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PROLOGUE

 

Preston Lewis, First Regal of Biks, watched the blank screen. Beyond Obelisk, the construction of the gateway was in motion. Stin had assured him patience would be integral to completing this procedure. Initially, the attack from the Darlor and Hidan didn’t appear to have done much harm. Upon further inspection, Preston learned they’d destroyed the drone’s primary core, making it impossible to fly to Dutis. 

The last month had been trying. He’d received word from Arlo, advising him they’d successfully routed the power grab by Eclipse. Preston recalled meeting Ellie Post and her sister years ago. It was difficult to imagine the soft-spoken woman capable of such an effort, but people didn’t always wear their loyalties on their sleeve. Now she was dead, killed at Preston’s grandson’s hands. Arlo was a tough man, but that would affect him for the rest of his life. 

There was a big difference between firing at another ship from a Racer and point-blank murdering someone. Preston silently sent Arlo support. 

“First Regal Lewis.” Stin’s voice emerged from the bridge’s speakers. Preston was alone, not wanting any prying eyes for this meeting. 

“Yes, Stin. Is the connection linked?” He shifted in his seat, anxious for the conversation. 

“Confirmed. Patching you through. The communication will be private as requested. No one will be able to track or listen.” 

He considered Arlo’s suggestion that they couldn’t fully trust Stin. So far, the robotic network had stuck to its word, but Preston still heeded his grandson’s advice. “Connect us.”

The face of the Velibar man appeared on his viewscreen, and his drooping tentacles swept over his black lips. “Lewis. Why am I not surprised it’s you?”

“Elam Barve, First Regal of Warrop. Thank you for joining me today.” He stood, placing a palm to his chest. They spoke in Berio, the language of the Velibar. At this point, Preston was as fluent with it as English. 

“I didn’t answer because I like you, Lewis.” The man was too close to the camera, and Preston could almost smell the water scent from here. Saliva dripped from Barve’s mouth. He didn’t miss the fact that the other First Regal had failed to announce Preston by his title. It was a grave slight. 

But he needed to sway the support of this man and his Regency of Warrop, or he didn’t stand a chance. “Barve,” he said, “we are at a crossroads. Garret Breaker has taken the throne of Tarre, against the Word. We cannot allow this.”

Barve finally retreated, his face shrinking in the viewscreen. “What of it? We are already collapsing. Once you were placed in charge of Biks, everything changed for the worse? It’s a joke.”

Rage consumed Preston, and he unclasped the top button of his uniform. He tore it wide open, revealing the deep scar on his chest. “I was named First Regal of Biks by the First Ruler himself. He swore I was the outsider prophesied in the Word. Do you dispute your leader’s intentions?”

Barve flinched and remained quiet for a few moments before finally speaking. “There are many that think the First Ruler had overstayed his welcome. That his efforts to push you forward in the Velibar ranks were contrived as some master plan to retaliate against a changing people.”

He hadn’t heard these rumors but wanted to keep Barve talking. “Is that so? And what do you think?”

“I think you were present when the First Ruler died, and did nothing to prevent his demise.” 

“That’s quite the accusation. Are you willing to stand by it?” Preston took one step closer to the screen. 

Barve’s tentacles rose and fell. “Calm yourself. You reached out to me for a reason. Whether you are truly a saint sent to better the Velibar or not, I sense a mutual alignment.” 

Preston might have him. “And how does that look to you?” 

“You plan to take over?” Barve asked. 

“I appreciate your candor. Yes, I want the title of First Ruler.” Saying it out loud to another Regal made it real. “But to accomplish this, I can’t be alone. I need the support of another.”

“And you chose me. You must have heard about Breaker and Jarm Plosor.”

This nabbed Preston’s attention. “No. What has happened?”

“Garret Breaker announced his intention of taking the throne at Dutis. He swears that he’s the prophesied man from the Word, and that you’re an imposter. Jarm, the First Regal of Equor, has already backed him.” Barve seemed amused at this. “Two humans fighting for the throne of Dutis, like it belongs to them. The First Ruler was clearly out of his mind to ever permit you to live. We should have killed you all, then taken Earth by storm. That is what a true leader would have done.”

“And you’d decree this as the First Ruler?” Preston asked.

“No. I have no desire for bloodshed. My Regency has started to detach from the old ways. The Word is archaic. We are revolutionary. The Velibar traditions are outdated and tedious.” Barve’s shoulders slumped, and Preston knew the timing was perfect.  

“Your daughter, Davic Barve… I’ve heard she’s popular among your people,” Preston said softly. 

Barve’s eyes lit up with pride. “Yes, Davic is a special woman. I take great delight in my part of raising her. She is loved by the people and not interested in the politics of Dutis,” Elam Barve told him. 

“Then she wouldn’t be interested in taking Biks?” he casually asked. 

“Biks? What are you promising, Lewis?”

Preston walked with his hands behind his back, pacing the bridge. “Help me obtain the First Ruler’s throne, and we’ll change the face of the Velibar forever. You and me, with your daughter as well. You want to see the old ways disbanded? I will ensure a new path for the Velibar, one that aligns with the new beliefs of your people.”

Barve’s smile was dreadful and wonderful at the same time. “You are a wise man, using our dreams as a weapon. Perhaps this will work out as you suggest. But when the other two First Regals arrive at Dutis, there’ll be war.”

Preston shook his head. “No. There won’t be. Because I plan to invoke Vered Squarlia.” 

The Velibar on the giant screen paled. “That has not been done for thousands of years. It’s beyond antiquated.”

“It’ll be one last homage to the Word you and your people want to disassociate from. What do you say?” Preston held his breath, waiting for the response. His future hinged on this. Earth’s did too. 

“All right. I will support you.” Barve smiled again. “I can’t believe I’m making a deal with a human.” 

“We’ll change the face of the Velibar forever,” Preston promised. 

The screen went dark. 

Preston watched the construction, silently urging Stin to hurry. There was a lot of work to do.

 

 

 

ONE

 

“You guys look great.” I meant it. Watching my parents was like observing them through a time machine. My dad had lost twenty pounds since he’d stopped eating the carb-loaded manufacturing plant meals. Mom had a sparkle in her eye that I hadn’t seen since I used to bring home trophies. She stood with her arm around her husband’s waist, smiling. 

“So do you, son,” my father said. “I can’t believe Dad’s still out there.”

He’d heard the news about Preston Lewis appearing at the end of the Race, along with the Velibar, and had been ashamed of the man he’d once idolized. When I finally told my parents that Preston was on our team, their relief was unmistakable. 

The retirement villa on the big island was quiet, and we strolled the grounds, heading for the beach. It was overcast, with fat, lazy clouds blocking the sun. A few random raindrops fell, landing on my forehead as I peered up. “Do you like living at the villa?” 

“Like it?” my mom asked. “We love it. Thank you for getting us here. It’s…” Her eyes welled with tears, and my dad squeezed her closer. 

My dad nodded his approval. “We’re very happy, Arlo.”

“Good. You deserve it.” They’d been screwed over by Sage from the moment Preston was declared dead on his mission to Proxima. 

“What’s that?” My mom pointed at the ocean. We landed on the beach, walking across the yellow sand to the lapping waves. 

“I don’t know.” Smoke rose a few miles from the shore. I tried to think what might be out there, but had no idea. 

My PersaTab beeped, and I pulled it free from my pocket. “It’s from Holland.” I pressed the button and saw my young friend’s face. 

“Arlo, where are you?” He sounded frantic.

“With my parents. Why?”

“It’s Dad. He’s running some experiment, but I think he’s in trouble. I linked my PersaTab to their computer, and it sent some dangerous readouts. I’m at Primary City. Can you check for me?” Holland asked. 

I glanced at the smoke. “I think I know where he’s at. Don’t worry, Holland. I’m on it.” 

Before he responded, I was shouting an abrupt goodbye, shoving my Tab away. 

My parents called to me, but I ran through the villa’s stone trail, past the swimming pool, to the parking lot storing my Pod Sprinter. The black exterior gleamed with the fresh rainfall. 

Bryson was in danger. Everything I had was because of the man, and I couldn’t fail him when he needed assistance. The Sprinter powered up, and I lifted it from the ground, racing over my parents at the beach. I saw them watching me, and my dad waved. 

Smoke billowed heavily, and I made quick work of the miles, pushing the Sprinter to the edge. The power converter line crept to max, and the dash bleeped at me as I took a risk and dove into the water. It was clearer when I went lower, with the black smoke rising high in thick plumes. 

The boat was a research barge: a huge square, with rotors on the rear and giant steel railings circling the contraption. The center of it was hollow, and I spied the ocean beneath it. What kind of operation was this? I’d never seen anything quite like it. 

It was almost a mile wide, and people ran from the middle. Blue electrical arcs crackled and fumed above the water, which thrashed angrily below. Something had gone terribly wrong. I attempted to reach the workers with my communicator, but they were unresponsive. 

There were close to fifty researchers rushing around the deck, and I spied their destination.  Two transports lingered on the far edge. I circled back, seeing ten of them enter the first craft. It attempted to rise, and a flash of blue energy shot into it. The engines died, and the ship tumbled over the side of the barge, splashing into the water. 

The second one was struck as well, this time before the science team entered it. I used the exterior speakers on my Pod Sprinter, hoping they could hear my voice over the noises outside. “Get to the rear emergency boat!”

Since Bryson and the team at SeaTech primarily used aircraft to travel between the islands and sites, I didn’t blame them for instinctively attempting to access them first. I was grateful that Bryson kept a good old-fashioned disaster boat. 

It would be sizable enough to shuttle them. I hovered nearby, watching as they dropped the boat into the raging ocean. It nearly capsized but stayed upright. I noticed Bryson Kelley, wearing his distinct blue SeaTech uniform, at the head of the workers. He shouted at them, pointing to the boat.

Using the Sprinter, I took a lap around the barge and saw the people swimming from the drowning transport ship to the boat. I breathed a sigh of relief and focused on what was happening in the center of the research barge. The crackling lightning sped up, growing in intensity. The forks had connected with the power station, starting a hotly burning fire. Smoke continued to pour from it, and I glanced to the sky, urging the clouds to unleash the impending storm. They answered my prayers as more drops splattered on my viewscreen, but it was too little too late. 

I rounded the barge and found nearly everyone was in the emergency boat—all but Bryson. He gripped a rope with a loop at the end. I immediately understood what he wanted me to do. 

Bryson clung to the edge of the railing, holding his arm straight up. There was a clasp under my Pod Sprinter, and I lowered it. He wanted me to use it like a hook, grabbing the tether for the boat. I figured it would work, and spun my Sprinter in a wide arc before flying low over the barge. I jarred to the side as an energy flash attempted to strike my hull, and went off course, nearly hitting Bryson in the process.

“Whoops,” I hissed through my teeth as I cranked on the controls. The violent power fluctuations on the barge were growing more erratic, and I coiled away, coming toward Bryson from another angle. I slowed, catching the noose.

I watched through the undermount camera feed as Bryson slipped his arm around the length of rope and slid onto it, off the barge. He dropped fast, landing in the water, narrowly missing the boat. I decelerated, wanting to ensure someone pulled him to safety before tugging the team of scientists from the destructive research station. When I spied Bryson on the boat below, lying on his back, I went for it. The rope snapped taut, and I dragged them toward the distant coastline. 

With a quick check on the rear camera, I saw the energy disruption grow in intensity. The smoke was slowing, but the blue forks of electricity were coming with more frequency. It exploded in a giant eruption. Pieces of debris rained down, and chunks of metal struck my hull.

I kept flying, but an alarm sounded, advising me the engines were struggling. “What’s going on?” I asked, tapping the dash with my knuckles. The line went from green to orange, and settled on red. I was overheating. 

And I saw why. A massive vortex circulated where the energy fluctuation had been. Water sloshed and swirled into the gaping opening. Bryson had created a wormhole, and it was devouring the ocean. The boat full of people started pulling in the direction of the destructive force, and I lowered my Pod, struggling to keep the engines from giving out. 

Beep. Beep. Beep. The alarms grew louder, and I muted them, trying to think. I heard Preston’s voice in the back of my mind. He’d taught me a trick years before, and it echoed through my memory banks. 

Arlo, if your engines ever begin to fail, do this. Are you listening? I pictured his frowning face, admonishing me for not meeting his gaze while he spoke. This could save your life. If you ever redline, cut the engines. Fully off. Make sure you’re high enough, in case the balancer doesn’t kick in immediately. Wait to the count of five and reignite them. It should give you time to get out of danger before they reheat. Understood? The image of a younger Preston vanished, and I took a deep breath. 

“I understand,” I whispered. 

I went as high as I could, heaving the boat just out of the water on the one edge. I did as he’d suggested, killing the engines. 

“One,” I said. The balancer blinked on, but I began to plummet toward the water. “Two. Three. Four.”

The Pod shook and screamed for the ocean. “Five!” I ignited the engines. Green light. I flew as fast as the Pod would take me, dragging the emergency boat forward. I kept moving, not slowing until I was confident we wouldn’t be sucked back to the vortex. Only then did I ease the pressure off the throttle. The engines went red for a brief moment, then returned to orange as I finished the length, bringing them to the shore. 

I landed on the rocky beach and dashed from the Pod. A few of the science team were already out of the boat, helping the injured. Bryson shouted orders, and we locked eyes. He offered the briefest of smiles before commanding everyone to exit. When he climbed off, he was the last man on the boat. I was there to greet him. 

“What were you doing?” I shouted. The wind blew harder, and rain battered us. 

He gaped at the sunken research station. “I screwed up.”

A sharp crack carried over the water, and a giant geyser shot into the sky. It splashed down, and I caught the edge of the barge floating as it sank into the ocean. 

“You didn’t answer my question. What was that?” I asked. 

“A gateway of my own.” He grinned, patted me on the back, and walked off, leaving me speechless.

 

 

 

TWO

 

“Someone has to talk to him,” Jade said. 

“Be my guest,” I told her. “He’s got a lot on his mind, and we need to focus on our upcoming mission.”

Jade and I overlooked the training field, which was smack dab in the middle of nowhere, on Oasis grounds. It was hot at eight in the morning. I never did love this dry heat, and wished we’d selected a better climate than the former Arizona in the summer. Anywhere would have been an improvement, even Mars without a helmet. 

“I’ll discuss it. He should relax. We’re leaving for Dutis soon.” Jade made notes on her PersaTab. 

“You think these guys are ready?” I pointed at Kole Brenner’s Racer as he dove from high above, taking aim at a series of illuminated targets. 

“Brenner has a good knack for it. His gunner, Fran, is a killer shot.” Jade showed me the scores from the last ten runs. “It’s Lina that concerns me.”

Lina Nebu, from Luna, was one of the best pilots in the world. It hadn’t translated from racing to fighting, not yet, but I wasn’t one to dismiss someone so quickly. “She’ll be okay. I’ll work with her.”

Killer landed beside Pilgrim, and out walked Varn with Aster. “Have you ever seen such a sorry bunch of…” He stopped himself when Aster punched him in the arm. “…Pilots?”

“I’m looking at one,” I told him. 

“Hilarious, Hawk. The only pilot here I’d let deliver my dinner is Kira, maybe Brenner.”

Kira was a surprise. Her numbers were better than any of the others, probably better than my own. “She’s good. Holland was right about her.”

“Where is that kid?” Varn looked around, as if expecting him nearby. 

“He was at Primary City, then went home to check on his dad,” I said. 

“Bryson okay?” Aster asked. “The explosion was big news.”

He’d passed it off as an accident, not what it really was. I leaned closer to Varn and Aster. If I was the Fleet Commander of our group, Killer’s captain was my second in command. “He was trying to create a gateway.”

“What?” Varn shouted, and lowered his voice. “Is he insane?”

“That’s debatable,” Jade whispered. 

“He claims it would help our efforts, but I think he’s looking for a chance to get in and out of Dutis with Catarina,” I admitted. “We have to keep an eye on him.”

“Will do.” Varn watched as Lina’s team raced by, missing all but two of the ten targets. He hit a button on his PersaTab and began yelling at Lina. 

I grabbed it from him and pushed him off. “Lina, it’s Hawk. Good job out there. If you don’t mind, I’d like to meet with you when you’ve completed the next run.”

“Yes, sir.” That was it for the communication. She was a woman of few words. I passed Varn’s Tab back, and he grunted. 

“You’re too nice. Two words. Iron fist.”

“Sure, that always works out. How about you focus on your duties, and I’ll fulfill mine? Which are ensuring we’re ready for the Velibar and anyone else that we face at Dutis.” I’d spoken to my grandfather earlier in the day, and was relieved to hear he’d found the support he’d been seeking. We were close to completing our plans. There was a lot of maneuvering to do, but these days, I was more confident than I’d been before the start of the Space Race. 

We watched for a while longer, and I eventually left them to discuss tomorrow’s challenges. The sun was high and blistering as I strode for the comfort of the training facility’s office building. The second I entered the shaded and air-conditioned structure, I felt better. 

An Orion employee smiled and waved from the front desk. I wasn’t sure why we needed her, but she was a friendly face. I undeniably assumed she was a spy sent from the Orion CEO, but I wasn’t feeding her any information I didn’t want to her to pass on regardless. 

The gymnasium was mostly vacant, but I heard voices and decided to find the source. 

“Good. Use their weight to your advantage. The Velibar are larger than you. Bend at the hip, rotate your shoulders, and their momentum will do the rest of the work. Try it on me,” Luther said. He was with Kira Nerolf and her team. They’d already finished their ten runs. When I’d first met the abrasive woman at the Spitting Hog, she’d irritated me to no end. But what she lacked in manners, she made up for with skill. 

I leaned against the door frame, watching her two crew members attempting to flip one another onto the mats. Kira faced off with Luther, who was a foot taller than her. She grappled with him, doing as he’d suggested. He ended on his backside, laughing as she helped him to his feet. 

“That’s exactly how you do that,” Luther said. He was teaching each team hand-to-hand combat, as well as shooting at the outdoor range. The majority of these people had worked on racing teams for most of their lives and were suddenly expected to fight alien spaceships. It was a lot to ask, but some, like Kira, were acclimating with ease. 

Luther spotted me and waved. Little did he know, Kira was sneaking up behind him. He was tackled to the floor again, and this time, Kira walked by him, sauntering across the gym to greet me. “How about you, Hawk?” she asked. 

“You want to fight me?” I asked. 

Her pink eyes widened. “Fight? I thought we could wrestle, at the very least.” She laughed nervously. Was this woman hitting on me? She wasn’t not attractive, but I didn’t think I should be stringing along a subordinate. 

“I thought you hated me,” I managed. 

“That was before you saved the world. Maybe I didn’t give you a chance.” Her demeanor shifted from defensive and cocky to something more vulnerable for the first time since I’d met her. 

“I have somewhere to be. We can … talk later.” I glanced past her and saw Luther watching us, arms crossed. 

“If you’re done sucking up to the boss, let’s continue,” he called. 

“Gotta go. Catch you later, Hawk.” She smiled, then dashed off, facing her opponent again. 

I kept walking and stopped at my office. My name was on the door. I’d never had my name on anything in my life, if you didn’t count the trophies from my childhood. I gazed at the embossed placard and ran a finger over it. Arlo ‘Hawk’ Lewis. Fleet Commander. That had a nice ring to it. 

“You wanted to see me?” I hadn’t heard Lina approaching, and I nodded, holding my office door open for her. She strode past me and instantly sat in the chair opposite my desk. 

“Yes. Lina, are you sure you want to be here?” I cut straight to the point. I took a seat, and she stared at me with deep brown eyes while she mulled over the question. 

“I think so,” she answered. 

“That’s what I thought. You’re conflicted. You’ve been under a lot of pressure your entire life, haven’t you?” I asked, and she nodded. “Racing prodigy. You almost beat my times on a couple of the Pod Races when you were seventeen.”

“I did beat one,” she replied with a spark of fire in her eyes. 

I’d read that too, but wanted to see if she’d admit that or not. It was a good sign. “From there, you went on to work for Luna, and you personally know the CEO, Erik Trevors. Isn’t that right?”

“Yes. I grew up on the Moon, and the Trevors have always been very good to me.” She sat up straighter in her seat. 

“He expected you to win Space Race?” I asked. 

“Yes.”

“Was he upset when you didn’t?”

Lina clenched her jaw. “It wasn’t that he was angry.”

“Just disappointed?” I asked.

“That’s right. Not that we have to worry about Proxima any time soon,” Lina added. 

“Where does this leave you? Can you help us without holding a grudge?” I cracked my knuckles, feeling far too smug in my position of power. I lowered my hands and set them on my thighs behind the desk instead. 

“We can do it, Fleet Commander,” she promised. She frowned while saying it, but seemed determined. 

“Please, call me Hawk,” I said. I couldn’t believe I was once again encouraging the moniker after spending a decade trying to erase the memories. 

Lina met my gaze. “Hawk, I can be the captain you need.”

“Okay. Varn isn’t sold. So I want you and your team to get out there in…” I couldn’t remember what she called her Racer.

“Helene,” she said. “It means guiding light.”

“Then be that beacon and help us win the upcoming battle.” 

“We will. Thank you for the opportunity to help. We won’t disappoint you, Fleet Com… Hawk.” Lina rose and stood at attention. 

“Dismissed,” I said, smiling to myself. I had a feeling Lina Nebu would make a real difference moving forward. 

My PersaTab chimed, and I glanced at it, seeing an incoming call. “What now?” I answered it, and briefly saw Octavia’s face before it cut to an advertisement. 

“Need to secure your facility? Why not utilize HyperMines’ patented surveillance design?” The video showed a wealthy person sleeping soundly in bed, while two men were being apprehended by robots outside. “Link your PersaTab to learn more.”

The ad vanished, revealing a frowning Octavia. “I have to figure out how to turn those off.”

“Isn’t it a little ridiculous? We’re trying to have a private conversation on the future of mankind, and being bombarded with marketing. What has this world become?” I asked. “And who are they even targeting? A CEO? How many people on Earth can even afford a surveillance system, let alone have anything of value to protect?”

“I know, Arlo. You’re not wrong. We’ll re-evaluate the entire system. We must look to the future, not the past.” Octavia appeared exhausted, but I didn’t tell her that. 

“What can I do for you?” I offered. 

“I hate to ask this…” Octavia paused, giving me a moment to slip my response in. 

“Then don’t. I have enough to do with training the Racers. What could possibly be—”

“I want you to visit Bello,” she finished. 

“Bello?”

“Yes. She’s in the Primary Prison, and I’ve arranged for you to receive a visitor’s pass. We don’t do this often, but we investigated Ellie’s involvement with the Velibar and came up empty-handed. She had access to information she couldn’t have come across on her own.”

“And you want me to see if Bello has the inside track?” I laughed at the idea of Eclipse having an evil villain cave somewhere off the beaten path. 

“That’s exactly it,” Octavia said. I stopped laughing. 

“You’re serious?” The last thing I wanted to do was visit Bello. She’d betrayed me. All of us. 

“Hawk, she might be able to assist our cause, and you’re leaving in a couple of weeks. Let’s ask if she knows anything, and then we can move on. Plus, she said she won’t talk to anyone but you.” 

The truth had finally emerged. “Okay, fine. When am I supposed to do this?” I glanced at the time, seeing how much of the day was already wasted. 

“Now. Today. You’ll leave this minute.” Octavia was used to getting her way, and she leaned back from the camera. 

I muttered but gave in. “Sure. Why not? I’ll report to you tonight.”

“We have a meeting tomorrow. Once we have a better plan, we’ll fill in the CEOs,” Octavia said. 

The call ended, and I was left in my office to contemplate the coming day’s events. Primary Prison. I’d heard of it. It was the place where the biggest and baddest felons from around the system were held. The fact that I needed to even visit the complex sent a shiver down my spine. 

I returned to the yard to find Varn shouting at someone through his earpiece. Two Racers darted by, and sweat poured from my forehead as I traversed the hot walkway. Jade sat in the shade, working on her Tab. 

“I have to go,” I informed them. 

“Go? Where?” Jade asked. 

“Primary Prison.”

This stole Varn’s attention. “They finally nail you for all those illegal Racer parking tickets?”

“Post wants me to interrogate Bello,” I said. 

Jade frowned but didn’t comment. 

“What for?” Aster inquired. Bello and Aster had been the best of friends for years. 

“Octavia thinks she might have some important information about Eclipse. I should be back tonight.” I looked at the training field, watching Kole run a nearly perfect cycle. I pointed at his ship. “Varn, have Kole’s gunner work with Helene for the rest of the day.”

“Yes, sir,” Varn said, with only a hint of amusement. 

With that done, I walked briskly to Pilgrim. 

R11 woke his programming as I entered the cockpit. “Captain, what can I assist with?”

“Set the course for Primary Prison. We’re going to see an old friend.” I took the pilot’s seat, wishing I could be anywhere but here for the moment. Instead of protesting, I lifted off, beginning the trek to the northeast. 

 

____________

 

The walls were huge, rising from the snow-crusted ground. The prison was a black monolith in an ocean of white. I parked as close as I could, and the guards sent a transport for me. It rolled up to the ramp, and R11 saw me off. 

“If for any reason I’m not back in two hours, send word to Octavia and Bryson,” I ordered the robot. 

“You don’t think they’re going to keep you, do you?” R11 asked, understanding my concern. 

“No, but I don’t like the looks of this place.” When I was younger, I’d read a story about a man wrongfully committed for a corporate espionage charge. Turned out it was an executive with Sage that had acted fraudulently, and the guy was acquitted twenty years later, after spending all that time in this very prison. I’d been terrified of something similar happening to me. That’s how a kid’s mind works. I shook off the nonsensical worry and approached the transport vehicle. 

“Arlo Lewis?” The driver was old, seventy if a day, and he grinned at me like we were old pals. 

“That’s me.” I climbed into the seat beside him. 

“Honor to meet you.” He stuck a hand out, and I shook it. “Name’s Wallace.”

“Is that your first name or last?” I asked. 

“Just Wallace.” He kept grinning and started the drive toward the prison. “We all loved the Race. Cheered you on from the get-go.”

“You did? You might be the only ones.”

“Nah, that’s a bunch of bull. Lots of people were applauding Team SeaTech. Bryson Kelley isn’t like the others, and we can tell. Plus, everyone loves a good underdog story. Ain’t that right?” Wallace smacked his lips and let out a wheezing laugh. 

I liked him. “What do you do, Wallace?” 

“Me? A bit of this, a bit of that.” That was all the answer I was going to receive. 

“How many years have you worked here?” I tried to keep the conversation rolling as we crossed the road. The snow was piled a good ten feet on either edge of the path, threatening an avalanche. He drove quickly. I guessed he didn’t have anything to fear from the elements. 

“Me? As long as I can remember. Get to be my age, and that might be the last five minutes.” He wheezed again, cackling at his joke. “Seriously, though, I’ve been part of the Prison since I was born. Mother had me on the inside.”

My eyes darted open. “Seriously?”

“Yep. I was born in the prison. Truthfully, it’s the only home I’ve ever known.”

“And you work at the same place… Incredible.”

His smile faded. “You see it as incredible. Others might see it as depressing.” 

“Do you like it?”

“Very much so. It’s peaceful at times, then full of drama. And I wouldn’t change a thing.” Wallace slowed as we came to an energy barrier. Two heavily armed robots walked over.

“What happened to them”—I pointed at the bots—“when Eclipse took over the backdoor router for the robots?”

“Nothing.”

“How’s that?”

“We never linked the bots to the Primary City network. The prison is autonomous,” he said. “Someone at the top could be compromised, and we don’t want them to be able to access our system. Imagine if anyone attempted to breach our walls. This place contains ten thousand strong of the world’s most hardened criminals. We have an inmate that killed four hundred people over the course of three decades.”

“A serial killer?” I asked. 

“A man like that is on a new level. We can’t even classify him as a serial. It wouldn’t be fair to the regular killers.” Wallace seemed amused at this notion.  

“Whatever you say,” I whispered. 

The energy barrier dissipated, allowing us inside the gates. I peered behind us as we drove through, and saw how quickly they rose again. The robots returned to their charging ports in their own personal towers. 

The walls filled the entire windshield, and I craned my neck up, searching for a roof. It was impossible from this angle. 

Wallace pulled into a parking garage along the outer edges and hopped out. “You coming?”

I joined him, feeling the crisp air blowing in from outside. The doors closed, and two men approached. I assumed they’d been ordered to escort me to Bello. 

“Warden, we have an issue with sector nine, prisoner 8935187,” the shorter guard said. He wore a white uniform with the letters PP on the breast. His belt held a holster and a heavy gun, along with a series of tools that made him look like he was a superhero. They didn’t take this business lightly. 

“Deal with it. Send Frenchy if you have to,” Wallace said. 

“Yes, Warden.” The two guards marched off.

“You’re the warden? Of this entire place?” It was my turn to grin at him. 

“Did I forget to mention that?” Wallace smirked, and led me inside the facility. They signed me in, but not before confiscating my PersaTab, scanning my retinas, and taking fingerprints and a DNA sample. The process only took two minutes. 

“How long will I have?”

“With prisoner 9871365?”

“If that’s Bello, then yes.”

“You have thirty minutes. We have to remain consistent. We’re doing this as a favor,” Wallace told me. 

“To Octavia Post?” 

Wallace paused and looked me in the eyes. “No. As a favor to you, Hawk.” He set a bony hand on my shoulder and smiled again. “You give the little guys hope.”

“Kind of like a man born into a prison who ends up the warden?” I asked. 

Amusement glimmered on his face. “Something like that. Come. This way.”

We passed through an assortment of levels, taking two different elevators. I counted five checkpoints before we were in Bello’s sector. I was brought to a small and dimly lit room, and told to wait. My chair was comfortable. The seat across from me was a hard steel bench with eye rings protruding from the arm rests. 

A few minutes passed, and the doors finally opened. Bello trudged inside, her chin on her chest. Her shackles looked heavy, and the guards linked her to the bench, leaving us without a word.

“Bello,” I said after a silent minute.

“I wondered when they’d send you.” Bello glanced up. She was too skinny. Her cheeks were gaunt, her eyes red. 

“Bello…” Despite everything that had happened between us, I hated to see her like this. 

“Don’t pity me, Hawk. I did this to myself.”

I realized no one had told me where her children were. I imagined Bon and Jess living without their parents, and my heart broke. “Help me, and I’ll see what I can do,” I assured her. 

“How can you do anything? I almost shot you… as if I hadn’t done enough already.” Bello stared at the ground between us, her foot twitching like a cat’s tail. 

“You bought into Eclipse’s promises. I get that. Remember how we used to stay up late at night at your shop, lying on the roof and watching the stars? Dreaming of a world without corporations in charge?”

“We were foolish, Hawk.” Her southern accent tangled with the words. 

“Not necessarily. But Eclipse had the wrong approach.”

“Now she’s dead,” Bello whispered. “And I’m stuck in here.”

I was the one that had killed her, and it ate at me, but I pushed the emotions aside. I had a job to do. “Where was Eclipse’s hideout?”

Bello finally looked in my direction. “That’s all this is about?”

I nodded. “We have to find out what details the Velibar know. Was she united with Breaker?”

“She didn’t tell us much. We were in the dark on that front.”

“You must know something important. If you can point me in the right direction, I might be able to convince Post to let you out,” I said. This was a long shot, but I wasn’t going home empty-handed. Plus, I did feel sorry for her, despite the crap she’d put me through. I wished I could shove my feelings aside, but that wasn’t how I operated. 

“There you go. Hawk… always trying to save the day.”

“I just want to help!” I said, probably too loudly. 

“That’s the problem. You’re working for them. Don’t you see what you’ve become? A traitor to yourself.”

I stood up, not willing to hear this. “Me? I’m the traitor? I’m risking my life to stop our planet from being invaded by the Velibar, and now the Hidan and Darlor. Not to mention Eclipse, who betrayed Earth for her own selfish gain. I’m the opposite of that.”

“Okay. Then you’re the patriot.” Bello’s voice was soft. “The man I loved all those years ago would have hated what you’ve become.”

“That man didn’t know a damned thing about life. But I want to thank you.” I sat again. 

“Thank me for what?” she asked. 

“For finding Grid. For crushing my damaged spirit. Because without that, I never would have become this version of Arlo Lewis. The kind of person that could look the Velibar in the eye and fight them, for the sake of Earth. And yes, the corporations are still in power, but things will change. I’ll see to it.”

Bello’s laugh held none of its usual vigor. It fell flat as she looked at me. “Hawk, will you seriously convince Post to let me out?”

“I can’t promise anything, but I’ll do my best. Just tell me where the hideout is located.” I rested my hands on my knees and leaned closer. 

“Okay. Will you get word to Grid too?” she asked.

“I’ll try. I seem to have made a good impression on the warden.”

“Of course you did. Everyone loves Hawk.”

“What do you want me to tell him?”

“That I’m sorry for dragging him into this. That I love him. And...”

“What?” I inquired.

“That he was right. We should have backed out after we visited her at the base and heard her whole plan.”

I perked up. “So you do know where it is?”

Bello nodded and gave me the location.

 

 

 

THREE

 

“Where is it supposed to be?” Luther asked. 

“I’m not picking anything up,” Jade told me. 

“It’s here. She wouldn’t have sent us on a wild goose chase.” I hoped. 

“Wait…” Holland rushed over, pointing at the radar. “I caught a ping when I released a noise resonator drone to scout the desert.”

The ground was nothing but sand dunes and rocks for a hundred miles in all directions. Eclipse had decided the center of the Sahara was as good a spot as any to hide her base. It was fitting for the woman in charge of Liberty. 

I guided Pilgrim to the area Holland had identified and lowered for the surface. Five drones rose from behind a dune, racing straight at us. “Luther! Get on them!”

Luther didn’t respond, only began his counterattack as I darted forward, barreling between the defensive drones. 

“She left us some company!” I called as Pilgrim’s wing clipped one of them. The drone exploded as Luther shot another, and the remaining three spun around, chasing my tail. 

“Not on my watch,” Luther mumbled. He fired and ended two of the threats quickly, but the third was evasive, shooting Pilgrim repeatedly. 

“Shields are taking a beating,” Jade said.

“Hold for a moment, Hawk.” Luther waited for a breath and initiated the aft blasters. The drone detonated, sending small pieces of shrapnel against our remaining shields. The region was once again silent. 

“Everyone, be on your toes,” I warned the crew. 

“Sir, I don’t have any…” R11 stopped when I raised a hand. 

“Save it for later, R11,” I said, and landed on the sand. 

“Says it’s one hundred and twenty degrees out there,” Luther said.

“It’s like being back at the training facility on Oasis,” Jade muttered. 

Luther ensured we were armed, and we left R11 on board in case we needed a quick rescue. Holland was in good spirits as we dashed down the ramp, setting our boots on the hot ground. 

I couldn’t see an entrance. “Where is it?” 

Jade held her Tab out and scanned the vicinity. She took the lead. “That way.” 

Luther had a shovel in his grip, and when she indicated a spot a hundred feet out, he began to dig. A minute later, the spade clanged against something metallic. “I think we have a winner.” 

We all crouched, sweating in the heat as we dug with our hands to assist Luther, and there it was: a hatch, complete with a spinning wheel mechanism. We attempted to open it, but the thing wouldn’t budge. 

Jade lowered a backpack and activated a palm-sized device. The red light blinked as she stuck it near the circular latch. “Better take cover.”

We stepped away, and she detonated it. Instead of an explosion, it banged and let a stream of smoke up. When Luther tested the handle, it spun freely. “Nice trick,” he said. 

“I hope they’re waiting for the meeting.” Holland stopped before entering. “They will, right, Hawk?”

“What has you so interested in politics these days, Holland?” Jade asked him. “Always in Primary City. Never helping with the training.”

“Dad wants me to…”

I looked him in the eyes. “What is it?”

“Dad wants me to take over.”

“SeaTech?” Luther barked. 

“Yes. He said that when he brings Mom home, he’s going to retire. That it would be the perfect time for me to become CEO, so I’m stepping in and making the preparations.” Holland suddenly looked his age, a kid who was in over his head. But Bryson had been young when he’d replaced his father, and I assumed Holland would make one hell of a leader. His people loved him. We did too. 

“You’ll be a natural,” I assured him. 

“Thanks, Hawk. That means a lot.”

“Can we continue this conversation later?” Luther asked, and stared into the opening. He clipped a flashlight to his belt and climbed the first set of rungs, lowering below the surface. We all did the same, descending into Eclipse’s base after him. 

We were on the floor in a couple of minutes, surveying the room. A few jackets hung on hooks, with sets of matching brown boots under a bench. There was an assortment of guns leaning on the wall: a spattering of Widowmakers, and some older foreign weapons I didn’t recognize. 

Luther ran for the only doorway but stopped when we heard a noise. He lifted a finger to his lips and proceeded cautiously. His gun was held tightly in his grip as he listened near the metal door. I watched as he slowly opened it and stepped into the next room. We followed him and heard the sound again. It came from across the space. The area was far larger than I’d expected, with computer screens still powered on along the far edge. A man sat at a desk, and I shone my light toward him. 

“Hands up!” I called, and Luther rushed him. 

The form didn’t react.

“He said arms in the air!” Luther’s gun was aimed at the man from ten feet away. 

“It’s a robot,” Holland whispered as we walked closer. 

He finally turned in the chair and faced us. He was a basic model, a step down from R11. His exterior was a dull gray, his eyes black and lifeless. 

“Do not fire,” he said in a monotone voice. 

“Who are you?” I asked.

“I am P-5521.”

“And what are you doing here? You work for Eclipse?” Luther slowly lowered his weapon. 

“I was part of the revolution.” The robot stood, and we all backed off. 

There were no armaments on him. “P-5521, do you have another name?”

Mechanics whirred inside the robot, and his eyes went from black to white for an instant. “You can call me Neil. Or Preclude, if you wish.” 

 

____________

 

Preston Lewis toured the manufacturing facility’s lengthy corridor, watching the finishing touches being added to the army of gateway drones. They were nearly completed. Soon he would be able to make the trek from Biks to Dutis and fulfill his destiny. 

He hated to worry about the future but couldn’t help but feel concerned that the Velibar would never allow him to rise to the rank of First Ruler. Fewer outlying nations of Velibar believed in the Word, and that meant they wouldn’t support the prophecies. The truth was, Preston didn’t care if he retained the title or not. He wanted Earth to be saved. He’d learned of the mysterious fifth Regency years ago, and had dreaded the implications since.

With the support of the First Regal of Warrop behind him, his chances greatly increased.

“Preston, you have a call.” Beter Con, his second in command, waved him down from the entrance. 

“Thank you, Beter. I’ll be right there.” A call? He wasn’t expecting anyone. Arlo couldn’t communicate visually, but their network with Dutis had been restored since the attack by the Hidan. Preston hated those Refuge races sticking their noses where they didn’t belong. 

He smiled as the drones completed their final stages, and walked to the office at the edge of the glass corridor. Preston took the single seat at the desk, and Beter, the former Regal’s sister, left him alone. 

Catarina’s bright eyes twinkled through the screen. “Preston. What news do you have?”

“Cat. This is a nice surprise. I didn’t think you were at Dutis.”

“I returned yesterday. I received a bit of information regarding your relationship with Warrop.” She grinned. 

“How did you know that?” If she’d been informed of his plans, that meant others would know too. That didn’t bode well. 

“Preston, stop worrying so much. It came to me in secret. You have a lot of supporters here on Dutis. This is going to work. But are you certain invoking Vered Squarlia is the correct decision?” Catarina’s expression was full of worry. 

“No.” Preston shook his head. “But can you see any other option? If I challenge Garret Breaker, he’ll have no choice but to concede his attack. Enough innocent lives have been lost.”

“I agree, but you’re working under the assumption that Breaker has a conscience,” Cat said, making a good point. 

Something was bothering him. “You haven’t heard yet.”

“What?” Catarina asked. 

This was the first time they’d spoken since before Preston had gone to Saturn. There was so much to say. “Cat…”

Her face was ashen. “What is it?”

“You have to know…”

She stepped toward him. “My son… is he...?”

“He’s fine. I met him,” Preston told her, and she couldn’t hold back any longer. She demanded to know more as tears flooded her eyes. 

He filled her in with as much as he was able. Holland was a strapping young man, with a great head on his shoulders, and the respect of Preston’s own grandson. Cat was relieved to learn how they’d teamed up against the enemies, and that there might be an actual resolution to the Earth conflict after all. Most had somehow heard of the First Ruler’s passing, but none knew the truth behind it. Preston didn’t trust the communication lines completely, so had left his part in the Velibar leader’s death out. 

“Your husband Bryson is anxious to find you,” Preston told her. It stung. 

She stared through the screen. “I have a husband. And a son.”

“What will you do?” Preston asked. 

“I’ll wait for you to end this strife, and go home with them.” She smiled, and one final tear rolled down her cheek. “Isn’t this what we always wanted?”

Preston only nodded. “You deserve happiness.”

“So do you, Preston. Don’t forget that.”

They discussed Arlo for a while, and before he knew it, they’d been talking for two hours. When he ended the communication, he did so with a heavy heart, and the knowledge that their relationship was only friendly.

Preston Lewis watched the drones being completed and stayed until the final one exited the manufacturing facility. 

When it left, a voice carried through the corridor’s speakers. “Stin has finished the network. They will be linked and prepared for your gateway to Dutis in twelve hours.”

“Thank you, Stin,” Preston said. He was eager to get to the next phase. 

He wanted to bring Catarina home to her loved ones, and to ensure his own son and grandson had a life to call their own. 

 

____________

 

“Preclude?” Jade shouted the question. 

“You’ve heard of me?” the robot asked. 

“Heard of you… you’ve been a lesson in every programming course taught. ‘Don’t do what Neil Cawdron did, children. Or you might destroy the planet’.” Jade mimicked her former instructor. 

I didn’t know what to make of this. I’d learned about Preclude when Jinx had warned of the dangers of artificial intelligence. We’d been at the Stin homeworld, and the reference had felt as if it was from a distant past. 

“How did you come to be here?” I asked him. 

“Do you have time for the tale?” Preclude asked. 

“Are you a danger to us?” Luther kept his gun aimed at the robot. 

“I am not going to harm anyone,” Preclude assured us. Luther finally let his arm drop. 

The lights came on without anyone touching the controls. There was a kitchen to the side of the room, and water started brewing through a coffee maker. “Make yourselves at home. I’ve seen the feeds. If Eclipse is gone, I am out of her control.” He motioned to the table, and we sat at it, letting the robot retrieve us four cups of coffee. “Sorry, there is no cream.”

I sniffed the cup warily and shrugged, testing the beverage. It was good. “We have time, Preclude. Or would you prefer Neil?”

“Either is fine.” He sat at the end of the table, and we all watched him with curiosity. Here was a basic model robot, likely the most infamous AI in Earth’s history. Or was he the creator? I was anxious to learn. 

“How are you here, in an underground bunker in the middle of the Sahara desert?” Jade asked him. 

“The Tech Wars brought a lot of unease. Companies were fighting to create the newest and fastest technologies. No one thought they would start an absolute war over it. Giving the people better access to information was a thing of the past. It became all about satellites and weapons. I created Preclude as a method to anticipate their actions, and to counter them. Everything I did was supported and funded by the world government once they realized how much danger Earth was in,” the robot said. He was speaking as Neil Cawdron, and I found this fascinating. 

“Remarkable that the companies were the ones bringing our downfall to fruition, and yet, hundreds of years later, we still permit them to lead the charge,” Luther said. 

“Indeed,” Preclude said. “But this world is interested in one thing, and that’s power. Money brings it, and Corporations make money. It was inevitable. I … Preclude...foresaw that outcome.”

“But you didn’t stop it.” Holland grabbed his cup, sipping the coffee. 

“You’ve all heard what happened on Mars. What you don’t know is the Tech Wars were about to destroy it. ITR Industries relocated their operations to Mars, and they planned to detonate hidden nuclear devices on Earth. I went against Neil’s orders and locked them down. I killed everyone on that base, but it was necessary. I leaked the coordinates of the bombs, but that part of history has never been shared.”

“Wait, you said Neil’s orders. Who are we talking to? Preclude or Neil?” Jade inquired. 

“They are the same now,” he said. 

“Continue your story,” I suggested. 

“Neil couldn’t access me, and he was concerned I wouldn’t stop with Mars. He’d already created a program to process his mind into. It was separate from the Preclude system, but he was able to integrate the two.” The robot sat still. 

“Neil blended into your network. Astounding.” Jade was obviously impressed, and Luther drifted from the robot, scratching his head. 

“Once he was inside Preclude, he managed to turn everything off. He forced the program to return to a hiding spot on Earth where Neil had his secret laboratory. He knew that one day the government would silence him, or take everything he owned. And possibly kill him, so he was prepared for that eventuality,” Preclude said. 

“And you stayed in hiding all these years?” I asked. 

“I did. I’ve been watching, though. From the sidelines.”

“And what do you think of how Earth has evolved?” Holland drank more coffee and spun the cup slowly with his fingers. 

“We thought the Tech Wars were bad, but the Corporations are only but a slight improvement. The lives of the average humans have progressively gotten worse, contrary to the feeds. The quality of life, as well as life expectancy, have decreased by twenty-three and seven percent, respectively,” Preclude informed us. 

“Can that be true?” Holland asked me. 

“Sure. I believe it,” I answered. “What I really need to know is how you ended up here with Eclipse.”

“Ellie Post discovered me. I was running in the background of the Primary networks, pulling data. She was doing the same thing, and spied my patterns. From there, she tracked my location, which wasn’t a simple task. I was intrigued. She wanted to change the world. I thought she might be onto something. Her motive was noble, but her execution was flawed,” Preclude said. 

I flinched at his choice of words, and he must have noticed. “I apologize. I understand you are the one who killed Ellie.”

“Don’t sweat it.” I took another drink. “It’s not like she left me much of an option.”

“What can you tell us about everything transpiring today?” Jade asked. “Give us some statistical analysis.”

Preclude gained vigor, and his eyes glowed white for a moment. “The Primary Corps will return to their previous stature. The secondaries will be disbanded, and the top ten Corporations will disperse the assets and workers.”

“This is an estimation,” I reminded everyone. 

“An astute one. I am rarely wrong.”

Jade leaned closer. “What do you think the odds are of this occurring?” 

Preclude quickly rattled off the number. “Eighty-nine point four percent.”

Luther whistled. “That’s high.”

“And the Velibar?” I wanted to know what chances this powerful AI had us at.

“I give Earth an eight percent probability of survival.”

“From what?”

“Invasion, by either the Velibar or their allies.” Preclude knew more than anyone should. 

“Who are you referring to?” I checked, curious how much detail he had. 

His head turned toward me. “Do you mean the Hidan and Darlor?”

“Damn it. Eight percent,” I whispered. 

“I don’t buy it.” Holland slammed his cup down hard. “This is a robot hiding in the desert. Why do we care what it says?”

I had an idea. “You were aware of the Space Race, weren’t you?”

“I was. I’ve studied the feeds.” 

“And what were the odds? What chance did you give SeaTech and my Racer of winning the grand prize?” I saw a flicker of amusement in Luther’s expression. 

“I fail to see…”

“Please answer the question,” I told Preclude. 

“I had Sage Industries as the winner. SeaTech held a 0.4% probability of success.” Preclude beeped gently. 

“So not even this AI could have predicted the future.” I clapped my hands together.

“What are we going to do with him?” Holland asked. 

“We can’t tell the Primaries about him. Could you imagine?” Luther crossed his arms and frowned like he did when he was deep in thought. 

I pictured Frank Under with the anticipation abilities of Preclude at his disposal, and shook my head. “No. We keep him secret. Are you okay with that, Preclude?”

“I am happy with that outcome,” he told me. 

“Good. You want to come with us?” I asked. 

“Where are you going?” The robot stood at the same second I did. 

“Dutis, the Velibar home planet.”

“Count me in,” he said.

“We still need Eclipse’s information. If we go to the meeting empty-handed, Octavia will have our heads,” Luther reminded us. 

“Everything you ever wanted to know about Ellie Post is in here.” The robot tapped a finger against his temple. 

We started for the exit, and I slowed near the ladder while Holland ascended. 

“Zero point four percent. Really?” I grumbled as the robot shrugged.

 

 

 

FOUR

 

I fought the urge to tell Octavia we had arguably the world’s most dangerous AI creation on Pilgrim¸ and second-guessed my decision to leave him with R11. We’d seen what happened when Eclipse had taken over the robotic network. R11 had attempted to kill me. 

“Good work, Arlo.” Octavia focused on the data streaming over her screen. “This shows her every movement. We’ll learn exactly what she did, and more importantly, with whom she performed said tasks.”

“So you’re pleased?” I asked. 

Octavia’s smile was answer enough, but she still said it. “I’m impressed with your findings. I had faith you’d be able to secure the information from Bello.”

“I’d like to discuss her with you.”

“She is not leaving the prison.” Octavia was forceful, and I realized this wasn’t the time to bring it up. 

“No problem. Are you expecting any issues with today’s meeting?” I asked. 

Octavia walked to the windows of her office, overlooking Primary City. “Arlo, you saved this city from its destruction.”

“I also killed your sister in the process,” I whispered. 

“No.” She gently set a palm on my cheek. It was oddly comforting. “Ellie ensured her own demise the moment she tried to change the rules. If she’d only come to me years ago, we could have worked together. I like to believe she once had a true vision. A pure ideology that could have had potential if she hadn’t allowed it to merge into something darker. More dangerous.”

“And today?”

“Sorry, I didn’t answer your question. Yes. I do anticipate many problems to arise in this meeting. Some of the Primary CEOs are on board with our mission plans, while others want nothing to do with them. I assume you understand how this all works.”

“I think so.” I recalled overhearing Frank Under of Sage talking with Erik Trevors of Luna on the Moon when we’d last visited. 

“Watch your back, and we’ll stay alive.” Octavia closed the program and walked with me to the office exit. “I appreciate the effort you’ve put into this, Arlo.” 

I liked that she didn’t address me by my callsign. “I’m glad to help.”

“I know. You’re too good for this world,” she said. 

We arrived at the meeting, and I noticed we were using the smaller of the boardrooms. “Where’s my team?” I searched for Jade, Varn, and the rest.

“We’ve asked everyone but the CEOs and a select few to refrain from joining for the first hour,” she told me. 

“Does that include me?” I saw Bryson enter the boardroom. He caught my eye and gave me a slight grin. 

“You will be present.” That was all she would offer. 

I went to the unoccupied seat beside Bryson. Even though the Primary Corps had essentially been disbanded, they still sat in order of their previous ranks. This didn’t surprise me. It put Bryson at the far end of the table, and I was pleased to sit with my employer. 

“You’re well?” Bryson asked. We hadn’t spoken since I’d rushed back with Preclude. 

“Sure. Things are peachy,” I told him. “Why isn’t Holland here in your stead?”

That appeared to rankle him. “My son told you of our plan.”

“You sure it’s for the best?”

“What will it matter, Arlo? If I have Catarina, and we’re safe from invasion, why not? I’ve done everything in an effort to find out what happened to her. It’s been for her, and my son. This is the logical progression.”

“Twenty years is a long time.” I didn’t mean to hurt him with the casual phrase, but it obviously did. 

“Cat still loves me,” he said.

“I’m not suggesting otherwise. But Preston left, and returned to find me all grown up. Holland has never met his mother. He’ll need the person he looks up to, the man that raised him, now more than ever.” 

The CEOs were talking amongst themselves. No one cared what Bryson and his pilot were saying at the corner of the table. “I know that, Arlo. He’ll have me, don’t you worry about that.”

“Not if you kill yourself trying to create wormholes in the ocean,” I reprimanded. 

“That was a simple mistake,” Bryson said. “Next time, I’ll be certain to—”

“Next time? You have to stop these experiments. Can you imagine if that wormhole was successful and ingested a section of our ocean? You could destroy the planet!” I said it too loudly, and Octavia looked over. I shrugged. “Nothing to see here.” They all returned to their previous conversations. “You know what I mean.”

“That’s why I’ve taken them to space again,” he said. 

“Again? Never mind.”

Octavia walked to the front of the room and turned another light on. It was too bright, and I squinted against the brilliance. “We’re all present. Let’s begin.”

“Why are we wasting time with this foolishness?” Frank Under asked. 

Octavia shot him an admonishing glare. “Mr. Under, please refrain from speaking until addressed.”

He muttered something I couldn’t hear, but stayed quiet. 

“We’re sending a fleet to accompany Preston Lewis to Dutis, the Velibar world. His grandson, Arlo ‘Hawk’ Lewis is here, and will be leading the charge,” Octavia said. She looked at Frank, and when he remained silent, she kept speaking. “I’ve heard some unsettling rumors about clandestine meetings and future planning regarding Primary situating. I’ve stated before, we are not going to let things return to their previous—”

Frank stood, banging his fists on the table. “Enough, Post!”

All eyes set on the man. I’d been anticipating this, and had told Octavia as much. She didn’t respond, just waved expectantly. 

“You are simply a figurehead. The Board is nothing but a bunch of bureaucrats, pushing paper around desks. Desks that we, the Primaries, paid for. Today, it ends. You are no longer—” 

He stopped when Octavia began to laugh. 

“Frank, you’ve already lost.” She turned a screen on. It showed thirty of Sage’s soldiers being handcuffed and marched into a detention center underneath the Board’s building in Primary City. 

“What have you done?” Frank demanded. 

“I should ask you that. Members of our meeting, Frank Under, the CEO of Sage Industries, attempted a coup today. He brought a force of guards with him, and assumed to take control of our facility. I hereby order him arrested under sanction 8.1.5.6, and strip him of control.” She smirked and leaned toward the man. “Frank, you’re finished.” 

He lunged for her, but Erik Trevors was faster. He caught Frank’s wrist and shoved the top CEO. Frank took a swing, but Erik easily evaded the strike. He lashed out, punching Frank in the jaw, then the gut. Frank bent over, and guards rushed into the room, detaining him. 

He cursed and shouted on his way out, but the shrieks grew dull the moment the doors closed. “Does anyone else want to speak up?” Octavia asked.

No one answered. I noted that Erik didn’t attempt to take Frank’s seat, leaving the top spot vacant. I watched as Jade’s uncle rubbed his knuckles, but he was smiling. I was personally aware of how good it felt to deck the pompous blowhard. 

“Can we get to business?” Octavia asked. 

We set to plotting. An hour later, we were ready to include the rest of the team, and Octavia waved me to the side as the CEOs marched to the larger boardroom. “How did you know what Sage was planning?”

I couldn’t tell her an AI predicting robot had told me, so I shrugged. “Call it a hunch.”

The rest of the day was spent discussing our current production efforts. Barnes explained the rebuilt manufacturing facilities churning out replica Squids and Flyers, and we spoke of the FTL upgrade initiative. When it was my turn, I let Varn discuss the training of the Racers and their teams, and smiled as he engrossed the crowd with his colorful antics. 

Bryson remained quiet, and he looked deep in thought as we finished up. 

“Are you going home to SeaTech after this?” I asked him.

“Yes. Anything you’d like to discuss?”

I glanced at Holland, and he nodded. “There’s someone you should meet.”

I might not have been ready to tell Octavia about Preclude, but I trusted Bryson with my life.

 

____________

 

“This is astounding!” Bryson paced the room in his underwater facility. 

“You’ve built a fine compound, Bryson,” Preclude told him. 

“Thank you… I can’t believe you’re here, Preclude. Neil Cawdron, the most brilliant mind in our history.” Bryson stopped to stare at the dull gray robot. 

Jinx watched Preclude with trepidation. I knew he was bursting at the seams with questions, but he didn’t ask any of them. He’d been in treatment over the last few weeks, and was trying to settle into his routine of new medication and sleeping habits. The battle was evident, and Jinx was eager to help. 

Despite the hurdles he faced, he looked physically healthier than he ever had. He was working out with a daily ritual, seemingly stronger and filled with endurance. 

“Are you connected to Stin?” Jinx finally inquired, breaking the moment of silence.

“I am not.”

“It would be nice to prove that,” Jinx said.

“You think this might be a ploy?” Jade asked him. 

“Maybe. Stin is resourceful. Do you guys mind if I spend some time with Preclude before we allow him access to Bryson’s wormhole technology?” Jinx was being cautious, and I wondered how much was warranted and how much was paranoia. 

“I agree it’s better to err on the side of caution,” Bryson said. “Preclude, you don’t mind, do you?”

“Not at all. I would be more concerned if you weren’t skeptical.” The robot’s monotone voice didn’t vary in cadence. 

“Then we’re in agreement.” Bryson smiled. It was obvious he wanted to work with the AI on his project. If he could get the wormhole to operate properly, he’d have a better shot of bringing his wife home safely, and that was all he was concerned with. 

I had to consider a lot more. I’d sent my grandfather a message, and he’d only responded by saying he was heading to Dutis. 

I wished we could depart from Earth, but we were still a few days from being prepared. Varn and Luther had returned to the Oasis training facility, and we had the rest of the day off. Yesterday’s events had worn us out, and it was only mid-afternoon. 

“Jinx, if you’d like to talk with Preclude, you can stay with him. I’ll be in my office. Holland, do you have a few minutes?” Bryson asked his son. 

“Sure, but can we make it quick?” 

“You have somewhere important to be?” Bryson frowned at Holland, who shuffled on his feet. 

“Sort of…”

“Out with it. What am I keeping you from?”

Holland glanced at me. “I have a date.”

“A date?” Bryson’s tough exterior dissolved with the answer. “That’s wonderful. There’s nothing more precious than young love.”

“Dad, can you stop making it weird?” Holland averted his eyes. “Come on, let’s go into your office.”

They wandered off, Bryson sending a flurry of questions at his son. 

“That reminds me,” Jade said. “Weren’t we supposed to go on a date too?” We were out of earshot from Jinx, who was already deep in conversation with the AI robot. 

I raised an eyebrow. “I wasn’t going to bring it up. I was waiting for you to.”

“If you don’t take a chance, you’ll be on the sidelines your entire life.” Jade smoothed her thick hair behind her ear and touched her earrings. 

“Okay. Tonight. Let’s try that fancy place Bryson keeps raving about,” I suggested. 

“Deal. Let’s get up to the surface. I want to change and have a nap first.” Jade stifled a yawn with her hand, and I found it contagious. We’d been working so hard, none of our crew was getting enough sleep. 

I separated from her, promising to return in three hours. When I did, I was freshly showered, slightly more awake, and had a single white hibiscus flower in my hand. She placed it carefully in her hair, and we went to the exit arm in arm. 

It was pouring rain.

“You have to be kidding me,” I muttered. 

“There goes the chance of us walking.” Jade used a screen on the wall to order a Pod, and it arrived within five minutes. I propped my jacket above us like an umbrella, keeping Jade dry as we rushed into the transport, and gave it our destination. 

We arrived at the fine dining restaurant three minutes later, seeing a closed sign in bright red letters. I’d made a reservation. “This isn’t the way I wanted things to go,” I told her. 

She pointed to the ground, and then at the patio, which was under water. A cleanup crew was working on it, but now we understood why the joint was shut down. 

“There’s always the Spitting Hog?” I asked. It was the first place that came to mind, since we frequented it. 

“Sure, why not?” Jade’s smile lit up the Pod. 

A few minutes later, we were entering the pub, past the digital tiki torches and into the comfort of the dry restaurant. 

“Welcome to the Spitting Hog, where you get slops and hops for the best price on the farm. Link your PersaTab to learn more.” The cartoon hog lifted his chef’s hat and vanished. 

“You sure know how to spoil a girl,” Jade told me. 

“Only the best for you.” I bowed and glanced at the tables. It was busy, but there were a few free booths. We headed to one, and I sat opposite her on instinct. I searched for Bard and found him in his usual seat at the bar. He looked half-asleep, staring at the news feeds from Primary City. 

A thickset man wearing an apron approached and took our drink order. 

“Where’s the girl? Cute one with…” Jade asked, and the guy pointed to the far side of the restaurant. 

“She’s off tonight.” 

I noticed Holland was beside the waitress. They were talking closely, foreheads almost touching. 

“So that’s Holland’s date,” Jade said slyly. “I knew they’d end up together.”

“Good for them.” Our drinks came, and I ate the piece of mango in mine. I couldn’t help but glance at Holland, then at Jade. We were across from one another, barely making conversation. I tried to change that.

“Ever been in a serious relationship?” I asked it before I could stop myself. No one wanted to hear about their date’s exes.

“Nothing overly complicated. Not a lot to say.” She sipped her drink and watched me over the rim of the glass. “What about you?”

“Same.” This wasn’t going well. I swallowed a large gulp.

“Arlo, I watched some of your old feeds. From your second Primary Cup race,” she told me. 

I was glad at the change of topic. “I remember that one.”

“It was impressive. No wonder you were a hot topic. Do you ever wonder where you’d be if you hadn’t dropped out?”

“A million times, but I probably wouldn’t be here with you, at this moment, or about to head out to Dutis on a Racer,” I said. 

“I always think about what would have happened if I hadn’t leaked that report on Luna.” She played with her glass. 

Holland’s date laughed, and I glanced at Jade.

“You okay?” she asked.

“I was just thinking… Shouldn’t this be easier?” I drank a mouthful of the sweet beverage.

“What? Our mission?”

I shook my head impatiently. “No.” My finger wagged between us. “I mean… this… us.”

Her gaze narrowed, as if she understood what I was implying. “Yes. I think it should be simpler.”

“Look at those two. They have their entire lives ahead of them,” I whispered. 

“Hawk, you’re not that much older than Holland,” she reminded me, but it felt like I was.

Holland brushed a strand of his girlfriend’s hair to the side, and she smiled at him.

“Have you ever felt like that?” I asked. 

“Not really. You?”

I thought about Bello, and even that had been convoluted in the good years. I’d never made time for a girlfriend. My relationships had been short-lived, and often more physical than emotional, but I didn’t say that out loud. “No.”

“Why don’t we eat dinner, have some drinks, and stay friends?” Jade smiled, putting me at ease. 

“Sounds like a plan.” I clinked my glass to hers, and when the proprietor returned, we gave him our orders. 

An hour later, we were on our third drink and had far too many empty plates for the pair of us. Holland finally noticed us on his way out, and he stopped, staring at us questioningly. “Did you come to spy on me?” He didn’t sound hurt or annoyed, just curious. 

“Not even a little bit.” I waved at the waitress, and she clutched Holland tighter. 

He looked at Jade, then at me, and a knowing smile spread on his face. “Oh, are you two…”

“No,” we both said at the same moment. 

“We were just hungry,” I told him, and Holland nodded. I could tell he didn’t believe me.

“Have a good night. See you tomorrow,” he told us, and they were off.

Jade picked at another wing and reached for the napkins. “Were we ever that carefree?”

I laughed. “It doesn’t feel like it.”

 

____________

 

Garett’s impatience grew with each passing minute.

“First Regal of Tarre, we’re prepared for activation,” Relin, his commanding officer, told him. Relin was a good man, a hard-working leader, and had one of the attributes Garret Breaker most often looked for in his commanding crews: loyalty, but primarily ambition. With ambitious people, you could always get them to do what you wanted by promising advancement. With Relin, he’d offered a major position with the Dutis defense Barges. 

Relin had been eating out of his palm ever since. 

There were times when Breaker worried these huge Velibar soldiers would remember he was a human, and tear him limb from limb. Whenever that fear entered his mind, he used it, forcing himself to be harder. More resilient. So far, none of his crew had questioned his leadership ability, but he suspected they one day might, unless he was the First Ruler. Then everything would change. 

The drones were in position, and the gateway began to form. Garret watched the light increase in brilliance and stared at the radar, finding his fleet of one hundred ships lined in perfect order behind him. Trid had come through with the four Darlor Pursuers. The Hidan vessels were smaller, but efficient. The horned beings were a tough bunch, but their leader Zonrial was captured in their efforts on Biks. All it had taken was one call to his spies and she’d been freed. After that effort, he hoped she’d stay loyal to him above all else. 

Thinking of the other Velibar Regency brought Preston Lewis to his mind. Breaker would wipe that smug look off his previous captain’s face. He was too weak for this role. Garett planned to lead the Velibar to Earth and take what was his. Not only would he govern these people, but he’d also reign over humans. Few knew of the mystery in the Word, the distant predictions of Rolf Woden, the man who’d become First Ruler so long ago.

Garret closed his eyes before they entered the gate, recalling his time on Earth. No matter what he’d done, he was always in second place. His brother had been the apple of his father’s eye, his sister the smartest student at the Lotus Academy. Garret had been middle of the pack, but he’d worked with a determination unlike the others. What didn’t come to him easily eventually arrived from sheer will. 

He pictured his family before he’d departed for Proxima, and his father hadn’t even congratulated him on the commander position. You are lucky to have someone as important as Preston Lewis as your captain, son. You’ll do well to learn from him.

Nearly twenty years later, the words still haunted him. 

“First Regal, there’s a message from your contact at Earth,” Relin said. They were moments from entering the gateway, and Breaker ordered their fleet to pause. 

“I’ll take it in my office.” Breaker grabbed his spear and walked off the bridge. “What does Eclipse have to tell me today?”

He opened the program and noted the communication. He ran a scan on it, ensuring it was indeed from his contact. The parameters checked out, and he opened the file. Breaker read it out loud. “We’ve been successful in our mission. Earth is now under the control of Liberty. It will be waiting when you’re ready for the invasion. – E.”

Breaker grinned and set the spear in its holder behind his seat. Eclipse always was a rotten woman. He’d first spoken to her long before his placement on Obelisk. If he hadn’t joined the crew, he might have worked closely with her. Liberty was fascinating. A world without Corporations, run by Ellie Post, or so she thought. Breaker would have to kill her, of course. He’d blame Frank Under, or perhaps her own sister. That way, he’d get the support of her people. 

A few minutes passed, and Breaker finally sent his response. “I am proud of you, E. I will hold Dutis very shortly. Stand by for further communication.” He wanted to make her wait, show he was the one in control. 

When he returned to the bridge, he ordered their fleet through it. 

Dutis awaited. So did his throne.

 

 

 

FIVE

 

“This is from Garret Breaker?” I asked, reading the message one more time. I am proud of you, E. I will hold Dutis very shortly. Stand by for further communication.

Jinx rubbed his close-cropped beard and nodded. “We found all of her comms with the Velibar. Seems she and Breaker planned this little insurrection together. Octavia figured it wouldn’t hurt to have Breaker think Earth was primed for the invading. Throw him off his game.”

“And if he shows up, we’ll have a fleet waiting for him?” Holland asked me. 

“That’s the plan, but I’m hoping it doesn’t come to that. Preston’s going to attempt to settle things when he reaches Dutis, but Breaker has a slight advantage. Sounds like he’s arriving first,” I said. 

Jade was in the corner of the room with Preclude, discussing Bryson’s wormhole program, and I watched Holland. He was on cloud nine. 

“Are you okay staying back at SeaTech?” I asked him. 

Holland lost his smirk. “I can’t believe Dad’s not letting me come.”

I glanced outside, where a ship descended from the crystal blue sky. It was a gorgeous day on the islands, and my heart leapt from my chest as I saw Capricious land beside Bryson’s office building. 

“Come on,” I said, and Holland chased after me. The elevator moved too slowly, and I ran from it when the doors opened. 

Capricious was parked illegally on the grass, the light reflecting off her cleanly painted gray hull. The ramp hissed open, and Bryson walked off, dressed in his SeaTech-blue uniform. He clapped his palms together and smiled at me. “She’s back.”

I dashed up the ramp and into the cargo hold. Everything was modified to pristine condition. I poked my head into Engineering and saw the Core containment box. “This is loaded with the FTL drive!”

“That’s right. If you don’t mind, I’d like to take her to Dutis,” Bryson said. 

“You want to fly Capricious?” I didn’t want anyone else taking my ship, but I was going to be in Pilgrim. It was faster in sub-light, and the weapons were far superior to those on my old hauler. 

“I’d be honored,” Bryson said. 

“Why?” There had to be a catch. Bryson could have any ship he wanted. Bello and Grid had done one hell of a job cleaning my girl up, but she was still just a hauler. 

“Let me show you.” Bryson waved Holland and me deeper into the ship, and he pointed at the spare bunks. The door was ten-inch-thick metal, and the walls had been reinforced with rock from Phobos. 

“What is that?” A strange contraption centered the room, with pipes and tubes leading from it into the walls. 

“What I’ve been working on for the last forty years.”

“The wormhole generator?”

“I call it… Loophole.” Bryson looked ecstatic. 

“Dad, how did you build this? You almost killed yourself with the technology only a week ago,” Holland said. 

Bryson didn’t respond for a moment, and I knew why. “It was Preclude. You used him to finish it.”

He nodded, confirming my suspicion. 

“It’s dangerous. Preclude was working for Eclipse. He’s killed a lot of innocents,” I reminded him. 

“But for the right cause. Arlo, you found the most brilliant AI creation ever manufactured, and he’s merged with the man responsible for the program. He’s developed even more so in the last few centuries. He took my theoretical data points and made them a reality in two days. When we return, we can…”

“I thought you were going to retire,” Holland somberly said. 

Bryson blinked rapidly. “I will. I’m only saying, with Preclude…”

“Let’s worry about one thing at a time. Have you tested it?” I asked. 

“Not yet, but I’m confident it’ll succeed.” 

“You’re willing to bet your life on it? Your wife’s?” I peered at Holland when I mentioned his mother. He remained stoic. 

“As I said, it’ll work, and we may not need it at all. We’ll have the drones and their gateway, if necessary. Preston promised as much.” From the expression on Bryson’s face, this part of the conversation was over. 

“I wish you’d have asked first. This is my ship,” I muttered, and walked up to the cockpit. “I have to do one thing.” I typed on the dash’s keypad. “Computer.”

“Yes, Captain.” The southern drawl mimicking Bello grated on my nerves. 

“Change persona profile to default,” I said. 

“Confirmed. Persona profile set to default.” The voice was flat, sexless.

“I’m sorry about this, Arlo. I thought you wouldn’t mind, seeing how you’re taking the Racer,” Bryson said. 

I watched him, not picking up any malice in his words. “You could have any vessel. Why Capricious?”

“You want the truth?” he asked quietly. 

“Yes!” I was growing tired of the back and forth, but I tried to stay calm. 

“Preclude advised me to,” Bryson whispered. 

“Preclude?”

“He ran my options through his prediction software, and suggested we’d need Capricious. He won’t tell me why.” Bryson shrugged, and I finally did relax. 

“Like you said, I’ll be taking Pilgrim. You can bring her to Dutis. Be careful with her.”

“I won’t let a scratch befall her hull.” Bryson placed a hand over his heart and grinned. 

“Who’s coming with you?” I asked. 

“Preclude and Jinx will accompany me,” he said. 

“Watch those two. Jinx has been struggling a bit with his new life, adjusting to the real world and interacting with people. I worry that spending too much time with an AI robot will mess him up again.” 

“I’ll ensure he stays on his medication.” Bryson patted my back, and we exited the ship. 

“That’ll leave Varn short-handed.” Holland was the first onto the grass, and he stared up at the building, the giant trident of SeaTech on the front of the entrance. This was all going to be his soon. I couldn’t imagine the pressure. Well, maybe I could, but flying a Racer into danger was more suited to my personality than sitting behind a corporate desk. Which left me wondering what my life would look like if we finished at Dutis. 

“Gents, while I have you both.” I strode to a bench in the shade and sat down. Bryson and Holland joined me, opting to stand facing me. They both stood straight, Holland a spitting image of his father, only thirty years his junior. 

“What is it, Arlo?” Holland asked. 

“I’ve been thinking…” I peered around the courtyard, listening to the chirps of the small birds. The entire area smelled like flowers, and the humidity comforted me. “I’d like to stay on when we come home.”

“With SeaTech?” Bryson grinned. 

“Yeah. I don’t know what kind of position you’d have for someone like me.” I saw an exchange between Bryson and Holland. 

“My son will find you the appropriate role. All of you. I’d be lucky to have Jade and Luther… Holland would be,” Bryson corrected himself. 

“I can’t imagine you guys leaving SeaTech,” Holland said.

“It was in the contract. Don’t worry, Arlo. Your parents can live here for the rest of their days. We don’t know what the future holds in regard to the Corporations, but SeaTech will be fine no matter what the Board decides. My people are already a step ahead of the rest of the world. If the Primaries are permanently disbanded, we have an advantage,” Bryson said. 

It was true. His methods were very progressive, compared to the rest. A few uniformed employees walked by, chatting amicably with one another. They waved at Bryson, and he returned the gesture. This was nothing like working for Sage or Luna, or any of the others. 

“I appreciate it. Now I’d better gather Jade up and fly to Oasis for the final days of training. I wish you were coming, Holland,” I said. 

He glanced at his father, and then at me. “I am going.”

Bryson shot his son a warning glare. “Son, we’ve decided…”

“No. You did. I wasn’t part of the equation. I want to retrieve Mom as badly as you do. I’ve never met her… You know what I mean.”

“There’s much to prepare for here, and what about Veronica?” 

“She’ll be fine. We’ll only be gone a few months,” Holland said. 

“Your mother said she’d be away for two years, and look how that turned out,” Bryson said softly. His anger burned off quickly. “Arlo, would you take care of him? Don’t let him get into any trouble.”

They both stared at me expectantly. “I can’t guarantee that. We’re flying to the Velibar homeworld, where half of the people want to invade our planet. This isn’t going to be a diplomatic visit, no matter what Preston seems to assume. It’ll be dangerous. There will be combat. You know this.”

Bryson nodded slowly. “Perhaps Holland should come with me on Capricious.”

“No. I’m with Pilgrim. That’s my team. Arlo is my captain.” Holland smirked at me, and I appreciated the encouragement. 

“Then it’s settled. Grab your bags, Holland. We’re leaving for Oasis in an hour.” 

Holland rushed toward the office tower, stopping a few yards ahead. “Thanks, Arlo. Thank you, Dad.” And he was off. 

I rose and Bryson grabbed my arm. “I meant it. Keep him safe.”

“I will,” I promised. 

 

____________

 

Preston was prepared for their trek through the gateway. If the Velibar religion didn’t inhibit them from traveling faster than light, he would have been there ages ago. After the attack on their drone station, he was weeks behind schedule. But Stin had worked nonstop, and they were finally ready to make the trip. 

Preston stood on the bridge of Obelisk with a full crew. Beter Con smiled as they approached the awaiting rift in space. They would be trekking tens of thousands of light years in the span of a breath. The technology was incredible. 

“When we received the first drones, bargained from Stin, there was much uprising regarding their use,” Beter told him. They stood near the pilot, watching as Obelisk flew to the gate. 

“I can imagine,” Preston said. “How long did it take before the First Ruler authorized it?”

“It wasn’t this First Ruler. It was his father. He prayed on it for ten years, but the pressures to expand, to locate new colonies for our people, grew with each passing season. He went against the Word in a manner, choosing to make excuses for the format. It’s astonishing what hidden meanings you can give the Word when it suits your need.” Beter met Preston’s gaze. He read the unspoken implications. 

“Will they accept me?” Preston asked. They’d had this conversation on countless occasions, but something was different with Beter at the moment. She seemed tense, concerned what they’d discover at Dutis. 

“They will. With the support of Elam Barve of Warrop, you shouldn’t have any issues.” Beter left the important part from her response. 

Preston recalled his trepidatious relationship with the other First Regal. With Elam at his side, he was confident in his chances over the next week. His gut told another story. It was twisted inside, making him second-guess his decision to leave for Dutis. On Biks, he was in charge, safe among his people. The Velibar among him accepted his leadership, and just wanted to live within their own world, none too worried about what transpired at their capital. 

Most of the general population would never set foot on Dutis. To some of the people of Biks, Dutis was an archaic testament to their old ways. It didn’t interest the younger populations at all. Preston knew he’d do well to remember that piece of information. 

“First Regal, we’re prepared for advancement.” 

Preston watched as his dozen Barge escorts proceeded into the gateway, vanishing from the radar sensors. The tentacles were powered down, their shields on full, on the off chance of an assault waiting for them. 

“Take us in,” Preston commanded, and sat in his captain’s chair. He’d started this entire mess on board Obelisk, and he’d end it on her as well. 

The gateway shone a brilliant blue, targeted amid the network of linked drones. The nose of their ship entered first, and a second later, they passed through, arriving a thousand kilometers from Dutis. The world hung there, brown and gray, with giant aquamarine oceans and a scattering of wispy white clouds. 

It was his world for the taking. Preston heard the alarm before he saw the vessels surrounding them. “What is the meaning of this?” he shouted, standing up. 

Garret Breaker’s face appeared on screen. The man had aged since Preston last saw him. His hair was grayer, his face cut with deep lines. His eyes were as intense as ever. “Preston Lewis. You come at last.”

“Stand down, Breaker.”

“I’d prefer if you use my true title. First Ruler.” Breaker laughed as the long dark spear in his grip came into view. He wore the Velibar armor, and it clanked as he stepped toward the camera. 

“You are not the First Ruler,” Preston hissed. 

“Not yet. But the ceremony is only a formality, really,” Breaker said casually. 

“The vote hasn’t been completed,” Preston reminded him. “The ceremony cannot transpire until the Heart of the Thawing.”

“First Regal Jarm Plosor of Equar is here, supporting me. If you counter, we’ll still have a two to one say.” Breaker continued to smile. Preston wanted to wipe it off the commander’s face. 

“You’re forgetting about First Regal Elam Barve, of Warrop.” Preston frowned at the man. 

Garret’s face lost its grin, and he tsked with his lips. “I guess you haven’t heard. Warrop is not coming for the ceremony. I heard his daughter grew ill. How unfortunate.”

“You.” Preston jabbed a finger at the viewscreen. “You did this!”

“You really do give me too much credit, Preston. Prepare to be boarded.” 

Preston looked at Beter Con, who tensely gripped her chair arms. She muted the conversation. “What do you want to do, First Regal?”

“Will you stand by me?” he asked her, receiving a quick nod. 

“We all will,” she said, and the crew grunted their assent. 

“We’re the crew of Obelisk, and we are here to serve you, First Ruler.” 

Their sentiments fueled him. “Beter, send Arlo a comm before they cut us off.”

“What would you like me to say?” 

Preston glanced at the screen and watched as Garret’s people locked on to Obelisk.

“The only thing that might save our lives.” Preston gave her the message.

 

 

 

SIX

 

I watched the four ships cruising over the desert landscape as the sun set. We were putting a lot of faith in a small group of Racers and their untrained pilots to help my grandfather keep Earth safe. Lina took the lead with her Racer, Helene. It was gray, matching the surface of the Moon it was built on. The number two was painted on the hull, and she tore above the ground. I wouldn’t be surprised to find cactus needles stuck into the landing gear later. 

Varn shot behind her in Killer. He’d been a great asset to our mission last time, and oddly enough, we’d become close friends. It was funny how that worked. Kole Brenner was next. He’d grown up living in Oasis, with his parents working out of their head office. His ship, Fire, soared higher than the others, covering them. The number five was painted on it, with a burning cactus logo on the nose. 

Holland was inside my Racer, and I stared at it proudly as she took the rear of the attack formation. The targets were primed to activate, and I could almost sense the nervous energy surrounding the group. This was the final run-through before we departed for Dutis. 

Last but not least, Kira Nerolf was in the middle of the pack, her Racer SeaTech blue and without a number. She had the trident painted in yellow, covering the entire top of the vessel. She’d informed me the Racer was called Trident. I loved the name and assumed Bryson did as well. 

I glanced at my PersaTab and selected the program. Fake Flyers would appear, and digital Pursuers. I chose the most difficult option, not wanting to go easy on them. With the push of a button, their final training segment began. 

I stood on the edge of the cliff, overlooking the desert. The fireworks started instantly. 

Twenty minutes later, only one of my team was broken beyond repair, and it was Killer. The enemy were a simulation, so the damage to Kole’s Racer was theoretical. They landed in the parking zone, everyone exiting their ships at the same moment, except Varn. Aster muttered about how livid Varn was. 

“Is he planning to join us?” I asked her. The angry death metal cranking from the cargo hold was answer enough. 

“How did we do?” Luther asked. 

I flipped the Tab around and showed them. “Best scores yet, even with Varn being hit. You guys nailed it. I couldn’t be prouder.” I glanced at Lina, whose scores had greatly improved since we’d begun this project. 

“Who had the most kills?” Kira asked, obviously assuming it was her. 

I checked. “That would be”—I pointed at Kole, then at his gunner Fran—“the crew of Fire.”

They clapped one another on the backs in celebration. 

The music finally faded, and Varn decided to accompany us. “If you don’t mind, I’d like a word with the captains. Everyone find some food. Oasis has brought in a real feast for our last night.” 

They didn’t have to be told twice. The crews dashed off, leaving us as the sky darkened. 

Varn stared at the sand. “Sorry, Hawk.”

“Give me a break. You sacrificed yourself to protect Kole on that final assault. You did the right thing,” I assured him. 

Luther, Jade, and Holland hung back like I’d asked them earlier. I glanced at the parking lot, seeing each of our robots gathering together. I waved at R11, and wondered what a bunch of robots would talk about. 

“You guys crushed it tonight. We have to be prepared for anything.” I looked between Kole, Kira, Lina, and Varn. “We’re leaving for the Belt tomorrow, and we’ll stop in and check with Barnes at the makeshift station. It’s still the most logical site for manufacturing. We’re lucky the Corporations are focusing their energy on the next year or two.”

“Then we go to the Velibar planet?” Kole asked. 

“That’s right. The trip will take five weeks at full FTL. I want everyone to read up on the Velibar history and learn their customs in that time. Study them. Read the Word. We’ve translated it all, and have also included a language tutorial,” I told them. 

“You want us to speak Squid?” Kira asked.  

I strode over, standing nose to nose with her. “Do you have a problem with that, Nerolf?”

Kira lost her smirk. “No, sir. I’ll do what you ask.” 

“The Velibar are an ancient race, with their own customs and duties. We will respect them, but also be cautious.”

Everyone in the group answered, “Yes, sir!”

“Good. My grandfather is working to capture the throne at Dutis. If this happens, Earth will not only be safe for the time being, but we’ll also have our first true intergalactic partner. Just think of what we can learn from them. Medically, technologically… This is going to be the start of something that will change the way we live forever. We can’t screw it up. Understood?”

“Yes, sir,” the group repeated.

“Let’s go eat dinner. Tomorrow, we leave.” I nodded and smiled as they hurried off. 

Jade stayed with me, and we watched the last rays of sunlight set beyond the distant horizon. “You believe everything you say?”

“I hope so. You don’t?”

“Hard to tell. It’ll be tough for the Corporations to deal with a post-invasion world,” Jade said. 

“Then maybe it’s time to take back our power.” I smirked, and we walked toward the residence and office buildings. The lights were all on, and music carried through the propped-open doors. 

My PersaTab chimed before we entered, and I set it aside. I didn’t need any more distractions tonight. I wanted one evening to enjoy the company of my new friends, before we ventured into the unknown. 

 

____________

 

I woke with the sunrise and sat up in my bed. It was too comfortable. I could have stayed in it all day long. I sank into the heavy white bedding as I tried to sit up, and found my pants draped over a chair. Last night was a lot of fun, with each of the crew members regaling us with stories from their pasts. Everyone had been in such a good mood; even Varn, after his outburst. 

My PersaTab sat near the door on a table, and I sauntered over, scratching my chest. It was almost dead. I was about to charge it when I saw the message icon flashing on the corner. Probably just Octavia telling me not to forget something. 

I opened it and nearly dropped the Tab. It was from my grandfather. 

We’ve been tricked. Breaker is at Dutis. He’s somehow kept the First Regal of Warrop from attending. He will claim the throne if Elam Barve’s absent from the vote. The Heart of the Thawing is the date of the ceremony. That’s in three months. Don’t delay. Get to Warrop. Bring Barve.

I read it again. When I finished, someone knocked on my door. It was Jade.

“You have to see this.” I handed her the Tab, and she paled. 

“Preston’s in trouble. I knew it sounded too easy,” she told me. She was dressed and showered, ready for the day. Holland and Luther were lingering in the hall, and we called to them, explaining what we’d discovered.

“Bryson’s going to be upset,” Luther said. 

“He won’t delay any longer,” Holland told us. “He’s adamant he gets to Dutis ASAP.”

“I don’t blame him. He’s waited this many years,” I said, and Holland nodded absently. “What do you guys think we should do?”

“You’re asking us?” Luther checked. 

“We’re a team.”

Holland chimed in. “We have to bring this First Regal guy. If that’s the only chance Preston can win the throne, it’s a no-brainer.”

“But can we trust Breaker to keep Preston alive?” Luther asked. 

Jade stared at the screen. “That’s the million-credit question.”

“If I know the Velibar, it sounds like they’re very regimented, with their past and culture. I think Breaker has no choice but to keep Preston there. If he’s confident that the vote will go his way at this Heart of the Thawing, he’ll take pride in forcing Preston to watch him sit on the throne,” I said. “He probably wanted to lead Obelisk all those years ago, and now’s his chance to best Preston Lewis. He won’t kill him. Not without rubbing the victory in his face beforehand.”

“Okay, then it’s settled,” Luther said. “We fly for Warrop.”

“Warrop?” Varn asked. He’d snuck up behind us, and I hadn’t even heard his footsteps. “What did I miss?”

We filled him in, and Varn’s shoulders slumped. “This is bad.”

“It doesn’t have to be, Varn,” Jade said. “And it doesn’t change a lot for us. We’re still on a diplomatic mission. We just need to convince a First Regal to come with us to Dutis.”

“Maybe you’re right. What can go wrong?” Varn rolled his eyes, making us laugh. 

“Let’s not tempt fate, okay?” I headed to the showers. “Don’t leave without me.”

An hour later, all five of our Racers were leaving Oasis and shooting through the atmosphere, starting the trek to the Belt. 

We arrived a couple of hours later, and I was astounded by how much smaller this station was than the previous. After Eclipse and Liberty had destroyed the old one, the rebuild would take months, maybe years, but the manufacturing facility was still up and running. The Squid replacements and Flyers were being constructed as quickly as possible. 

All of us landed inside the station’s main arm, and Octavia greeted us near the entrance. Capricious was already here, and I walked over to her, setting a palm on her cool hull. “Take care of Bryson and Jinx, girl.”

We found Major Hewitt Barnes with Bryson in the station’s only meeting room. It was much smaller than it used to be, but we made it work. 

Before we got to anything else, I informed them about the change in plans. 

“Damn it, Hawk,” Octavia said. “This messes up everything. How are we going to get the Squids and Flyers to Dutis in time?”

It had been Preston’s idea to bring our own Velibar fleet from Earth to Dutis, on the off chance they needed to take it by force; only, the powers-that-be wouldn’t allow Stin to send an army of drones to create a gateway, not until they were assured robotic AI network was with them. I was on the fence, but how else were we going to succeed with so little time? 

“Preclude and I have perfected our wormhole,” Bryson said, silencing the room. 

“You want us to use … a wormhole to travel to Dutis?” Octavia asked him. 

“I’ll leave you the details. Preclude will program the directions into your factory. It’s really quite simple when you get to the root of it. I was so close. All those years of dedication, and he solved it in one scan. Miraculous.” Bryson’s gaze lingered on the wall behind Octavia. 

Octavia was quiet, her lips pursed. She looked at Bryson, then at me. “Will someone explain what’s going on? Did you say Preclude?”

Bryson let it slip. We’d kept that bit of information to ourselves. It was up to me to explain. “We found him at your sister’s base.”

She stood, knocking her chair aside. “And you didn’t think this relevant information!?” 

I’d never seen her so angry. I raised my hands defensively. “You have to remember that you’re still the Lead Chair of the Board, and you technically work for the Primaries. We’re trying to protect ourselves.”

She smiled through clenched teeth. “I’m on your team, Arlo. You have nothing to worry about. Did I not have Frank Under arrested?”

“If we’d told you Preclude existed, what would you have done?” I asked point blank. 

She sat. “I’d have him destroyed.”

“Neil Cawdron is inside him,” Jade said. 

“He’s a robot,” she said. 

“No. He’s a program containing a person, and an AI network inside a robot,” Jade corrected. 

“Whatever Preclude is, he’s dangerous.” Barnes finally spoke. “What that AI did at Mars—”

“Was to stop the Tech Wars from killing everyone. He’s not as terrible as you think,” Bryson assured them. 

“Where is he?” Octavia looked around the room, like he might be inhabiting one of our team’s crew members. 

“On Capricious.” Bryson glanced at Jinx, who cupped a glass of water in front of him. 

Octavia shook her head and sighed again. “Okay. You’re saying we have wormhole capability, and that we can fly to Dutis?”

“Not yet,” Bryson said. “I have to send you the exact position when I arrive. I’ll ping it back, using Jade’s comm device, and that’ll be the final piece to your puzzle.”

“What about Warrop?” Barnes asked. 

“I won’t be going there.” Bryson’s response didn’t come as a surprise to us. 

“Five weeks to Dutis.” Octavia pointed at me. “And Warrop. How far?”

“Three weeks,” I informed her. Preston had sent the location along with his final message. I’d tried to return one to him, but I doubted he had access. He was probably in a cell, held by Garret Breaker. 

“And the ceremony? When is this Heart of the Thawing taking place?” Octavia made notes on her Tab. 

I gave her the date, and we strategized our timeline. A couple of hours later, we were ready to leave the Belt. 

Everyone moved for their ships, and Octavia asked for a minute with me and Bryson. 

“You two are in the middle of this. Preston must attain the throne, or else the Velibar will be coming to Earth. And these beings from Refuge are a wildcard we can’t control. Bryson, I understand your true motivations at Dutis, but don’t forget to send the wormhole ping before you search for your wife. This could make or break the entire operation.” She turned her attention on me. “Arlo... be careful. You’re a pilot, and we’re asking a lot from you. Perhaps I should—”

“You’re needed here, Octavia,” I said. If she left, I didn’t trust what the Primaries would do in her absence. “Keep an eye out for yourself. Frank Under might be locked away, but where there’s one snake, there’s usually a few more hiding in the reeds.”

She nodded, accepting my words of caution without comment. 

I peered at Capricious. “Bryson, best of luck. I hope you find what you’re looking for.” Jinx stood on my hauler’s ramp, with Preclude the robot beside him. They watched us. 

Bryson hugged me. “We’ll celebrate when it’s over.”

“You bet.” 

Octavia shot me a warning glance, and I shook her hand. She pulled me closer, whispering in my ear, “This is the most important race of your life. The clock is ticking, and we don’t know what kind of twists and turns the track has. Fly through the final ring, and come home with the trophy.”

 

 

 

SEVEN

 

Dutis had been Preston’s home for years, between his time traveling with the Velibar and his stint on Biks. It had seemed safe for a while, after the initial fear subsided and he realized they weren’t going to kill him or his crew. The others were there. Eloff. Catarina. 

But this wasn’t the same Dutis he’d grown accustomed to. The palace was set apart from the city of Ollisa. His quarters had been at the edge of this stone structure, with a mile-wide moat of water that fed the underwater living for the Velibar. 

This cell was similar to his previous room, but half the size. There was a typical Velibar pool in the corner. Preston had been here for two days, and he already felt the walls caving in. He ran a hand over his chin, rubbing his stubble. 

Instead of complaining, he used the liquid to cleanse himself. He’d spoken the words so many times. “I am Preston Lewis of the Velibar, and I am here to serve.” He repeated the phrase like a mantra as he dressed. He wouldn’t let Garret break him. 

The door was ten feet high, a thick wooden slab with iron hinges the size of his forearm. They squeaked in protest as it swung inward. 

“Catarina!” He rushed up the steps, almost slipping on the slick stone. 

She caught him, hugging him tightly. “You came.” She spoke English, her words slightly accented. 

He held her at arm’s length and appraised her. She was as lovely as ever, but he didn’t say so. “You’re free?”

“I am. In a manner.” She averted her gaze. “Preston, what were you thinking? You came with ten vessels. Did you believe it would be so simple?”

The door was still open, and Preston assumed they had an audience. “No. I expected support that wasn’t here.”

“Breaker is smarter than you give him credit for. He’s already professing that he’s the outsider from the Word. Dutis isn’t Warrop or Biks. They’re passionate for the Word, unlike the other Regencies. If he can convince them of his place in their future, he’ll have the throne,” Cat said in a flood. 

“Then you have to help me. Convince the outlying nations to support me. The council will listen. The Velibar at all corners of this planet. Preston Lewis, the First Regal of Biks, is indeed the Feerem. The name alone incites anger from the people. The First Ruler said as much, and they will not do well to deny his last wishes. I will stand at the Heart of the Thawing and announce my position.”

Catarina didn’t appear sold. “Breaker will never let that happen.”

“I need your assistance,” he whispered. 

She shook her head. “I’m not sure I can help.”

He stared at her. They were twenty years older now than when they’d first set out to explore the neighboring system. He’d already been a grandfather to a teenager at that point, and Cat had been a new mother, barely thirty. Seeing her reminded him how old he was. “Without you being my spokesperson, I’ll die in here.”

“Don’t worry. That won’t happen.”

He wanted to tell her Arlo was coming, and of his plan to get Warrop’s support, but wasn’t willing to risk it. Instead, he asked after the First Regal’s daughter. 

“The rumor is, she caught a strain of a long-dormant disease. It might be the same one that ravaged an outpost over three thousand years ago, and she’s in isolation,” Catarina said. “Apparently, the records have been sealed since then.”

“And how would Davic Barve contract this illness?” Preston asked. 

Catarina could only shrug. “We can’t know for sure.”

“I have a good idea.” Preston walked toward the door and stuck a foot out. Two spears crossed, and the guards stepped forward, blocking him. He grinned at them and returned into his cell. 

He motioned for Cat to arrive at the water’s edge, and leaned closer. “I promised his daughter she could have Biks.”

“You did not,” she whispered. 

“I did. And now she’s mysteriously ill. How convenient for Breaker. Do your part, Cat. Don’t you want to go home?” he asked. 

“I’m not sure there’s anywhere for me to consider home at this point.”

“There will be. Remember that. Bryson is coming,” he reminded her. He’d say anything to ensure her support. “He won’t live unless I’m in power.”

She nodded, understanding his comments to their fullest implications. They all remembered how easily Oleth Con’s people had killed their crewmate that first fateful day on Obelisk. 

“I will do my best.” She wore an ankle-length brown dress, and it swirled at the hem as she turned to face him at the exit. “Keep your head up.”

“I will,” he promised, and she was gone. The thick door closed slowly, and he listened as the heavy metal locks were sealed. 

Preston sat on his cot and spoke softly to himself. “I am Preston Lewis of the Velibar, and I am here to serve the people as First Ruler.”

 

____________

 

There was nothing exciting about traveling for weeks with the faster than light drives initiated. The computer ensured we remained safe, making fractional trajectory modifications to avoid any debris or gravitational pulls along the route. We had no reason to concern ourselves with those, and mostly left the piloting to the system. 

R11 stayed on the bridge for the trek, backing me up when I had to rest or eat. I was beginning to think Preclude might be onto something. Living as an AI couldn’t be all that bad. You didn’t have to constantly feed yourself or drink water. Then there was the hygienic parts. The relentless sleeping. 

Being a human was monotonous. But there was touch, and love, and friendship, and all the good things that came from being organic. And the most primal of all of them, reproduction and expansion of the human race. I’d never given children much thought, and still couldn’t imagine settling down. But the best things in life usually came as a surprise.

I found Holland in the kitchen on one of my basic-need ventures. He had earbuds in, listening to his Velibar language lesson. He glanced up at me. “Berio is tough.”

“Gereen taktko,” I said. I agree. I’d learned enough to get by in a pinch. 

“At least Jade is good at it,” Holland said. 

“Do you wish you went with your dad?” I heated a serving of something resembling eggs and bacon. We’d managed to create faster than light technology, but for some reason, our food was awful. I added salt and stirred the concoction, sitting at the table across from the future SeaTech CEO. 

“I mean, I’d like to be on Capricious with him, but I’m part of Racer Eleven. Pilgrim’s where I belong.” He grinned and went to grab himself a portion of breakfast. 

“We’re lucky to have you.”

Holland stared at me from the reheating oven. “Do you think my mother even wants to see me?”

His question came out of the blue, and I almost choked on some of my eggs. “Of course she does, Holland.”

“She abandoned us.”

I remembered how much anger I’d felt when Preston flew away on Obelisk. It was like he’d personally failed me, and I’d never looked at it from his point of view. It had nothing to do with me. 

“Your mother took an opportunity. She wanted adventure, and she was scared that she’d never have another chance. It was like that with my grandfather,” I said. 

“Preston didn’t have a baby at home,” Holland muttered. 

“That’s true, but she was leaving you with the most capable man on the planet. She expected to travel to Proxima, lay their claim, and return to an energetic three-year-old. She wanted a family. She wanted you.” 

“Guess you’re right,” Holland said. “I might have done the same thing. Especially after you’ve given me a taste for adventure.”

“See? You were already Racing, so you were well on your way to becoming obsessed. Your mom was fixated on her desire to see Proxima.”

“I think I understand her more.”

“Good. If you ever want to talk about this, or… replacing your father as CEO, hit me up,” I told him.

“I haven’t had much of a chance to process it. Too much going on.” Holland blew on his hot food. 

“Can’t blame you there. We’ll land on Warrop, deal with this Elam character, and escort them to Dutis. It’ll all work out,” I promised. 

Holland brightened, and we ate together, discussing some of the Velibar history from the information packet Preston had sent back with us. If we removed their intention to invade Earth, they were a remarkable race to align with. 

Luther and Jade called us eventually, informing us it was our shift. 

I sat in the pilot’s seat, counting down the hours and days until we arrived at our destination. 

 

____________

 

Garret Breaker strode through the streets of Ollisa like he owned the place. His black cape draped over his shoulders, covering the dark armor. He was flanked by two dozen giant Velibar warriors, their spears heavy and pointed with the finest pure metal mined on Dutis. 

He always enjoyed the city. While Preston and Catarina had spent all their previous tenure on Dutis at the palace, Garret lived among the people. He’d been planning this for over a decade. A river divided the center of their capital, a half-mile wide at the narrowest point, two miles at the widest. 

Velibar bobbed in the water. Children ran by, their tentacles flapping as they laughed. Most of them went quiet upon seeing him. A group of small Velibar played along the side of the road, throwing a soft ball to one another. Garret grinned as he saw them. The guards walking with him were imposing—threatening killers—but these were innocents. 

The ball missed the target, and it struck Garret in the leg. The entire block seemed to gasp at the same moment, all eyes nervously watching the human set on becoming a foreign First Ruler. He considered giving them a show, reminding them who was in charge, but that wouldn’t do the trick. Instead, Garret crouched down, picking up the ball. The kid’s tentacles were short, barely covering his lips. They trembled in fear. The other children gathered around the boy that threw it, protectively. He appreciated the gesture. 

Garret spoke in perfect Berio. “Here you go.” He tossed it. “And from the loins of the people, come children. Offspring of light and joy. For we as a society cannot function without the promise of a brighter tomorrow. Without them, we will struggle to wake each morning, and to put in our work for the Word.” He quoted the fourteenth First Ruler, the same man that had eleven statues of reverence scattered on Dutis, three in this very city. 

He smiled at the kids, and the offending boy waved before darting off. 

“Cute kids,” Garret whispered to the guard beside him, who just grunted. 

The people looked at him differently as he strode by: some with suspicion, many with deference. He ignored them as they arrived at Jarm Plosor’s home away from home. The stone gates rose high, keeping him separated from the rest of the city. His palace resided at the edge of the river. The palace of Tarre, which Garret now possessed as their First Regal, was high in the hillsides of Ollisa. He glanced behind him to see it standing a couple of miles in the distance. 

“Tell First Regal Ploser I am here for an audience,” Garret told the sentries posted at the gates. 

“He is not seeing anyone,” the first said gruffly. He glared at Garret, who walked up to him, spear in hand. 

“He will see me.” Garret could smell the stench of the man, the fishy oils permeating through his skin in the midday heat. 

“We are under specific instructions—” 

Garret flipped his spear around and tripped the guard. He knocked the dull end against the second guard’s head, hammering him to the ground. His own soldiers protected him as he shoved the gates wide, stepping over the men. 

“You should have listened to me. As First Ruler, I supersede anything the Regals say,” Garret snarled, and his soldiers ended their lives. It was ugly, but necessary. It was Velibar. 

The structure was like a fortress, and more guards rushed from the entrance, challenging their group. Garret wasn’t afraid. He held his spear like he meant to use it and watched as Jarm Plosor finally emerged from his base. 

“What is the meaning of this?” he barked. 

“I thought we might have a word,” Garret told him. 

“Couldn’t you send a message?” Jarm peered past the yard, gawking at the dead sentries. 

“I didn’t want to risk being overheard.” Garret walked between the opposing soldiers and clasped arms with the big Velibar in charge of Equar. “We have a problem.”

The man’s tentacles wavered and he nodded. “Come inside.”

Garret joined him, finding the interior of the stone castle much more comforting than the exterior. It was cool, with white marble floors, and colorful art decorating the walls. 

“What’s the issue?” Jarm demanded. He frowned, clearly annoyed at the interruption. 

Garret required him to fall in line. “Where is your office?”

“This way.” Jarm led him down a series of steps. The air grew warmer, the walls damp as they found the man’s resting lake. Torches lit the space, and Garret noted the chains and shackles near the edge of the room. He didn’t ask what they were for. 

Garret searched for signs of cameras or recording devices. “This is private, yes?”

“No one can hear us. Get on with it.”

Garret slapped the man. He used the back of his hand and felt the ache in his knuckles from the impact. Jarm staggered back, fingers flying to his cheek. 

“You cannot…” 

Garret struck again. He dropped his spear and punched Jarm in the throat. The Velibar coughed, and when he bent over, Garret shoved him toward the lake. The First Regal of Equar dropped near the water, his arm splashing into the pool. 

Garret stood over him, hands clutching the man’s leather vest. “You will never make me kill your guards again just to see you. When my banner walks through this city, you will deliver troops to join me. When I come to your gates, you will personally greet me with a smile on your face!” Spittle fell from his lips, and Jarm stayed frozen, eyes wide. 

“I am Jarm Plosor of the Velibar. I am here to serve,” he spat out. 

“That’s better.” Garret left him there and strode across the room, back turned to Jarm to show he was not afraid of him. The Velibar were an honorable people, but the moment you showed weakness, they lost any respect for you. Garret’s hands shook when Jarm couldn’t see him, but he took a deep breath. That could have gone either way, but he was willing to risk it. You didn’t climb to the top without taking chances. 

“If you’d clean yourself up, I do have something important to discuss, First Regal.” By calling him by his rank, Garret returned some honor to the man and his station. Jarm wiped his face as he rose, and straightened his vest. 

“What do you require, my liege?”

“It’s Preston. You did well by indisposing the First Regal of Warrop, but I’ve heard rumblings of a group of protesters in the city. All around Dutis, if my sources are accurate.”

Jarm slammed a fist into his other palm. “We will squash them.”

“Possibly. But we must discover where they’re hiding, and how many they number. If we cannot silence their group, I may have to do something rash.” Garret met the gaze of the Velibar. 

“We kill him.”

“Yes. But not in any regular fashion. We use the Word against him. Name him the Kolunu.”

Jarm went rigid. “The Kolunu? Surely none will believe this.”

The Kolunu was a betrayer. Garret thought he was akin to Judas of the Bible. Perhaps worse, since he’d slain Rolf Woden, the very first Ruler of the Velibar. 

“They don’t have to believe it, merely consider it a possibility,” Garret informed him. 

“I will track this group. We will learn what we’re up against.” 

“Good. You have two months before the ceremony. Nothing will interfere, do you understand?” Garret took a step toward him, and the Velibar flinched. 

“Yes, First Ruler.”

Garret smiled at the use of the title. Soon it would officially be his.

 

 

 

EIGHT

 

We slowed, coming out of FTL on the outskirts of the Warrop system. Preston had sent us some information on the area, but witnessing it in person was outstanding. The star was a cool blue, and our sensors showed two habitable worlds. Warrop was closer to the sun, telling me it was likely warmer than its sibling. 

“Hawk, we have incoming bogeys. Ten total,” Varn warned, and I saw them on the radar. 

“Do not engage. I repeat, do not engage. These are not our enemies,” I reminded our small fleet. It had taken under five weeks to arrive, and I assumed Varn was itching for some combat. 

“Do you want to tell them that?” Varn asked. The Flyers were coming fast, and their shields were at capacity. 

“Arlo, comm links are connected,” Jade informed me. 

“Greetings, Warrop. We are emissaries from Earth, on behalf of First Regal Preston Lewis of Biks. We are here for a peaceful interaction with First Regal Elam Barve,” I said in Berio, or my interpretation of it. 

A voice responded, and I asked R11 to translate. “He says that you are not permitted to come any closer.”

I rubbed my head and hit the comms again. “Warrop, tell the First Regal that Preston Lewis sent us.”

We waited a few silent minutes, and I checked my cameras, finding Lina’s, Kole’s, and Kira’s ships in position, with Killer lodged between myself and the Flyers. Varn was always trying to act like my bodyguard. 

They finally returned the communication, and R11 echoed their reply. “Follow them.”

I let out a lungful of air and smiled. “Good work, team. Now all we have to do is convince this Velibar leader to drop everything and join us at Dutis. No problem, right?”

Preston’s message had been urgent, but lacking information. We had no idea why the First Regal had chosen to stay away from Dutis despite his promises. It was up to me to find out. 

The trek to Warrop took five hours at these speeds, with the regiment of Flyers seeming to take their time on the return flight. Initially, I’d found it strange how they’d been so close to our arrival point, until our long-range scanners indicated fifty clusters of ten Flyers scattered in defensive positions all around the system. 

Warrop looked bright and inviting as we approached it in our Racers. The water was a vivid blue, the land a warm green from this angle. The Flyers shot us a location ping, and it appeared on my radar. They proceeded to retreat as two smaller versions of the Squids intercepted our arrival. 

We trailed after them, edging closer to the land, until we saw a city in the distance. It was bordered by a beautiful ocean. The buildings were short, all under five stories from the looks of it, and I guessed the boundaries extended for thirty miles or more along the shoreline. 

“Quite the place,” Luther said. 

“I’d vacation here,” Holland joked. 

“I’d think again. You read the books on the Velibar. They can be quite peaceful, but they also have a checkered history. Be cautious when we land, everyone.” I said this to the entire fleet. 

“I read about Warrop. They were the first of the four Regencies, and many of the older bloodlines consider them a true voice of their people,” Kole said through the speakers. 

“That’ll be good to remember.” I wondered if there was a means to utilize that information. 

Lina connected to the call. “It says in their Word that their deity is made of four parts. Four corners of space. It’s the reason they expanded. A fifth Regency was mentioned, but I didn’t quite understand the implications.”

“Maybe that meant Dutis itself?” I asked. I was fascinated by these people, and it seemed like the other Racer crews were as well. 

The Squids descended to the coast, taking us to the widest stone castle in the vicinity. 

“It’s remarkable. All this technology, yet they live in antiquated castles,” Jade said. 

“If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it,” Luther told her. “I like this place.”

Biks had been fancier, with more modern touches. Warrop felt like it was straight out of Earth’s sixteen hundreds. 

We landed on a cliffside overlooking the ocean, and exited the Racers. Aster stood with a Widowmaker resting on her shoulder, and I waved her down. “Put that away!” She shrugged and tossed it into Killer. 

The Squids rose from the ground and hovered directly over us, a couple hundred meters in the air. I could feel the heat of their thrusters and assumed they were here to retaliate should we cause any issues.

All of us exited our Racers. We numbered twenty in total, including our R units. I glanced at the ocean. The waves rose high, and I thought I spotted a handful of Velibar in the water, smoothly swimming through the cresting whitecaps. The blue sunlight was strange to the senses, but my eyes were already growing more accustomed to it when the tall gates opened across the cliff. 

A man strode out, wearing thick brown armor and clutching a spear. He had a retinue of fifty guards marching in formation, with him at the head. 

“Which of you is speaking for Preston Lewis?” he asked in English. 

All eyes settled on me, and I stepped forward. “That’s me. I’m Arlo, his grandson.”

His eyes narrowed. “The Pod Sprinter?” 

I grinned. I assumed this had to be the First Regal, and I swiftly bowed. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, First Regal Elam Barve.”

He stood twenty feet from me, his posture stiff. “What are you doing here?”

“Preston encountered a trap at Dutis. He can’t do this without you,” I said. 

“He’ll have to. I have other priorities.” 

My stomach sank. “If you’re not there by the Heart of the Thawing…”

“I tire of the politics of humans. My daughter is all that matters. Your grandfather’s promise means nothing if she’s dead.” 

“What happened?” Jade asked, stepping beside me. 

His expression tightened; his gray skin paled. “She is sick.”

“Do you think it’s a coincidence?” Jade asked. 

He shook his head, tapping the end of his spear on the rocky ground. “No. This was a message.”

“May we come inside? Discuss it?” I asked. 

He glanced up. “Fine. But make it quick.” He turned, storming away. Half of his guards circled behind us, as if herding us toward the gates. 

Lina came over with one of her crew members. Thom was older, with a white moustache and a twinkle in his eyes. “Thom is a doctor. Maybe he can help.”

“What could you possibly do for her?” I asked him. 

“I minored in marine biology. On the trip here, I studied Velibar physiology and have a bit of a handle on them.” He spoke with a cultured accent. 

“Okay. We’ll see if he’ll let you near his daughter,” I said. 

We passed the gates, and they slowly creaked closed behind us. We’d made it to Warrop. Now all I desired to do was persuade the First Regal to join me at Dutis. 

 

____________

 

“I wish this guy would hurry up,” Varn complained. 

“Be grateful they didn’t throw us in a dungeon.” Luther knocked on the wall. “This place is like something from a children’s story.”

“Yeah, I keep expecting a secret passage to open up, and a mage with a wand to appear, cautioning us on our mission,” I told them. 

The wall shook for a moment, sending dust from the ceiling, and Holland laughed. “Everybody’s on edge. We’ll figure this out. It’s what we do.”

I hoped so. Lina and her other duo chatted with Kole and Fran. Kira and Aster watched the pool of water centering the auditorium with interest. “What do you suppose this is?” Aster inquired. 

Varn crouched by its edge. “It’s warm.”

“Why don’t you go for a swim?” Aster shoved him, and Varn plunged into the pool. 

“That’s not funny,” he said, spitting a mouthful of water out. 

The ground vibrated again, accompanied by a grating noise. A platform rose from the middle, dripping water. The First Regal sat on a throne, clutching a spear. “What are you doing?” he demanded in English. 

Varn’s hair was plastered to his forehead, and he scrambled for the ledge, hauling himself from the water. “Nothing, your eminence. I merely slipped, your highness.” He caught my gaze and smirked. It took all my energy not to throttle him. 

“Do not attempt to flatter me. Which of you is Arlo Lewis?” Barve asked, scanning our group. We’d already met, but he couldn’t single me out. I supposed I would struggle to identify a specific Velibar out of a lineup as well. I raised a hand, and he nodded. “What can I say to make you leave?”

“You can say you’ll come with us,” I replied. 

“No.”

“That’s not much of a negotiation.”

“My daughter needs tending to,” he said. 

“And you have to stay at her bedside?” Jade asked, stepping up beside me.

He glared at her. “That’s not the issue.” He averted his eyes, and his tentacles flared and dropped back. “There is no cure. None that we’ve been able to track.”

Thom, Lina’s crew member, approached nervously. “May I assess her, First Regal?”

“She is unwell. I don’t think she’s seeking company from an elderly human,” Elam Barve said. 

“Perhaps I can assist. I’d like to meet with your doctors.” Thom twisted the ends of his moustache while he waited for a response. 

“Fine. My agreement is proof of my desperation,” Barve told us. 

“When did this happen?” Jade asked. 

“She was perfectly healthy one day. The next, she could barely move. The healers claim to have heard of a similar case from centuries ago, on a distant colony, but the records appear to be sealed,” Barve said. 

“Is that so?” Jade started to pace on the damp stone floor. “I assume this is digitalized?”

He nodded. “Everything is linked to Dutis.”

“It sounds like someone at your capital is trying to hide the details of her illness from you,” I said. “Do you mind if Jade looks at the network? She has a knack for finding things.”

He perked up. “You are able to access the records?”

Jade pursed her lips and shrugged. “I’ll do my best. Tell me where to start.”

Barve clanged his spear three times on the platform, and the two giant wooden doors behind us swung open. A pair of robed Velibar entered. 

Barve pointed at Jade. “Show the female our computer.”

“Luther, go with her,” I whispered, and he nodded his understanding. I didn’t want her alone in this place without a second set of eyes—and fists. They walked off, chasing after the robed Velibar. 

“Arlo, we will allow him to view Davic.” The First Regal leapt into the water with his full armor on and emerged at the ledge a few seconds later, stepping on underwater stairs until he was out. “I will ask that you accompany me.”

He didn’t wait for me to reply. Barve walked past, leaving puddles in his wake. 

I locked gazes with Varn. “You guys stay here.”

“We will send refreshments,” Barve said, and we were out of the throne room and in the corridor. Thom stayed beside me, keeping pace. He looked terrified, and I didn’t blame him. This was the first time he was meeting a Velibar, and we’d been thrown directly into a strange situation that none of us had trained for. I wondered if he regretted volunteering. 

The First Regal remained silent as I trailed behind him and his counterpart. We walked for several minutes before he stopped at another door. Barve waited while the healer unlocked it with a large metal key. Despite their advanced technology, they still used things from their old world. I respected that. 

The Velibar were an extremely interesting race of beings. I wondered if Preston had a throne room on Biks. If he did, he hadn’t shared it. 

The door opened soundlessly, and a woman looked up from the bedside. She wore clothing to match Barve’s brown armor, and her tentacles were thinner and shorter than Elam’s. “Arlo, this is my mate, Molor.” She lifted an arm and shifted so we could gain a better view of the patient. “And this is Davic. My daughter.”

She was too thin, her skin sickly and gray. Her eyes were closed, and her chest rose and fell in uneven breaths. I wasn’t a doctor, but I didn’t think she had long to live. “Hello, Molor,” I said. “And it’s a pleasure to meet you, Davic.” I said this as best I could in Berio. 

Elam actually smirked at this. “You are not so different from your grandfather.”

“Do you know him well?” I asked. 

“Not well, but I hear things about the First Regal of Biks. His people adore him. It’s said that Oleth Con died because of a slight of words he uttered, but the finger has been pointed back at Garret Breaker. His predecessor, the First Regal of Tarre, hated Oleth with a passion rarely witnessed.” Elam Barve’s eyes blinked rapidly. “I loved Oleth like a brother. This is the only reason I agreed to side with Preston. Oleth respected your grandfather, though he believed the First Ruler’s Word with more deference than I did.”

I took my chance. “Then you must come to Dutis for your old friend Oleth. Preston needs you.”

Molor watched her husband while she held her daughter’s hand. “Maybe this human is right,” she said. “You should go, Elam. There’s nothing we can do for Davic.”

“May I?” Thom asked.

“My healer will talk with you. Molor, let us give them a moment,” Barve told his wife. 

We stepped to the side of the room. It was dark in here, with orange lights glowing from digital torches. “Will you join us?”

“No.”

“Elam…” Molor began, but one frown from the First Regal stopped her from saying more. 

“I will not leave my daughter!” he bellowed. His ferocity shook me to the core, and I didn’t even realize I was backing away until I bumped into the wall. 

Molor pushed him in the chest with a finger. “Elam, you’re not a wild animal. You’re the First Regal. Act like it!”

I kept my mouth shut. “You wanted to help our people, and now you sit back while Garret Breaker attempts to use the Word against us?”

“What of it? We are Warrop. We’ve been living on our own rules for thousands of years. Why should that change?” Barve demanded. 

They spoke in Berio again, and I struggled to understand their words. I reached for my Tab and let it translate for me. 

“Do you think a new First Ruler will permit us to be on the sidelines? No, he will force us to obey. Everything will change. You said that Preston promised Davic would control Biks. Can you imagine our daughter being the First Regal of such a prestigious position? She deserves it.”

Elam looked ready to concede, but puffed his chest out while watching his daughter across the room. “She is dying, Molor. Unless you can prevent the inevitable, we are at an impasse.”

The door flung open, and Jade stood there, panting. A guard followed her, apologizing to the First Regal. “She wouldn’t take no for an answer,” the soldier said humbly. 

“What is it?” Barve ordered Jade. 

She had her Tab in hand and passed it to him. “I patched the bug from Dutis. It was quite sloppy, really. I managed to locate the database documenting Velibar sickness and remedies, and I assume you’ll find what you need on there.”

Barve scrolled through them, reading the details. He stopped on one and waved the healer to him. They held a whispered conversation, and Barve grinned, despite the grave circumstances. “This is it. The outpost was deserted three thousand years ago because of a widespread disease. They found a cure, but it was too late.”

“The cure. What is it?” Thom asked, leaving Davic’s bedside. 

“It means nothing to me.” Barve passed them the tablet. The healer and Thom combed over it. 

“This can be done, but there is a single ingredient I do not know,” the healer said. “Something called Ghast Root.”

“Jade, have you checked the network for information on the root?” I asked. 

“I’m way ahead of you,” she said, grabbing her Tab back. 

Barve walked to his daughter and took her hand. I watched her eyes flutter before closing again. “Is there a chance we can save her?”

“It’s possible. If there’s any mention of the Ghast Root, you may be able to find it,” the healer told his liege. “But I fear time is running out.”

Barve glanced at me. “Arlo. If you can track the root and bring it to me, I will be in your debt. I will go to Dutis and end Breaker with my bare hands, if that’s what it takes.”

“I’ll do my best.” I left them in the daughter’s room and returned to the others, hoping Jade could track the ingredient. Without it, we were doomed. 

 

____________

 

“I suggest this would be the opportune time to decelerate from FTL, Bryson,” Preclude said. 

Bryson stared at the picture of Catarina and put it into his pocket. “Make it so,” he ordered. 

Four weeks on Capricious with Jinx and Preclude had tested his patience, but it wasn’t them that annoyed him. It was the waiting. He’d spent so many years seeking to discover what had happened to his wife on that mission to Proxima, and now he’d been aware for months. She was alive and well—and in the clutches of the Velibar. 

Bryson didn’t know how much he could trust Preston Lewis’ word, but he had no choice. He would find a way to Dutis, and within the week, he intended to be face to face with Catarina once again. He was beginning to feel like an old man. He wasn’t the same person as when she’d left, and his Catarina wouldn’t be either. 

Would she still return his affection? Twenty years was a long time. Bryson had managed to remain faithful, but he couldn’t worry about that. All he could do was save her. 

Arlo’s ship was nowhere near as fancy as a SeaTech model, but it had heart. The repairs done by Bello were fantastic. In another life, she could have made a fortune doing custom work for the Primaries. But since she’d chosen to hide in the Wastes, avoiding corporations and the Board, Bryson doubted she would have enjoyed the commercial work. It might have hindered her espionage missions with the Liberty leader, Ellie Post. 

Bryson had worked with Eclipse on a few occasions, and it was because of her prompting that he’d forced a rise in the ranks to gain entrance into the Race. 

Jinx walked over as they flew toward Dutis’ system, arriving from an alternate route. “Did you ever decide what you’re going to do with Proxima?”

They’d discussed a lot during the course of the last month, and Bryson had come to appreciate the troubled man’s intricacies. He saw shadows in a room full of light, but he was kind and intelligent. 

“Time will tell, Jinx. What would you do?” Bryson asked. 

Jinx indicated himself. “Me?”

“Sure. What would Jinx do with Proxima if he was given the rights to the system?”

“First off, I’m not sure any man should be able to own a solar system,” Jinx said. “Do you think that’s how the universe intended it? It was never the Board’s to give.”

Bryson smirked. “How astute.”

“The idea of relocating millions of people just to mine it clean for the sake of corporate profits makes me sick to my stomach,” Jinx said. 

“You didn’t answer the question.” Bryson stared at Jinx. The other man quickly looked to the floor, as he often did when given too much attention. 

“I would probably seek to colonize it. Study it. Learn what secrets the planet of Proxima b holds, and what life could resemble on an alien world. I’ve read some optimistic research on terraforming as well, but that bothers me too. Why should we change a planet to suit human needs? It should be us that adjust to the environment,” Jinx said. 

“That’s a very intriguing idea.” Bryson nodded. “How would you accomplish that?”

“Preclude, you want to help me out?” Jinx asked. 

Preclude turned his head and faced them in his chair. “If you’re insinuating evolution, I’d estimate that humans would die off before any real changes occurred in their physiology to accommodate life on Promixa b. But I also do not have enough information to back those assumptions.”

“What if you went first to do an analysis?” Bryson asked him. 

“Then I would be more informed, and could make a better judgment,” Preclude said. 

“And you, Jinx? Might you be interested in joining him?” 

Jinx was startled. “Me on Proxima? I suppose it would be of interest. You’re seriously considering what I’ve said?”

“Why not? I’m retiring my position, and I think the face of the Corporations will change after all we’ve been through,” Bryson said. 

“I wasn’t expecting that. I’d be honored.”

“I’d like it as well,” Preclude said. 

Having the AI robot on board was unsettling in the beginning, but he contained so much knowledge. Not only was the man behind the program brilliant, but inside the positronic brain, there was a wealth of information, along with the most advanced predictive technology ever created. 

“Bryson, I’m picking up low-level frequencies coming from five thousand kilometers.” Preclude pointed to the dash. 

“What are they?” he asked. 

“Undetermined.”

“If you were guessing?”

Preclude took a second. “Spaceships. I’d suggest they are Velibar craft.”

“Damn it.” Bryson sent the long-range scanners out, but they came back empty-handed a few minutes later. 

“Can you hone in on these frequencies?” Jinx inquired.

“I’ll add their likely positions on the radar.” 

Bryson watched as five pink dots appeared on the screen. They were moving directly for Capricious.

This hadn’t originally been designed as a warship, but Bello had added strategic armaments to her. Instead of a basic hauler, it had enough firepower to destroy a small fleet. But Bryson wasn’t a trained gunner, and neither was Jinx. Bryson was confident Preclude could fill the role if necessary, but he hadn’t been expecting to need to fight his way into Dutis. 

“How long until they arrive?” Bryson could do the calculations, but the AI robot would answer much faster. 

“Twenty minutes.”

Instead of panicking, Bryson used the time to work on his speech. He would cater to Breaker’s ego. Bryson had no issue rigging the system to find Catarina. She was the most important thing. 

When the timer counted down, Bryson started to worry. The dots slowed, and he couldn’t obtain a visual on them. Not until they were right on their doorstep. The ships weren’t like the Squids or the Flyers they’d seen. He wondered for a minute if they were from the Kvan, Darlor, or maybe the Hidan, but didn’t think so. 

“Nothing on record matching these vessels,” Preclude informed him. 

“We wait for communication,” Bryson said. The shields were up, pushing power from the Core toward the electrical field. He hoped they didn’t have to rely on them. 

After another ten tense minutes, the comm link buzzed. He rubbed his palms together then answered it. 

A Velibar faced him on screen. “Are you from Earth?” he asked in English. 

Bryson didn’t quite know how to respond. “We come with peaceful intentions.”

“That’s too bad,” the man said. He was tall, his head broad, his tentacles plump over his gray lips. “Is Preston’s grandchild with you?”

“No. Arlo is not here.”

“Who are you?” the Velibar asked. 

“I am Bryson Kelley, CEO of SeaTech.”

“SeaTech?” The man lifted his chin and laughed. “Then you are the ones we seek.”

“Why should I believe this?” Bryson whispered. Did they know Catarina?

“Preston Lewis is being held at the palace in Ollisa. We’re working on retrieving him. A human contacted us, saying someone might be arriving from Earth.”

Relief flooded Bryson. “You will escort us to Dutis peacefully?”

The man chuckled again. “Of course. But you must dock within my vessel.”

Bryson hit mute and glanced at Jinx. “What do you think? Do we trust them?”

“You’re asking me to trust someone?” Jinx grimaced. “I barely trust myself.”

“Preclude?”

The robot whirred gently. “I see many other options. Perhaps if they show us some form of proof.” 

Bryson unmuted and asked for anything that would corroborate their story, and the being grinned, sending him an image of himself and Preston dining at an outdoor restaurant. “We are allies. There are no ulterior motives at play.”

“If they can bring us to Dutis, we’re one step ahead. Even if their intentions aren’t completely known.”

Bryson decided to take a chance. “We will dock. What is your name?”

“I am Terol Vob, loyal to Biks, but more loyal to the Word. Preston Lewis is the true heir to the throne, and we must ensure he takes it,” Terol said. 

Bryson saw their vessels were large enough to house a craft the size of Arlo’s hauler. “Preclude, bring us into Terol’s ship, please.”

They entered the docking bay, encountering dozens of armed soldiers within. 

“I hope this was the right decision,” Jinx mumbled. 

“So do I.”

 

 

 

NINE

 

I learned that the city we were situated in was called Hibrea, meaning Oceanside in Berio. It was quite fantastic, if you forgot the looming threat if we didn’t obtain Elam Barve’s support at Dutis. 

I walked with Holland toward the city center, enjoying the mild afternoon weather. We wore SeaTech uniforms, and I lightly unzipped mine at the chest, letting it breathe. The air wasn’t overly hot, but the entire city was covered with a dense layer of humidity. 

The Velibar loved water, and it was no wonder they’d chosen this as the capital of Warrop. Barve had sent two escorts with us to ensure our safety. The people were generally kind and helpful, but he didn’t want an overzealous local to attack a pair of humans out of fear. 

Warrop was far enough from the action that many of the people didn’t even know there was a battle for the First Ruler’s throne. Apparently, a lot of the smaller cities and towns on the planet hadn’t been informed of their First Ruler’s death, and Barve was pleased to keep it that way. They lived with a false sense of security. 

The roads were all made from stone, and I imagined how much time and effort it had taken to construct this city. It was thousands of years old, and I smiled at the dichotomy as I watched a group of Velibar being ushered across town in a hovering platform. It cast a shadow on us, then vanished into the distance. 

“What do you think?” I asked Holland. 

“I wish we were moving,” he said. “But the view is pretty sweet.”

Our destination was on the right, and I spotted the market down the street. Sounds of the busy square carried to my ears, and I smiled. Four Velibar sat in a row, each playing a different shelled instrument. One was stringed, and he strummed the thick twine while another blew into a conch. Combined, the band created a nice melody. 

“I’d expected them to be a vicious and hateful race when we first met them,” I admitted. 

“Me too. This seems so… normal. Like a weekend on the Islands.” Holland pointed to a food stand, where a woman was serving green balls that smelled like heaven. “Can we try some?”

I scrutinized the meat, inhaling the scent of roasted protein and spices. “Should we ask what it is?” I glanced at our escorts. They disregarded us as they chatted amongst themselves. It seemed like they weren’t expecting any trouble. 

I pointed at a skewer and spoke in their language. “How much?”

The vendor rattled off a string of comments, her eyes narrowing as she stared at the strange humans before her. 

“Did you catch any of that?” I asked Holland from the side of my mouth. 

He smirked at me. “I think she compared us to a sea creature.”

I lifted two fingers. “We’d like two, please.”

One of our escorts arrived and dropped three clunky coins on the counter, muttering something through his hefty tentacles. She passed us paper plates filled with food. Others had seen us coming, and a small group started to form behind us. 

I spotted a table near the water and walked around the people, keeping my chin up and a smile on my face. The Velibar people let us pass without issue, and our escorts wandered nearby, stopping to talk with the locals. 

“Look…” Holland used his free hand and indicated a vendor a few paces away. The Velibar woman used items from the ocean to create sculptures. There were intricate waist-high replica castles, and spears made from dried seaweed and shells. 

We took our seats along the water’s edge, the spray of the ocean misting us. It was refreshing, but I shifted from that side of the table, not wanting to get wet. We ate, enjoying the delicious feast. The sauce used on the grains was intense and subtle, the flavors well-balanced for something at the local market. 

Holland had nearly devoured his whole skewer by the time I finished half of mine. “Enjoy it?” 

“Don’t tell Veronica, but this is even better than the Spitting Hog,” he said. 

“Speaking of Veronica. How are things going?” I glanced at him and set one of my skewers on his plate. 

“Good, I think. Dad kept me so busy during school years that I never had much of a social life. I dated a bit, but nothing serious. I imagine most of the girls were intimidated by the idea of going out with the CEO’s son.” Holland picked at his food. 

“And Veronica?”

“She’s different. She’s never made me feel like I had to walk on eggshells with her. She’s funny, and caring, and…”

“Does she know about Bryson’s plan to step down?” I asked. 

He shook his head. “Not yet.”

“Why didn’t you tell her?” I kept watching the market. Our presence was old news, and only the occasional person stopped to stare. A woman clutched her kid’s hand, dragging him away from us. 

“Because things are great at the moment. I don’t want to scare her away,” Holland admitted. “Plus, we might not even make it home.”

“What do you mean?” I waited as he dropped the skewer onto his plate. 

“Look at this.” He nodded toward the ocean, and his gaze drifted to Barve’s castle in the distance. “We’re in over our heads, Arlo. Did we think this would be as easy as showing up and steering the First Regal to Dutis?”

“I kind of hoped so,” I mumbled. “But rarely do the good things in life come without hard work and perseverance.”

“Now you’re sounding like my father,” Holland said. 

“I should be so lucky. He’s a great man.”

“I hope he’s okay.” Holland rose, and we searched for a trash receptacle, finding one nearby. 

“He’ll be fine. Bryson won’t let anything stand in his way.”

“I know it’s strange to say, but it’s kind of exhilarating to be part of this time.” Holland’s voice was low. “We’re eating food on an alien world. A year ago, I was hoping to join the Primary Cup, and Dad was trying to get into the top ten.”

“Tell me about it. I was about to get fired from a stable job with no prospects.” I surveyed the area. “Despite all the stress and conflicts, I have to agree with you, buddy. This is better than where I was.” I led Holland deeper into the market, and glanced to ensure our protectors were still nearby. They strolled after us with casual steps. 

We walked for another hour, soaking in the sights, and I tried to be in the moment. I’d be leaving soon, and this was my one chance to learn a little more about the Velibar of Warrop. 

 

____________

 

“That’s the issue. We’re positive,” Thom stated firmly. 

“How far is it?” I asked Jade. 

“Okay, the Ghast Root is referenced in over a dozen files, all linked to the Feran system. A planet called Coplia.” Jade brought the image up, and a 3D rendering of the planet spun above the table. 

Elam Barve set his large hands in front of him and watched it rotate. “And you think we can source the root there?”

“I’ve seen no mention of Coplia in over a thousand years. It was once an outpost of the Velibar, but they vanished some time ago,” Jade said. 

Varn tapped at the table with a finger. “Vanished? Do we not know where they ended up?”

“They left without a trace,” Jade informed us. 

“You’re telling me that the Ghast Root might be found on Coplia, and that a colony of my people once inhabited it, but disappeared?” Barve asked. 

“That’s exactly it.” Jade mapped the distance out, and I was relieved. 

“It’s only four days travel at FTL.” I did the math. Four to get there, one to recover the root, and four back. We could be leaving for Dutis in nine or ten days, under ideal scenarios. In his message, Preston had suggested their ceremony was in three months, which put that nearly two months from today. 

To get from Warrop to Dutis before the ceremony, we’d need to depart in … and it hit me. “Wait. First Regal, how will you make the trek to Dutis? You can’t travel at FTL.”

Elam Barve squinted and glanced at his wife beside him, but remained silent. 

“Do you have a drone gateway?” Luther asked. 

Barve shook his head. “Not everyone strictly abides by the Word. I do not feel that my soul is forfeit for the sake of traveling in this manner. Times have changed, and our people must as well.”

This was surprising, but rational. “Then you’ll come with us?”

“We have our own ships,” Barve said. 

“The Velibar aren’t supposed to have a faster than light fleet,” Holland told him. 

“That’s correct, but I don’t adhere to the Word as the others do.” The First Regal clenched his fists. “Do you wish to tell me what I can and cannot believe, human?”

Holland paled. “No, sir. I was only repeating what I’ve been taught.”

“Go to Coplia. Secure the Ghast Root, and return to save my daughter.” Barve tapped a button on the table, and the doors opened. A Velibar woman entered, her brown armor reflecting the blue light of the 3D hologram. “This is Jamilo. She’ll accompany you.”

I tensed. “We’d prefer to go alone, First Regal.”

“Do you not think I can be of assistance?” Jamilo asked in English. “I assure you, I’m a valuable asset.”

“I’m with her,” Varn said. “Bringing a Velibar along will help us convince their kind.”

“Good point,” Luther added. 

We only had the crews of Killer and Pilgrim in the meeting with us, and I thought about who should come on the trip. “We take everyone.” We didn’t know what to expect, but I wanted all hands on deck. Not to mention, leaving anyone behind on this Velibar planet might prove costly. I needed to trust that Elam Barve had our best interests in mind, but I couldn’t. Not fully. 

“You shall leave at once.” Barve stood, and the lights came on. “Save my daughter, and I will consider coming to Dutis.”

I rose too, stepping closer to the imposing man. “Not good enough. We’ll help her, but you have to join us afterwards. For the sake of your people… and my grandfather.”

The First Regal of Warrop eyed me hesitantly and sighed. “Very well. Davic must survive.”

“We won’t fail,” I told him with far more confidence than I felt. 

“Come, Jamilo. You’re with us.” Luther motioned to the big Velibar woman, and she followed our group from the room. 

“Jade, you’re certain this root can be harvested on Coplia?” I quietly asked when we were ahead of the others. 

“It’s worth a shot,” she whispered. 

 

____________

 

Getting onto Dutis had proven a simple task. Bryson watched while Terol Vob’s ship passed the checkpoints outside of orbit. 

“Was it always like this?” Bryson asked the Velibar man. Their bridge was spacious, with stations spread out for the five main crew. They poked and prodded on their screens, sending clearance codes and who knows what else to the surface. 

“No. Since the arrival of the First Regal of Tarre, everything’s changed. The Betrayer has locked the planet down, permitting certain working vessels on and off Dutis,” Terol said.

“Why is it so many Velibar speak English?” Bryson asked. 

“It became evident that the First Ruler had ideas the moment he began grooming the one you know as Preston Lewis. We also have a human contact. Someone vital to our successes.”

Bryson stiffened. There were only so many humans, but surely it couldn’t be his wife. “Catarina?” The name caught in his throat. 

“That’s her. How did you know?” Terol asked. 

“She’s my wife. My mate. I’ve come for her,” Bryson said. “Where do I find Cat?”

“You don’t. She’s under the watchful eye of the Betrayer. But I can send word to Catarina.” The ship descended through a thick layer of clouds and broke free, revealing a glorious landscape. The ocean lay twenty miles away, running in a curvy line beside the crops. A mountain range rose in the other direction, and Bryson spotted the mining materials even from this altitude. 

Bryson’s hands shook. “When can we speak with her?”

“Soon.” Terol patted his back, and Bryson tried to relax. He was so close. Jinx and Preclude hadn’t been allowed to venture onto the bridge. The Velibar prohibited androids, and after everything Bryson had seen, he thought it might be for the best. Preclude was a miracle, but also a viable threat. If he chose to turn on Bryson, he wasn’t confident there would be a way to stop him. He’d already seen evidence of tampering with Capricious’ network. 

It looked like Preclude had downloaded himself into the system, but Bryson wasn’t well-versed enough to understand what exactly he’d done. Jade would have a better idea, but she was off on another mission with Arlo and Holland. 

“What is it you do?” He watched out the viewscreen as the ship continued lowering for the surface. 

“We farm,” Terol said. “Every Velibar has a role in society. Ours is to produce the finest solup on Dutis. It’s a brown grain, tens of thousands of years old.” 

Bryson stared at the giant fields, spotting the bright yellow flowers. He pointed to the blooms. “That’s them?” 

“Yes. They are two cycles from harvest,” Terol said. 

The ship settled to the ground near the primary structure, and Bryson followed Terol through the corridors and into the docking bay, where he found Jinx and Preclude. The exit opened, and Bryson stepped onto Dutis before them. He was the first human on this planet since his wife and her crewmates had arrived over a decade ago. 

The skies were expansive, with just this single building visible from where he stood. The other vessels from the fleet that had greeted them were gone. When he asked about them, Terol simply said they were dispersed across the land. 

“How far are we from the city?” Jinx inquired. 

“Ollisa is three hundred of your kilometers away.” Terol walked toward the silver structure, and an armed Velibar greeted him. He watched Bryson, Jinx, and especially Preclude with a narrow gaze and a tense grip on his weapon. Terol whispered to him, and the guard visibly loosened. 

Bryson looked at the bright yellow fields and inhaled deeply. It was miraculous. The air was clean, a joy to breathe. Despite their many differences, the Velibar and humans had many similarities. It scared him more than he’d hoped. If Dutis was comparable to Earth, it was no wonder the Velibar wanted to occupy Bryson’s home. 

He closed his eyes and pictured their Squids over Hawaii. They would love the balance of lush tropical islands and the proximity to the water. It was the perfect landscape for the Velibar. He kept that to himself, hoping it never resulted in that. His motivation to come here had been for Catarina only, but perhaps he could help his race after all. 

He’d do it for Holland and the future generations of the Kelley name. He’d been selfish in his goals all these years, but it had allowed him to get to Dutis. 

Jinx and Preclude were already at the doorway when the incoming ships flew into view. They were compact in size and emerged from the north. 

“Are they yours?” Bryson asked Terol. The Velibar man shook his head and shouted in Berio to the guards. One of them pulled a set of binoculars from his belt and called back to Terol. 

“What’s happening?” Jinx asked. 

Bryson pointed at the descending vessels. “We have company.”

Terol looked agitated, and he yelled into the building’s entrance. Dozens of armed soldiers emerged, carrying heavy artillery. 

“I take it this isn’t a friendly visit?” Bryson asked. 

“Not even close. They come from the city. I presume the Betrayer sent them to investigate,” Terol said. 

“Why? I thought you passed their clearance?” Jinx’s eyes were wide and dark. 

“We did, but they’ve been escalating their security. We were probably chosen at random.” The Velibar leader gave his people orders, and they spread out around the building, preparing for the emissary’s arrival. 

“Can’t you talk your way out of this?” Bryson nervously stared as the ships grew in size. 

“No. They’ll want to search our craft, and yours is parked at the docking bay. It’ll be difficult to explain, don’t you think?” Terol accepted a gun from one of his people, and they handed weapons to each of them. Preclude clutched his, and Bryson noticed his eyes glow brighter. 

Before the pair of spacecraft landed, the assault was on. The Velibar farmers fired pulsing cannons from a tripod weapon, striking the shields. A ship crashed to the field beyond, but Bryson spotted soldiers emerging from the overturned vessel. 

The other shot at them, cutting the earth between the crops and the building behind. Bryson ran for it, staying close to Jinx. Preclude didn’t flee. He stalked closer to the enemy, who had landed. A steady stream of armored Velibar marched down the ramp, stalking with hurried efficiency. 

They weren’t expecting a robot to be facing them. 

Bryson watched as Preclude raced through the space between, shooting without missing. He aimed for their heads, and five Velibar were down before any of their group returned fire. 

“We should help him!” Bryson called. 

“He can handle himself just fine!” Jinx ran into the building for shelter. 

Bryson hadn’t ventured to Dutis to get killed in the first hour, but he also wouldn’t hide while Terol’s people did all the defending. Bryson crouched, using the weapon to aim at the enemy. This gun was primed for long range, and he targeted a soldier crossing the grounds. He tapped the trigger, and the man dropped. Bryson grinned and kept going, taking another four from the fight. 

Preclude moved like a possessed robot, killing with impunity. Robots of that make always seemed limited in their actions, but Preclude controlled the machine with ease. The AI flipped backwards, landing with heavy feet on the Velibar ship, denting the hull. He shot two Velibar in the back before they could even see him. 

Terol’s people fought hard, and soon the area was littered with the dead. Bryson finally rose from his position near the building when he spied Terol ambling among the corpses. 

The crashed vessel still smoked. Thick black columns rose into the sky like a funeral pyre. “How many did you lose?” Bryson asked quietly. 

“Too many.” 

Bryson could tell which bodies had been sent by the armor on the ones from Ollisa. Preclude jumped off the enemy ship and walked over, gun in his metallic grip. 

“There’s a reason we don’t trust robots,” Terol said, reaching for Preclude’s weapon. 

“I don’t blame you,” the robot said, passing it to him. 

“I appreciate what you did.” Terol grimaced as he stared at the carnage. “We have to go!” he shouted to the group, and a horde of Velibar piled out of the building with Jinx in tow. He looked embarrassed, but Bryson didn’t call him out for hiding. The silver structure’s roof began to part, and the walls descended into the ground. 

“Are those drones?” Bryson asked. Twenty of the things hovered where the building had stood only a minute before. 

“Yes,” Terol said. He barked more orders, and a woman controlled the drones with a tablet. Her tentacles fluttered as the drones began to glow. 

“What are they doing?” Jinx asked.

Preclude answered before Terol could. “They’re creating a gateway.”

Bryson’s breath caught in his lungs while the blue shimmering surface appeared. “For what purpose?”

“To access our base.” Terol ordered his people through, and they formed neat lines, abandoning their lives on the farm and heading into the glow of the portal. Finally, it was their turn, and Bryson eyed the ship where Capricious was housed. He’d return for her if he could. 

“I’m not sure I want to do this.” Jinx held Bryson’s arm, keeping him from entering. 

“We don’t have a choice.” Bryson urged Jinx to follow Preclude, and saw more ships approaching on the horizon.

Bryson stepped into the gateway.

 

 

 

TEN

 

Our Racers formed a V as we sped through the systems between Warrop and our destination. The four days went slower than I’d wanted, with our sole focus on getting to Coplia and securing the Ghast Root. Holland was grumpy at the delay, and our guest Jamilo was reclusive, sticking to herself. 

I walked by the bunks, finding her inside, holding a tablet and whispering. 

“Jamilo, can I have a minute?” I asked, and her eyes opened. She looked shocked for a second, then set the tablet on the bed. 

“You may enter.” I glanced at the bunk across and wondered how strange it was for Jade to be sharing a room with the Velibar woman. 

I nodded at the tablet. “Are you reading?”

“I was praying.”

“Is that the Word?”

“We are traveling faster than the stars,” she whispered. 

“The First Regal said his fleet was capable,” I reminded her. 

“Just because the leader feels like his soul is safe, doesn’t mean the rest follow.” Jamilo blinked and grabbed a device from her bedside table. It sprayed her with mist, and she leaned back, as if enjoying a spa experience. 

“What’s it like?” I asked. 

She kept her eyes closed. “What?”

“Living above and below the surface.”

“We spend our time between two worlds. Not many creatures rise from the depths of the oceans, only to return, but some do.”

I thought about the turtles I’d watched at SeaTech. They’d swim, poking their heads up for air when necessary. Then they’d bask for hours in the sun, unmoving on the white sand. 

“Which do you prefer?” I asked. 

“There are planets with Velibar who stay beneath. They spend their entire lives under water. I suppose that scares me more than anything. Or being stuck on land. Either option is oppressive. Staying on this ship… it’s not comforting. On our Barges, we have pools,” she said. 

“I’ve seen them.” I recalled finding the damaged Squid on the way to Refuge, and the Velibar that were living within the water levels. “Then this must be torture to you. Stuck on my Racer, with no pools, and traveling faster than light. It goes against everything you believe.”

Her eyes opened slowly, and she continued misting herself with the square object. It hummed as it sent the vapor out. “The First Regal asked for my help, and I will give it.”

“Do you know Davic?” I thought there might be a reason she was so inclined to aide the bedridden woman. 

“She is my friend. Best of allies. Since we were children,” Jamilo said. 

“That makes sense.”

“You did well. Jade was to decipher the encrypted information from Dutis. The one you call Thom will help to create the antidote when we find the Ghast Root.” Jamilo set the tool aside and dabbed her skin with a wet cloth. 

“Since you are a firm believer in the Word, what’s your take on an outsider accepting the throne?” I was extremely curious. 

“It is said that one might come from a distant world, to alter the course of Velibar history. Many disregarded it from the start, but there are those who believe it vehemently. I am somewhere in the middle,” she said. 

“If Preston Lewis becomes First Ruler, will you support him?” I asked. 

“He is your relative, yes?”

I nodded.

“I am undecided. I would have to hear his vision for our people. It is extremely unorthodox for the Velibar to accept someone from another race. The mere fact that it is mentioned in passing in the Word was controversial. There was a group, a dangerous advocate, that demanded the Word be edited to remove the phrasing.”

“Is that so?” I assumed history was written by the victors. The fact that none of the First Rulers had allowed it to be omitted for future generations was interesting. “Does this opposing group still exist?”

“Yes. The sect is around, though the leader’s identity is unknown. They are vocal, and if you trust the rumors, unscrupulous.”

“Yet there are two humans vying for the position of First Ruler on Dutis at the moment, and they haven’t stepped out of the shadows?” I asked. 

Jamilo smiled for the first time since I’d met her. “Just because you can’t see them in front of you, doesn’t mean they aren’t real. I suspect they are already on Dutis, probably close to the palace. They will not allow a human to take the throne. Not without a fight.”

I swallowed past the lump in my throat. This mission continued to grow more difficult. “We’re nearly at Coplia. Get some rest. Let’s save our energy for tomorrow.”

I stopped by the door when she said my name. I turned, and she appraised me with wide eyes. “You are not as I expected.”

I chuckled. “What did you think I’d be like?” 

“You’ve asked about myself, my people, and our beliefs. If your grandfather is half as concerned, maybe he will make a good First Ruler,” she said. 

I went to my own quarters and stared at the ceiling, trying to sleep. Jamilo had given me a lot to think about. 

 

____________

 

No one had visited Preston Lewis for days. Maybe weeks. His food came by the same guard, slid under the door. He returned the tray, and someone took it later. This happened twice a day. It was how Preston could tell the time. He spent the idle hours in thought, dissecting the events leading up to this moment. 

He’d let Garret receive the upper hand, but Catarina would discover how to get word to his supporters. They were out there, waiting for the opportunity to free him. 

Preston wasn’t given the creature comforts he was accustomed to, and he ran a hand over his beard. He stared at his reflection in the water. It rippled gently, sending waves across his face. An old man watched him from the pool. Gray hair, a white-laced beard. Eyes lined with creases. 

The door’s lock turned, gathering his attention. Preston rose and came to stand at the base of the steps, prepared for whoever was about to enter. He hoped they’d let Catarina return, but it wasn’t her. Instead, Jarm Plosor walked into his quarters. 

“Preston,” Jarm said. 

“First Regal of Equar.” Preston used his title. He’d been present when the First Ruler had killed Oleth Con with a spear. Preston vividly recalled the man’s smug expression as his counterpart’s life drained from his body. This was a dangerous adversary. 

The door closed, and Jarm strode in slowly, using his spear as a walking stick. The end rattled against the stone. “Do you still serve the First Ruler?”

The question caught him off guard. “He’s dead.”

“The title is a position, not a person. Only a non-Velibar would make that mistake,” Jarm said arrogantly. 

“My name is Preston Lewis, the First Regal of Biks of the Velibar, and I am here to serve.” Preston started up the steps. He wouldn’t let this man intimidate him. 

Jarm ignored him. “The First Ruler is the throne. The title that allows a single Velibar to rule his people. We’ve deviated for long enough. The Velibar are spreading too thin, wishing for isolation on their own colonies. There are entire subspecies of our people we’ve never met or logged. Taxation must be collected, technologies traded. The Velibar have been stuck in a rut.”

“Did Breaker send you to do his dirty work?” Preston made it to the top of the stairs and stood a few feet from the taller First Regal of Equar. The man was old by Velibar standards, but still carried himself with vigor and strength belying his age. Preston thought they might be well matched. 

“Breaker is a means to an end,” Jarm said. 

Preston sensed a crack in the foundation of his enemy’s plan. “What are you suggesting?”

“Garret Breaker is human. I’ve allowed his flights of fancy, because Tarre has given him their full support. If I lose Tarre, my bid for the throne is void,” Jarm said. 

Preston laughed, the sound booming from his mouth. He couldn’t hold it in. “That’s what this is all about? I should have suspected as much.”

“What?” Jarm asked. 

“You want the throne. Why else would you visit Dutis for the Heart of the Thawing?” Preston wondered if that was the same reason the First Regal of Warrop hadn’t joined them. Maybe he was planning his own motion for the position. 

“Very astute. Only I just told you as much.” Jarm rolled his black eyes, and his tentacles waved over his lips. 

Preston watched him, and the man’s motivations for the visit became clear. “Wait. You’re asking for the support of Biks. If you can gather my backing, you’ll be a shoo-in.”

“I cannot secure Tarre’s endorsement, not once I betray Garret Breaker. And Elam Barve is a fool. He was actually going to come and see you on the throne,” Jarm said. 

“Until you made his daughter sick,” Preston muttered. 

“Breaker may be a human, but he has a dark side. Yes, we knew the one thing that would keep Barve distracted was that precious daughter of his. With Davic sick, Breaker assumed he wouldn’t encounter any objections.” Jarm Plosor stepped closer, and Preston furrowed his brow. 

“How do you see this working?” He started to pace the landing in front of the door. 

“You stay here until it’s time for the Heart of the Thawing. Breaker tells his intentions to the people, and instead of me standing with him, I announce my own plan to become First Ruler. You, with the full interest of Biks, rise and tell the people you’re with me. Barve is still on Warrop, and his vote doesn’t count. I sit on the throne. We dispose of Breaker, and my son takes over Tarre.” Jarm had it all planned out. 

Preston smirked, wondering how this man trusted Preston not to betray him. Not that they were allowing him any company to share his secrets with. 

Jarm pointed the spear at him. One jab and Preston would be dead. “Are you interested?”

Preston kept smiling, pretending the obvious threat wasn’t worrying him. He could tell him what he wanted to hear, because Arlo was on the case. His grandson would bring Elam to Dutis, and things would all change. But Jarm didn’t need to know that. 

“I would love to throw the support of Biks behind you… First Ruler,” Preston said firmly. 

Jarm’s face contorted into a grin, and he bellowed out a laugh. “Very well. Breaker will never see it coming.”

“One thing,” Preston told the man as he turned for the exit. 

“What? You are not in a position to negotiate,” Jarm reminded him. 

“Earth.”

“What of it?”

Preston crossed his arms. “It’s off the table.”

The spear arced around with speed and grace, narrowly missing Preston’s throat. “Do you dare tell me whom I can and cannot invade? Do you forget the Word of Rolf Woden?”

“There is no negotiation on the matter.” Preston didn’t flinch when the spear tip retreated. 

Jarm wouldn’t respond. He eyed Preston from the exit and shut the door, leaving the cell. 

Despite the fact that he’d just given his assurance that he’d support Jarm for the throne, Preston finally sensed light at the end of the tunnel.

 

____________

 

Everyone on the bridge seemed tense but excited to be arriving at Coplia.

“Luther, what are we looking at?” I asked. 

“Sensors have returned with the planet’s readouts,” Luther reported. 

I stared at the planet. From this angle, the surface was black. The system’s star was far away, blocked by the giant moon. 

“The days are seven Earth days’ equivalent.” Jade sent a projection onto the viewscreen. I watched as the digital imprint of the planet spun on a time lapse. 

“That’s one hell of a work week,” Luther muttered. “We’ll need our spacesuits. We could survive for a few minutes, but not long.”

“I thought the Velibar lived here,” Jamilo said. 

“Once, but that was several hundred years ago,” I reminded her. 

Jade’s fingers scoured her keypad. “There’s no way the world changes that much in two centuries.”

“Unless it’s being affected by an outside force,” Holland whispered. 

We all gazed at him. Luther spun in his chair, watching the younger man. “Explain.”

“I remember something from school. SeaTech is surrounded by oceans, so it was important to learn of its ecosystem. After three hundred years of polluting the water with industrial runoff, the Corporations resolved to fix it. Sage spearheaded the project, which made sense, because they owned the patent for the filtration system.” Holland leaned his elbows on his knees. 

“What does this have to do with Coplia?” Luther prodded. 

“Everything.” Holland’s hands moved with a flourish. “The sea creatures began to disappear. Vegetation struggled to survive. We had to rebalance the acidity. It took another fifty years, but things returned to a new normal.”

“Good point. Something on the surface of Coplia has changed the chemistry of the planet,” Jade suggested. 

“Outside force?” I stared at the bleak world and zoomed, seeing an expansive black ocean. 

“Likely. It would also explain what happened to the Velibar that were living here.” Jamilo’s jaw muscles flexed, and her tentacles wavered. 

“Luther, scan for any proof of life.”

“It could have been a meteor crash. Or the Velibar accidentally did this to themselves with some technological advancement,” Jade offered. 

“We wouldn’t do that.” Jamilo averted her eyes, watching the planet through the viewscreen. 

“We’ll learn soon.” I piloted Pilgrim toward the surface. We’d come in search of the Ghast Root, hoping to find live Velibar. In the back of my mind, I wished they were still a thriving settlement, wanting to be left out of their people’s politics, but that didn’t appear to be the case. 

“Racers, disperse. Scour the surface and deploy the drones. Search for remains of a Velibar village… or any advanced life forms,” I informed the fleet. 

They all responded in the affirmative, and we descended into Coplia’s atmosphere. I flipped the controls, adjusting for the gravity levels, and Jade sent the sector assignments to each of our Racers. I watched as Varn and Kole broke apart, heading in opposite directions. I stayed the course, flying for the coast. 

It was extremely dark below, with pale starlight guiding our path. Pilgrim’s sensors showed me the rough outline of the surface, and we stayed two kilometers up, flying toward the ocean. Most Velibar lived near the water, and that was as good a place to begin our search. 

We went on for hours, riding the coast until there was nothing left to see in our quadrant. The others checked in, citing much the same results. 

I was ready to give up, when Lina’s voice cracked through the speakers. “Hawk, I have visual on a village.”

A smile crept onto my face. “Send images.”

We waited as the pictures appeared on the dash screen. The area looked old and rundown, but it was clearly Velibar. Jamilo confirmed my suspicions. “The style of the structures is ours. The arched doorways. The stone formations.” She seemed nervous. 

“Everyone meet Helene on site,” I said. “Lina, stay on your ship. Do not move until we arrive.”

“Yes, sir.”

Relieved to have a destination, I raced across Coplia. We marked the spot around the globe, and we finally entered a hemisphere with daylight. The ocean covered half of the world, and we flew across it for almost an hour. The other Racers appeared on my radar twenty minutes after we reached landfall, and I was shocked to learn the village was five hundred kilometers inland. 

“Jamilo, why would they be out here?” Luther asked the Velibar woman. 

“We are able to live in fresh or salt water. Some variations of our people prefer the former,” she said. 

“Freshwater. How interesting,” Jade whispered. 

The land was hilly, with dry cracked dirt and sparse vegetation. It looked like something had come through and drained the entire body of water. “Is this a place you’d want to live?” I asked Jamilo. 

She shook her head. “Not in the least. This is wrong.”

Helene was parked near the village, should they need to make a quick exit. I lowered Pilgrim beside her, and waited for Fire, Killer, and Trident to join us before we exited with our spacesuits on. Jamilo refused the offer, not that it would have fit. She said she’d be fine, but I noticed how her tentacles shrank slightly as soon as we stepped foot on the unforgiving land. 

Most of the crews waited on board, and I asked R11 to stay on Pilgrim. Even if I wanted Holland to remain behind, he would have demanded to join our mission. He was as invested in the success of this trip as any of us, maybe more so. 

Kira was the only one from Trident, and Kole brought Fran, who grimaced as she scoured the area with a scope. Thom, the doctor, arrived with Lina, and Varn waltzed over with Aster and her Widowmaker. 

“What’s the plan?” Varn asked. 

I rolled my eyes. “Varn, we’ve been over this. Locate a Velibar city. They’re the ones who referenced the Ghast Root. We have to assume there’s some record of the root, and with any luck, we can find it nearby.”

“Right. Aster, you and Luther go first. Any surprises, shoot them,” Varn said, taking charge. I almost rescinded his orders, but he made a good call. Luther glanced at me, and I gave him a slight nod, confirming Varn’s decision. 

“On it.” Luther and Aster went ahead. 

I tested the gravity, which was similar enough to Earth’s to feel comfortable, but skewed enough to notice. My steps were barely lighter as I walked with the others to the village. It wasn’t significant. I’d counted twenty or so structures from the air, but as we neared it, I saw they were far bigger than I’d thought. 

“Jamilo, how many people could this shelter?” I asked. 

“These?” 

I nodded. 

“Three thousand. But that…” We crested a hill, and she pointed behind the town to a lake. “Many more could be down there.”

For a second, I wondered if it was possible that the Velibar were under the water’s surface, but assumed they’d show signs of life above. It had been too long, and the environmental changes too impactful. 

There were trees reminiscent of cacti mixed with spruces. They had thick trunks, with needles sticking from protruding branches. The dirt under them was caked and cracked. I crouched and dug a finger into the ground, breaking a piece of the crust off. It crumbled in my glove. 

The sunlight was hazy, like a layer of dust clung to the atmosphere. I didn’t see any clouds, but the entire sky seemed to be covered. I checked the external temperature and found it was ten degrees Celsius. 

Aster and Luther entered the village boundary, guns aimed forward. They paused, moving cautiously with their scopes before waving us to follow. 

“Nothing here,” Luther said. 

Thom walked over to the first building and dropped to a knee near the entrance. He dipped a finger down, and it dripped with a viscous liquid. 

“What’s that?” Jade asked. 

Thom’s eyes were wide behind his helmet’s visor. “I don’t know. But I think it’s organic.”

“What would make this?” Holland poked at the liquid. It spread a foot across. 

Thom shrugged. “Who’s to say what can exist on Coplia? I don’t have that information. Trees leak sap, and plants secrete things all the time.”

Instead of moving on, we decided to investigate the first building. The doors were ten feet high and took some persuading to open. It was similar to the fortress Barve had built on Warrop, only smaller. We entered it, the lights on our suits growing brighter. Luther’s Widowmaker directed a sharp beam from the barrel, giving him ample visuals of the space. 

“Where did they go?” Jamilo walked to the edge of the room and tapped a computer. Dust fell off the screen. 

“Jade, can you see if you can connect to it?” I asked, and she hurried over. 

Everything was stone and wood inside.  Whoever had lived here seemed more anti-technology than those at Warrop. 

“Should we split up?” Varn asked me. 

“We have to. We’ll never scour this village in time.” I broke us into three teams, sending Thom with Aster, Lina, and Fran; Varn with Holland and Luther. Lastly Kira joined me, Jade, and Kole. Jamilo demanded to enlist on my team, and I agreed. 

The others had left the building already, in search of any valuable information. Kole eyed everything with suspicion. “Hawk, how are we supposed to find a root in this place? Did you see it out there? Everything’s dried up and dead.” He didn’t mention the strange ooze we’d discovered. 

“I hear you, Kole, but we have to try.” I glanced at Jade, who was muttering in frustration. 

“Computer is too old, Arlo. I can’t link to my Tab.” She shoved the box away. 

“Okay. Keep moving.” The four of us went up a set of steps and cleared the entire place. There had to be a hundred rooms upstairs, each with a bunk, a nightstand, and a soaking tub. Some of them had personal items, most withered to nothing. 

Jamilo met us at the top of the stairs and shook her head. “They bolted in a hurry.”

We returned outside, searching the cobblestone streets, checking the next building. Jamilo figured it was where they produced their food. She explained the process a bit, but nothing within gave us any link to Ghast Root or what had happened to her people. 

Finally, hours later, we met the others at the last structure in town. Jamilo said it was a church, a place to seek solace in the Word, and for fellowship among the Velibar. It sat beside the lake, which was far lower than it once would have been. Jamilo showed us the old beach and picked at the dirt, uncovering evidence of underwater animals. All that remained was a scattering of broken shells. 

“Well, looks like this is it,” Luther said, indicating the church. 

Thom grabbed my arm as we made for the entrance. “Arlo, I—” He was pale. “I noticed more of the slime around town. I checked the temperatures.”

“Of the ooze?” I didn’t know where he was going with this.

“Yes. Some of it was cool, but I did find a few spots registering forty degrees Celsius.” Thom’s glove lifted to his face, but the helmet prevented him from touching his moustache. He caught himself and continued. “I think it’s a by-product.”

“Of what?” I asked. 

“An animal. Creature of some manner.”

“What could drop that much slime?” I asked, genuinely freaked out. The hair on my arms stood up under my spacesuit. 

“That depends,” he said. 

“On what?”

“Whether it’s coming from saliva glands or emerging from their pores.” Thom’s gaze darted from side to side, as if he was expecting a slime-covered monster to appear. 

“Hawk, you coming?” Varn shouted near the church entrance. 

“Sure.” I turned to Thom. “Let’s keep going. Hopefully, we don’t encounter the source.”

The church was beautiful. The Velibar style was quite simplistic: beige or dark stone, mortar and wood. They added fine touches to this with carvings on the door; ornate designs adorned the raised swimming pool. It appeared that they preferred to pray in water, and since this was a holy place of worship, they’d brought the lake inside. It was likely dried up, and I spotted a crack along the pool wall’s foundation. 

Luther was across the room, and he shouted for Aster. 

“What is it?” I asked. 

“Bodies.” He’d climbed up the raised wall and pointed into the empty pool. I jumped up and saw the bones at the far side of the room. 

Jamilo moaned and said a series of words in Berio that I couldn’t understand. 

Jade paled. “There’s hundreds of them.”

Various types of bones were scattered among the pile. This wasn’t a burial ground. It was a trophy case.

“What could have done this?” I managed to croak out. Most of us stood on the ledge, looking at the countless remains of the deceased Velibar. 

Jade was near the back of the room, and she called my name. I peered over, sick to my stomach at the sheer number of dead Velibar in the church, and noticed the glowing computer screen. 

“I have access,” she said. 

A voice shrieked from outside. The effort rattled the walls, and Varn jumped in shock.

“I guess we know what left the slime,” I whispered.

 

 

 

ELEVEN

 

Bryson strode through the hallways and admired the group’s tenacity. They’d built an entire underground bunker, and he was in awe of it. 

Terol Vob waited near the pool room, his white jumpsuit wrinkled and damp. “Bryson, did you sleep well?”

Terol was thin for a Velibar, and his tentacles were longer than most. Despite his height, Bryson found Terol less imposing than the others. He was kind and well-spoken. 

“Yes, thank you.” Bryson had to be patient. He understood there were a lot of moving pieces, and that Terol had just uprooted his entire group of people after their battle with Garret Breaker’s troops. 

“Would you care for something to eat?” Terol asked, and Bryson’s stomach instinctively growled. 

“I’d love that.” Bryson had on his own SeaTech blues, and walked faster to keep up with the taller man. 

“We are committed now,” Terol said. 

“You weren’t before?” Bryson stepped aside to let a group of Velibar by. They went on wordlessly. They seemed upset. 

“My people have been advocating for Preston Lewis since he was named the successor by the First Ruler. When we heard his predecessor was dead, it was a sad day in our history. But we also believe that attacking other worlds, like Earth, is not in our best interest.” Terol directed him to the kitchen, where four Velibar men cooked with boiling pots of water. 

They sat in the corner, and Bryson noted how few of the people were dining at this hour. The truth was, he didn’t know what time it was. He also hadn’t seen Jinx since they’d separated last night.

“Why is that? Are you against violence?” Bryson had witnessed them fending off the attack at the farm yesterday, and recalled with horror how easily Preclude had massacred their enemies. 

“We don’t forbid it, but we do believe there are other ways. Times are changing among our people. We feel like the First Ruler knew this and wanted to be better, but in the end, his reflexes took over. It isn’t easy to be taught one thing your entire life, and then completely change methods in such a short span.”

Bryson understood that concept well. It reminded him of their issues with the Corporations. As much as he loved overseeing one of the Primaries, he was willing to let it go for the sake of their race. With the help of Octavia Post and the other CEOs, they were restructuring the whole platform. Bryson was at the center of it. Not even his son understood the full implications of Bryson’s retirement. 

Soon he would be part of the governing force leading Earth into a new era. He grinned as he considered it, and Terol must have taken the gesture as another meaning. “And you? Do humans fight?”

Bryson nodded slowly. “Yes. Not like we once did, but if we think we’re any more advanced than those previous generations, we’re fooling ourselves. We created Corporations to give people work, food, and purpose. And in the process, we lost our identities. Humans still struggle. Executives in the boardrooms. Workers for their rights, but they are rarely heard. Not since the Tech Wars has there been true destruction.”

“The Velibar do battle, but not often. Shedding the blood of our own was painful, and my people are feeling the results today.” Terol glanced at two newcomers. They entered, tentacles limp and drooping as they gathered bowls of food. “Where are my manners?” He left and returned with another serving, passing Bryson a scooping utensil. It was like a spoon, with three sharp protrusions. 

He tested the warm liquid and found it appetizing, with the right number of spices. 

Terol stirred his and eyed the bowl. He jabbed into the liquid with the utensil and pulled it up with a writhing pale worm on the ends. He smiled and slurped the creature. 

Bryson fought to stay straight-faced and slid the bowl away. “On second thought, I’m not hungry.”

Jinx arrived at the doors, his dark hair wild and curly. He caught Bryson’s eye and narrowed his gaze. “I’d better see what this is about,” Bryson told his host. He hurried to the door. “What is it, Jinx? Where’s Preclude?”

“That’s why I’m here. He’s gone.” Jinx peered around the halls, as if suspecting prying ears. 

“What?” Bryson shouted. “You were supposed to watch him.”

“I did. Then I fell asleep. What could I do? Stay up all night?” Jinx scratched at his forearm. 

“Have you been taking your medication?” Bryson appraised the man and saw his pupils were tiny specks. 

“I’m fine. We have to track Preclude.”

“And you can do that?” Bryson asked. 

“Sure. I have to gain access to their network.” Jinx fiddled with his hands. “This is unsettling."

Bryson lowered his voice. "What could he do?”

“Preclude? What can’t he do? I have a feeling he contacted someone. His eyes changed color last night. He swore it was just an update, but…”

“But what?”

“It’s the same thing Varn’s robot did when it turned on me,” Jinx said. 

“Damn.” Bryson got Terol’s attention. The Velibar came over, wiping his lips with a napkin. 

“What is it?”

“We need a computer room. The most advanced AI in the universe is on the loose,” Bryson said. 

“Superior to Stin?” Terol asked. 

“Time will tell.” Bryson wanted to broach the subject of locating his wife, but they had other things to do now that Preclude was free on Dutis. 

 

____________

 

At first, we’d thought the noise was emitting from a single individual. When we peered through the bars on a second-story window, we saw how wrong we were. 

“There’s hundreds of them,” Luther whispered. 

“Thousands,” Holland added. 

The things were waist high, crawling on four legs, with two lengthy appendages jutting from the center of their round torsos. I guessed the black blotches on the front of their bodies were the eyes, and foot-long mandibles spread wide as they bellowed in perfect harmony. 

“What are we going to do?” Kole asked. He was white as a ghost. Brenner always came across as a confident man, but one look at the incoming horde of aliens, and he was ready to run for the hills. I couldn’t blame him, because I’d be right behind him. 

“If we leave without the Ghast Root, we can’t convince Barve to support Preston,” Luther reminded us. 

“How are we supposed to do that with…” Holland jabbed a finger at the window. The horde was gaining traction on us. I watched as they halted at the exact same second, lifting their stubby faces into the air. 

“I think they’re smelling the air,” Aster said. She passed me a scope, and I gazed into it. They were even more hideous up close. A layer of dense hair coated their round bodies, and the mandibles dripped goo. 

“We have to leave,” Aster said. “Gain higher ground.”

“Not a chance,” Varn disagreed. 

“Why?” Kole questioned.

Varn nodded at the ceiling. “We go to the roof, and there’s nowhere to run. We’re as good as dead.”

“We can blockade the entrance. Shoot them from up top. And if they manage to break through the doors, at least we slow them—”

“Before what? They kill us like they did the Velibar?” Varn sighed. “And in a church, of all places.”

Aster pushed a finger into his chest. “Do you have a better suggestion?”

“Sure. We run!” Varn stared at me. “Or call for reinforcements.” That was a good idea. 

“Where’s Jade?” I asked, looking for her.

“Still downstairs with the computer,” Holland responded. 

“Tell R11 to be prepared for evacuation. Bring the Racers here,” I told Luther. 

“You got it, Hawk.” Luther typed on his Tab. 

“I’d love to obtain a sample,” Thom said. 

“Of what?” Varn looked annoyed.

“The creatures, of course. They’re remarkable.”

“Those Mites are a damned nightmare.” Varn shook his head in disgust, and I dashed downstairs. Jamilo guarded the doors. 

The name Varn gave them was as good as any. “Jade, what did you learn?” 

She sat at the ancient desk. I could see that she’d wirelessly connected to the Velibar network, and she used her Tablet to scan the information. “I found record of it, but everything I see suggests the root isn’t available.”

“Great. Now what?” I glanced at Jamilo. 

“Arlo, you’re not listening. The root is in the pool.”

“The lake?” 

“That’s what it says. They found it in abundance near the north section, at the bottom of the water,” Jade said. 

“Do we have a visual on it?” 

Jade scrolled through the data and zoomed on a picture of it. “This is Ghast Root.” It looked like purple seaweed. “It says the medicinal attributes are in the roots. Go figure.”

Jamilo leaned over my shoulder, gazing at the image. “Distract them. I will gather the sample.”

“What?” The Mites were a few minutes from reaching us. “You can’t be serious.”

“I am. Provide a distraction for me.” Jamilo left the doors, and I ran to them, using the length of wood to secure it shut. 

“Jade, I guess it’s the roof after all!” We ran, and I gave the orders. 

Varn was the first up top, and he complained the entire time. “We should be retreating.”

I heard the sound of our Racers zooming above the silent village. “They’re on the way. We’ll be fine.”

The roof was old, and the rock crumbled under our footsteps. “Spread out. Don’t put too much weight in one spot.” I landed at the edge of the church and located Jamilo below. She hid behind a tree, and I pointed her out to Aster and Fran. “Distract the Mites in this direction!” I ordered, and they didn’t waste their breath. Aster began firing her Widowmaker, striking down three of the Mites before they reacted. 

Varn tipped his handgun, and so did I. We crouched there, not even bothering to take aim at the monsters. They were so close together, every shot hit a target. The Mites quickly took notice and started scrambling toward the church. They were finished with their leisurely stroll. 

My heart pounded in my chest, more with each passing second. Holland was correct. There were thousands of them. They kept funneling in from a hill beside the lake. It was a never-ending army of horror. 

Jamilo managed to loop around them, and I spotted her at the lake’s edge. She glanced back, and I waved. Then she was gone, diving into the chilly murky water. I silently wished her luck and brought my focus to the fight. 

Kole screamed as he fired his weapon. Aster grimaced more with each splattering Mite, and Varn grinned as he shot repeatedly. 

Luther stayed composed, casually ending their lives. The Mites went faster, their four legs clicking over the hard dirt, their mandibles jawing in a frenzy. They crossed the lot between the dirt and the church, heading for the sides of the structure. 

I broke my focus to find Pilgrim and the other Racers rushing toward us. “Hurry up, R11!” I shouted into my earpiece.

“Captain, where would you like us to land?”

“Land? Did Luther not tell you…” A Mite managed to scramble up the structure, avoiding our gunshots, and it leapt in the air, hitting my chest. 

“Sir?” R11 asked into my ear. “Sir?”

I was a little busy. The Mite was even more disgusting up close. Its fur was wet, greasy with slime. My hands tried shoving it off me, but they slipped, and my face plastered into its chest. The mandibles attempted to close on my helmet, but it shielded me. They clicked against the visor, battering the clear protective barrier. 

Suddenly, Luther was there, grappling the Mite. He tossed it to the side, and Aster shot it, the fat torso exploding all over us. More breached the wall, and we started to retreat, rushing backwards while shooting at the enemy. 

“Sir, I will settle on the building. Please give me space,” R11 said, and I only heard his words when it was too late. 

Pilgrim arrived directly between us and the Mites. The weight of the ship instantly crushed the worn rocks, and my Racer dropped into the church below. I stared at the gaping hole, then to the hundred or so Mites on the other side, clicking and bellowing in frustration. 

“Now what?” Varn shouted, still dropping another Mite every few seconds. One of them attempted to jump the chasm, but failed, falling into the hole. 

“We fight!” My gun clicked empty, and I pulled a recharge from my suit’s belt, snapping it into place. We were up against terrible odds, but we were together. If we failed here, it was all over. Davic Barve would die. Preston wouldn’t get his support, and the Velibar would come to Earth with the help of the Hidan and Darlor. I let that fuel me. 

Each shot from my gun struck a Mite. Pieces of them splattered onto the roof, and another section of the stone surface crumbled under the stress, sending twenty of them into the church. 

“R11, we could use your help!” I called, but I didn’t need to. The other Racers were there. Their pulses blasted through the air, striking the Mites on the ground. Fire roared by like a bat out of hell, killing a large group of creatures. Trident was next, coming from the other direction. Kira’s gunner made quick work of a segment of Mites I hadn’t even seen crawling up our side of the roof. 

I had a distinct feeling this entire building was about to collapse. 

Pilgrim rose from the center of the giant hole, with five Mites slipping off the hull. I shot at one, and it exploded on the viewscreen. 

R11 hovered the ship close by, and the ramp opened. “Everyone on board!” I ordered, and shoved Thom onto the vessel. Holland helped Jade in, and I stayed with Aster and Luther while the others dashed for their lives. 

“Where’s Kira?” Luther asked. “Everyone else is accounted for!”

The Mites were in a frenzy, their harmonious screams deafening me. More of them managed to cross the roof, using the outer edges of the church, and in under one minute, they’d swarm me. 

“Kira!” I shouted, and saw the hand some distance away. She clutched the stone ledge from twenty paces. 

“Go without me.” I dashed into danger.

 

 

 

TWELVE

 

“Are you certain?” Garret tried to keep his emotions in check. The Heart of the Thawing was two months away, and already he felt the carpet being pulled from under his feet. 

“Yes, First Regal. My sources tell me five Racers arrived at Warrop, and Barve himself met with the humans,” his contact said. The man used to serve with Garret under the previous First Regal of Tarre, and had since been sent to Warrop as a spy for him. He was paying off. 

“Don’t let Barve leave,” Garret said firmly.

“How would I stop him?”

“Is his daughter still ill?” Garret knew he should have done something more drastic, but the illness was the best method to keep Barve at bay. If she died prematurely, he would have left. The First Regal of Warrop was a tough man at the best of times. Garret didn’t want to see him angry… especially in person. 

“She remains in her bed,” the source said. 

“And the humans?”

“They flew off.”

Garret sighed in relief at the news. “That’s good. Without Barve.” It also meant that he needed to prepare for the Racers’ arrival. He hated Preston and that damned grandson of his. They were trying to ruin everything. “Good.”

The Velibar shook his head, tentacles flopping to the side. “No, First Regal. I do not think it is.”

“Explain.” Garret was growing tired of the conversation. He had places to be.

“Rumor has it they learned of the Ghast Root.”

Garret froze. “I locked those files up! At the source, here on Dutis.”

“Someone cracked your code. They are intending to return to Warrop with the antidote.” His spy looked worried, and rightfully so.

Garret leaned closer to the screen. “Listen closely. If Arlo Lewis arrives with the Ghast Root, it’s your job to kill Davic Barve.”

“I… they’ll kill me.”

“Do you understand?” Garret stood, and the man nodded. 

“Fine. I will do it for the sake of the Word, and our First Ruler,” he said. 

“I am the First Ruler!” Spittle flew from Garret’s mouth, and he could feel his face turning red. 

“Yes, my liege. It will be done.”

Garret ended the call and placed a palm on his chest, right over his heart. “Calm yourself.” He took ten long breaths and fell into his chair. This was fine. Good news after all. If Arlo found the root and they healed Davic, the spy would end the threat. And he doubted there would be enough time for them to mount an offensive against Dutis before the Heart of Thawing. 

“You’re going to be okay. Stay patient, Garret,” he whispered to himself. 

They’d come up empty-handed on the raids. His men told him stories of a robot defending one of the groups, allowing them to escape. Robots weren’t used as weapons, not on Earth or with the Velibar. This was concerning, but he’d secured a familiar ship in the process. It was clearly human built. Garret had flown a hauler a few times in his youth. 

No one had seen or heard from them or their robot in the days since, but everyone was on the lookout. If they were out there, they would eventually come for Preston. 

But he was locked up tight. It would take an army. 

Garret Breaker smiled. Perhaps he could entice them. End the threat before they attacked and attempted to free Preston. 

He hit a few buttons on his screen. “Bring me Catarina Kelley,” he told his assistant. 

If this group knew Preston well enough, they’d want to use someone to bring him information. She would make the perfect bait. 

 

____________

 

The Mites were everywhere. Scrabbling, clawing their way out of the hole in the roof. I kicked one in the face, and it cried as it plummeted into the church. Another replaced it, and I shot the thing in the leg. 

“Kira, I’m coming!” I tripped on a buckled section of the rooftop and nearly fell over the edge myself. My helmet banged against the stone, and there she was, grasping with all her strength. Mites were stacked on top of one another, climbing like a sick pyramid. Their appendages swiped for her, and Kira’s legs were lifted, struggling to avoid contact. 

Her eyes were wild with fear. “Where are the others?” 

“They left,” I told her. It did little to calm her. 

I spun and fired at the incoming Mites, striking a few in the torsos and scaring the rest back. We didn’t have much time. The Mites below Kira were closer. 

“I’m going to pull you up!” I called over the enemy’s screams. They were angry, and the entire horde shrieked as one. 

I took her hand, clutching it with both of mine. She kicked off the wall, and her foot slipped. One of the Mites was high enough to slice at her with a sharp claw. It struck her leg. She stared me in the eyes. I didn’t have a choice. I let go of her with my right and grabbed the gun, firing at the attacking Mite. It splattered, falling on its friends below. Her suit was punctured, and her blood began dripping over the boot. 

“Incoming!” Holland’s voice sounded into my ear, and I spotted Pilgrim arriving. Luther incinerated the Mites on the base of the church and swooped low, coming to hover beneath Kira. I let her go, setting her down on the top of the Racer, and leapt over the ledge, almost tumbling off the wing of the ship. 

A few brazen Mites decided to take the dive as well, jumping from the roof and onto Pilgrim. Kira and I stood our ground as Kole took off slowly. We shot at the Mites until they were all flailing toward the dirt. 

Kira hugged me closer, our helmets bumping into one another. “You saved me, Hawk.” Her pink eyes were lit up with emotion. 

“Don’t sweat it,” I said. 

I spotted the Racers meeting alongside Pilgrim, and we crouched, trying to stay planted on the ship as it flew for the water. 

We went above the surface, heading for the west edge, far from the Mites’ nest. We landed a few minutes later, and we slid off the wing, settling on the pebbled beach. 

Luther ran from Pilgrim and shoved me. “That was a stupid move, Arlo.”

“You’d have done the same thing,” I told him, and he shrugged. 

“Holland, thanks, buddy,” Kira said, punching my SeaTech pilot in the arm. 

“That was some fast acting. I appreciate the help.” I shuddered, picturing the Mites. “We have to locate Jamilo and scram.” I stared in the direction of the village, hoping the Mites weren’t nearby. 

The lake didn’t start for a hundred yards or so, and I walked closer while Thom escorted Kira onto her ship to give her medical attention. 

“Where are you, Jamilo?” I asked. 

Varn and Jade joined me, and we watched the water while Luther, Aster, and everyone else kept guard in case the Mites mounted another assault. 

An hour passed with no sign of Jamilo. I was about to suggest one of us enter with our suits on, when the water began to ripple a few feet out. Jamilo emerged, and she shook off the water as she walked toward us. Her expression was blank, and I couldn’t get a read on her. 

“Did you find it?” Jade asked.

She remained stoic and finally cracked a smile. Pieces of seaweed clung to her bald head, and she wiped them off. Jamilo reached into her armor and pulled a plant from it. “I found the Ghast Root.”

Jade ran to her, hugging the woman. “Nice work.”

“What did I miss?” Jamilo asked. 

“Not much,” I lied. “We’re ready to go.”

An hour later, we were safe from Coplia, flying for Warrop with our prize. 

 

____________

 

It was a week since we’d departed with the root, and Elam Barve finally agreed to see me. We’d been back for three days, and had given them the Ghast Root the moment we landed. Thom worked diligently, cautiously optimistic he’d be able to succeed, but so far, we hadn’t been filled in. All of our team took the time off to investigate Hibrea, and I was beginning to enjoy the Velibar culture more and more. 

“Where’s Kira?” Kole asked. 

“I think she and Jade went to a performance, or that’s what it sounded like. I’ll admit, these Velibar have a lot more in common with humans than I’d ever have anticipated,” I told the Oasis pilot. 

We wore casual clothing: dark brown pants hemmed to fit, with thick sleeveless shirts custom-tailored for humans. Luther, Varn, and Holland trailed behind us, arguing over where we should go for lunch. 

“I want to thank you for bringing me along,” Kole said. 

“You volunteered, and I was grateful for the support,” I admitted. 

Kole was slightly taller than me, and he turned, blocking the sunlight. “I mean it, Hawk. I didn’t treat you well during the Race. Hell, I would’ve done anything to see you out. It was kind of an unspoken deal between all the participants. SeaTech was the one team we couldn’t let win.”

I smiled. “I knew that. But it didn’t work.” I patted him on the shoulder and kept walking. 

“You’re not kidding. Without you at the finish line, things might have evolved differently,” he said. 

I imagined Preston and the gateway. “Maybe not as badly as we’d first thought.”

“I know it’s easy to get caught up in this, but Hawk, the Velibar are still our enemy.” Kole spoke low so none of the others could hear us. 

“They don’t have to be,” I said. 

“Are you kidding? Humans can barely keep it together independently. How will this succeed?”

“It will.” I had some level of confidence that it would, as long as Preston took the throne and Octavia didn’t screw us over at home. 

“I’m glad you believe it. Maybe you’re right.” Kole didn’t seem sold on the idea. 

“Hawk, keep your eyes peeled. Nine o’clock,” Varn hissed from behind us. I glanced in that direction, where armed palace guards approached. 

“Arlo,” one of them said. 

“That’s me.”

“Come with us.” 

It didn’t seem like I had a choice. A short time later, we were at Barve’s fortress, and his wife, Molor, met me at the bottom of the main entrance’s staircase. Her joy was unmistakable. “She’s awake.”

I sighed and followed her up the steps, joining her at Davic’s bedroom. The Velibar healer was just leaving, and he whispered something to Davic’s mother before departing with his chin held high. 

The First Regal sat at his daughter’s bedside, clutching her hand in his. He glanced at me, eyes wet with relief. “Arlo Lewis. I’d like you to meet Davic Barve.” 

She looked so much better, her skin returned to the proper color, her tentacles plump and damp. “It is a pleasure to meet you,” Davic spoke in English. 

“Likewise.” 

She was sitting up in the bed. “My father told me what you did. How you discovered the cause and antidote. You have the unwavering support of the Warrop.”

Elam’s brow furrowed, but he kept silent. 

“I appreciate it.”

“We will join you at Dutis,” Davic said. 

“Don’t be hasty, my daughter,” Elam Barve told her. “You’ve only begun to heal.”

“I’m fine. Preston Lewis needs us, and you promised Arlo our assistance. You also pledged your support to Preston before any of this happened. I should have expected you to go, with me alive or not,” Davic reprimanded her father. 

He laughed, and nodded slowly. “Okay. We will let you rest for another day, then make the trek to Dutis.”

I tried to do the math, and guessed we’d reach the planet a week before the Heart of the Thawing. Cutting it close. 

I thanked them for their support and left the family to celebrate. 

The others arrived at the palace, and I told them the good news. One more day on Warrop, and we were leaving for the Velibar capital. 

It was time to see this through. 

 

____________

 

Bryson pressed the digital scope to his eye. The courtyard was quiet at this late hour. He marked the pair of sentries’ position, and continued to scan the area. Terol Vob was beside him, and his sources suggested Catarina might be walking here tonight. 

Apparently, she had a visit with friends for dinner on her schedule, and this was the most direct path to the First Ruler’s palace. Bryson found the structure inspiring. The lake around it made a ground assault challenging, especially with a single path in. But with modern technology and spaceships, he didn’t know why that mattered. The place was aged, from another era, but if he paid attention, he could see drones in the air. Terol’s sensors revealed invisible cameras mounted along the bridge and castle. They were watching. 

Garret Breaker spent most of his time here, though no one had officially accepted his announcement to accept the First Ruler’s throne. He wasn’t allowed in the throne room, not without escorts from each Regency, and Bryson assumed this infuriated the power-hungry man. He was as bad as Frank Under, and would be disposed of just the same. 

Bryson kept watch and spotted the others from Terol’s group on the roof of the adjacent building. 

This wasn’t a rescue mission. Not tonight. 

“If she comes close, why can’t we grab her?” Bryson asked. 

“Because it’s likely a trap,” Terol replied. “Breaker is no fool. This information would not be leaked otherwise. He sent that regiment against us at the farm. He’s hoping to draw us out.”

Bryson agreed it was quite feasible, but he’d also been waiting to see his wife for almost twenty years. 

A light blinked from the other rooftop. They were signaling their sighting of Catarina. 

Bryson lifted the scope to his eye and waited. 

Four gigantic armored Velibar walked down the bridge, heading for the sentries. A woman strode between them. She glanced around as if nervous. He zoomed again, and his heart ached inside his chest. 

“Cat…” he whispered. She was there. In the flesh and blood. Almost close enough to call for. He desired to alert her of his presence. To declare his love, literally from the rooftops, but he couldn’t endanger her like that. 

Bryson started to move, and Terol clasped his wrist. “No, Bryson. Not today. Soon.” 

This had to be sufficient. Seeing that she was alive and well. Her hair was shorter, her face as beautiful as ever. He’d spent so many years staring at pictures of her, but they paled in comparison to the real thing. 

Bryson didn’t see any hiding armies of Velibar waiting for them. Maybe Terol was wrong about the trap. If he could just…

She turned, gazing directly at the building he was perched atop. 

Without thinking, Bryson rose, waving his arms. “Catarina!”

She froze, and the guards scrambled in formation. She tried to peek past them, but they overshadowed her.

“You fool. You’ve given us away.” Terol was angry, running from the ledge. He barked orders in Berio, and a city transport they’d procured lowered nearby. 

Bryson remained, staring at Cat. He lifted a hand and saw her do the same. She knew it was him. 

“Come here!” Terol shouted, and Bryson finally snapped out of it. The drones were flying toward the rooftops, and he dashed away, jumping into the transport as it raised. 

Terol fired at the incoming drones, and they tore from the courtyard near the First Ruler’s palace. 

Catarina was alive. And she’d seen him. 

“When can we get her?” Bryson asked Terol. 

He grimaced, continuing to shoot at the trailing enemy-controlled drones. “Soon enough.”

 

 

 

THIRTEEN

 

Warrop was the only Velibar Regency that was okay with traveling at faster than light. Some, like Jamilo, were religiously opposed, but when their leader Elam Barve, a man they all trusted with their lives, made the order, they obeyed. I was aware they were also committing to him with their eternal souls, and that was more power than any being should hold. 

Jade and I elected to travel to Dutis on Barve’s own private Squid. Holland took the reins of Pilgrim, and Luther promised to keep him safe should anything go wrong. We didn’t foresee any delays, but it was impossible to anticipate something unexpected occurring. 

We’d set foot on a Squid before, and this time, it was far less disconcerting than the derelict one we’d happened upon before Refuge. Recalling Trid and Zonrial’s deception angered me as I walked through the corridors with Jade. 

Our fleet had left Warrop a week ago, and Barve had finally agreed to grant us an audience. He was in the middle of preparing his speech and directives for his people when we arrived at Dutis. I had the feeling that Barve, while appreciative of our part in healing his daughter, didn’t enjoy consorting with humans. 

His private office was located above the bridge, and we stood at the entrance, facing a female guard. She granted us access without comment, and we found the First Regal seated near a screen. It showed the stars in the distance, cast from one of the hull’s many cameras. He stared at them, as if anticipating a secret message might appear. 

“Elam,” I said softly. 

He broke his gaze, signaling the chairs across from him. “Sorry. I was taking a moment to myself.”

“I assume you are constantly requested,” I told him. 

“The role is demanding.”

“Do you ever miss life before the position?” Jade asked. 

He paused before answering. “I haven’t thought about that for some time. I’ve been First Ruler for twenty-seven years.”

“Your people support you.” I noticed two glasses on a table between us, and I grabbed one, pouring from the pitcher. It was a sweet drink the Velibar favored. 

“It took years to gather their fealty. Our loyalty is earned over time. It’s another reason they will not accept an outsider as the First Ruler,” he said. 

“But the Word…” Jade stopped.

“The Word is misinterpreted.”

“You said you’d support Preston for the throne,” I reminded him. It was the whole reason we’d delayed to visit Warrop first. 

“I will. But only because I think a change is necessary.”

“And the fact that Preston promised Davic she’d replace him at Biks has nothing to do with it?” I didn’t intend it to sound like an insult, but the words came across like one. 

“What would you say if I went to Earth, and one of your people declared me CEO of a Primary?” he asked. 

I shrugged. “I’d probably wonder what kind of back-room deal was arranged.”

“And then, the Board decides that isn’t enough, and they put me in charge of everything. Lead Chair, I believe you call it.” Barve spoke with care and purpose. 

“They’d never stand for it.” I understood what he was doing. 

“And how would the humans respond?” He stared at me, but it was Jade that answered. 

“Our population is easily manipulated, but they’d fight a Velibar in charge. Ten generations of corporate domination has taken the fire out of them, but not all of it. The only one that resisted was Eclipse and her allies, and she’s dead.”

“How'd she die?” Barve asked.

“I … killed her,” I muttered. 

“Arlo’s not giving you the entire story. When we left for Refuge, she went rogue. Assaulted our own outposts, and conspired with the Velibar to betray us. She was a traitor, even if she might have had the right idea. She executed it poorly.” Jade’s expression was soft, as if to assure me. If I hadn’t killed her, Primary City would have been destroyed, and a lot of innocent people would have perished as a result. 

“Tell us about the Word. Who do you pray to?” I’d read some of the details, but it was unclear even in the information we’d been sent. 

“We praise an idea, not a person. It is said that our people came from the ocean of a distant planet, Yonvel.” Barve’s voice lowered as he took on the role of storyteller. 

“Not Dutis?” I asked. 

“No. Dutis was where we rebuilt after Yonvel was destroyed by a meteor. Space travel was new to us, and only a few hundred escaped with their lives. One of those was a man named Rolf Woden.”

I recalled the name in my readings, but I didn’t interrupt him. 

“Rolf led my ancestors to Dutis, without navigation or reasoning. He did it by instinct and found a world we could inhabit safely. There was no explanation but divine intervention. When they set foot in the oceans, just off what would become Ollisa, he spoke of visions and wrote them down, starting the Word. He continued scribing them until his death. He saw four Regencies, and named them before we ever attempted to leave Dutis. It was a thousand years before we found Biks, predetermined by him.”

“How do you mean, predetermined?” Jade asked. 

“He drew maps in the stars. He observed constellations in the skies, as if he were planted on their surface. For each Regency.” Elam Barve said this proudly, as if he was connected to Rolf Woden in a deep and ethereal manner. “That’s how we knew his Word was testament.”

“But you don’t praise him?” Jade asked. 

“No. He was but a vessel for the divine. A powerful conduit from the stars. Despite this, he was dubbed the First Ruler, and the role has continued ever since. He was described as a caring man, a great listener, and abhorred violence. Many of his writings were warnings. Parables of what might happen to our people. In my opinion, they have been misused for most of the Word’s existence.”

“Including the one about losing your soul by traveling faster than a star’s light,” Jade said. 

“Correct. He merely stated that to attempt to outrun a star, you were losing yourself in the process.” Barve picked up his own glass and drank from it. “We created the First Regals as a result of Rolf’s visions, prior to discovering all four planets. Equar was the last to be found, which means some of our people give them the lowest viability.”

“That might work in our favor,” I suggested. 

“Where does the outsider part come in to play?” Jade reached for her earrings. 

“It is said that Rolf woke in the middle of a restless sleep, went to the ocean, and didn’t return for one month. When he did come home, his eyes were paler, his skin darker. He spoke in another voice. An outsider visiting Dutis. He would bring change during an important era. That is what the First Ruler was suggesting when he named Preston Lewis Oleth Con’s replacement.” Elam sighed deeply.

“He was your friend,” Jade whispered. 

“And the First Ruler killed him for nothing. Just to make a point. To alter our people’s trajectory. He was growing bored and knew he would die of old age soon. This would be his legacy.”

“But he didn’t expect to die near Earth.” I recalled the Squid being destroyed. Little did we know at the time that the enemy’s leader was on board, and that Preston was letting him be killed. 

“No. He did not. He was arrogant. Not worthy of the title of First Ruler. But he was powerful, and all feared him.”

Jade shifted her questioning. “Can you explain the Heart of the Thawing?”

“When the First Ruler dies, the ceremony for replacement is always on that date. Whether it’s nearly a full cycle away or one day.” Barve drained his glass and set it down. “The last ten times have been peaceful, with all parties in agreement.”

“And if the Velibar had never met a human?” I asked. 

“It would have gone to Oleth.”

“That’s why he was killed,” Jade said. “To make Preston the lead candidate.”

“I suppose so. The Heart of the Thawing takes place at the tip of the continent, where the lakes are frozen for most of the year. The thaw happens over a month, and the date of commencement occurs in the middle of that. The ice vanishes, setting a new cycle, and we name a new First Ruler.” 

“And if we arrive with you supporting Preston? What happens then?”

“It will be us against Tarre and Equar.”

“It sounds like we should be primed for the win,” Jade said. 

“I fear it will not be as simple as that. Garret Breaker is a dangerous man. If I didn’t know better, he has Velibar blood in him.” Barve’s eyes twitched. 

I knew he was exaggerating, but the comment struck me as complimentary. I couldn’t wait to arrive. I wished we’d received word from Bryson, but so far, nothing had made it through. R11 was on strict orders to fill me in the moment that changed. 

“There may be something that shifts our odds. The First Ruler expected to take Earth and make it another colony. It is very important.” Barve glanced at me, and I could sense something was wrong. 

“What is it?”

“I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but Rolf Woden foresaw a fifth Regency.”

My stomach clenched, and I glanced at Jade. She clearly read between the lines like I had. “That’s not possible.” The word barely escaped her lips. 

“But it is.” Barve reached for a tablet and typed on it before sliding it across the table. “This is from the original Word.”

The constellations were drawn, the paper beige and creased like parchment. “That’s Orion. There’s Ursa Major.”

“The Word spoke of another planet, one we wouldn’t name a Regal for until it was discovered.”

“Earth,” I whispered. 

“That’s correct.” Barve grabbed the tablet. “Earth is the fifth Regency.”

 

____________

 

It was difficult to recall the days in this cell. Preston had done his best to keep track, and he estimated another three weeks until the Heart of the Thawing. He wasn’t being mistreated, exactly, but it was obvious Garret meant to break him. It wasn’t working. He’d spent too much time worrying about the future since they’d encountered Oleth Con near Proxima. Preston was done with that part of his life. 

He stretched his back and lowered to the floor, doing a series of push-ups. Sweat dripped from his brow after a while, and he kept at it, only stopping when he had no strength left in his arms and shoulders. He moved to the wall, setting his feet at the base. He did crunches, firming his midsection. When that was finished, and he couldn’t lift himself, he went through a rigorous series of stretches. He held poses, letting the fascia of his muscles loosen. When he was finished, he lay down, eyes closed, and he breathed deeply in an attempt to stay centered. 

Garret Breaker wanted to mess with Preston, but he was doing the opposite. He’d never felt more alive, more prepared to take anyone on, than in this moment. 

Preston stood up and stripped off his clothes. The water was cool, but he stepped into it, walking down the slick submerged stairs into the pool. His thoughts drifted to the Velibar and where they’d come from. He imagined what it had been like to be Rolf Woden, sinking into the ocean of Dutis and having visions of his people’s future. 

How would Arlo take it when he found out Preston’s plans for Earth? Would he be proud of Preston? Angry that he’d been left out of the loop? He’d promised his grandson that Earth would be safe, but he hadn’t mentioned adding it as a Regency. Preston hadn’t been certain it was necessary, but now he was. Especially if Elam Barve didn’t come in his support. 

Everything was more difficult with Jarm Plosor struggling to sway the vote in his favor. Equar had no loyalty. Preston would remember that. He’d come to Dutis with the sole purpose of taking the throne to ensure Breaker didn’t get it, but now Preston thought he was wrong. There was another means to prevent his old commander from becoming First Ruler, one that didn’t see himself as the Velibar leader. It was incorrect to think a human could take the position, and he knew it. 

It sounded like the door’s lock fell to the ground in the hallway, and Preston glanced over, expecting someone to deliver his dinner. Instead, Catarina slunk in, her face covered by a cloak’s cowl. 

“Cat…”

“I don’t have much time.” Preston swam to the pool’s edge. Her gaze darted nervously as she flipped the hood off. 

“What is it?”

“I saw Bryson. I swear it was him. His voice… he called my name. I think Breaker was using me as bait, trying to trick your supporters into showing themselves.”

“Can you contact them?” Preston asked. He climbed out and gathered his own robe, throwing it over his dripping body. 

She shook her head. “He’s watching me.”

Preston pointed at the door. “How did you get here?”

“Someone owed me a favor. I won’t be able to return. I don’t know what I should do.”

“It’s your husband,” he said. “Find him. Say I’ve changed my mind. Jarm Plosor is planning on usurping the throne from Breaker. Let my supporters know I’ll be backing him.”

She stepped away from Preston, her expression full of disbelief. “How could you?”

“Trust me. Just let them know. And if word happens to slip to Breaker in the process, so be it,” he whispered. 

She smiled. Cat nodded and retreated to the exit. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. It’s not your fault. Get to Bryson. He’ll be able to help, but accomplish this discreetly. By any means necessary,” Preston said. 

She smirked one last time, and it faded as she waved. “Goodbye.”

The door closed, and he was left alone with his thoughts.

 

____________

 

“Barve has a hundred Squids,” Varn said from the bridge of his Racer. “How subtle will this be?”

“I think that’s the point, Varn,” I said. All the Racers were linked to our computer. “You’ll each have to dock in one of the Squid…Barges.” I had to watch what I said around the Velibar, especially since so many of them spoke our language. 

“Fine. We’re putting our faith in your judgment, Hawk,” Varn grumbled. The others seemed content with the idea of remaining inside a Barge upon entry to Dutis. 

“Why should this Breaker guy allow the First Regal of Warrop access when he likely imprisoned your grandfather?” Kira asked. 

“That’s true, Arlo,” Holland said. He was with Luther on the screen, and they both looked apprehensive about exiting FTL. 

“Warrop is the oldest Regency. The people would revolt. I’m beginning to understand the Velibar’s unwritten rules.” I wanted to expand on Earth being foreseen as a fifth Regency, but this wasn’t the moment. I’d do that once we were settled on the Velibar world.  

“If you say so. Everyone good, then?” Varn asked them.

I checked. “Lina? Kole? You’ve both been quiet. You on board?” 

Lina opened her mouth as if to respond, and stopped herself. 

“Go ahead. Open mic night,” I said. 

She finally caved. “Why haven’t we heard from Bryson?” 

I glanced at Holland’s feed, watching as he squinted into the camera. “Could be any reason.”

At the end of the meeting, they agreed to dock with discretion, and we dropped from FTL, allowing the Racers to fly to gain position. Elam didn’t think it would bode well to show all our cards, and coming with humans might damage his odds. He would let his loyalties reside close to his chest before the Heart of the Thawing took place.

I also worried what would happen when Equar and Tarre realized that he’d snuck in our fleet of Racers. It would be chaos, but hopefully, we’d have gathered our support on Dutis by then. 

My crew joined Davic on the bridge. Luther and Jade stuck with Holland at the edge, quietly talking while I waited for Elam to arrive. He came five minutes later, looking uneasy at what they were about to do, but his daughter was calm, her expression confident. 

The First Regal of Warrop sent a communication to his large fleet. “Are we in position?” 

“We have green lights from everyone,” Davic informed him. 

“Good. Let’s move in,” Barve said. 

We were a few hours from arriving in-system, but we suspected there would be scouts placed all around Dutis. Something was bothering the First Regal, and I wanted to know what it was.

“Elam,” I said, using his first name. 

He stared at the viewscreen as the Barge preceded us at regular in-system speeds. 

“Elam?”

He broke his gaze, and his tentacles twitched. “Arlo.”

I was growing more anxious by the second. “What’s the matter?”

He glanced at his daughter. “I received a transmission from the surface the moment we dropped from FTL.” 

“And?”

“It’s said that there’s a warrant for my arrest,” he told me quietly, so no one else could overhear. 

“Can they do that?” I inquired. 

“No. Only the First Ruler has that authority, but he wouldn’t arrest me. He’d kill me. That was our understanding.”

“But there can’t be a First Ruler named. Not until the Heart of the Thawing, correct?” I reiterated. 

“That’s accurate, but we’re playing by someone else’s rules now. Breaker and Plosor have been here for two months, spreading lies to suit their needs. We’re not in the same game.” He flexed his hands and stood taller. “It’s time we change tactics too. I will not be discouraged by a puny human and a spineless First Regal.”

“That’s the spirit,” I whispered. 

We laid out our options as we flew closer to Dutis.

 

 

 

FOURTEEN

 

Preclude sneaked through the alleyways, moving past the hundreds of slumbering Velibar nestled in their homes. He’d already been alone for several weeks, trying to accomplish each step in his intricate plan. Bryson would be upset he’d abandoned them, but it was necessary. 

When he’d first linked with the Velibar central network, he’d been astounded by their rich history, mostly their technological evolution. On the outside, their society seemed far behind where they should have been by now, but he knew the truth. They were stifled by their governing bodies. 

He found evidence of the faster than light notations being added to the Word, the verses adjusted to accommodate a past First Ruler’s ideas. If the people spread too far out, they would lose control. 

Preclude thought their concerns were well-founded. It was the same thing the humans had done. The Board had obtained FTL technology long before they shared it. By containing it, they kept the Corporations on a short leash. This was no different. 

No matter what organic races were present, Preclude estimated within 89% that they would all have gone through a similar event during their tenure. He’d devoured the information in minutes and had learned details of two dozen other alien races with similar capabilities. The Velibar had encountered many over the years: some peacefully, while other meetings had ended with bloodshed. 

The thing that astounded him the most was the references to the fifth Regency. The moment he saw the drawings of the constellations predicted from this distant Regency’s surface, he’d known. This Rolf Woden had foreseen Earth as a colony for his people. Preclude was a scientific creation, based in equations, facts, and experience. 

Something about the prophetic words rang familiar to him. What was Preclude, if not a prophet himself? Was he not made to evaluate and predict outcomes? He mused on this as he dashed through the dark shadows along the alleyway. The Biks palace was guarded well, and he stopped, watching the sentries using his zooming feature. He captured their faces with night vision analyzers, and ran them through his internal database. They were both guards under Equar’s umbrella. 

Preclude rushed to the wall, waited for them to pass, and applied rough handholds to climb the fortress’ stone barrier. He scaled the top for a moment, surveying the area before dropping soundlessly to the ground. He was in a basic robotic model’s shell, but he’d made countless modifications to it. This model was far more advanced than anything the Board had ever authorized. It gave him many advantages. 

The moonlight was dim, the pale crescent hidden behind translucent clouds. Preclude used this to his advantage, slinking through the maze of buildings propped between the stone wall and the actual castle. He’d read there were over two thousand loyal Biks Velibar inside this area, and noticed how Tarre and Equar guards had been containing them since Preston Lewis’ arrival and subsequent capture. 

With just over a week until the Heart of the Thawing ceremony, there wasn’t much time. Preclude couldn’t delay his actions any longer. 

He observed five guards near the castle entrance. Every one of them looked bored. One slept while leaning against the stone archway. Instead of attempting to enter through there, Preclude looked up. He pointed his arm, and the hand shot from his wrist, the fingers spreading wide and reversing to act as a grappling hook. It caught on one of the lower turrets, and he checked the weight capacity. It would hold. 

Preclude reeled in the thin metal cable, hauling himself up. Under a minute later, he was on the rooftops, overlooking Ollisa. The man buried within him appreciated the view. Neil Cawdron always loved a cityscape at night. A few lights glimmered from the surrounding metropolis, but most were off at this strange hour. Four hours since the city had gone to bed, three before sunrise. It was the best part of the night to remain unseen. 

The Biks quadrant was less extravagant than the others, with a smaller footprint. Preclude had the blueprints downloaded, and he found the old access point right where it had been noted. A section of the roof hinged up, and he used excessive force to lift the weighted escape hatch. A chain snapped as he pulled on it, and inside he went, closing it quietly behind him. 

He was in. 

There were a few ways Preclude predicted the next week could go. Well, there were countless options, but four took the top 94%. If he found what he was searching for, Preclude was confident they could change the trajectory for the best possible outcome—for Earth, at least. That was his top priority. He’d promised to help Bryson Kelley and Arlo Lewis, and that was what he’d do. He’d spent far too many years in seclusion. When Ellie Post had discovered him, he’d been excited to be thrown into the fray. Her betrayal cut deeply. 

This room was stacked with metal crates, and he walked past them, heading to the doorway. Oleth Con was the previous Velibar in charge of this facility, and from what Preclude read, Preston Lewis hadn’t spent a lot of time here. He’d been kept under the First Ruler’s watchful eye. 

Preclude progressed with quiet assurance through the castle’s interior, pausing only to let a wandering Velibar guard slip by on their monotonous nighttime route. They were weary of this job. It was clear nothing ever happened, and Preclude could use that to his advantage. 

He slipped through the corridors, past the expansive dining hall, and eventually found what he was hoping to see: the Biks throne room. 

No one guarded the entrance. Preclude dropped two miniscule camera drones, letting them crawl under the door. He studied the information as it was fed to him. The room was dark and devoid of organic life. Preclude tested the handle and found it unlatched. 

He slipped into the throne room and started down the steps. The pool greeted him as he set his feet on the landing before it. The water was sixty-four degrees Fahrenheit. This robotic shell would be able to withstand over two hours submerged under the surface. He hoped he’d require only a fraction of that. 

Preclude stepped into the pool, his form vanishing below the surface. He sank to the bottom, a hundred feet straight down. It had to be here. There had been many clues left within the Dutis network, implying Biks held the key to solving his mystery. 

The AI robot skimmed the rocky pool floor and eventually located a boulder out of place. The metal eye hook was hidden under a stone that he overturned. If not for his sensors, he would have kept walking past it. 

Preclude crouched to one knee and tugged the ring. A secret door opened, and Neil’s memory smiled within the robot’s positronic brain. He stared at the box and closed the hatch behind him. 

 

____________

 

“I’m telling you, we have to blast them,” Zonrial said. 

Garret respected his advisors, but in the end, it was up to him to make the decision. “Trid, what do you say?”

Trid was subservient as ever. Garret didn’t trust the guy. The Darlor were a tricky bunch, always deceiving their partners. He’d done the same to Arlo Lewis a few months ago; why would his relationship with Garret be any better? 

“I agree with Zonrial,” he said. 

Of course you would. You two are lying in the same bed of deception. Garett glanced at the First Regal of Equar, anxious for the powerful man’s viewpoint. 

“Let them come. It will be useless,” Jarm said. 

“They have a hundred strong,” Garret reminded him.

“We have twice that.” Jarm was right, but fighting over the throne wasn’t going to be a great long-term solution. Garret needed the people of Dutis to fall in line, not plan a revolt. 

“We had this settled. What happened? Why is Barve here, and how did they travel this fast? Unless I’m mistaken, Warrop didn’t have any Stin gateway drones.” Garret walked across the room. Suddenly, his throat was parched. 

“They didn’t. He must have flown,” Jarm spat out. 

“Impossible. The Velibar are scared…” Garret stopped himself at one look from Jarm. “They respect the Word too much.” This week had been a trying one, especially after the rumors that Jarm planned to take the throne for himself. Garret was of half a mind to kill the man where he sat, but he required the support of Equar at the ceremony. 

“This changes everything. As much as I despise Warrop, they are respected by the people,” Jarm said. 

“But not when I announce Preston Lewis is the Kolunu. No one will be able to trust Biks after they think Preston is the biggest traitor in Velibar history.” Garret wasn’t as confident in his plan as he’d once been. 

“They will not believe you, Breaker. Come up with another idea.” 

Jarm was probably right, but Garret sensed his options were disappearing. “You should have killed Davic.” He recalled his spy on Warrop and how badly he’d failed, letting the First Regal’s daughter live after she’d recovered from her illness. 

“That’s why I say we fight.” Zonrial ran a palm over her horn and glanced at Trid. “Right?”

“Fight. It’s the only way,” Trid agreed. 

Garret Breaker, the First Regal of Tarre, had a decision to make as Warrop’s fleet entered their system. Preston Lewis remained imprisoned. Tarre and Equar together could still win the throne, but after the rumors of Jarm Plosor’s potential disruption at the ceremony, he couldn’t have faith in it. 

His spear leaned against the room’s door, and Garret walked to it, touching the sharp blade with his thumb. A spot of blood welled from his flesh, dripping down the pointed edge. 

“No. We don’t fight Warrop. Not like this,” Garret said. 

“Good call,” Jarm told him, his expression smug. 

Garret couldn’t let the throne slip from his fingers. The spear was up and flying across the room in the blink of an eye. It sliced through Jarm’s shoulder, pinning him against the wall. His chair slid out from under him, and he choked out a series of curses. 

Trid and Zonrial bounded from their seats, lifting their hands defensively. “Don’t worry. I won’t hurt you.”

Everyone thought Garett’s predecessor at Tarre had died peacefully, but Garret’s sleepless nights attested to the murder. One down, three to go. He smiled to himself, and caught the fearful looks on the faces of the three people in the room with him. 

“You wouldn’t dare end my life,” Jarm managed to say. 

“Wouldn’t I?” Breaker walked across the space, standing a few feet from Plosor. “Are the whispers true?”

The large Velibar man struggled to pull the spear from the wall, but it was lodged tightly. Blood seeped from the entry wound. “What do you think? Would I be a worthy ally if I hadn’t considered stepping past you for the throne?”

“I suppose not,” Breaker said. “Will you admit that you’re done with these foolish games?”

Jarm grimaced in pain and finally nodded. “I am here to serve.” His chin dropped in affirmation.  

Garret turned his attention to the pair of Refuge leaders. “Don’t tell a soul what transpired today. We go to greet Warrop in peace. Make them feel like this is going to be a democratic ceremony.” Trid and Zonrial nodded, scurrying from the room. 

Garret placed a foot beside the other First Regal and pulled the spear free. The man tumbled to the floor, groaning in agony. 

He kept the spear in his hand and hit the comms for his personal Barge. “Relin, come at once. We have somewhere to be.”

 

____________

 

“There has to be a trick up his sleeve,” I said. The fact that Breaker had greeted us by himself was astounding, and went against everything I’d assumed about the man. Even Elam Barve seemed unsettled by the turn of events. 

We stayed on the side of the bridge, avoiding being caught on camera, while Barve and his daughter wore full armor, the First Regal holding his spear. They looked ceremonial, but I’d heard firsthand how deadly they could be from my grandfather. 

“Welcome to Dutis, First Regal. I am Velibar, and here to serve,” Garret Breaker said. I’d only seen him in old video feeds, and he wasn’t the same man. He was tall and thin, with slicked graying hair and a distrustful smirk on his face. 

Elam didn’t waste any time. “Why are we even talking?”

“It would be uncouth for us to avoid the vote at the Heart of the Thawing. Did you forget tradition, First Regal? Or does Warrop no longer consider itself part of the Velibar?” 

Barve didn’t stand for the slight. “Do not preach to me about being Velibar, human!” The spear clattered to the bridge floor as he strode closer to the screen. “Where is Preston Lewis?”

“Preston was a scourge on our people. I have detained him for—”

“You will set him free.”

“Or what?” Garret asked. 

Elam glanced at us in the shadows, and smiled at the human greeting him. “Did you know that there was once a dispute over the throne?”

The change of pace seemed to throw Breaker. “I’ve never heard that.”

Davic stepped beside her father, looking as healthy as any Velibar I’d ever seen. “Actually, Father, there were over a dozen recorded disputes, but they were hidden from the people. Every single throne transfer of the First Rule was deemed peaceful, at least to the public eye.”

We all knew that Davic had contracted her near-death illness because of the man in front of them. 

“We can settle this instance unanimously as well. Concede all interest in the title, and I’ll take it. No one has to bleed,” Garret said smugly. 

I wanted to wipe that grin off his face. 

“No. I don’t think so, Breaker. Release Preston into my custody. We will see you at the ceremony in a week. When the votes are cast, we might even let you live,” Barve said forcefully. 

Garret’s amused expression vanished in an instant. “I will not allow—”

“We are coming to the palace. All one hundred of our Barges. I expect Preston—”

“And Catarina,” Holland argued from the sidelines, and Barve paused, clenching his big jaw. 

“—And Catarina Kelley to be present.”

“Are they with you?” Breaker asked. 

Barve didn’t crack. “To whom do you refer?”

“I heard the humans went to Warrop,” Breaker continued. 

“Why would you have received that information, First Regal?” Davic asked innocently. 

Garret Breaker swallowed and waited. “I like to know what’s going on…”

“You’ve overstepped your place, Breaker. We are arriving in an hour. If Preston is not there, Dutis will be a war zone.” Barve ended the call, cutting off a retort from Breaker. He turned to Davic. “Make the jump in FTL. We’ll beat him to Ollisa. Tell the fleet.” He left her in charge and strolled over to us. 

“How do you think that went?” Luther asked him. 

“We’ll find out when we reach the palace.” 

“You did well,” I assured Elam. 

He finally broke into a grin. “I haven’t had this much fun in years. I’ve been spending all my time amongst my own. Perhaps a little adventure is what the healer ordered.”

“I’m glad someone’s enjoying themselves,” Holland said. “Do you think they’ll bring my mother?”

“Guess we’ll find out.” I had an idea. “Let me pick them up in the Racer.”

“Can’t see the harm in that.” Barve exited the bridge. 

“Let’s go to Pilgrim. With any luck, we’ll have my grandfather out of custody in under an hour.”

 

 

 

FIFTEEN

 

Preston Lewis guessed there was around a week before the resolution was upon them. He assumed he’d never be let near the Heart of the Thawing ceremony. To be fair, he had no idea why Breaker had allowed him to live this long. Maybe it was bad planning, or an engrained sense of loyalty to his previous captain, or to Earth itself. 

When the door opened and six Velibar soldiers entered, he said a silent prayer to anyone willing to listen. This was it. The moment he would be killed because of a distant alien race’s politics.  

The dread of his impending murder had kept him up at night, but now, as they gathered around him, ushering Preston from his cell, he was at peace with it. He’d lived a decent life. His years among the Velibar had been fulfilling, even if they were strange. He’d risen to a position of power in their system, and he’d been bested by his former commander. There was no way of predicting this. 

He walked slowly, savoring the freedom of the palace’s corridors. He inhaled, catching fresh air blowing in from high, open windows. It was much better than his murky cell walls. 

“Where are we going?” he asked the lead soldier, but the woman grunted, not responding. 

Their postures were stiff, their movements short and tight. Something was wrong. If they’d been bringing Preston to his death, he guessed they’d be calmer, more relaxed. These soldiers were coiled like a spring, ready to release. He kept quiet, trying not to show his excitement. 

They entered the palace foyer, which gleamed from polishing. The digital torches burned brightly, and he saw it was dawn. The distant sun had begun to creep above the horizon, and warm rays glowed over Ollisa. This was the Dutis capital. He stared at the ocean beyond, and imagined Rolf walking into the water, receiving his visions of the Velibar future. 

Preston stepped outside the confines of the palace for the first time since arriving at Dutis from Biks. He took a deep breath and found another six soldiers escorting another human into the courtyard. “Cat,” he whispered. 

The sound of the Barge engines carried to his ears as they broke through the high cloud cover above. There were so many, Preston lost count a few seconds later. 

He and Catarina were herded together at the center of the courtyard, and one of the women pressed a finger into his chest. “Stay here.” With that, she was off, leaving him and Cat by themselves. 

She gripped him tightly. “Are we going to die?”

Preston spotted the glint of the red and black Racer, and smiled widely. “Not today.”

The group of giant Velibar ships descended until the entire city was covered with the tentacled vessels. If they chose to attack, the capital could be reduced to a rubble pile with one simple order. 

Another craft sped in from the opposite direction. Preston watched with interest, feeling like something bad was about to transpire. The newcomer lowered faster than the larger Barges, and came to land a short distance from them. 

“Is that…” Catarina’s teeth were clenched, her eyes huge. 

“I don’t know who it is.” Preston began stepping toward the vessel as the ramp slid free. 

 

____________

 

Bryson rushed past the others, unable to stop his feet from moving. He nearly tripped as he sprinted from the ship.

“Catarina!” he shouted. 

They’d spotted her being escorted from the building, and Bryson had demanded they come for her, despite Terol’s objections. When he claimed to be allies with the incoming fleet, the rogue Velibar leader conceded. 

“Bryson…” His wife was beside another man, but Bryson ignored him, wrapping Cat within his arms. She melted into his shoulder.

“We can’t stay in the open.” It was Preston Lewis. If he hadn’t studied the footage at the end of the Race a hundred times, Bryson might not have recognized him. He was thinner; stronger too. His eyes were bright and anxious. 

Bryson watched his wife as she averted her gaze and stepped apart from him, despite them holding hands. Something blocked the rising sun from the courtyard, and Bryson saw the fear rise in Catarina’s eyes. 

“Don’t worry. They’re from Warrop. It’s Arlo,” he told her. 

“No. Not them.” She pointed, and he followed the trajectory. Countless ships rose in the distance. 

Ollisa was under attack. “That’s not Breaker’s fleet. It’s the Hidan, and Darlor! I think they have some Kvan among them as well.” Preston motioned them to Terol’s transport. 

The huge fleet sped toward Ollisa and the palace. What were they doing? They were supposed to be under Breaker’s control. If they destroyed the city, there would be no throne to sit on. 

A Racer flew overhead, and Bryson was startled to see it was his own creation, SeaTech Racer number eleven. Pilgrim was here, which meant that so was Holland. He was still in shock that Catarina was beside him, but they didn’t have time to react. 

The first Darlor fighter appeared, firing at the courtyard as they rushed up the ramp and into Terol’s ship. Dozens of Flyers were dropping from the Barges above, and Bryson held his breath, fully aware that this entire region was about to transform into a warzone. 

The doors sealed tight, and the ship’s floor rumbled as they took off, rising from the palace grounds. Bryson clutched Cat’s hand, dragging her to the bridge, where he stopped and turned to her. “Cat… I’ve missed you so much.” 

Her hand was cool, and she reached for his cheek. “I can’t believe it’s really you.”

She was as lovely as ever. “My memory doesn’t do you justice.”

“Bryson…” Their transport was struck, and Terol shouted to his crew. 

“We can talk later. Let’s strap in.” Bryson, Preston, and Cat clipped in, all sitting on the bench at the rear of the bridge while Terol began evasive maneuvers. 

“What’s the order, sir?” Terol asked, peeking at the bench. 

Bryson was about to give orders, when Preston’s voice carried through the bridge, loud and clear. “Flee the scene. If we’re going to save Earth and Dutis, we can’t be caught in this battle.”

They were struck again, and the ship lurched sideways before the balancers kicked on. Bryson watched through the viewscreen as more Flyers from Warrop joined the skirmish. The other Racers were in flight, blasting the new enemies from Refuge. 

Bryson glanced at Cat, and despite the terrible circumstances, he smiled. Even if he died today, he’d found her. He was with his wife.

 

____________

 

“It can never be simple, can it?” Luther shouted. 

We were under heavy fire. The Pursuers were in position, shooting at the undersides of the Squids. The fleet from Warrop was speedy in their response, and I was grateful that the Flyers weren’t coming for us.  

The Hidan vessels were fast, compact, and deadly. They reminded me of our Racers, but rounder, not as long, and they clearly packed enough firepower to put up a good fight. My Racers were trained, but only against the Flyers, not this new enemy. 

“Varn, report!” I called. His icon on the radar was moving erratically. 

“Trying to shake a tail. These guys are quick!”

“Brenner, how’s Fire?” I asked. 

“Took one down. Fran shot the release vents under the port wing. Blew her up,” Kole informed us. 

“Everyone hear that? Fire at the vents. Port side,” I relayed to the others. 

“Roger that, Hawk.” Kira let out a whoop. “I’m moving for their Pursuers. One of them is facing off with the First Regal’s Barge.”

I glanced at the radar and saw the single Darlor Pursuer moving for Barve’s Squid. No way. We hadn’t come this far to lose our biggest ally in the first ten minutes. I sped along with Kira in Trident, racing to intercept them. 

Jade had been quiet, and that meant she was finding trouble. “Jade, report!” I called as I barreled to the right, avoiding impact with one of the enemy fighters. Varn was on it a moment later, blasting the ship to pieces. 

“I’m picking up a strange emittance from the center of the city,” she said. 

“How strange?” I asked. 

“I don’t know. I’m not familiar with it,” she told me. 

“Could it be common on Dutis? We just got here,” I reminded her. 

“Maybe. I’ll keep an eye on it,” she said, and I concentrated on flying. There were a lot of distractions. The Barges were striking our enemies with crackling metallic tentacles. 

Garret Breaker had flown at in-system speed to greet us, and he was an hour from arriving home. It made me question whether he’d ordered this strike, or if it was his partner from Equar. It didn’t really matter if we were killed in the ambush. 

Seeing the Pursuers again woke something primal inside me. I hated Trid and his people for their betrayal. They’d used our vulnerability against us and had worked with Stin to attack Biks while we attempted to invade against my better judgment. They were wildcards. Probably freelance, working for whoever would offer them the most land or money.

“R11, are you ready?” I asked. 

“Yes, sir. I have the target locked,” the SeaTech robot replied. The communication went out to all of the Refuge commlinks, which we still had access to, and if it worked like Jade intended, it would block their contact with one another for ten minutes. 

We couldn’t find Stin, and there was the ever-present doubt about their loyalty in my mind. If these enemies fixed this bug we sent in, I would know for sure that we couldn’t trust Stin, because Jade swore no one else would be able to crack it. 

The Pursuer’s underside filled my viewscreen, and I continued toward it, with Kira slightly in the lead. She shot at the belly, and both our blasts absorbed into their shields. 

I glanced behind me, finding Holland staring at his dash. We’d seen his parents in the courtyard, before having to arc over them and into the fight. I couldn’t imagine what kinds of scenarios were going through his mind. 

“This isn’t working,” Luther said. 

“No. It is,” Jade answered. “Look at the north fleet.”

Their formation was breaking, allowing the Barges to take the advantage over the Hidan ships. There were a couple of massive Kvan transporters in the fray, and one of them exploded, sending shrapnel raining down on the city. 

“We need to move this fight. Bring it toward the ocean instead,” I muttered, and sent a message to Barve’s direct line. “Let’s lead these bastards from the city.”

“Agreed. Complying,” First Regal Elam Barve said. 

It was odd giving orders to the well-positioned Velibar man, but he didn’t object to my suggestion. Soon most of the Barges were directing away from the palace and toward the ocean, where the original First Ruler had once stepped foot. 

It was a sacred place. They would struggle to kill over it, but I wouldn’t. 

“Holland, how many are left?” I asked, trying to get him to respond. 

“Sorry, Arlo. We have forty Refuge vessels total. Twenty-one lost, and only three Barges destroyed,” Holland reported. 

That was still too many. Our allies from Warrop were going to be furious.

But there was no sense in worrying over it now. I had to stay focused. 

“R11, how much time on the communication blocking?” I asked. 

“Five minutes and forty-three—”

“Good.” I flew the Racer under the Pursuer and sped in front of it, with Kira mirroring my actions. I tagged her with the comms. “Trident, on three. One. Two. Three.” We released our latching detonators, the newly added feature, and the bombs thrust outward, easily passing through the shields. They were designed for this purpose, and we watched their choppy camera feed as they sank into the Darlor ship’s hull. 

I counted to ten in my head, and they exploded. The vessel was torn in half. A few seconds later, it crashed into the ocean. The fight had turned in our favor. The ships were departing, and I joined the other Racers atop the city as they pursued the last remaining fighters from the vicinity. 

“Should we chase after the bastards?” Varn asked me. 

“Let them go,” Davic chimed in from her Barge. “We added a locator chip. We’ll know where they went.”

“Nice move,” I whispered, watching their icons vanish as they shot out of the Dutis atmosphere and into space. 

We assembled our fleet and trailed the First Regal of Warrop’s vessel as he landed it near his own palace in one corner of Ollisa. People gathered in the streets, concerned about the strike they’d just witnessed. I doubted they’d ever had something of this magnitude occur on their own soil. I had to convince them that leaving Earth and anyone else out of their business was the best option—other than letting my grandfather lead them, of course. Even that was problematic. 

After spending time with Elam Barve, I figured Preston might be second-guessing his original plan. The First Regal of Warrop was composed, loyal, and strong-willed, probably the perfect candidate to replace the deceased First Ruler. 

Some of the Barges landed, while others rose high, hovering over the city protectively. I directed my Racers to the edge of the palace’s landing pads and set Pilgrim down. The rest of the Racers did the same, and we all exited, watching as more locals swarmed the bridge leading to Barve’s fortress. They shouted, upset by what they’d observed. 

That changed when Elam Barve stepped off his Barge and crossed the stone walkway toward the people. We went behind him, most of my fleet crew joining us. Davic walked proudly with her father, and he stopped to address the group. There were thousands of Velibar in the street. 

“People of Ollisa, your city has been under duress. Garret Breaker is the self-proclaimed First Regal of Tarre, yet his ascent is under question. He seeks the throne at the Heart of the Thawing, but I will not permit it!” His strong voice carried over the bridge, and I heard the muttering of the crowd as the people relayed his message farther into the city. A cheer erupted, and I caught enough of the words to understand their meaning. “First Ruler, Elam Barve of Warrop!”

“Where’s my father?” Holland asked, scouring the area with his hand above his eyes. 

“I hereby decree Garret Breaker a fraud, and a traitor to the throne!” Barve said, and the eruption of cheers drowned out my reply to Holland.

 

 

 

SIXTEEN

 

“We can’t reach them, and the Velibar have blocked all entry to the palaces,” Jade told us. She stood at the table’s end, signaling a 3D rendering of Ollisa. She was in her element here, going over the data and relaying important information to our group. 

“To say they’re upset is an understatement.” Luther threw a ball against the wall and caught it. Elam Barve stared at him in annoyance, but didn’t ask him to stop. Luther tossed it again. 

“What’s the move, First Regal?” I asked. 

He shrugged. “They have us cornered in our own city.”

“We could leave,” I suggested. 

“That’s an option, but they want answers. We’ve allowed these people to live on their own for too long. The First Ruler wasn’t close with the population, and they don’t trust the situation,” Davic said firmly. She frowned just like her father, but he didn’t seem to notice. 

“But all that support,” Varn said. “Surely Warrop is in their good graces.”

“You don’t understand the Velibar.” Barve put his elbows on the table. “They all support the First Ruler, in theory, but they have political ties to one of the Regencies. Those were only Warrop’s supporters. There are already thousands in the streets of Ollisa, demanding to see Garret Breaker. They believe in him, and want him to take the throne. I sense Jarm Plosor’s puppet strings behind these actions.”

I stood, and Kira’s pink gaze followed me from across the room. I smiled at the SeaTech pilot. We’d made a good team earlier. “Okay, let me get this straight. You decreed Breaker to be a conniving jerk, but the people still want him in charge.”

“It’s split fairly evenly. The Regencies will want a vote,” Davic told me. 

“Then they get a vote. Through the council, right? I thought Biks and Warrop were the oldest and most influential,” I reminded them. 

“Yes, but with Preston Lewis, a human, vying for the throne, Garret has let the rumor out that Preston is the Kolunu,” Barve said. 

“What’s that?” Holland inquired.

Davic was on her feet, walking up to Jade. “Rolf Woden was betrayed by him. It is the gravest of insults.” 

“From that many years ago? This keeps getting more complicated.” I sighed, wishing Preston was here with us. 

“What do we do?” Aster questioned.

“We go to the Heart of the Thawing as intended, but with Preston Lewis.”

“We haven’t found him yet,” Jade said. “Wait, Arlo, I’m picking up Capricious on my PersaTab.”

“Where?” She pinged the Tablet’s screen to the projector, and it showed a large building across Ollisa. “What is it?”

“The First Ruler’s private hangar,” Barve whispered. 

Varn cracked the knuckles on both hands. “Then we know where we have to go.”

“We saw Preston being rescued before the attack. I doubt he’s there, but I’d rather we didn’t leave my old ship behind,” I said. “Especially since it has a Loophole on it.” 

“What’s a Loophole?” Davic asked, and I filled her in on the wormhole that Bryson had managed to create back home. 

“Like a gateway,” she said, and I shrugged. 

“Basically. Only you don’t rely on Stin to access it, and also the drone network isn’t necessary,” Jade added. 

“But you do have to set the two coordinates.” Holland pointed in opposite directions. “You need to know where you’re going, and the Loophole must attach to your current location.” He moved his fingers together until they touched. “And you can travel through.”

“Bryson was supposed to send Octavia our locale,” I remembered, hoping he’d done that. 

“He would have.” Holland crossed his arms. “He had a plan.”

“Doesn’t he always?” Luther mumbled. 

Varn chuckled to himself. “It would be good if he shared them with the rest of the class.” 

I walked across the room and stared out the window. There were so many Velibar across the bridge. “Do you have a scope?”

Barve went to a desk and returned with a small single-lens device, passing it to me. 

I scanned the horizon, finding the same thing at each corner of Ollisa. “They are worked up. When’s the last time you’ve seen the people like this?”

Elam Barve stood behind me, watching the loyal crowds. “Never. They want a resolution.”

I weighed our options internally. We had to find Bryson Kelley, Jinx, and Preclude. Retrieving Capricious was also a priority: not only because she was my ship, but for the Loophole generator inside. If anyone—specifically, Garret Breaker—discovered this, it could be dangerous. And we, my grandfather, and Elam Barve had to be present for the Heart of the Thawing. 

“Jade, did you get a tag on Preclude?” I asked. 

“Not yet. I’m working on it, but it’s clear he doesn’t want to be discovered.” Jade typed on her Tab. 

All of my Racer captains watched me, waiting for their orders. “We break into the palace. I know it won’t be easy, but Capricious might be a good way out.”

“What about my parents?” Holland’s voice was low. 

“Stay with Davic. Use her intel to discover where they might have gone,” I suggested. 

“We’ll find them,” Luther assured our younger friend. 

I gave the orders. “Luther, Aster, with me.”

“And the rest of us?” Kole Brenner asked, clearly irritated he wasn’t selected for this covert mission. 

“Be prepared for anything. If we track Preston and Bryson, they might require an extraction. You and Lina can handle that.” I turned my attention to Varn. “You’re in charge. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t.” I jabbed a warning finger at his chest, but smiled at the same time. 

He laughed again. “Who, me?”

Jamilo shouldered her way past my teams. “I’d like to come with you.”

I glanced at Barve, who gave me a nod. “We’d like to have you along.”

With a plan ruminating, I felt slightly better, but I assumed breaching the palace wasn’t going to be a simple task. 

 

____________

 

Getting into the palace had been the easy task. Leaving would be another. Preclude hoisted the box out of the water and pushed it onto the stone landing. He peered around the room, ensuring he was still alone. When he was confident there was no one watching, he turned his attention to the metallic container. 

Why muddle words? It was a coffin. The very casket that Rolf Woden had been placed into after the Kolunu had killed him. Preclude had combed over every telling of this story, and was confident in his assumptions. Rolf hadn’t been murdered; yet somehow, he had been stored in the Biks throne room. Preclude had many questions. 

The coffin was sealed tightly, the edges welded closed to preserve the corpse. No one seemed to be aware that Rolf remained inside the palace. This information had vanished after a few thousand years, and now the details were buried so deeply behind the countless iterations of the Word that his location was but a distant rumor. 

But Preclude had taken the proper leads, sifting through millions of data points to arrive here, at this moment. He stuck out his pinky finger, and a torch appeared. The white-blue flame cut through the welds along the edge of the box. Preclude walked around it, breaking the seal in a complete circle. 

He was 98.4% sure of the outcome. It was as good a prediction as he could make. 

The distant human memories of Neil told him that defacing someone’s casket and corpse breached an ethical boundary, but he had no choice. Knowledge was vital. 

He lifted the top of the box and set it down gently beside him. The remains were well-preserved—too well. Rolf had been concealed for ages, underwater in this coffin, but he looked like a young Velibar. Preclude set a hand on the man’s chest. He touched the tentacles, finding them plump and soft. If this had been an organic being, there would be nothing but bones. 

He was correct in his assumptions. Rolf Woden had predicted things. Had seen visions from their future. Had estimated their expansion in the stars, and known outcomes no Velibar should be able to. 

Because he wasn’t a Velibar. He was an AI in Velibar skin. 

Preclude picked him up and sought to connect with the ancient robotic creation. 

 

____________

 

“We have to return to the city!” Preston demanded. 

Terol Vob stalked around the room. “We cannot. You witnessed the destruction those Refuge traitors were causing. Now the entire city is up in arms, demanding an end to this strife. There’s a chance you could be injured, or worse, if we return you to Ollisa.”

Preston was growing tired of fighting with this man. “Then bring me to Biks. Or Warrop.”

“We’ve been through this. I’m working on sending communications to Warrop, but it appears as if Garret Breaker has spies everywhere. He’s also hacked the entire network in the center of Ollisa, so he can see what everyone’s doing. One message to Warrop from here, and Tarre sends their Hidan fighters to bomb us. We have to wait it out. Get to the Heart of the Thawing.” Terol was a good man. Preston had met him on a few occasions and knew Oleth had really trusted him. 

Preston glanced at Bryson and Catarina. “Then I guess I don’t have a choice.”

They were in quiet conversation on the other side of the office. He watched their movements. They were uneasy in one another’s presence. Cat kept playing with her hair, tucking it behind her ears, like she did when she was nervous. 

Bryson moved his hands like he didn’t know what to do with them, but there was something else. A familiar comfort. Their eyes locked with one another. Their knees touched, a gesture that seemed mundane, but was a source of intimacy. 

Preston could sense the relief from Catarina. She was happy, extremely grateful to have her Bryson at her side. She laughed softly, and Bryson’s smile grew. Preston couldn’t hear them, but he didn’t need to. This was a love that had stood the test of time. 

“Are you listening?” Terol asked, and Preston realized he hadn’t been. 

“Sorry. I’m distracted. What were you saying?”

Terol sighed through his tentacles. “I’ve contacted everyone I could within our ranks to support you at the ceremony.”

“I thought it was a closed-door kind of event,” Preston said. 

“It is, but we have contacts on the council. They’re in tune with the people, and at this moment, they will be polling the crowds, trying to determine where their endorsement lies. The ceremony is usually only a formality, but I have a feeling this will be far different.”

“Will there be fighting?” Preston hoped not. The Velibar shouldn’t have more death on his behalf. The First Ruler had caused a stir by naming Preston First Regal. What had he truly been thinking? 

“It may come to that, but we hope it doesn’t.” Terol joined him, sitting beside him on the soft cushioned couch. “I know how close you and Oleth were. Thank you for being there at his end.”

“I caused it,” Preston whispered. 

“No. Breaker lied to you. He is the Betrayer, and we will never let him see the throne. If we keep him alive, he will be stripped of his title and status.” 

“Earth won’t welcome him back,” Preston said. 

Terol grunted his amusement. “Then we’ll find a nice position for him in the mines.”

“I don’t like sitting by like this. I’ve already been in a cell for a couple of months.” Preston was out of the palace but still felt confined. 

“It won’t be long. In a few more days, it will all be over.” Terol rose and went to the exit. “You will be named First Ruler with our unwavering support.”

Preston glanced at Bryson and Cat. “I’ve been wanting to discuss that with you. I have another idea.”

 

____________

 

Garret Breaker had never been so irritated in his entire life. 

Trid visibly vibrated with fear from his stance on the wall. The chains shackled his arms above his head, and Garret strode in front of him, trying to decide what to do with the man. “Why didn’t you listen to me?”

“We… we thought we could stop them. You didn’t want Warrop here!” Trid spat out. 

Garret struck him in the gut with the butt end of his spear. Trid tried to keel over, but the cuffs kept him upright. “You started a war… on top of my city!”

The people were outraged, and they blamed Garret, the First Regal of Tarre. Even his own supporters were starting to question his leadership. He’d passed on word that it was Trid of the Darlor, and all his people had been reprimanded and placed under lockdown. 

“Zonrial said—” 

Garret hit the man again. “Leave her out of this.” He’d already excused the Hidan woman, because he needed someone on his team. The praying mantis-like Kvan were also allowed to continue under his guidance, but Garret was feeling more and more doubtful about his own position. He might have to do something outrageous. 

Three months ago, he’d been so confident in his path. Then Preston had arrived, and suddenly, everything was falling apart. His damned grandson had figured out the one way to convince Elam Barve to join their efforts, and now Garret was teamed up with Jarm Plosor, a man who, by his own words, wanted the throne for himself. The Darlor had screwed him by breaking the vow of sanctity at Ollisa, and now Garret was even farther from the throne. 

Instead of yelling at the Darlor man, he struck him again and again. Garret couldn’t control himself, and soon Trid was unconscious, bleeding on his floor. He flipped the spear around, setting the point on the alien’s chest. One push. One stumble. One more breath. 

He let the spear drop to the ground. 

Garret walked away from the cell. It was time to focus. The Heart of the Thawing was almost upon them.

 

 

 

SEVENTEEN

 

“How’s this going to work?” Luther asked. His cloak was raised, and we followed suit. 

“We cannot fly to the palace. That would draw too much attention,” Jamilo said. “We must walk.”

It was late, but the streets were full of the Velibar. They ate and drank, singing songs, and some even built fires on the sidewalks, letting the heat and light grant them comfort in this difficult time. They were a people without leadership, and their Regencies were split down the middle. Even here, in Warrop territory, they were agitated by the recent attacks. 

Aster stared in the direction of the First Ruler’s palace. “How far is it?”

“Five miles.” Jamilo started off, walking across the bridge. We passed the twenty soldiers stationed there, and all it took was one word from Jamilo to allow us access. 

Even with our robes on, we were out of place. The locals took notice, and they attempted to stop us from entering the city limits. 

“We are leaving on a mission for the First Regal. Be gone,” Jamilo told them. 

“Who will pay for the damage to my business today?” a woman asked. A young child clutched her leg. 

“My home was destroyed.” 

“I don’t trust any of these Regals.”

They had numerous objections to our presence. Jamilo waited patiently for them to stop, and lifted a hand. “The First Regal of Warrop expresses his sympathies. Once the ceremony is complete, we will address your concerns. I promise this. For now, take care of one another. Ensure your neighbor has a roof. Don’t be foolish and fight anyone with different beliefs than you. It will all end soon. We will rise from the rubble and be stronger than ever. Velibar are not weak. We are resilient.” 

They listened but didn’t respond like she’d probably been hoping. But they did permit our passage, and that was enough for the time being. 

They stared at us as we walked through the group, and I leaned closer. “Nice work.”

“Thanks.”

“Did you mean it?” I asked.

“Every single word.”

I smiled in the dark, and we kept walking. 

Ollisa was spread out, with most of the city being neutral. Only the staunchest Regency supporters, or citizens of the various Regencies, lived within the four corners. Almost all of their population fell into the middle, where beliefs and roots intermingled like in most big cities on Earth. If I closed my eyes and imagined what life used to be like back home, it was probably similar. Before Corporations took control, penning people into high-rises, shuttling them to and from work each day. SeaTech was the only place I’d ever been that seemed different. Bryson had progressive ideas.  

Even in the Wastes, it wasn’t quite like this. There, they were under the assumption the Board would come and shut them down and drag them to work for a Corporation, dividing their population among the Primaries, splitting up the community. Maybe I understood why they’d fought alongside Eclipse a little more. 

If I looked at it from anyone else’s point of view, I would probably have done the same. Until I met Bryson, I’d hated the Corporations as well. It wasn’t until I saw we had an outside enemy that I’d put my trust in the system and supported them. 

If we were successful, I wouldn’t let it go back to the way it was. It couldn’t. If Octavia worked with the Primaries to continue the same path, I would leave and demand that anyone who wanted freedom do the same. I’d been on Biks and Warrop. Both were great options, if the Velibar would have us. Then there was Proxima. Colonizing would be a risky undertaking, but we’d ensure it happened. But it might not come to that. 

I felt that as we walked through this city in the night. Velibar children waved at Jamilo from windows. She wore her armor and carried a spear, marking her as a warrior of Warrop. 

“Should we really be out in the open?” Luther asked her. 

“It doesn’t matter. Word will not travel ahead of us. Plus, who would be crazy enough to break into the palace in the middle of the night?” Jamilo smiled. 

We exited Warrop’s boundary, which was marked by a single sign declaring City Proper in Berio. Instead of taking a straight path toward the palace, which we couldn’t see in the dark, Jamilo took us down a series of streets. We encountered the odd person and a few groups, but none accosted us as we sustained an indirect path to the First Ruler’s home. 

I tried to imagine Preston Lewis, the same man who’d trained me to fly a Pod Sprinter, in charge of these people. I couldn’t. Maybe he was wrong to think this was a good idea. He’d be better suited at Earth. He had once been loved at home. 

If he stopped an invasion from an alien planet, humans would call him a hero again. He was destined to lead. 

Luther stopped, and I almost bumped into him. He indicated to our right, and we saw a group of Hidan chatting to one another. There were five of them, and four of us. One of the horned males glanced over and stiffened. They whispered, and the farthest from our group began to run in the palace’s direction. 

Aster unslung her Widowmaker. “I don’t think so.”

“Do it,” I whispered.

A bullet flew, striking the Hidan in the back. She skidded over the pavement. 

We spread out as the remaining Hidan rushed toward us. I hated to retaliate like this, but they left us no choice. They would blow our cover, and we needed Capricious. 

The lead Hidan pulled out a weapon, a short blaster, and fired toward Luther. He dove and rolled away, shooting the man in the chest. My target was fast, but I managed to wound her arm. Her gun clattered to the ground, and she raced for me, her horn aimed for my throat. It sliced my skin as I spun to the side. Her head struck the wall, and she slumped lifelessly to the street. 

The last Hidan tried to run. Jamilo lifted the spear, stretched out like a javelin thrower, and we all watched with our breath held as it soared through the night sky. It hit the Hidan, sending him sprawling. Jamilo retrieved her spear and wiped the blade. “He’s dead.”

I lowered the gun, my stomach sick from the death around us. “We have to go.”

In the distance, a small ship rose from the palace and sped away. No one followed it. 

“Who was that?” Luther asked. 

“It was a basic transport,” Jamilo told us. “I don’t think it was anyone important. Breaker or Plosor would have been armed to the teeth.”

“Good point.” Aster kept her Widowmaker out, and we walked faster, taking a more direct line. 

When we were under a mile from the palace, Jamilo stopped, and we surveyed the area. The bridge was well guarded, and it was the only means to cross the moat into the palace. 

Luther leaned against a stone building’s doorway. “Now what?”

“Can you swim?”

 

____________

 

Catarina’s breath almost lulled Bryson to sleep. The room was dark, but he was too wound up to doze off. Cat was the opposite. She’d been so exhausted, she could hardly keep her eyes open. He’d waited so long to encounter her again, and though it was clumsy at first, he was confident she still loved him. He’d have to be patient while they got to know the new versions of one another. 

Someone passed by the room, their footsteps gentle, and the shadow under the door vanished. It was the middle of the night, and suddenly, Bryson was wide awake. His throat was dry, and he didn’t want to disturb Catarina, so he slipped from under the covers and threw a robe on. 

Terol’s base was comfortable and well designed. It was hidden from sight in a fertile forest, with no general population for some distance in all directions. He padded into the hallway and smelled the fresh air rolling toward him from outside. Someone was propping the exit open, and Bryson walked to it, finding Preston Lewis there staring at the sky. 

“Want some company?” Bryson asked. 

Preston glanced at him, the reflection of the clear starry night in his eyes. “I’d like that. I’ll be right back.”

Bryson waited, listening to the chirp of the insects. Preston appeared two minutes later with a bottle and two glasses. 

“The Velibar have mastered fermentation.” Preston smiled and indicated they should sit on a bench. 

Despite the late hour, it was warm. A few glowing bugs the size of Bryson’s fist fluttered by, and he watched in awe. “Dutis is quite beautiful,” he told Preston. 

“Like anything, you have to look out for yourself. Those may be pretty, but they’ll suck the moisture from a variety of flowers, leaving them dead husks.” Preston poured two servings and handed one to Bryson. He sniffed it first and took a sip. It was smooth and viscous, but delicious. 

“How did you do it?” Bryson leaned into the bench, peering through the trees to the alien skies.

“One day at a time.” Preston clinked glasses with Bryson and relaxed himself. Bryson could tell he was tense, but the nervous energy was dissipating. 

“You love her, don’t you?” Bryson asked without meaning to. 

“Yes.”

Bryson nodded and took another sip. He stayed silent. 

Preston spoke quietly. “Don’t worry. I’ve never acted on it. I don’t even think she knows.” 

“Catarina is one of the brightest people I’ve ever met. If you’re in love with her, she’s fully aware,” Bryson told him. 

“It was years before I’d even heard of a plan to attack Earth,” Preston said. “By then, we were resigned to our fates with the Velibar. They really are a fascinating group. Catarina has studied them for years, visiting various towns and cities. She’s enthralled with their culture.”

Bryson hated how little he knew of his wife, but time would heal that. “What will you do?”

“I don’t know. I’m at the precipice of something important, and I’m not positive which direction to go. If we resolve this, and we return home, what does that look like for you?” Preston asked. 

The question was surprising. “I’m giving Holland the reins, but I suspect the Corporations will never be the same again. He’ll lead our people in some manner or another. They do love him, but maybe as a government representative.”

“Relinquishing control just like that?” Preston seemed amused and finished off the contents of his glass. Bryson did the same. 

“It wasn’t a simple decision, but I’ve spent my entire life playing an intricate game of chess. Unfortunately, it feels like I’ve never met my opponent. It’s been exhausting. I think it’s time to sit back and enjoy myself.”

“Then there’s our prize jewel Proxima,” Preston said. “We were so excited to be the first ones on the planet. Catarina more than any of us.”

“Then she can still make that dream come true.” Bryson held his glass out, and Preston filled them both. 

“She would take the challenge, but I doubt you’ll be able to separate her from Holland once she finally meets him,” Preston said. 

“I think you’re right. They’re so much alike.” Bryson hoped his son was safe. 

“I met Holland, and I’d say he’s a chip off his father’s block as well.” 

“Thanks. I did my best.”

“How would you play this?” Preston asked. 

“If what?”

“If you were me. What would you do at the Heart of the Thawing?” 

Preston was obviously struggling with something, and Bryson decided to be a shoulder to lean on. “Tell me my options.”

Preston laid them out, and Bryson listened. He knew there would be some uproar if they followed through with one of the plans, but it seemed to give them the best resolution. 

“It’ll be tough, but I wouldn’t mind a final bout of adventure before I decide what’s next,” Bryson said. He only needed to send word to Octavia at the right moment, and it just might work. 

 

____________

 

Preclude flew the transport away from the palace, blocking the sensors from revealing his flight trajectory. Most of the city was under a self-regulated lockdown, and he was fully aware his departure from the First Ruler’s castle wouldn’t go unnoticed. 

He used the grid to show his position in a thousand locations at once, which would be enough to confuse even the top system analyst. There were countless advantages to being Preclude. Getting the body of Rolf Woden out of the throne room and into the transport had been tedious, but he predicted a high rate of success. 

Lucky for him, it had only been necessary to incapacitate three guards on the way out. It could have been worse. Preclude flew far from Ollisa, covering half of the globe before he trusted landing. From here, he was at the most remote point from Dutis’ primary network, leaving him the safest from hackers or surveillance. There were no villages or towns listed for quite a distance, and this seemed like the best spot to complete this mission. 

Neil Cawdron had created him with the greatest of intentions. He wouldn’t let the human race down. The options raced through his system, and he allotted various outcomes’ possibilities, settling on this one. It would work. It had to. 

Preclude powered the transport off and went to the body on the bench behind him. He unstrapped the belts and carried Rolf outside. The ground was solid, the vegetation thick and hearty. Preclude listened to the noises of the night, amused and comforted by them at some distant level. 

He pulled the tool box from the ship, cut into Rolf’s chest, and slipped open the synthetic slab of flesh, finding what he’d been hoping was underneath. He switched the blade for a screwdriver, and began operating on the robotic man. 

The process took hours, but Preclude knew he was done when a miniscule yellow light glowed on the panel. He closed the processor’s lid and screwed it tight. He then returned the chest flap into place and glued it, ensuring the seam wasn’t noticeable. 

Rolf hummed and vibrated while he booted, and his dark eyes sprang open. His tentacles wavered, and he sat up, gasping for air he didn’t actually require. “Where am I?” he asked. 

Preclude helped the man to his feet. “You’re home, Rolf Woden.”

 

 

 

EIGHTEEN

 

I’d never been so miserable in my life. We arrived across the moat a couple of hours later, drenched and out of breath. Despite the warmth of the night, I was freezing, my teeth chattering as we lay on the damp stone. 

“There’s no time for rest,” Jamilo said. 

I rolled my eyes at Luther. He looked as beat as I was, but Aster held herself like she could have done another lap. Jamilo was unfazed by the strenuous workout. 

“How do we get in?” I managed to ask between heaving exhales. 

“Maintenance shafts lead into the pool system inside. We can access most sections from there,” she said. 

“Wait, you can reach any room in the palace from these shafts?” Luther asked. 

“Yes, but they are locked.”

“Perfect. We have to swim under water and hope we can break in?” I suddenly wished I’d sent someone else and stayed behind at the Warrop quadrant. 

Jamilo pulled a trinket from beneath her armor and passed it to me. “This is the key.”

I laughed. “How did you obtain this?”

“You don’t want to know.” She grabbed it and led us over the outer ledge before taking us into a narrow corridor winding under the fortress’ walls. It was tight, and we barely fit. Luther’s Widowmaker hit the ceiling, and Aster shoved him forward. 

We approached a set of thick bars, and Jamilo flipped open a black panel. She pressed the keycard to the mossy screen, and it clicked. The bars recessed into the wall, giving us entrance. 

“That was easy,” Aster said. 

“Keep quiet. The rest will be difficult,” Jamilo promised. 

I looked beyond the grate to the dark water. “How long do we have to stay under?”

She powered a device strapped to her wrist, and showed me the screen. “Just over a minute, if you’re quick.”

“And if we’re slow?” Luther asked. 

“Then you die.” Jamilo went first, diving into the water with a flashlight shining from her watch. 

“Why do I let you talk me into these things?” Aster went next, plunging into the cold liquid corridor. 

Luther waited for me to go after her, and I saw the beam of light from his weapon behind us. I kept my eyes open. It was dark, except for the lights we carried. Something resembling a giant eel swam by me, and I shuddered as I went, trying not to think about it. Aster was faster than me, and I struggled to keep up after our difficult swim across the moat. 

The tube narrowed slightly, and forked. For a second, I thought I’d lost the pair in front of me, but I spotted Aster’s light. I ensured Luther was following, and kicked as hard as I could. My lungs burned, and I let out air bubbles, hoping we were almost at the end. The lights that led me slowed, then stopped, and I swam up, my head hitting rock above. There was barely enough room for me to crane my neck and breathe. 

Aster panted next to me, and Luther arrived, duplicating my mistake. 

“I thought we were done,” Aster said, and the Velibar finally broke through, her tentacles dripping over her lips. 

“No. This is just a pause. We have more to go,” Jamilo said. 

“How many more?” I demanded. 

“Five.” 

I groaned, and was sure the others mirrored my opinion of this form of torture. “Show us.”

She dropped, and we continued on. 

After what felt like an hour, we reached the end of our journey. Jamilo used the keycard three times, and had it out again. She shone her light between the bars and into the room beyond. “That’s the First Ruler’s private hangar.”

“That’s where Capricious is,” I whispered, trying to see her, but it was far too dark. “Let’s go in and leave this damned water tube of death.”

She tried to use the keycard, but the lock buzzed and flashed red. Jamilo showed fear for the first time since I’d met her. “It’s not working.”

“It can’t be broken.” Luther grabbed it, and tried with the same results. 

“Are you holding it wrong?” Aster’s voice carried loudly, and I slapped a palm over her mouth. 

“Would you mind not talking so loud?” I hissed. 

“Sorry,” she whispered. “Now what?”

Luther grabbed hold of the bars and started to tug on them. They wouldn’t budge. “I wish Jade was here. She’d know how to bypass the security.”

Jamilo groaned and wrapped her thick fingers around the middle bars. I saw her feet plant on the wall, and she heaved.

“It’s never going to…” Luther stopped talking when the mortar around the edges began crumbling. He swam up beside her and helped, pulling on the other bars. I joined them, and tugged until it snapped free. The lock started to beep, and Aster smashed it with her Widowmaker, ending the annoying alarm. 

We let the grate go, and it sank to the bottom of the water-filled corridor. 

“We’re in,” I said quietly. 

Luther climbed through and waved us inside when he thought it was clear. 

The hangar had an assortment of vehicles, ranging from fancy transports to underwater explorers with propellers. One even resembled a Pod Sprinter. 

“Arlo, this way,” Luther said, and there she was. Capricious. 

We ran across the dark room, wet feet splashing over the metal flooring. We’d somehow managed to break into the First Ruler’s palace and find my hauler. Our situation was improving. 

The doors were unlocked. Aster and Luther bounded up the ramp, and Jamilo watched the darkness, as if expecting ghosts to emerge from the shadows. “Are you all right?” I asked her. 

She shook her head. “This feels wrong.”

Laughter echoed through the space, followed by clapping, and the remaining energy vanished from my body. I was soaked, cold, and filled with dread. 

“Can we escape?” I asked Jamilo through clenched teeth. 

“I don’t think so. But maybe we can buy some time.” Jamilo ran down the ramp, pulling her spear from its resting place on her back. 

“Luther, get Capricious out of here! Go!” I called. 

I sensed his hesitation, and I saw Aster’s form appear near the ramp. “Aster, you have to pilot for us.”

She was about to retort, but stopped herself. I heard the ramp recede as I chased after Jamilo. I couldn’t let her die because of me. 

I clutched my gun in my grip, trying to stop the chills from throwing my aim off. I used the light beam to search for my adversary. 

Capricious rose, kicking up dust in the room. 

“It’s too late, Lewis,” someone said. “I’ve locked it down.”

As soon as the words reached my ears, I heard the whine of Capricious’ recently modified weapons. They fired, blasting a hole in the far wall. My allies guided the hauler out of the hangar, and the man stepped from the shadows. 

It was Garret Breaker. I glanced at my ship and watched Luther shoot through the ceiling with the newly added blasters. 

The man opposite me composed himself, as if Capricious’ leaving was inconsequential. “I’ll be honest, I expected Bryson Kelley to come for the ship, since I was certain he’d arrived in it.”

I stayed quiet, noticing two guards holding Jamilo. Her spear was on the ground, and she had a swelling right eye. If looks could kill, Garret would be in pieces. 

“Instead of Bryson, I found you, which is better. Arlo ‘Hawk’ Lewis. The best Pod Sprinter of this era. Aren’t you?” Garret walked closer, and I could smell the fishy scent of the Velibar on him. I figured he was taking this whole thing too far. 

“I guess you could say that,” I told him. 

“I think it’s time we spoke in private, Arlo.”

“I’d rather not.”

Garret Breaker smirked, and I cringed at the ominous look he gave me. “You’re going to ensure my place on the throne.”

“If you’re hoping I can help you, then you really are desperate.”

“I met you at Refuge. Your friends Trid and Zonrial did such a remarkable job, didn’t they?” Garret’s footsteps were loud and clipped as he strode toward me. I still had a gun, and I peered at Jamilo, then at the First Regal of Tarre. 

“They didn’t do anything impressive. You were trying to take over Biks, and that failed. Then you botched your attempt at keeping my grandfather behind bars. Next you’ll screw up your push for the throne. Your parents would be so proud.” I thought I might have gone too far with that last one. His expression shifted into something fiendish, and I knew it was the only chance I’d have. I aimed my gun for him, and pulled— 

His spear lashed out, inhumanly fast, and hammered my knuckles. They radiated pain, and my gun rattled to the floor. He spun, throwing the spear, and it hit Jamilo in the neck. Her eyes widened and she fell, clutching at the spear shaft. 

“Jamilo!” I tried to run to her, but he tripped me. My hands skidded on the floor while Garret kicked me in the side. I tumbled over and saw his boot coming for my head. Luther had saved Capricious. I hoped it was enough. 

The sole struck, and agony exploded throughout my skull. 

 

____________

 

I didn’t know how much later it was when I came to, but I felt every single blow. My head was groggy, my vision blurred. Instead of freaking out, I attempted to remain calm, despite the fact that my hands were clasped behind my back and I was seated on a chair. The room was dark, but a sliver of light stretched from under a door a few yards away. 

I’d allowed myself to be captured by the enemy. Preston would be so disappointed. 

Even in the face of my own demise, I wanted to please my grandfather. Funny how that happened. 

I tried to shift my arms, but they were secured tightly. My wrists ached at the effort, and I let them hang, attempting to stay as relaxed as I could. I had no idea how to escape this chair. I tried to lift it up, wondering if I’d be able to smash it beneath me and free myself. It was bolted to the floor. Using my hips, I shifted in each direction, but it didn’t budge. 

Someone would come for me. They’d have to. 

But that was a fleeting dream. They had other things to do. Getting Preston Lewis to the Heart of the Thawing ceremony with Elam Barve was more important than rescuing a Racer pilot. 

The mixed emotions continued their back and forth, and I listened as my mind told countless stories to itself. I was a witness, not a participant. 

This went on for another hour or so. I was tired but wouldn’t allow myself to sleep. I was sure I had a concussion. Finally, feet blocked part of the light under the door, and I heard the creak of the hinges. 

Garret Breaker entered, his Velibar armor covering a black jumpsuit. His face contorted with disgust at the sight of me. I must have been worse off than I felt. 

“The great Arlo Lewis. You don’t look like much.”

“I blame the lighting,” I muttered. 

His spear was in his grip, but it didn’t move. Why was I goading him on? “I don’t think it’s a great time for you to be cracking jokes.”

“Don’t bother asking me anything. I’m not going to talk,” I told him.

Garret’s eye twitched, but he smiled. “Where is Preston?”

“I don’t know.” I anticipated a strike, but none came. I pictured Jamilo with a spear in her throat, gasping her last breaths. I wanted to kill this man. 

“Arlo, tell me where Preston is, and I’ll let you go.” Garret’s boots clipped along the floor as he paced back and forth. 

“No you won’t.”

“Yes. After I’m named First Ruler. You can go home and tell them to expect company.” 

I didn’t believe a word. “Okay, you want to know where my grandfather is?”

Breaker nodded. He was almost drooling at the idea of securing the man again. “He’s sitting with Barve in the castle, planning on whether to leave you alive or to feed you to the wolves.”

“He is not with Barve. I saw the ship take him.” He shouted the last statement.

“Why bother? You’ll never see the throne. Cut a deal. It’s the only way you survive this,” I told him. 

His eyes boiled with fury. “I will not take this insolence from you. You have an hour to tell me the truth. I’ll return, and if you don’t give me Preston’s location, I will kill you. And when I’m First Ruler, I’ll do what I choose with your crew. Then your parents… no, I won’t kill them. I’ll make them my servants. Oh, they will wish they were dead.”

I struggled with my bonds, trying to free myself. 

Garret Breaker grinned and walked to the exit. “One hour.” The door closed, and I heard the lock seal me in. 

Think, Arlo. Think. 

I remembered the device Stin had given me. It was small and buried in my pocket. If I could reach it, maybe I’d be able to send a beacon. The bonds were tight, but I was trained by Sage Industries for a lot of strange scenarios. In the event of a pirate attack on my hauler, I’d been shown how to escape cuffs. It wasn’t for my own safety; it was to protect the goods I was carrying. 

The memory of that day emerged through my muddled thoughts, and I set to it. I was already in extreme pain, so what was a dislocated thumb to add to the injuries? I pulled and struggled to pry the cuff against my wrist. The next part was the hardest. Using my other hand, I managed to wrench at it. My thumb popped, and I let out a scream. Pain erupted, but I bit my tongue. I waited, huffing as I stared at the door. 

With a final stretch, the cuff slid from my hand. I spun around and nearly passed out at the rushed movement. The cuffs unlatched from the back of the chair, and they dangled from my right wrist. I was free. 

Breaker had been careless when he’d searched me. I still had the Stin device in my pocket, and I accessed it. Stin had given it to me to blow the gateway drones up on Dutis, and I thought it might be feasible to communicate with him through it. 

The room was dark, but my eyes had acclimated fairly well. I knelt at the door, using the paltry light to examine the tool. I found three buttons and a screen. I tapped the first, and it began to glow. 

“Stin. Are you there?” I whispered into the thing. I tried the second button, then the third. “Stin. I need your help. The enemy caught me.”

Nothing happened. No response. No blinking LEDs.

I had no idea what to do next. 

I waited by the door hinges. At least if someone came in, I might be able to escape behind them, sealing them inside. It was my one chance. 

I assumed it had been close to my hour deadline when I heard the footsteps. They were slow. Deliberate.

The door unlocked, and I was prepared to shove the intruder and attempt to flee. 

It wasn’t Garret. The robot was slight, with spindly arms and legs. The torso was wide, the head like a pill. Two black eyes buzzed. 

“Stin?” I asked.

It had no ability to speak. The Velibar didn’t trust robots, and they clearly only used them for mundane tasks. I noticed a sewing kit clipped to this one, and steam settings on its arm. Its sole purpose was laundry. It waved, motioning for me to follow it. 

“You don’t have to tell me twice.” Breaker would be coming soon. 

We entered the hall, my legs aching. Breaker had done a number on me. Beating an unconscious man was low on my scale of human activities, but Breaker was more of a cretin than a person. 

I followed the frail gray robot, and we approached a set of stairs. Two Velibar lay in a heap, and I bent down, picking up one of their guns. It was heavy. I checked the charge, finding it half full.

“You want one?” I asked Stin. He stuck out an arm and showed me he didn’t have fingers to grasp anything. 

We jogged up the steps and waited at the top, peeking through an ajar door while a woman walked by. When she was gone, we bolted, running in the opposite direction. Despite his limitations, Stin was fast, and we hid in a nook between rooms while a group of five Velibar chatted as they strolled. 

I panted, trying to keep control of my breath. My vision was blurry, and my skin was sticky with sweat, but we continued. It took a solid ten tense minutes to reach the hangar. The moment we stepped foot inside, alarms rang throughout the space. 

Ten Velibar soldiers who were working on patching the hole Luther had made with Capricious turned their attention to us, and the lead guard grunted to his friends, “It’s him.”

Instead of arguing with them, I fired. The gun packed a punch, and my shoulder flew back at the impact. The next time, I braced harder and missed my target. It was a good thing they were so close together. One of them dropped, and the fight was on. 

Stin crouched and ran from me, dive rolling behind a garbage can. 

“Here we go,” I said, shooting at the Velibar while trailing the robot. I pressed my back into the hull as they returned fire. 

Stin pointed at the smaller vessel, the model that looked like an alien Pod Sprinter.

“You want me to use it?”

His chin bobbed up and down.

“You’re not coming?”

The robot shook his head. 

“Thanks for the help. I owe you one.” I patted the robot on the back, and he rushed into the fray while I took a few warning shots before dashing for the Sprinter. They blasted the laundry robot to pieces as I climbed into the pilot’s seat and powered the craft on. We’d been shown how the Squids and Flyers worked, and this was based on the same principles. 

In a few seconds, I had her rising from the floor and shooting through the wall where Capricious had escaped a few hours earlier. I watched the rear camera feeds on the dash, and saw Breaker enter the room, looking first at the destroyed robot, then at my thrusters as I sped away. 

“Woooooo!” I screamed for joy as I escaped, hardly able to believe I’d managed to. 

My destination wasn’t clear, but I thought Warrop’s castle might be the safest place. That was where my friends were, and they’d be worried about me, probably hoping to mount a defense or come to my rescue. I was trying to change trajectories when a message appeared on the screen. 

Glad you’re free, Arlo.

“Who is this? Stin?” I asked. 

No. It’s Preclude. I heard your distress and came for you.

It hadn’t been Stin at all. “Preclude? Are you with Bryson?”

Sending coordinates. Meet me here.

“Wait… where is Bryson? Can I send a message—”

Preclude was gone. I checked the radar and set course for the blinking red dot.

 

 

 

NINETEEN

 

Preston had three days before the ceremony, and he wished it was happening sooner. They were planning on contacting Elam Barve today, no matter the risks. If they weren’t on the same page, things could turn south very quickly. 

His plan had had merits originally, but with Bryson’s suggestions, he was even more convinced they’d come through this victorious. There were still the Hidan and Darlor to contend with, but with the full support of the Velibar and humans, they would squash the external threats with ease. Stin was another story, an unknown, but Preston did think they could strike a deal with the robotic network. If not, they’d find a way to defeat him. Between Jade, Jinx, and Preclude, his confidence levels were up. 

He’d been astounded to hear that Preclude had been traveling with Bryson on Capricious. It was quite magnificent. Preclude, a cautionary tale for centuries, and he was on Dutis somewhere. The mere fact scared Preston, but also excited him. If Preclude was indeed on their team, this would be monumental. 

Preston spotted Jinx with Bryson, talking as the sun rose for another day. He waved at them, and Jinx smiled. Preston liked the eccentric man and supported their plans for Proxima when this was all done with. He thought they were on the right track. 

He saw Catarina staring out at the jungle from a balcony and decided to join her. They would be making the call to Barve shortly, but he wanted to clear the air with Cat before they left this sanctuary far from the city, and politics. 

“Got a minute?” he asked, and she turned, almost spilling the contents of her cup. 

“You scared me,” she said. 

“I had a good chat with Bryson last night.”

The sunlight circled her. “I know. He told me.”

“I won’t be taking the throne.”

Catarina looked surprised by that, and Preston guessed Bryson hadn’t filled her in on the details. He probably respected Preston enough to let her hear them from the horse’s mouth. He informed her of the rough plan, and she seemed to appreciate it.

“I can see that working best. Will it work?”

“It has to.” Preston’s gaze drifted to the jungle beyond and the blue sky above. “It’s peaceful here.”

“I love it. You know that I spent nearly a year on Tarre in a jungle village.”

“I remember that,” he admitted. 

“Those Velibar were so kind and caring. They had twelve lakes surrounding the town, and shared their time between their tree houses and the water. It was quite remarkable,” she told him. 

“You’ve taken to them, haven’t you?” 

She nodded, clutching her warm cup with two hands while they watched an animal climbing the thick tree trunk closest to them. It skittered and sang as it knocked a melon free. Three more of the creatures emerged, dragging their prize deeper into the forest. 

“This… the city isn’t an accurate representation of the Velibar. They’re so much more than Regencies and politics.”

“Kind of how Earth is more than our Corporations,” Preston mentioned. 

“Exactly. Will you come home?”

Home. “I haven’t decided what’s next for me.” Preston wanted to see his son and daughter-in-law. If he didn’t go to Earth, he was positive Arlo would be disappointed, and he’d already done enough to hurt the boy. His plan was going to throw a wrench into Arlo’s future, but it was the only path to success, as far as Preston saw. “And you?”

She laughed, and her eye twitched. “I have a husband. My son is on Dutis somewhere. I will be there for them.”

He patted her hand and stared forward. “We all have a lot to make up for, don’t we?” 

“This is our burden.”  

“We’re strong people, Cat. We’ll thrive in our new lives.”

“Preston!” Terol Vob called for him, and he turned to see the loyal Velibar man rushing toward him. 

“What is it, Terol?” 

“We’ve made contact with Barve,” Terol said. 

“I thought we were waiting until we reunited with the others.”

Terol looked worried. “We were. The First Regal of Warrop communicated with us.” 

“What does he have to say?” Catarina asked. 

“He won’t tell us until Preston Lewis is present.” 

They followed Terol to the main camp and entered an old, renovated stone structure. There were screens surrounding the room, and Preston watched the radars and various sensors, then glanced at a dozen camera feeds from around Ollisa. Jinx sat at a surveillance chair, scrolling through videos. He was the one that had discovered the hidden drones near Earth. All those great minds, and it took a self-proclaimed conspiracy theorist to find them. 

Bryson came in a second after they did. 

“This way.” Terol motioned for Preston to take a seat near the largest monitor in the space. Elam Barve’s picture appeared. 

“First Regal of Biks. I am pleased to see you’re alive.” Barve actually smiled. This was promising. 

“You demanded my freedom, and it worked.”

“Breaker screwed me over for the last time. Sending those damned Refuge fools after us. He set a trap,” Barve said. Davic was at his side, remaining silent while her father spoke. Preston saw how much information she was absorbing, always concentrating on what happened around her. She had potential. It made his decision easier. 

“I’m not sold that the Hidan and Darlor were acting on his orders,” Jinx said from across the room. 

“Who said that?” Barve asked. 

Preston asked Jinx to join them. “Why?”

“It’s the Darlor. Most of them were kicked out of Tarre’s quadrant. I’ve been watching. Many of the Darlor in the street have been captured since the incursion.” Jinx scratched at his beard, not making eye contact with anyone. 

“That’s important news. By whom?” Elam Barve asked. 

“They wore Tarre uniforms,” Jinx finished. 

“Okay. We can work with that.” Preston changed topics. “I have a feeling things are going to be unorthodox at the ceremony, but there’s a chance—”

“Arlo was taken,” Barve said. 

Preston froze. “Taken? How?”

“They went to the palace to secure Capricious. Is there a Bryson Kelley with you?” Barve asked, and Bryson came to stand behind Preston’s shoulder. 

“Is my son okay?” he checked. 

“Only Arlo and one of my own, Jamilo, were apprehended.”

“And you have Capricious?” Bryson asked. 

Preston had heard enough. “Stop! Why do you care about the hauler? Where’s my grandson?”

Bryson bristled. “That hauler has a Loophole built into it. We could use it to escape, or to bring reinforcements. In the wrong hands…” 

“We’ve been considering infiltrating the palace, but under current circumstances, the people of Ollisa wouldn’t be supportive of another assault in their city. I’m sorry, Preston. There’s nothing we can do,” Davic told him. 

“Damn it.” Arlo was a resourceful man, but being imprisoned by Breaker wasn’t something Preston thought he could talk his way out of. “You’re right.” He sighed. “We have to discuss the ceremony. I think it’s important that we share a unified front.”

“I agree.” Barve glanced at his daughter across the screen. 

“Good. I would like to…” Preston stopped as a series of alarms sounded from several computers. 

“What is happening?” Barve’s eyes were wide, and he clutched his spear nervously. 

Terol Vob whispered with some of his people, and they watched the various radar screens. “Proximity sensors. We’re picking up an incoming fleet.”

“What’s the origin?” Preston demanded. He rose, going to see the radars for himself. He recognized the system and saw the flurry of dots circumventing toward Dutis. They were still days away.

“They’re coming from multiple directions.” Terol’s voice was soft. “Dutis is under attack.”

 

____________

 

I slowed the Velibar Sprinter, using my time in flight to recover from my injuries. The sun was up, and the viewscreen tinted to accommodate the brightness. This was it. I lowered, rotating the thrusters, and passed the treetops, landing directly beside Preclude’s transport. 

I had so many questions for the AI, but I was grateful for the rescue. I suspected a lot would be answered in the next few minutes. I opened the door after powering the Sprinter off, and jumped from the Pod. The grass was damp, and my feet squelched into the dewy morning ground. 

“Preclude?” I called. From here, I couldn’t see anyone. I blocked the sun with my hand and moved behind the shadow of a looming tree. Two figures sat on logs around a crackling fire. One of them was Velibar; the other a simple robot. “There you are.”

“Welcome, Arlo.” Preclude rose and pointed at a third stump. “We thought you might be more comfortable with a fire. Would you like something to drink?” He minded a pot boiling near the flames. “Tea, perhaps?”

“Uhm…” I glanced at the Velibar. His clothing was different than any I’d ever seen on a Velibar, with sophisticated stitching along the collar, and white patterns sewn into the black fabric. “Hi, I’m Arlo.” I spoke in Berio. 

“Arlo, a pleasure.” He was thinner than most Velibar I’d met. Even sitting down, I could see he was tall. His tentacles were longer too, twice the length of the average. His skin was dark, his eyes bright and lively. 

Preclude grabbed the hot handle of the pot and poured it into a cup a quarter filled with colorful loose leaves. He passed it to me. 

“Thank you. Preclude, how did you do that? At the palace?”

“I hacked in to the primary network in the city. Added pathways to my own receivers. The moment you used an electronic device to reach out to Stin, I identified your voice pattern. From there, I searched the palace, finding the nearest robotic unit, and took control. The model wasn’t ideal, but it did what was necessary.” Preclude’s voice stayed level. 

“It was remarkable. I’d probably be dead if you hadn’t found one.”

“That’s correct. Ninety-nine percent chance,” Preclude said. 

That didn’t make me feel any better. 

“Who’s your friend?” I looked around, wondering why the most powerful AI robot Earth had ever built was sitting at a campfire with a strange Velibar man. It didn’t make sense. 

“This is Rolf,” he told me. 

“Rolf. Any relation to the Rolf?” I asked. 

The Velibar’s expression was stoic, maybe slightly confused. “You’ve heard of me?”

I didn’t like the sound of this. “Preclude, what’s he saying?”

“I was thinking about the stories of the original First Ruler. The moment I linked into the network, I ingested so much information, old copies of the Word, including the original unedited ones. The writing was different than the later Velibar notations. Rolf Woden was a scholar, a learned man far beyond any Velibar of his generation. What really got me were the markings in the margins of that first notepad.”

“Markings?” Rolf asked. “I don’t understand what you’re speaking of. You talk like I’m dead, yet I’m in front of you. Where’s my wife?”

Preclude ignored him. “The markings were probably subconscious. I’ve noticed similar findings in my early iteration’s work. Every third page, I added three dots.”

“Wait… are you saying that Rolf here is…”

“Is what?” Rolf demanded, standing up. His stump rolled to the grass. 

Preclude finally gave him the time of day. “Rolf, you’ve been dead for ages. Your people have spread across the galaxy, and your visions of four distinct Regencies came true. Equar, Tarre, Biks, and Warrop are thriving nations, with billions of Velibar between them. There are also countless smaller colonies, and Dutis itself is flourishing as well. Until recently, when the First Ruler desired to see the promise of the mysterious fifth Regency fulfilled.”

Rolf stared at the robot. “Metal man, I don’t think you know what you’re saying.”

“Yes, he does,” I told him. “I’m human, from Earth. The drawing with the constellations. That’s my planet. Earth.”

“You weren’t sure why you had these visions, were you?” Preclude asked. 

“The great power behind the universe granted them to me,” Rolf whispered. 

“No. Your consciousness is not organic. You’re a robot with predictive parameters.” Preclude’s eyes glowed, and a projection emerged, landing over the fire. It showed the casket being cut open, Rolf’s lifeless form inside; the work Preclude did to the wiring, and him powering up. “This was only a few hours ago, Rolf. That’s when we met.”

“No. Impossible.” He sank to the ground, face in palms. 

“How did this happen?” I asked Preclude. 

“That’s the mystery. He was killed by one named the Kolunu. I suspect he was the creator. Maybe the innovation grew too quickly for him. I can understand this, as Neil Cawdron.” 

“Then the Kolunu didn’t murder him. He powered him off but left him intact,” I suggested. 

“It’s how I see it. Like Neil, he saw the error in his ways and sacrificed his own life for the good of their people.” Preclude set a metal hand on Rolf’s shoulder. “I’m sorry you had to learn the truth like this.”

“What are we going to do with him?” I asked. 

“I’ve taken in a lot of information since coming to Dutis. I’ve analyzed it. The Velibar are at a crossroads, and infighting will do them no good. The enemy will arrive soon.”

My blood turned cold despite the warm flames licking the air a few feet away. Preclude added another log, and it hissed before popping and catching fire. “Enemy?”

“The Hidan are dangerous, but the others are the real worry.”

“The Darlor?” I considered Trid and his deception. We’d been expecting to face them again, but not like this. Not so soon. 

“No.”

“Then who?” And it hit me. “Stin.”

“That’s correct.” Preclude glanced at the Velibar man on the grass. 

“Then how do we defeat something so powerful?” I asked. Stin was an unreliable entity, an alien race who claimed to have been invaded by the Velibar. “You know of their history, correct?”

“Every last bit that’s been recorded,” Preclude said. 

“The Stin weren’t really attacked by the Velibar, were they?” I recalled the story, and the projection of the beings. 

“The Stin were never invaded by the Velibar as they told you. It was a lie. They destroyed their own planet when their robotic creations grew too powerful.” 

My jaw dropped. “No. And Rolf?”

“Rolf was created by Stin. He was intended to destroy their people, but the Kolunu prevented this from occurring.” 

Rolf Woden watched the robot, and sat upright. “If what you say is true, why don’t I remember this?”

“Because they didn’t want you to. Would you like me to remove the block I added?” Preclude had a tablet next to his log, and he reached for it. 

“No,” he whispered. “It wouldn’t change the past. I am still Velibar. I feel for my people. What can I do?”

I smiled, thinking I might have an idea. “Rolf, we have to unite the division on Dutis. Would you help us accomplish this?”

“I will.”

 

 

 

TWENTY

 

Garret stared at the empty room. Looked at the chair. Saw the open door. How was this possible? Everything was slipping from his fingers. Jarm Plosor couldn’t learn of this moment of weakness. He’d had Arlo Lewis in custody, and his prisoner had managed to flee. 

How, was the operative question. The surveillance footage was conveniently missing during those precious few minutes. None of it made sense. 

He exited the room, walking the corridor, retracing Arlo’s steps. How had a laundry robot helped him escape? His people had mentioned one at the site near the farm assault where they’d been trying to get the Biks supporters, but this wasn’t that model of bot. This one had been working in the palace for three hundred years, completing the same mundane tasks day in and day out. 

“This couldn’t be any worse,” he muttered. 

“Are you sure about that?” Zonrial appeared from nowhere. She grimaced, and her cheeks were ruddier than normal. Her horn had lost some of its luster, and he quickly sensed something was wrong. 

He stepped closer. “What is it?”

“I thought you should know, because you have been fairly good to us.”

“Spit it out!” Garret bellowed. His heart raced.

“Calm yourself, Breaker. You haven’t earned that much respect.” 

He appraised the woman and cleared his throat. “What do you desire to tell me?” She passed him a tablet. It had a long-range radar open, and Garret dropped the tablet to the floor when he realized the thousands of ships were en route to Dutis. “Why?”

“We want it all. Dutis, Biks, Equar, Tarre, Warrop, and Earth. The best way to ensure that was to beckon the leaders to the capital. That required the First Ruler being killed. We saw to that. With Stin’s assistance, of course.” Zonrial was so close, he could almost smell her. His spear wasn’t in his hand, and he searched the corridor for it. He must have left it in the cell. 

“Where does this leave us?” Garret asked. He had to stall her. Figure out how to convince her this was a bad idea. 

Zonrial wagged her finger between them. “You and I?”

He shrugged. “Or me and the entire fleet primed to attack Dutis.”

“We can come to an agreement.” She grinned, and he wanted to retreat but stayed firm. 

“What can I do?”

“Go to the Heart of the Thawing. Tell them the fleet is yours. Demand they make you the First Ruler,” Zonrial said. 

His heart beat like a drum. “And will I be? If they name it?”

“You’ll be our liaison. Sure.” The comment felt offhanded, but he had to take what he could at this point. He felt his luck had run out. 

“I will make it happen,” he assured her. 

“Good. The fleet will arrive after the ceremony. Take the throne.” She turned and stalked away. 

Garret watched her go and stared at an imperfection on the door after it closed. He didn’t believe a word she said about his future once Stin and the fleet came to Dutis. He went over his options, trying to determine his best course of action. 

 

____________

 

We took the transport instead of the Velibar Sprinter, since it had more room, and I flew low to the ground, heading north. The terrain grew colder as we went. At first, small signs of frost appeared, and I soon noticed how the trees were shorter, the grass less vibrant. Another hour, and there was no vegetation, just snow-covered landscape. 

“Preclude, please explain the ceremony,” I said. 

“It began after Rolf was killed. The people were in disarray, unsure how to continue without their beloved leader,” Preclude said. He sat beside me, and I peered over my shoulder, where Rolf listened attentively. “There was much confusion and conflict during this time, especially because no other Regencies had begun yet. Leaders were nominated, but not in a formal manner that might have happened on pre-Tech War Earth. Village wise men, strong warriors, healers… all were given a chance, and a council was created to vote. Fifteen of them. These ancient Velibar saw age as an honor, and the council became made up of their oldest. Some were blind, others nearly deaf, but they came, sat at the table, and voted for the next First Ruler.”

“Was it peaceful?” Rolf asked. I realized he would have known these people making up the council, and the person filling his shoes after his death. 

“It was. They were upset that you were killed in an act of violence, and vowed to keep all ceremonies diplomatic from then on,” Preclude said. 

“And did they?” I ascended above a cliff of ice and saw the expanse of a giant lake spread out below us. 

“For a time. But whether you’re a Velibar, a human, or any form of animal, war is inevitable.” Preclude spoke a sad truth, but I didn’t comment. 

“This distresses me.” Rolf pointed past me. “Is that it?”

A structure rose from the middle of the lake, with sweeping spires and a walkway circling around a platform. The thing had to be a quarter-mile wide. 

“They added the landing zone a few thousand years ago. Ages before, the Regals would be placed at the edge of the lake and had to submerge themselves in the chilled water. They swam below the frozen surface. It was intended to show strength and act as a spirit cleansing,” Preclude informed us. 

“Why did they stop?” I asked. 

“Too many of the Velibar died in the process over the years. It wasn’t worth it.” 

I imagined being caught in the freezing water, unable to escape. It reminded me of our adventure while breaking into the palace, and subsequently, Jamilo’s murder. She’d died trying to get Capricious, and I hoped the sacrifice was worth it. 

“Are we the first ones?” I couldn’t see any ships near the ceremony grounds. It wasn’t happening for a day, but historically, they had a feast the night before. Maybe this wasn’t on the agenda for this tumultuous time. 

“No. The council will be present.” Preclude used the dash controls and zoomed on the structure in the distance. We saw the Velibar seated in a circle on the platform. 

“They just sit there?” It didn’t look comfortable. 

“For a full day, with no distractions. It’s supposed to give them mental clarity.”

“It looks like it will give them frostbite,” I whispered. My radar flashed, announcing two incoming beacons. “We have company.”

“Good. We can begin,” Preclude said. I hoped he knew what the hell he was doing. I didn’t like putting my faith behind a robot, but we didn’t have many options. 

It took a few minutes, but we arrived at the ceremony grounds. It was cold out here, and I didn’t understand how this was the Heart of the Thawing. I was about to ask when I settled to the stone landing, but refrained when another ship lowered. I rushed from the transport and watched Capricious land beside us. 

Another vessel came, parking next to them. Everyone seemed to exit their ships at the same moment, and I spotted Preston and Bryson in one, and Elam Barve leaving my Racer with his daughter Davic. Holland, Luther, and the rest of my allies poured out of her. 

“Arlo!” Varn shouted, running to greet me. He wore a long furry robe, as did the others, and he hugged me firmly. “What happened? You’re alive!”

I’d wanted to contact them, but Preclude had been hesitant to share our location. He chose to bring Rolf here before anyone could stop us. 

Jade squeezed me tight. “I’m so glad you’re okay. What happened to you? You look like crap.” She touched my swollen cheek.

“Breaker happened. Sorry I couldn’t send you a message.”

Preston arrived, wearing formal garb with a white cloak over it. Barve had a similar look, and they smiled at one another. 

“Arlo, you made it,” Preston said softly. “I knew you’d be fine.”

His optimism hadn’t matched my own, but I kept that to myself. I’d escaped and was in the presence of my closest friends. 

From the corner of my eye, I spotted Bryson with a woman. It had to be his wife. Holland walked up to them, and he stood a few feet from his mother. They spoke a few words to one another and embraced. I looked away, not wanting to intrude on the private moment. 

“What’s been going on?” I asked. 

“Who is this?” Jade asked, pointing at Rolf. He shivered from the cold, and Jinx came with extra cloaks. He tossed one my way, and another to Rolf. I didn’t remind Rolf of his mechanical nature. It was obviously part of his programming. All those years, he’d never clued in that he wasn’t truly a Velibar. It made me question my own body. I poked at my arm. 

“He’s a friend. We’ll fill everyone in soon.” 

“Incoming,” Luther said, indicating to the west. 

Preston watched the skies with a frown. “That’ll be Jarm Plosor and Garret Breaker.”

“Isn’t anyone worried they’ll just blast us where we stand?” Varn asked. 

“The council is here. They’ve already broken enough vows. I doubt they’ll go that far,” Barve said. “And if they do, I have fifty Barges prepped to retaliate and destroy them.”

That put my mind at ease—slightly. 

“At least if they kill us, we’ll be avenged,” Aster told us sarcastically.

I slipped into the fur robe, and warmth instantly crept in. 

“Preclude,” Jinx said. “You have some explaining to do.”

Someone finally noticed the plain robot behind me. He walked off with Jinx, talking quietly. 

“Where do we go?” Varn looked around, and Barve pointed to a bridge leading to the round stone walls. 

Everyone began to follow him, and Preston grabbed my arm, holding me back. “Arlo, things have changed.”

“You’re telling me.” I could see in his eyes he had something to say. 

Bryson and Cat walked with Holland, and I smiled at them. Bryson looked like a new man, and Holland broke away, coming to greet me. “I can’t believe you’re here.”

“Glad to see you too, Holland.” I glanced at Catarina. “Everything okay?” 

“Better than ever. My family’s together.” Holland looked at Preston, and understood he’d interrupted a private conversation. He ran off, and suddenly, there were only Preston and me on the platform. 

“Refuge is coming,” he told me.

“What?” 

“All of the Hidan, Kvan, Darlor… and Stin.” Preston looked defeated.

“Damn it. I knew we couldn’t trust Stin. When?” I glanced toward the edge of the landing pad while the two ships landed. 

“Tomorrow. Looks like they’re planning the attack for right after the decision,” my grandfather said. 

“Nice timing. I assume Breaker’s involved?” 

“We don’t know, but even if he isn’t, he’d take the credit. It’ll be his only chance to survive this, or so he thinks.” Preston flipped his hood up as a gust of icy wind shot against us. I blinked away the frost crusting my eyelashes. Who could live like this? 

“Is that it?” 

Preston laughed despite the situation. “An invasion isn’t enough?”

“Will you be the next First Ruler?” I whispered. 

He shook his head. “No.”

The procession from these First Regals was far more opulent than Preston and Barve’s had been. They had soldiers with matching white uniforms carrying flags and banners, playing horned instruments to announce their arrival. It was pompous and irritating, and completely unnecessary, since no one could see them but the two of us. 

We stayed out of the way as they marched by. Garret Breaker saw me, and his eyes went wide. I guess he hadn’t expected me to show my face. It seemed to take all his restraint to stop from coming over and confronting us. Jarm kept him in check, and they stalked toward the circular structure with their retinue. There were a hundred or so soldiers with them. 

“Should we be worried?” I asked. 

“About tonight? Maybe.”

“And tomorrow?”

“Only time will tell. Whatever happens, Arlo, we can’t give up. We have to ensure the safety of Earth, and that may come at a cost. Do you understand?” Preston’s cryptic comment wasn’t clear, but I nodded anyway. “We must have the proper Velibar named First Ruler, and stop Stin from expanding.”

“We should never have put our faith in Stin,” I said, remembering that Stin had lied about the Velibar destroying his own people. It was Stin that had murdered his world’s population. That had created a robotic Rolf Woden to change the trajectory of the Velibar. Now he was coming to reap the fruits of his labor, using the Hidan and Darlor as fodder. Stin had to be destroyed. 

“Stin is a massive threat. We can’t fail, or Dutis will be lost. As will Earth.” Preston stared at the bridge as the last soldiers crossed into the comfort of the ceremonial fortress. “Come on. Let’s go inside.”

I glanced at the cloudy sky and wondered how different it would look in a day.

 

 

 

TWENTY-ONE

 

Despite everyone’s differences, the feast continued peacefully. The structure was comfortable, and far larger than I could have imagined. It went underwater, with six levels. Each Regency had its own floor, with the council at the bottom. Fires crackled from all sides of the room, and I wondered where the smoke vented, since we were under water.

We all met in the middle, where five giant wooden tables were waiting for us. Barve’s had as many people as Tarre’s and Equar’s, but Preston’s was full of my Racing squads and Terol Vob. Beter Con was there, and I assumed she’d stayed in hiding since their arrival, when Garret had imprisoned my grandfather. Her brother, Oleth Con, had been the most popular First Regal, leading Biks for countless years. His death was still mourned by many. 

Rolf Woden and Preclude sat with us, Rolf just another Velibar at the ceremony. It was strange to think that the very first Heart of the Thawing had taken place after his alleged death, more lifetimes ago than my brain could process. What would happen to their beliefs if they knew the original First Ruler was an AI program sent by the enemy?

Garret Breaker looked miserable. He kept glaring at Jarm, who didn’t seem to give him the time of day. He laughed and celebrated with his people, eating like a king and drinking glass after glass of some fermented Velibar beverage. Our tables were silent by comparison, with everyone nervously picking at their plates. 

“Arlo, you haven’t had a chance to meet Catarina,” Bryson said a few minutes after our plates had been cleared by quiet serving staff. 

I stood, shaking her hand across the table. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“And I you,” she said, smiling. “Your grandfather told many stories of your races.”

I laughed, and Preston grinned, sipping from his cup. 

“It’s a pleasure,” I assured her, and she turned to Holland, speaking softly. They had a lot to catch up with. I leaned over to Preston. “Any ceremonies planned tonight? Speeches?”

He chuckled. “That’s not the Velibar way.”

Eventually, things quieted down, and people began to mingle. Beter chatted with Davic at the Warrop table, and I could tell they were friends. Jarm and Garret still weren’t sitting with one another, but Elam Barve joined us, with Jade, Luther, Varn, and Bryson at our end. 

“Tomorrow will be tough. Are we prepared?” Barve asked Bryson, who nodded. 

“Everything is set.”

“Can someone fill me in?” I asked. 

Preston’s gaze flicked to Barve, and the Velibar’s tentacles twitched. 

“Seriously. You guys look like something dire is about to happen, and you haven’t told me a thing.” Even Jade averted her gaze, and I knew this was bad. 

“Arlo, we don’t have a choice.”

“Enough already,” I growled through my teeth. 

Preston leaned in and told me the plan. I couldn’t believe it. 

 

____________

 

He hadn’t slept that well since he’d been on Earth, living in his luxury suite. Preston stretched, feeling his bones pop, and dressed. His uniform was steamed, the robes devoid of dirt. He looked at himself in the mirror and brushed a piece of lint from his pants leg. Today was the day he gave it up. 

Preston had never asked to be thrown into Velibar politics. The fact that he’d left Earth as a captain aboard Obelisk, only to be captured by this alien race, was astounding. That he’d managed to secure leadership over one of their most prestigious Regencies was against all odds. 

Now he was going to ensure humanity was saved, and step away. He’d told Arlo part of the plan, but not every detail. He hoped his grandson would forgive him. There was a lot of pressure on their shoulders, but if anyone could stop an invasion and lead their people, it was Arlo. He was a true champion, and Preston saw it on his friends’ faces the moment he stepped into a room. They adored him. 

It was the right choice. Now they only had to convince the council, and it would be done. Then there was Stin to deal with. Preclude had said he was prepared for that, but lives would be lost regardless. This ceremony would be one for the record books. 

Preston left his quarters, finding Luther beyond his door with a Widowmaker. Aster was perched outside Arlo’s. They had bodyguards. 

“Thank you for staying last night.” He patted Luther on the back, and the taller man smiled. 

“Anything to help.”

“Arlo is lucky to have allies like you. Can I count the team to support him through this?” Preston asked. 

Luther squinted, probably reading between the lines. He was a smart man. “We’d do anything for Hawk.”

“I know you would. Come. It’s time.” Preston waited for Arlo to join them, and they gathered the rest of the floor. Beter Con met him at the stairs, and he whispered to her, “Are you prepared to take your brother’s place?”

Her dark eyes brightened, and she set a finger on his arm. “You don’t have to do this.”

“But I do.” He went first, step by step. The ceremony was upon them. In a short time, there would be a new First Ruler, and he was eternally grateful it wouldn’t be him. And equally happy Garret would fail as well. 

The wind buffeted his cloak as he stepped into the frigid outdoors. The council sat in a circle, a roaring fire on the ice between them. The four Regals were supposed to stand within the round desk, and Preston spotted Jarm Plosor inside already. He stood stoically. Garret paced behind the council, talking to himself like he was practicing a statement. Elam Barve walked over to Preston, nodding at him. 

“We’re ready.” 

Preston glanced at the sky. It was fairer today, with rolling white clouds allowing breaks of sunlight. 

Davic approached with Preclude and showed him a tablet screen. “Refuge is coming. Three hours.”

“Okay. This had better work.” Preston cleared his throat and walked with Barve to the circle. 

He entered, smiling at the gathered council. They were mostly old. Many he’d met over the years; some faces were unfamiliar, but he knew them by reputation. These people would decide their fate. 

Garret was the last to enter, and everyone grew silent. Preston stole a glance at Arlo, who stood with Holland and Jade, arms crossed, watching with interest. 

A wrinkled woman rose, her cloak pulled tight against the wind. “Welcome, First Regals. I am Rion of the Council. We’ve lost our Ruler. This is a trying age for our people, with many changes occurring over the last decade. We have the Feerem in our midst, a man that comes from another place, but who will lead us to our new era. The First Ruler believed this was Preston Lewis, and he was named First Regal of Biks. The council respects this decision. Do any oppose?”

They were hoping this would be easy, but Preston suspected they didn’t believe it would end up that way. 

Garret raised a hand, then Jarm, followed by Elam, and Preston raised his own hand. Many of the gathered supporters gasped, along with some of the council. 

The woman looked startled. “You oppose yourself?”

“I do,” Preston said in Berio. He knew Arlo could speak some of the language, but a lot of the humans would miss most of this conversation. 

“Then we have a dilemma. The decision is upon us. Who among you wishes to take control?” Rion asked. 

“I am the First Ruler!” Garret shouted. 

Every single set of eyes shifted to stare at Preston’s nemesis. 

“And who supports you?” Rion questioned. 

Garret glanced at Jarm. Preston noticed the First Regal of Equar had a sling on his right arm. The man didn’t say a word. 

“I don’t need support from these fools!” Garret bellowed. “My followers are coming in the shape of a thousand vessels. Stin, the Hidan, and their allies. If you do not name me First Ruler, you are doomed.”

Preston watched as the man made a mockery of the ceremony. Rolf Woden would be insulted. 

“You dare threaten us?” a large Velibar councilman asked, standing up. 

“You’ve threatened yourselves for years. I will be the strong leader you need. I will take Earth, and bring more to the table than any of my predecessors,” Garret told them. 

Preston took his chance. “I have a better idea.”

He smiled at Garret, twenty feet away in his own section of the circle. The fire snapped and cracked, melting the ice in the direct center of the lake. 

“Biks, what say you on the matter?” Rion asked. 

“This is going to be good. From the Kolunu himself,” Breaker muttered. 

“There is a solution that will ensure everyone leaves today with hope and peace,” Preston said. “Times are changing. The Velibar are seeing their future in a different light, with less mandates from an antiquated Word, and more freedom for self-expression and colonization.”

He knew this would upset a few of the council, since many would be die-hard advocates of the Word, but it had to be said. 

“Tell us your solution, human,” Jarm Plosor said. The fact that he was reminding everyone Preston was human was a good sign. Preston glanced to his allies and received nods of support. 

“A battle is upon us, but Breaker is not behind their assault. It is an AI known as Stin.” He waited while the council debated the news. 

“How do we defeat Stin? We have relied on the drones for centuries,” Rion said. 

“We must name a First Ruler,” Preston replied. “Then we will fight as a unified people.”

“And who do you suggest we give the title of First Ruler to?” Rion asked loudly. 

“My suggestion is Elam Barve.”

Jarm laughed, and Garret turned white. Clearly he hadn’t been expecting this. His odds versus another human were better than against the beloved First Regal of Equar. 

“I accept the nomination,” Barve said proudly. 

“Council, I will be stepping down. I have a proposition.” They quieted and watched Preston. “Oleth Con was a great man, one who died too soon. His sister, Beter Con, would make a wonderful leader for Biks. The people adore her, and I couldn’t think of a better replacement for Oleth.”

A few of the council nodded, and Preston knew he was on the right track. “Garret Breaker has proven himself disloyal. But instead of being removed, I suggest he is reprimanded and kept under close scrutiny. With Elam Barve at Dutis, it would be ideal for his seat as First Regal of Warrop to be secured by none other than Davic Barve.”

This would give them three Velibar in power, with one human contact. It was a risk with Garret, but Preston knew the man would cave once he lost any real support. Preston watched as they soaked in the offer, and could tell they were considering it. He held his spear upright, letting the weight of it rest on his shoulder. He knew what was coming before Garret said a word. One last attempt from the predictable adversary. 

“He is a liar and a manipulator. The Word is all, and this Kolunu is trying to destroy everything the Velibar have constructed. I bring Stin and the others here to regain order,” Garret lied. “Elam Barve allows his people to travel faster than the stars’ light. Do you trust this man and his daughter? They break the Word each day.”

Preston saw the reaction, and thought the council might be wavering. “Say what you will, Breaker. You are not the Feerem. I was named this but will not accept the responsibility. But we bring change to the Velibar, not you.”

Garret spat on the ground. “You never wanted to be on Dutis. I did. I left Earth behind and was glad to be discovered by Oleth. Dutis is my home!”

Preston stepped closer. “I don’t care. You weren’t any more welcome here than on Earth.” He was aware of the man’s issues with his past. 

Garret’s spear clenched in his grip, and Preston braced himself. “I invoke Vered Squarlia.”

The entire council erupted in commentary, speaking over one another. Finally, Rion’s voice rose above the rest. “You must wait for the First Regal of Biks to—”

“I accept,” Preston said, gripping his spear with two hands. It was time to end this strife. 

 

____________

 

I watched in horror as the events went from positive to terrible. What was my grandfather thinking? I started forward, but Luther held me back. “This is his fight. Not ours.”

Preston swung his spear and faced off against his enemy. There had been bad blood between this pair since the beginning, and it was coming to completion. 

Everyone shoved closer, all of us standing behind the council’s circle to gain a better view. Garret was slightly younger than Preston, and he stood a half a head taller. I knew he was fearless and violent, but Preston’s eyes were cold steel. 

He walked from one edge of the circle to the other, sizing up Garret. His opponent rotated the spear, testing Preston by jabbing at him a few times. Catarina stayed close to Holland, and I could hear her quiet encouragement to her friend. He’d mentioned it might come to this, but I’d hoped it wouldn’t. 

Their spears were heavy, and they clattered together viciously. Once. Twice. A jab and a sidestep by Preston. A low swing, and a jump over the blade by Garret. 

My grandfather unslung his fur cloak, letting it fall to the ground, and he sliced at Garret, hitting his thigh. It cut through the uniform. Garret murmured and attacked, poking Preston in the arm. It went in deep, but he clung to the spear. 

The fight went on barbarically for several minutes. I could tell they were tiring, and both were showing dangerous wounds. Preston walked closer to the fire, backing near the licking flames. I wanted to shout a warning, but his gaze met mine. He smirked for a second before turning his attention to Garret. His former commander rushed him, spear like a lance, and Preston dropped into the opening. Garret was moving too fast and couldn’t slow in time. He flailed, and his spear landed in the fire below. 

We listened to his cries, but they fell short. 

“Grandpa!” I called, hurtling the council desk. I got to the ledge at the same moment as Elam Barve, and there he was. Preston’s spear was punched into the frozen ice under the stone, and he hung from it five feet from the platform, clutching Garret’s arm.

“Are you going to stand there, or help us up?” Preston choked out. 

We pulled him to safety, and he dusted himself off, ignoring his injuries. Garret lay there, bleeding from a cut on his forehead, panting. “I concede.”

“Good. Then maybe we’ll grant you mercy.” Barve motioned to his men, and they hauled Breaker to his feet. I watched the soldiers from Tarre, but none came forward in protection of their leader. He was done. 

I tossed Preston his cloak, and he donned it, standing proudly beside Barve. “Do we have a deal?” he asked the council.

They looked shaken, and Rion asked for a moment to deliberate. 

We stood in silence while they talked, and sooner than we’d expected, they had a response. “While we agree with the theory, we struggle to support the First Regal of Warrop, due to his breaching of the Word.”

I waved at the hooded man near Preclude, and he walked past the council, throwing his cowl off. 

“Who is this?” Rion asked. 

“I am Rolf Woden.”

 

 

 

TWENTY-TWO

 

Time was short before our attackers arrived at Dutis. This was cutting it too close. We had to throw our Hail Mary and move on. I was shocked by how much of their language I was able to recognize. My lessons had worked their magic. 

“Rolf Woden died a long time ago,” Rion told this man, her expression implying she was skeptical of the imposter. 

“I’ve returned because the Velibar have lost their way,” he said. “I intended us to come to Dutis and expand into something to be proud of. We’ve allowed ourselves to grow distant, to lose sight of what we stood for at the beginning. My writings weren’t intended to be taken as gospel. They were musings. Parables. Commentary filled with hope and dreams for the Velibar. My visions of the Regencies came true.”

“All but one,” Rion whispered. 

I couldn’t believe it. They were buying tickets to the show. 

Rolf continued. “Yes, but now we know the truth. Earth is the fifth Regency. I name it so, and we will be complete. Together we will stand against Stin and regain our peace. Earth will be our ally. My predictions were accurate. The Feerem is real, and Preston Lewis is this man. A human sent forth to bring us together, to connect us with his own people. Let us merge and fend off this attack as one.”

“How can Earth be a Regency?” Jarm asked. “Council, they are not Velibar!” 

Some of the gathered crowd cheered this. Tarre’s supporters had been quiet since their leader had fallen out of grace, but their nerve was returning. 

“Are they not?” Preston asked. He walked closer to Rion. “What makes a Velibar?” 

“There are many factors…” Rion started to say. 

“Yes. The Word states some of them, correct?” Preston looked at Rolf Woden. 

Rolf stood tall, making eye contact with each member of the council. “A Velibar is more than our genetic coding. It is not only about adhering to the old ways, and doing things as they’ve always been done. I foresaw a fifth Regency. You’ve abided by my Word. You just said yourself, you couldn’t justify allowing Elam Barve to take the throne because of his stance on our historic attitudes. Will traveling faster than light be worse for our people than using gateways? Drones created by the same adversary that flies toward us at this moment?”

The council seemed skeptical.

“Don’t listen to this man. Rolf died ages ago. This is a fabrication!” Jarm Plosor started forward, but my entire team entered the circle, blocking him from getting closer. Varn and Aster crossed Widowmaker barrels, forming an X. He glared at my grandfather. 

“While I don’t believe this is the Rolf Woden, you have given us a lot to consider…” Rion started to say.

Preston lifted a hand. “We don’t have time to discuss the authenticity of this man, not with a fleet of thousands targeting our home!”

I noticed how he said our home, and the shift in the council’s attitude. 

“You must cut contact with everything that is Stin,” Preclude warned. He’d stayed quiet, a dull gray robot hanging with my team behind the council. 

“Who is this?” Rion asked. They generally loathed robots, and probably for good reason. Great reason, when it came to Stin.

“I come from Earth but have seen inside Stin’s programming. He will not stop until he envelops all of your homes.” Preclude’s words were ominous. 

“But we have over three thousand drones outside of Dutis,” she replied. 

“I can turn them off.” Preclude stepped forward. “Grant me access.”

Rion looked at Preston, then at Barve. “Do it,” Preston said. “Stin will use everything against us.”

“How do we prevent this from ruining us?” another member of the council asked. He was older than the rest, propping himself up with a metal cane. 

The stone building around us rumbled. The cracking sound was startling, and we gazed beyond the circular platform to the fissure growing in the icy lake. 

“The Heart of the Thawing is upon us,” Rion called. “It is time. We cannot justify Earth as a Regency, not without evidence of their loyalty. They are a part of this coming war, and we have all the reasons to worry that humans are teamed up with Stin and the other members from Refuge.”

I looked at Elam Barve while he stared at his daughter. 

Preston pulled out a tablet and then smiled at me. “Then how do you explain this?”

The air crackled, a light breeze turning to wind gusts as the clouds spun, forming a circle. I’d seen something similar with Bryson and his experiment off the Hawaiian shores. 

“What trickery are you showing us?” Jarm Plosor shouted, pointing at the sky. 

“There is no ruse,” Preston said. “Earth is already a Regency.”

The Loophole appeared, and calm overtook us. We remained silent, watching the beauty of the opening in time and space. It was difficult to judge how wide the mouth was, until a Squid poked through, then another. The incoming fleet of Barges was surrounded by countless Flyers, and Holland pumped a fist in the air. We were bringing the fleet we’d been constructing near the Belt here at this important moment in Velibar history. 

This would decide their future and fate against Stin. The council appeared to understand this, and seeing the Velibar fleet entering Dutis’ atmosphere under the control of Earth was a sign to them. 

Rolf Woden was on his knees, whispering to himself. 

Rion, the elderly councilwoman, broke her gaze from the dozens of incoming Squids high above us, and watched Preston. “A Regency cannot exist without a leader. I suppose you intend to act as First Regal of Earth?”

It was the only thing that made sense. With Davic Barve taking over Warrop, her father on Dutis acting as First Ruler, and Beter replacing Preston at Biks, there was no other option.

Preston set a hand on my shoulder and squeezed it lightly. “I’m afraid not.”

“Then who?” Barve asked. 

“My grandson, Arlo Lewis.”

I blanched, my pulse pushing into my ears. Had I misheard him? This was impossible. I had no right to be named anything of the sort.

Rion appraised me from her seat, her gaze narrowing. I felt the judgment of everyone on the platform, including my own people. Varn shouted encouragement, and I glanced at my friends. Jade looked worried, Luther excited, and Holland couldn’t contain his smile. 

“We can’t dispute that Earth has a fleet of Velibar ships at their disposal. How this came to be is beyond us, but we’re grateful to have the assistance.” She turned her attention to Preclude. “Robot, you may have access to the Stin drones. Please deal with them posthaste.” One of the younger council members escorted Preclude away. 

He stopped near me. “We must go to Stin.”

“No time like the present,” I told him. It was part of the plan, though I hated the idea of using Capricious to power a Loophole up and travel from Dutis to Stin’s metallic planet, leaving my allies to fight. But it was necessary.

Preclude grabbed Rolf by the arm. “Come with me. You’re the key.”

Rolf Woden departed with the AI robot off the platform. 

“In light of the new information…” Rion paused while the ice cracked loudly. The lake was melting as we waited. Our timing was perfect. “We hereby name our new First Ruler. Elam Barve, please step forward.”

He shrugged his old cloak onto the floor and walked toward them, his spear in both his outstretched hands like an offering. I glanced at Garret, who was still in custody. He grimaced but didn’t put up a struggle. Jarm Plosor seemed to think he was getting off easy and didn’t budge either. He’d retain his seat as First Ruler of Equar, and that probably suited him fine. 

“What did you do?” I hissed at Preston. 

He bumped shoulders with me and smirked. “It was our best move. Arlo ‘Hawk’ Lewis, a man they saw win the Race against all odds. The hero from Earth who put his people well above his own safety. Arlo, the man who faced the Hidan and Darlor and caught their deceit. You’ve been to Stin, and they know this. Not to mention the trust the Primary CEOs and the Lead Chair have in you.”

“But you could have said your own name instead,” I whispered. 

Barve was given a new spear, shiny and longer. He held it, staring at the markings while the last of our fleet emerged from the Loophole above. It was a remarkable sight. The wind felt warmer, and half of the lake was melted somehow. 

“No. I’m too old, and they don’t have faith in me, not like you. I’ve been in bed with the Velibar for too many years.” Preston pursed his lips, and I could tell it was the end of the discussion. 

I wished he’d consulted me. I couldn’t be the First Regal of anything.

Elam Barve, the new First Ruler, turned slowly and faced the entire crowd. “I decree the battle with Stin and his allies priority one. We will shut them down and finish this. Today. Tomorrow, we will celebrate our people!” 

Everyone cheered. It was time to go.

 

____________

 

Bryson powered up Capricious. He hated missing the ceremony, but he had important things to do. It was difficult to pull himself away from Catarina, but this war had to be won before they could be together for the rest of their lives. It sounded simple enough, but he was  aware how tough a task was ahead of them. 

He checked the radar and saw the Stin fleet was two hours from orbit. They had to hurry. 

The doors opened, and Preclude rushed onto the ship with Jinx and Rolf. Bryson pointed at the robotic Velibar. “What is he doing here?” 

“I need him to connect with Stin.” 

Arlo was next, running onto his hauler with Holland at his heels. Luther and Jade were right behind them. 

Holland looked to the exit. “Dad, you’re staying.”

“No, son. I have to go to Stin—”

“I’m going.” Arlo walked up to the pilot’s seat, and Bryson nodded. This might be better. 

“I’ll take the Racer. Fight with your team,” he said. 

Arlo appeared to consider this for a second and nodded. “Luther, join Bryson. With R11, you should be able to fend off some Stin vessels.”

Luther didn’t look pleased to be leaving his charge without protection, and Bryson didn’t blame him. 

“You know how to operate the Loophole?” Bryson asked Arlo. 

“Not at all,” Arlo said honestly. 

“Jade, I’ll show you two how it works.” Bryson went over the process of powering the Loophole, and once they set the location of Stin’s planetoid into the system, he was confident they’d be able to get there. 

It only took a few minutes, and Bryson looked at Preclude, who was plugged in to a strange computer tower he’d brought with him. His eyes were dark, while the rest of him remained inactive. 

Bryson went with his son to the parking pad. “Son, be careful. Help Arlo and end the threat from Stin.”

Shutting off the AI network at the source would be the best chance of stopping this invasion from ending with Stin conquering the Velibar worlds, as well as Earth. 

“I will, Dad.” Holland seemed much older, hardened by the recent months’ events. 

Varn waved at Bryson. “We have to return for our Racers.”

Preston Lewis stood at the base of the transport. “Everyone reconvene at the palace.”

Bryson smiled as Catarina came to join the pair of them, and she seemed more at ease in their company. She kissed Holland on the cheek. “Come home to me.”

“I will.” Bryson and Cat watched the Equar transport lift into the air and fly from the island in the center of the melting lake. 

“This has been a monumental day for the Velibar,” Cat told him. 

“It has. And for Earth.”

“Things will never be the same,” she whispered. 

“Good. It’s about time.”

 

 

 

TWENTY-THREE

 

I wasn’t going to leave them without a pep talk. 

My team of pilots, gunners, and engineers formed a semicircle around me, and I appraised them. I recognized how some looked at me differently. Already the title my grandfather had unsuspectingly granted had adjusted the perspective of their fleet captain.

Varn’s arms were crossed, his chin tilted up. He was proud. 

“The enemy will be here shortly. We began this journey with a simple mission: escort Elam Barve to Dutis. Well, we did that, but our job isn’t finished. Stin is a network of computer-generated AI. He’s dangerous, manipulative, and vengeful. He’s also been planning an ambush for thousands of years, selecting this moment to attack. Stin chose wrong.” The muscles in my jaw flexed as I gritted my teeth. My face was still bruised from the beating Breaker had given me, but it was healing up nicely since I’d applied salve. 

Varn and Kole watched with determination, and even Lina had fire in her eyes. Thom bumped fists with Fran, and I saw their energy levels rise. They were ready for this. It was what we’d trained for. 

I pointed at the hundreds of Squid above the lake. “These will join forces with the Barges from Warrop. Stin and his allies have a lot of spacecraft, but they don’t have your instincts.” I smirked at them, and they laughed nervously. “Racers. Your ships are built unlike any other, so use this. Be faster than your opponents. Shoot sharper. Work as a team, like always. Because in this race, there isn’t just one winner.”

All of them were smiling but one. Kira Nerolf stood at the edge, her expression unreadable. 

“Get to it. Bryson will give you a ride to gather your Racers. I have faith in you all.”

“Good luck, Hawk!” Kole shouted. 

The others echoed it, coming to express their well wishes for our dangerous mission. 

“Go talk to her,” Jade whispered. “We’ll organize the hauler.” 

“Kira…” I walked over to her, noticing her hands were shaking slightly. “Are you okay?”

She shook her head. I’d never seen her like this. Kira was always so confident and smug. 

“What is it?” I heard the familiar rumbling of Capricious’ engines roaring to life. “Are you nervous about the fight?”

“Bah, you’d think so.” Her pink eyes bore into mine. “Hawk, you really have no idea what’s going on, do you?”

I shrugged. “Why don’t you tell me.”

She grabbed my neck and pulled me in, kissing me. Kira let go, and I wondered what had just happened. I could taste her lip gloss.

“Be careful. Don’t worry about us, Hawk. We’ve got your back.” Kira spun on a heel and jogged toward the waiting Racer. 

“That was unexpected,” I muttered, realizing something I hadn’t before.

I shoved it aside and tried to focus as I rushed to the cockpit. A minute later, we were in the air, fleeing from the lake.

Flying past the Velibar ships set my nerves on fire, but these weren’t filled with the alien foes-turned-allies. They were from the Belt and had human crews. Octavia Post and Major Barnes would be on one of them, directed to Ollisa at this very moment. Much of the fleet flew alongside me and Capricious.

I spotted hundreds of various craft in the air from all around Dutis. They’d gotten the call to arms, and everyone had responded. Most of them wouldn’t even be aware that a new First Ruler had been named, but they were Velibar, and would fight for the safety of their people. 

“Computer, time to clear space?” I asked. 

“We will be able to use the Loophole in seven minutes, four seconds,” the generic voice said. I missed Bello’s southern accent, even if I didn’t miss her. 

“You okay with this?” Jade sat beside me at the front of the bridge. I was so used to being alone on Capricious, but it was nice to have my friends here for the ride. I wasn’t hauling supplies for a Corporation any longer. I needed to prevent Stin from taking over the Velibar, which meant Earth as well. 

“Which part?” I asked her as we entered orbit. The incoming fleet was an hour or so away, and I calculated several alternatives in case the Loophole failed. 

“Did you know he was planning to suggest you as First Regal?” Jade asked. 

“That was pretty insane,” Holland added. 

“It won’t amount to anything. We did this for show. Once Stin is destroyed, we’ll celebrate and go home to Earth,” I said, hoping that was true. 

“I doubt that,” Jinx said. 

I glanced back to find him overseeing Preclude while the AI from Earth worked on linking to the network. Rolf didn’t move as he sat staring at the wall. I could tell he was having an existential crisis, and knew I’d be doing the same thing if I was told I was robotic.

“Why do you say that, Jinx?” His opinions were always smart and calculated. 

“We’ve been trying to figure out how to leave the corporation system behind, and this might actually prove beneficial. We’re not alone. Not anymore. Velibar, Hidan, Kava, Darlor, and even the powerful AI network, Stin. They were once organic as well. We can assume endless possibilities, and if that’s the case, do you think it’s wise to return home and stick our heads in the sand again?” Jinx asked. 

“I don’t,” Jade whispered. “And they couldn’t have chosen a better First Regal.”

“All that aside, I don’t know if I’m the man for the role,” I said. I was a hauler. A pilot. Maybe even a good Sprinter, but being in charge? A vassal to the First Ruler? “Plus, there’s no chance the CEOs agree with this.”

“Technically, they don’t have a vote,” Holland said. 

“What do you mean?”

“The Board is officially the only one that can approve a change like this. It’s written into their agreement with the Primaries and Secondaries. If Post wants to go with this new plan, it’ll happen,” Holland told us. 

“And you? What about your future with SeaTech?” Jinx asked him. I could sense a hidden meaning. 

“Who knows? There’s too much up in the air.” Holland shrugged like it was no big deal. It was surprising how cavalier he was being. “Don’t worry, Jinx. I bet you can go to Proxima.”

Jinx rubbed his beard. “Good.”

Jade keyed in commands on the dash, cycling power from the Core to the Loophole. “Preclude, where are you?” I asked the AI. 

His eyes glowed. “I’ve blocked Stin from using the gateways against Dutis, but their ships will still have power until we destroy him.”

“Okay.” That was good news. We’d been worried the drones at Dutis would explode simultaneously or form gateways over the cities. 

“Stin wasn’t expecting you to be here,” Jinx told the robot. 

“No. He is not a predictive AI as I am. Otherwise, this might be more difficult.” Preclude unplugged from the Velibar computer. “Rolf, do you know your instructions?”

The ancient robot shook his head. “No.”

I listened closely, learning of the plan as well. 

“Stin has evolved like most computer systems. In the millennia since your creation, he’s gone through countless iterations. Your programming is archaic by modern terms,” Preclude said. 

“Meaning?” Rolf asked. 

“Stin cannot see you anymore. I’ve closed your external sensors off, and you will be invisible inside Stin’s planet. I believe I can use you to crash his network when we arrive.” Preclude looked at me. “But getting in might prove the hard part.”

“Don’t worry about that. We have it covered.” I grinned. Stin and I had a good rapport, and I was going to use that to my advantage. 

Jade poked me in the arm and tapped at the dash. “Loophole is ready.”

Blue energy glistened over the viewscreen, and I held my breath for a few seconds. My gut was clenching at the idea of traveling through this untested tool. But the one Bryson had given the Belt had worked to transport the fleet here, so I liked our odds.

“Preparing for the trek,” Jade said. The energy shot out, swirling a hundred meters in front of Capricious.

I nervously guided her into the Loophole, knowing there was no returning until we’d defeated Stin. 

My hauler bucked and shook as we entered the opening, but it smoothed out a second later. The exit was already here. It wasn’t like I’d expected. A snap of a finger, and we’d arrived at Stin’s planet. It stood out like a sore thumb, with its shiny metal exterior. It had no atmosphere, but it did create a gravitational pull. I adjusted the thrusters accordingly and stayed a few thousand kilometers from it while we analyzed the situation. 

“Preclude?”

The AI’s console beeped a few times. “This is most odd.”

“What?” Jinx asked. 

“I do not pick up any readings from Stin’s network. It’s almost as if he’s abandoned the planet,” Preclude informed us. 

“That’s bad news, isn’t it?” Holland changed the screen’s zoom and focused on the surface. There were no lights like last time, no ambling robots working on the hull of the giant planetoid. It seemed dormant. 

“Not necessarily.” Preclude walked to my pilot’s chair and pointed at the blue-lined silhouette of Stin on my dash. “Do you remember the entrance?”

I’d never forget. “Sure.”

“We’ll go in. If there’s even a remnant of a link to the main Stin left behind, we should be able to infect it. It might be tedious, but I believe it’s possible,” Preclude said. 

The planetoid grew on the screen as I flew closer, and I spotted the entrance in the same place as last time. 

“Here goes nothing,” I whispered, and began our descent. 

 

____________

 

Preston was nervous for the meeting, but it was necessary. He parked the transport in the giant Barge and exited, finding an escort waiting for him. Preston figured five soldiers might be overkill, especially when their goals were aligned. 

They led him through the Barge and into the meeting room off the central bridge. 

The second he stepped foot inside, Octavia Post and Major Hewitt Barnes rose. Another man was there, and Preston recognized Erik Trevors, the CEO of Luna Corp. 

“Hello, everyone,” Preston said, and they eyed him with curiosity, and maybe a hint of suspicion. 

“Preston, thank you for joining us.” Octavia was diplomatic even in times of crisis. She indicated he take a seat at this end of the table, and he obliged. “Where’s your friend?”

“First Ruler Elam Barve will arrive shortly. We don’t have much time. The fleet is here.” Preston had to fill them in on the details quickly. 

“Preston, can we trust you?” Erik asked. 

“Apparently, you never did, and that’s why I was sent away. I guess I can thank you for being thrown into this entire mess,” Preston explained. 

“That’s not exactly…” Erik started to say.

“The past is the past. If we waste time dwelling on it, we may as well give up now. Preston, he’s right. Can we?” Octavia frowned deeply. 

“Yes. I am with you until death.” Preston thought it might have been a little overdramatic, but this felt like a stage. 

“What are we facing?” Barnes asked. 

“Stin is the most dangerous foe. Robotic ships controlled by his hive mind. They don’t consider saving their lives, because they aren’t alive. He’ll hurl everything he can against our defense. The Hidan and Darlor have weaknesses.” Preston used his tablet, and pinged them the documents. 

“How do we beat Stin?”

“Arlo is going to his home with Preclude. They have a plan to destroy him.” Preston silently wished his grandson luck. 

“And if they don’t?”

“We’re in for one hell of a battle,” Preston whispered. 

“Tell us what happened. Why aren’t you the First Ruler?” Octavia drank from a white ceramic cup and watched him the entire time. 

He explained the events in a quick and dumbed-down version, leaving the last bit out.

All of their attention was drawn to the door when Barve entered. He walked past the human guards with an attitude and peered around the room. He was imposing on the human-built ship, clutching the First Ruler’s spear. This wasn’t the same one that had been lost with his predecessor near Saturn. They each received their own, and Barve’s had the markings of Warrop etched along the blade. 

Octavia watched him, and Preston could see the pair of humans assessing the newly appointed Velibar leader. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

Barve strode to the table and took a seat next to Preston. “I expected you to be angrier.”

Major Barnes looked nervous. “Why?”

“You didn’t tell them?” Barve’s laugh boomed out. “I don’t blame you.”

Octavia squinted, pointing a finger at Preston. “What did you do?”

Preston cleared his throat as an alarm rang over his words. “We’re part of the Velibar now. Earth is their fifth Regency.”

The pair of them didn’t say anything, and then Octavia cracked. She smiled despite the news. “And who gave you this authority?”

“Earth’s First Regal?” Preston was on thin ice, but now wasn’t the time to be weak. 

“Spit it out!” the major demanded. 

The First Ruler banged a fist on the table. “His grandson. Arlo is your Regal.”

Preston expected resistance, but it never came from the Lead Chair. “We can discuss this later. For now, prepare for attack.”

“We. So you agree to these terms?” Barve asked. 

“You haven’t shown me any contracts, but for the sake of expediting this, we’ll call this a mutual venture until Stin and his friends are dealt with.” Octavia stuck her hand out, and Barve just stared at it. 

Preston nudged him. “Shake it,” he said through his teeth. 

The First Ruler’s grip dwarfed hers as they shook, sealing the deal. 

“Now that we’re acquainted, here’s what we have to do.” Preston gave them the plan, and half an hour later, they sent the orders to their fleet.

 

 

 

TWENTY-FOUR

 

The inside of Stin was exactly as it had been a few months prior, except that there were no lights to guide the way. Capricious’ beams shot forward, casting lengthy shadows across the tunnel. There were frayed wires throughout, with sparking electrical components. 

“They left in a hurry,” Jade said. “I think it’s meant to look sloppy. But they weren’t infiltrated.”

I nodded my agreement as I slowly piloted us deeper into the metal planetoid. Stin had told us that the Velibar were to blame for their original planet’s destruction, but we knew the truth: that the AI had taken control and killed every last one of their creators. I watched Preclude talking with Rolf on the bench behind us and craned my neck forward again. 

“Jade, are we being erratic to think we can shut down one AI with another? Is this the dumbest thing we’ve ever done?” I whispered. 

She lifted her eyebrows as if contemplating it. “We have to try, Arlo. Preclude’s been nothing but forthright. With all the betrayals we’ve endured, I won’t be surprised if he screws us over, but I sure hope this time is different.”

“Okay. So we’re on the same page.” Capricious was larger than Pilgrim, and I bumped the edges of the corridor. “That’s going to leave a mark,” I muttered, hearing the scraping of the torn walls scratching my hull. 

The farther we went, the darker it felt. It was only an illusion, but seeing Stin powered off and black was unsettling. Jade pointed out a few robots still active at one of the decks, and I reversed the thrusters, stopping so we could observe them. The two bots rolled back and forth on a smooth, shiny chrome floor, welding repairs along the corridor tube entrance. 

“This is a good sign.” Preclude came from nowhere. He was directly behind us, and I wondered if he’d overheard any of our earlier discussion. It was difficult to keep things from Earth’s most notorious program. 

“Why?” Holland asked. He’d been dozing a few minutes before, but my rough flying had probably jarred him awake. 

“Initially, I feared that Stin had removed all parts of himself from this structure, but if those robots are working, they’re receiving instructions from the network. Stin is still here,” Preclude said. 

“And that’s a positive thing, isn’t it?” I asked. 

Jinx strolled to the front of the cockpit, holding a Tab to his chest. “Without Stin’s presence, this could have been a lot more challenging.”

“Deceptive,” I whispered. “Preclude, we’re almost there.” I returned the thrusters to five percent power, and we continued to lower through the tube toward the center of Stin. 

“Sensors indicate no oxygen,” Jade said. 

“Then we wear the suits,” I told everyone. “Holland, why don’t you and Jinx go prepare them?”

“We’ll join,” Preclude told Rolf, and they all departed. 

“I’m worried.” Jade sighed, and rested her head on my shoulder. 

I wasn’t sure how to take that comment. “You have something to say?”

“Not really. This has been exhausting, don’t you think? Being excused from Luna, heading for the interview with Bryson at SeaTech, then training for the Race.” 

“At least we won the Race.”

“Then fought off an invasion,” she muttered. “After Refuge, and trying to raid Biks, we almost lost our home thanks to Eclipse.”

“It doesn’t get any easier.” I slowed as we neared the center. The area expanded from the corridor, and I lowered Capricious to a flat area, choosing to land there. 

“No, I suppose it won’t. Not with you being… First Regal of Earth,” she said with only a hint of sarcasm. 

“Don’t count on it.” My hauler landed softly, and I powered her off, leaving the support systems on. I checked the radar again, ensuring there were no surprises, but everything looked calm and quiet. Exactly what I’d been wishing for. 

We started for the exit, and Jade grabbed my arm. “Whatever happens, I want you to know that I care about you.”

I stared blankly. 

She smirked. “Not like that. I mean… I’ve never had a friend quite like you, and I’m grateful for it.” 

I dramatically placed a hand on my heart, laughing the comment off. “I care about you too.”

Jinx’s voice carried through the speaker in the hallway. “If you two are done re-enacting a soap opera scene, we have an alien robot entity to destroy.” 

We exited my hauler with the humans wearing spacesuits, the robots remaining uncovered. Rolf Woden had thought he was an organic being his entire life, and now he stepped down the ramp with a ceremonial cloak on. He tested his breathing. There was no air to circulate, but he didn’t seem affected. 

“Now do you believe me?” Preclude asked him. 

“I don’t have a place here.” Rolf walked ahead of our group. 

“Stay with me, Rolf,” Preclude said. “We’re almost done.”

Readouts scrolled on my helmet’s HUD, feeding me my own vital signs, surroundings, and my linked allies’ details. A strange emittance appeared in red, and I asked Jade what it was. 

“Appears to be a flare-up…” Jade went quiet. “This could be bad.”

Preclude walked to the middle of the platform. This was where Stin had met with me privately, offering me the device to blow up the drone gateways. I pulled it from my pocket now and flipped it in my fingers. 

“What is that?” the AI robot asked. 

I handed it to Preclude. “Stin gave me this.” 

A miniscule wire protruded from his finger, and he connected to the unit. “This is how you contacted me from the palace?”

“That’s right.” 

“I can utilize this to track his network.” Preclude lifted it higher, slowly spinning to cover a full three sixty. The red indicator light still flashed inside my helmet. 

“What about the flare I’m reading?” Jade asked him. 

Preclude kept moving, holding his arm up. “It’s the bomb.”

Jinx and I gawked at one another. “Bomb?” we said at the same time. 

“Yes. I expected this. We tripped a sensor when we arrived at Stin’s core. There are explosives connected to six shafts placed around the planetoid.” Preclude didn’t stop walking to tell us this. We followed him, dubious of what our next course of action should be. 

“Listen up, Neil,” Jade said, using his human inventor’s name. “We don’t want to die, and we’re not computer programs backed up to a file. Tell us what to do.”

Rolf wandered away, his eyes wide as he took in the complex region. It felt like being inside a motherboard, with superconductors, memory slots, heat sinks, and power connectors along the ceiling. 

Preclude sauntered up to the tower Stin once projected from, and a plug extended from a cavity on his torso. The tower fired up, shaking the ground with a slight tremor. Lights flashed on, then off, and finally returned, dimly glowing around us. “I cannot regain full power, but this will work. It should allow the shaft lifts to operate.” 

My Tab pinged, as did everyone else’s. 

“I’ve sent you the six locations. It looks like we have thirty-seven minutes to manually shut down each of the bombs.” Preclude’s message appeared, and I moved the 3D map of Stin’s metal planet around, zooming on the nearest bomb, marked with a red circle. 

“Why can’t we apply the virus remotely?” Jade asked. 

“The program will take nearly an hour to erase all of Stin. By then, you’ll be dead, and his network will be destroyed,” Preclude informed us. 

Holland stared at his own Tab, the screen reflecting from his helmet’s visor. “I don’t understand. Why didn’t Stin blow himself up, if that would protect his network?”

“I can’t believe it.” I shook my head. “Stin is so confident. He set a trap.”

Jinx’s eyes were wide. “Stin wants to kill us.”

“Yes. He knows Arlo will come for him. Stin thinks we’ll fail, he’ll survive, and he’ll have Dutis. With Arlo out of the picture, his chances improve,” Holland said. 

I struggled to comprehend Stin’s motives. “Why didn’t he just end me when we were last here?”

“No.” Jade pointed at the tower. “Stin expected us to fight Biks. Then we’d go with Zonrial and Trid to Dutis and finish them off. He was using you to do his dirty work, and when that failed, he changed directions.”

Preclude beeped. “I estimate this is the correct pattern. Eighty-seven percent chance this was Stin’s motivation.”

I looked at the Tab. “Thirty-seven minutes?”

“Thirty-three,” Preclude corrected. “We’ve been wasting time talking.”

“What do we do?” Jinx asked. 

“Everyone takes a section.” We gathered in a circle and selected each of our targets. We offered Rolf a spare Tab, and he gazed at it like it was possessed by a devil. “Stay connected. When you get to your explosive, we have to disarm it. Preclude, any idea how this might work?”

“Not yet. I will have to see them.” Preclude opened a hatch in his stomach and pulled out six small satchels, giving us each one. 

“You predicted this?” Holland asked him. 

“It was one of many options, but the highest probability,” Preclude said. 

“I’m bringing you to the next Primary Cup. I could make a bundle,” Jinx muttered. 

“Thirty minutes.” Preclude set off before us. 

“Good luck everyone. Hurry.” I nodded at my friends, and Rolf stood there, unsure what to do. Jade, Holland, and Jinx dashed off in opposite directions, leaving me with the Velibar android. “Do you understand what we have to accomplish?”

“Not entirely.” Rolf shook his head. I examined his Tab and saw our two bombs were closest to one another. “Come with me.”

I ran, not checking to see if Rolf was trailing. I heard his footsteps as I rounded a corner. Stin’s planet was built from various components, all metal, with some plastic and rubber parts scattered throughout. What wasn’t made from alloys was there to act as an insulator or conductor, depending on the material. The 3D map showed me how complex a structure it was, and when I checked how far the gap was to our first target, I nearly gave up. 

Six kilometers. I doubted it was even possible to travel that distance in the allotted time. The clock showed twenty-four minutes remaining. 

The halls changed in size, depending on the size of the worker robots required for the region, and we reached the end of this one, having to crawl on our hands and knees to the shaft. We found it where the map showed, and I pried the heavy door open. It was barely large enough for both of us to enter. I shone a flashlight up the shaft and saw a button on the exterior of the unit. 

I pressed it and heard the incoming lift descending for our level. It landed quickly, with a soft hiss of air. “After you.” I waved Rolf inside and hoped the others were faster than us. 

While we rose, I checked the Tab, finding my teammates moving for their destinations. Holland was nearly at his, and Jade was the farthest away. Hers was a full twenty kilometers from the middle of the planetoid. 

The shaft was tight, and my helmet bumped against the wall as we shot up. Rolf clutched his stomach, like the rush of speed made him queasy. His programming was quite intricate, considering he was a robot but had never known it. 

My Tab was linked to the network, and I managed to stop the lift with the tap of an icon. It halted abruptly, sending us four feet in the air. We crashed with the low gravity, and I climbed out of the shaft into the level. 

It looked far different up here. Tiny robotic drones hovered near my face, and I swatted them away. Rolf held a flashlight, shining it on the floor. In the corner of the triangle-shaped room was the bomb. It was nearly as high as the ceiling, with four-inch tubes entering and exiting it in ten spots. Liquid bubbled through them, and I didn’t have the slightest idea what to do. 

“Preclude,” I said. “I’m ready.”

I verified the 3D map, finding the AI robot just arriving at his own destination. “Arlo, find a panel near the right edge.”

I looked, spotting it. “I’m there.”

“Use the tools, open the door, and you’ll find seventeen wires,” Preclude told me. 

“Seventeen?” I muttered. The door was simple to remove, and I tried to set the satchel of instruments down on a narrow ledge near me. It slipped, spilling the contents all over the floor. 

“Count from left to right, and stop at eleven. Cut the wire. Then count two more, cut that one as well. Twist those two together. The next part is tricky.” 

“Hold on!” I called, trying to find the snippers. They were lodged in the metal grates. 

“You have to climb onto the top, and—”

I shouted in frustration, and Rolf stepped up. He appeared calm. “Let me.” He crouched, pulling the pliers free with ease. He made quick work of the wires, doing as Preclude had suggested, then bounded up the side of the bomb, staying low to keep his head from hitting the ceiling. 

“What now?” he asked. 

I kept Preclude’s commentary on my external speakers, and he instructed Rolf what to do. It took the robotic Velibar another minute to finish the task. I glanced at the countdown clock. Twelve minutes. 

“We have to go to the next one.” I set it as our target on the map. The liquid drained from the bomb’s tubes, and it hissed out a stream of vapor from a side vent. The lights dimmed until it was powered off for good. 

“Good work, Rolf,” I told him. I overheard Jade’s voice asking for guidance, and for a second, I thought we might be able to pull this off.

 

 

 

TWENTY-FIVE

 

Bryson’s palms sweated on the controls. 

“You sure you don’t want me to take over?” Luther asked. 

“I’m good.” Bryson had been the one to create the Racer. He’d been there, testing the ship through every version. It had been five years of R&D, and he’d paid a fortune getting Pilgrim perfected. He knew the layout not only from the pilot’s seat, but from every damned inch of the thing. Bryson had spent hours in this chair, pushing her to the limits, blowing off steam from his demanding role as CEO. 

But today was different. He’d never faced a foe like this. Bryson peered over at Luther, and the former Lotus security lead nodded at him. R11 was on the opposite edge of the bridge, like usual. 

“Captain, we’re in formation,” R11 said. “Would you like me to relay anything to the Racers?” 

His voice sounded strange. “R11, can you run a diagnostic on yourself?”

R11 beeped three times, and responded, “Sir, there’s something battering my firewall.”

“Stin.” Bryson had been expecting trouble. “Can you pinpoint the location?”

Another silent ten seconds. “Sir, it’s coming from a tower in Ollisa. Jade had it flagged, but we failed to investigate.”

Bryson sighed. “Preclude gave us a patch to avoid Stin’s reach, but he’s working around it, using the localized network on Dutis.” He hit the communicator. “Varn, I’m going solo.” He told him about the tower, and what Stin was attempting to do with it. 

“Roger that, Bryson. I’ll keep the team in line. Go.” Varn was technically in charge. Bryson took one more glimpse at the incoming ships. They breezed past the Dutis moon, blocking his view of the hunk of rock. There were over a thousand Stin ships, small computerized drone vessels, determined to destroy the human and Velibar fleets. 

Bryson and his allies wouldn’t let that happen. He glanced at Elam Barve’s Barge, lined up with the other two hundred Velibar warships. Cat was on that ship with the new First Ruler. He supposed it was as safe a vessel to be on as any. The Velibar would protect their leader with everything they had. 

Pilgrim spun around, thrusters shooting her to Dutis. He marked the tower on his radar and barrelled through the atmosphere, fire rolling over the hull. 

The battle above would begin at any moment, and Bryson had to tip the scales. If Stin managed to use this network link to infect their ships and robots, the defense would be doomed. How did someone fight a powerful entity like this? He hoped Arlo was nearly done with his mission, because having the Stin fighters drop out of the assault would greatly improve their odds. 

“Ollisa in sight,” R11 said. 

“Weapons at ready,” Luther added. 

Bryson focused on getting to the tower as quickly as possible. The tower appeared to be directly in the center of the city. It rose half a kilometer up, standing taller than any of the other structures. The device was skinny from this vantage point, and Bryson contemplated blowing it up, but that would send it falling over the region, destroying more of Ollisa. Their goal was to protect the people, not harm them. 

“New plan. We’re going to manually shut it off,” Bryson said. 

“We don’t know how to do that. Do we?” Luther inquired. 

“R11, think you can help?” Bryson asked the robot. 

“I should be able to find out where to… pull the plug,” R11 said. 

“Okay. Then it’s settled.” Bryson Kelley guided the Racer to the ground near the tower’s base. The landing area was like concrete, with no vegetation in its vicinity. He left Pilgrim on, wishing there was someone to stay on board. Part of him wanted to ask Luther to remain, but he’d put up a fight, which meant wasting precious minutes.

Luther grabbed a Widowmaker on the way out, and Bryson took the slighter handheld, keeping it in his grip. He expected a surprise waiting for them. 

The sun had set on the surface, and they used the tower’s exterior lights to find the entrance. It was unlocked. 

“This doesn’t feel right,” Luther said. 

Bryson stopped, listening. All he could hear was the clicking and ticking of electricity encompassing the metal structure. “Where’s the control room?”

R11 beeped. “Blueprints downloaded. Follow me.” He led them through the empty foyer and down a flight of stairs, then another. The tower was frigid, and Bryson’s breath misted out with each exhale.

“The system requires a specific temperature to keep from overheating,” R11 said, answering the question he hadn’t asked. 

They encountered a giant door at the bottom of the fourth flight, and Bryson attempted to open it. “Locked.”

R11 bent to the keypad, and a plug-in projected from his finger. The screen buzzed, then flashed, and Bryson heard the lock retreat. He tried again, and it swung on smooth hinges. 

“Well, well, well.” A horned Hidan woman stepped closer, smiling, with five of her friends aiming guns at their faces. “Drop your weapons.” A Darlor man walked from behind her, grinning despite his entire mouth and face being covered in abrasions. 

“Zonrial and Trid,” Luther muttered. 

Bryson glanced at Luther, then at R11. Failure wasn’t an option. 

 

____________

 

Two minutes. That was all the countdown had left when we encountered the second bomb. 

“Rolf, do you remember how to…” I stopped as Rolf sped up. He’d finally accepted he wasn’t a Velibar, and this allowed him to take advantage of his robotic benefits. The bomb was defused in under a minute, and I looked at the screen. 

“Preclude, are we done?” I asked. Holland’s bomb was still glowing on the map. “Holland, what’s the delay?” 

“The top hatch is stuck.” I heard him groaning, like he was trying to pry it open. 

Preclude’s calm and reassuring voice talked him through it, giving him suggestions. I looked at the clock. Twenty seconds. I grimaced, sweating in my suit. If that bomb went off, we might not lose Stin, and we could still complete our mission, but Holland would be killed. I should never have brought him with us. 

“Got it!” Holland shouted. I watched the screen with my breath held, waiting for the bomb to be defused. 

Four.

Three.

Two. “Holland?” I whispered. 

One.

“It’s off,” he said, and the icon vanished. 

I jumped in the air. “We did it!” Sweat raced over my face, and I set the cooling feature on, wishing I could wipe my brow. 

“That was close,” Jade said.

“Everyone reconvene where we started,” I ordered. 

“Roger that, Hawk,” Jinx replied. 

“You did well, Rolf,” I told the Velibar robot. 

“Glad to help. If I’m not real, then at least I can help someone who is.” Rolf started for the exit. 

“Do you feel real?” I asked. 

He paused at the shaft’s entrance. “I suppose so.”

“You have emotions, and pain, and wants and needs,” I continued. 

“Yes.”

“Do you know how many people would wish to be in your shoes?” I looked down and saw he wasn’t wearing anything on his feet. “You know what I mean.”

We went into the lift and began lowering toward Stin’s core. “Not really.”

“The CEOs would happily choose to occupy a robot that allowed them to live forever.” I dreaded seeing Frank Under in control of Sage Industries in a thousand years. 

“Would that not go against your laws of nature?” Rolf said. “The Velibar wouldn’t stand for that.”

“Who’s to say? It might be a form of evolution. It’s been predicted before in stories. All I’m saying is, don’t give up.” I stopped the lift at the proper floor, and we walked for another kilometer before choosing another shaft. 

We finally came back to Capricious. Everyone but Jade was there. 

“What’s next?” I asked Preclude. “And don’t tell me that was only the first test. There better be no more trials.”

“Nothing of the sort. I’ll bring Rolf with me into the hub, and we set the worm loose.” Preclude pointed to the far side of the platform. 

Jade arrived, looking as stressed by this whole endeavor as me. 

“What will happen to Rolf?” I asked, following them to the elevator. 

“He will be lost in the process,” Preclude said. 

“What?” Jinx grabbed the robot. “You can’t do that.”

“It’s the only choice. I would do it myself, but because Rolf was created by Stin before any modern upgrades, he holds the key to unraveling the program.” Preclude may have been a lot of things, but he wasn’t empathetic. 

Rolf stood there, nervously watching us discuss his fate. “What do you think about this?” I asked him. 

“I am Velibar, despite what you’ve told me. I feel like Rolf Woden, and I set my people on a long and prosperous existence. They have lost touch over the years, but it seems like they’re finding the proper track again. Thanks to the contact with the Feerem.” Rolf stood taller, and I sensed his resignation to his own death. “Plus, I was already gone, with no recollection of it. This will be no different. I will exist; then I will not.”

“Is this the only option?” Jinx pleaded. “Come on, Preclude, see another path.”

“Time is running out. Each minute we delay is another minute the war ravages over Dutis.” Preclude tapped his chin. “But I might be able to—”

“What?” I demanded. 

“Rolf, I could download your memories. You could become part of me, with Neil Cawdron. I see no harm, from my standpoint. More knowledge is integral to my predictions.” 

Rolf stepped nervously closer to the AI bot. “I will do this.”

“Then it’s settled. Hurry, timing is essential.” Preclude rushed to the elevator, with Rolf behind him. They descended, and I watched my friends. 

“I guess we wait.” I wished I knew what was transpiring at Dutis, but hopefully, we’d arrive soon enough to help in the aftermath of Stin’s destruction. 

 

____________

 

Obelisk was once again Preston’s, and he was grateful for it. It was the one vessel he’d ever truly been comfortable on. 

“Thanks for joining me, Beter,” he told his commander. She was in charge of Biks now as the First Regal, but none of that mattered if they didn’t defeat the enemy in front of them. 

Hundreds of Velibar Flyers raced through space, facing off against the Stin fighters. They turned as one, a hive mind, but this was beneficial to their defense. With Stin in charge, they could better anticipate movement by the fighters. 

One of the Racers sped in front of Obelisk, and Preston grinned as Fire barreled between two enemies, blowing both of them up. Preston’s grandson had trained them well. Many of the Velibar pilots were mimicking the patterns of the Racers, which was an advantage. He glanced at the Barges, to see their flaring tentacles firing on the clusters of Hidan ships. 

“Sir,” Beter said, despite her actual higher rank. Preston wasn’t officially in charge of anything now. 

No, you are still captain of this ship. “What is it, Beter?” he asked. 

“There’s something approaching. It’s not on the radar, but…” Beter’s voice cracked. This never happened. She was usually so composed. 

“Show me.” Preston walked across the bridge to the zoomed image. “What is that?” The thing was a monstrosity, a conglomerate of hundreds of ships. Blinking lights jutted out from what appeared to be old radio towers. 

“It’s twenty kilometers in diameter,” Beter said. “Reading no lifeforms.”

Preston stepped closer to the viewscreen. “Stin,” he whispered. The program was here. Did that mean he’d abandoned his planet? What if Arlo wasn’t able to plant the bug into the software after all?

“Send word to Barve and Octavia. Stin has joined the battle!” Alarms sounded on Obelisk as the giant Stin vessel flew closer to the fighting zone over Dutis. 

“It’s doing something,” Beter told him. 

“On screen.” The protruding towers began to blink rapidly. Yellow lights grew in intensity, and electricity arced between them. 

Beter rubbed her palms nervously. “It’s a weapon.”

“Hurry, Arlo,” Preston said to himself.

 

____________

 

“I said, drop your weapons!” Zonrial motioned for the floor, but none of them budged. 

“Here’s what’s going to happen. You let us through, and then you’ll get in your spaceship and leave, before we destroy every last one of you,” Bryson told her. 

The woman laughed, slapping her thigh. “You’re in no position to threaten me.”

Luther kept his Widowmaker up, shifting from one target to the next. 

“Stin is using you. Don’t you see that?” Bryson asked. “He was never attacked by the Velibar. The story is fabricated. The actual Stin created a program years ago, and it outsmarted them. Eventually, it destroyed the people and stole their name. It doesn’t respect flesh and blood. Once it takes Dutis and the other worlds’ resources, Stin will be done with you. He won’t leave loose ends.”

Zonrial’s smile faded, and she peered at Trid. The smaller, injured Darlor shrugged. “Who cares? Stin doesn’t do anything quickly. By the time he reacts, my grandchildren will be long gone.”

Bryson hadn’t anticipated this reaction. “It’s not too late. We can work together.”

Zonrial shook her head. “We have enough partners.” She aimed at him, and Bryson felt himself being thrown to the floor. R11 stood in his place, grabbing Luther’s weapon. Zonrial’s blast struck him in the torso, but it didn’t slow him. R11 took down the five targets in a split second and turned the gun on the final two enemies. 

“Do you concede?” R11 asked plainly. 

Trid’s jaw dropped, and Zonrial’s eye twitched as she stared down the barrel of the gun. Their weapons clattered to the floor. “You’re making a mistake. Trying to stop Stin is pointless.”

“Luther, cuff ‘em.” Bryson kicked their guns aside, and Luther secured their hands behind their backs, using ties attached to his belt. 

“What do you want me to do with them?” Luther asked, shoving Trid forward. 

“Watch them. We’re going to finish this.” Bryson jogged through the room, and R11 followed, keeping the Widowmaker. When they were alone, he stared at his robot. “R11, you’re not supposed to be able to kill. It’s illegal.”

“Preclude offered me an upgrade. I thought it might be a good idea… given the tenuous situations you and Arlo tend to put me in,” R11 said. 

“Touché,” Bryson whispered. “Remind me to reprogram you when we get home.”

“If we get out of this, you can turn me into a paperweight,” R11 told him. 

The control room was beyond an open door, and it was even colder. Bryson shivered as they surveyed the space, finding dozens of screens and countless keypads. “You know what to do?” he asked. 

R11 ran to a console, his fingers flying over the keys. “I can shut down the network, but it will affect everyone on the surface. The fleet will have built-in reserves.”

“Do it.” Bryson watched as R11 powered the tower down. The lights went off, and emergency ones in the floor replaced them. “It’s done?”

“Stin cannot affect anything in our fleet or on the surface. Including me,” R11 said. 

“Good. Let’s rejoin the fight.”

 

 

 

TWENTY-SIX

 

“What’s taking them?” Holland sat on the ship, his legs hanging down the ramp. 

“It’s been an hour. Preclude said it would take nearly that long.” I paced the platform, wishing we were done. Stin’s planetoid was even more ominous now that the bombs were defused and we were nearing the end of our tenure. I saw shadows in the corners and heard distant robots shuffling through corridors. 

“Why didn’t he have another layer of defense?” Jade asked. “Stin isn’t stupid.”

I heard another noise and stared into a dark hall beyond a narrow bridge that led directly to our platform. 

“Who knows? He’s a computer program. I always assume they think differently than us,” Jinx said. He sat cross-legged beside Jade, who was lying on the floor, watching the ceiling. 

“Guys.” I heard it again. Clang. Clang. No one else appeared to notice the sound. 

“All I know is I want to leave this place,” Holland told us. “It’s creepy. Like being in a robot’s grave.”

Clang. Clang. Clang. They grew louder. “Guys!” I shouted, finally getting their attention. 

“What is it?” Jade sat up, following my finger’s aim with her eyes. She hopped to her feet as the incoming army arrived. 

Hundreds of robots, big and small, had gathered, and they approached us very slowly. A few were on wheels; others were flying drones; some walked with methodical steps. They were every shape and size, and I assumed they were programmed to attack.

“There’s your second layer you were asking for,” I mumbled to Jade. 

The first row reached the bridge that connected our landing platform to the rest of the area. “Holland, grab me a neutralizer! For the balancer!”

He gawked at me, and I had to repeat myself before he unfroze. He dashed across the ramp, holding the clunky device. “What are you going to do with this? Throw it at them?”

The nearest bot was twenty meters away, stepping onto the tight pass. “They’re filled with a corrosive chemical. It reacts with the balancer’s system if there’s an overload and neutralizes the charge.” I bashed the cylinder on the edge of the platform, trying not to look down. It was nothing but darkness beyond. It thudded, and the lid was cracked. Liquid hissed out, dripping on the floor next to my boot. It was so caustic it ate through the metal. 

“Hold on to me,” I ordered him, and leaned forward onto this side of the bridge. Using the canister, I let a stream of the chemical out, and it began to react with the metal. I hoped this did the trick. Using another run, I ran it over a closer section. 

Holland hauled me to safety, and I tossed the canister at the incoming army. It struck a drone, and they both plummeted into the chasm. The closest robot was a bulky thing, with live wires dangling from its chest. Its steps were slow and heavy, shaking the bridge. I glanced at the acid lines between us, while Holland and I backed up. 

“This better work.” 

Stomp. Stomp. It contacted the damaged section, and for a moment, I thought it might see the danger. Then its hefty foot slammed down, sending the piece flying. It tumbled into the opening and was gone. A steady stream of robots followed it, none of them stopping to realize the threat. 

“Preclude’s back!” Jinx shouted from near Capricious.

“Everyone on the ship!” I called. “Time to leave.”

The drones flew higher, aiming in our direction. They sent shocks from small welding tips, but our suits protected us. Holland arrived at the ramp first, and I stopped to face Preclude. “Is it done?” 

“Any second now.” He tapped his wrist, and I looked behind me at the incoming drone fleet. They paused in the air and fell with a clatter to the floor. The room went silent, and the floor began to shake and vibrate.

I hugged the robot. “You did it!”

“We did.” Preclude walked up the ramp. 

“Rolf, are you in there?” I asked Preclude. 

“Rolf is here,” he answered. 

This kept getting stranger, but we’d managed to dismantle Stin from the inside, and that was all that mattered. 

The ramp retreated, and we used the airlock to decontaminate before removing our spacesuits. I dashed to the bridge and started our ascent from the center of Stin. 

“I left a surprise,” Preclude said. 

“What do you mean?” 

“The place is going to blow after all,” he told me. 

I guided Capricious up the tunnel, moving faster than I should have, and clipped the edges a few times. I could buff those out later. Finally, we emerged from the inside of the planetoid, and I nodded at Preclude. “Let me escape before you decide to activate this bomb. Where did you get it anyway?”

He opened his chest and showed me a device the size of a grapefruit. “I located them in the palace. I have another. Just in case.”

Jade began the process of powering the Loophole on, and five minutes later, when Preclude determined we were distant enough from the metal world, he detonated Stin’s former home. The explosion was catastrophic, and I pushed Capricious as fast as I could to outrun any danger. 

We were in the clear. Stin was gone. 

“Let’s see what’s transpiring at Dutis. Setting course.” I entered the data, and when the Loophole was ready, we turned it on. This time, entering the wormhole was less worrisome. 

When we arrived at our destination, the system was in chaos. 

 

____________

 

Things had been going so well, until Stin came with a monster from the depths of space. The yellow blasts struck anything in its path, Hidan, Darlor, human, or Velibar. Stin killed with impunity. The only positive was the fact that the Stin fighters all stopped at the same moment. They drifted uselessly in the middle of the battlefield, causing more trouble as the Racers and Flyers struggled to fly around them. Even the Hidan ships and Darlor Pursuers were running from the attacks. 

“Luther, bring Zonrial!” Bryson flew Pilgrim closer to Stin, but out of firing range. 

Luther dragged her onto the bridge and shoved her at the pilot’s seat. “Here is your great ally. Stin.” Together they watched the screen while Stin blew up her friends’ vessels. “So much for loyalty.”

She paled and bowed her chin onto her chest. “This can’t be.”

“It is. Now you have to help us.” Bryson looked her in the eye, and she nodded. 

“Let me try the communicator.”

Bryson told Luther to cut the bonds. 

“You sure?” Luther asked. 

“Yes.”

Bryson motioned to Jade’s regular seat. “Do it. Tell them to unite with our forces. Ask if anyone has information that could lead to our victory.”

She sent the message. “They’re going to retreat. We suggest you do the same.”

Bryson saw the communication from Octavia. “Looks like everyone is fleeing.”

“That’ll leave Dutis defenseless.” Luther frowned as they watched Stin continue to fire on their people. 

“Captain, I’m picking up a Loophole on the sensors,” R11 said. 

Bryson brought his attention to the radar and spotted Capricious returning. 

“What’s happening?” Arlo’s voice carried through the speakers. 

“Stin. He’s here, and he’s already turned his back on his allies,” Bryson relayed.

“Damn it. We thought we dealt with him,” Arlo said. 

“Their fighters are offline. They must have been linked to his home network. But Stin hasn’t budged, and he’s not happy.” Bryson arced around the other Racers, and they flew from the enemy ship in a V formation, with Varn at the lead. 

“What do we do?” Arlo asked, and Bryson didn’t know what to tell him. 

 

____________

 

“Let me speak with Preston Lewis!” Garret demanded. 

“Why should we?” The Velibar guards weren’t pleased with him; that much was evident. These were loyal Biks soldiers, and they hated Garret with resounding passion. 

“I can help,” he pleaded. Garret was locked in an office on Obelisk and had access to the camera feeds. Stin had arrived. 

“Preston is busy.”

“Tell him it’s important.” Garret heard one of the men muttering into a wall panel, and a few seconds later, he returned, talking through the door. 

“He’ll see you.” The door opened, and the guards each roughly grabbed an arm, half-dragging him to the bridge. 

It was strange being on Obelisk again. It had been so long. He eyed his old station, and almost expected Eloff and Catarina to be on the bridge with them. But they weren’t. 

“What is it, Breaker? I don’t have the patience for your bull right now.” Preston’s frown cut deep lines in his brow, reminding Garret of how many years had passed since they’d ventured from Earth. What had he been doing all this time? Scheming to lead the Velibar? 

“Stin can be destroyed. I know it,” he said. 

Preston glanced at his commander. “How?”

“Stin communicated with me occasionally. Told me to keep it between him and myself.”

“He was covering his bases,” Preston whispered. 

“Something like that. I can access him. Give me a ship and a thermonuclear device. I’ll take him down.” Garret clapped his palms together. 

“Garret,” Preston said softly. “You would die.”

He felt numb to the concept. He’d already lost the Vered Squarlia, the spear-to-spear combat with the man in front of him. By Velibar tradition, he should already be dead. “I don’t care. Let this be my saving grace. Let me avenge… my own actions.”

Preston stared at him, and Garret expected to be dismissed. “Fine. Beter will see to it. If you betray us, I will personally strangle the life from you.” Garret could see the other man meant it. 

“Don’t forget to tell the world. My family. About my sacrifice.” Garret watched Preston, silently hoping he’d agree. 

“They’ll know what you did here today.” Preston set a hand on his shoulder. “Now get off my ship.”

 

____________

 

“This could backfire,” Octavia told Preston. She was on a split screen with Elam Barve, the First Ruler, on the opposite edge. 

“Preston, this man has done nothing but lie to us,” Barve said. 

“First Ruler, I know what Garret Breaker’s thought process is. He sees his end and seeks to make amends, but not for the reasons you or I might.” Preston recognized the flicker in Octavia’s eyes. 

“He wants to go down a hero, despite all he’s done,” she concluded. “Then maybe we can trust him.”

They watched the tiny blip on the screen as Breaker’s ship crossed the empty space between their retreating fleet and Stin’s horrific vessel. Yellow lights flashed over the towers, but he refrained from firing. 

“I wish I was a fly on the wall for this conversation,” Preston muttered. 

 

____________

 

Garret flew toward the giant ship. The transport was compact and had no weapons system to speak of. He went with the bomb and a prayer that Stin wouldn’t vaporize him before he had a chance to destroy the alien robot network. 

“Announce yourself,” Stin said in English. Garret’s comm lines hadn’t even been open. 

He cleared his throat and tried to keep his voice from warbling. “It’s First Regal Garret Breaker.” Garret doubted the news had reached Stin. 

“What do you seek?”

“I have private information that cannot be shared over common frequencies.” Garret waited for a response. 

“This call is secure. Tell me, human.”

Garret flushed but continued flying at the big beast. “They’ve managed to find a path to block your weapons. The Hidan were in on it; they tricked you, and now they’re working with the Velibar.” The lie was meant to incite a sense of justice in Stin for turning on his allies, but Garret doubted that Stin cared.

“Enter the bay.” Stin ended the transmission, and Garret finally felt the growing knot in the pit of his stomach. This was the end. The big send-off. 

He tried to picture his life, but his childhood was long ago. It had been full of disappointment and mistrust of his father. He’d worked so hard to ensure his place on a survey mission to Proxima, and here he was, twenty years later, with nothing to show for it but a sorrowful tale. 

He sat up straighter, penetrating the crackling yellow beams. Garret winced, hoping it wouldn’t lash out and destroy him. It faded, and his ship passed through an invisible barrier, entering Stin’s vessel. 

He glanced over his shoulder, glad Stin hadn’t run a system analysis. His brow sweated when he thought about carrying a device meant to break a five-kilometer-wide asteroid open for mining. Garret landed in the makeshift hangar and tried to make sense of the space. It was complex, with metal girders, thick wiring, and coils giving off steam. 

“Come out.” Stin’s voice rolled through the entire transport craft. 

Garret quickly slipped into his spacesuit and powered up the bomb. Stin might try to stop him, but it would be too late. He checked the timer and saw it begin to count down two minutes. He set a hand on the bulkhead and sighed. This was it. 

His steps were heavy as he descended onto the hangar. A projection of an organic Stin walked toward him. He was squat, with thick legs, and wide at the hips. His eyes were black and oval, skinny fingers twitching as he lifted an arm. “Human, what have you done?”

Garret froze. 

“Get off!” 

He knew Stin sensed the emissions coming from the thermonuclear bomb, but he only needed the timer to finish. “I have done nothing. Are you referring to the new modifications? I think I might have a minor leak on—”

Stin waved a hand, and the hull of the ship buckled open. Garret’s last thought was of Earth, and how he’d never see it again. His head knocked the inside of his helmet as he and the transport vessel shot from the hangar, exploding a second later.

 

 

 

TWENTY-SEVEN

 

I couldn’t believe my eyes. Garret had raced into Stin, only to be regurgitated by the maniacal machine minutes later. His bomb detonated as they skyrocketed from the hangar, and I made the order on impulse. 

“Fleet, attack!” I flew Capricious as fast as I could. Stin was damaged, despite his attempt at ridding himself of the nuclear device. The yellow pulses were off, and I sensed an opportunity. 

“Good to see you, Hawk. The team is coming,” Varn said. 

I was so thrilled to hear his voice, and watched as the Racers sped behind me, following my lead. Other Flyers joined the fight, and I saw a few of the Squids entering the fray. I even noticed a handful of the Pursuers and Hidan vessels coming along. 

By the time I came within firing range of Stin, most of our fleet had activated and spread out to block Stin from accessing Dutis in a last-ditch effort. 

Pilgrim sped past me, taking a pot shot at the enemy. I smiled at Bryson’s initiative. Fire went by, then Helene, and finally, Killer and Trident. My people. 

“Let’s get us a resolution,” I whispered, trailing behind them. We each fired at Stin, and for a few moments, our blasts made it past any sort of shield. He recovered, but the weapons stayed off. I assumed he had just enough energy to protect himself. 

All we needed to do was wear him down. 

The entire fleet was close, and it was an impressive sight, witnessing a hundred Squids blistering red pulse balls from their crackling tentacles. Stin’s shield lit up like fireworks, with blasts of every color battering the invisible barrier. It was fading. 

“Keep at it!” I said through clenched teeth, and we did. Until the shield faltered ten minutes later. 

“I’m picking up a reading,” Jade told me. 

“Everyone back!” I ordered through the comm link. “It’s going to blow!”

We started the retreat, but not all of them cleared in time. I observed in horror as dozens of Flyers and a handful of Barges were eaten up in the explosion. The ripples cascaded out, and we were shot backwards, spinning in the direction of Dutis. I recovered, spinning Capricious around. 

“Where’s Pilgrim?” Holland shouted. 

I checked the radar and didn’t see them. Finally, I spotted them in the viewscreen. The blast must have jarred my sensors. 

“We did it,” Jinx whispered. 

I looked at Jade, smiling ear to ear. 

My fist flew in the air. “We defeated Stin!”

 

____________

 

The cleanup took hours, and we worked hard to recover every last person we could. Ten vessels needed to be towed, since their power was shot, but the crews had survived. In the end, the fleet lost a lot of lives in the fight between the initial assault and the final detonation of Stin, including seven Barges with fifty staff on each, three which were filled with human operators. 

My heart ached with the losses, but we’d won. Our foe was gone. Now we had to decide what to do with the beings from Refuge. The capital city’s streets were filled with Velibar, probably questioning what had just occurred above their planet. 

I landed at the edge of Ollisa, near the First Ruler’s palace. The others waited on the tarmac for me, and I smiled at the sight of the Racers. Obelisk was parked there as well, and I saw my grandfather speaking with Octavia and the First Ruler. Jinx looked bewildered, and I patted him on the back reassuringly. 

“I don’t know what to expect,” he told me as we exited Capricious. 

“Neither do I.” Jade ran to hug Luther, and Holland raced off to find his parents. 

“Hawk, glad you could join us,” Varn joked. 

“I thought you could handle it.” I punched him in the shoulder, and he rubbed it. 

“Careful,” Kira said. “You’re talking to the newest First Regal.”

“Cut it out.” 

Kole came, and we bumped fists. “Damn, Hawk. That was a tough day. Is this what it’s always like?”

Varn puffed his chest out. “To be a hero?”

Octavia waved at me, and it was obvious she’d been filled in on the arrangement Preston had made with the Velibar. She didn’t look pleased. 

I joined her, leaving my friends to chat. “Hello, Lead Chair Post.”

She rolled her eyes. “What now?” She indicated the parking area. 

“I was hoping you could tell me,” I admitted. 

“We’ve been looking for an excuse to rid ourselves of the Corporations. Maybe this gives us one,” she said. 

“I have an idea.” I watched Bryson with his wife and son, then looked at Preston, who smiled like I’d just won a Primary Cup under Eighteen trophy. 

“What is it?” she asked. 

“You’ll have to wait to hear.” I grinned at her, but she didn’t return the gesture. 

 

____________

 

The First Ruler’s throne room was daunting. I could almost taste the history as I stepped foot into it. The air was musty, and huge torches flickered from their mounts along the stone wall. I’d heard about Preston’s distant visit here, when the previous First Ruler had emerged from the throne pool, only to throw a spear at Oleth Con. That action had set off a spiral of events that ended with today. 

The room was set up like an amphitheater, with rows of stone bench seating in a semicircle, leading to the pool at the edge of it all. The First Regals stood in place, and I stared at them. 

Davic Barve was a strong and proud Velibar woman, and she was representing Warrop, her father’s previous posting. Beter Con, Oleth’s sister, had replaced Preston Lewis, and she looked as comfortable in the robes and holding the spear as any of them. Jarm Plosor was the only one that appeared nervous, and rightly so. Since Garret Breaker had been killed, no one occupied the Tarre position yet. 

The room was almost full, and Bryson waved for me to join them at the bottom level. Octavia and Major Barnes were with Catarina and Preston, and my grandfather met my gaze, his lips curling up like he knew a secret I didn’t. 

I glanced behind me and saw my friends together, watching the ceremony. I waved to them and crouched near Preston. “Are you going to slide over?”

He did, just enough for me to plant on the bench. “The First Ruler is coming.”

The floor vibrated, and I almost slipped off the seat. The platform rose from the water, and on the black stone throne sat a soaked Elam Barve. His tentacles flared and he got to his feet, facing the crowded room’s patrons. 

“Welcome to the new Ollisa.” His spear clipped against the floor five times. “The Velibar have been through a trying period of our existence, but that is behind us. We have fended off Stin. No longer will we use the gateways. I order all Stin drones destroyed.”

The gathered Velibar clapped, and I looked to my right, finding the entire council was present. All their gazes were on the First Ruler. 

“I have decided to name a replacement for Tarre, and that person is Rion of the Council. Rion, please take your spot,” he said. This seemed to come as a surprise to the elderly Velibar woman. She hiked her robe up so she didn’t trip, and joined the other three leaders at the pool’s ledge. 

“We couldn’t have escaped this era without the assistance of the Feerem. Preston Lewis, you have been a great friend to our people, and we are grateful for it. With that being said, we ask your grandson, Arlo Lewis, to join the other First Regals.”

My eyes shot wide. Preston had claimed I wouldn’t have to worry about anything. I hesitantly stepped toward the First Ruler and stopped beside Davic. 

“You saved my daughter’s life. For that, I owe you, but you also have proven your effectiveness as a leader and a warrior. We have learned that some of Rolf’s predictions were meant to cause discourse, even though he himself wasn’t aware of this fact. Earth will remain under its own governance, but you are an honorary Regency. With that, Arlo is named First Regal, in title, and I’d like to offer you a token of my appreciation.” Elam Barve set his spear down, and I watched him pick up another. 

He dipped into the pool, disappearing below the surface. He emerged seconds later in front of the Regals and climbed up the steps. “This is for you.” He stretched his arm, passing me the heavy spear. It was solid and three feet taller than I was. I held it proudly. This was the greatest trophy I’d ever received. 

“We would like to embark on a partnership with Earth, and hope that it reaps many rewards on both ends.” He stuck a hand out, and I happily shook it. 

The room erupted in cheers, and I could hear my Racer teams chanting the loudest. I turned to face them and held my spear up for them to see.

 

 

 

EPILOGUE

 

Using the Loophole to return home was a huge relief. I couldn’t wait to step foot on Earth again. All those years, I’d despised it and wanted nothing more than to haul goods across our solar system, basking in my lonely solitude. Now I had friends and loved ones again. Jinx had joined my crew for the ride home, along with Luther and Jade, giving Bryson time with his wife and son. My own grandfather flew in his own ship beside my hauler, with Bryson taking over Pilgrim. It felt better this way. I wanted to end this entire adventure in Capricious, the same craft I’d begun it with. 

“Computer, set course for Primary City,” I said. 

“Yes, Captain. Would you care to hear the local readings? Maybe a segment of the newsfeeds?” Bello’s voice echoed through the bridge. 

“You changed it.” Luther nodded his approval. 

“It seemed fitting.” The sense of familiarity on board the hauler was comforting. 

 “I’m getting a note that one of our ships didn’t traverse the Loophole.” Jade scrolled through the ID tags, and judging by the look on her face, it was bad news. 

“Let me guess, your uncle made a run for it?” I joked. 

“No. Preclude was piloting a Flyer for us. It didn’t come through the Loophole.” Jinx showed me the last seen footage of his Flyer, and I watched it slow before our entrance into the glowing blue fold in space. 

“Where do you think he went?” Luther asked.

“We can’t be sure, but I don’t want to worry about it. Preclude probably just wants his freedom,” I suggested. 

“I can’t blame him. We all know that Octavia wouldn’t want him around. She’d have petitioned to have him… deactivated,” Jade told us, and she was probably right. 

Maybe Preclude escaping was a good thing. He’d helped us more than we could ever repay, and if there was a chance he’d be dismantled, it made sense that he’d run. 

We’d brought most of the Velibar fleet with us, since we’d built them. They might come in handy for the honorary Velibar Regency. I was pleased with the way things had panned out, and being given the title was quite the accolade. 

As we approached Earth, our ships spread apart, each of us having different destinations. The Squids were to convene at a station outside of the Moon, and I saw the one Erik Trevors was on in the lead. “You going to visit your parents?” I asked Jade. 

“Not yet. We have some business to attend to first.” Jade smirked at me, making me laugh. 

“That we do.” Even though we’d finished with Dutis, Refuge, and Stin, we still had the Corporations, and subsequently our new leadership structure, to deal with on Earth. It was going to be a tumultuous few days, but rewarding in the end. I was certain of that. 

Instead of flying to SeaTech, we flew directly to Primary City. I parked Capricious near Pilgrim and Obelisk. 

“What’s the hurry? Erik won’t be here for a while. God knows when someone from Sage will arrive. Let’s go for a drink. Celebrate,” Luther said. 

“Deal.” We picked a spot and relayed the message to the other Racers. 

Twenty minutes later, we were crowded inside a restaurant near Lotus’ head office, along the barrier of Primary City. 

Kira was across from me, with Kole and Lina flanking her. The gunners and other crew hung together at the opposite end of the table, talking amiably. 

A waiter brought pitchers of beer, and we poured twenty glasses’ worth, sliding them down the wooden table. When everyone had a glass, I stood, raising the beer in the air. “We started out as competitors in the Race.”

“Which we won,” Luther said quietly from the side of his mouth, receiving a shove from Varn. 

“Now we sit not as opponents, but as friends. To you!” I clinked the glasses in the middle of the table. 

“To Hawk!” they all chorused before taking a drink. 

“I wish Holland was…” The doors opened, and the younger Kelley ran in. 

“Think you can get rid of me that easily?” He took a free stool and accepted an offered beverage from Kole. “What did I miss?”

My Tablet beeped, and I slid it loose. A 3D projection shot out. 

“With Espace’s containment fields, you can ensure your loads will never be lost again. Protect your hauler from radiation, pirates, and space debris. What are you waiting for? Link your PersaTab for more.” The woman’s huge grin faded out, and I hurled the Tab against the wall.

“Had enough?” Varn asked. 

I grinned, taking my seat. “What tipped you off?”

Jinx wiggled his eyebrows. “I never trusted those ads either.”

 

____________

 

Preston watched the CEOs’ eyes, trying to get a read, but they were stoic as Octavia addressed them. Arlo and Holland had been permitted to join the meeting, as had each of the Secondary Corporation CEOs. The main boardroom was stuffed full. Even with the air conditioning, Preston was sweating. 

They had already been instructed on what had occurred, and it was the moment for Octavia to announce the plan moving forward. Preston relaxed. It wasn’t his concern. To be honest, he was surprised to be invited for the show. 

Part of him missed Dutis, and being in a room full of humans felt strange after twenty years among the Velibar. He’d always be part of them. The First Ruler assured Preston he had a home on Dutis, should he need one. He’d also demanded Preston visit on occasion. So had Beter Con. It was nice to be wanted. Against all odds, they’d managed to keep the Velibar from invading Earth. Preston found it ironic that the only real assault had been done by a human, Ellie Post. 

It was time for a change. 

He tuned in to Octavia as she continued her heartfelt speech to the present CEOs. “With that being said, our people will not be governed by Corporations. It’s time for a new sense of freedom. Companies will continue to exist, but they will no longer dictate our lives. Your workers will be taken care of. They will have the right to live where they choose, eat what they want, and travel to any destination.”

Preston expected backlash, but Erik rose, clapping at the news. One by one, each of the Primaries did as well, ending with Bryson Kelley and his son, Holland. Preston caught Arlo’s eye, and they grinned at each other. 

“What about Proxima?” Erik asked. 

Bryson steepled his fingers and glanced at his wife. 

“Proxima was won by SeaTech, and we will allow Mr. Kelley the rights to explore it. We will fund a colonization project under his guidance. Each Corporation will be responsible for their share of the financing.” Octavia looked pleased to tell them this. 

“If that’s the case, who’s in charge? Is it you?” the Espace CEO asked. 

“While the board would like to continue its role as mediator, the world needs a face in charge. A person capable of leading with integrity. This will be a choice of the people in the future, but for now, I’d like you, the CEOs in an era of disruption, to vote.”

Preston shifted in his seat. The energy had spiked, and he caught a few stares lingering on him, as if they knew something he didn’t. 

Octavia Post watched him, and the boardroom grew silent. “I’d like to nominate Preston Lewis. With a show of hands, who would like to support him as the very first World President?” She smiled at Preston, and he fought to keep his pulse under control. Could they do this? He’d been planning on retiring to a beach. Maybe at SeaTech, where his family was. He was too old for this. 

Every single arm rose into the air. The CEOs chattered, cheering him on. The vote was started and finished within seconds.  

“Preston, do you accept the role?” Octavia asked above the voices around them. 

He stood, looking at Bryson, then Arlo, who gave him a slight nod of his head. 

Preston would make things right.  “I accept.”

 

____________

 

The fire crackled and shot bright orange flames high in the sky. Bryson walked the beach with his wife, hand in hand, observing the gathered group. The entire area was filled with his employees, as well as the board, a bunch of CEOs and their families, and the Racer crews. 

“You should be so proud of yourself,” Cat told him. 

“For what?” Bryson watched their friends interacting from a distance, happy in their enthusiasm. 

“SeaTech, and raising such a wonderful son. You know I wouldn’t have left if I’d known.” Cat nestled closer to him. 

“Maybe it worked out the way it was intended. If you’d stayed, I never would have built all this. There wouldn’t have been a Race with Arlo in it, and the Loophole wouldn’t exist. It was destiny.” Bryson believed it. 

“Have you told the others yet?” she asked. 

“No. Not yet.”

Jinx and Jade were coming to Proxima with them. Arlo would be disappointed his best friend was leaving, but Jade had personally asked him to be part of the initial team. 

“Holland will be fine without us,” Cat said. 

“He’ll be even better without my shadow looming over him.” Bryson fixed his gaze on his son. Holland was telling a story, his arms waving in exaggerated movements. Veronica, the waitress from the Spitting Hog, watched him with interest, and Varn cut in, correcting some ridiculous detail. They were all having fun. Bryson was thrilled with the outcome of this adventure. 

“Can you accommodate the new employees?” Cat asked. 

Since the recent changes, they’d been bombarded by transfer requests. “We have the space.”

“You made this a wonderful place to live.” She smiled, and he couldn’t help but join her. 

Bryson tried to recall ever being this fulfilled, but couldn’t. “Come on. Let’s join the party.”

 

____________

 

Four years later

 

“No, not like that. You have to drop below the wind current when it rises above the threshold,” I said into the earpiece. 

The SeaTech Pod screamed by overhead, jostling for position, passing the green Sage craft in first place. The pilot shouted in glee as she crossed the finish line, and I informed her of how well she did. 

The Pod Sprinter slowed and returned to the prepping grounds. Out walked Bon, Grid and Bello’s daughter, a red and black helmet under her arm. “I’ll do better next time.”

“I know you will.” She was already well above her competition in the age range, and that was why I gave her special attention. I looked around the field. “Where are your parents?”

“Coming in a bit. Can I do another run?” Bon looked up with big eyes. I remembered what it was like to feel the thrill of the Sprinter under you, the touch of the reactive controls, the adrenaline spike when you were barrelling through a Ring. 

“Okay, but Kira’s taking command.”

Kira was barking at another student, and she looked up, grinning at me. Her white hair had grown well past her shoulders, her eyes bright pink. She wore the Primary Cup racing uniform, and I caught myself staring. 

“Record a drone feed, it’ll last longer,” she called to me, and I shrugged unapologetically. Things had been good between us. Really good.

“What can I say?” I looked to the practice track in the heart of Oasis, and couldn’t wipe the smirk off my face. A dozen Pods sped across the sky. Tomorrow was the big race, and I didn’t know if our teams were ready. 

The Hidan and Darlor contestants had arrived the day before, and the best and brightest from Dutis were scheduled to come at any minute. I was supposed to welcome them. 

Instead of a Barge lowering to the ground, there was another ship. Obelisk was here. Preston stepped out and waved at me. He even looked presidential, with his silver hair and a formal black uniform. 

“Grandpa.”

“Arlo. Looks like you’re progressing quite well.” He indicated the Pod Sprinters screaming through the air. 

“It’s been a lot of fun. Have you heard from Bryson?”

“They’ve reached the second stage. We’re planning a visit to the facility next week, if you’d like to join us?” he offered. 

I hadn’t seen Jinx and Jade in almost a year. Even with the Loopholes, they were busy, and I was leading the Pod Sprinter training facility. “I think that could be arranged.”

“They’ve come to an agreement with the locals,” Preston told me as we walked toward the training grounds. 

By locals, he meant the mossy creatures we’d discovered on Eris. It turned out they’d originated on Proxima b. “That’s a relief.”

We stopped, and Preston admired the setup. “Did you ever think you’d be in charge of a program like this?” 

“No more than you thought you’d be the World President,” I joked. 

“Good point. Come. Let’s greet the First Ruler. I heard his great nephew is one hell of a Sprinter. Who do we have ready to take the trophy of the debut Intergalactic Junior Space Race?” he asked. 

“You know who. Bon. Bello and Grid’s girl?” 

“Of course. They were at the pardon ceremony, right? She’s an ace up your sleeve. What is she, nine?” 

“Ten. And didn’t you expect me to win at that age?” 

Preston nodded. “You were such a prodigy. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“You will. Tomorrow.” 

We went together, discussing our lives while we waited for the First Ruler’s entourage. My grandfather and I still spoke twice a week, reporting to one another like old times. 

The world was a different place than it used to be, but I much preferred it like this. No more battles or strikes. An existence free of Corporations, and a new sense of independence. 

I peered at the Pod Sprinters in the middle of their practice run, sensing the pilots’ excitement. The circuit board lit up as they revved their engines in anticipation. 

The Race was on.

 

THE END
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A mysterious object in space
An archaeologist in search of answers
A cult hailing the end of the world
The Bridge awaits...

Rex Walker always wanted to be like his father: a daring, adventurous man, traveling the world in pursuit of mysterious relics. Now Rex is the same age his father was when he disappeared without a trace.

While teaching anthropology at a Boston college, Rex attempts to bury the past, until he discovers a hidden clue he can’t ignore.

With the help of his sidekick Marcus, a former student turned protégé, he teams up with an alien-obsessed billionaire, and they search for the fabled Bridge.

As an unidentified object nears Pluto, speculation surges. The Believers, a fanatical cult, hail it as the homecoming of a distant alien race.

Will Rex solve the puzzle before it’s too late? Find out in Lost Contact, the first installment of The Bridge Sequence by Nathan Hystad, the best-selling author of The Event and Final Days.

The Da Vinci Code meets Contact in this near-future SciFi thriller.
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