within range of the odd derelict ship. 

“Are those symbols?” Alex asked when Dewi zoomed on the opposite hull. 

“Look to be,” Gabrielle said. “Are you recording?”

“Always,” Dewi answered. “I wonder if my dad knows what this is. Maybe we should delay, and check in…”

Alex cleared his throat. “We’ve been instructed to act discreetly. Earth needs a level of independence.” He had no desire to be out here any longer than absolutely necessary. The team on-planet claimed they’d only require one day to gather their samples, then it was home.

For some, that word held more of a meaning. Alex wasn’t certain what it meant to him. 

“Team ready?” Alex had suited up, his armor a part of his persona over the last decade. Without it, he felt too vulnerable, and maybe that was why he couldn’t make a go of it with Indie. When he was around her, he was pretending to be someone different, a version he no longer recognized.

“Everyone has reported in. They’re waiting for you, sir,” Gabrielle said, adding the title with a bit of a playful smile. 

“I’m coming,” Dewi said, relinquishing her seat to a man named Karl. Alex didn’t know him well, other than he used to be a Marine extraction pilot, and that gave him confidence in his abilities on this mission. 

“Fine.”

“You wouldn’t let me go,” Gabrielle hissed. 

“Someone has to defend Herazel,” Alex retorted. “Don’t worry, next time we have a boring walk on an alien ship, you can take it.”

Gabrielle stopped him near the bridge’s exit and grabbed his wrist. “Be careful.” He sensed more in her words than general concern for her superior. 

“Got it.” He was off, chasing after Dewi in the corridors that led to the hangar. His most trusted were there, and they included Lee, a five-foot-nothing man from Australia, and Vickie, the most soft-spoken woman he’d ever met. She had outstanding accuracy with the sniper version of the GR models in their entire defense system. Lastly was Otto, a large man with little to say. Unless he was using his fists; then he was extremely verbose. Despite their outward appearances, this was the best option for him to sneak onto a lifeless craft with as little disturbance as possible. 

“Dewi’s coming with us,” Alex told them. 

Otto nodded at them, and Vickie smiled. “Good.”

“I wouldn’t want to be stuck with these three by myself either,” Dewi kidded. 

“We’ve seen the briefing, but do you seriously think there’ll be anything dangerous on board?” Lee asked, his voice cracking. 

“We’re hoping not. Earth wants this system clear of any danger, and that includes ancient ships within range. Let’s move,” he said. Alex hopped into the Meteor, taking the pilot’s seat. This was where he was the most comfortable. If he wasn’t fighting in the field, speeding through space in this Angor fighter was the next best thing. 

Everyone strapped in, and Alex exited Herazel ready to investigate the vessel. When they were close, the hull spread apart, as if inviting them to enter. “I thought it was powered off,” Dewi said. 

“It was. There was nothing to indicate it had support systems activated.” Alex checked again and saw the same results. “Either there’s an error with the sensors or these guys are able to hide their emitters from us.”

“I’m guessing the second,” Lee whispered. “Do we land?”

Alex’s hand gripped the yoke, and he considered retreating to Herazel. “Yes. That’s exactly what we’re going to do.” 

He entered the hangar, passing through an invisible barrier. The energy readouts spiked on his dash, relaying immense volumes of power the moment he stepped in. He tapped the screen like it might be an error. “Dewi, what do you make of that?”

“Either this thing is rigged with some serious dark matter explosives or something else requires this much output.”

“Like what?” Vickie asked. 

Dewi shrugged, clipping her helmet on. “I don’t have the slightest idea.” She checked the charge of her gun and then flipped her shortened lance in her grip, snapping it in place.

“Prepare yourselves,” Alex ordered. “Everyone be alert.”

They copied Dewi’s motions, and Alex met them at the edge of the Meteor. He inhaled, hearing the echo in his earpiece. In his armor, Alex felt invincible, a force to be reckoned with. 

He faced the exit, his finger on the button to release the door, when someone tapped his shoulder. “Lee, if you had to use the washroom, you should have—”

“Before you step foot on that ship, you might want to hear this.” 

Alex spun, finding the mysterious woman from Herazel inches away. 

Dewi had her gun ready, and Alex moved quickly, his back hitting the doors. “What are you doing here? I thought you were with the science team.”

Aishau shook her head, smiling as if she’d just heard an amusing anecdote at a cocktail party. “You suggested that, and I merely went along with the ruse.” Her eyes changed color, her hair growing slightly longer. 

“What are you?” Alex croaked. 

“Why don’t you ask your friend here? Dewi, is it?” Aishau asked. 

“Why would I know?”

“Because I’m your aunt.” She stood next to the eighteen-year-old, putting her arm around her. “Can’t you see the resemblance?”




____________




Dynast City, Usothe




Tahil threw his lance against the wall, the weapon clanging loudly on the stone. 

“It’s not your fault,” I told him, but it kind of was. He’d let Krissa leave with Adley and Zeel Three without sending protection. 

“I should have ordered Taln to go with her.”

“You don’t order the Keepers. I do,” I reminded him. “And I have a feeling Krissa didn’t tell you where she was going most of the time, did she?”

“No. She’s so impetuous, always running off, like she did as a child.”

Des listened patiently. 

“Krissa had a plan, and it didn’t go well,” I said.

“Where is that blasted girl?” Tahil asked. 

“Adley?” Indie glanced out the window. “I think you’d better watch your tone with her. She’s done a lot for us, and everyone involved in this new Ministry. More than you.”

This appeared to strike a chord, and Tahil finally deflated, taking a seat. 

“There.” Indie pointed outside, where Adley and Zeel descended from their delay on the moon. 

“Tahil, if you so much as criticize her hair, I will kick you out,” I told him. 

The Advisor scoffed, lifting his chin in defiance. “You and what army?”

I removed my sunglasses, getting closer to his face. “I love a good challenge.”

Tahil broke my stare. “Whatever, Beck. All that matters is recovering our Dynast.”

“Des, why are you so quiet?” Indie gently prodded. 

“I shouldn’t have left her here,” he said. “I was so hung up on the Ministry, I forgot my primary duty was to her and the Rusa. I am her Spectral.”

“Now you understand how I feel,” Tahil muttered. 

I hated sitting and waiting. Krissa had been abducted by the Cosna, and I had to find her. I doubted Krissa needed someone to rescue her. She was the most capable and strong-willed woman in the universe, but I’d also witnessed the Cosna’s strange artifacts in that tower and seen the piles of deceased Blira remains. They weren’t to be taken lightly. 

Now that Krissa was gone, I realized how much had been left unsaid. I wanted to tell her I loved her, and that she was the woman I hoped to spend the rest of my days with. 

When Adley entered, she looked exhausted, with dark bags under her eyes, and Zeel didn’t seem any better. They shuffled in, both with an air of defeat surrounding them. Instead of reprimanding Adley, I assured her she didn’t do anything wrong, and that no one was angry with her. 

“I’m sorry,” she managed. 

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Des said. “Tell us everything.”

“We can do better,” Adley told him. “Zeel, play the video.”

He touched his voice module, and the screen across the room blinked on, showing the Cosna in the Ocean control bay. We observed their entire interaction, ending with their disappearance. Then the footage concluded. 

“Interesting.” Des reached for his moustache. 

“What?” I asked. 

“They agreed to leave her people alone. Does that mean Adley and Zeel, or the entire population?” He plunked into a seat. “You know which Checkpoint they took?”

“We do,” Adley agreed. “But I’m not in a hurry to see them again.”

“You said the ship was tampered with?” Tahil asked. 

Adley glanced at Zeel, who answered the question. “Yes, Advisor Tahil. There was proof of a power short. It took us a few hours to make the repair and reroute energy from the life-support function. We almost didn’t make it.”

No wonder they were so stressed out. 

“What are we waiting for?” Indie asked.

“We just returned to Usothe. We can’t all go rushing into danger. Someone has to stay here,” Des said. 

“If you expect me to leave the Dynast in the clutches of the Cosna, think again,” Tahil blurted. 

“Same with me,” I added. 

Miya was with Edan, contacting the other Ministry partners for support. I expected everyone would be eager to extract the Rusa Dynast, mostly because of her control over the Ocean. 

“You’re leaving me here?” Indie asked. 

“I’m afraid so,” Des told her. “Maybe you can work on your Calling ability. Have you researched the tablet any further?”

“When would I have found the time?”

“Now,” he said with a fatherly smile. 

Indie gawked at me, as if seeking my support, but I agreed with Desmond. “The fewer the better. Ensure that the fleets are prepared for our contact. When we need you, we’ll be in touch.”

“How?” Indie asked. 

Desmond slipped two objects from his pocket and offered one to his daughter. “Keep this on you.”

“How does it work?”

Desmond wrapped her hand around the tiny ball, and he did the same, closing his eyes. 

She almost jumped. “I could hear you!”

“That’s the point. I got these from Jefron, a gift bestowed by a great engineer. You try.”

Indie pressed her lids tight and smiled when Desmond nodded. “You couldn’t be more right.”

I didn’t ask what they were speaking about in private. “Then it’s settled. We’re leaving.”

I was tired, especially after zero sleep last night at the Falls, but I couldn’t let the Cosna get any farther ahead than they already were. 

“What vessel do we take? You left the Groscal ship on Albeod.”

“The Meteor. Director Ulison’s,” Des said. 

“We should probably build our own fleet,” I advised him. “One day.”

“That’s a discussion we can have with Nulgan of the Quall, and maybe Newton.”

“Where is he?” I peered around, forgetting that he hadn’t joined our meeting. 

“Who knows? We don’t have time to wait for a robot,” Tahil proclaimed. He brushed by Adley, not bothering to say goodbye. 

I stopped at the door, looking at Indie. I sensed something from her, a connection deeper than her ability to Call. She still loved me. 

“Good luck, Colton,” she whispered. 

I smiled at her. “You too. We’ll be back with Krissa. Mark my words.”

An hour or so passed, and I stared at the wonderous Ocean from the viewscreen on the black Meteor. There were so many of them, each attaching to a distant solar system. Desmond piloted the ship, guiding us to the one Adley had pinned. 

“This is it,” Des said. 

Tahil leaned his elbows on the dash, staring at the brightly-colored opening. “Let’s bring our Dynast home.”

Desmond propelled the Meteor forward with the lightest of thruster power. I worried I’d react again, but we emerged on the far side, me and the ship untouched. 

Everything was quiet. The dash chimed softly as the computer searched for signs of life. I glanced at the right edge of the screen, seeing a blue dwarf halfway across the system. Was this where the Cosna resided? 

“No vessels in the area,” Des said. “But we’re picking up readings of energy particulates. They passed through here.”

“Which way?” Tahil asked. 

“Unverified. We’ll have to search.” Desmond brought up a radar map, showing a 3D rendering of the entire system. Five planets, twenty-odd planetoids, and one thing the computer didn’t recognize.

I gestured at the strange icon. “What’s that?”

“How about we go find out?” Des kicked the thrusters on full and sped toward the mysterious blotch on the map.
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FOURTEEN

Alexander

Derelict Ship, Ledon System




“My aunt?” Dewi entered the bay, trailing after the unmasked woman. 

“I can’t believe he doesn’t remember me,” Aishau said. 

“Would you just hold on a minute?” Alex demanded, and the door to their ship slammed shut. They were on the enemy vessel, if that was what it was, and he had no control of the network. 

Otto raised his giant weapon, sweeping his scope across the bay. “No hostiles.”

Aishau didn’t wear armor, nor did she appear to be carrying a weapon, and she was having no issue breathing in their environment. Alex’s sensors indicated there was little in the way of oxygen or any other elements required to survive. 

She walked off, and Alexander ran to block her exit. “We’re not going another step until you explain yourself.”

Aishau smiled and laughed, her voice echoing through the alien hangar. It was only now that Alex noticed the row of ships lining the far wall. They were unique, smaller than most, and rounded, with a single thruster on the rear. 

“How can you be my aunt?” Dewi asked her. 

“Didn’t your father ever mention me?” 

Dewi shook her head. “He just recalled his brother.”

“Yes, Drunal was a piece of work, wasn’t he? They were lost on a routine vacation. Our parents never forgave themselves. I suppose Poro, the one you call Desmond, was very young. A baby, really.”

“And you?” Dewi urged. 

“I was what you’d expect of a teenager, constantly annoyed by the rambunctious boys.” She frowned, staring in the distance as if being overwhelmed by an early memory. 

“What are you doing here?” Alex asked. 

“Desmond has named himself a Spectral, and I acknowledge that. It wasn’t by chance he chose the title, for I am also a Spectral. But for another race.” Aishau waved a hand to display the empty ship. “They have been gone for ages, sealed away by the Cosna and their damned Star. I thought Krissa might be the one to save them, but I may have been mistaken. We need the Ocean.”

“The Ocean,” Alex whispered. “Krissa.”

“Precisely. I was present for her birth,” Aishau said. “She was precious, a tiny omen of greatness for the Rusa, who’d at that point lost everything about themselves. Hiding on an island, the fear of the Surial creeping down their necks. If they’d only known that Viola was in fact the leader of their generation’s Keepers, and that anything was possible if they’d used the Calling Stone to bring their people home… things could have been different. Instead, they delayed my chances at success because of their own inadequacies.”

Alex listened but didn’t fully comprehend. “You’re suggesting that Krissa was intended to free your people, but because of the Surial, and her being frozen on Dicore, they’re still captives?”

“Not captives so much as dormant.” Aishau laced her fingers together. “I believe we can save them and fulfill my destiny.”

Alex watched her, wondering if there was any truth to her words. “How can I trust you, when Drunal sought to destroy the Ocean?”

“Drunal was impetuous as a child, so I assume he was the same as an adult. He didn’t get his way, so it broke him. The Ministry Wars were disastrous, but they set us on the path we’re currently on.” 

“Why did you come on Herazel?” Dewi asked. “Why tell us, and not the Dynast… or your brother?”

“I’ve silently helped them for years, appearing when necessary. On Nulit, when Krissa was about to die before she really lived, I saved her. Then on Dicore. I’ve been ensuring her survival when her own Spectral couldn’t. If he has no idea I exist, he wouldn’t know that Krissa is the lynchpin to the return of the Idlu.”

Alex’s arm hair rose at the name, and he didn’t know why. “Okay, if this is all true, you still haven’t explained why you didn’t speak to her directly.”

“Have you ever done anything to change an outcome, without confronting the situation immediately?” Aishau asked him.

He thought about it. “Sure. I was in the tenth grade and hadn’t studied for my math exam. I pulled the fire alarm so I could have an extra day to prepare. I ended up with a B+, and I think my mom even took me for ice cream.”

“What would have happened if you’d asked the teacher for an extension?”

“He would have told me to pound sand. He was a real jerk,” Alex said. 

“He was worried about the entire class, not just you, Alex. That’s why I’ve circumvented Krissa and Desmond. They’re focused on the Rusa as a whole, and there is nothing that can remove them from their task. She must help me, but on her own terms,” Aishau suggested. 

“You’re trying to trick her,” Dewi said. 

“In a sense.”

Otto was near the exit, palm on the door. “Sir, I think you should see this.”

Alex stared at the strangely fascinating woman. “How do we fit in? Why bring us here? Because I’m now assuming it’s all your fault.”

“Very good, Alexander. This was the ship my brothers were lost on. My parents repaired it and sold it to a trader. It operated for hundreds of thousands of years, being passed from race to race, planet to planet, and now it sits, last modified by the very beings that captured the Dynast for Usothe,” she said. 

“Wait, what?” Dewi exclaimed. “She’s been taken?”

“Yes. And it’s up to us to meet her at the battleground,” Aishau said. 

“Who are they?” Alex asked. 

“Cosna. And they’ll do anything to ensure I fail at returning the Idlu to this universe,” she told them. “While saving my people in the process.”

Alex felt the floor shaking. “Okay, I’ll bite. What do we need to do?”

“First, they’re probably awake. So we must fight them.” Aishau lifted her arm, sending it forward in a chopping motion. The flesh and bone extended, forming a solid axe head. 

The door sprang open, and Otto was knocked aside by a giant four-armed monster. 




____________




Indie

Dynast City, Usothe




Indie was truly alone. Alexander had gone to Earth to lead the Defenders, and Colton was gone with Desmond. Even Dewi, her half-sister, had abandoned her to join Alex’s forces. She didn’t know where she belonged anymore. 

Indie considered leaving Usothe to visit her mother, but Desmond was right. She was the Rusa Caller, and someone was reaching out. It was her duty to see that through. 

Instead of worrying about the circumstances of others, she opened the tablet from Des and began to read. The ancient files regarding the Rusa were a compilation of poetry, songs, letters, and maps. Much of it was copies of actual paper documents, scanned or photographed and collected into a rudimentary timeline of her people. 

Her people. 

She didn’t really feel like a Rusa, or a Nogush. She felt like Indie Hart, a girl from Fayetteville. 

After a couple hours of reading, her eyes ached, and she set the device down. There was no information on Callers, just a few mentions of the Stone. 

“Where is the Stone?” she asked out loud. 

Drunal had had it with him, forcing Tahil to use the object. That meant it…

She recollected the moment she and Dewi connected with the puddle, as Drunal battled Desmond on the floor. Something had glimmered in the corner, near his robes. 

Indie reached for her tablet, ringing Miya. The blonde girl answered quickly. “Indie, what’s up?”

“I have to visit Nulit. Are you interested in joining me?” Indie didn’t want to go by herself. 

“Hell yeah. I’d love to see what the Angor are up to. Give me five?”

Indie laughed at the girl’s enthusiasm. “Sounds good.”

She ended the communication and gathered her things. 

She’d been ready for bed, but there was no chance of sleeping tonight, so she changed, opting for a pair of jeans and a black button-up blouse. Wearing real clothing reminded Indie of her old life in New York. 

She passed a mirror by the door and stopped to study her reflection. She concentrated, picturing Amy Horowitz, and closed her eyes. When she opened them, Indie was gone, replaced by her old friend. Indie pulled on her cheek; the skin real as ever. “No way.”

Desmond had warned her not to shift, but he did it all the time. Indie was about to try another form when someone knocked on her door. “Come in.”

Miya dropped her tablet, and it clanged to the floor. “Amy… have you seen Indie?”

“It’s me, Miya,” Indie said in her own voice, and Miya’s confusion compounded. 

“That’s cool.” Miya poked Indie in the arm. “Can you do me?”

Indie concentrated and shifted to herself. Everything on her tingled, like she’d shed a layer of skin. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. I haven’t practiced enough.”

“Does anyone else know?” Miya asked. 

“No.”

“Keep it that way. It might come in handy,” she said. “Why are we going to Nulit?”

“I forgot something there,” Indie said, walking from her quarters toward the elevator. 

Miya trailed after her. “Couldn’t you have them ship it here?” 

“Not this. It’s important.” 

The journey took several hours starting with securing a transport and then flying to the Ocean entrance for Nulit. Krissa kept certain lanes open, and that was one of the precious few. Indie could have flown to any of the Ministry member worlds, each having a connection, but she chose Nulit’s, and they appeared near the other Ocean control station.

Their dash lit up, and an Angor’s sing-songy voice carried through the speakers. “Identify yourselves.”

“It’s Indie Hart,” she said. 

There was a brief pause, then a familiar face emerged on screen. Administrator Volins was in uniform, like always, and he smiled at her. “Indie, what brings you to Nulit?”

She glanced at Miya. “I need to go to the Valley of the First.”

Miya’s mouth opened, but she didn’t speak. 

“Indie, you know Krissa made it off limits. I cannot authorize permission for this.”

“I’m not asking you to. Turn the tracking off and I’ll go myself,” she said. 

“Do you have the Dynast’s authorization?” Volins asked. 

Indie sealed her lips and inhaled through her nose. “Administrator, do you forget all that I did for the Angor? I was manipulated by the Director, and subsequently by every damned Angor I met. Wyla, Henil… you… I think you can turn a blind eye for once and let me have an hour in the Valley of the First. I promise you, I’m not doing anything wrong. I left something there.”

Volins replied in his own language, and Indie saw people behind him exiting the room. He leaned toward the camera. “I apologize for my part in the deception. We were doing what we thought best at the time, and that was obeying Director Ulison. We acknowledge this was wrong. Land in the Valley, and please hurry.”

“Thank you.” She ended the call and glanced at Miya. 

“Don’t even tell me. Life doesn’t have enough surprises,” Miya said. 

Indie lowered into Nulit’s atmosphere, targeting the location containing the Groscal Disc. 




____________




Location Unknown




The structure was massive, almost the size of a small planet. But it wasn’t a sphere, or any single shape. It was a conglomeration of hundreds of sections, each connected by tunnels. The moment I saw it, I wanted to go anywhere but there. 

“There’s no sign the ship with Krissa came in this direction,” Des said. “The sensors aren’t detecting any of the matching particulates.”

“Does that mean we just move on?” Tahil asked. 

Desmond stared at the screen, and I decided I needed to speak up. “Krissa came through the Checkpoint, and there’s no indication they brought her here. But this is the only lead we have, so it’s worth checking out.” 

“Good point. It’s clearly constructed by an advanced race,” Des said. 

“Are we picking up anything?” Tahil used the controls, sending drones away. 

We waited while they circled the giant station, and I sighed when the results scrolled down the dash. “There’s evidence of life.”

Desmond stood, his eyes widening in a eureka moment. “I know who built this!”

“How can you…”

“The Giko were one of our oldest members, but they refused to heed Minister Grayzon’s advice. Instead, they ventured off on their own, abandoning their planet in the days leading up to the Ministry Wars.”

“Are you suggesting that they developed this to house their entire population?” I asked. 

“Exactly.”

It was clear we couldn’t leave without investigating the space station, and I clipped my helmet on, tossing Tahil’s to him. “Let’s knock on the door.”

I imagined that the Giko had either died ages ago or abandoned the space station in favor of a hospitable planet. But the moment we came within a thousand kilometers, lights began to flicker on the hull. 

“Could be motion sensors,” Tahil said. 

“Maybe. I prefer to think optimistically,” Des mumbled. 

He flew the Meteor closer and activated the shields, drawing power from the interstellar drive in case the Giko favored weapons automation over first contact.

“This will have to do,” Des said, unable to find anything resembling a hangar or docking bay. 

“I guess they don’t get much company,” I whispered, staring at the giant black hull beside our ship. 

Desmond shot tethering spears; the tips exploded, clutching the exterior, and Tahil retracted them, dragging us to connect with the hull. With a few more commands, the Meteor pulsed out a sealed airlock, protecting us from the vacuum of space. When we were confident it had sealed and cycled, Desmond opened the Meteor, walking to the outer edge of the station. 

He supplied another tool, something stowed in the storage lockers, and flipped it on. A laser initiated, cutting into the hull. He managed to produce a hole within minutes and attached the device to it. It melted before creating a buzzing blue shield. “That seals the entryway, in case our ship falters or our connection is broken. We wouldn’t want to destroy an entire space station because of carelessness,” Des told us. 

Tahil regarded it with curiosity. He’d spent even less time on starships than me, since he’d grown up on Nulit with only the rare excursion from Batis Island. The entrance was barely big enough for us to fit through, like a small window, and Desmond motioned for me to go first. I’d modified the halberd to clip to my armor, and kept a handgun on my leg for good measure. 

“Whatever you see, we’re right behind you,” Des said. 

I ducked inside, landing across the hull. The room was dark, and my night-vision sprang on. A cubby was indented into the nearest wall, and my HUD alerted me of a living being in proximity. I crept over, while Tahil noisily followed. 

Whatever was in the cubby moved, and I grabbed Tahil. “Keep quiet,” I whispered into my helmet’s mic. 

“What is it?” he asked. 

Desmond arrived between us, and his smile was ominous in the green light. “The Giko are alive.”

The being sprang up, its stubby tail flipping behind it, rounded ears sticking straight out from the sides of an amphibian head. It began a flurry of incomprehensible dialogue. 

“Calm down, we’re not going to—” Desmond clutched his chest and dropped to the floor. I peered at the corner of the room, seeing the red beam strike Tahil. He fell next to Des. I rushed to evade the beam when my vision went dark. 

I woke some time later, with no comprehension of how long I’d been out. My helmet was off, and my tongue was thick, my throat dry. “Can I have some water?” I asked.

“Colton?” Desmond must have been behind me, and I tried to turn around, discovering I was bound tightly.

“I thought you knew these guys, Des,” I said. 

“If I’d expected they were alive, I would have reached out in a different fashion.” 

I heard something splatter on the ground, and a moment later, Desmond rose from a puddle near my feet. He pulled a blade from within his jacket on the floor and sliced my bonds. I staggered forward and he caught me, helping me lean on the wall. “We’ve been here for a couple of hours. No one’s come to see us,” he said. 

I rubbed my wrists and rolled my neck to work out the kinks. “Where’s Tahil?”

“Good question.” Des felt along the wall. “There must be an entrance somewhere.”

Footsteps approached, and Desmond paused. “I’ll have to do this the old way.” He shifted again, this time taking on the alien’s form. When he was finished, he looked like one of the Giko. “I haven’t spoken their tongue in ages. Let’s see if I can manage.” 

It was disconcerting hearing Desmond’s voice coming from this amphibian being. 

Someone banged on the wall, and a door opened, revealing a circular hatch. Light poured in from the hall beyond, and the Giko entered. A tiny drone floated with him, another of those red beams on my chest. I lifted my hands. “I won’t move. Don’t shoot me again.” I was a bit nauseous from whatever they’d tranquilized me with. 

The Giko spoke in quickly clipped-together words, and Desmond whispered along with them, as if trying to translate out loud. 

Des finally responded, his phrases sounding clunky even to my ears. 

“What did you tell him?” I asked. 

“That I’m a lost traveler, and that you two were my hired help,” Des whispered without moving his mouth. 

“Of course we are,” I said.

The Giko came closer, the drone doing the same. He poked me in the shoulder and grabbed my face, squishing my cheeks as he appraised me like a horse at auction. 

“He wants to know why I entered in his brother’s room, not the hangar,” Des said. 

“Tell him we got lost,” I suggested, and Des translated. 

The Giko stopped investigating me and seemed to relax. He turned and motioned for us to follow, and we stepped into the bright hallway. A pair of the Giko had Tahil near another hatch, and relief pulsed from the Rusa Advisor. 

“They’re taking us to their leader. Someone named the Highest. It’s their old title, so I’m pleased to hear that tradition survived.” Desmond spoke quietly, continuing in his Giko form. 

“Des, is that you?” Tahil asked while we slowly walked down the corridor. More of the Giko accompanied us in matching silver uniforms. The fabric crinkled like aluminum, and I noticed that most of the surfaces in the hall were reflective. 

“It’s me, Tahil.”

After maneuvering twenty corridors, I realized how immense this place was. They must have had alternate routes to the space station, but this gave us a chance to see who the Giko were on a personal level. 

One section had a clear wall, and hundreds of small tadpole-like creatures swam in a room filled with water. They watched us as we went by, tails fluttering behind them. Bubbles emerged from their mouths, and I wondered if they were related to the Giko. 

The Giko leading us stopped and grabbed Des’ arm, whispering to him. Desmond responded almost silently, and by now, there were dozens of Giko with our group. They started bouncing from foot to foot, their ears twitching as they made an odd shrill call with their throats. A sac protruded as they sang, the noise reverberating through the passageway. 

“The Highest will see us now,” Des softly mentioned. 

We stepped onto a lift, and only our guide joined us. It rose after a few clicks, and I felt the pressure in my head change. My sight became spotted for a second, and I noticed Tahil struggling as well. The air grew musty, and the walls dripped with damp green stains. It reminded me of the algae that grew on my dad’s old fish tank he kept at the store. 

The lift halted, and the lead Giko hopped off, landing on webbed feet. He splashed in the water, and I was careful not to slip on the slick surface. 

“This is the Highest?” I looked at something akin to a Giko, but half the size, and unclothed. 

“No. That is.” Des pointed across the room, and I saw a frog the size of a New York block.

OceanofPDF.com











FIFTEEN

Alexander

Derelict Ship, Ledon System




The Cosna were huge, but after killing the first one, Alex no longer feared them. He was angry with Aishau for not warning them until the last minute, but he couldn’t focus on that for the moment. All that mattered was survival. 

They broke past the doorway to the ship from the hangar, opting to block the hall rather than let the aliens flood the hangar. That was a quick way to lose a battle against an enemy you didn’t know anything about. What kind of weapons did they have? How many were on this ship? Alex had been trained to determine these types of answers before facing an adversary on the field, but today, he didn’t have that luxury. 

So he fought. 

Dewi was a force, her lance spinning and striking at the Cosna coming behind their group. Otto held the front line, tripping and blasting the Cosna as they attacked. The stragglers that managed to break past him were dealt with by Lee, and Vicki crouched, picking off the enemies down the hall. 

Aishau was the biggest surprise. She was fearless, slicing off opponents’ limbs with the weapon shaped out of her arm. 

Finally, after twenty Cosna were dealt with, the steady stream of challengers subsided. 

“Otto, are you okay?” Alex asked, checking on the big man. 

He was leaning against the wall, his head askew. When Alex got to his side, Otto slipped to the ground, and Alex saw the bloody hole in his stomach where a Cosna had managed to penetrate his armor. 

“They can pierce our protection?” he asked Aishau. 

She shrugged. “The Cosna can do many things.”

He slammed her into the wall with a push. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

“Would you have come?”

Alex paced the hall, and Lee held him back. “There might be more.”

“Oh, that’s undeniable,” Aishau said. 

“Then where are they?” Dewi demanded. 

“If you just saw twenty of your people die, would you send more or seek the advantage?” Aishau asked. 

Alex hated that she was right. He glanced at Otto, scowling because of his teammate’s death. He wasn’t going to let it be for nothing. 

He looked in both directions. “Where do we start?”

Aishau pursed her lips. “I’ve never been on board one of these.”

“Then stay out of the way,” he said, bumping past her. He proceeded in the opposite direction, and Dewi held the rear again, walking backwards in case more followed them. 

They encountered nothing for ten minutes, heading deeper and deeper within the ship. He tried to calculate the size, comparing it with Herazel, and determined they must have been nearing its middle. 

Alex was greeted by another door, this one ten feet tall with a crack down the center. He pried at it with his fingers, and it conceded, slipping to the left. He jogged down a series of steps, entering a round room. In the center were dozens of tubes filled with a blue-tinged liquid. 

“There’s something inside,” Dewi said. 

Alex cringed, but walked to the nearest, sticking his nose closer. A body moved within the tube, and a hand pressed to the glass. 

It looked human. Or Rusa. “What are they?”

“Clones,” Aishau whispered. “I didn’t expect them here.”

“Of whom? Why would they want Rusa clones?” Dewi asked. 

Alex knocked on the tube, and the liquid thrashed. A face appeared, eyes closed, and Alex couldn’t believe what he saw. 

“It’s her. The Dynast,” he managed to croak out. 

“No. It’s not,” Aishau said. 

Alex watched the clone, seeing she was right. This resembled Krissa, but younger, maybe Dewi’s age. 

The ship rumbled, and the lights dimmed before going bright again. “Something’s happening,” Lee said. 

“I can’t connect with Herazel,” Vicki added. 

Aishau smirked. “Looks like we’ve done it.”

“Done what?” Alex asked. He attempted to contact Gabrielle on board Herazel, but the comm didn’t activate. 

“The Cosna are taking us.” Aishau walked through the room, touching various tubes. More people stirred within them. 

Alexander Neiman wished he’d stayed far away from this mission. “Where?”

“To my home,” she said, and the derelict ship began to move. 




____________




Indie Hart

Valley of the First




It was just as they remembered it; only Krissa had modified the entrance so anyone with Rusa blood could enter. Indie went inside with Miya, staring at the Ocean controls before heading past to the Groscal chambers, where the Disc sat idly. 

It seemed like a thousand years had passed since she and Dewi had used it to help their estranged father stop Drunal, rather than only a few months. Indie wasn’t the same person. She’d hoped to find more clarity in the time following all the revelations about her lineage, but it had been quite the opposite. 

“You’re certain you want to do this?” Miya asked. 

“Yes. I need the Calling Stone.” Indie had changed into Defender armor. Krissa had demanded she not wear the white Rusa version, and she’d complied. Maybe one day Krissa would finally see her as an ally, rather than competition. 

Miya looked comfortable in her black jacket and jeans, but Indie didn’t think that was suitable for what they were about to do. She scoured the lockers, trying to find an alternative. “If you’d have told me where we were going, I could have dressed appropriately,” Miya said. 

“Here.” Indie found an old set of armor, one from the reign of the First Dynast on Nulit, when they’d been sent there in the years after the Ministry’s demise. It was clean, and probably made for a young student, judging by the petite size. 

Miya tried it on, grinning. “It’s perfect for me.” The white armor clipped together with ease, the centuries of disuse doing nothing to hinder its effectiveness. 

With Miya protected, Indie was more comfortable using the Disc. Before, she and Dewi had dove headfirst into the battle, but now, she wanted to be smarter about her decisions. She powered the display on, seeing the options for the Disc’s destinations. “What else could we find?” Miya asked. 

“Let’s not worry about that. I don’t think we need to consider traveling elsewhere.” Indie recalled the settings, and ensured they remained the same. “Ready?”

The Disc’s edges glowed as the border spun. Miya jumped on it with her. “Yes.”

Indie sent them from Nulit—to another place.

The chamber was empty, quiet. She jumped off, helping Miya down, and rushed to the spot where Desmond and Drunal had attempted to consume one another. 

The robes were there, and she picked them up, causing something to clatter on the stone floor. 

“It’s beautiful,” Miya said. 

The last time Indie had seen it, she’d been with the man she thought was Pol, only it had been Drunal posing as a Rusa. She touched it, not expecting anything to happen, but it instantly shone with an azure light. 

Indie was filled with visions. 

Rusa in black armor, fighting through hordes of demons. 

A crown bestowed on a man with no pupils. 

The Ocean forming, Checkpoints blinking into existence. 

A being a hundred feet tall, with a golden cloak, rocks floating around him. She stared at him, seeing his eyes were gilded as well. 

And the images faded. 

“Indie?” Miya’s voice was a whisper, a gentle notion on a breeze. 

She sank deeper into the Stone. 

Shining crystals. Moonlight. Indie had witnessed this before, from the woman trying to contact her. She clung to the memory, searching for the Rusa. She was the Caller, amplified with the possession of the Stone. 

“Where are you?” Indie released it. “I want to help.”

I fear you’re too late. We are few. 

Indie refused to give up. “Is there a Disc nearby?”

A Disc? I don’t understand. 

“What about a Checkpoint?” Indie begged. 

What is that?

“I can’t be of assistance if you don’t…”

A Disc! The woman’s voice was elevated in her mind. I’ve seen such a thing, but not here. That was before they placed us in stasis.

“Were there markings on it?” Indie asked. 

Markings… yes. I remember. A circle. Three lines. Maybe arrows.

Indie sensed she was close. “I think this may work. Where are you? From the city?”

I cannot tell you. We woke here, trapped below ground.

“I’m coming.”

Indie lost the connection as she tried to relay a final message. 

She blinked her eyes open, fluttering them as Miya came into focus. “Indie?” Her younger friend looked terrified. “What happened?”

“I found them. Or I’m very close.” Indie moved, and her head swam from the effort. She let the Calling Stone slip from her grip, and her balance instantly improved. Something about the woman’s comments stayed with her. “Arrows.”

Miya helped her to her feet. “What? Are you feeling okay?”

Indie scoured the Disc’s control screen, finding exactly what she was searching for. Her fingernail rapped on the display. “Adley mentioned something before we separated. Aishau from Tahil’s childhood memory was wearing a pendant on her necklace, and it was shaped like this.”

Miya grinned. “Now we’re getting somewhere. What does it mean?”

“I have no idea, but I doubt it’s a coincidence she’s shown up again, and now I’m speaking to someone trapped on a world with the same image as their Disc marker.” Indie hit the button, making the Disc power on. 

“We can’t just go,” Miya said. “Shouldn’t we tell Krissa?”

“They’re scared. I doubt they have long. I promised her I’d go. If you want to return to the Valley of the First, I’ll accept that, but I’m not joining you,” Indie said. “I’ve waited for years to fulfill my destiny. I don’t expect you to understand.”

“Like hell I don’t. I’ve been an outsider my entire life. Parents that couldn’t care for me. Friends that talked behind my back. I’m here because I want to be useful. To make a difference. Count me in.” 

“Thank you,” Indie said, knowing full well Miya wouldn’t, with a clean conscience, let her do this alone. 

“It’s going to be tough. She said the Disc is in the City of Ghosts.” Indie almost smiled at Miya’s reaction. 

She wiped the look of horror off her face and nodded. “Why not visit a city full of ghosts? Let’s do this.”

Indie and Miya stepped on the circular platform together. 




____________




Giko Space Station




Just when I thought my life couldn’t get any weirder, I encountered the leader of the Giko. He had to be ten thousand pounds, his fleshy bits hanging off his bones like loose clothing. His body was covered in warts bigger than me, and I almost lost it when his tongue shot out, snatching an insect from midair. 

Desmond was in his Giko form, though not wearing the matching silver uniforms.

“This might help.” Desmond tapped his watch to my armor, and my earpiece clicked. He spoke in the Giko tongue, but I heard the conversation in English. It was quite useful. He did the same with Tahil, who nodded in appreciation. “Oh, Highest One, I have news for you.”

“Speak or you will be dinner.” His enormous eyes moved, each pupil looking in a different direction. 

“I come from the Ministry of Realms,” Des said. 

The Highest made a gurgling noise, a wing stuck in his wide mouth. “The Ministry?”

“Yes. The Giko were once a great member of the Realms. Do you recall?”

“Of course I do. My ancestors instilled us with the Memories.”

“Then you know how important it is to—”

“I know that it painted a target on our backs. We left. Now we are here. All is well.” The Highest snapped his tongue at another massive bug and missed. He licked his lips and waited for Des to continue. 

“This is well? Living in a space station in the middle of nowhere?”

“Come to me.” The Giko offered a hand, and sweat fell to the floor, creating a pool. 

“I’d rather not, your Highest…”

“Come!” 

Des glanced at us and started forward. The Highest seized him so quickly, I hadn’t seen his arm move. He clutched Desmond right to his face, both eyes aimed at the Nogush man. He sniffed at Des through his slit nostrils, and his ears twitched. I thought how frogs didn’t have visible ears, then realized how impossible everything I’d seen was. 

It was amazing how easily the brain could adapt to new surroundings. Twenty years ago, I wouldn’t have believed in aliens. Then they came to Earth and occupied it. Now I was on a station, staring at a revered amphibian who was ready to bite my friend’s head off. 

Tahil shifted on his heels, his fingers grazing his lance. 

“You are not Giko.” He still held on to Des, while the man morphed into another form. Kivun. 

“I was Kivun, known to the Highest of my era. We were friends, you might say. As close as a Biczu and a Giko could be.”

He released Desmond to the floor. “I have the Memories. What is your message?”

“You recall the Rusa?” Des asked. 

The Highest’s attitude changed for the better. “Yes, the Keepers were respected in the early eras. Until they failed.”

“The Rusa outlasted most of us, but they forgot their path. I sought to help them, to keep them safe, but we were bested. I… We’ve returned them to their position, and are attempting to rebuild the Ministry, but have encountered resistance.”

“Who else endured?” the Highest asked. 

Desmond advised him of the twenty, including the Groscal, Elefa, Hichea, Blira, and Vicarsh. 

“The Ministers? Are they alive?”

“Two. We can name others,” Des said. 

Giko nodded, his skin slapping against skin. “It will be done. I ask to be appointed. What do you need, Kivun?”

“We seek a vessel that traveled past here. It holds the Dynast.”

“The Dynast? I would have had her for dinner.”

I cleared my throat. 

“Not to eat, but to share a meal.” He seized another bug with his tongue. It crunched loudly in his chambers. 

“She wasn’t on vacation. Krissa Laross was taken by the Cosna.”

The Highest stopped chewing. “What are they doing?”

“I was hoping you’d know,” Des said. 

“The Cosna were thorns in my people’s warts. I do wonder if this is related to the Idlu.”

“Idlu,” Des whispered in English. “What about them? They’re gone.”

“No,” he said. “The Idlu are merely hibernating.”

Desmond seemed lost, his knobby Biczu hands flexing like he didn’t know what to do with them. 

“You were asking about a ship? We mark everything that passes by.” 

“Then you know where it is?” Des asked him. 

The Highest bellowed, and one of the normal-sized Giko entered, offering Desmond a glowing sphere. “This will show you the way.”

“Thank you, Highest.”

“Where are you hailing from? I’d like to join this Ministry. Perhaps you are correct, and we should not be suffocating on a space station. What a joy to jump in a slough, catch my meals in the wild…” He gazed at the ceiling in wonder. 

Des returned to his normal self and ushered us out. “Let’s go, gentlemen. The Highest is linking to his Memories.”

I glanced at the frog, his massive tongue drooped to the floor, his pupils crossed. 

Des hefted the prize in his hands, shoving it at me. “This will take us to Krissa. Don’t drop it.”

“Maybe you should let me handle it,” Tahil said. 

“Not on your life.” I watched the pulsing light, indicating the kidnapper’s vessel, move away from the space station on the sphere, and couldn’t wait to get on the road. 

We were back in the Meteor after a lengthy walk, and the Giko were no longer hostile to us. They stared at our group with a bit of deference, clearly confused how a Giko had walked in, and Desmond had come out. He didn’t offer any explanation and informed them of our departure. 

Once we flew from the hull, we saw the entire station come to life, bright yellow thrusters kicking on from the far edge. It moved slowly, but ever closer to the Ocean access. 

“They’re going to go nuts when these guys show up at Usothe,” I told Des.

“Yes, but we got what we wanted.” Des piloted the Meteor away. He stared at the sphere and asked me to place it on the dash. I found what appeared to be an Angor cup holder, and it settled in nicely, giving Desmond a view of the blinking icon denoting Krissa’s captors. 

“Isn’t it moving faster than our limits?” Tahil asked. 

“Yes,” Des said, “but it has to stop eventually. Rest up, boys.”

I hated to leave Desmond alone, but he was right. I was exhausted. Tahil pointed at the bunks in the storage bay. “Go first, Colton. I’d like to speak with Desmond.”

I patted him on the back. I wasn’t trying to overhear the conversation but could make out most of it while I slipped from my armor, climbing into bed. 

“…always there for me. I apologize for my behavior. When I woke up on Tibren, everything had changed. I didn’t know how to react. Instead of processing it, I became angry. It’s exactly what my father would have done.”

“It’s okay, Tahil.”

“No. It’s not. I used to ponder what it would be like if you were my father instead of Sarch. You treated the people so well. The Dynast loved you like a brother. And Krissa was such a caring girl, all because you spent the time with her. If I’d have been given half the attention, I wonder if I could have been different. Better.”

Sleep threatened to overtake me, but I heard Desmond’s reply before I drifted off. 

“Tahil, your future is laid out there in front of you. The past is as much a part of history as the Rusa on Nulit. Shed your skin and begin anew. The universe knows I’ve had to on more than one occasion.”
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SIXTEEN

Alexander

Cosna Starship, Location Unknown




“Where are they taking us?” Dewi asked. 

“To her home,” Lee said. 

Dewi shoved the Aussie. “Do you know where that is?”

Alex glanced at the tubes, wondering what the hell was going on. “Why is Krissa here?”

Aishau rolled her eyes. “Like I said, that’s a clone.”

He changed the question. “Okay, then why do these four-armed freaks have the Rusa Dynast’s twin here?” 

“The Cosna want to offer control of the Ocean to their leader. They’ve adapted after losing their Ocean access.”

“But we saw them on Kux just a few decades ago. That giant’s Lifedisc recorded their passage.”

Aishau shook her head. “Actually, that wasn’t the Cosna.”

“It wasn’t?” 

“No. It was me,” she said. 

Alex was tired of this woman’s hand-waving. “Out with it!”

Aishau walked to the nearest tube. “I stole one of their ships, years ago. Before Garvin vanquished them.”

“Who the hell is Garvin?” Dewi asked. 

“He’s the greatest Rusa warrior to ever exist. Songs were written about his sacrifices.” 

“You mentioned the Cosna giving the Ocean to their leader. Who is that?” Dewi asked. 

Lee and Vicki wandered the room, guns raised. 

“Her name is Bga’an, and she’s as bad as they come.”

“She must be a different person now. It’s been too long,” Dewi pressed. 

“No. Bga’an can’t die.”

“How do you know?”

“Because she’s also a Nogush.”

“This just keeps getting better and better,” Alex muttered. “Let me guess, she’s your sister too.”

Aishau lost her hard exterior for a moment. “No. She’s my grandmother.”

Dewi steadied herself on the tube holding Krissa’s clone. “Wait, my great-grandmother is the leader of the Cosna?”

Aishau nodded. “Poor Desmond. He went for so many years thinking he was alone in the universe.”

“From the sounds of it, your entire family is a bunch of thugs,” Alex told her, and looked at Dewi. “Present company excluded.” Then he glanced at Aishau. “At least one of them.”

“She infiltrated the Cosna before we lost Desmond and Drunal. The attack on their transport occurred because of who their grandmother was. My parents wouldn’t forgive her, and the Nogush left Albeod in search of another home. Now what remains of the Ministry is hiding on Albeod, in a desperate attempt to cling to some hope that the Nogush are gods and will favor them. Unfortunately, we’re just beings…people that cannot die.”

Vicki knocked on a vacant tube. “Why do the Cosna listen to her?”

“She pretends to be one of their kind and has lived for millions of years. Of course they revere her,” Aishau said. 

“And you… what do you really look like?” Alex squinted, trying to picture what the Nogush’s natural form was. 

She grinned and winked at him. “Perhaps you’ll see one day.”

“Why did you come to Usothe and drag us into this mess?” Dewi asked her aunt. 

“Because I can’t save them. Not without assistance. And you, Dewi, are going to do it for me.”

Dewi looked unsure of the request, and Alex didn’t blame her. “How can I help?”

“The Nogush are kept with the Idlu beneath the city. A Nogush alone cannot penetrate the shields, but it may be possible for you to succeed. I’ve tried everything.”

“You’re suggesting you can’t be a full Nogush to conserve your people and these Idlu you serve?” Alex asked, thinking about Indie.

“That’s what I’m saying.”

Alex was glad his wife was far from this world. 

“Where are they being kept?” Dewi asked. 

“Beneath the City of Ghosts.”

Alex shivered. “Why do they call it that?”

“Because the city is empty, but the cries of the Idlu echo from below.”




____________




Indie Hart

The City of Ghosts




The Disc under her feet was cracked, but it still worked. The cavern they occupied wasn’t in much better shape. The walls were sloped, fissures permeating the rock in long veins. Something scurried away from them, hiding in the corner of the room, and Indie didn’t shine a light to see what it was. 

“Did we make it?” Miya asked, craning her neck to look up. Indie followed her gaze, not seeing a ceiling in the cavern. Wings fluttered from above, and a shriek echoed to the ground level. 

“I guess we did. Let’s leave before whatever made that noise comes searching for a meal,” Indie said. 

They found a massive archway across the space and took a set of stairs. It continued farther than she could see. The place was unnerving. 

“I don’t like it here,” Miya said, her voice barely escaping her helmet’s seal. 

“What’s to like?” Indie paused on the steps, looking behind them. They’d only climbed for a few minutes, but already she’d lost her bearings. “Stay here for a moment.”

Indie used her Xeno abilities to rush ahead. The staircase kept going. She couldn’t find the archway that led to the Disc. She returned to Miya, who was pressed to the wall, holding a gun at her chest. 

“I heard something,” Miya whispered. 

“What?”

“Listen.”

Indie did, but all she noticed were her and Miya’s choppy breaths. Then it hit her: a crying mournful sound, like a whale song buried beneath a ton of bricks. 

“It is called the City of Ghosts for a reason,” she managed. “We’re going to be fine. Let’s keep moving. There has to be an exit.”

Ten minutes later, Indie stopped, seeing no difference on the steps. She grabbed a blade strapped to her leg and carved into the wall, making a large X. 

“What did you do that for?” Miya asked. 

“I have a feeling we’ve been here before,” Indie said. 

“How? That’s physically impossible.”

“So is traveling across galaxies with a circular Disc, but we just did that too.” Indie stepped back, making sure she could see the X if they passed it again. 

They kept climbing, going ever upwards in the chamber of stone stairs. Miya was slowing her pace, but the girl didn’t complain. Indie’s body felt like it could do this forever, and for a second, she imagined being trapped here. Would her voice be added to the cries emerging through the cracks?

Just when she thought there might be an exit, she realized it was a figment of her imagination, like an oasis shimmering in the desert. Then she noticed the X sliced deep into the stone. Indie sat and screamed. Miya cried, shuddering on the next step up. “What are we going to do?”

She couldn’t fail Miya, or the Rusa trapped on this planet. Indie needed to get them out of this place. She stood. “Stay here.” 

“Don’t leave me, Indie,” Miya begged. 

“I have to.” 

Indie ran. She moved faster than ever before, darting upwards. The walls blurred by, and she slowed, finding Miya a few yards ahead. 

“You just left,” Miya said, eyes wide with fear. “Are you really Indie?”

Indie blinked, wondering if this was actually her friend. “This place… it’s doing something to us. Making us paranoid.” She helped Miya to her feet. “Concentrate. We’re fine. There’s a way out, and we have to locate it.”

Miya nodded, her tears starting to dry on her cheeks. “Thanks for the reassurance.”

The cries emerged from below them, but Indie ignored the sound. “Let’s go.”

She walked with determination, not letting the ominous corridor defeat her. The fear subsided with each step they rose, and finally, Indie noticed a breeze against her armor. A flap on her leg blew in the wind, and she went faster. Miya laughed when they discovered an archway at the top of the staircase. 

“We did it!” Miya jumped up and down, and Indie looked past her to the dark skies beyond. The moon was blood red, a sharp vertical sickle that channeled the Grim Reaper. Was he coming for them? She peered over a stone precipice, seeing an empty city expanded for miles: towers from what appeared to be a medieval era, with parapets, gates, and castles surrounding the entire area. 

Something large flew by, blotting out the red moon, and Indie stared as the monstrous beast’s tail flickered behind it while powerful wings pumped it higher. 

“If you need me, I’ll be in the stairwell,” Miya mumbled. 

Indie checked her drawing and touched the Calling Stone in her pocket. “We’ll be there shortly.” 

She proceeded to the city’s surface. 




____________




Meteor, Unknown Location




“They keep flying,” Des complained. 

It was nearly a full day since we’d begun to track the Cosna, and they’d yet to change their trajectory. From what we could tell, they were about ten hours ahead initially, and fifteen now. If this kept up much longer, who knew how much time we’d have to rescue Krissa when the Cosna finally landed? 

“From what I can gather, they’ve moved into the Cides System. According to Newton’s files, which are outdated in this galaxy, there should be a habitable world nearby,” Tahil said. He shot the details on screen, and we watched as the 3D drawing filled in with colors and rendering. “Daeten V was teeming with life when one of his AI travelers visited.”

“That’s where they’re heading,” Des said. 

“We can’t be sure.” The Cosna vessel adjusted its course, and I noticed they were in line with Daeten V. “Okay, we can be sure.”

Desmond shifted the Meteor’s route, indicating we had seventeen hours until we arrived. We’d all slept, Desmond the least, but he claimed to be rested. 

“You don’t seem yourself,” I told him. 

“I allowed the Dynast to be taken. By the Cosna, of all people,” he said. “I’ve tried to help. My entire life has been working to prevent disasters, and since I’ve connected with the Rusa, it’s like I’m walking in quicksand.”

“Spectral Enza, we would have been abandoned without you,” Tahil said. “You distributed the clones, you brought the Cepra in to defend us, and you have kept Colton safe. There also wouldn’t be a Dynast for the Cosna to kidnap.”

“I appreciate the sentiment, but your kind words do little to ease my conscience. I’m the last of the Nogush,” he said. “Even saying their name sounds odd, like I don’t belong.”

“What if you’re not?” I asked. 

“Not what?”

“The last.”

“Then where are they? Why have I never encountered one?”

“Wait a minute,” Tahil said, bumping into the dash as he stood. The tracking sphere almost jarred loose, but Des caught it. 

“Would you just spit it out!” Des barked. 

“Aishau. What if she’s your kind?”

“Aishau?”

“Did you see her? The night Krissa was born? Long black hair. Beautiful…”

“Aishau… I’ve heard that name before,” Des whispered. 

“I saw her again on Usothe while you guys were hunting for the Ministry of Realms. She looked the same, and I know she remembered me. When I spotted her, she bailed. Adley thinks she left with Amy’s dignitary vessel.”

I didn’t know who Aishau was, but this was clearly bothering Desmond. 

“Taln and Tiyana knew her, said she was rumored to live on Dicore in the early days,” Tahil added. 

“She’d have to be old,” Desmond said. 

“She didn’t look old,” Tahil said. 

“You really are desperate, aren’t you, Tahil?” I mumbled, and he glared at me. 

Desmond stared at the sphere from the Highest. “And you’re suggesting this woman might be a Nogush?”

I nodded along with Tahil, and stopped when I realized my motions were the same as his. “It’s possible.”

“I don’t recall her, Tahil. You saw her at the palace?”

“That’s right.”

“I’ll be back. Take the controls,” Des told me, and I hopped into the vacated seat. 

The Meteor wasn’t very large, and I peered over my shoulder, seeing Des sitting on the bunk in the back room. His mouth was moving, like he was trying to puzzle something out. 

“Are you ready to free the Dynast?” Tahil asked. 

I cracked my knuckles. “Nothing will stop me.” I caught a glimpse of my reflection in the dash screen, where my eyes remained white. 




____________




Daeten V




Our Meteor neared the destination, but there was a problem. A big one. The Cosna had their own space station, and unlike the last few places we’d gone, it was bursting with activity. The ships were all similar in design, obviously manufactured by the same species. 

We hadn’t run into a Cosna yet, but I’d seen the footage of them taking Krissa. It was hard to imagine an entire race of the ugly four-armed beings. 

“They have to realize we’re here,” Tahil mentioned. 

“That’s what I’m counting on,” Des said. He tapped his watch to the dash, and a paused image from Zeel Three’s recording appeared. 

“No. This doesn’t feel right,” I said. 

“It’s the only way.”

“What am I missing?” Tahil asked. 

I gestured to Des to explain. 

“How about I show you?” Desmond unbuttoned his shirt, and Tahil stepped back. 

“If you’re planning on procreating with them, count me out,” Tahil said, making me laugh. 

“All this time, I was beginning to think you didn’t know what a joke was,” I told him. 

Des melted to the floor of the cabin, reforming into one of the Cosna. He became transparent before filling in with pigment to create an identical version of the alien on screen. 

He looked around. “I need clothing.”

“There’s some in the Director’s old closet. Let me grab it.” I rushed to his section, trying the handle. Locked. I glanced to the side, finding a second door. “Hmmm.” I checked it, uncovering stacks of folded uniforms. 

I brought them to Des, and he unfolded them with his top two arms. “Maybe I should have stayed as Desmond.” He stretched his fingers out. They resembled sausages. “Sewing with these may be a challenge.”

Tahil grabbed the garments. “Let me do it.”

“You sew?” we both asked in unison. 

Tahil didn’t seem a bit perplexed. “Advisor Sarch instilled the value of making your own clothes. He said it built character and showed discipline.”

“No wonder you’re always so cranky,” I said. 

“Just tell me what it should look like.” 

I left them to discuss and returned to the locked closet. It had a fingerprint detector, and no matter what I did, I couldn’t get in. I spent a half hour attempting to break the lock, until I tried my halberd. The crackling axe head cut through the door without any resistance, and I powered it down. 

It was empty. Talk about anti-climactic. 

I was about to close it when I saw the top had a slight slant to it, and I tugged on the metal piece. An item fell, bouncing to land between my feet. 

“What’s this?” I whispered, and flipped the coin-shaped object in my grip.

“Colton, can you come up here?” Desmond asked. I almost tripped when I went to the cabin, seeing the huge Cosna instead of my friend. 

The uniform was slightly baggier than the one in the video, but it covered all the appropriate areas, and unless someone was inspecting it, I thought it might pass the test. 

“We’re being hailed,” Des said. 

“What about us?” Tahil asked, like it was the first time he’d considered our safety. 

“I’ll tell them I found you.”

“Wait, you speak Cosna?”

“Erelich bagla nieshna refreel.”

“You never cease to amaze. Only you’d speak the language of a sworn enemy,” I muttered. 

Tahil and I stayed out of the way while Desmond communicated with someone on the space station, and he used his lower hands to tug us into the viewscreen. He grunted and talked, finally ending the call. 

“I’m to go to the planet,” he said. 

“But the ship with Krissa landed on the space station,” I reminded him. 

“Let me deal with that.”

We flew past five of the Cosna starships. “Don’t worry, Colton. If they try anything, we’ll fight our way out,” Tahil said proudly. 

“Shouldn’t be an issue. There’s probably millions of them, and two of us. I like those odds.” My voice was laced with sarcasm, but Tahil only nodded and smiled, as if I agreed with his plan. “Is that them?”

“It is.”

Krissa was only a few kilometers from my position. I closed my eyes, wondering if it was possible to relay a message to her. Indie had connected to me before, but she was a Caller. 

Krissa, it’s me… Colton. We’re on the planet. Des is going to find a way to break you out of there.

“Are you seriously sleeping right now?” Tahil asked, and I opened my lids. 

“I was trying to talk with Krissa,” I said. 

“You’re even weirder than I thought. I can’t believe you’re my clone,” he murmured. 

“Would you guys cut it out?” Des asked. “Colton, put these in. We can’t have a white-eyed Rusa walking around the Cosna.” He tossed me a small case containing contact lenses. “Stick them in your eyes. Use the drops.”

I went to the back, struggling at first, but eventually, they slid into place. I blinked and looked at myself, seeing blue eyes reflecting in the mirror. 

The trip to the surface was uneventful, until we were nearly clipped by a passing vessel. Des recovered, bringing the Meteor to the location he’d been given, and I gawked at the city below. The Cosna looked slightly barbaric, but their world was anything but. Shiny white buildings were tinged with sunlight. People walked through the streets, and Des zoomed on them. “I’d say not everyone is a soldier.”

Hundreds commuted on foot, many in pants and long-sleeved shirts, covering all of their arms. “It must be cold,” Tahil said. 

“Are those…” I pointed at a group crossing a busy street. Three-wheeled vehicles drove by, slowing to a stop to let them pass. 

“Children,” Des whispered. “We didn’t know anything about them. Only that they were relentless in their pursuit of the Ocean. I heard whispers of their leader, a woman named Bga’an.”

That meant nothing to me, so I didn’t comment. 

“I guess we can’t go ballistic and kill them all, hey, Tahil?” He didn’t respond. “Tahil?”

“Why not? The Surial did it to our people.”

“We’re not killers, Tahil,” Des said. 

“Aren’t we? Don’t we train to kill every day?”

“No. We train to defend the Ocean.” Des lowered the ship, following a path to the blinking light on his map. 

“Tell me you have a better plan than handing us over to these guys,” I told him.

His hesitation spoke volumes. 

“Des…”

“Just watch your backs. I’ll get you tonight, and we’ll fly to the space station.” He landed, and took a few minutes to practice talking as one of the Cosna. 

The docking pad had a dozen other vessels on it, and I checked the viewscreen, seeing ten Cosna arriving from the nearest building. These weren’t civilians, judging by the huge guns held in their top arms. They looked battle-hardened, with missing ears and deep scars. 

“They’re trying to intimidate us,” Tahil whispered. “These guys probably got hurt crossing the street.”

“It’s working,” I grumbled. 

“Take these.” Des dropped a small item into each of our hands. “Don’t let them find it. I’ll be in touch.”

He walked off, beating his chest with two hands and shoving the first incoming soldier. For a moment, I thought Des was about to be pummeled, but the guy laughed, throwing his arms around Desmond.

“You don’t think Desmond knows them, do you?” I asked Tahil.

“Somehow I wouldn’t be surprised,” he replied. 

We weren’t bound, and none of the soldiers seemed to care. I was small compared to them, and the tales of the Rusa were likely so buried in the historical books, the Cosna didn’t even know about our abilities. I took in the scene, homing in on my surroundings. Pulses emerged from each soldier, Desmond the most, implying he was in a fight or flight mentality. He was probably worried they’d sense his deceit, and our plans would halt. 

I was confident that between Tahil and me, we’d be able to dispose of these Cosna and secure a modest vessel across the docks. But we’d promised Des to do it his way. Unless he failed. Then I wouldn’t hold back. 

A female soldier circled around us, shoving a gun into each of our spines. She grunted and we walked, letting her guide us from the pad. Desmond sauntered off with the others, not once looking back. 

We’re coming for you, Krissa.
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SEVENTEEN

Dynast Krissa Laross

Cosna Space Station, Daeten V




Krissa Laross wasn’t one to give in to fear. But after three days secured in a cargo hold, and another twelve hours jammed into this cramped room, even her composure was beginning to crack. 

She’d been certain someone would have intercepted the Cosna, but now she was having doubts. Maybe they couldn’t track her. What if Zeel Three and Adley were stuck in the moon’s control room, unable to get word to Usothe? 

She shivered as panic took hold. Twelve hours and no one had come to check on her. She was thirsty; her stomach growled. 

Krissa curled into a ball on the floor and opened her eyes. It was pitch black, so she sealed them again. 

We’re coming for you, Krissa.

The thought imprinted on her mind, and she was enveloped with warmth from Colton Beck. 

Where are you? She sprang upright, hugging her legs. Can you hear me?

There was no response. That had obviously been a figment of her imagination. Colton was on a mission with Desmond, probably halfway across the universe, seeking another member of the old Ministry. 

Krissa rested her forehead on her knees. All the work and time they’d spent hiding from the damned Surial, and she’d successfully reunited the Rusa. A few months later, she was a captive on some blasted space station. Why couldn’t people move on? Archaic vendettas had no place in the new era. 

“I’m sorry, Father. I tried my best.” Tears blurred her vision, and she glanced up, sniffing her emotions away as the sound of footsteps clanged from down the hall. Krissa hopped to her feet, shaking her hands to get the blood flowing. This might be it. Time to fight her way out of here. 

Then what? Kill them all? Steal a ship? 

The door opened, the sliver of light nearly blinding her. She covered her eyes, and a figure stepped inside. “Come with me.”

The voice spoke her own language, despite being a Cosna woman. Her captor turned her back toward Krissa, and she almost attacked, but something about her attitude stopped Krissa. She tentatively exited the modest room, and saw it was no more than an unused supply closet. Her resentment hurt more than her aching stomach. 

Krissa followed her down a flight of stairs, the lights flickering as they went, and to a lower deck corridor. She avoided some pipes jutting from the walls toward the ceiling, and tried to read the woman leading her. “What do you want with me?”

“Shut it.” 

Krissa considered arguing but refrained. It was clear she would understand soon enough, so she complied. 

The woman stopped near a massive door and pressed a code on a keypad. It opened, and Krissa entered past her. The Cosna stayed outside as she was closed into the cavernous space. 

“I apologize for the delay, Dynast. I was otherwise engaged.” This Cosna was different than the others. She resembled the Rusa, with slender features but with four arms. She wore a sparkling blue robe, covering a black form-fitting body suit. Her hair was long and red, like lava. 

“Who are you?”

“I am Bga’an. The Star of the Cosna.”

“Star?”

“Their leader, my dear.” Bga’an didn’t look much older than Krissa, but there was a depth to her. She moved with caution, as if her steps might falter if she wasn’t careful. And her eyes… they were brilliant, clusters of stars blinking where her pupils should have been. “I am their Star, a permanent entity, bringing them light and heat. Without me, the Cosna would have been destroyed ages ago.”

Krissa watched her, not willing to speak quite yet. 

“And you… a child, really.” Bga’an stepped closer, reaching for Krissa’s jaw with her upper left hand. Her arms were slim, a far cry from the Cosna Krissa had seen. 

“I am no child.”

Bga’an’s gaze carried over her. “Maybe not physically, but…” The regal woman tapped her temple. “You are lacking the guidance of a mentor.”

“I have a mentor,” she said hastily.

“Is that so? I was under the impression your parents were no longer. Or has my intel been delivered with inaccuracies?”

Krissa took a deep breath. “Why am I here?”

“On my station, or in this room? Or why are you alive? There are so many variances I could answer. See, that’s another reason why you need a mentor. You must learn to ask the proper questions. To think strategically, rather than defensively. I see he’s failed you.”

“Who?”

“The one you call Enza.”

And Krissa noticed something in her actions, a slight familiarity. She didn’t draw any attention to the insight. “Why did you drag me to this unappealing space station? Is that direct enough for you, mighty Star?” 

“The Ocean is a treasure, and it’s been wasted. What gave the Ministry of Realms the right to it? They were as unscrupulous as the races they were supposedly protecting their allies from. Do you know how many people they destroyed, how many planets were obliterated? The Ministers of old would cut off trade routes just for lack of tax payments, killing entire species. But you wouldn’t have heard the truth, young Dynast. Because history is written by the victors.”

“How can I believe you?” Krissa asked. 

“Because we are a lot alike. Strong women in leadership roles. You’d be amazed at how few of us exist.” She walked to a platform, and waved Krissa to follow. There was no one else in the room with them, the only sound the consistent beeping of a computer near a viewscreen. “This is where the Cosna live. Daeten V. Before me, they were rough around the edges, battling in border wars for fresh water. I showed them they could be civilized. Now they have art schools, they play the most beautiful stringed instruments. It’s haunting.”

Krissa was drawn in, thinking about her own people and how focused they’d been on creating soldiers. Maybe the Star was right. She was always on the defensive. They were doing the same thing Bga’an suggested because of Edan and the other Tibren Rusa.

“And do they appreciate it?” she asked, her anger relinquishing slowly. 

“Yes. They are loyal, but they’re also not handcuffed to my throne. I prefer to maintain a distance. People don’t always have to be managed. But they will fight for me, don’t worry about that.”

“I’ve been finding myself involved in too many minor details on Usothe,” Krissa admitted. 

“You must locate the place of balance, between effective leadership and stability,” Bga’an said. 

Krissa stared at Daeten V below, admiring the bright city lights on one of the coastlines. 

“You asked why I brought you here.” Bga’an touched her shoulders, resting her top pair of hands on them. “Because we must partner.”

“You and I?”

“The Cosna and Rusa.”

“Why?”

“The Idlu are trying to escape. Together we can keep them contained, but I need control of the Ocean.”

“Idlu? What are they?”

The stars in Bga’an’s eyes vanished, showing fire instead, and Krissa stepped back in shock. “The Idlu are demons. They created the Ocean to vanquish every last civilization. I stopped them, with the aid of the Cosna, and we were reprimanded for it. A previous Ministry fought us for it, and when we returned to the latest iteration of the Realms, we were fended off by someone named Garvin.”

Krissa listened with an open mind. 

“Garvin did impossible things.” She looked at the floor. “He killed so many of us. But in the end, I had my way with him.” Bga’an continued down steps that led to another room. “Times are changing. The Realms are threatening to return, and the Idlu sense this and have activated. I fear Garvin’s Heir has been released, making it imperative that we team up against them.”

A scanner cast over her, and a panel opened to reveal a man suspended in liquid. 

Krissa saw his muscles bunch, his neck tendons strain when she approached the stasis chamber. “Who is this?”

He jerked awake, his feet kicking within the liquid. The man’s eyes darted open, pure white. His chest had a glowing screen disc on it, a light blinking green. 

“Dynast, I’d like you to meet one of my Garvins. This time, the Rusa hero is at my disposal.”

Krissa gasped in shock.

Everything about this scene felt wrong, and she had to figure out how to stop this woman.

 

____________




Daeten V




“They didn’t even tie us up. What kind of shameful operation is this?” Tahil paced the floor.

“Would you cut it out? Be patient. Desmond will—”

“Desmond looked right at home with those Cosna. Maybe we don’t know Enza as well as we thought,” he suggested. 

“If you’re inferring that he’s brought us to the enemy’s lair and handed us over, then…” What if he was right? Nah. There was no way Desmond would betray us. 

“He was the only one to escape the Surial,” Tahil said. “He blamed my father, but…”

“Your father did it. Alexander had proof. He bore witness while Drunal killed Sarch.”

Tahil conceded, finally sitting on the metal bench. Nothing in the room had a cushion, making it an uncomfortable wait. 

“Colton…” 

I jumped up, pressing a finger to my ear. “I’m listening.”

“…Five minutes… food… southwest corridor. Dark. Number twelve.” The crackling message didn’t make any sense.

“Did you catch that?” I asked Tahil.

“Maybe they’re bringing us food in five. We’re supposed to take the southwest corridor to the docking pad, and find the ship labeled with a twelve.”

I stared at him. “For someone so…” I halted and smiled. “Nice work, Tahil.”

We had a plan, and now all we had to do was execute it. 

The next few minutes dragged on as we prepared for what came next. Tahil lunged, stretching his tight muscles, and I bent at my knees, hearing them crack. “You need some oil?” he asked. 

“Funny. Maybe when this is over, you can tour the outer rings without a helmet,” I joked. 

“Quiet. They’re coming.” 

The door opened and two Cosna entered, carrying trays with food and a murky beverage. I glanced behind them, seeing they were alone. 

“Thanks, we were beginning to wonder when the slop was arriving,” I told the first one, and he glared at me, setting the tray down with a thud. Green muck splatted off the plate, landing on the floor. He peered at it, and I pounced, knocking his head into the table. Tahil rushed the other, kicking him in the gut and tripping him. I grabbed the tray and slammed it into my opponent’s face, and he stumbled away with a bewildered expression. My fists barreled into his chest, shooting him against the far wall, and with a knee to the chin, he dropped. 

I glanced at Tahil as he gave his target a final boot to the ribs. 

The room was a mess, with green slop everywhere. Tahil dipped a finger into an upended bowl and tested it. “Could use some seasoning.”

“Let’s go.” I hauled him out, spinning to check for more guards. Tahil pressed the door closed, and we hurried to the right, finding another hall farther along. 

“Is this southwest?” Tahil asked. 

Someone stalked toward us, their steps booming, and I shoved him into the entrance. We lingered in the shadows as the biggest Cosna we’d yet seen went by, visibly distracted. 

I breathed a sigh of relief, and we ran with all our speed. We exited outside a moment later, finding that night had fallen over the city. Drones flew above us, their lights gently blinking. 

“We’re not at the docks!” Tahil exclaimed. 

“I guess we took the wrong hall.” I crouched, leaping onto the roof, and Tahil did the same, landing beside me. From here, there was no indication of the Cosna. We raced over the rooftop, skidding near the ledge, and saw the rows of ships. Our Meteor remained where Desmond had parked it. 

A group of Cosna exited through the front doors, talking boisterously. “Is that Des?” I asked. 

Tahil squinted and nodded. “I’d know that cross-stitch anywhere.” 

I shook my head and jumped off the building, settling behind a metal trash receptacle. Tahil arrived a second later, and he started to round the bin when the light shone down on the pad. “Don’t move,” I whispered. 

The huge Cosna left the Meteor, holding the sphere the Giko Highest had gifted us. He stared at it, and I grimaced as the alien’s mind put two and two together. He reached his arm toward his mouth, and I realized he was about to call it in. 

I stayed low, speeding across the tarmac, and shoved him back into the Meteor. We tumbled to the deck, and his fist connected, whipping my head to the side. “That hurt!” I smacked him in the cheek, and he barely flinched. 

“Greshal dount evesel.” He began to laugh, and I looked up at him, doubting my chances. 

The Cosna’s teeth chattered and his skin began to burn, and I jumped away when he fell face-first, his back covered in black char marks. Tahil stood with two wires torn free from the cargo hold. 

“We don’t want to be late,” he muttered, dropping the live cables. 

I hurried down the row of ships, reading the labels, but they weren’t in English. “Which one is number twelve?”

A hand grabbed me, dragging me up a ramp. “In here.”

We entered a Cosna transport vessel, and Desmond shut the hatch. He’d returned to his own form, the clothing retied at the waist to keep it from slipping off. 

“Close call,” I said. 

Des cursed a few times under his breath. “I don’t know how to pilot this.”

“Let me have a go.” Tahil flipped a few switches in the cabin as he sat in the oversized seat. The dash lit up, and someone’s voice relayed through the speakers. 

“They’re asking for clearance,” Des said, holding a button down. He cautiously replied in their language. “They’ve agreed to let me go.”

“What did you tell them?”

“I said I forgot the code in my other pants.” 

Tahil miraculously found a way to lift the ship off the pad. It lurched up, then down, and he almost clipped the nearest transport. “This isn’t so bad,” he said, bringing it higher. We watched as the surface shrank and the stars grew brighter. 

The transport was much smaller and less powerful than our Meteor, and the journey took fifteen minutes. Finally, we exited the atmosphere, floating with the orbit. Tahil circled most of the planet, until the space station came into view. 

“Krissa,” I whispered. 

“Let’s hope she’s still there.”

I sensed her presence, and my heart beat faster. “She is.”

“Then let’s rescue her,” Tahil said, and flew toward the station as we developed a plan. 




____________




Indie Hart

The Plains of Freedom




Indie basked in the warmth of the fire, the flames crackling with fervor. The wood was dry, the branches dead for ages. Miya dozed in a ball close to the pit, and Indie stamped on a spark that landed near her friend. 

It had been a full day since their arrival in the City of Ghosts, and they’d traversed the derelict place, not encountering any living creatures other than those flying in the skies overhead. 

Indie peered up, wondering when the red moon would give way to day. So far, it had barely changed positions across the horizon.

The moment they’d passed the city borders, the mournful cries ceased to echo through the streets. Whoever lingered there was desperate to get out. 

Miya stretched and sat up after yawning wide. “Did you sleep?”

“Some.” That was a bit of a reach. “Here. Eat.”

Indie handed her a packaged bar; they’d brought enough of to last them a couple of weeks, if they ate sparingly. Their water supply was another story. She had a filtration cup, which would clear any foreign microorganisms, but that would require a source of water. So far, she’d seen nothing. 

Miya brushed her messy hair to the side and unwrapped the food. “Do you think we’ll reach them today?”

Indie stared to the west, hoping it was possible. “I can’t tell.”

“Then we can push it. I’m sorry for holding you back,” Miya said. “I know it must be difficult to wait for me all the time.”

It was, but she wasn’t about to tell Miya that and hurt her feelings. “I’m grateful to have you with me. I couldn’t do this on my own.” That part was true. Despite not being alone, this entire world was menacing. Alexander would do well here. She doubted he’d even flinch at the strange noises in the city. She needed to be strong like him. 

“I would still be stuck in that stairwell, crying until I died,” Miya said. 

“I highly doubt that,” Indie said. She let the last branch burn, and then snuffed the flames out with sand. The terrain was covered in it, a sooty black and gray substance that left a mark on her boots. Miya helped her gather their few possessions, and they each carried a pack. The girl had removed her helmet for the meal, finding the air breathable. They weren’t certain of which alien pathogens were saturating the air, but if they didn’t eat, they wouldn’t survive. They replaced the helmets afterwards, and she felt the clean fresh oxygen penetrate her lungs. 

Miya prodded a finger to the left. “This way?”

“Yes. Maybe we can cross these plains before we have another break.” Indie was tired, but since her first death, her ailments had healed themselves quickly. Even sore muscles or aching bones were repaired within an hour. Miya was another story. She’d watch out for her. 

Broken trees rose from the ground, their white bark bathed in a dusty grease from the surface. Only the rarest of them had any leaves, and when Indie touched one, it fell, cracking off and floating down. 

“What happened?” Miya asked. 

Indie pointed at the moon. “I couldn’t tell you, but I don’t like the looks of it.” 

They explored the unwelcoming world with a decent pace, discussing the situation and the missing Rusa. After a while, Indie slowed for Miya’s benefit, without objection. Miya glanced at her, offering a kind smile in return. 

“So what’s the deal with Alex?” Miya asked during a quiet patch in their conversation. 

“What do you mean?”

“You guys were in love, right?”

Indie placed one foot in front of the other, picturing Alex the first time she’d met him at the Xeno support group. They’d been so young, her so ambitious, him just wanting to live before his affliction forced his final breath. “I lied to him.”

“I know, but you were ordered to. Don’t you think he understands that?” 

“It doesn’t matter. Our relationship was short-lived, and then he was gone. I grew as a woman without him around. And he became… a cold soldier.”

“I’ve seen the way he looks at you, Indie. He stole a Meteor to find you. No one else did. Not even Colton,” Miya added. 

That was true. 

“And,” Miya continued, “Alex brought Tahil back, and they helped us. If that’s not love, I give up.”

“It’s complicated,” Indie said, not trusting herself to explore her shadow self. Maybe there were reasons she didn’t connect with him any longer, and it might not even have anything to do with Alexander Neiman himself. 

“It’s Colton, isn’t it?” Miya asked as they came to a cliffside. They peered over to find miles of field spreading out. Beyond them lay a lake, and Indie sensed that was their best bet. 

Indie noticed a path of switchbacks, implying someone had once traversed this very rocky face. She slid down the first section, and it leveled off. Miya huffed her breaths but caught up. 

“Did I strike a nerve?” Miya asked. 

“Maybe. Can you just cut it out?”

“Sorry, but I thought it would do you some good to discuss it with someone,” she said. 

“Fine. You want to hear the truth, Miya?” 

The blonde girl nodded as they walked. 

“I fell in love with Colton when I was a young girl. Maybe twelve. He was so funny, and kind, and his smile lit up the room. My hands tingled when I heard his voice on the phone, and my palms sweated when he’d come closer to me while we watched a movie together. He’d give me a taste of his ice cream cone, and I’d pretend I was kissing him when I tested it. I cherished that boy, and he never even noticed me.”

“I doubt that’s true,” Miya muttered. 

“What do you mean?”

“You’re beautiful, first off. Second, Colton was a teenager, making him an idiot. I guarantee he felt the same way, but didn’t know it. You were best friends. It’s not like you met and he could ask you to dinner and then give you some stupid letterman jacket or whatever. Colton loved you. He still does.”

Indie let the words wash over her. “He’s with Krissa.”

“True, but that doesn’t change how he feels. I bet he’s about as confused as you are.”

“No.” Indie pulled out the Calling Stone. “The only reason he thinks about me at all is because I’m the Caller. Desmond said it. We were so close because he was drawn to me from the start. I Called him, Miya.” She started to laugh as the realization painfully struck her. “He didn’t care about me. His very essence was connected to me because of my lineage.”

Miya stared at her blankly. “I doubt that’s the case.”

“I do. Colton Beck never wanted to be with me, and I’ve been pining over him for twenty years. It’s time I grew up.” Indie turned on the last switchback and rushed through the downhill stretch. Miya chased after her. 

“Slow down. I didn’t mean to upset you,” she pleaded. 

Indie listened to her and apologized. “It’s not your fault.”

“The lake is an hour away. We better keep going,” Miya said.

Her feet vibrated, and Indie stopped, crouching to touch the ground with a glove. “It’s shaking.”

Miya peered around. “What could cause this?”

“I don’t know.” Indie brought her GR-952 out, zooming through the scope. She swept it to either side before starting at the beginning again. A cloud of dust puffed into the sky. She focused on the area and saw what was causing the disturbance. Thousands of creatures were approaching their position. 

“Did you see anything?” Miya asked. 

She passed the weapon over, and Miya almost dropped it. “What do we do?”

“Run!” 

Indie reached for Miya and sped away.
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EIGHTEEN

Cosna Space Station, Daeten V




We moored near the other transports, but it was quiet in this section. Desmond deemed this the maintenance area, and a bay for bringing supplies to the station. No one bothered us as we parked, connecting to a long docking arm. We clicked into the unit marked with the Cosna numbers for vessel twelve, and I ensured my armor was assembled properly. Desmond had moved it from the Meteor to this craft during our time in confinement. I shrank the handle of the halberd, recessing the lower half so I had more control of the weapon. In restricted spaces, the smaller length would be advantageous. Tahil snorted in contempt but used the lance. 

“Where do we go?” I asked. 

“I got the map from a worker in the warehouse,” Des said. 

“He just gave it to you?” 

“Let’s say I won it from him.”

“You were gambling while we were imprisoned?” 

“It worked, didn’t it?” He showed me the round tablet, and moved the cursor, directing the view to our specific docking bay. “Their leader lives on board, a woman named Bga’an.” 

“Why does she stay up here?” Tahil asked. 

“No one knows. She rarely goes to the surface. She’s been around a very long time,” Des said. “Which makes it all the more puzzling.”

I set a palm near the exit. “How long does a Cosna live?”

“Couple hundred years. So she’s either got robotic upgrades, or…”

“Or she’s a Nogush too?” I asked. 

Desmond’s lip twitched. “I don’t see how. Her chambers are here.” He gestured at a spot on the map, creating a path with a red line through the program. 

“That’s far. How would we not be intercepted?” 

Desmond pointed up. “Shafts.”

Tahil paled. “I don’t do well in cramped spaces.”

“Then you can stay behind,” I said, jumping high and knocking a vent access aside. I set it on the floor, and helped Desmond into it before climbing inside. 

Tahil stood there, frozen. 

I offered him my hand. “Hurry up, we don’t have all day.”




____________




Tahil

Nulit

2454 Years Ago




“Hurry up, Tahil, or we’re going to lose,” Care said. 

He peered down the tunnel, the walls feeling like they were closing in on him. Then he’d be stuck, his chest unable to inhale. His vision would turn to stars, and he’d die there, trapped underground. 

“I can’t,” he told her. 

Disappointing Care was the last thing he’d ever wanted to do. Tahil had worked tirelessly over the past few years to become one of the finest soldiers under Viola’s tutelage, but he had a lot to learn. 

Tahil rarely returned to Batis Island, mostly because his father, Advisor Sarch, was growing more delusional with each visit, claiming Tahil would replace the Second Dynast and prevent an impending invasion. It was too much for Tahil. All he wanted was to become a great soldier and wed Care in a simple ceremony. Perhaps by Fire Lake, with Viola presenting the happy couple. 

Care returned, squirming up to him on her stomach. Her cheeks were red, her brow covered in dust, but she smiled, and all his worries melted away. “Tell you what. You get through this part, and I’ll let you kiss me.”

Tahil had kissed Care before, despite her being two years older, and now he’d filled out, and grown taller, so other girls had begun to notice him. But he was only interested in this girl’s affection. 

She went backwards, exiting the tunnel, and Tahil closed his eyes, counting the seconds in his head. He moved forward, not thinking about the walls of stone pressing in all directions. 

Tahil opened them again when he felt the tightness subside, and he rushed from the caverns, finding Viola on the other end with a timer. “Nice work. You weren’t the fastest, but you’re in the upper half.” Their teacher walked up to Tahil and whispered in his ear. “The greatest Rusa warriors do not have weaknesses. If you cannot transcend your deepest fears, you will never wear the shawl.”

Viola went to the next group, not giving Tahil a chance to comment. 

Care waited for him, drinking a glass of water. She passed him one, and he drank deep. They’d spent three hours underground, working through a complex series of obstacles, and it was only in the end that he’d even considered slowing. 

“I failed us,” Tahil said. 

“No. If I hadn’t held you back through the rest of the track, we’d have still had the fastest time.” She smiled again. “Now let’s fulfill my promise.”

Tahil appreciated her kindness and kissed her lightly. She looked offended. “That’s it?”

“Maybe I don’t deserve your love,” he muttered. 

“Who said anything about love?” she asked flippantly. “I think we should change partners for tomorrow.”

Tahil nodded, barely hearing her. His father’s voice echoed in his head, calling him weak and foolish. 

He cleaned up and saw the three ships lowering toward the training grounds. 

“What is it?” he asked another student, a kid a few years younger. 

“The Dynast said something emerged from the Ocean. We’re to send twelve soldiers to investigate,” the boy said. 

Tahil rushed outside to find Spectral Enza walking off the first ship. “Spectral!” He waved to garner the man’s attention. 

“Tahil,” he said. 

“I want to go,” Tahil proclaimed. 

“You’re too young.”

“But I’m one of the best,” Tahil swore. “Give me a chance.”

“Let me think on it.” Enza wandered off, finding Viola. They spoke alone, and Viola began shouting people’s names. Soon there was one spot remaining, and Tahil caught Enza’s gaze. The Spectral shook his head apologetically. 

“Care!” Viola shouted. 

She beamed and gave Tahil a grin, regardless of their earlier quarrel. 

Tahil refrained from jealousy, because Davon’s pillars of leadership taught him it was wrong. He smiled back and watched her board the last ship. Its thrusters rotated, shooting it higher. Soon all three had disappeared. 

“Don’t worry, Tahil. If you conquer your one fear, you’ll be unstoppable,” Viola promised him. 

He hoped Care returned safely. He couldn’t wait to hear about her adventure. 




____________




Cosna Space Station, Daeten V




“What happened to Care?” Tahil asked, standing in the hallway below us. 

“What? Who?” Desmond asked. 

“Tahil, we don’t have time for this. Get in here!” I urged, but he didn’t budge. 

“Care. The girl I was in love with. You came and took twelve of our people. They never returned,” Tahil said. 

“What is he—”

Desmond cut me off. “I remember Care. The daughter of a healer, right?”

Tahil nodded. “I begged you to let me go, and you chose her instead.”

“False. Viola chose her; I merely suggested you weren’t ready.”

“Why?” Tahil demanded. 

“Because your father wouldn’t allow it. He ordered Viola to keep you out of danger,” Des said. 

“So you took Care, and then what?”

“Someone came through the Ocean, and we sent them to investigate. The Dynast couldn’t have predicted they were being set up. The enemy disabled their engines and stole the ships. We attempted a rescue mission, but they were gone. Vanished into thin air.”

Tahil was full of emotion, and I could picture him as a young man, in love with some other soldier in training. Then one day, she disappeared without explanation. I was beginning to understand him. 

“Tahil, if you don’t hurry, they’ll find us. Krissa needs you. You’re her Advisor!”

This snapped him out of it, and he leapt, climbing into the opening. 

“I’m sorry about Care, Tahil.”

He dipped his chin, refusing to comment. “Let’s rescue Krissa. At least there’s one woman in my life I can save.”

“That’s the spirit.” I went behind Desmond, letting him take the lead since he was holding the map. Tahil’s breathing was labored, but it evened out after the first few minutes within the vents. They weren’t that small, only occasionally causing my helmet to brush against the top of it as we crawled. 

We changed directions, rising in the vents with a set of steps, and headed further into the heart of the space station. The tunnel shook and hummed before a cloud of air rushed toward us. It vaporized into a blue barrier, and Des stopped. “This is the filter. A form of UV radiation or something. We’ll have to shut it down.”

“Or what?” Tahil asked. 

Desmond grabbed a toothpick from his pocket and touched it to the barricade. The end burnt within a millisecond. 

“Okay, we turn it off,” Tahil wholeheartedly agreed. 

“How?” I asked, searching for the controls.

Des pointed below us. “It’ll be in a command hatch. I suspect this space station has one for each section. In this case, we’ll find it…” He fiddled with the map. “Two doors down, and in the maintenance closet.”

“And how do we access that?” I asked. 

Desmond slid a card from his other pocket. 

“Let me guess, another gambling prize?”

Des grinned. “When you’re good, you’re good. What can I say?” 

“I’ll go,” I said. 

Des started moving for the vent’s exit hatch. “Maybe I should.”

“No. Tahil’s struggling, and you’re too important. Let me go. It’s close, and this place doesn’t seem overly busy at this hour.”

Des wiggled his moustache as he pursed his lips. “Fine. But be quick.”

I opened the hatch, ducking my head in to confirm it was empty. The hallway connected three rooms and ran perpendicular to a primary route. 

The door opened the moment I landed on my feet, and a Cosna man in a white uniform stared at me, his eyes filled with disbelief. 

“Hey, I’m with the tour group…” 

He didn’t react, so I did. I swung my halberd, but before I could power it on, his fist jabbed me in the face. I reeled back and dropped the weapon. He didn’t attack, and I quickly assumed he was no soldier, just a random worker. That made my decision easier. I grabbed his wrist, hauling him to the next room, and threw him in. 

The maintenance closet had spools of thick wire, and the man bellowed at me, waving his tablet. I kicked it, sending it shattering on the far wall, and he raised his arm, where a digital wrist device was strapped. I lashed out with the retrieved halberd, hearing it crack, and shrugged. “Sorry about that.”

Now he came for me, and I jumped over him, landing on his back. I grabbed my other arm, wrapping it around his thick throat, and squeezed just enough to block his airway. I sure hoped this worked against a Cosna. 

He wobbled to his knees, and finally, I sensed his consciousness slip away. I bound both sets of wrists, and carefully secured him to the largest pipe. I returned to the hall, tapping Desmond’s access card to a screen. It authorized my entry, and I searched for something to shut off the vents. I touched my earpiece. “Des, what am I looking for?”

He described it to the best of his ability. Apparently, the crew member was talkative, willing to divulge any bit of information to Desmond, who’d pretended to be the team’s newest member. I opened the program, and after some time, managed to power it off. 

When I climbed back into the vents, Des and Tahil had continued without me. I caught up, trying my best not to bang my knees too much, announcing my presence to anyone below. 

Tahil seemed to ease up as we met the next obstacle. There were two options that led to our destination. The map didn’t provide any specific details about the ducting. “What do you think, Colton?” Des asked. 

“Me? I have no idea.”

“Didn’t your dad install ducting?” 

“Not on a space station!”

“Okay. We don’t have time to waste. You two go that way, I’ll take the other.” Des motioned to his left. 

“I don’t think we should split up,” Tahil said. 

“Too bad. I’m calling the shots,” Des barked. “See you at the Star’s chambers.”

“The Star?” I asked. 

“That’s what they call her. She must be something else.” Des turned his back to us. “Be careful.”

“You too.” I let Tahil go in the lead. Des had the map, but he claimed it was a straightaway shot from here. It was, but the tunnel never seemed to end. I guessed the length took us twenty minutes to traverse, and my body was aching by the time we stopped. 

I saw a grate in the vent and crawled to it, peering through the covering. 

“Krissa,” I whispered. 

She stood with a Cosna woman, this one much different than the others. She walked with a sense of grace I’d never seen before. I tried to hear what they were saying, but with Tahil muttering behind me, I failed. 

“Would you keep quiet? She’s here,” I whispered. 

“Let me see.” Tahil turned around, taking his time so he didn’t alert them. “We’ll help you, Dynast.”

“How?” I asked, and the doors to the room opened.

“Is that Desmond?” Tahil murmured. 

Desmond, in all his white-haired glory, sauntered into the room. “Hello, Bga’an.”

She smiled and spread her arms. “Hello, Grandson.”




____________




Alexander

Cosna Starship, Location Unknown




“We’re stopping,” Dewi said, pointing at the rounded display screen near the exit. 

Lee and Vicki stayed by the doors, weapons up, while Alex kept glancing at the Rusa clones. 

Aishau looked pleased, but Alex sensed there was a fight coming to them. He gripped his lance, staring at the planet as the Cosna vessel thrust toward it. In the distance, a moon orbited, precariously close. 

“This is the Nogush’s home?” Dewi asked. 

“It was, once.” Aishau closed her eyes, her smile fading. “I can feel the Idlu from here.”

Instead of lowering, the starship slowed, staying in orbit. 

“Time for us to depart,” Aishau said. 

“How?” 

She walked around the room, pulling red release hatches on the tubes. “We have an army already.”

Alex jumped back as the liquid from the nearest stasis chamber spilled over the deck, and Krissa’s clone stood in the now empty glass. She was naked, and Alex looked away, searching for something to offer her. 

Dewi found plain white jumpsuits in a bin, and as the clones emerged from their tubes, she gave them each one. They were uneasy on their legs, liquid dribbling down their chins. 

“Where are we?” Krissa’s clone asked, her voice tense and unused. 

Alex found it quite disconcerting, but he remembered that Colton Beck was also a clone, and he was nothing like Tahil. “Do you have a name?” he asked her. 

The others were coming to, a variety of Rusa Alex didn’t recognize. “Belle?” She spoke the name as a question. 

“Belle, my name is Aishau, and we’re allies of the Rusa. I need you and your friends to help us.” The Nogush woman spoke slowly, enunciating her words. 

Belle glanced to her companions as they dressed. “What is required of us?”

“The Cosna will come to fight. We need to get to the surface, which means a transport. They’re located on the third deck, about a half kilometer from here,” Aishau said. 

“I have no memory, other than my name,” Belle said. Lee handed her his lance, and she accepted it with a quizzical expression. 

“Press the…” Alex showed her, and the end burned. “If you want any tips…”

Belle rotated the weapon, spinning it with ease. She actually smiled, reminding Alex of the real Krissa. Not that this one wasn’t real… Alex let it go, focusing on his task. 

“Why haven’t they come?” Vicki asked, sparing a glance from the exit. 

The doors smashed open, knocking her to the floor. She slid, skidding into a stasis tube as the glass shattered. A Cosna came after her, firing his gun and blowing the nearest chamber to pieces. 

“Go!” Aishau cried, and Alex took the chance. He rushed to the exit, but the Cosna focused on Vicki, who’d secured cover behind a series of crates. 

“I’ll be right there.” Alex saw Lee drop two Cosna in the hall, and Aishau led the clones in the opposite direction. Dewi was in between them, looking both ways. “Dewi, go with her!”

Alex kicked the door closed and sealed them with the enemy. The soldier wasn’t in plain sight, and the lights went off. The tubes continued to glow, and Alex noticed a clone still inside. He opened his eyes, and they were entirely white. A disc centered on his chest blinked on, and his tendons went rigid. 

The Cosna fired at Vicki again, but she recovered, hitting him in the thick thigh with her modified GR-952. 

The tube began to drain, and Alex didn’t have a good feeling. He swung his lance, managing to rid the enemy of his gun. He ducked under a heavy fist and punched the soldier in the ribs, hearing a crack. He screamed, jabbing Alex in the knee with his hammer-like foot. 

Vicki shot the Cosna in the head, ending the danger. Alex helped her steady herself, checking her for injury. Her armor was intact. 

“My vision’s a little blurry,” she sighed. 

“Keep up.” Alex took a final glance at the man in the tube as it emptied. He moved his head, as if tracking Alex, and he fought the shiver that accompanied the white-eyed glare. 

Alarms sounded in the corridors, and Alex tried to recall the path. They slowed at an intersection, and another Cosna blocked their direct route, forcing him the other way. 

Vicki tripped and toppled, hitting the wall. “I can’t…” Blood spilled from her mouth. “The blast must have ruptured something.”

Alex heard the faint beeping of her life support system alerting her of the issue. “Let the suit hit you with adrenaline.”

She nodded, blinking as she used the HUD.

Alexander peeked around a corner, knowing they were close to their destination. The Cosna were turned the other direction, battling his allies, and he was about to attack when Vicki grabbed his arm. 

“Allow me.” She ran down the corridor, stopping and waving her arms. All Alex could do was watch in horror as she shouted insults at the Cosna soldiers. She got their attention, and most of them started to follow her as she fled, firing at random. 

Soon there were only a couple preventing Alex from getting to the hangar, and when he confronted them, they seemed surprised to be caught off guard. He swept the legs from the nearest, slamming the lance onto his throat, scalding his skin. The second wasn’t so simple. She was quicker than her accomplices, but Alex was faster. The Cosna were trained well, but they weren’t enhanced with Xeno. 

“I’ve already died,” he told her as they battled. 

She grunted, swinging her gun like a bat in the close quarters. When the floor shook violently, Alex spared a split-second to see that Vicki’s readings were no longer on his HUD. He fought harder, but the explosion had done enough to distract his opponent. Alex stabbed a blade through her chest and killed her with a pulse from his pistol. 

The others were in the hangar, and he spotted a dozen more Cosna approaching. 

Once he was secure, he began to drag heavy equipment into a barricade. The Rusa clones filed onto a ship as Aishau directed them. Some had bloodstains on their uniforms; whether from their own injuries or the Cosna, he didn’t know. 

“Where’s Vicki?” Lee asked. 

“Gone.” Alex noticed his obstruction was gradually being dismantled. “We have to leave.”

Aishau waved them onto the Cosna transport. “That’s the plan, Alex.”

Dewi hugged him as the ramp retreated and sealed. 

Alex stared through a slotted window as the Cosna broke free, and a naked Rusa entered, chasing after them. He had the glowing disc on his skin, his eyes pure white. “Whoever’s piloting this thing better hurry!”

Dewi rushed off, lifting them from the deck. 

Alex couldn’t break his gaze from the incoming Rusa. The man was unrelenting, running so fast, he became invisible. For a second, Alex pictured the guy clambering onto their ship and tearing the ramp clean off. He didn’t want to die again, and not at the hands of a naked clone. 

Dewi shot them up at the last moment, and the Rusa slowed, staring at their transport as it permeated the hangar’s energy field. 

Alex rushed to the cockpit. “What can I do?”

“I don’t know this ship, but we’re going to require shields,” Dewi said. 

Alex inspected the controls until he thought he had them working. The digital meter showed their shields at full. 

Until the Cosna starship began firing at them. 

The transport rocked and sparked, but Dewi hit the thrusters with everything they had. 

“Will we make it?” Belle asked from the entrance. 

“Yes.” Alex made the promise, knowing full well they might explode at any moment. 

“We’re clear,” Aishau said as they barreled into the atmosphere. The enemy fire ceased for the time being. 

“Who was that man?” Alex asked Aishau. 

She’d lost her smirk. “They cloned him.”

“Who?”

“Garvin.” Aishau stared through the viewscreen. “She’s cloned the greatest Rusa warrior of all time.” 

Alex cracked his neck and watched as they grew closer to the surface. 

After a few minutes, their destination filled his view. 

“The City of Ghosts,” he whispered.
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NINETEEN

Indie Hart

The Plains of Freedom




“Did you see that?” Miya uttered from their hiding spot. 

Indie had also noticed the flashes of light high above. The clouds had parted, revealing a solar show, but she couldn’t be sure if it was someone in a dogfight over this world, or if it was an alien planet’s common storm. 

“We can’t stay here forever,” Indie said, peering over the ledge to find the entire field littered with the predators. They were similar to coyotes: light on their feet, with two heads, and far more teeth than any animal should be allotted. It was obvious they knew Indie and Miya were up there, but they didn’t seem able to climb sharp inclines, and that was the only reason Indie was currently alive. 

“Do you have a plan?” Miya asked. 

Indie glanced a kilometer to the right, noticing the caves. She figured they would lead her around the lake, and to the Rusa. But getting to them under their current situation would prove extremely tricky. 

She glanced at their packs, and Miya smiled. “You’re a genius.”

“I am?” Indie couldn’t see how. 

“Give me your blaster charger. And the cell from the tablet,” she said. 

Indie hesitantly did as the girl asked, and cringed as she began disassembling the objects. “You know we can’t leave if you destroy all our electronics.”

Miya shrugged. “Sometimes you have to live in the moment. Here, press on this.”

Indie stuck her finger on the edge of the cell, and wondered what Miya was attempting to do. 

“If we can create a large enough connection, I think the fuel will detonate…” Miya’s tongue stuck out as she worked. 

“You’re making a bomb,” Indie said. 

“Sure, if you want to dumb it down.” Miya took the two items, grabbing armor repair sealant from the pack’s front pocket. She rolled it on, and the metal edges melted together. She glanced around, as if judging where to throw it. 

“You should let me do that,” Indie said. 

“Of course. Because you played baseball.”

Indie smiled at the memories. The warm sun on her face, her entire future ahead of her. 

Miya poked her in the arm. “Indie, what’s the matter?”

“Nothing. Just daydreaming.” Indie had to focus. The creatures were each three feet high to the shoulders, and she guessed they weighed about a hundred and fifty pounds. Heavier than her, even with armor.

She touched the Calling Stone in her pocket, letting the connection inspire her actions. 

“Press this before you throw it, and we should have twelve seconds before it ignites,” Miya said. 

Indie took a deep breath. “Can I pick you up?”

“That’s so undignified,” Miya proclaimed with an eye roll. “But it’s better than the alternative.”

The device was light, and she almost wished it had more substance so she could throw it farther. Indie aimed for the snuffling snouts on the ground, and cocked her arm. She threw the object, imagining it was the final out in the ninth inning. It flew so far, Indie couldn’t see it land. 

“Holy smokes,” Miya murmured. 

On impact, a plume of dust exploded into the sky a few hundred meters in the distance, and the creatures lifted their heads in response. A single creature kept its attention on them, but once the horde began moving to investigate the sound and vibrations, they traveled as one. 

When the coast was clear, Indie went. Miya clutched her back as she raced off the ridge, pumping her legs as they crossed what remained of the plains. 

She peered at the mass of animals as they seemed to regain their former curiosity. “We need to block them out.” Indie rushed the cave’s entrance. From what they could tell, this was the only way into the mountains and to the Sulfur mines beyond.

“Indie, if you shut us in, we might never escape.” Miya’s eyes were pleading. 

“We have no choice.” She powered her lance on, slicing the rocks above the crude opening. She kept at it until the entire opening was blocked with rubble. The cave became completely dark. 

Miya’s facemask lit up at the edges as her night vision kicked on, and Indie cast a gaze over the space to find a plethora of green. Stalactites hung from the ceiling, stretching for the cave’s floor. 

She had the vision of the Rusa’s chamber. Glinting crystals. Dark water. Eyes watching them. 

Indie walked across the room, holding her lance. “There’s a tunnel.”

“I really should have stayed on Usothe,” Miya grumbled. 

“You’ll be fine.” Indie hoped she was right. 

The tunnel walls tapered slightly, but eventually opened up again, giving them ample space to walk side by side. This seemed to comfort her younger friend. Indie listened for signs of pursuit or of anything they might encounter farther into the caves, but so far it was deadly silent. 

“How long, do you think?” Miya asked. 

Indie wasn’t certain but needed to give Miya confidence. “Not much farther.”




____________




Cosna Space Station, Daeten V




Desmond charged into the domed room as if he didn’t have a care in the world. “I had no idea it was you.”

I glanced at Tahil, watching the drama unfold from the ventilation ducts high overhead. 

“You were always a troublesome little Nogush, my dear Poro.”

“Poro?” I whispered. 

Desmond seemed unfazed. “He was, but I am not Poro.”

Krissa was between them, observing their interaction. “You are related?” 

The Cosna woman nodded. “I have been deceiving the Cosna. They have the means to an end and have obeyed every command I’ve given them. Who doesn’t want to be someone’s god?”

I glanced at Tahil, wondering how he’d react. 

He grinned. “I’m recording this. Don’t you think the Cosna would like to know they’ve been lied to all these generations?” 

He made a good point. I returned my attention to the events transpiring below us. 

“And is what I’ve heard true?” Bga’an asked. 

“About?”

“Yes. Did you really kill your brother?” 

Desmond nodded. “I absorbed my sibling, yes.”

“I suppose I misspoke, since you can never really kill a Nogush, can you?” Bga’an smiled, and clapped all four hands together. “Let me ask you this, Drunal. Will you aid my destruction of the Idlu and help me control the Ocean once and for all?”

“That is Desmond, not Drunal,” Krissa said. 

Desmond stepped closer to his grandmother, reaching for her. “I’ve missed you.”

“No,” I managed. “This is impossible.”

Tahil kept recording, but glanced at me, his face ashen. “He’s been deceiving us this entire time?”

My tongue stuck to my lips, and my breath quickened. How long had Drunal been in control? 

From up here, they were small, but I could make out Krissa’s features. She had a moment of comprehension, and everything changed. Her posture. Her eyes. “You bastard!” Krissa sped toward him, and something blurred from the wall. The man caught her wrist, hauling her away. 

“Thank you, Garvin,” Bga’an told him. 

“Garvin? I thought he was dead, like a million years ago or something,” Tahil muttered. 

“He is… was. I have a feeling this is a clone,” I said. 

“Even if he was, why is he working with her?” Tahil asked. 

Garvin wore a white uniform, the chest revealing a glowing green disc. “She’s taken over his free will.”

Krissa didn’t fight, probably seeing how badly she was outnumbered. I tried to calculate our odds, and assessed the room for a quick exit. I wouldn’t let them harm my Dynast. 

Garvin was the original Keepers’ leader, and I’d been named his replacement. I didn’t care if I had to kill a clone to protect Krissa. 

“Did you bring the Heir?” Bga’an asked. 

Krissa pulled free from Garvin’s grip. “Heir?”

“We’ve been waiting for Garvin’s replacement. I knew the moment Desmond released him from stasis that he would attempt to undo my work. The Ocean will be mine, and I needed Drunal to do this task for me. I don’t know how you and young Poro vanished that day, but it was fortuitous that you ended in the Drotz’ possession. Those rock-minded fools were able to keep you safe. We can finally work together, in the open, like we’ve always intended. If that silly sister of yours comes in our way, I’ll absorb her like I have the rest of the family. Waste of energy, if you ask me.” Bga’an laughed. “Get the Heir and let’s move on with the plan. The Dynast will concede her control of the Ocean, and we will keep the Idlu where they are for all eternity.”

“I will never give you the Ocean!” 

Krissa recoiled as the woman slapped her. “Yes, you may have noticed how fast I am. I also have modified myself with your people’s exceptional gifts.”

I had to get closer. But what could Tahil and I do against two shape-shifting aliens and a clone of the great Garvin? Not to mention, Bga’an matched our strength and agility. 

“I will take the Ocean from your mind, plucking it piece by piece until you have no memories remaining, and I won’t stop there. When you give me control with your dying breath, I’ll make you watch as I decimate every last race in your pitiful Ministry of Realms, starting with Earth,” she seethed. 

Krissa bowed her head, seeming deflated. “I won’t.” Her voice barely reached my ears. 

“You will. Where is the Heir?” Bga’an asked. 

Desmond pointed up, and I started to crawl. “Damn it.”

Tahil banged along behind me, likely giving our position away. I stopped near the duct’s entrance from the room, peering into the grate. 

“Garvin, fetch him for me. Drunal, we have much to discuss. In private.” Bga’an linked arms with him, and Desmond’s form shifted, being replaced with another Cosna, one to match his grandmother’s version of them. They exited the room. 

“How much trust does she have in this guy?” Tahil asked. “Wait, where is he?”

Something sliced through the vents under our knees and sent us tumbling from the ceiling. I gripped the opening, while Tahil plummeted the forty feet toward the Star’s chamber floor. He landed as softly as he could, but still dented the floor with his armored boots. 

“Dynast,” he said, nodding at Krissa. 

“Colton, look out!” she shouted, and I glanced behind me, seeing Garvin latched to the tiles. His left forearm had a long magnetic strip, giving him purchase. 

“I have no quarrel with you. We’re both Rusa and clones. Not to mention the white eyes.” I blinked as if to accentuate them. I’d taken out the contacts on the way here, since they’d started to burn. He stared blankly, his face scrunching up as I spoke. For a second, I thought I might have succeeded, but the disc on his chest glowed brighter, and I lost all hope that we could peacefully resolve this. He lashed out with a bright blade, the tip burning with crackling power. I had to let go to avoid being hit, and flipped backwards, slamming to one knee directly between my two allies. 

“Krissa, you look nice,” I said. 

“Colton, stop messing around. Bga’an has created an army. She says I can control the Ocean…”

“We already knew that,” I told her. Garvin remained on the ceiling, his weapon pointed at us. 

“No. Not with the control room.” She placed a palm to her heart. “Within myself.”

That was news. 

Before I could comment, a pulse blasted from Garvin’s blade end, crashing into the floor. Tahil flew back, and Krissa tackled me, almost knocking the wind from my lungs. She was on top of me, her face inches from my mask. “I knew you’d come,” she said, before pushing away. 

We both ran as the second blast tore through the room. Tahil was on the offensive, already throwing a chunk of the ruined floor at Garvin. He put a foot on the metallic ceiling, sprinting upside down, and proceeded to speed horizontally until he reached ground level. 

“That’s something you don’t see every day,” I muttered. 

Tahil shouted a warrior’s cry, heading to intercept Garvin as he attacked. His lance sputtered when Garvin approached, waving a hand. The electrical arc at the end of it flashed off, leaving Tahil with a spear. Garvin’s blade cut the weapon in half, and Tahil dropped it. 

I couldn’t let this ancient clone kill Tahil, no matter how irritating I found him. 

“Over here.” The blade fired from the tip again, and I ducked and rolled out of the way. 

Krissa wasn’t armed, and now Tahil wasn’t either. 

“There’s three of us. We can’t let him win!” I called, and Krissa repositioned herself, until our trio had him circled. 

“Do you really want to do this?” I asked him. 

Garvin didn’t speak. 

“You can’t talk, can you?” 

He spun around, blade raised as my halberd rotated in my hand. He opened his mouth, and I couldn’t see a tongue behind his teeth. 

“She didn’t give you a tongue. Doesn’t that show how mistreated you’ve been?”

Garvin tapped his chestpiece. The clone looked between us and seemed to understand. For a breath, he lowered the blade and prepared to retreat. The disc pulsed, and he tensed, his arm’s tendons protruding as he gripped the weapon tighter. 

“Colton, we can escape. I know where a ship is,” Krissa whispered. “We just have to get through him.”

I peered at the exit, where Des—or Drunal—and Bga’an had gone. There was no sign of the Nogush people. “Okay. Tahil, you remember the play?”

“You’re talking about baseball again?” he asked. 

“Just trust me.” We were each twenty feet from the clone, his head twitching from me to Krissa to Tahil. Tahil started running toward him, and I powered my halberd on, drawing the enemy’s attention. Garvin faced me, despite being approached by Tahil. I threw my weapon, and Tahil caught it before his opponent could react. 

Tahil knocked aside Garvin’s blade, and continued to bash the man’s extremity, eventually breaking his armor. Krissa grabbed the clone’s knife, joining the assault. He was swift, probably faster than any of us, but we had the numbers. We came at him from every direction. His right arm dangled uselessly, and I saw the box on his leg. He touched it with his good hand, and the light started to blink. 

“Guys, I think we have to run.” 

Garvin calmed, his chin dropping. 

Krissa must have seen the detonation timer as well, because she began to run, and so did Tahil. I lingered until I was certain this was over. 

“Colton, get out of there!” Krissa shouted, and I focused, seeing the pulses emanating from the clone. The box on his thigh was shifting so quickly in my Rusa sight, it made me dizzy. It was about to expend an awful lot of energy. I listened to the Dynast and pushed myself to the limit, speeding across the chamber. I beat them to the exit, but when we tried to open the doors, we found them locked. 

Krissa looked me in the eyes, likely just realizing my pupils were gone. “I’m sorry, Col. I wanted to live this life with you.”

“It’s not over yet,” I assured her. I grabbed the halberd from Tahil, jamming the end into the wall. I yelled and yanked it upward, making a slight opening. With my hands, I bent the partition enough so we could escape. Once Krissa and then Tahil were through, I took a final glance at Garvin. He was in the middle of the room when he exploded. 

I jumped past the sharp metal edges and landed on the floor as the heat penetrated my armor. Tahil covered Krissa, and the flames licked his suit before sputtering out. 

“Everyone okay?” I asked. 

“We have to leave. Bga’an will find the remains.” We scoured the corridor, zooming past two confused Cosna soldiers. They scarcely noticed our presence as we sped by. 

Krissa rushed us behind a doorway, slamming it shut. “Get in!” 

The ship barely had room for three people, and we did as she ordered. Krissa took the pilot’s seat, and instead of waiting for the hangar to open, she blasted the interior of the hull, creating an exit. The space station sealed itself with a protective energy shield, but we made it from the station. The clone’s self-destruct had created immense damage, and pieces of the station drifted through space. 

Despite our loud escape, no one followed us for the time being. 

“We need to find a way out of here,” Tahil said, constantly checking the rear cameras. 

“Krissa, you said Bga’an suggested you’d be able to access the Ocean without the control room. What does that mean?” I asked, standing behind her chair. 

“She didn’t elaborate. But from what I gathered, she wanted me to pass my ability to her. Apparently, numerous versions of me had failed her. She spoke as if I should already know most of the details.”

“But you don’t.”

“No, Colton. I don’t know the plans of some ancient being pretending to be a Cosna goddess!” 

“Okay.” I lifted my hands. “I wasn’t implying anything.”

“Good.”

“Can you try?” Tahil asked her. 

Krissa directed the ship to the right. “Try what?”

“To make an Ocean Checkpoint,” Tahil finished. 

She sighed. “I can attempt it. But where are we going?”

“They were talking about the Idlu, and some Nogush home planet. Where is that?” I asked. 

Krissa closed her eyes, breathing deeply. “I think I know. I can see it.”

“Then that’s where we go,” I said. 

“But how?”

“That’s inside you, Dynast.” I set a hand on her shoulder. “You are the Ocean.”

She glanced up. “I missed you.”

“I missed you too,” I whispered.

“If you two are done, we have company.” Tahil showed us the feeds on the viewscreen. Three Cosna fighters had detached from the station and were coming after us. 

Tahil calculated their trajectories and speeds, determining we had about five minutes before they were within pulse range. 

Krissa left her seat to study the screens, and Tahil replaced her position. 

“The Rusa are in charge of the Ocean for a reason. We are the Ocean. We are the Keepers of the Ocean, and I have absorbed the ability to control it from my ancestors. This was why we had Class Five and Lessers. The Class Five could adjust the Checkpoints to some level. The Lessers no longer had the ability, so we labeled them differently. I understand now. My father wasn’t aware of this, and always fought against the traditions. But there was a reason for it all.” Krissa rubbed her palms together, keeping her eyes closed. “I can feel it. The Ocean is everywhere. It’s in me.” 

She pulsed with power, her aura shining like the universe’s hottest star. I had to avert my gaze, it was so powerful. I heard her whispering something as she endeavored to create a Checkpoint. 

I finally dared to look, and nothing had happened. 

“Guess we need a plan B,” Tahil said. 

Krissa turned, her pupils gone. “No, Advisor. That won’t be necessary.”

The Checkpoint began forming, the brilliant colorful lights morphing into existence. “You did it,” I said softly. 

“Yes, I did.” She grinned, and we watched the Ocean access point as it was created. 

“We’re running out of time,” Tahil warned. 

“Can we enter it?” I asked. 

“Yes. It’s finished.” Krissa sounded different. 

“What about those guys?” I gestured at the three incoming craft. One began to fire at us, narrowly missing. 

“Let them follow. The Checkpoint will destroy anything chasing us.”

“Okay,” I said, unsure how else to react. 

Tahil sped into the opening, the colors surrounding our viewscreen. We entered the Ocean, and for the first time in millions of years, the Rusa knew what their purpose was.
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TWENTY

Adley

Dynast City, Usothe




“You’ve done well, Adley,” Administrator Volins said. 

“Thanks. I’m only going by what Newton told me.” Adley watched the robot, barely able to see where the flesh ended and the circuits began. His modifications were nearly completed, and he resembled the Rusa now. His skin was dark, his eyes brown, his hair so real. 

“Then we thank you, Newton,” Volins added. 

“It was no problem. I didn’t think they’d mind being implanted with tracking chips. With all the randomness of your group, it was apparent you might require my assistance at some point,” Newton said. 

At first, Adley had been upset at the news. An alien robot injecting them with nanobots was unsettling, in theory. These linked to their bloodstream, and constantly relayed the users’ location to Newton. It was ethically suspect, but with everyone vanishing at the same time, she was grateful for his misguided efforts. 

Amy Horowitz looked tired, and the Defender with her seemed angry. “Gabrielle said that Alexander and the others boarded the derelict vessel and vanished. All communication was disconnected, and their engines were temporarily cut off.”

“Indie and Miya had left for Nulit, supposedly to investigate the Calling Stone,” Volins added. “I granted them permission to use the Valley of the First, against the Dynast’s standing orders, and they disappeared as well.”

“Colton and Des were seeking Krissa after she was kidnapped.” Leruf shifted on his feet, his fingers grazing his lance. “Where are they?”

All eyes settled on Newton. 

The recently renamed Unity members were all present. Nulgan and Phonsa from the Quall, along with five vessels they deemed were here for scientific purposes only, since their race was nonviolent. Leruf and Olissa were there to act on behalf of Chief Ohru of the Vezo. Khibistog stood tall, his hairy arms crossed at his chest. His people, the Pazil, brought twenty of their Nuula, a sleek white starship to the fray. Herazel joined the battle with what few Meteors the humans still had at Earth, and lastly, the Obos had a fleet of fifty small individual fighters, each piloted by a short bald being, led by Yunwio. 

“Newton, we have over two hundred vessels prepared to head into battle, and you’ve yet to tell us anything,” Volins said. 

Newton blinked his organic-appearing eyes and nodded. “They are all within range of a specific planet.”

“What planet?” Leruf asked. 

“Unidentifiable. It is not in my records.”

Amy continued the line of questioning. “How do we travel there?”

“There is a Checkpoint.” Newton brought up the image in the center of the meeting room. It showed a 3D rendering of a world, with the indicators for Indie, Miya, Alexander, Dewi, Krissa, Tahil, and lastly, Colton. 

“The Dynast is moving quickly,” Adley said. “I’d say they’re on a starship. The others are on the surface.” She noticed that Indie and Miya were some distance from Alex, and she doubted they even knew their allies were so close by. 

“Why are they there? Who are they fighting?” Khibistog asked. 

“We don’t know. But we must help defend them,” Adley said. A realization hit her. “Where’s Desmond?”

Everyone panicked. “He is gone.” Newton offered no additional information. 

“Gone? How?”

“I do not know. I haven’t seen his readouts since before he departed Usothe. I wasn’t paying attention, to be honest. I only added the nanos as a precautionary measure. When Adley sought my assistance, I informed her of the tracking methods.”

“Desmond either vanished, or he figured out how to block his position,” Leruf suggested. 

“Even if he was dead, I could still track the nanotech,” Newton said. 

“Then he turned it off. But why?” Volins tapped his chin. “We’re missing vital details, but we do have a destination. When do we leave?” 

“Maybe we should send a scout ship to see what we’re facing,” Amy suggested. 

Gabrielle raised her hand. “I’ll go.”

“I’ll join you, if that’s okay,” Leruf said. 

“Me too.” Whatever was transpiring wasn’t good. Adley sensed a conflict about to culminate on this unlabeled planet, but she wouldn’t let anything happen to her friends. They’d taken her in like family, and now they needed help. 

“I will also go.” Newton handed a device to Volins. “This will connect us. When the light goes on, we require your assistance. Utilize the corresponding Checkpoint.”

Administrator Volins slid it into his pocket. “We will be there.”

Adley noticed Zeel Three in the room, lingering by the exit, and when the meeting disbanded, she went to the Cepra. “You coming?”

Zeel seemed shocked to be included. “Yes, I would like that very much, Adley.”

“If you’re joining, we’re leaving now.” Gabrielle stormed from the room, probably irritated at all the various people hitching a ride with her. 

Adley was unaffected, and waited while Newton, Leruf, and Zeel Three started down the corridor. Ten minutes passed, and they were on Herazel, preparing to leave Usothe in favor of the Ocean. 

Gabrielle guided them to the Checkpoint, and she looked nervous. 

“It will be okay, Defender,” Newton assured her. “There’ll be no complications.”

“Okay, robot,” she hissed. “Now if you wouldn’t mind staying clear of the bridge, I have a ship to lead.”

Newton didn’t seem offended in the least. 

“Take us in,” Gabrielle ordered the short man piloting them. Adley noticed Leruf’s gaze flicker from his lance to the viewscreen, as if he expected a fight. 

The Ocean Checkpoints were miraculous and surprisingly unique. Adley eagerly awaited what they’d discover when they emerged through the Ocean. 




____________




Desmond Locke

Cosna Space Station, Daeten V




Desmond had been aware that something was wrong the moment he’d absorbed Drunal but hadn’t investigated it further. He’d assumed it was a natural reaction, without any other comparison to go by. Now he was deep inside himself, being suffocated by his brother. 

It was the strangest sensation, like floating in a viscous clear liquid and experiencing the world through someone else’s eyes. The transition had started off slowly, with Drunal creeping into his dreams. 

Desmond would wake in the middle of a restless sleep with memories that weren’t his. Since Desmond knew next to nothing about the Nogush, he’d accepted this was part of the absorption process. He was wrong. 

Drunal had fought him, and Des had thought he’d won. But his brother had hidden his presence in the dark recesses of Desmond’s mind, staying in the shadows of recollections Desmond didn’t want to remember. 

And Drunal eventually emerged on the deck in Bga’an’s chamber, while he allowed Garvin’s clone to attack his friends. 

Desmond listened as Drunal spoke with Bga’an, hearing bits of their conversation as if using a plastic cup against a wall to eavesdrop. Des focused, attempting to witness the scene around him. They were back inside her chamber, the floor torn to pieces, a gaping hole where the battle had occurred. 

“Where is Garvin?” Drunal asked. 

Bga’an looked disappointed. “He self-destructed.”

“That’s a shame. I assume he was valuable.”

“Riches I have, but the time and effort it took was the real chore,” the Star said. “Don’t concern yourself, Grandson. I have plenty more of him.”

“And the Dynast?” Drunal asked, and Des perked up within. 

“I tried to duplicate her for years, but none of the clones could control the Ocean.”

“What did you do with them?” 

“Some are still around. I spread the clones out, hoping to discover how to harness the Ocean by using them. Each is guarded by a Garvin.”

Drunal nodded. “How did you know they’d escape?”

Bga’an set her top two hands on Drunal’s shoulders. “When you’ve lived as long as I have, you recognize the patterns.”

“And your Rusa powers?” Drunal asked. 

She smiled, her eyes glimmering with starlight. “I can’t divulge all my secrets, not with your hitchhiker still lingering.”

“Yes, Desmond,” Drunal said. “How can I rid myself of him?”

“There is a way. You will separate; then we can trap him within a Soul Seal.” She opened a flap on her outfit to reveal a small, detailed box. 

“It kills him?”

“No, but it forces him into a state of permanent shifting,” she said. 

“So Desmond will remain a pile of goo.” Drunal laughed, making Desmond cringe internally. 

“Essentially.”

“That’s a cruel fate to bestow,” Drunal told her. 

“If you knew half of what I’ve done, you wouldn’t say that. Come, we must follow them to the City of Ghosts,” she said. 

“How delightfully ominous.”

“She seeks to return the Idlu, but we cannot let her. With Krissa Laross under our thumb, we will finally own the Ocean, and the power that we wield will be unlike any other,” Bga’an bragged. 

Desmond sensed Drunal’s anxiety with her plan. He’d tried to destroy the Ocean rather than control it, but that was before he’d understood his own flesh and blood was the one leading the Cosna. The revelation set Drunal free. 

Des’ legs moved, but he had no mastery over them. Instead of battering against Drunal, he decided it would be best to wait for an opportunity. 

Desmond watched as his brother led the Star of the Cosna to a vessel at the top level of the space station and settled in for the ride. 




____________




City of Ghosts




“This is it,” Krissa whispered, stepping onto the stairs. Below was a pile of worn rubble, a building that had toppled ages ago. The sickle of a moon was blood red, and I almost expected it to drip into the horizon. 

Tahil cracked his neck, looking in both directions. “Where are the ghosts?”

“I don’t think it’s literal,” I told him, and craned my ear up, hearing a noise. It began as a low whimper and grew until the cries carried on the wind. 

“You were saying?” Tahil grunted. 

“The Idlu are here,” Krissa said. “They’ve been woken.”

“What are they anyway?” I asked. 

“Bga’an made it sound as if they created the Ocean, and at the time, they trusted the Nogush with its protection. I understand them now. I can feel their spirits within the River.” Krissa stared at the sky, her eyes wet. “Now that I’ve connected with it, I don’t know how I didn’t sense it before. We spent too many centuries on Batis Island, hiding from our true mission. It’s the Rusa’s fault for forgetting.”

“No it’s not, Krissa. The Ministry Wars broke everything, and the Rusa were just struggling to keep their sanctuary safe. You did nothing wrong,” I said. 

“That’s true, but we still failed.”

“Then let’s make it right. Save the Idlu, and throw Bga’an back into whatever hole she emerged from,” Tahil declared. 

I used a scope, scouring the city in ruins. My gaze stopped on a shiny object. I handed the device to Tahil. “Tell me you see that too,” I said. 

“It’s a ship,” he muttered. “The same kind we saw on the Cosna world.”

“Great, they beat us here.” I glanced at Krissa. “Dynast, what do you suggest?”

“If the Cosna have arrived, perhaps they will lead us to the Idlu. Let’s proceed,” she said. 

The sounds continued to echo in the streets, a consistent and mournful disturbance. After a while, it became background noise, like the wind in the trees, or tires on a highway. 

The city looked ancient, and not old like Fayetteville. The structures were archaic, and I touched a brick, dissolving it with the disturbance. “Watch yourselves. This place is one wrong step from collapsing,” I warned. 

Tahil was ahead, marching carelessly. “You always worry too much, Beck.” He turned around. “There’s nothing here but old buildings and rocks.”

I didn’t see the wings until I heard them flapping. The beast dropped from high above, clutching at Tahil’s armor with talons longer than the Rusa’s arm. He shouted, fighting to grab his lance, but it clanged to the ground. I picked it up for him, wondering what I should do. 

The giant flying creature pumped its wings, attempting to leave with Tahil, and I ran to catch up, leaping from a leaning bell tower as it rose. I landed on the beast’s neck, realizing just how massive the creature was. 

“Let him go!” I shouted, reaching for my halberd. I balanced on a back full of tufted feathers. Everything was a blur, and I avoided looking down, considering we were already a few hundred feet in the air. 

“Kill it!” Tahil hollered. 

“I can’t. We’ll die if we fall!” I shouted. I couldn’t see him below, and hoped this giant bird, or bat, or whatever it was didn’t drop Tahil. 

The wind threatened to push me over, so I crept to my knees, spreading my weight out. The City of Ghosts was far behind us, and we were approaching a lake that bordered a steaming mountain. The stench reached my nose even through the helmet’s filtration system. Sulfur. 

We were carried to the top of the peaks, the bird lowering in a crack between two rocks. It landed, releasing Tahil before departing to the sky. I rolled off, crashing to the mountainside next to him, and together we stared as the bird flew in the other direction. 

“Why would it…” Tahil pointed past my shoulder. “It brought us for them.”

Five hatchlings squawked, their sharp beaks clacking with excitement at the fresh dinner offered to them by their parent. Their feathers were growing in, and they resembled half-naked vultures. 

I backed up, searching for an escape route. Tahil had his fists clenched. “Are you planning on boxing them?”

“I’m going to rip their heads off,” he murmured. 

They came closer, beaks pecking ferociously. They were four times our size, making me feel like a worm. 

“We have armor. They can’t eat us, Tahil,” I said. “Jump on the count of three.”

The babies’ beaks bobbed, and I noticed the pulses emitting from their bodies. “One. Two.”

Tahil leapt, and I did too, gently landing on the very top of the peak twenty yards up. The birds shrieked and hooted, eager to chase their prey, but they weren’t ready to leave the nest quite yet. We rushed away, not stopping until their cries were a distant memory. 

“Look at this,” I whispered. This land was so unique, I’d have guessed we’d been transported to another era. The lake was dark, the water calm and black. Beyond it was a barren field, leading to the city. I checked the scope, finding hundreds of animals with two heads snuffling around the grounds. 

“We’d better return to the Dynast,” Tahil said. 

I nodded in agreement, but something made me pause. I inhaled, my eyelids fluttering. “Indie’s here.”

“Indie? How? We left her at home,” he told me. 

“I don’t know how, but I can’t leave her.”

Tahil’s brow scrunched up. “What about Krissa?”

I was torn. My Dynast shouldn’t be alone, but I had to discover why Indie Hart was nearby. I’d thought she’d stayed on Usothe, so it couldn’t be a coincidence that she was here. “Help me find Indie, and we’ll return to the city as soon as possible.”

Tahil didn’t seem convinced, but he didn’t argue as we began our descent to the Sulfur mountains’ ridge. 




____________




Alexander

City of Ghosts




“You seriously didn’t see that?” Alex asked. 

Dewi rolled her eyes. “I highly doubt you saw a dragon carrying a man, Alex. Now would you focus?”

Aishau walked with her robes waving behind her. She didn’t wear armor or a helmet, and Alex thought she seemed very pleased with herself for making it here. “All these years, I’ve waited to return. Do you know how many nights I’ve dreamt of this moment?”

Alex was only in his thirties, and truly couldn’t appreciate how different time would be if you were immortal and millions of years old.

“The Stairwell will bring us to them.” Aishau squinted at the cityscape, her gaze meeting Alex’s. Lee and the clones remained at the ship, making it just the three of them on this journey. 

“She’s here.” Aishau smiled and broke into a run. 

Alex and Dewi shared a look. “What is she talking about?” he asked. 

“We’d better follow her.” Dewi gave chase, and Alex hefted his lance, easily keeping pace with the Nogush woman. 

They cut through a massive courtyard, and Aishau slowed, pausing near a crumbled statue at the edge. She lowered to her knees, bowing until her brow touched the ground. “I’m sorry we took so long, Vesho. I will make it right.”

“Who’s Vesho?” Dewi whispered. 

The statue depicted an extremely tall being, bald, with long arms, and a crown circling his head. “I assume that’s it,” he said. 

Aishau hopped to her feet, peering to her right. “The Dynast is in this direction.”

“Dynast?” 

“Krissa Laross. Also, my grandmother will be coming.”

Alex shook his head, wondering if he was hearing things. “Why is Krissa in the City of Ghosts? Would you explain yourself?”

Aishau halted, clearly annoyed with his questions. “The Cosna leader is my grandmother, and she wants the Ocean. She will attempt to trap Krissa, because she’s the only person in the universe that can operate the Ocean without the controls. Bga’an is tireless, and also extremely patient. She’s spent millions of years learning how to steal the ability from Krissa.”

“That’s impossible,” Dewi whispered. 

“Is it? She’s already claimed the Rusa abilities,” Aishau said. 

“So what?” Alex shrugged. “Dewi and I had Xeno, and we’re just as capable.”

“Not like her. She infused herself with Garvin’s blood.”

“That clone?” Alex didn’t like idea of fighting an immortal Nogush with the blood of the Rusa’s greatest hero. 

“Come. Krissa is close.”

They found the Cosna ship nearby, parked in the streets, and Alex climbed on top of it, searching for her. He unclipped a handheld drone from his armor and sent it into the air, programming it to scan for the Dynast. A minute later, he had the results. Krissa displayed in his HUD, walking alone. 

“Follow me,” he said, gesturing toward the northern section of the city. 

Alex noticed the sounds enveloping the city weren’t caused by wind. “Why are they wailing like that?”

“It’s the Nogush she’s trapped with the Idlu. Their anguish is too much. The fact that one of our own imprisoned them here is unforgivable. Bga’an will pay,” Aishau promised. 

A dried-up river cut through the middle of the city, and a bridge remained, traversing the expanse. “Is it safe?” Alex asked Aishau, who was already stalking across the structure. 

“It was built by my ancestors. It will hold,” she said. 

Dewi went first, with Alex taking the rear-guard position. Another of the massive birds flapped overhead, drawing his attention, and he wondered if he really had been imagining someone in the other’s talons. 

Once they exited the bridge, he spotted her. 

“Dynast!” he shouted, and Aishau spun, slapping him. His armor prevented it from stinging, but it still took all his restraint not to grab her wrist. 

“Do not shout. They’re listening,” she whispered. 

Dewi’s gaze darted around. “Who is?”

The ground began to tremble, and dust rose from the riverbed. 

“We’re too late,” Aishau said. “Hurry.” She sprinted, and Alex had no choice but to follow. 

He peered to the crevasse where a great river had once flowed, finding a scuttling monster. It resembled a snake, but it had arms dragging it forward, and a humanoid head. His heart jammed in his chest at the hideous sight. Dewi shoved past him, speeding away from the horrible creatures. 

Alex kept checking behind him, his skin crawling, and he slammed into something. 

Krissa was on the ground, her white armor tinged with red from the bloody moonlight. She quickly got to her feet, eyes narrowing as she reached for Alex. “Are you really here?”

“Yes, Dynast,” he said. “But we’d better leave before those get us.” He pointed to the river, and Krissa gasped when she saw them. 

She gestured at Aishau. “Who’s this?”

“That’s a long story,” Alex said, and together they ran, the dragging creatures not slowing.
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TWENTY-ONE

Indie Hart

Sulfur Mountain




The tunnels went on forever, criss-crossing and leading her to dead ends. The air grew thicker, the temperature unbearable, and they were both sweating within their armor. 

“I don’t think I can take much more of this,” Miya said. 

She’d been a good sport, but after a couple of hours of tirelessly searching for a direct path through the caves, even the most patient person would have snapped. 

Indie took a seat on a rock, trying to stay positive, but everything was going wrong. She grabbed the Calling Stone, removing it from the cloth wrapping, and held it to her chest. “I want to help, but I’m trapped.”

Indie?

Hearing Colton’s voice in her mind was a jolt to the system. 

“Where are you?” She stood up, startling Miya. The girl stared with big eyes. 

Tahil and I are here.

“No. I’m not on the same planet as you, Colton. Miya and I went through the Disc… the Rusa sent me the image, and we visited the City of Ghosts…” Indie realized she was rambling, and stopped. 

We did too. Krissa knew how to find it.

“Tahil and Krissa are here with Colton,” Indie relayed to Miya. 

“I can’t believe it.” The sheer relief on Miya’s expression made Indie want to cry. She’d put the girl into danger by bringing her here. 

How do I find you?

“We were chased by creatures, and I blocked us inside the caves. I think we passed the lake and are in Sulfur Mountain now. But there’s no sign of the Rusa.”

Listen to me. There’s a shaft, a big opening in the peak. Tahil and I are scaling it. Meet us at the bottom.

“How do we…” Indie recalled seeing a hint of light, but they’d gone in another direction, sensing that the Rusa weren’t up higher, but down below the surface. “I can get there!”

Miya passed Indie her tablet. She’d been recording their passage, and Indie rotated the 3D view, tracing her steps. “We should arrive in thirty minutes,” she told Colton, continuing to clutch the Calling Stone. 

See you soon.

She tried to reach out to the Rusa, without any luck. “We’d better not be too late,” she muttered. 

“Was that really Colton?” Miya asked, and Indie nodded excitedly. “Lead the way.” 

The tunnels were filled with redundancies: damp ceilings, with drips creating slick puddles throughout. Indie splashed as she went, not bothering to avoid them as they hurried. The Rusa had to be inside this mountain, but where? Maybe with fresh minds and eyes, their friends could assist the hunt. 

After a few missteps, they were at the base, peering up into the shaft. “Colton?” she called. 

For a moment, Indie was sure they were in the wrong place.

“There!” Miya tugged on her arm, pointing at a descending figure. Colton moved quickly, his boots landing softly on the bottom. Tahil was right behind, grinning as he saw Indie and Miya waiting for them. 

Colton didn’t speak as he embraced her, then Miya. His eyes were pure white. “I thought you were supposed to stay out of trouble.”

Miya shoved Colton’s shoulder. “Why should you be the only one allowed to break the rules?”

“We haven’t been able to locate the Rusa. Miya, please show them the map.”

Miya handed it over, and Colton snatched it before Tahil. “There’s something this way.”

“We stopped when we contacted you,” Miya said. 

“Then that’s where we go.” Colton took charge, and Indie was grateful for the help. He’d done the same when they were kids. She’d suggest they take a canoe on the river, and he’d be planning the launch and exit points, deciding what kind of snacks they’d need. 

Miya and Tahil stayed behind, chatting quietly, and Colton glanced at Indie. “Are you okay?” he whispered.

“I’m fine.”

“Seriously. When we connected with the Stone, I could sense something was bothering you,” he said. 

“Obviously, there is. We’re on an alien world trying to… Wait, why are you here?”

Colton sighed and explained. “You knew Krissa was kidnapped. Well, we used the Checkpoint and met these frog guys—their leader, the Highest, said they tracked every ship coming through their system and gave us a device to follow her captors. That’s where things got tense. Desmond became a Cosna, pretending to be one of them, and we stole a ship, flying it to this space station in orbit.”

Indie listened as Colton rattled the tale off. 

“He screwed us, Indie,” Colton muttered. 

“Who did?”

“Desmond.”

Indie didn’t believe her father would ever betray them. “How?”

“I think Drunal took over.”

“But we dealt with him. In the Disc chamber,” Indie said. She’d witnessed his essence disappearing into Desmond. 

“No, we didn’t. He left us all for dead. Garvin tried to kill us, but we vanquished him.”

Tahil and Miya slowed, both clearly interested in the conversation. 

“What was a clone—no offense, Colton—thinking coming after the Advisor and the Dynast?” Tahil said. 

Indie glared at him. “And the head of the Keepers. Don’t forget that, Tahil.” 

“Whatever. Garvin is ancient history,” Tahil added. 

“This is it,” Miya said, motioning to the edge of the corridor. 

“What happened?” Indie pressed, eager for the rest of the story. 

“Oh, I forgot something. Bga’an, the Star of the Cosna… she’s also Desmond’s grandmother. So you’re related to her.” Colton’s expression was apologetic. 

“Where is Desmond, then? Can we save him?” Miya countered. 

“If Drunal could latch to Desmond, then he must be in there somewhere. We’ll do our best,” Colton suggested. 

Tahil peered down the drop. “It was easy… those guys didn’t stand a chance, since Krissa made us a Checkpoint.” 

“Krissa can do what?” Indie asked. 

“She is the Ocean. It was a forgotten ability a Dynast has always been accessible to.” Colton removed his halberd, moving to the opening. 

Indie stared at him, and the words clicked. “Colton, this is an important time.”

“I know… let’s save the Rusa.” 

She caught his arm, keeping him in the corridor. “Krissa is the Ocean… I’m a Caller. And you’re Garvin’s heir, returned. Don’t you understand? This is why Bga’an has chosen her time to strike. If she doesn’t destroy us now, the Rusa will be reunited, and she’ll never gain control of the Ocean.”

“Then what are we waiting for?” Tahil jumped, his light vanishing in the drop. 

“I agree with you. We can protect the Rusa, and the Dynast. Let’s find them, then travel to the City of Ghosts in one piece,” he said. 

“Bga’an knows where you were going. The Cosna will come here.” Indie didn’t like the idea of waiting around for them to arrive, but she did have an escape route with the Groscal Disc. She explained it to Colton and he smiled, nodding. 

“That’s good.” He took Miya’s wrist, lowering her to Tahil, who was impatiently waiting. “We might be able to use that.”

Indie watched him and recalled the moment he’d been training with Shaw in Garvin’s Grove. Colton was something different now, no longer a simple barge worker or the kid she’d grown up with. 

He was the Heir. She was the Caller. 

“After you,” he said, and Indie leapt into the open cave. 




____________




Sulfur Mountain




I was beyond grateful to have found Miya and Indie, but the odds were still stacked against us. We needed to rescue the Rusa, and somehow defend against Bga’an and her Cosna fleet. I hoped Tahil was right, and that Garvin was a single clone. An army of Garvins was more than I could handle. 

The caves stretched out wider beneath the tunnels, and I rounded the corner, encountering an underground lake. The water reeked and steamed, the vapors rising to the cavern ceiling and venting through a natural hole. 

I thought about Indie’s comment. She was sure I was the Heir, but I still wasn’t sold on it. Desmond had concurred, but how could I be certain Des had said that, and not Drunal? I had no way of knowing who was in control of his body then. 

I wished I could talk with Krissa, but the communicator’s connection had been lost the moment we were dropped on the peaks. It seemed like this entire world was affecting the link. 

Tahil was in the lead, walking with his lance ready to defend against any invisible threats. Miya stayed close to him, her gun gripped tight. Indie looked eager instead of afraid, and that gave me faith. 

The cavern went on, with a ledge to skirt the body of water. Miya crouched by the pond, touching it with a finger. A ripple shot out in all directions, but it was otherwise still. 

“Where are they?” I asked. My voice echoed through the open space. 

“Over there,” Indie said. She rushed ahead, setting a hand on a crystal rooted in the stone wall. “This is it! They’re on the other side!”

“Allow me.” I flicked my halberd to life, increasing the energy output along the axe blade. I took a chop at it, the rock cracking. After a few more swings, it was dented, but nowhere near as much as I needed. 

“You men are always so aggressive,” Miya commented. 

“You have a better idea?” Tahil asked. 

“Sure.” Miya removed a tool from her pack. “We used these on Dicore. You should always be able to extract water.”

“Miya, you’re brilliant.” Indie helped her set up the drill-core. They placed the auger under the crystal and turned it on. It went to work, carving a hole big enough to see beyond. 

“Hello?” a voice asked through the break. 

“Thank God,” Indie murmured. “I’m the Caller. We’ve come to free you.”

Cries of relief made it to my ears, and I smiled at Miya. “Can you do that a couple more times so I can bust it off?”

“Done.” Miya set to it, drilling another three holes. When she was finished, I used the blade, carving the remaining rock until a Rusa could fit through. Miya went first, and I hurried after her, in case we were being lured under false pretenses. 

But these were Rusa; I was a hundred percent sure of that. Twelve stasis chambers were lined up on the ground, leaning against the far wall, and all but one were powered down. 

Their clothing was creased and dirty, but their faces and arms were clean. I peered past them to another lake, giving them a water source. “How long have you been here?” I asked, and Tahil bumped into me entering the cavity. 

“We can’t be certain. I woke when the Calling Stone was used,” a woman said. “I managed to exit stasis and free the others, except for Nesel. His is broken.”

“I knew a Nesel,” Tahil said, squinting at the young woman. 

She shook her head. “You look familiar.”

“So you’ve survived for months on water?” Indie asked her. 

“And mushrooms. They grow under the lip of the rock. They’re not all that bad, but we have to ration them,” a man said. The guy was wiry, but his lean muscles implied he was still powerful. 

“How did you come to be trapped inside of Sulfur Mountain?” Miya asked. 

“I was a child. All twelve of us were sent to investigate a mysterious ship that arrived through the Ocean. The Cosna dragged us off, making our vessel disappear. We held on to hope that one day Viola would rescue us, or the Dynast, but none came. After a decade, they put us into stasis. I have no idea where we are, even,” the woman said. 

“Viola? How do you know her? She’s been dead for 2500 years,” Tahil explained.

Her face grew more ashen. “How can this be?” She stumbled, and Tahil caught her. Their eyes met, and Tahil let out a grumble. 

“It’s you.”

“It can’t be,” she whispered.

“Care!” Tahil wrapped his arms around her, and she pushed her brow into his armor. He quickly removed it, tossing his helmet to the rocks, and other Rusa gathered closer, seeming to recognize him. He turned around, smiling ear to ear. “Guys, these are my friends. I trained with some of them. They went missing when I was a teenager.”

Care looked at Tahil like he was a ghost, and she touched his face, caressing his cheek. 

“Let me guess, you two were a thing?” Miya said, breaking the moment. 

Tahil nodded. “You could say that. I was infatuated with Care.”

“I was older, but he managed to steal my heart,” she said. “We lived in captivity for so long…”

“Why did they bring you here?” I inquired.

“How should we know?” the man said. “We were on a space station when they placed us in stasis.”

I looked around, noticing a sliver of light in the corner of the cave. “It’s a trap,” I whispered. 

“What?” Tahil tried to follow my line of sight. “I don’t see anything.”

“They knew the Caller would come for you,” I muttered. “We have to leave.”

The floor shook, sending rocks dropping into the water. 

“What about Nesel?” Care asked, indicating the last stasis pod. “We can’t open it.”

“Miya, would you…?” Before Indie finished talking, Miya had already begun. 

The floor continued to groan and grumble. I imagined lava funneling through the tunnels. “What could they possibly be doing?”

Miya’s lips were pursed, sweat on her brow. “I have to bypass the release, since it was damaged.” She popped a panel off, tugging two wires free. She tapped them together, and the case hissed, releasing cold air. It opened, and Care helped a man out. Tahil lifted him, setting Nesel onto the rocks. 

Nesel gawked at the group surrounding him. “Where am I?”

“You’re safe,” I promised him. “Get dressed. We can’t stick around.”

Care whispered in Nesel’s ear. “That’s Tahil?” he asked.

“Hello, friend. It’s good to see you.” Tahil glanced at the exit when a third tremor rattled the cavern. A crack split the ceiling in two. 

Once all twelve Rusa were in the room over, I went. It was a long hike back, but I planned on using the shortcut Tahil and I had entered from. I considered our circumstances while we silently traversed the passages. 

The Nogush were sealed away with the Idlu because of Bga’an. She’d risked stealing Rusa right from Nulit 2500 years ago to get Indie here.

Why would the Caller interest someone like Bga’an? I watched her jogging behind Tahil. Or were they trying to get me? Or Krissa? We knew they wanted the Dynast, considering they’d blatantly kidnapped her. Any of the three of us could have come to rescue these Rusa, but the Caller was the only reason we were aware of their existence. Indie was also related to Bga’an, which added further complications. 

Regardless, we had to go to the City of Ghosts and reconnect with Krissa. 

“We’re here,” Indie said, and when I glanced up, I saw the sharp incline centering Sulfur Mountain. 

“How are we supposed to climb that?” Nesel asked. 

“I’ll help,” I said, clipping the halberd onto my back. I bent my knees and jumped, landing sideways on the rocky wall. I propelled myself up and continued until I was outside, standing on the peak. Tahil’s pack remained on the ground, and I removed the thin rope, adding a weight to the end. “Heads up!” I released it and wrapped the other end around a dead tree trunk. Tahil was the first one to go, carrying a seemingly agitated Miya. 

“I could have climbed myself!” she proclaimed, and her jaw dropped as she peered behind me. 

“What is it?” I spun, observing a giant vessel descending through the clouds. 

“Who’s that?” Indie asked, emerging on the ridge. 

Energy crackled from below as it roared toward the mountain. I grabbed my scope, pressing it tight to my mask. Figures jumped from an open ramp while the vessel floated a hundred meters off the ground. They each had a green disc on their chests. 

I powered my weapon on, listening to the soft hum of energy coursing through the bladed tip. “It’s Garvin’s clones. It’s time to fight.”




____________




Adley

Herazel, Unknown Planet




“That’s the ship that took Alex,” Gabrielle said. 

Adley stared at it, knowing full well it was Cosna. When she looked closer, she could see the symbols etched into the hull. “We have to go to the surface.”

“There’s an incoming fleet,” Newton announced. 

“Where?” Leruf asked. 

“On screen.” Newton changed the image, and Adley cursed when she saw the Cosna fleet. “Thirty-three, to be precise.”

“We can’t compete with so many,” Gabrielle said. “What are our options?”

Leruf brandished his lance. “We can combat them.”

“A lot of good a lance will do against those.” Gabrielle pointed at the ships flying in formation. “We need to kill the head of the snake, and maybe the rest will drop.”

“We can’t start a space battle.” Adley wondered who was on that lead vessel. “We came for recon. We should scram and inform our waiting troops of what’s happening.”

“You could bring the fleet here,” Zeel Three suggested. “All it takes is the press of a button.”

Adley considered it but shook her head. “I have another idea. Reach out.”

“What? You want me to contact the Cosna?” Gabrielle asked. She narrowed her eyes, but finally gave in. “Okay, but if they’re hostile, we’re bouncing.”

Adley grimaced while they made the call, and to her surprise, they answered. 

“Hello, my friends,” Desmond said on screen. 

“Des! What are you doing?” Adley asked. 

Someone was beside him, and Adley recognized Krissa. The Dynast was smiling, her teeth on full display. 

“We’ve negotiated with the Cosna. I’m accompanying them to fix a mistake. Come with us to the surface, and we’ll be reunited,” Des said. 

Adley glanced at Leruf, then to Gabrielle. “Lead the way.”

Desmond put his arm around Krissa. “We will never forget this monumental occasion. The Rusa will go down in history.” 

The image faded, the screen shifting to their view of the planet. 

“That was weird,” Adley whispered. 

“You think?” Gabrielle asked. “The Dynast seemed a little overexcited.”

“Newton, can you replay it?” Adley stepped to the screen. It sure looked like them. She even noticed Desmond’s toothpick. “What do you think, Leruf?”

The Vezo man shook his head. “I cannot tell. The Dynast isn’t herself. And she didn’t speak.”

“Okay, what are we worried about?” Gabrielle asked. “Are those your friends or not?”

“They are,” Adley agreed. 

Gabrielle sat in the previous Angor Administrator’s seat. “Then let’s follow them.”

The planet was gloomy, the clouds dark, the ground bleak. They lowered to a city, an ancient metropolis in ruins. 

“There are two Cosna vessels already landed,” Newton advised them. “Recently flown.”

Adley saw them on the screen, and one was surrounded by people. “Who are they?”

“Zooming,” Newton answered. 

“That’s Lee!” Gabrielle proclaimed. “That means Alex is here!”

The woman beside Lee glanced up, watching Herazel descending from the skies. 

“Unbelievable,” she muttered, recognizing the Rusa. “It’s Krissa.” She peered at the secondary screen, where the conversation with Desmond was on pause. “She can’t be in two places at once.”

“This is getting ridiculous. Perhaps we should return…”

The Cosna fleet opened fire, striking Herazel. Adley fell from her chair, slamming her head into the console. 

“Report!” Gabrielle shouted. 

“The thrusters are down,” Newton said. “We have to land.”

“Do it.” Gabrielle ran to the edge of the bridge, scouring a weapons locker. “We’ve been tricked.”

Adley strapped in as the ground rushed to meet them. The others did the same, and she heard Leruf making a Vezo prayer. 

They crash-landed, and the screen went dark. Her head ached, but she was otherwise okay. “Any injuries?” she asked. 

No one claimed to be hurt. 

“Take this.” Gabrielle shoved a gun into her hand. 

Before they could leave, two men blasted the doors, stepping foot onto the bridge. They were expressionless, with white eyes, and glowing emerald discs in the center of their chests. 

“What’s the meaning of—” Gabrielle fell when the closest attacked, his movements so fast, Adley hadn’t even seen it. Gabrielle glanced at her palms, then slumped to the floor, and coughed blood. One twitch and she stopped breathing. 

“You killed her,” Adley managed to squeak out. The horror of the sudden violence barely registered as she stared at the dead woman. 

“That was unnecessary, Garvin,” Des said, sauntering past them. Krissa was with him, her smile unnerving. “Clones… always have a mind of their own.”

“I grow tired of this form,” the Dynast said in another’s voice. She turned to a puddle, changing into a four-armed woman. She modified her outfit, slipping the cloth over her shoulders. Her eyes were the most unique thing about her, black with twinkling stars. 

“Des, what are you doing?” Adley demanded. She still had the gun in her grip, but it felt useless with the twin clones present. 

Desmond spat the toothpick out and wiped his mouth with his sleeve. “I’m not Desmond, kid. He’s gone.”

Leruf stayed in front of her, but Adley had a feeling even the great Vezo warrior would struggle against these guys. 

“Des, if you’re in there, stop him,” Adley pleaded.

“He’s not. You can give up the damsel in distress act,” Des said. “We weren’t expecting company, but I assume this has to do with that pesky little tracking device the robot put into everyone.”

The woman with him raised her eyebrows. “I wish you would have told me about that,” she said. “But perhaps this is a fortuitous meeting. Now we have bait. Clones, bring them with us.”

They tightly gripped Adley’s arm, and she shook her head when Leruf was poised to defend. He let the lance fall to the ground, and she dropped her gun. “We won’t resist.” 

Adley needed to find a way to draw the real Desmond out. She glanced at Gabrielle’s dead body, silently promising her revenge. 

They were escorted through Herazel and outside, where the red moon hung thin and ominously. 

“Welcome to Sorivi,” the woman said. “You may call me Star, or Bga’an, whichever suits your mood.”

“Do you think this is a joke?” Adley asked her. 

“No, my dear. This is anything but. Today, I secure the Ocean and rid the universe of the Idlu once and for all.” 

Somewhere on this planet, Krissa, Alexander, Tahil, and Colton were nearby. Adley realized she was the lure, and stood in line with her allies as they awaited their fate.
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TWENTY-TWO

Krissa

City of Ghosts




“And she wants me?” Krissa asked.

“That’s right. She thinks she can force the gift from you and take it for herself,” Aishau said. 

It was hard to believe this woman had been present at her birth. “When I was born… did you kill my mother?”

Aishau was usually smiling, seemingly carefree. But her expression quickly turned. “Krissa, you weren’t going to survive. The Ocean needed a proper Dynast.”

Krissa nodded, understanding her motivation. “It was me or her?”

“That’s correct.”

“It wasn’t your decision. You interfered with the Rusa’s history.”

“No, I gave them a future. Without you, the Rusa would be lost, and the Ocean with it,” she said. 

“How did they use the controls thirty-five years ago at Usothe?”

Aishau glanced away. “That was also my doing. I had a clone.”

“A version of me?” Krissa inquired. 

“Bga’an has thousands of replicas at her disposal, though most are of Garvin. She’s gone overboard. Your clone gave me access, but she couldn’t do what you can.”

“Modify the Ocean with my mind,” Krissa said. 

“Precisely.”

“Why would you open the Cosna lane?”

“So we could free the Idlu. It’s time.” Aishau walked ahead, leading them to a set of stairs. They were wide, and Krissa couldn’t see where they ended. 

“Everything here is so creepy,” Dewi said from behind them. 

“The Nogush once occupied this space, but when something has been left unattended for so long, the warmth is drained from the surroundings,” Aishau said. “I remember visiting as a young girl, running up and down these, with my brother Poro chasing after me.” 

Krissa considered finding Colton, but he could take care of himself. If there was something Krissa could do to help the Nogush, she’d accomplish it. “The Idlu are below?”

Aishau paused. “Yes.”

“Then why aren’t we taking the stairs?” Alex asked her. 

Aishau smiled again, rubbing her palms together. “There’s something I haven’t told you.”

“What?” Krissa took the first step. 

“This is no normal staircase. Many have been lost to them.”

“How can you get lost down there?” Alex started to descend, and Dewi jogged to catch up. 

“What are we waiting for? Let’s go,” Dewi said. 

Krissa caught the fear in Aishau’s eyes for a split second, and it was replaced with grim determination. 

The mournful sounds grew louder and more direct as they went, and the air suddenly became crisp. Krissa’s breaths sent bouts of vapor in front of her. After a time, she noticed an X carved into the wall, and slowed, touching it. 

Alex glared at the marking. “I saw that already.”

“Must have been another X,” Dewi suggested. 

Alex grabbed his knife, carving a circle beside it. “Guess we’ll find out.”

Krissa shivered and continued on, taking step after step. Now the temperature was below freezing, and their boots echoed louder in the stairwell. 

Alex turned to her, indicating the markings on the wall. “Okay, Aishau, what the hell is going on?”

“The Idlu created this. It was meant to protect themselves from outsiders, but Bga’an used it against them.”

“Are you saying we can’t get to the Idlu?” Dewi asked. 

“I thought you could,” Aishau said. “Half-blooded. Nogush and human.”

Dewi gave her a nod. “What do I have to do?”

“See if you can sense their energy. Focus,” Aishau whispered. 

Dewi took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Krissa felt the air warm as their grieving subsided. Dewi began her descent with closed eyes as Alex steadied her. 

“I can hear them,” she said. 

“Good.” Aishau grinned at Krissa, a motherly expression Krissa hadn’t expected from her. 

The steps were damp and coated with moss. “This is new,” she said. 

“We’re almost there.” Aishau glanced to the left, and Krissa saw a room with one of the traveling Discs. 

“The Groscal were here?” Krissa asked. 

“Yes. Long ago.”

They continued past it, and Krissa wondered if the Disc worked. 

Finally, after countless tense minutes, they reached the bottom of the stairs and were met with a set of giant iron doors. They had to be a hundred feet tall, and were rusted along the edges, with a ringed handle halfway up. Below was a second ring, likely installed for people of smaller stature. 

Dewi touched it, lifting the tarnished ring. She pulled, and Alex helped when it didn’t budge. Krissa added her strength, and it finally unhinged, slowly swinging open. The sorrowful noises ceased, and flames sputtered on ancient lanterns in the walls. The floor was clean, slate tiles all bereft of dust and debris. 

“The Idlu are within,” Aishau said with a hint of reverence. The ceilings were extremely high, and everything was enormous. 

“How big are they?” Alex asked. 

“Five times the size of a Groscal.”

“Incredible.” Krissa entered the room, becoming energized. Her skin prickled, her hair tingling. 

Aishau took the lead, walking to a second entrance. “The Idlu await.”




____________




Sulfur Mountain




Ten of the clones had fallen from the ship, and it departed, leaving Garvin’s shadows close behind. We left the mountaintop, expecting an attack at every bend. 

“They need weapons,” Tahil said. 

“Yes, we can fight,” Care told them. “We weren’t permitted to train during our captivity, but we found ways to continue our instruction on the space station.”

I flicked my halberd on and walked to the nearest dead tree. With the blade, I sliced off a few thick branches, testing the weight. I trimmed them, and the Rusa collected the spears. 

“It’s not as good as a lance, but it should do,” Care said. 

“Where are they?” Indie asked. 

“I wonder if we should split up,” Tahil suggested. “Make our group a harder target.”

“No,” I told him. “We stick together.”

I lifted a hand as we descended toward ground level, and everyone stopped. Something moved ahead, and I heard a twig snap. “They’re here.” 

A Rusa woman gasped, and I turned as she was dragged away by a clone. “I don’t think so,” I muttered, racing after him. More Garvins appeared, slowing from a blur, and everyone stood in a circle, with Miya in the middle. 

I grabbed the Rusa’s leg, and Garvin let her go. He seemed indifferent as his power disc glowed brighter, and I swung my halberd repeatedly. The Rusa girl rushed past me, heading to our group, and I stayed between them and this clone. The others were circling, each holding their version of a lance. 

“How do we beat them?” Indie asked, her lance buzzing. 

I didn’t answer, pacing near my opponent. He hadn’t moved again, his arms long at his sides, like he was so sure I wouldn’t be able to harm him. And maybe he was right. Even though we had more bodies than the clones, they were far stronger and better equipped. 

They stalked closer, and Tahil grunted. “Beck, any ideas?”

I glanced at the clone’s thigh, where the explosives were. “The bomb!”

The clone glanced at me while I threw the halberd, striking him on the middle of his upper leg. The bomb erupted, and I ducked, covering my head with my arms. 

All that remained was a small crater with bits of clothing. Flames burned on the edges. 

The rest of the Garvins stepped back, obviously spooked. I jumped down, retrieving my halberd, which had miraculously survived the detonation. 

“Who’s next?” I asked. 

They all came at once.

I jumped, landing on a high tree branch, and they did the same, two of the clones flanking me. I heard the wood crack and leapt off while they tumbled to the ground. Tahil and Indie rushed them with pent-up ferocity. 

I continued to move, now with seven clones giving chase. 

My feet found the ground, and I flew over the landscape. My body thrummed with power. 

These were the clones of a great warrior, but if what they told me was true, I was the real Garvin’s heir. No one could stop me. 

I continued past the lake and entered the Plains of Freedom. The animals had disappeared, and I slowed, stopping on the dried dirt, making my stand. 

The clones were far behind, and I leaned on my staff. When the first clone caught up, I braced myself. “What took you so long?”

He didn’t seem amused as an energy blade arced at me. It narrowly missed, and I kicked him in the spine. 

The next came with a weapon in each hand, swinging them with careful efficiency. I stood patiently, letting him think he had the advantage. At the last second, I brought my halberd up. One blade slid down the shaft, cutting his own arm at the elbow. I banged the butt end into his chin and used the tip to fire a pulse at another assailant. 

The initial attacker was getting up, and I stomped behind me without looking and cracked his disc. It flashed and died. His eyes rapidly blinked, and he fell face-first into the ground. 

Then there were four. 

“Come on. Is that all you have?” I asked them. Two moved as one, their actions perfect mirror images. 

Four blades whizzed by me, and I couldn’t avoid them all. I took a hit to the hip, and glanced at the armor, seeing it had been singed. Instead of panicking, I clutched one of their wrists with the next attack and spun him around, stabbing his partner with it, right through the middle of his chest. The lights flickered off, and he slumped. I snapped the clone’s neck and jumped out of the way as a blade flew at my head. 

The remaining two were finally showing wear, their frowning brows beading with sweat.

“You die,” one managed to croak without a tongue. 

“No, that’s where you’re wrong,” I said. I threw my halberd in the air, and his gaze followed it. I pulled the pulse gun from its clip and fired, hitting his thigh. Then I tackled the last clone as he tried to escape. He struggled, but I was stronger. I tossed him at his counterpart as the bomb detonated, and leapt backwards, flipping to land on one knee. When I looked up, there were no more clones. 

“How did you do that?” Indie asked. The others had finally arrived, and the Rusa were watching me with reverence. 

“What do you mean?”

She stared at me with fear in her eyes. “You weren’t even here. You were a blur, Colton. The entire fight.”

Was she right? I tried to recall the incident. “I…”

“Colton, we came after you defeated the first clone. The rest of the battle lasted seconds.” Tahil flicked his lance off. “It was impressive.”

“What are you?” Care asked breathlessly. 

“He’s the Heir,” Tahil told her.

“Something’s happening at the city,” Miya told us, pointing past the plains. 

I zoomed with my HUD, finding dozens of Cosna ships above the City of Ghosts. “We have to hurry.”




____________




Alexander

Tombs of Fate




“I thought they’d be waiting for us,” he said, wiping the top of the tombstone. 

“They are,” Aishau replied. 

Dewi looked around the hall. “And the Nogush?”

“You will see.” Aishau knelt at the temple’s entrance, a pair of massive statues rising to the ceiling. They were tinged with blue, their robes golden. She touched the nearest one’s shin, and dust fell from above. 

Krissa was whispering to herself, and he’d never seen the Dynast so shaken. 

“Great Idlu, I am your humble servant. You have been sealed away for long enough. The Nogush continue to aid you. Release from your slumber, and let Bga’an know of your presence!” Aishau shouted the last part, and Alex stumbled when the statue began moving. A coating disintegrated to reveal the being’s mouth. 

“At long last you have come,” it said. 

“Yes, my liege. I will free you as promised.” Aishau willingly wept. “The one named Bga’an is attempting to stop us. We must win.”

The other statue came to life, shaking off a layer of dust. She bent over, gaping at them with pure gold eyes. “The Nogush will pay for their betrayal!” 

Alex’s hair rose at the promise, feeling the force behind the simple words. 

“Come. We will gather the others,” the first said. 

He turned, facing the set of doors, and pulled the handle. 

Alex couldn’t believe his eyes. Hundreds of Idlu were waking from their slumber. The chamber was enormous, and he stepped in, feeling like an ant in a mansion. The walls were decorated with ornate carvings, everything gold and black, with the single largest table he could have imagined set for an ancient feast that never occurred. 

Krissa walked past him, whistling in disbelief. “How did they trap you?”

“Geral and I were convinced the Nogush were providing an offering. It was said to be the grandest display of affection from Bga’an. We gathered from all corners of Sorivi. Bga’an suggested the surprise was so great, our people shouldn’t see it until it was prepared.” The woman lowered her chin. “We were deceived. How can we trust you are not of the same mind?”

Aishau bowed humbly. “My grandmother harmed us all that day, Zaiya. She only cares about the Ocean.”

“She is not permitted to it. Only one may control the Ocean. We saw to it,” Zaiya said, her voice oddly sweet despite coming from such a being. 

“Then I’d like to introduce you to someone,” Aishau said. 

“This should be good,” Krissa muttered. 

Zaiya and Geral blinked. “You’re Rusa.”

“I am the Dynast of Usothe, Krissa Laross,” she said. 

Alex sensed the mood shift.

Zaiya bent, reaching for Krissa, but the Dynast stepped away. “I would rather not be picked up.”

Krissa ran, jumping on top of the table with ease, which put her at waist level with the Idlu. The others had gathered now, their footsteps shaking the dinnerware. 

“If you are the Dynast, prove it,” Geral ordered. 

“I do not need to—”

Aishau sighed. “Krissa, please create one.”

“Create what?” Krissa asked. 

Aishau laughed. “An Ocean Checkpoint, silly.” 

Krissa gaped around. “Here?”

“The Ocean is you, Rusa. If you are genuine, then make us a portal to the surface. That is how we descended in the first place,” Geral said. 

Alexander wondered what would happen if they failed to comply. Dewi’s eyes were wide for the entire conversation. “This is incredible.”

“You’re not joking.” 

Krissa studied her hands. “I can’t.”

“Then why are you here? Aishau, the rules are clear. All Keys must be brought at once!” Zaiya bellowed, clattering a mirror on the wall. 

Aishau looked bewildered. “But I have, your Eminence. The Keys are here.”

“I do not see them. Garvin? The Caller.” The male Idlu leader tapped the table in front of Krissa. 

“A lot has changed, Geral.”

“This is hardly even a Dynast,” Zaiya said offhandedly. 

Alex knew the moment it all shifted. He’d seen the same expression on Indie’s face anytime someone told her she couldn’t succeed at a task. 

“Stand back.” Krissa kicked a massive spoon from the table. Even from his position on the floor, Alex understood she was doing something untested. Her wrists rotated, her face growing slack. It began as a haze of dust, a cloud of diamond mist circling her body. 

Krissa smiled as the Ocean access expanded until it surrounded the entire table, with her at the base. 

“I have done as you ask,” Krissa said. 

“Then it’s true. The Rusa control the Ocean. Perhaps we can finally reinstitute the Ministry as it was intended,” Geral said. 

“The Ministry?” Alex whispered. “I thought the Ministry was disbanded.”

The golden king’s attention centered on Alexander. “The Ministry of Realms existed a billion years ago, and dozens of attempts have been made to reconstruct such a force. None have been able. Can we reinstate it?”

Aishau shook her head. “After you were trapped, things slowly fell apart. Garvin died trying to defend the Ocean, and the Rusa became a shadow of their former glory. My brother blew up the Ministry, claiming to do so for the sake of peace, but he was acting on behalf of Bga’an.”

“Bga’an.” Zaiya stared upwards. “I sense her presence nearby. It’s time to finish this quarrel. Soldiers, we assemble.”

Two dozen hundred-foot-tall men and women pulled spears free from across the room.

Besides Zaiya and Geral, none of the Idlu had spoken yet. Krissa’s Checkpoint remained intact, and the king and queen headed for it. “Aishau, we’ll need the Keys for completion, but the Nogush are waiting for their liberation,” Geral said. 

Alex glanced at the sealed door he indicated, and Aishau nodded. “We must first defeat Bga’an and her Cosna.”

“So be it.” Geral went ahead. “She will not defeat us.”

Alex waited with Dewi, conflicted about joining this archaic strife. Aishau touched his arm, leaning in. “Help us defeat my grandmother, and there’ll be a place for you among my staff.”

Alex scowled, shaking her off. “My loyalties remain with Earth, but thanks for the offer. Come on, Dewi. I’m suddenly in the mood for a fight.”

Krissa sprinted down the table, spinning forward to land after a twenty-meter drop. “Are you ready for a battle?” Her enthusiasm was palpable. 

“Why are you so eager?” he asked. 

“Because the Rusa’s existence has been clarified, and I will do anything to defend the Idlu. I can feel the connection in my blood,” she told him. 

Alex wielded his lance, flicking it on as the Idlu walked into the Checkpoint. When the Idlu were all through, their trio entered, and were transported straight to the surface. 




____________




City of Ghosts




Everywhere I looked, there were Cosna soldiers. These weren’t the citizens from their home planet; they were hardened military, with battle scars and weapons to prove it. Our group remained at the edge of town, on top of a building, our backs to the ledge to keep us hidden. 

“You know they can see us from the air, right?” Tahil asked. 

“They’ve all landed,” Indie told him. 

“What about drones? They have to use drones,” Miya interjected. 

“Would you guys cut it out?” I pleaded, and they listened. There was a time when Colton Beck might have asked for silence, and no one would have paid me any mind. But after my recent display, they seemed to be on eggshells with me, and that was a shame. 

“What are we even trying to do?” Indie asked. 

“I thought we were meant to come here. Now I fear Bga’an has other plans.” I bumped my helmet on the ledge behind me, and turned around, peering at their army. “She wants Krissa.”

“Oh, you mean her?” Tahil pointed to the left. “Seriously. Why is it always clones?”

I saw what he was referring to. The Rusa copies stood together, with one of the human Defenders at a Cosna ship. They were surrounded by a few of the Garvins. 

“What the hell is that?” Miya shouted, and must have realized she yelled, because she ducked down. 

Vivid lights shimmered directly in the center of the city, where a vessel had descended a few minutes ago. I used my zoom feature, watching as the beings appeared. 

“They’re real,” Tahil said. 

“You know what those are?” I asked. 

“The Idlu. My father used to speak of them when I was young.”

“Same here,” Care added. “They formed the Ocean, tasking the Rusa with maintaining it in their absence.”

“Why were they missing?” Indie whispered. 

Krissa emerged from the access, and I saw Alexander with her, and Dewi. What was going on?

Indie tensed, watching as the towering beings stalked the courtyard toward the ships. “Who speaks for you?” a female voice asked. It was projected as if she used a loudspeaker. 

“Let’s get a better view.” I left them, speeding deeper into the city. They followed me, the Rusa running like the wind. I knew Miya hated to be carried, but Tahil was doing it as respectfully as he could. He set her beside me, and we hid around the corner of a toppled tower. 

Two figures stepped from their vessel, both with four arms and too-wide smiles. “I see my granddaughter has done my dirty work,” Bga’an said.

I found Desmond, though he was embodying a royal Cosna. I hoped I could find a way to help my friend defeat his brother, Drunal. 

“I did no such thing, Bga’an. You need to depart. You cannot defeat the Idlu. The only reason you succeeded before was through deceit,” a dark-haired woman said. She was with Krissa, Alex, and Dewi, and seemed to hold some esteem with the Star. I clued in that Bga’an had called the woman “granddaughter.” That made her Desmond’s sister. 

“That’s Aishau!” Tahil proclaimed, and things became clear. 

“Aishau, you should leave while your superiors discuss the options,” Bga’an said plainly. 

“There is nothing to discuss. You leave. We stay,” Aishau declared. 

“Evacuate our world or perish,” one of the Idlu said. His cloaks blew in the breeze, their golden fabric reflecting the red moonlight. 

“No. The pieces have been united. The Caller. Garvin’s Heir. And look, a lovely Dynast. Now I can reprogram your orders and take the Ocean for myself,” Bga’an said. 

The Idlu peered from side to side. “I do not see them.”

“Perhaps this will draw them out.” Bga’an snapped her fingers, and dozens of Garvin’s clones exited the fleet of vessels parked nearby. They flipped blades and spears in their hands, the Cosna guards spreading apart to grant them passage. They circled Krissa’s group and stalked toward the Dynast.

I started to go, but Indie clutched my arm. “She’s trying to lure us out.”

Krissa tried to fight them off, but there were too many. “I can’t let them hurt her,” I whispered. 

“Then we go together,” Indie told me. 

“Stay here,” I ordered Tahil. “If anything happens to us, protect our people.”

Tahil seemed ready to object, but nodded instead, patting my shoulder. “Show her what it means to be a Rusa.”

“You still have that recording?” I asked before leaving. 

“Of her speech?” He tapped his wrist. “Right here.”

“Give it to Miya, and sneak onto the Cosna ship. I want that broadcast to every living creature on this planet, understood?” 

Tahil grinned. “Perfectly.”

Indie went ahead, running faster than I’d ever seen her go. She jumped over the clones, swinging her lance in a long, lazy loop to clear them from Krissa. “Enough!”

I marched closer, not letting their intimidation break my stride. Maybe I was the Heir, sent to defend our people. I couldn’t let this Nogush woman pretend she was in charge any longer. 

The Cosna were a tremendous force. They stood nine feet tall, and each outweighed me by four times, not to mention their sizeable firearms. But they didn’t attack me as I passed them, heading for Krissa. 

“This is the Heir,” one of the Idlu said. 

“Bga’an, you do not understand. You cannot rule the Ocean, because you’re not Rusa.” The male held a golden spear and bumped the end into the ground, sending a small tremor through the courtyard. 

“That’s where you’re wrong, Geral. I have gifted myself with the abilities of Garvin himself.” The clones circled Bga’an, walking in flawlessly timed steps with one another. 

“Just because you drink a clone’s blood, doesn’t make you—”

Aishau was knocked on her back, and Bga’an was over her. “Don’t you dare speak to me, child. You had your chance, and chose the wrong side.”

Bga’an’s arm extended, yanking Aishau up. She held her high for everyone to see and squeezed her neck. “Shift.”

Nothing happened. “I said shift!” Bga’an’s dark eyes flashed bright, and Aishau began to alter from her current form. Bga’an laughed, absorbing the woman. One second she was there; the next she had vanished.

“What did you do?” Alexander asked, his lance raised. She didn’t acknowledge the question. 

“Now that I’ve ingested Aishau, like Drunal did his brother, I am hungry. Where are the other Nogush? I think I will eat every last one of my people and grow even more powerful.”

Geral swung his spear, attempting to strike the woman, and she vanished, appearing behind him. “You are not a threat to me, Idlu.” Bga’an headed for Drunal. “Clones. Attack!”

I noticed Adley past them, and I thought she was trying to get my attention. Leruf and Newton were with her. That meant we might have reinforcements. I nodded, hoping that relayed my approval. If they were connected to our fleet, we needed the support. 

Garvin’s clones were everywhere, and I realized we were no match for this army. Not alone. 

“Indie,” I said. 

She was beside Alexander, his expression grim. “Yes?”

“You came here on the Disc, right?” I asked.

“That’s right.” 

The clones were fast approaching, the Idlu soldiers forming a protective line in front of their leaders. 

“Go to Albeod. Get help,” I ordered. 

She turned the lance on. “I can’t leave now!”

“If you don’t, we’ll never win. Tell them the Heir needs them,” I told her, finally accepting my destiny. 

“I’ll keep the Idlu safe.” Alex kissed her. 

She stood there, slightly bewildered for a brief moment. Then she was off, racing in the opposite direction. 

I clenched my jaw, analyzing the battle about to ensue. 

“This isn’t going to be easy,” I whispered.
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TWENTY-THREE

City of Ghosts




I didn’t know what to expect from the Idlu, but it certainly wasn’t this. From their size, I thought they’d be slow and clunky in their movements, but these soldiers were anything but. They jumped and lunged, their giant spears bashing row after row of Cosna. 

The four-armed warriors had remained idle until they were fired upon. Blasts from their large guns careened off the Idlu’s armor, striking the land around the city. I carefully dodged one as the ground erupted beside me. 

“Krissa!” I shouted. “We have to secure more weapons!” 

She met my gaze, and time slowed. Her eyes had a sense of defeat. 

I mouthed three words. “I love you.”

She gave me a somber smile and rushed over. “I saw Lee from the Defenders. He’s with a group of clones. Alex said they’re on our side.”

“We found the Rusa that Indie had been searching for. You might remember them,” I said. 

“How could I know them?”

“They were from Nulit. Care and some others. Tahil used to train with them,” I told her. 

“Care…” Krissa dove, knocking me aside as an Idlu shaft nearly clipped me. The tip of the weapon drew a line into the rubble, cutting a deep line into the street. “Where can we find weapons?” 

“The Garvins must have brought loads of them. I bet the ships are stocked full,” I said, peering past the ongoing battle. 

One of the evil clones swung at me, blade raised, and I turned before he could hit my armor. Krissa tripped him, and together we bashed at his power disc until it shattered. “We can’t let anything happen to the Idlu,” she called. 

“Why?”

“They created the Ocean, and Desmond’s people are buried below the city. They need us to free the Nogush,” Krissa informed me. 

I didn’t question her as we ran. Ten Cosna barreled past an Idlu soldier, and I increased my speed, cutting them down before they could hurt my allies. I hurtled over one as he died and saw the explosions in the clouds. 

“Looks like the backup is here,” I whispered. 

I smiled as endless ships descended from the skies, and the Cosna vessels scrambled to mount a defense. 

We made it to the ramp, and Krissa circled it, carving into the rear thrusters with her lance. “I don’t want to be taken to the air.”

“Good plan.” I jogged into the craft, searching for weapons, and found a cache. I clipped my halberd to my armor and grabbed as many of the bizarre energy blades as I could. Krissa gathered the spears, and we sped through the middle of the street. “You go to Alex’s people, I’ll find Tahil and the Rusa. We might have a fighting chance.”

“If anything happens…” 

“Don’t say it.” I moved without anyone seeing me pass. Tahil had been moving for a Cosna ship, and I noticed it was starting to lift off, heading for the incoming Angor Meteors. With the weapons secure in my embrace, I soared from the ground, landing on top of the vessel. The ramp was slowly closing, and I clung to the hull with one hand and dropped down the side of the craft. I swung and dove inside right before it slammed shut. 

“About time,” Tahil said. “The Cosna pilot locked himself in the cockpit before I could stop him.”

“Did you load the contents?” I asked, and Miya nodded. She faced a computer screen, and the Rusa lingered near her. I set the weapons on the deck. “Take them. We need your help.”

Care picked a blade up, testing the weight. “Gladly.”

“Miya, play the footage.” 

She hit a button and smiled at me. “Done.”

The video began to play, and we hid in a vent above Bga’an’s chambers. “I have been deceiving the Cosna: not for my benefit, but for theirs. That is the work of the Nogush.”

“Do you think the Cosna are seeing this?” I asked. 

“Only if they’re linked in. The ones on the ground are busy fighting us,” she said. 

I couldn’t delay this any longer. I ran down the corridor, barreling through the door to the cockpit, and hauled the Cosna from the seat. I clunked his brow on the bulkhead, and he fell to the floor. The controls were confusing, and I realized I had no idea how to operate this.

We were traveling directly for a Meteor, and it opened fire, hitting two of the five shots. 

Tahil shoved past me, using the dash, and the ship took a nosedive. “The thrusters are out.”

“Keep trying,” I said. 

Finally, a breath before impact, we went upright and smashed into the city, slowing to a stop outside the battlefield. A foot stomped the ground directly in front of us, and I glanced up, seeing the Idlu warrior with ten clones climbing him. 

“Come on, Tahil. Let’s help him.” 

The armed Rusa followed us, with Care at their lead. Krissa lingered protectively near them, like they were another link to her father’s era, and she couldn’t dare let anything bad happen to them. 

We exited the crashed Cosna vessel and entered chaos. Numerous Vezo had joined the ground assault, and I spotted Leruf with them, pushing back a regiment of Cosna. It was difficult to see the big picture from here with the city in shambles, the various groups of fighters on foot. 

The clones were everywhere. The Idlu near us batted a pair of climbing clones from his legs, and when they dropped, Care and Nesel finished them, using the clones’ own weapons we’d stolen. 

I searched for Drunal or Bga’an, but couldn’t see them in the vicinity. I suspected they’d withdrawn while their troops did all the dirty work. But to where? 

Tahil jabbed his lance into the air. “Colton, the Cosna are retreating!”

“Leruf!” I raced to the big Vezo, stepping between the Cosna and his people. “Stop fighting!”

One of them fired at me, and I dove away. The blast struck the woman beside Leruf, and he grunted, running headfirst at the enemy. So much for peace talks. 

The stream of clones seemed endless, and unless the Cosna within the city learned of their Star’s admission, we wouldn’t win. I peered toward the staircase Indie had descended a half-kilometer away, and hoped her quest to bring reinforcements was almost complete. 




____________




Indie Hart

The Falls, Albeod




“Of course we remember you, Indie,” Minister Grayzon said. 

Indie drummed her fingers on the railing, overlooking the Falls. “You’re not listening!”

“I have heard your request, but we cannot volunteer our people into danger,” Grayzon said. He stepped on a stool, so he was nearly eye level with her. 

“Indie, what are you doing here?” Jefron’s voice boomed from below. He quickly ascended the steps, towering over the pair of them. 

“Bga’an, a Nogush pretending to be the Cosna’s Star, has descended on Sorivi with an army of Cosna, and clones of Garvin. They seek to steal the Ocean from Krissa. If they control it, hiding on Albeod will be the least of your concerns.”

“We are safe here,” Grayson informed her.

“For how long, Minister?” Jefron asked. The Groscal crouched. “Indie, the Groscal will come.”

“The Elefa, too.” Eel’a fluttered her wings, floating to the balcony. 

Indie flushed with relief at their support. “We need the Rusa.”

“Then you shall have us,” Ryleigh said. Shaw was beside her, and both had on a light gray armor, their halberds powered off and clipped to their waists. Indie glanced behind them to find a thousand more Rusa warriors, each armed and suited up. 

“How did you know?” 

“You’re the Caller, Indie Hart. We felt your need,” the Dynast of Albeod said. “Show us the way.”

Indie glared at the Minister, and he lowered his gaze. “If it’s support you need, you shall have it.” He lifted his small arm, talking into a device on his wrist. “We will make Bga’an regret her actions.”

“Before we leave, do you have any information on the Nogush?”

“I have few details, but I recall that they were split into two sects. The Qit’ar and Humsh’i.”

“And you said my father was Qit’ar?”

“That’s correct.”

“What about Drunal?”

“It is rare for a Nogush to change factions, but Drunal did.”

“And they served the Idlu? I’d like to hear about them,” Indie said. 

Grayzon puffed his cheeks before letting the air out. “How much time do you have?”

“Drunal has overtaken Desmond,” she said. “The Kivun you once knew is alive, but I have to find a way to extract Drunal.”

Grayzon nodded. “Come with me.”

“We shouldn’t delay any longer,” Indie said. 

“It will take but a few minutes. This gives the armies time to gather at the great Disc.”

A transport flew over, settling to the balcony next to them. Indie joined the Minister, ducking to keep from hitting her head. They took off, flying over the Falls, past a jungle, and down into a dry desert. “The Nogush once lived here, but we’re unable to access their temple. Perhaps you can, since you are of the Nogush blood.”

Indie stared at the beautiful temple, the white marble spires rising high into the air. “Why does it remain intact?”

“We maintain it. In case the Nogush ever return,” Minister Grayzon said. 

The compact transport ship landed, letting her out. “Will you wait for me?”

“Yes, Indie.” The door closed. 

She stared at the wondrous building, sensing something in the area. The wind sent bits of sand against her armor, and she stalked to the temple up a large set of gleaming white stairs, where she found the front entrance. 

She set a palm on the door, hearing whispers of the long-ago vanished Nogush inside, as if they’d left part of their spirits here. It depressed, giving her access. 

She stepped into the foyer, the walls rising high and curving at the top. It was covered with colorful art, a vase with exotic flowers in bloom. She rubbed the leafy green stem between her gloved fingers. It was alive. 

“Hello?” Indie called. Her voice echoed through the cavernous room. She had to hurry, but this was too incredible. 

The next space offered seating and a front pulpit, as if lectures had gone on here for centuries. Statues lined the walls in various forms, and Indie didn’t know what a true Nogush looked like. One was tall and thin, without a head. She saw eyes on its chest instead. Another was a round blob, with five tusks emerging from a squished face. 

Footsteps.

Indie spun around, her lance flashing on. 

“Who are you?”

Indie searched for the source of the voice. “I’m Indie Hart.”

“So we haven’t all vanished.”

“No. You have to help us,” she said, and a man stepped from the shadows. 

“I guard the temple of the Qit’ar. Why do you waken me?” Oddly enough, he was humanoid, and reminded her so much of her father, Desmond. He was thin, with white hair, a long beard, and piercing blue eyes. He wore a simple white robe with brown sandals. Not what she expected. 

“My father absorbed another Nogush, his brother Drunal. But Drunal overtook him, and I must extract him,” she said, perhaps too eagerly. 

“Drunal. Who is your father? Is it the one we called Poro?” 

Indie thought she’d heard someone using that name. “I think so. He’s gone by Kivun, Enza, and Desmond most recently.”

The man smiled. “My grandson. I am Shu’ar.”

Indie backed up. “That makes you Bga’an’s husband.”

He frowned, growing taller. “She betrayed us. She’s who I protect this temple against.”

“Well, now Bga’an has the power of the Rusa. She’s trying to take the Ocean from the Dynast.”

“Show me the way.” He walked to the exit with her. 

“What about my father? Can you help him?” Indie asked. 

“It’s possible to separate them and save Poro. Drunal, on the other hand, will be sealed away forever.” Shu’ar took a box from near the door, stuffing it into his pocket. 

They walked from the temple, and when she reached the transport ship, Indie peered over her shoulder, taking a final look at the Nogush sanctuary. Grayzon gawked at the Nogush man with reverence. 

When they were past the Falls, they continued until they reached a crowded field. Indie spotted the massive Groscal travel Disc in the grass and noted how many were present to assist in the fight. Shu’ar had joined their mission, and that was almost as important as the thousands of warriors. 

The Disc powered on, and everyone gave space to let the Minister land. 

He jumped onto the platform, speaking into his wrist device as his voice amplified. “We have stayed out of the universe’s affairs for too long. The Ministry of Realms was about more than survival. It was about partnerships and unity. We are done sticking our heads in the sands of time. We will fight for the Rusa, the Nogush, and for our own freedom!”

The huge crowd lifted their arms as one, saying a word that sent chills down her spine. “Harmony.”

“Let’s go,” he whispered to Indie, stepping to the Disc with Shu’ar between them. 

They set the course for Sorivi and the City of Ghosts.




____________




Adley

City of Ghosts




Their group had been all but forgotten when the battle began, and Adley wished Leruf hadn’t vanished to join his troops. She was stuck with Newton, trying to stay clear while the robot recorded everything for posterity. 

She watched the skirmish from atop a building, able to observe most of the battles from this vantage point. She communicated with Volins as he remained in space, where the Cosna ships had fled. Now it was quiet in orbit, and Adley tried to determine if it was possible for the Angor leader to do an orbital strike on the city while keeping her allies safe. 

The clones were exhausting to combat. They moved so fast, she could barely see them, and they were ceaseless in their efforts. Adley felt sick to her stomach when one of the Idlu was stabbed repeatedly by the clone army. The royal Idlu pair were fighting alongside the other hundred-foot-tall beings, but the tides had turned. 

“We’re losing,” Adley proclaimed. She grabbed a scope, gazing over the fighting, and stopped when she saw one of the Garvins wave a hand, shutting down a Vezo lance. The energy arc snapped off, leaving him without the most important part of his weapon. “Newton, did you notice that?”

“I have witnessed twenty-three occasions of the clones disarming their opponents with the same gesture,” he said. 

“Then why didn’t you say anything?” she shouted. “They’re able to shut off electronics with their minds?”

“No. It is likely a pulse that fries the lance’s circuits,” Newton said. 

“If they had that kind of power on them, they’d need to carry the source.” Adley gasped after an explosion rocked the building beneath them. 

“Not necessarily. They could be redirecting something using routers,” the robot said. 

“Where’s the supply?” Adley searched the city for a likely location.

Newton froze for a second, his arms going rigid. “I have discovered one possible source.”

“Show me?” Adley asked. 

Newton marked it on a tablet, and she targeted the site a kilometer away. “Give me a hand, would you?”

“I am in the process of—” 

She tugged on him. “If we don’t stop them from disabling the lances, you won’t have anyone to play that video for.”

Adley rushed down the stairs, holding the gun she’d pilfered, and crept along the outer edge. She waited while a few Cosna stalked by, and ran, with Newton keeping pace. They did this another five times, using the broken structures as cover, and when they approached the domed building Newton thought they needed to infiltrate, two clones appeared, landing with a plume of dust. 

Adley was out of options. She had no means to win. Her first instinct was to drop the weapon, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. Their chests glowed green, the circular patches burning hot. 

“I’m looking for the power supply,” Newton said, and the clones seemed to pause in confusion. Then they sped toward Newton. He waited until they were on him, tearing the first clone’s arm off before throwing the man high into the air. The second grabbed Newton’s throat, but he wasn’t affected. Newton struck the man in the thigh, and the bomb begin to count down. The robot tossed him into a group of Cosna soldiers. The blast sent them reeling. 

Adley swallowed, trying not to think of the casualties around her. She needed to shut this thing off, or more of her friends would see the same fate. 

Newton marched inside, and they found a single Cosna soldier huddled over a screen. He looked up, not bothering to reach for a weapon. The display played the feed of Bga’an spouting off her deceit, and the man sped past them for the exit. 

“Let him go,” she told Newton. 

The next room held a massive black box, and it hummed and purred as the motors spun. 

“This is it.” Newton set a palm on it, causing the machine to steam and hiss. It clattered, then screeched to a stop. “It is done.”

Adley rushed to the doors, where the clones were looking around, as if aware they’d lost an advantage. 

Another ship descended from the skies, and Rusa dropped ropes, climbing down them with casual efficiency. She used her scope, discovering Taln and Tiyana arriving in the middle of the city with the rest of their people.
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TWENTY-FOUR

Desmond Locke

Atop Sulfur Mountain




The day had started off horribly and grown progressively worse. He watched Bga’an’s reaction to the battle through Drunal’s eyes. 

She smiled, but he sensed trepidation in her countenance. 

“They have far more allies than I suspected,” Bga’an said. “Why didn’t you warn me?”

“I did, Grandmother, but you weren’t very worried about it. You said your clones were the game changer, but so far, they’ve only managed to kill five Idlu and a bunch of Vezo soldiers,” Drunal said. 

Desmond felt the words escape his lips, but he couldn’t control the body they shared. 

“What’s this?” she asked. They had a clear view from their position on Sulfur Mountain. 

Desmond warmed at the sight on the screen. “It appears as though the clones are no longer able to shut the lances down.”

“That’s a blow,” she said. “But we have the numbers.”

“Are you certain?” Drunal was worried, Des could tell. “The Cosna are leaving.”

“It was that blasted recording. I was too confident.” Bga’an was losing her smile, and she hunched over the screen in remorse. 

Drunal clenched his fists. “What are you going to do?”

“Fear not. The Keys are here. I’ll even share the Nogush with you. We can free them, absorb their spirits, and take the Ocean, all in one fell swoop,” Bga’an said. “Are you interested?”

Desmond noticed the apprehension but heard Drunal speak. “That sounds delightful, Star.” Was it possible his brother was second-guessing his part in Bga’an’s plan? 

The last of the Cosna vessels rose into the sky above the City of Ghosts, and the Ministry allowed them to pass without conflict. Desmond was pleased to see it. That only left Bga’an, Drunal, and the clones, and from what Desmond could tell, there were a couple hundred of them remaining. 

The pair observed the battle in the city from their perch atop Sulfur Mountain, staying out of harm’s way. Cowards, Desmond thought, and wondered if Drunal sensed his response. 

The Idlu were losing, the royal couple fighting with fervor. They were surrounded by a group of Rusa clones in white uniforms, and Desmond saw that one of them resembled Krissa. Another regiment was led by Rusa in threadbare clothing, and when Drunal zoomed on the region, he recognized her. 

Impossible, he said to himself. Care died outside of Nulit. I was the one responsible for sending them to investigate that anomaly. How did they end up here? 

It was nearly time for Des to reclaim his own form and snuff the very life from Drunal. 

“Fear not, Drunal. Reinforcements are arriving,” Bga’an purred, taking a seat to observe the events transpiring. 

Desmond wanted to take command of this body, but curiosity got the best of him. What kind of tricks did this woman have up her sleeve?

The bridge’s door opened to reveal a clone of Krissa. The girl was young, maybe sixteen, and Desmond ached at seeing her at this age. He’d never had the chance to in real life; they’d sent her from Nulit before he could watch her mature into the woman she’d eventually become. “Begin the preparations. We must be ready for the Keys.”

“Yes, my Star,” the clone whispered, and ducked out of the cabin. 

What was she up to? Desmond settled in, preparing to make the move when the moment revealed itself. 




____________




City of Ghosts




This was it.

The air tingled with anticipation as the fighting continued. Any remaining Cosna soldiers were trying to escape, and Garvin’s clones now focused on preventing them as well. That was the only good sign. 

“Colton!” Miya called. “Tiyana and Taln have come with reinforcements!”

I grinned, trying to pick them out of the crowd. They fought the clones with tenacity and experience. The Garvins were far different prey than the Stingers on Dicore, but the threat was the same, no matter what kind of flesh it wore. 

The violence had spread all over the city, but was now contained, pressing two opposing forces to either side of the dried riverbanks. The clones had fallen into Leruf’s trap, and I stalked through the group of Angor, Pazil, and Vezo warriors, finding Alex near the frontlines, almost every last one of his Defenders with him. Dewi nodded at me, and I assessed their numbers, proud to see the Xeno-afflicted human soldiers joining us. 

“Will it be enough?” I asked Alex as the clones assembled by the break in the ground. I saw the lead clone, his Disc slightly larger than the others. Did that mean something? I marked him as my target and glanced into the distance. 

“Miya, what is that?” I asked her. 

She guided her drone overhead and shoved the tablet at me. 

“This can’t be,” I whispered. 

Thousands of clones were incoming. On closer inspection, they weren’t all Garvins. I saw hundreds of versions of Krissa, each with the same glowing green circle powering their movements. 

Krissa rushed past a throng of Vezo, Adley chasing behind her. “Colton. What are we going to do?”

I showed Krissa the live footage, and she swore. “They’re not me, Colton. They’re the enemy. Bga’an was counting on manipulation.”

It would be difficult fighting other Krissas in the field. “I know.”

The lines were formed, with us on the south side of the river, the clones on the other. The connecting bridge had been smashed, but I wasn’t worried about traversing the gap. Clearly, the clones weren’t either. 

Their leader stayed expressionless, while a hundred of them leapt toward our forces. 

The final battle was on.

The remaining Idlu stayed protectively around Geral and Zaiya, and I couldn’t blame them. No matter their size, they weren’t equipped to handle all these opponents at once.

Tahil had his lance on, and I grabbed his arm. “It’s up to us. Don’t focus on anything but stopping them. Kill as many as you’re able.”

My once adversary nodded and charged at the incoming clones. 

“Where’s Indie?” Alex asked. 

“She’s gathering reinforcements,” I said, hoping that was true. 

“She’d better hurry. Defenders, this is what we’ve trained for. Advance!” Alexander was gone. 

As much as I wanted to rush into the skirmish, my eyes were locked on the clone leader, who seemed calm despite the movement all around him. I thrust my halberd into the air while our gazes met.

He did the same with his blade, and we shared an unspoken agreement. 

“Where are you going?” Leruf asked, breaking through the crowd. 

“To fight that Garvin. Keep everyone alive, Leruf.” I patted his shoulder. “If I don’t make it…”

“You will,” he assured me, and when I went to leave, Krissa blocked my exit. 

“You can’t do this alone,” she said. 

“I have to.” I tried to go around her, but she persisted. 

“We go together.”

I saw Garvin atop the largest collapsed building with his energy blade lit up. “Fine.”

We set off, meeting a few clones along the way. I stayed in the front, easily dispatching them. I was Rusa. I was the Heir incarnate, and none of these fools would stand in my path. The cries of the Nogush grew in volume, their desperation amplified with the fighting in their city, and I let them fuel me. Their need became mine. 

I scaled the side of the tower, stopping twenty yards from the clone. He smirked. “Finally, a challenge.”

“You can speak,” I said. Krissa was behind me, cautiously facing the other direction. 

“Bga’an wouldn’t take the tongue of the real Garvin.” 

“Wait…”

“That’s right. She found my body in the war’s aftermath and kept me in stasis until I was healed. She then improved my attributes.” He tapped the glowing disc. “I see they’ve sent an Heir to stop me. How flattering.”

Now I saw the fractures in his skin. They’d done a good job, but sewing together a dead man and bringing him to life must have been tedious. His left eye was inert. Could I use that to my advantage?

“And that weapon… you’ve grown desperate, Colton.”

He knew my name. 

“It’s from the locals at Garvin’s Grove. They revere you,” I told him.

I could tell this startled him. “Garvin’s Grove. What people?”

“After all this time, there are those who pay tribute to your sacrifices. Fending off the Cosna, stopping Bga’an from obtaining the Ocean,” I said. 

He took a pause, blinking in silence. “...I did that.”

“Yes, but now you’ll destroy everything you fought to defend.” I motioned at Krissa. “This is the Dynast.”

Garvin almost bent on one knee, but held back. The disc burned brighter. “Then I will dispose of you, Heir, and secure the Dynast for Bga’an,” he snarled, and I could tell we couldn’t break him. 

Krissa contested several clones ascending the sideways tower, while Garvin attacked me. I raised my halberd to block his strike, but my shoulder slammed into the rock behind me, nearly knocking my weapon from my grip. He punched with his other fist, and I managed to roll away. His glove bashed into the stone, crumbling it. 

This was no normal Rusa. He was a beast. 

Luckily, I hadn’t tapped into all of my capabilities. He glanced past me at Krissa, and that meant I had to move our fight elsewhere. I tackled him, throwing us both from the tower, and we sailed through the air. Garvin landed hard on his back. My helmet clanged into his ribs, but they were protected with armor. He grunted from the impact, and I took the opportunity to strike him with the halberd. I aimed for the butt end at his throat, but he let go of his blade in time to grab hold. 

I struggled to maintain my advantage, but Garvin was stronger. He snapped the end of my halberd off and kicked up, striking my hips. I toppled to the ground and fired the pulse from the tip of my weapon, two shots piercing his armor. 

He wasn’t wearing a self-destruct like his clones, and the disc seemed encapsulated behind a thicker layer of tough, clear material. My blasts barely registered in his eyes. 

“You can’t beat me. I am Garvin, head of the Keepers, leader of—”

“You’re a traitor, Garvin!” I yelled, lunging with my axe blade. 

It clipped his left arm. 

“You may have saved them ages ago, but you still failed the Rusa. The Ministry of Realms was over, the few remaining Rusa gone to hide on Albeod. The Rusa became a fragment of what they once were, and it’s all because of your incompetence!” I bombarded him with strike after strike, his energy blade falling. 

“You don’t understand. Bga’an—”

“Used you for her own selfish reasons,” I finished for him. 

Garvin stared at me while he struggled to free himself. 

“I’m ashamed to be your Heir,” I said, slicing the halberd at him. He managed to evade me, and wiped a stream of blood coming from his nose. 

“You’re not a worthy successor.” Any semblance of shame was gone, his gaze devoid of humanity. “I’ll kill you and bring your head to my master.”

“Then I have nothing left to say.” 

He picked up his blade, and we faced off, sweat dripping down my temples. 

I glanced to the west, where a swarm of clones approached us. From the east, I noticed something crackling above Sulfur Mountain. I pushed all my concerns away and focused on killing the ancient hero, Garvin. 




____________




Indie Hart

City of Ghosts




“Where is the exit?” Ryleigh asked. The woman’s hair was braided in thick rows resembling a crown. Shaw was imposing next to her, a callous old man with a score to settle. 

Indie slowed, knowing there was a way out. Their entire army had been walking upwards for ten minutes, delaying their arrival on the surface. She struggled to remember how she’d gotten out of the cursed staircase in the first place. 

It clicked, and Indie ensured she was at the lead. 

They passed the X she’d scratched in earlier, and found new markings accompanying it. A few minutes later, they emerged from the stairwell, jogging into the city streets. 

Flames rose in the dark sky, the entire area reeking like Sulfur and rot. The river, once empty, had a fire burning where water should have flowed, and Indie saw that it separated the two opposing forces. 

Even from here, she could tell there were more clones than her allies. Until now.

Minister Grayzon gasped at the sight, raising his gun. Jefron and his few friends each clutched their giant hammers in anticipation. 

Ryleigh whispered to Shaw, and he relayed a message through the thousand or more Rusa warriors now stepping into the City of Ghosts. 

“Take heed, Indie Hart. We will save the Rusa today,” Shaw told her. “Harmony!” he called, his halberd thrust into the air. 

“Harmony!” the entire newly arrived army echoed. They darted away in teams of fifty. 

The clones were ambushed in every direction. Hundreds of Vezo fought for ground near the stairwell, and to the left, the Defenders were led by Alexander. She scanned the perimeter with her scope and found Krissa being overwhelmed by ten Garvins. Colton was nowhere in sight. 

Lightning flashed above Sulfur Mountain, adding to the disturbing ambience. She attempted to use her Caller ability to retrieve any Rusa, but found none. Indie thought about her father and touched the Calling Stone. 

Desmond.

A moment passed.

Indie. I live.

She made a noise, and found Shu’ar behind her as he gazed in the mountain’s direction. “We have to go there,” Indie said. 

“Yes. I can sense my wife.”

Before she could say anything, he shifted into a giant bird. His yellow beak clacked open. “Get on,” he said with his normal voice. 

Indie peered at her husband, wishing she could go help Alex and the Defenders. Then she saw Krissa, who now had reinforcements. Ryleigh was near the Dynast, annihilating the clones from high ground. That gave her confidence. Indie jumped onto the feathered Nogush’s back, and held on as he flapped his wings, lifting off from the City of Ghosts, and they soared over the Plains of Freedom. 

The lightning continued to flash, thunder booming through the valley, and Shu’ar had to maneuver carefully to avoid being struck. A bolt singed the tip of a feather, and he veered, almost throwing her off. Indie clung tight, lowering her body. 

Shu’ar headed for the Cosna vessel parked on the peaks and landed in a recessed cove a short distance away. He quickly morphed to his previous form, slipping into his robes. He brushed the side of his beard. “That was close.” He stared at the ship, and then to the angry skies. “What is she doing?”

“You have the box?” Indie asked. 

Shu’ar retrieved it from his pocket. “This will detain Drunal for eternity.”

“Then let’s get inside.” Indie ran to the closed ramp and tried to think of how to enter. She didn’t have to wait long, because the hatch unlatched and a pair of Krissa clones approached them, each armed with the blades. These versions lacked the control discs, and Indie wondered if they could be reasoned with. 

“Stand down,” one of them ordered. 

“The Star is not to be disturbed.”

“It’s okay,” a voice said. “I’ve been expecting the Caller.”

Bga’an appeared behind them, her smile radiant, her eyes shimmering starlight. “Indie, it’s a pleasure. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

Indie stared at the four-armed woman. Another thin Cosna arrived, and Indie immediately sensed Desmond’s aura. “You brought Grandmother a present.”

“Bga’an, it’s time for you to end this,” Shu’ar told her.

“No, my dear, it’s not. I can’t believe they thought you’d be useful. You couldn’t help back then, and you sure as the stars won’t be able to now. I am much more than a simple Nogush,” she told him.

“There is nothing simple about the Nogush, my dear,” Shu’ar replied. 

Bga’an physically recoiled. “I never loved you, Shu’ar.”

Indie glanced at the lightning, then at Bga’an. “What are you doing?”

“Soon my forces will defeat yours, and Garvin himself will return the Heir and the Dynast to me. With the Caller, I’ll use the Key and absorb the Nogush. Then the Dynast will give me control of the Ocean. It’s already begun.” Bga’an indicated the storm surrounding them. The wind picked up, gusts threatening to knock Indie over. 

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Indie said. “The clones are losing. Colton will kill Garvin, and Krissa will never concede the Ocean to the likes of you.”

Bga’an stepped onto the ramp with Drunal behind her, his eyes crinkling with laughter. “I know all about you, Indie Hart. You thought you were given this Xeno by the Angor. But that wasn’t quite true, was it? You were born 2500 years ago to the greatest warrior the Rusa had known since Garvin. Your own father let her die on the battlefield against the Surial. Desmond also let you leave Earth on a deadly mission. As you can tell, Desmond is no hero.”

“I disagree,” she muttered. 

“And then there’s the Heir. You love him. It’s written all over your face. Wed to another because of circumstance, and now he’s fallen for the Dynast. What a fun and complicated relationship.” She steepled her top fingers. “I couldn’t have put it together any better. But don’t worry, young lady, I also married the wrong man.”

“Enough!” Shu’ar shouted. “Drunal, begone from Poro! I have come to—”

Bga’an sped down the ramp, almost like she was transported, and grabbed her husband’s wrist. He melted, dropping into a puddle of Nogush fluid. She thrust her hand into the substance, absorbing him. It all happened so fast. Bga’an’s eyes were closed, a hideous smile on her face, and when Shu’ar was totally gone, she cracked them open. “As I was saying, Indie. You cannot defeat me.”

Indie glanced at Shu’ar’s robes, knowing the box was inside. She had one shot at this.

She slowly stepped to the pile of clothing, bowing her chin. “I see there’s no fight left in me.” She went to her knees. “I give you myself, great Bga’an.”

“That’s better—”

Indie snatched the box from the pocket, making eye contact with Drunal. “Desmond! Now!”

The man’s face contorted as two heads emerged. One was Drunal as a Rusa, the other Desmond as a human. They faced each other, and Drunal’s image shrank. Liquid dripped from an elbow, and Indie flipped the box’s lid wide, catching Drunal inside. 

Bga’an seemed stunned, but Indie knew her shock wouldn’t last forever. 

“Shut it!” Desmond yelled, and Indie slammed the cover. The edges sparked and burned as it sealed itself, soldering the metal within. “You did it.”

“And now you die,” Bga’an said. A hand reached for Indie’s neck, the other Desmond’s.
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TWENTY-FIVE

City of Ghosts




I deflected his attacks, my arms moving like the wind. Garvin was as fast as me, with far more experience, but he was also very old, healed and brought back from the dead. His mind didn’t seem to be as sharp as mine. What he had for training and raw skill, he lacked in the mental acuity to plan his next few moves. 

My halberd lowered, and his blade swung over my helmet. With a shoulder check, I saw the horde of crawling monsters upon us. Their hideous faces watched us, their jaws gnashing yellowed teeth. I estimated about thirty creeping through the alleyway. It was dark inside, the red moonlight not reaching them. Garvin may have been strong, but he didn’t have night vision or a heads-up display. 

I slipped from my position, jumping twenty meters to the ground. Garvin seemed compelled to follow me, and his actions were easy to predict. 

The creatures lingered in the shadows down the block, and I could almost sense their hunger. If they wanted something to eat, I was happy to oblige. 

“Garvin, are you sure they didn’t find the wrong guy and patch him up?” 

My antagonizing comments appeared to hit home. He growled, coming at me with even more speed and anger. It was working. 

From what I could gather, my side was winning. The Idlu had rejoined the battle with the arrival of the others, and we had thousands of Rusa in the field, along with the vast group of human Defenders. They were trapping the clones, and I expected victory was about to be ours. 

The slithering monsters were close, and I continued backing up toward them. Garvin panted his breaths, his movements finally slowing. So he did have a limit. I was the opposite, feeling energized, my body changed for the better. 

“Don’t worry, Garvin,” I told him. “I won’t fail the Rusa like you did. I’ll protect them and the Ocean, as well as the Dynast.”

Garvin paled and flew at me, blade raised. I jumped at the last second, and his momentum carried him into the alleyway. I heard his screams as he was grabbed by the ugly beings waiting for their meal. I only stuck around long enough to hear his bones being crushed, and left them to it. He had been a hero once, a real living legend, but Bga’an had defiled his legacy. I was angry with her, not the man I was supposedly the heir to. 

Krissa was close by, fighting with the help of Tahil and Jefron. Khibistog fired at the clones, his massive gun blasting their numbers. Leruf and Olissa fought side by side, opposing the last of the clones. 

There were around a hundred remaining when I arrived. 

Relief filled Krissa’s expression when she saw me. Everyone seemed injured to some degree, most with blood soaking their uniforms and armor. The unlucky ones littered the streets of the city at random. It would haunt me for years.

“It’s over!” I shouted at the clones. The green lights on their chests dimmed. “Accept your defeat and surrender your weapons this instant.”

The clones had no tongues, but one of the Krissa replicas stepped forward. “We cannot stop because you ordered it. We serve Bga’an.” She pointed at Sulfur Mountain, where the storm continued to rage. 

“She won’t come out of this with power. Then what will you do?” Krissa asked her clone. “Serve the Dynast. Serve our people. You are still Rusa.”

I twitched, feeling something in my mind. Indie was in danger. 

Krissa must have felt it too, because she flinched. The clones as well: they dropped to their knees, holding their heads. The lighted discs shattered, the glow subsiding. 

“Indie needs our help.” Taln arrived, his clothing in tatters, both eyes bruised. Tiyana wasn’t much better off. 

All of the Rusa in the field seemed disturbed. “Did anyone feel that?” I asked.

They nodded, and Ryleigh came to my side with Shaw. “The Caller is in danger. We must protect her.”

I smiled, knowing I had the support of the Rusa. “Follow me! Let’s finish Bga’an, and the war is done!”

Their response was half-hearted, mostly because we’d lost so many of our friends today. 

I spotted Alex, and he jogged to my position. “Alex, watch the clones and make sure the Cosna don’t return and try to take the city.”

“I’m coming,” Alex demanded. 

“No—”

“She’s my wife!” he shouted. 

“Let him. Dewi, stay with Leruf and the others,” Krissa said. Zeel Three exited the crashed Cosna ship with Adley and Miya beside him. Newton joined them, his head turning as he observed the aftermath. 

“Okay, Krissa,” Dewi said. “You heard the Dynast. Everyone stand guard!”

And we were off. I sprinted from the blood-soaked rubble at the head of a Rusa army. Krissa kept pace, as did Taln and Tiyana of Dicore. Garvin’s Grove was represented by their leader Ryleigh, with her trusted advisor, Shaw. Witnessing thousands of Rusa traversing the Plains of Freedom was inspiring. I could envision the Keepers building a real Ministry again, and having the Rusa returned to their place of greatness. We were going to do it. 

Instead of occupying the caverns beneath the lake, I dove into the murky water, swimming faster than a Cepra. Dark seaweed wavered in response to our presence, but we crossed safely within minutes, and I was the first to climb out, my armor dripping wet. Sulfur Mountain loomed close by; the thunderstorm remained intense. 

“We’re almost there, Indie,” I whispered, and started up the mountainside. 




____________




Desmond Locke (Poro)

Over Three Million Years Ago

The Temple of Idlu, Sorivi




“Poro, stop stalling,” his grandmother said. 

“Okay.” Poro gazed at the statues, amazed at how lifelike they were. “Where are we going?”

“There’s a surprise dinner for the Idlu,” Bga’an told him. 

He walked clumsily down the steps, and they entered the massive doorway. Poro had never been here, mostly because his parents had told him it was too dangerous for such a young Nogush. The Idlu were scary. He’d only seen them from a distance, and that was enough. 

“This is a waste of time,” Drunal complained. His older brother was in a foul mood. Poro didn’t understand why he was so angry. He really had no reason to be. 

“Why are all our people here?” Poro asked. 

“They must bear witness to the festivities. It is a sacrifice for our betters, the Idlu,” Bga’an said. 

That meant nothing to Poro, but he nodded in agreement. 

He’d never seen so many Nogush in one place. They took on various forms, most of which Poro hadn’t met before. He still thought it was strange that he could take on any shape. His parents didn’t allow it often, but Drunal constantly played at shapeshifting when they weren’t looking. Poro wished he wouldn’t disobey his parents, but he wouldn’t tell on him. 

“How many are there?” he asked his grandmother. 

“Thousands, young Poro. Stay out of sight with your brother.” She shooed him away. 

Drunal seemed anxious, and Poro had yet to see his sister anywhere. 

Poro tried talking to his brother, but Drunal was distracted. He tugged on his shirt, untucking it. “Why won’t you talk to me?”

Drunal stared at him as the Idlu appeared below, transported through a Rusa-created Ocean Checkpoint. Poro had quickly met the Dynast before he’d left. The Rusa were frightening too, stern and heavily armed.

Zaiya entered, her golden cloaks drawing Poro’s attention. “She’s so big.”

“We have to go,” Drunal said. 

“Why?” Poro glanced around. “Grandmother will punish us.”

Drunal’s expression was full of fear. “Listen to me for once.”

Poro’s lower lip began to tremble as his brother wrenched him from the room. The Nogush were in cheerful spirits, the Idlu all arrived and ferrying into the massive dinner chamber. Poro wished he was having fun like the others, but Drunal kept pulling him until they reached the stairs. 

Poro broke from his grip and started to run, but Drunal caught him a second later, bringing him closer. “Poro, if we don’t leave right now, we will die.”

“Die?” Poro understood the word, but the Nogush lived forever. 

“Believe me.”

Poro nodded at his bigger sibling. “But...”

“You trust me too, right?”

“Yes, Drunal.”

“Then don’t fight me. We’re going.”

Poro pouted but obeyed. He was used to doing what Drunal said. His brother was older, and according to Drunal, much wiser. 

They raced up the stairwell and into the city. It was warm out, the sunlight making him squint. A small transport ship was parked near the courtyard, and Drunal ran to it. 

“Take this,” Drunal said, handing him a pill.

“What is it?” 

“It’ll make you sleep.”

Poro stared at the capsule and saw the water in the cabin. He entered and the door slid closed, the ship lifting from the ground. There was no one in the city; they were all below, preparing for the festivities. 

“Where are we going?”

“Take the pill, Poro.” Drunal guided the ship up, and Poro couldn’t believe his brother could fly a spacecraft. 

Poro washed it down with the water from the bottle. “Now will you tell me?”

“There’s no point in hiding it. You’ll wake up and forget everything. I’ve set course to be intercepted by a simple being, the Drotz. We’ll take on their form. Grandmother will never find us.”

Poro openly wept, his child’s mind not understanding what he was being told. “Why would we do that? I want to go home.”

“Sorry, my brother. You can never go home. Never.”

He sobbed, feeling the effects of the pill take hold. His vision blurred and he stumbled, falling to the deck. 

“One day, you’ll see. I did it all for you, Poro.” 

The little Nogush boy’s eyesight went dark. 




____________




Now

Desmond Locke

Sulfur Mountain




One day you’ll see. I did it all for you, Poro.

The pill had stolen Desmond’s memories, and he’d never recovered, not until the very moment Indie had drained him of the second entity. What remained of his brother was sealed into that odd box.

If Drunal had saved him when they were young, why had he constantly fought Desmond every step of the way? Drunal had been a good person at one point, but years of anger and resentment had morphed him into something unrecognizable.

Bga’an’s grip on his neck was tight, but Desmond wasn’t locked into this form. He couldn’t shift now, or she’d be able to absorb him, and with Indie’s life on the line, he couldn’t risk that. 

“Drunal is the reason for your downfall. I want you to realize that,” Des croaked out. 

Bga’an squeezed her hands. “I shouldn’t have let you live.”

“You couldn’t find us. That’s what happened, isn’t it?”

Indie kicked and punched, but Bga’an had extended her arm long enough to keep the strikes out of reach. 

“The Caller wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for you, Poro,” Bga’an said with a wicked grin.

Indie gurgled, and Desmond thought she might be close to dying. Something moved behind the ship. Soon there were fifty Rusa on the hull, towering soundlessly from above. He kept the smile from reaching his lips. Bga’an was so focused on them, she hadn’t even noticed the disturbance. 

“I regret nothing, Grandmother.” Desmond had to keep her talking while Colton snuck up. His friend looked the part, his armor gleaming, his eyes pure and white like a hero of another age. Krissa, the Dynast of Usothe, walked beside him, her lance powered down as they silently approached. 

“That’s the difference between us. When I say that, I actually mean it.” She let Desmond and Indie go, and they crashed to the rocks. “If it isn’t the rest of the Key.”

Bga’an lifted a hand, and a shield shot around them. Desmond was on the outside, and he bashed a fist on the energy field. The moment it struck, he was repelled backwards, hurtling into Taln. The warrior caught him, helping him to his feet. 

Desmond stared through the forcefield, wishing he could do something to help. Bga’an had them trapped. 

“Everyone to the city!” he yelled.




____________




Sulfur Mountain




I was relieved to see Desmond, but the moment was quickly replaced with dread. Indie rubbed her throat, and Krissa was aiding her.

“It doesn’t matter. I’ll be done with you all shortly, and if it makes you feel any better, I’ll bury the three of you in one grave,” Bga’an promised. 

I glanced at Krissa, wondering if our plan would work. There was an important piece we had to get in order first. Time would tell if we were risking too much for the sake of destroying Bga’an. 

“Let’s do this,” I said. “By the way, Garvin is dead.” 

She didn’t lose her smirk. “I don’t care. He’s served his purpose. Garvin helped me to this position, at this very moment. That was his requirement.”

The field surrounding us was difficult to see past, but I could spot our allies waiting on the opposite side, prepared to attack the Nogush woman, should the opportunity present itself. 

The circle was about twenty feet wide, making us all cramped in tight together. There was no use in trying to fight her, not when she clearly had ultra-abilities like myself. She’d stolen the Rusa skill from Garvin, and I wasn’t entering another round of combat until I was certain I could win.

“Bring us below the city, Dynast.”

Krissa’s jaw muscles bunched, but she nodded. “As you wish, Star.”

An Ocean Checkpoint expanded from her fingertip, growing the size of our trap. She looked far more confident with the action than before. 

“If any of you attempt to betray me, I’ll kill you slowly,” Bga’an warned. 

Watching Krissa tap into the Ocean was incredible. How could one person be responsible for the entire network? It was astounding that she had this ability. It reminded me how truly magnificent the Rusa were, and it made sense why the Idlu and Nogush tasked them with protecting such a special tool. 

Krissa’s face reflected the twinkling lights of the Checkpoint, and she glanced at me when it was finished, hope filling her expression. I couldn’t fail her, or Indie. I was the head of the Keepers now, and that came with a heavy responsibility. But personally, Krissa’s safety came first and foremost.

Bga’an hadn’t bothered to collect our weapons. That was pure faith in her own capabilities. But I doubted she had much practice to go on. 

I peered through the field, locking gazes with Desmond. He offered a nod of encouragement from beyond the barrier. 

Before Bga’an spoke further, I stepped through the Checkpoint. I found my footing on the hard rocky ground below the City of Ghosts. The cries of the Nogush were almost unbearable, their anguish piercing my ears. 

Indie was next, followed by Krissa, who was shoved by Bga’an. “Very good, Dynast. I look forward to this skillset.” 

The room was cavernous, with a massive door a short distance away. I saw the Idlu’s table and decorated hall through the opening. 

“Before I steal the Ocean, there is one final task. We will see to the Nogush,” Bga’an said. “And only the Key may free them.”

The Caller, the Dynast, and the Heir. 

“This way.” Bga’an’s cloak blew behind her as she traversed the vast corridor, past a room holding a Groscal Disc. She avoided a large stairwell and sped through a series of tunnels. We stopped at the end to find a metal grate in the wall. 

“They’re in pain,” Indie whispered. She was probably more attuned to the sealed-off Nogush because of her relation to them. 

“Of course they are, my dear. They didn’t support my decision to trap the Idlu. Had they done what I demanded, they’d be ruling the Ocean with me, instead of whining and moaning for eternity. Now that I’ve gathered Aishau and that fool, Shu’ar, I require more.” Bga’an’s face shifted, and I saw her true soul for a moment. Black bags beneath her eyes, skin wrinkled and red, her mouth full of stained sharp teeth. She was a monster. Then it was quickly replaced by her smooth-skinned Cosna Star persona. 

Indie touched the grate. “How do we open it?”

“With blood.”

“Terrific,” I muttered. 

Bga’an’s lower left arm revealed a blade, a thin ornamental knife, and she flipped it in my direction. Near our feet was a trough, the lines leading into the room beyond the wall. “The Nogush will be temporarily liberated.” 

I leaned toward Indie and whispered instructions while Krissa was offering her hand to the Star. 

“Are you sure?” she asked. 

“Yes. It’s the only way.”

“All right. I can do it.” 

Krissa dripped blood into the box, and Indie did the same with a thin slice on her palm. I removed my glove, sliding it into my pocket, and felt the coin inside. I grabbed it, remembering the device I’d found hidden in Director Ulison’s locker. If what Newton told me was true, this would prove extremely helpful in the next step of our plan. I left it there and took my turn, feeling the sharp blade cut into me. 

The three red pools combined as they rolled to the Nogush’s prison. 

Bga’an smiled as the wall shook, the grate moving. The entire corridor rattled as the room came into view. Puddles and pools of Nogush filled the space, their groans escalating as Bga’an stepped inside. 

I tapped Indie, and she nodded, beginning to shift. Her skin darkened, the hair grew longer, her eyes changed color. My best friend transformed into my betrothed. Now there were two of Krissa Laross in the room. They changed spots while Bga’an focused on her people. They were each wearing different armor, but I was trusting that Bga’an would remain preoccupied until they could remove their coverings, which they began to do. 

As expected, Bga’an was distracted as she entered the prison room, her boots clicking loudly on the stone floor. “I have returned.”

The shapes stirred, and people began to emerge from their natural states. 

“What have you done?” a man asked as soon as his mouth formed. “Millions of years… you’ve betrayed us all.”

Bga’an reached for him before he finished shifting, and drew him into her, smiling as he vanished. 

She continued through the room, doing the same thing until she stopped and faced the three of us. She looked between the pair of Dynasts, wearing nothing but their jumpsuits. 

Both Krissas smiled, neither speaking. “Release the Nogush,” I told her. 

“Never.”

“If you want the Ocean, we can negotiate.” I walked closer, with both Krissas behind me on either side. 

“I will not bargain with you!” she spat. “I can easily determine which one is the Dynast.”

“Release the Nogush. Don’t ever return to Sorivi, and leave the Idlu alone. You’re not to interfere with the new Ministry of Realms, and we will give you the Ocean. Close all Checkpoints connecting you to any of our partners. Don’t bother us, we won’t bother you,” I lied, trying to sell it as honest.

Bga’an seemed to consider my offer, but I was really just hoping to stall her. There was no way we’d ever keep her alive, not after all she’d done. I was in charge of the Rusa’s safety, and now, the security of the entire Ocean. 

Bga’an shook her head. “You’re a fool, Garvin’s Heir.”

I flicked my halberd on. “Maybe, but ignorance is bliss.” I lashed out, striking her as her arm came up in defense. “Release the Nogush.”

Her top two arms converted into battle axes, and she grinned maniacally at me. “You’ll never defeat me, Heir. Or did you forget that the Nogush cannot die?”

I moved faster than I’d ever gone before. The rest of the Nogush in the room were taking shape, and I heard Krissa educating them as we battled. I had to keep Bga’an busy. She shouted as she battered the axes at me, but I managed to evade most of her assaults. The room had rock ledges and crevasses throughout, and I jumped over her, landing on one. 

“Is that all you’ve got?” I shouted, and Bga’an met me on the ledge, ducking to make it more accessible. 

“You’re good,” she admitted. “But I’m better.”

I peered at the ground level, finding our plan taking hold. Dozens of the Nogush had shifted to resemble Krissa. They stood protectively before Indie and the real Dynast. Versions of Krissa continued to sprout up, and Bga’an finally noticed what was transpiring. 

“How dare you distract me!” she bellowed. 

“Is it any different than you tricking the Idlu and your own people? You’re a traitor.” I flipped my halberd off, clipping it to my armor. “The box!” I called, and Indie threw it. 

I caught the container holding Drunal and thrust it forward. 

“You’re even more foolish than I thought. The Soul Seal, once activated, is impenetrable.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” I said, removing the coin from my pocket. 

Her eyes widened. “Where did you find that?”

“A gift from a dead man,” I whispered, and placed the coin on the box. The welded edges melted, and I tipped it over, releasing Drunal from his trap. He made a puddle on the ground below and began rising. I ran to Bga’an, shoving her from the ledge, and she landed on her back in the middle of the room. 

Drunal sprinted to her body, and the rest of the Nogush rushed Bga’an. 

Bga’an screamed as they tore at her. She stood to shake them off, and grew taller, shifting in the process. This was my only chance. I jumped down, shoving the box toward her chest as the flesh morphed, and saw Aishau and Shu’ar dispelled as she was vacuumed into the open lid. The container shook and threatened to spill over, but I held it firmly, committed to the task. 

“This is not the last you’ll see of—” Her words ended, and I slammed the Soul Seal closed, clutching it tight as the edges melted. I retrieved the coin and gave it to Krissa. “We need to dispose of this. Then we can be rid of her for good.”

Drunal stood by the exit, his gaze on the floor. “I have much to make amends for.”

The room filled with other shapes, the Nogush realizing they were finally free. Their cries had subsided, and everyone fell silent. 

“Secure him!” Krissa ordered a Nogush near Drunal, and Desmond’s brother didn’t attempt to flee.

“Bga’an is gone,” I told them. “This is the Dynast.” 

Indie shifted back to herself, smiling as she hugged Krissa. “We really defeated her!”

“Yes, we did.” I embraced them both, and heard footsteps racing down the corridor. Desmond was there, with Tahil, Alexander, and Shaw escorting him. 

Desmond glanced at Drunal, then at his people. There were hundreds of Nogush within the giant cavern. 

“I thought we were the only ones,” Des whispered. “I saw what you did, Drunal. Why did you destroy so many lives?”

“I didn’t,” he said. “The Ministry Wars weren’t as tragic as you thought. We didn’t kill them all, brother. The partners were relocated to another section of the Ocean.”

“You mean…”

Drunal grinned, taking his brother by the shoulders. “Seven hundred different races were ushered onto transport ships to other worlds before the War was finished. I don’t know if they still exist, but I tried to make it right. I told the Ministry the Cosna would be our downfall, but no one listened. I wanted to get to Sorivi to find a way to free them, but could never locate it. Bga’an covered her tracks well.”

It was obvious Drunal hadn’t revealed everything, but Desmond just nodded, chewing on a toothpick. “We’ll continue this later. So many years. All the lies.” Desmond rubbed his palms together. “Now what?”

“We start by getting out of here and heading to the surface,” Krissa said, forming a Checkpoint with a wave of her hand. “There are the bodies of our allies to see to.”
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Indie Hart

City of Lights




Indie watched the Nogush interacting with her friends, and it warmed her heart. Everyone was here. Thousands of allies from the newly-named Ministry. Administrator Volins was with Khibistog and Nulgan, chatting with Desmond and Leruf. The Vezo had performed a Rite of the Lost an hour ago, and hundreds of Ministry soldiers rose from their corpses, freed from the confines of their mortality. 

Miya and Adley were at a table with Taln, Tiyana, and Belle, the clone of Krissa. Herazel was loaded with supplies to last for months, and that was their source for the celebratory dinner in the previously named City of Ghosts. Now lights were draped over the rubble, and Zaiya, the illustrious Idlu queen, had dubbed it the City of Lights instead. 

Indie had never felt so content. Her duty as Caller was successful, and they’d managed to save Care and her people from Sulfur Mountain. Bga’an had spent so many years working on details to make this plan, and they’d thwarted it. The Idlu were free, the Nogush could once again continue their legacy, and the Rusa remained in control of the Ocean. There was optimism for the future. 

“Do you want some company?” 

Alex walked over with two drinks and handed one to her. He was out of his armor, showered and groomed, wearing a black jumpsuit to match her own. 

“Sure.” Indie sipped the wine. 

They stared at the event from Herazel’s ramp, leaning on a railing. “Indie.”

“Alex,” she whispered.

“I’m sorry.” 

Indie shook her head. “No, I’m sorry. I wasn’t truthful, and if I’m being honest, there are a few things I need to say.”

Alex waited patiently. 

“Ulison was part of the reason I didn’t tell you, but I was also caught up in my job. I was selfish and thought I might actually make a difference for Earth. And Xeno had this negative connotation that we couldn’t shake without the truth being revealed. I knew we were making soldiers, and that they’d help defend Earth. Or at least, that’s the narrative I believed. So as much as I loved you, I also loved my position with the Angor, and that wasn’t fair.”

Alex started to speak, but she touched his arm. “Let me finish.”

“It’s about Beck, isn’t it?”

Indie drank more of the red wine and continued. “I was infatuated with him. For years.”

“Even when we were together?”

“Even then.”

“I understand.”

“No, you don’t. It wasn’t about us; it was our destiny. We needed to reunite to free the Nogush today. Don’t you see? It wasn’t love, it was my Calling. It was his fate to be the Keeper’s Heir. It’s not a coincidence he rescued Krissa on Dicore. The three of us were part of a greater plan. It set the course for the entire Ministry and the future of the Ocean.”

Alex drank the rest of his wine and set the cup down. “And what about our future?”

Indie smiled and kissed him. “I’m willing if you are.”

Alex picked her up, spinning her in a circle. She was careful not to spill. “I knew you’d come around.”

“Would you consider living on Usothe? I can’t abandon my people now,” she told him. 

“I don’t care where I am, as long as we’re together.” He kissed her again, and Indie thought she could finally stop being so angry. 

“Something’s happening,” Dewi said, rushing from the starship. She glanced at them and grinned. 

“What is it?” Indie asked. 

“The Idlu are speaking.” Dewi hurried down the steps and they followed, finding a crowd near the courtyard. The bodies had been removed, the stones cleansed and purified. 

Indie spotted Colton with Krissa and nodded at him. Her speech to Alex had been mostly true. She hoped Colton would be content with the Dynast. But she did love Alexander.

She kissed his cheek and linked arms with him as they walked toward the throng of gathered Ministry members. 




____________




City of Lights




“This is the start of a new era,” Geral said. The Idlu leaders stood at the top of the courtyard, with all two hundred of their numbers behind them. They were quite the sight. “We have much to be thankful for, mainly that Bga’an has been dealt with.” He held the box that contained her.

“The Idlu will be leaving this world. We have no desire to be caught in the affairs of the immortals again. Know that we trust the Rusa to guard the Ocean, and to lead the Ministry into greatness.” Zaiya looked directly at Krissa, who bowed her head. “If you would?”

Krissa stepped closer to them, leaving the crowd. “Are you certain about this?”

“Yes, Dynast. Please create the Checkpoint as requested,” Geral said. 

Krissa lifted her arms, and the Ocean access started from a mere spark, floating until thousands of brilliant lights drifted in a circle. It grew until it was large enough for the Idlu to pass through, and they began their ascent into the glowing nebula. Geral and Zaiya were last. “Be well, Nogush.” Geral went first, then Zaiya, and the Checkpoint dissipated. 

“Where did they go?” I asked Krissa when she returned. 

“That’s a private matter.”

“Even with me?” I prodded, but her expression was firm. “Okay, I get it.”

Desmond was with his people, most of whom were taking on the form of Rusa for the sake of the celebration. He noticed us and broke apart from Aishau and a pair of elderly Nogush. 

“My parents,” he said. 

“You can start again,” I told him. 

“I just wish Drunal would have been honest at some point.”

“What will you do? Stay with them?” Krissa asked her Spectral. 

Desmond exhaled, blowing on his moustache. “My work with the Rusa is done. I wanted to see you thriving again, and we’ve accomplished that.”

“There’s still work to do,” I reminded him. 

“You can handle that, Colton. I have faith in your future.”

“Is this goodbye?” I asked. 

“It would seem that’s inevitable, but not quite yet, my friend.”

“What’s your plan?”

Desmond glanced at his family. “I have a lot of catching up, but I think I’ll be on my way soon. I’ve spent my entire existence trying to help people, and with the Ocean, there’s always someone in need.”

Krissa wiped a tear from her eye and hugged Des. “We will never forget you, Spectral Enza.”

“Nor I you, Krissa. You’ll always be in my heart.” He kissed her cheek, bowing as he stepped back. 

“You will tell us before you leave this time, right?” I asked him. 

“Probably.” Desmond returned to the gathered Nogush. 

“Will we see him again?” I asked Krissa. 

“I hope so.” 

“Come on, let’s enjoy the rest of the party.”

Krissa linked her arm through mine. “Then we’ll go home. There’s something important left.”




____________




Tahil

One Week Later

Dynast City, Usothe




“Again!” Tahil swung the lance, laughing at how easily Care deflected it. “You’re good.”

Care lowered her weapon and smirked at him. “I know. Thanks for putting in a word for me with Taln and Tiyana.”

“No problem. I thought you might be bored working in the fields,” he said. 

“I’ve asked to be stationed on Usothe.” Care’s eyes were beautiful, her dimples drawing him in. 

“I can’t believe you’re alive.” Tahil set his lance to the ground. “All those years, we were both in stasis on different worlds.”

“Maybe that was for the best.” 

“They’re here!” Taln called, and all the Rusa on the training field halted, turning their attention to their leader. 

“We’d better make them feel at home,” Tahil said. 

The Rusa ran toward the Disc at the edge of the city, waiting for the people of Garvin’s Grove to arrive. Ryleigh was the first out of the underground room, followed closely behind by Shaw. Soon several thousand more Rusa were on Usothe, adding to their population. 

These soldiers were fast, much more skilled than any Rusa Tahil had ever seen—besides himself, perhaps, and his clone. He had to give Colton a little credit where it was due. 

Nearly the entire city’s population was present, and Tahil took in the sight. So many Rusa. His own father, despite his later misgivings, would have been proud to see their people thriving. Tahil would be a much stronger Advisor than Sarch had ever been, even before his betrayal. 

Care whistled, crossing her arms. “This is going to be epic. The Keepers are back.”

Tahil nodded, seeing Colton speed through the crowd, jumping over a hundred of them to land beside Ryleigh. He grinned at her, and Shaw clasped his forearm as they chatted. 

Tahil no longer wanted to strangle Colton. It felt strange. 

“Would you mind joining us, Tahil?” Colton asked, and Tahil dragged Care along with him through the throngs of people. Edan talked with someone from Garvin’s Grove, and Adam was with Miya and the Rusa children. Everyone cheered, and Tahil checked what all the fuss was about. Young Davon, the child who’d already experienced his first death, was on his feet, stumbling toward Krissa. She crouched, holding her arms out, and he laughed as Davon ran until he barreled into the Dynast, almost knocking her over. 

Krissa helped him stand, and more people gathered around.

“That was cute,” Care said. 

“Don’t get any ideas,” Tahil told her. “We have a few missions before you can convince me to settle down.”

“Who said anything about settling down?” She shoved him. “The last thing I want is a family.”

Tahil noticed her smirk, and didn’t press the subject. “What’s up, Colton?”

“Do you mind meeting us first thing in the morning?” Colton asked. 

“Sure. What’s it about?”

“I’m bringing a select crew to check on the Ministry Drunal spoke of,” Colton said. 

Tahil put his arm around Care. “We’d be honored.”

“Good.” Colton turned, talking to Shaw as they walked off. 

“Guess we’re getting into the action already.” Tahil and Care headed to the training grounds, not wanting to miss a step. The Ministry of Realms was back, and Tahil knew just how important the Rusa’s part in their longevity was. 

“Race you,” Care said, and Tahil let her get a head start. 

“You’re on!” Wind blew against his face, and for the first time since emerging from the stasis chamber, he felt alive again. 




____________




Herazel

Dynast City, Usothe




This was it. The Ministry of Realms had been around forever, with different variations of the same concept, and Desmond had been torn apart as a result of the Wars. Minister Grayzon and the others were on Albeod, doing their best to continue their lineages. But now we had a real shot at returning the network to the way it was designed. 

The Ocean had been created for a reason, and it wasn’t to prevent everyone from accessing it. Now that Krissa had fulfilled her legacy, she was open to reinstating the Rivers between systems. But it was still necessary to see who was out there. 

Drunal gave us the details, and Newton sat on the bridge of the Angor starship, calculating the appropriate Checkpoint. I was bringing a handful of allies, the people I trusted most with my life, and a few others as a show of good faith. 

That meant Administrator Volins, Leruf, Nulgan and Phonsa, Khibistog, and Yunwio of the Obos. Paired with the three-foot-tall Minister Grazyon, and the towering Jefron of the Groscal, we had quite the esteemed guests. The giant had to duck on the bridge to keep his head from hitting the ceiling. On my team were Miya and Adley from Earth. Indie and Alexander, representing the Defenders. Tahil with his friend Care, along with myself and the Dynast. Taln, Tiyana, and Edan rounded out the group. 

Krissa was late. Again.

“We’re here,” Desmond said, strolling onto the bridge with Krissa in tow. He carried a box and smiled at Indie. 

I nodded at the package. “What’s this?”

“That’s not for me to say,” Des told me, setting the box down. Krissa waved Indie over, unclasping the crate’s lid. 

“Indie Hart, I have something to ask of you.”

Indie approached the captain’s chair, hands folded in front of her. “Yes, Dynast?”

Krissa’s eyes crinkled in the corners. “I’ve treated you unfairly. Even when you were fighting as hard as myself for the Rusa.”

“It’s fine, we were…” Indie paused when she saw the gleaming white armor. 

“This has been made special for you, Indie, as our Caller, and hopefully a new position that has recently opened up.” Krissa held a glove out, offering it to Indie. The breastplate had an image of the Calling Stone engraved in a bright azure color. 

“What’s the new…”

Desmond grinned at Indie. “I’ll be stepping down as the Rusa’s Spectral.” 

“Will you act as my Spectral? Train the young ones, and be an influence for the people?” Krissa asked, and shivers shot up my spine. I was so proud of Indie. Alexander’s grin was etched on his face.

Indie stared blankly for a moment before hugging Krissa and holding up a piece of the armor. “I accept, Dynast.” She bent to one knee, bowing her head. “I won’t fail the Rusa.”

“I know. That’s why you were the only choice.” Krissa spread her arms apart. “I have my Advisor with Tahil. The Guide in Edan. The Head of the Keepers, Colton Beck. And now Spectral Indie.”

I liked the sounds of that. We’d assembled to face the rest of the crew, and Newton lifted our craft from the ground. “Sorry to disrupt the special occasion, but we have a Ministry to investigate,” Newton said.

“Newton, you just want their historical files,” Miya told the robot. 

“Can you blame me? Millions of years, hundreds of races. I have upgraded my system to accommodate the data,” Newton said. 

“Is it possible for you to fill your drives?” Adley asked. 

“Doubtful, but I will try.” Newton flew the Angor starship for the Ocean. “Dynast, the Checkpoint isn’t visible, but the connection remains. Drunal suggested you would be able to link to it, granting us passage.”

Krissa nodded and pursed her lips in concentration. One of the nebulas appeared in the distance, a glimmer in the dark of space, among the hundreds of other options. “I feel it,” she whispered. “There is power here.”

Minister Grayson stood with Desmond, peering up at his old friend. “If the Ministry persists, this changes everything. We can go back to the way it was.”

Desmond settled a hand on the black-and-white skinned alien’s shoulder. “No. You’ll start anew, with none of the previous biases. Do it properly this time, Grayzon.”

The small man smirked. “How will we get on without your wisdom?”

“I’m sure you’ll figure it out.” 

There was a wave of silence as we entered the Checkpoint, and I held my breath as Herazel emerged from the Ocean.
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EPILOGUE

Location Unknown




“There’s nothing,” Indie whispered. 

“Dynast, I’m picking up life signs. Millions of them.” Newton sent a series of drones off, their minuscule thrusters scattering them through the system. 

“Where?” I asked. 

The results were nearly instantaneous. “Third planet. And fourth. And two moons between them.” 

Images flooded the viewscreen, displaying a pair of stunning worlds. They were blue and green, like versions of Earth. 

“No signs of space travel,” Newton said. 

“Interesting.” Desmond stepped closer to the front of the bridge. “How very peculiar.”

“We didn’t either, before the Angor came,” I reminded them. 

“But the Ministry did. Nearly every member had interstellar…” Minister Grayzon stopped speaking when Jefron lifted a long finger.

He unclipped his Lifedisc. “They are here.”

“The Groscal?” Des asked. 

“Yes.” A yellow light blinked on the outer edge of the Lifedisc. “It is attempting to connect with them.”

“Newton, bring us in,” I ordered. 

“Yes, Colton.”

We flew at top speed, slowing between the planets. Desmond stared at the Lifedisc. “Which one, Jefron?”

He revealed a spot on the radar. “This way.”

“Then that’s where we’ll go.” Desmond acted nervous about the outcome of this probe. Had the Ministry of his era actually survived the Wars?

“How should we handle this?” Krissa asked. “Do we drop in unannounced?”

“I have already sent a communication to any with a matching device.” Jefron held it up. “They will be expecting us.”

“That makes it easier,” Des said softly. 

I glanced at Tahil, and it was obvious he was prepared for a fight, should the need arise. But I was cautiously optimistic about what we’d find. 

The clouds parted as Herazel lowered, flying for the largest continent on the planet. We were on the dark side, with the system’s star facing the opposite section of land. Thousands of lights carried from the surface, indicating a city. We spotted a few similar clusters inland, and another about a hundred kilometers south. 

“We have arrived,” Newton said. 

I wondered how the people would react to an Angor starship looming over their city. I’d experienced the same moment of fear. It was difficult to think that around a year ago, I was working on a Barge, preparing it for the Surial to come and kill off humanity. 

We’d been given another shot, and I wasn’t going to let it slip through my fingers. 

Jefron hurried into the hall, and my allies accompanied me as I chased after the giant. 

The moment Herazel landed, I hit the ramp’s release, trying to hold Jefron back while we led the charge. But he dismissed us with a wave. “These are Groscal. No harm will come to us.”

I chased him down the steps and was astounded to find hundreds of Groscal had assembled near the ship. None were armed, and Krissa caught up with me. “This is a start.”

“Yes. But where is everyone else?” Adley asked. 

“I think we found the answer.” Tahil pointed past the group at a field lined with Discs. There were more Discs than Groscal to greet us. 

“By the Mountain of Belosh, you’ve survived!” Jefron shouted.

A woman hesitantly came forward. “We have taken to the Long Sleep on multiple occasions. I never expected to see you again.”

“We’d better give them some privacy,” I whispered, and looked for Desmond. He was talking with another Groscal, and I joined their conversation. 

“We do not require starships. The Discs connect Ministry partners, without the need of the Ocean or fuel,” he told Desmond. 

“They’re all here? The Ministry?” Desmond asked the elderly Groscal. 

“Yes. If it pleases you, we can escort you to the Realms.”

“We’d like that,” Krissa answered when Desmond proved too shocked to respond. 




____________




The Realms




I’d seen a lot since my not-so-chance encounter with Desmond and Miya on that Hovertrain destined for New York, but nothing prepared me for the Realms. The city was a flurry of activity, the entire landscape filled with colorful curved buildings, ships occupying the skies in seemingly random patterns. 

I exited the Disc, waiting for Krissa. She appeared to share my sentiment. 

“The Ministers are this way,” Jefron’s mate Poled said. She kept watching Jefron like he might vanish as suddenly as he’d appeared. 

Everyone came with us, the leaders of our own alliance members gawking at the sights. The Quall pair whispered discreetly, discussing the technology. Volins didn’t say much as he strode through the courtyard for a nearby skyscraper. 

People were everywhere, most of them remarkably unique: insectoids, reptiles, and furry skinny things slithering on the ground. It was overwhelming to the senses. 

We were ushered into the building, sent up an elevator, and led to an immense chamber. Cubbyholes rose in the walls, with hovering lifts moving up and down. I now saw there were people within the openings. 

“This is the Assembly Chamber. Each partner within the Realms is represented,” Poled said. “Please, come to the main floor.”

We followed the giant, stepping onto the largest floating pad in the space. It barely accommodated us, but it held. We glided slowly, an energy railing appearing so we were secured on the platform. 

It slowed and spun around to face the largest box in the chamber. “Who speaks for you?” a man asked. He was thin and wrinkled, and I wasn’t sure if that was just what his people looked like, or if he was the oldest person I’d ever seen. 

“Minister Grayzon, at your service.”

“Grayzon. I recall the name from the records. Are you related to the Vicarsh?” 

“I am. There’s a lot to tell.”

We stood there while everyone described what had transpired, many different people taking turns. 

After an hour had passed, the entire room had filled with gossip as the Ministers debated our situation. 

“And what do you envision as a result of our meeting?”

“We join forces. The Ministry regains access to the Ocean. Trade. Partnership.” Desmond smiled at the strange man. 

I thought he would tell us off, but his response was surprising. “Welcome to the Realms. We are honored to have the Dynast and her entourage.”

Krissa bowed her head slightly, acknowledging him. “The pleasure is all ours.”

“Then let us not delay. There is much to discuss,” he said. 

Krissa turned to me as the floating platform began to descend. “We did it, Colton.”

I was caught in the moment, knowing this was the least romantic place I could ask this question, but I did it anyway. I bent down on one knee and gazed at my future. “Krissa Laross. Will you marry me?”




____________




Two Months Later

Central Park, Manhattan, Earth




“Have you seen Desmond?” I asked Miya for the fifth time. 

“Colton, the moment I see him, I’ll tell you.” She laughed. 

“You look great, Miya.” I smiled and she toyed with her dress, adjusting the hemline. 

“I hate this. Give me a pair of jeans any day.”

“She agreed to do this our way, and that included having a bridal party.”

Miya put her hands at her sides. “And I’m grateful, I am, but…”

Tahil poked his head under the Bethesda Terrace. “You have two minutes, Beck. You ready?”

Indie stalked over with Alexander and altered my tie. “Good luck, Colton.”

Alex shook my hand. “Welcome to the club.”

I wanted to be present, but no one had seen Desmond since we’d visited the Realms. I couldn’t believe that he’d miss this. 

Adley waved at us from the end of the seated area, and the music began. My mother’s favorite classical song drifted from the terrace’s acoustical halls, and I thought about my parents. They’d fought for Earth’s freedom, and their sacrifice wouldn’t be forgotten. 

I stepped from the cover, gazing to the sky. “I miss you. I know you’re here with me.”

There were thousands of people in attendance, most human or Rusa, with an assortment of other friends. I smiled, not allowing Desmond’s absence or the memory of my parents to hinder the experience. 

I acknowledged the crowd as I passed by. It was hot out, the sun high this mid-afternoon in Manhattan. The Ministry Tower loomed in the distance, a reminder of the Angor’s previous occupation. 

When I made it to the end, I nodded at the front row, where my closest friends not in my wedding party were seated. Zeel Three lifted a pink hand, saying hello. Newton sat with him, his face even more realistic. He’d taken his changeover seriously, and now it was almost impossible to differentiate him from my people. It looked like he was sticking around.  

The others took to the aisle in pairs. Indie and Alex. Miya with Tahil. 

Minister Grayzon climbed onto a step stool behind his pulpit, and the music shifted to an ancient Rusa marriage tune. It was compellingly choreographed, and out came Krissa, dazzling in white. Behind her was Desmond, his suit matching my groomsmen’s. He offered Krissa his arm, and she looked stunned to see him. 

They walked the aisle, and everyone stood in awe. 

I stepped down as Desmond hugged Krissa. She wiped a tear, and Desmond shook my hand. “Congratulations, Colton.” He retreated to his seat with a grin. 

The next few minutes were a haze, with all my attention on Krissa, her eyes glued to me. And finally, I heard the words I’d been waiting for. 

“You may now kiss the bride,” Minister Grayzon proclaimed. 

The crowd erupted. 

“You know we have to do this again on Usothe, like Rusa.”

I nodded. “But you have to admit, this was kind of fun.” I searched the crowd, trying to find Desmond, but he was gone. 

“We have a while before the party,” Indie said. “And I noticed an empty diamond north of the reservoir.”

Krissa and I shared a glance. “Baseball? On our wedding day?” I asked. 

“You don’t think you’d lose to your new wife, do you, Colton?” Miya prodded. 

Krissa smiled, and I could tell she was actually considering it. “Women versus men. Let’s start this marriage off by reminding you who’s in charge.” 

I stared at Krissa, then at Tahil and Alexander, and we silently agreed. 

“Fine. Three innings, but then we eat.” 

Ten minutes later, we were on the diamond; Krissa still wearing her dress as Tahil lobbed a ball at the plate. She smashed it, sending it close to the fence. 

She managed to steal second base in ballet flats. 

Many of our guests now filled the stands, and I peered at the sky for a moment, letting the sun hit my brow. Everything had changed when the Angor came, and now, I felt the same shift of energy surrounding me. 

“You just going to stand there, or play?” Indie heckled me from home plate. 

I punched my glove and readied myself. “You couldn’t hit the broad side of a barn!”

Tahil pitched, and the ball cracked against the bat. I sped forward, a blur on the field, and dove, catching the ball with ease. 

“No fair!” Miya called from the dugout. 

“That’ll teach you for thinking you could beat the Rusa,” I told her. 

Someone stood from the bleachers, and I almost thought it was Desmond. But when I looked again, I saw a young man heading south down the Central Park pathways. I smiled, wishing him luck. Whoever encountered our friend next would be better off for it. 

Adley took the plate, and I caught Krissa’s eye. 

She grinned and dashed from second the moment the baseball started down the line. She was past home before it landed. The rules had changed. 

We played as the sun began to set and left the match at a draw. The celebration had just begun, and I was ravenous. 

Before the night was over, Krissa and I visited the Ministry Tower, and she surprised me with an Ocean Checkpoint. Her eyes reflected its vivid colors.

“Where are we going?” I asked. 

“Home.” Krissa and I stepped through the light, returning to Dynast City for the first time as a married couple. 




THE END
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When a mysterious invisible barrier appears on a Montana ranch, no one knows what to think of it.

Drake, a retired police detective, receives a call in the dead of night from an alien-obsessed podcaster. He hastily departs for Montana the following morning.

The phenomenon continues all over the globe. What are they? What do they mean?

Britt is on assignment for a digital magazine when she encounters one of the Glass in a tragic boating accident, leaving her no choice but to follow the lead.

Panic ensues as mysterious creatures are sighted.

Will has never left the relative safety of his small town, having begun to accept a life he doesn’t want. Now he must venture into the unknown with the girl of his dreams.

The Glass seem innocuous, until they start to glow…

Ransom, a washed-up Broadway actor and single father, tends bar in the Upper West Side. His daughter shares his knack for knowing things, and they head west as their intuition guides them to the source.

Together they must discover the truth behind the Glass, or risk losing their world forever.

The Other Place is an epic post-apocalyptic science fiction tale from the best-selling author of Lost Contact, First Life, and The Event. 
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