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One

 

The rain was relentless as they sprinted through the valley. It turned the soft dirt into a sloppy mess, causing each footstep to feel like ten. Jules’ legs burned with the effort, and twice she had to slow to tug Dean along behind her. His hair was plastered over his eyes, and she’d never seen him so miserable.

“How much farther?” he bellowed, and she hardly heard him as the wind carried his voice away from them. 

“It’s close!” she called, stopping to pull her tablet from her jacket. A bright red dot blinked half a mile or so from their position, but when she glanced up, there was a high hillside between them and the target. 

Dean was beside her, his face close to hers. “We have to go… up there?”

Jules took a deep breath and wiped water from her brow before nodding. “It appears so.”

“This isn’t fair. We should be enjoying our last week at the Academy, not trudging across a muddy backwater planet in search of an old building,” Dean said, just loud enough for Jules to discern his words. 

“Life isn’t fair.” She patted Dean on the shoulder, and he rolled his eyes. 

“Fine. Lead the way, Ju.”

She grinned, shifting the soaked pack on her shoulders before lifting a foot from the squishy ground. It made a sucking noise as it pulled free, and she was thankful the boots were strapped on tightly, or she guessed she’d be running around barefoot at this point. 

The landscape was bleak here: the trees bereft of leaves, the ground usually hard and dry. The rainstorm seemed to be an anomaly, and Jules almost laughed at the coincidence. Their mission would be over by now if not for the storm. Wasn’t that always the way?

The two of them crossed the last section of flat ground in another ten minutes; the only sounds were the wind and an occasional grunt from Dean. Jules stopped as they neared the hill’s edge, the ground slick and mucky here too. She took one tentative step onto the incline, and slid down. Dean tried, making it three steps before ending up on his back beside her in the mud.

“This won’t do.” Jules stuck her hand out, helping the boy to his feet. Dean was fuming, his adolescent temper getting the best of him. The older student wasn’t used to grappling with anything. He was always the first to complete tasks, had the second-best grades in class, and won every sporting event he participated in. Jules thought it might be good for him to struggle on occasion. Papa would say it built character.

Jules stared at Dean, seeing her glowing green eyes reflected from the whites of his. “I have an idea.”

He grinned, wiping his hair from his face. “Finally. No one said you couldn’t use them.”

Jules had hoped to avoid using her powers, but they were part of her, and even her parents seemed to understand. With the knowledge that there were others like her in existence, and that the abilities weren’t actually related to the evil Iskios but to something older, they’d accepted it more openly. 

She closed her eyes, and for a moment, everything ceased to exist around her. The rain continued to drip onto her head, but she didn’t feel it. The gusting wind was nothing more than a gentle blowing breeze, and she smiled as the power filled her. Her thoughts drifted from the day-to-day of a fifteen-year-old girl, and she became someone else, but still herself. 

A bubble extruded from her, enveloping them both, and when her eyelids opened again, they were hovering in the glowing energy sphere. 

“You could have saved us a lot of time, you know,” Dean told her. 

“Then I wouldn’t get to see you all frustrated like you are,” Jules replied, and the young man laughed. It was a pleasant sound. 

She lifted them from the ground, and the sphere gave them reprieve from the turbulent weather outside. The wind jostled the ball slightly as she moved them up the hillside toward their destination. 

This leg of the trip was fast, and Jules spotted the building a couple minutes later. It was smaller than she’d expected, a tower rising from the center of the square structure. There was a flashing red bulb on the tip of the antenna, signaling this was their ending point. 

The sphere lowered near the building’s entrance, and the two-story structure blocked the wind and rain as she dropped the energy field around them. Her gloved hand ran over the stone wall, feeling the rough grooves in the blocks, and she glanced over her shoulder to where they’d originated from. The valley was long and deep, and she could almost see the spot where they’d been dropped off two days ago. 

Dean didn’t seem interested in where they’d departed, only in where they were going. “Let’s move inside.”

Jules followed Dean as he used a manual lever to press the entrance door open. The room was dark inside, and Jules had no clue what to expect to find. Her hand sought a light switch near the doors but came up empty, so she pulled a drone from her pack, setting the bag on the ground. 

Dean was far more cautious than she was. His first move was to have his pulse rifle up, ready for anything nefarious. 

Jules activated the light drone, and it cast a wide beam over them. The building was one large room, and in the center was a hunk of metal, perhaps intended for space travel, yet visibly constructed in a crude fashion. 

“What is this?” Dean asked, stepping toward the vessel. He circled around it, checking the room for inhabitants before finally lowering the weapon. 

He was his father’s son. Jules liked that thought, because she was proud to be Dean and Mary’s daughter, and hoped to take on each of their best qualities, maybe even a few of their bad ones. 

The alien craft wasn’t pretty; it was almost like the drawings Hugo made when he was a little kid, wishing he was a space pilot of an alien fighter craft. 

“What do you suppose we should do?” Dean asked. 

Jules was confident of what needed to happen. “We fix this ship.”

Dean knocked on the hull with his knuckles; the sound was dull in the open room. “I can’t even find an entrance.”

It was true. While it presented like a spaceship, there was no visible opening; it was identical on both ends, an elongated shape of symmetry. “There’ll be one. We only need to find it.” She moved the light drone to her shoulder and aimed the beam at the ship. Dean and the drone stayed near her as she walked around the vessel, searching for a clue. 

Dean was the one to spot it, and the competitive side of her bristled at that. “There’s an opening underneath.” The monstrosity was propped on four legs. “I bet the landing gear is made so tall because of the soft ground. They wouldn’t sink too deep if they landed it down there.”

Jules nodded at his sound observation. “Can you enter it?”

Dean was prying at the hatch, and when he’d all but given up on accessing it, Jules walked under the craft and raised a glowing hand. Tendrils of green energy coursed out, rushing along the ship’s hull, a few entering the lines of the doorway. She tugged at them, and something audibly clicked before it slid to the side like a pocket door. 

Dean smiled, hugging her close at the victory. Jules tried to stay calm, in case any sudden movements caused Dean to break the embrace. He smelled like mud and rain and a mixture of sulfur, like everything on this alien world, and she never wanted him to leave. 

He let go before clambering inside the ship by pulling himself up. Of course Dean didn’t think of her that way. She had just turned fifteen, and he was a man by all accounts, eighteen and about to graduate the Academy. Although she was finishing school too, and girls did mature faster than boys…

“Jules, you have that look again. Everything okay?” Dean asked, his head poked through the ship’s entrance. The vessel was small, only built for a couple of bodies at best, and when he offered his arm to help her in, she took it. 

Once inside, she brought the drone with her, and it cast light over the strange interior. She dropped her jacket, feeling too hot in here, the space cramped. 

“Talk about alien,” Dean whispered. 

There was a single seat near one end of the vessel, which Jules judged to be the front now, and they walked over to it, careful not to hit their heads on the low ceiling. It was immaculately clean, the floor a shiny polished metal, the walls curved and sleek. The entire fabrication seemed molded from metal, and everything, including the chair and the tiny dash in front of it, protruded from the floor as if one lone piece of material. 

“How do we…” Dean touched the metal-framed screen near the chair, and the entire ship shook to life. Jules almost lost her footing but managed to stay upright as the dash lit up. A series of embedded bulbs illuminated along the outer walls, and she turned the drone off, stowing it in a pocket. 

“Looks like it’s been waiting for us,” Jules said quietly, seeing her green eyes reflecting back at her from the polished surfaces. 

A beep emanated from near the entrance, and she tried to determine what it was. 

“That’s the tablet.” Dean rushed to her jacket, which sat in a pile near the exit, and pulled the device out. “There’s a message from Slate.”

“Play it!” Jules said. They weren’t supposed to have contact from their instructors during the final exam, so she assumed something was wrong.

Dean pressed an icon, and Slate’s voice carried through the tiny speakers. “This is Zeke Campbell for Dean and Jules. There’s been a breach, and we’re afraid that a group of Carpavian Harvesters have made it past our defenses in the outer ring. We’re going to head after them, but they appear to have an unfamiliar cloaking technology. We only just realized they’d made it through the system. We think there are three Harvester ships. Be careful and stay hidden for the time being.”

The message ended, and they stared at each other for a moment. “Harvesters?” Jules asked. 

“I heard my dad talking about them once. Bad news. Think pirates, but… they eat the flesh of their victims.” Dean’s face was pale, and Jules imagined hers was as well. 

“We have to stop them. Canni and Extel Four are here,” she said. 

Dean nodded, contradicting himself with his words. “But Slate told us to hide.”

Jules let out a guffaw. “You think Slate would remain here? Or our parents? We’re about to be Gatekeepers, Dean. We don’t stay hidden. We help our people.” 

Dean gave her a grim smile, pointing to the dash. “Do you see any controls on this thing?”

 

____________

 

An hour later, they were in the air, passing through the open ceiling of the building atop the hill. Dean sat in the pilot’s seat, his hands maneuvering the alien controls. Once they’d figured out the layout, it had been easier than they’d expected. It was a good thing they’d just finished an entire course on alien spacecraft history and composition. 

They’d determined that the beings who’d created this vessel were short, maybe four feet tall, with three digits on each of their two hands. Dean duplicated their finger pattern and used the glowing dials and throttles on the metallic screen. He was better at this kind of thing than Jules, and she was glad to let him take the reins. 

She held the tablet, seeing Canni and Extel’s location blinking some distance from them. The viewscreen was open now, and she was amazed at the level of expertise in this vessel. The solid wall had dissolved, leaving a clear screen in front of them, and Jules glanced up to see purple lightning forking through the sky as they slowly maneuvered the craft up and over the valleys below. 

“I found them.” She pointed at the viewscreen, and Dean tilted the ship, sending her sprawling to the side. She pushed out with her powers at the last minute, preventing herself from being harmed. 

“Sorry!” Dean called, and she scrambled over, gripping the chair’s short headrest. 

“I don’t remember seeing purple skies before,” Jules told him. 

“I don’t think they’re natural.” 

Dean was right. Jules noticed the vessels descending on the spot where Canni was supposed to be. Their mission had seemed simple a few days ago. Slate had said they would be dropped off on a barren world: no portals, only the necessities. It was a classic Gatekeepers mission. They were to pretend their spacecraft was damaged, and they needed to find another way to either contact the outside world, or leave the surface and return to the waiting starship some distance away in-system. 

The entire time, they were required to explore, record, and stay safe. It had started out fine, with a strange blue sunlight, crisp air, and dry ground. After their first night of camping out, the rain had begun, and that was when things had gone south. 

Watching the Harvesters’ looming attack over her counterparts in the valley beyond, her anger simmered, threatening to boil over. They were about to graduate, and nothing was going to stop her and Dean from finishing this mission. And there was no way Jules was going to allow some flesh-eating monsters the chance at Canni or his Inlorian partner. 

“Hurry, Dean. We don’t have much time,” she said, eyes ablaze, heart pumping quickly. 

“I’m taking this thing as fast as I can,” he told her. 

They crested a hill, and the valley spread out below them, filling the viewscreen. The ships were moving closer to the edge of the expansive vale, and Canni’s icon showed they were still halfway up a slope. Jules had been lucky to have a way to avoid climbing the slippery and muddy incline, but Canni, the huge Keppe student, would be struggling as they traversed the mess. 

“I can see them,” Dean said, lowering toward their destination. Jules could too. The bright purple flashes illuminated the hill in the darkening evening sky, and there they were. Canni was in the lead, a rope tied around his waist, and Extel Four clung to it as he tugged her behind him. 

Jules saw the incoming Harvester vessels, lavender energy arcing over their hulls as they descended toward her friends. “Stop the ship above them!” Jules shouted, racing to the floor hatch. She used her tendrils again, sending the sliding door open, and saw nothing but the dark mucky hill before Dean slowed and hovered directly over the other students. 

Canni’s gun was aimed directly at her, and his eyes went wide in surprise. “Jules?” She didn’t hear the word, just read his lips, and Extel was already shouting out something about the incoming vessels. 

They were too high over the others to usher them inside, and Jules grabbed a rope from her pack, searching for somewhere to anchor it. Finding nothing, she hurried to Dean’s chair, looping the rope around its base before tying it off. “Dean, when I say the word, you lift off, okay?” 

He agreed, and she rushed at the exit, trying not to fall out as the craft angled slightly. She dropped the rope, and Canni lifted Extel up. The Inlorians had four arms, and Extel held her pack with two of her hands and used the top two to climb toward Jules. 

“Who are they?” Extel asked, and Jules shook her head. 

“Slate said they were Harvesters. We need to…”

The ship shook, which meant the incoming enemy had fired at them. Time was running out. 

Extel’s legs came up, and she rolled to the side, leaving the hatch empty once more. Canni was on the rope now, right behind her, and the ship rose slightly away from the ground. “Lower us!” Jules called, and his stress was evident in his reply. 

“They’re almost here. How can we defend ourselves?” Dean shouted, and she realized she hadn’t considered that part yet. Rescuing her friends was plan A, but as a Gatekeeper, you always needed a plan B, or at least to think a few steps ahead. 

“Let me worry about that!” 

Canni’s face was twisted in a frown as one of his hands gripped the inside wall. “Jules, what’s happening?” he asked through gritted teeth. His dark armored skin glistened from the rain, and the ship bucked to the side as he entered.

“Dean, go!” Jules grabbed at Canni, pulling him in, and she tripped over his bulky legs as Dean accelerated from the ground. Jules felt gravity take over as she fell from the hatch toward the mud below. 

Jules used her powers, preventing herself from crashing into the dirt, and settled to her feet as rain washed off the sphere around her. The Harvesters were close enough to attack now, and she felt a familiar rage course through her. No one was going to hurt her friends – her family. 

She rose from the ground, floating in front of the viewscreen, where Dean would be behind the controls. The Harvesters were intimidating: boxy, with dark purple energy flashing around their hulls. They slowed, hovering about the newly-discovered alien craft, and Jules sensed they were about to attack. She wasn’t going to wait for the imminent assault. She waved Dean away, without a glance toward the viewscreen behind her. 

Jules breathed deeply, the ancient energy inside her enveloping her throat, pumping in her veins. She stretched a hand out, sending thick green flickering tendrils at the lead enemy, lashing it to the valley below. It crashed with a loud smack in the sludge, and the other two Harvesters moved to land behind it. 

Jules didn’t hesitate. She flew down the slope, hovering near the front of the Harvester, and spread her hands wide. The head of the vessel tore apart, purple blasts emanating all around the defeated craft. A figure stood inside the ship, the front of the enemy craft split in two and tossed twenty yards to either side of her. 

“Jules, enough!” the figure called, and she blinked, trying to see who could possibly be within it that knew her. 

The rage subsided as she recognized the man: his short dark hair, his thick beard, those kind eyes that softened every time they stared at her. 

“Papa,” she whispered, settling to the ground.

 

 

 

Two

 

My daughter was a piece of work. I never should have suggested throwing the extra level of difficulty into Jules and Dean’s final exam mission, and I’d paid the price. Now I owed Sergo twenty credits and the Deeli of Bazarn Five a new ship.

“Dad, I still don’t understand why you did that,” Jules said, and I stopped pacing the room aboard Horizon. Mary and Hugo had remained on Haven while the students were taking their finals, and I was glad Mary hadn’t witnessed our daughter’s destructive power. She’d been remarkable out there, defending her friends like that. It had also been terrifying to push the limits of the final. I could have been killed. 

“We predicted you were going to have too easy a time with the usual mission parameters, so we added in an additional layer, where you’d need to come to the aid of your fellow students. It was a sound plan at the time,” I told her, even though my words weren’t reassuring. 

“Okay, I get that, but Harvesters? You didn’t need to make me think someone was going to eat us,” she said, and I caught no hidden amusement at our choice of enemies. 

“I know, honey bear, but…”

“Papa, don’t you think I’m a little old to be called that? I’m practically a woman.” Jules averted her gaze, and I laughed internally at the fact that she called me by that name after all these years. I hoped she never stopped. 

“Okay, deal. But I don’t care how easily you tore the front of a spaceship off; you’ll always be my little girl.” I turned to glance down our hallway when a chime sounded, and I told the computer to let the visitor in. 

Slate entered the hall with Dean in tow. The boy had deep lines under his eyes, and I noticed the way Jules sat up straighter as the kid walked in. I’d known how she felt about Magnus and Nat’s son for a few years now, but hadn’t said a peep. It would play out as it was intended to; I just hoped her heart wasn’t broken in the process. 

“I wanted to come and apologize for allowing this to happen,” Slate said. “It’s my last year teaching at the Academy, and I’d really appreciate it if we could keep this indiscretion quiet for the sake of my memory there.”

Slate wasn’t one for secrets, but we nodded along. “What about the other kids?” I asked, and he laughed. 

“They thought it was awesome, and I promised them a passing grade, even though we interfered with their completion of the task. They were keen on the deal, since Canni didn’t think his legs could have made it the entire way up that knoll,” Slate said. 

“How about we grab a beer and let these two talk?” I asked, winking at Jules so the others couldn’t see. 

She mouthed the words “thank you,” and Slate followed me to the kitchen. I glanced over to see Dean sit beside Jules, their voices hushed as they spoke. 

“That was dangerous. If I’m going to be the captain of Light, I need to make better decisions,” I said, passing a beer to Slate.

“If I’m going to be your commander, I need to stop you from making bad choices too.” Slate grinned and clinked his bottle to mine, taking a sip. 

“Deal.” I settled on the stool at the island, and Slate remained standing across from me. 

“Can you believe we’re going to be boarding Light in a month? Seems like it was only yesterday we surprised you with that party on the bridge.”

“You’re not kidding. It’s been a great year, but I’m ready to leave our condo on Haven. With Hugo going to the Academy next semester, and Mary scaling back her hours with the Alliance of Worlds, I feel like we can really do this. I miss it,” I admitted to my best friend. 

“You and me both. Don’t get me wrong. I loved working with Magnus on this ship, and then teaching at the Academy, but after a while, I started to itch for adventure,” he told me. 

“I hear you. Attending the odd board meeting on Haven, or the site planning on New Spero, leaves nothing but a pit of boredom in my old veins, Slate. I need space. I need the stars and planets and encounters, and the thrill of adventure. I was an accountant, living a boring life, and everything turned upside down. I spent so many years wishing for a quieter existence after that, and honestly, I was wrong the entire time.” I took a sip of my beer and glanced to the living room again, seeing the top of Jules’ head. “She feels the same way as I do, perhaps even more so. If she can hone her abilities, she’ll be unstoppable.”

Slate nodded, his expression going serious. “I know we’re talking about Light like it’s going to be all fun and games, but the universe is a dangerous place. Are you sure we want to escort Brik to his people as our first task?”

This was surprising. Slate had always seemed to be okay with the idea of returning the Sterona man home to his people. “We owe it to ourselves to see this through. It was always you and me, buddy. Remember the portals on New Spero? We found Suma that day. It was fate, and once again, it brought us together for another quest.”

“Okay, that’s all great with me. We’re still bringing the kid with us?” he asked, looking over at me as he took another drink. 

“We are. Should we not?” I asked. 

“If he’s like Jules, do you think it’s safe?” 

This was a sticking point with many of us, and I tried to give the boy the benefit of the doubt. “According to Regnig, there was a man – O’ri of the Stor – and the description of him was similar to what we see in my daughter. But by all definitions, the youth we found on the Collector’s ship wasn’t an intimidating man. We can’t assume that he’s the same person.”

“Then why haven’t we let him out of the time freeze yet?” Slate asked. 

I hadn’t said much about it to the others, because I didn’t like the implications that anyone with Jules’ ability was dangerous, even though she’d just shown us how powerful she could be when motivated. “Because she doesn’t want to.”

“Jules?”

“That’s right. She and Regnig talk about it endlessly, debating the options, and they’ve chosen to let him remain frozen for now, until they learn more about her and the ancient powers,” I said. It was all connected to the stones, the crystal portals, and oddly enough, they were linked to the crude circular portals of the Nirzu of the valley on Menocury L05 as well. I wished I knew more about the history of her powers, because as it stood, they weren’t related to the Iskios, as we’d been speculating. 

The Theos had been remiss to place the bodies of their enemies on a planet infused with the portal stone crystals, and they’d soaked in the lingering energy of Jules’ ancestors. We were hypothesizing that the same energy had filled Mary while pregnant and possessed by the Iskios, and it resulted in our daughter being given this extraordinary gift. I was done trying to hide it from everyone, and since she was no longer able to keep her eyes from glowing, it was just as well. 

Slate smiled again, the corners of his eyes crinkling. When had we aged this much? To me, Slate was always going to be that man in his twenties, sent to join our mission by General Heart when Leslie and Terrance ran away from their captivity in New Mexico all that time ago. “Fair enough. Dean, I’m going to miss teaching, but this is going to be legendary. Captain Dean Parker, teaming up with Commander Zeke Campbell.”

“I thought you hated your name.”

He shrugged. “Loweck likes it, so that makes me not loathe it quite so much.”

“You won’t mind if I keep calling you Slate, will you?” 

“As long as you don’t call me late for dinner. Speaking of, Magnus and Natalia are waiting for us,” he told me, and I’d almost forgotten we had plans with them. 

“Come on, kids. Time to go over to Dean’s,” I called, and finished my beer. “And Commander Zeke.” I stood by my old friend and set a hand on his shoulder. “This is going to be a great experience for us all.”

Slate grinned widely, nodding along. “I still can’t believe you agreed to let Sergo join the crew.”

“He’s come through when he’s needed to, and that’s good enough for me.” I led Slate down my suite’s hall, toward the exit, and heard the kids trailing behind us at a safe distance. 

Maggie was already at the door, nose touching it in anticipation. “How does she always know?” Slate asked, and I shook my head. 

“Food detection is her superpower.”

A few minutes later, we were settled in to Magnus’ suite, filling the table with bodies. Natalia hugged me, then Jules, and I could tell by the look in her eyes that rumors had already reached her about what had happened earlier in the day. Luckily, she didn’t bring it up, and Slate appeared happy about that. 

Patty grabbed Jules’ hand and tugged her away from the gathered group, toward her room, and Dean took a seat beside his father. Magnus was acting worried about something, and I told myself to ask him about it later. 

The doors opened at the end of the hall, and I heard the best sound in the galaxy. “Hello, everyone.” I turned to see Mary stalking toward me, and she pulled me into a hug. I kissed her, admiring her new haircut. She’d cut it shorter, and it swept to her left shoulder, slightly higher on her right side in the common asymmetrical style all the younger people on Haven were doing these days. 

“Looks great,” I whispered in her ear, and her eyes sparkled in reply. “Where’s Hugo?”

“With Karo and Ableen. The new students are doing an optional tour tomorrow, and he asked if he could stay with Uncle Karo.” Mary took a seat beside Nat, and I went beside her. 

“The boy must be excited,” Magnus said from the head of the table. He wasn’t in uniform, which was a rare sight these days. 

“Hugo’s more excited about seeing spaceships and playing with guns than learning anything,” Mary told them, and Magnus boomed a laugh out. 

“Sounds like Slate,” Magnus said, and Slate plopped into a chair beside Dean and across from me. 

“Saved your old hide more times than I’d care to bring up,” Slate said, taking the comment from his former captain with grace. 

“I can’t deny that. Dean, I heard you passed today,” Magnus told his son. 

“You’re looking at one of the newest Gatekeepers,” Slate said proudly. 

“It was mostly Jules,” Dean said quietly. 

Magnus leaned in and glanced toward Patty’s room, where my daughter was tucked away, likely hearing the latest boy gossip from Horizon. “Son, you’re one of the most capable men I know, and you have the entire universe at your disposal. One day, you’ll be the captain of a ship like this, and you’re going to need people around you that elevate you, that help you succeed. A rising tide lifts all boats, and without people like Dean, Mary, and Slate, and” – he cleared his throat – “your mother, I’d be stuck on Earth trying to hide from the Deltra.”

Dean appeared to take in the wise commentary, and he sat straighter in his chair. “Thanks, Dad. I appreciate it.”

“Any time, son. Where’s the food?” Magnus peered over his shoulder, where the NannyBot rolled toward us with trays of steaming hot dinner. 

 

____________

 

“And we need to follow up on the threat. That’s why I’d like you to take Dean and Patty with you on Light for a while,” Magnus said. The four of us were in their living room, the kids gone to bed an hour ago. Even Slate had dismissed himself, saying Loweck was expecting him at the Academy for the tours tomorrow. 

“And these guys, are they legit?” I asked. This was the first anyone had mentioned the Arnap to me.

“We’ve been hearing a few things about them at the Alliance headquarters, but never more than a passing rumor,” Mary said. 

“And what, there’s a chance they’ve committed genocide of an entire planet?” I asked. 

“That’s the speculation, but with no one alive to tell the tale, we can’t be certain. The inhabitants weren’t space traveling, but they were close. Some nearby races were keeping tabs on them, kind of like Earth before the Event,” Magnus said. 

“And what? You two are going to rush in there and stick your necks out?” I asked. 

Mary slapped me on the arm. “Dean, I’m positive they’re going to be cautious and investigate things before doing anything.”

Natalia laughed. “Actually, he was right. But maybe Mary’s approach is better.”

I could tell they were messing with me, but something about this strange mission didn’t sit well. “Are you sure you want Dean with us on Light?” I knew someone that would be thrilled with the news, and it wasn’t Patty. 

“Is that a problem?” Magnus puffed on a cigar, the smoke drifting to the ventilator overhead. 

“Not at all. But he’s about to graduate, and Sarlun has set tasks for the newly admitted Gatekeepers. I don’t want to dictate…” I stopped as Magnus raised a hand. 

“You know as well as I do that Sarlun will be fine with anything we suggest. The ship needs Gatekeepers, and you’re going to have a bunch at your disposal. The first-years need to be led by an established duo,” he said. 

“Exactly, that’s why I was thinking…”

“Dean, we’re the duo he’s implying,” Mary said, and I realized how daft I was being. 

“That makes sense.” Mary and I, along with Slate, had become the first humans in Gatekeeper history. 

I relaxed, thinking he was onto something. If we could keep Dean and Jules together on Light, I would be able to keep a father’s protective eye over her for the near future. That made me feel a lot better about her venturing into this new profession. “Could you imagine if we’d had to graduate from the Academy before they let us do anything?” 

Mary laughed. “We’d never have made it. I think our ignorance was the only thing that kept us alive at times.”

I didn’t mention the ice world where we’d first discovered the clue we thought was going to lead us to the Theos all those years ago. That had been on one of our first missions. Sarlun’s words still echoed in my mind from our wedding night. “Dean and Mary, will you join our ranks as Gatekeepers? My daughter was right about you. You are special.”

And now, all these years later, we had a daughter of our own, and she was about to be recruited. It didn’t seem possible, but as I looked at our small group, I could see we were no longer the same four people we’d been during the Event. Time had a funny way of sneaking up on you.

“So you’ll watch over the kids for us?” Natalia asked.

“Sorry for being so circumspect over the topic. We’d be happy to have them with us on Light.” I leaned over, petting Carey, who was nestled at my feet. Another modern miracle. The life extenders were still working, but I didn’t think the old boy had many years left in the tank. It was evident with each groan as he stood, with his lack of appetite, and the sheen of his once-shiny coat now going dull. 

I loved that dog all the same, and I left my hand on his back as he snored quietly. Maggie rolled over, and Charlie jumped up onto the couch between Nat and Magnus. “Do you think you’ll ever use the extenders?” I asked the pair across from me.

Magnus set his cigar down and peered at his wife. “I’m on the fence. We’ve discussed it, but are we meant to live longer?”

I shrugged. “I mean, we were already on that path with Earth’s modern medicine. I have a feeling humans would have been living a lot longer within a few decades, had we not been introduced to alien races.”

“Does that mean you’re considering them?” Nat asked. “Or that you’re taking them?”

“I haven’t given them much thought,” I admitted. I turned to Mary. “How about you?” 

She was always going to be beautiful, and I loved her new hairstyle, but we weren’t spring chickens any longer, and the stress of our lives over the last twenty years did occasionally show through. 

“I’ve thought about it,” she told us, and I squinted at her. 

“Really?”

“Who hasn’t? And I’m sure we discussed this before.”

“Not that I recall.”

“When Jules was born,” she said.

“You expect me to remember a conversation from fifteen years ago?” I asked, ignoring the laughter from Magnus. 

“We said that maybe one day we’d implement them,” Mary said. 

“I don’t know… there’s something to be said for living out your days, and when it’s your time, it’s your time,” Magnus said, but Nat shook her head. 

“I disagree. We need to stay vital and healthy for our children. Don’t you want to see Dean’s kids grow up? To see Patty’s wedding?” Natalia asked her husband. 

“Maybe you’re right, but I say we all do it. The four of us. If we’re going to be experimental, we may as well have a support group,” Magnus said. 

“We’ll consider it,” I told them, not sure if I wanted to use the extenders or not. But looking down at Carey, I grinned, thinking about the dog. He would have died years ago without them, and instead, he’d been able to enjoy a happy and fulfilling life here with my friends on Horizon, after years on New Spero. One day, my coat was going to go dull too; my hips would ache, and my eyesight would start to deteriorate. Perhaps easing the timeline on that wasn’t such a bad idea. 

Mary stood, and Maggie darted to her feet at the movement. Carey didn’t budge. “Time for bed. Thanks for the evening. You want to tell the kids they’re coming with us?” 

Nat nodded. “We will tomorrow. Have a good night.”

“See you at the graduation?” I asked Magnus as he walked us to the door. 

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

 

 

 

Three

 

Things couldn’t have been better. Jules was about to graduate, and in a few short weeks, they were starting their new mission aboard Light. The ship was next-level, and the other students were all jealous she was going on the brand-new Alliance exploration vessel instead of them. 

“You’re only going because of your father,” Wentle buzzed. 

“Who cares? Dean Parker is awesome, and Jules deserves it. She’s worked harder than any of you Volartien slugs,” Kira said, making Jules laugh. The Molariun girl had grown since their first mission to Menocury L05, but she was still tiny compared to the rest of them. 

“You’re only trying to get a job one day, aren’t you?” Canni asked, laughing with a booming voice. He was larger than life in his white uniform, wearing the full Gatekeeper-issued clothing. They all were, and Jules loved every moment of it. 

Jules wore a pin in her hair, which was half up in a braid. She loved chatting with her mother as she braided her dark curly hair. It was a time to relax in a hectic world. She touched the pin, a gift from Bazarn, and smiled at the memory of her ninth birthday. 

Their graduating class had forty students, the highest enrollment yet. Each year, the Alliance expanded, and more and more members sent their best and brightest to be taught at the already legendary Academy. There were children from races around the universe that she’d hardly even heard of, and Jules found it all fascinating. 

“Where’s Dean?” Canni asked, and as if he’d been waiting for his name to be said, he pressed through the doors to the back of the stage, where they were gathered. 

Dean’s hair was shorter, no longer falling in his eyes, but he wore the same lopsided grin that made Jules laugh and feel queasy at the same time. “What’s up, fellow Gatekeepers? Are we ready to show the universe what we’re all about?”

No one spoke until Kira raised her hand. “Was that rhetorical, because, no, I’m not…”

“You guys are no fun. Where’s your sense of adventure? Don’t you want to feel the wind of an alien world on your faces? Don’t you long for the shuttle trip through uneasy atmospheres, and to experience the thrill of a rescue? That’s what being a Gatekeeper is all about!” Dean was clearly excited, but Jules had to correct him on something. 

“You’re missing the point, though. We’re meant to record and report, and help people when it’s deemed safe and the only option,” she said, repeating the instructions Suma had engrained in them over the years. 

Dean waved in a dismissive gesture. “You don’t believe that, and neither does Suma. Slate definitely doesn’t.”

“Doesn’t what?” Slate’s voice asked as he stepped around the corner from the stage beyond the darkened energy field separating them from the gathering crowd. 

“Nothing.” Dean’s voice turned sheepish. 

“That’s what I thought. Everyone ready?” Slate asked, and they all nodded. He was wearing a tie, but Jules grinned to see it was loose around his neck. He hated the things. Wentle was shifting nervously on his feet, and Jules was having a hard time picturing the Padlog youth being a hero. Her papa had told her not everyone showed their full colors on their sleeve, and maybe some of her classmates needed more experience before they really shined. She liked the optimism her father always exuded, and strived to be more like him. 

The rest of the graduation class formed up behind them, and everyone, including Dean, waited, motioning for Jules to take the lead. “Why me?” she asked. 

“You’re our mascot,” Canni said, getting an elbow to the gut for his trouble. 

“Because you stand for what our class is all about. You mentored us and led us through the last few years. Without you, we wouldn’t be here,” Kira told her, and Jules glanced at them all, tears threatening to form in her glowing eyes. 

“Thank you,” Jules said, and she turned to face the energy barrier. One second it was there, the next it was gone, and she couldn’t believe how many people were in the auditorium. It was stuffed to the gills with people from all around the universe. She took a tentative step, hearing their parents’ cries and cheers as their graduating class stepped onto the dais. 

Her blood thrummed in her ears, blocking the noise, and Jules felt for a moment that something was seriously wrong. She scanned the entrances, seeking trouble, then behind her, but nothing seemed out of place. Slowly, the sensation passed, and the noise of her surroundings broke through again, putting her at ease. 

She stood on the stage while each of them accepted a pin from Sarlun, her father on the platform beside the great Shimmali man, as well as Suma and Slate. Loweck and Karo were with the other instructors at the front of the seating, and Jules caught sight of Hugo and her mother. Her brother pumped a fist in the air and smiled when she waved back. 

The whole endeavor took over an hour, and when it was done, her nerves were fried and her feet ached. The group of students broke apart, and Jules walked to her father, turning to face the other kids. “This is the last time we’ll all be together. No more classes,” she whispered, and Papa must have heard her gentle musings. 

“That’s fine. Nothing in life is static,” he told her.

“Except death,” she mumbled, wondering what the strange feeling had been about. There were still a lot of mysterious things that came with holding her powers, and she was determined to deal with them as they came. 

Her dad must not have noticed her ill-chosen words, because he turned to Dean and shook the young man’s hand before chatting with Canni. Dean stopped at the edge of the stage and was talking with the only other human graduate, a pretty girl named Charlotte. 

One minute after graduation, and Jules was ready to leave the Academy for good and start her time on Papa’s new starship, Light. 

 

____________

 

Jules was grateful the last couple of weeks had flown by. With the preparation for their move to Light, her parents had been consistently absent, leaving her alone with Hugo for several days, and it was her job to bring him to the Academy, where he would stay with Karo for the duration of the school year. 

“I don’t want to go,” Hugo said, sounding like such a ten-year-old. Had she ever been so young?

“You have to, Hugo.” She carried one of his bags, and he dragged the other across the pavement, toward the robot-driven transport her mother claimed would be waiting for them. 

“Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why do I have to?” he asked. 

“Because you’re the only one in the family that isn’t a Gatekeeper. If you don’t do this, we’ll have to kick you out of the Parkers. You won’t have a last name anymore, and you’ll be forced to work some menial job counting snowflakes for a living.” Jules held back the smile she felt creeping in. 

“I don’t want to count snow. That doesn’t even sound like a job, and why would Mom and Dad kick me out?”

“They don’t make the rules, but they love to abide by them,” she told him. This was too easy. 

“What’s abide mean?” Hugo asked, his rolling luggage catching on a rock. He tugged it free and kept walking.

“It means they obey and accept the rules.”

“Oh.”

“You are going to love the Academy, Hugo,” she told him as they neared the shuttle. The door opened, and they entered the empty transport. Jules slid his bags under the bench, and they settled into their seats. 

“How do you know I’ll like it?” Hugo said miserably. 

“Because I went there for years, and I adored it.”

“But what if I don’t? What if no one likes me, and if I fail my classes, and if the teachers think I’m stupid?” He said all this with the frustration only a child could exude. 

“You aren’t stupid, and everyone likes you, and Papa will have the teachers fired if they’re mean to you.” She winked at Hugo, and he laughed. 

“Really?”

“No, he wouldn’t go to that extent, but you catch my drift,” she said. 

“Thanks, Jules. I wish you were staying with me.”

She reached over and took his hand. It was warm and soft, and she squeezed it in her grasp. “We’ll have the portal, so we can check in all the time, okay?”

“Okay.”

Jules saw the school through the viewscreen, and for a moment, emotions threatened to burst from her. The Academy had been such a big part of her life, and it was hard to imagine that it was over, that she was the youngest graduate in the program, and that her little brother was starting his first year. 

All she’d ever wanted was to be like her parents, and Hugo was far different than her. He might really struggle with things, but like her dad said, maybe it would just take him a little longer to find his calling in life. 

“Why are you crying?” Hugo asked her as the shuttle landed near the statue at the front of the school. She’d been through so much there, and each time she saw the statue, it reminded her of the Kold attack on their soil, and how she and the other students had fought them off, fending for themselves. It was a proud memory, one with a lot of trauma stitched into it. 

“I’m happy, that’s all.”

“Weird way of showing it,” Hugo said, shaking his head. 

They headed for the residences, and Karo met them down the street, grabbing hold of the bags and easily carrying them by himself. “Hugo, we’re so glad you can stay with us.”

Jules really liked Karo. She remembered visiting him when she was just a little girl, wanting to help so badly, but unsure how. It turned out she’d needed to fix the damaged portals, setting the Theos free from their traps. 

Karo hadn’t aged a day since then, his posture commanding, his hair long and white. He was an ancient being, and Ableen emerged from their home, resplendent as always. If there was a more graceful couple in the universe, Jules hadn’t met them. Jules noted how Ableen looked at Karo, and how he returned her loving gaze. It was the same way her parents were with one another, and it gave her hope. 

“Jules, are you all set to travel to Shimmal?” Ableen asked. 

“I think so. We’re leaving tomorrow, and then it’s a few weeks before we can start the final trip to bring Brik home,” she said. 

“I wish I was coming,” Karo said wistfully, and Ableen frowned at him. 

“No you don’t.”

“No… I guess I don’t. Tell your father I’ll be sure to visit,” Karo said, moving inside with the bags. 

Ableen glanced at Hugo, and then to Jules. “I’ll give you a minute.” She left them alone, and Hugo glanced up at her glowing eyes, his lip threatening to tremble. 

“Stop it. You’re going to love it here. And you have the Theos kids to get you into all sorts of trouble,” she told him. 

“That’s true. I do like them a lot.”

Jules hugged her little brother tightly and kissed him on the forehead. He usually complained when she did that and told her she was gross, but he didn’t this time. 

“See you soon, kid,” she told him, but Hugo had already turned, heading inside his hosts’ home. 

Jules walked down the pathway and took the long way around the school. The day wasn’t overly warm, and she was glad to have chosen short sleeves. The school was quiet in the off season, and she found the library entrance without seeing another person. 

She took the elevator below and felt a slight tingle of a thrill as she stepped into the main library concourse. Thousands of physical texts sat on shelves, and Jules had inherited her father’s love for the written word. Even though most of their schoolwork had been done with digital references, she still appreciated the books that Regnig collected over the centuries, and she ran a hand along a stack of Padlog recipe books. 

Little one. I was not expecting you. Regnig’s thoughts entered her mind, and she spun to find the tiny bird man facing her. His claw held a steaming cup of tea, and he motioned for her to follow him with the other. Come. I have more tea in the kitchen.

They moved to his private chambers, on the hidden side of the library, and Jules felt more at home as they crossed over to the dimly lit section. It always smelled better there, like old books, leather, and wood. 

What brings you here? Regnig asked. 

“I was dropping Hugo off and wanted to see if you were home.” Jules blew on her tea before taking a bitter sip. 

I can’t say I’m unhappy to see you. 

“I asked Papa to persuade you to come with us on Light, but he said you declined the invitation,” she said. 

I didn’t do it to be callous, dear. I need my reference material. I’ve found more out about O’ri, and I’ve noticed a quotation about glowing eyes in three other texts. Bear in mind, these are old books, and the languages are difficult to translate.

Her pulse quickened. “You think they were like me?”

I doubt anyone was ever like you, Jules, but yes, I think they perhaps were of the same race.

Race. She wondered at that. They hadn’t been able to determine if it was an affliction rather than a genetic origin, but there was one person who might have the answer.

Regnig always knew what she was thinking. Are you prepared to speak with him?

She shook her head. “Not if there’s a chance he’s this O’ri you told me about. He did awful things to his people, and I can’t risk it.”

Your father told me you were bringing him with Light. Are we sure this is a wise course of action? Regnig asked. 

“No, but I wanted him close by. What if someone else learned of his existence and stole his pod, or freed him?” Jules didn’t want to think what someone with her powers could accomplish if they used it for evil doings. She thought about her own actions, tearing that ship apart a couple of weeks ago, and blinked away the bad feelings related to that incident. 

I understand the reasoning; just be cautious.

“I always am,” she assured the little man. “Do you want another blood test?”

He nodded, his beak opening enough for his little tongue to protrude from it. Yes. Great idea. Can you describe how you’ve been feeling?

They sat there, and she told him everything, holding nothing back. He was the one person she felt able to share her inner dialogue with, and he always had her best interests at heart. If someone was going to crack the code on what she was, it was Regnig, and that meant revealing the truth about it all. 

She explained what had transpired at their final exam, how she went into a rage and nearly tore her father in half along with the spacecraft, and about the graduation night, when her blood had pumped so hard, she couldn’t hear. Regnig made notes like an old-world psychologist. Her mom liked mystery books, and Jules had read a few where the doctor made the patient lie down as they discussed what came to mind. Jules was sitting up, but this felt much the same, with the bird man asking the odd question, never judging, just investigating for the sake of an experiment. 

Is there anything else? His beak opened slowly, his single eyelid closing halfway as if assessing her. 

“No. That’s it,” she told him.

Okay. I’ll see if there are any references to any of this new information, but it’s not going to be simple. Let’s take a vial of blood, and I’ll compare it with the previous samples. Regnig stood, leading her to the same room she’d seen in her vision when touching the stone on Menocury L05. 

The entire setup was a little archaic to her senses, with bubbling potions like something from a fairy tale, but Regnig claimed the results were notably more accurate this way. Who was she to argue with the old man? He hobbled as he walked, even more than normal, and she saw the small wooden cane leaning against the door. 

“You should be using the cane,” she told him plainly. The nice thing about their relationship was this kind of communication. 

And you should mind your elders, Regnig said, but his slight smile gave him away. He motioned for her to have a seat as the door closed, and he flipped a light on. It was still dark inside the room, with the colorful assortment of tubes and concoctions moving through glass tubes, a vent lifting any fumes from muddling the space. 

The floors were a dark wood, and she stared at them as he pulled the blood from her arm to distract herself. “Where’s your assistant?” Jules asked. 

Regnig held up the vial of blood, gaping through the glass as if he’d be able to spot a secret inside. Yojer has returned home for a while. Judging by his lack of further explanation, he wasn’t pleased by this. Regnig placed a small tool over the puncture on her vein and it closed, appearing like new.

“Is she returning?” Jules asked. They’d found her among all the others rescued from the Collector’s ship, and she’d quickly taken to Regnig and his research. 

She may and she may not. That is up to her, but this is not the life for one so young as her.

Jules understood. Regnig confined himself underground for days, weeks, or longer. As much as Jules liked being in the library here, she needed fresh air, sunlight on her skin, or space through a viewscreen. She realized she hadn’t even brought up the Terellion. “Where’s Fontem?”

He’s on his ship far away. Studying his own collection. 

“Is that healthy?” she asked. Fontem had been obsessed with utilizing time travel to spend more time with his wife, who’d died long before him. 

He’s looking for a device. You may have heard of it.

“I see,” she said. Her dad had expected this too. “Should we tell Fontem we have the time travel tool?” 

That’s up to your father, I presume. I have said nothing, only that I have no record of such a tool on file. Regnig would have hated lying to the man, but Papa had likely made him promise to keep it a secret. 

“Maybe he can help us with Lom of Pleva returning, even change something Papa did,” Jules said hopefully. 

I do not think so, but it could be worth a try.

Her father hadn’t brought up Lom in quite some time, but she knew he wondered about the day his nemesis would return. Something had happened to her dad while he’d traveled through the portals years ago, and it involved an older version of himself trying to pass on a warning. 

“I hope Lom never returns,” she whispered. 

So do I, my dear. So do I.

 

 

 

Four

 

We appeared in Shimmal’s portal room, the stark white walls a reminder of Sarlun’s dedication to the Gatekeepers. My old friend was close by, already walking toward us from the entrance. His small snout wagged back and forth as we met, his dark eyes wide and excited. “Today’s the day,” he said in greeting. 

“You better believe it,” I replied. “It feels like the last year or so flew by, but Captain Dean Parker is here for duty.” 

“And with your Gatekeeper leader, Mary Parker, as well as the Light’s newest recruit. Welcome, Jules.” Sarlun wasn’t usually so animated, but his words made us all brighten, and we followed him from the portal room. 

“How are things?” Mary asked him. She wore brightly-colored robes in anticipation of our quick stop on Shimmal, mostly because we were visiting Sarlun’s vacation property before making Light our temporarily permanent home. 

Jules wore an almost-matching dress, and I’d opted for something a little less showy, with white pants and a gray cloak. Sarlun studied our attire and grinned in appreciation. “I see you’re taking a liking to the Shimmal fashion. Very good. And things are great.”

“Where are we with the return of the Collector’s subjects?” Jules asked, her eyes darting at the last word. 

“Follow me. I’ll show you,” he said, leading us down the corridor and outside. It was warm, the sun high, the flowers of his courtyard sending waves of sweetness through my nose. 

A few ships flew through the sky, their city quiet yet busy. I peered toward it, seeing more high-rises than before, and more traffic above us. The ships were long, almost like the hovertrains we’d adopted on New Spero and Earth. Seeing them made me think about Paul back at the colonies. Since we’d stopped Frasier and the Restorers, things had been going far better on Earth. 

This city was futuristic, even for us. The buildings stood tall, their shapes and bends appearing to defy gravity and physics. One caught my eye in the distance, and I tapped Sarlun, curious what the curved, half-circle structure was. It reminded me of their portal symbol. “Tell me about that one.”

“That’s a tribute to our founders, the first of the Shimmali people. It is said we were derived from an ancient god, one seeking to create an enlightened society. The first people were each born with that symbol, an open circle, if you will,” Sarlun said as we walked. 

“What do you mean, born with it?” Jules asked. 

Sarlun pointed to his chest. “Like a brand. Here.”

“That seems odd. When did the brand stop?” I had never heard of this before. 

Sarlun slowed, turning to me. “What do you mean, stop?”

“New generations are born with this symbol?” I asked. 

He nodded, stopping to unclasp the top buttons from his uniform. He pulled the material from his chest, and I saw it, a pale emblem as described. 

“That’s the same as the portal… do you think…” Jules started.

“There has been speculation that whoever created the true portal technology predates the Theos, as you saw with the raw stone on Menocury L05. Theologians over the ages have also suggested that these same entities created all races.” Sarlun continued to walk, buttoning his shirt. 

Jules was right beside him, her long brown hair styled in a loose braid hanging down her back. She was so much like me, it was almost heartbreaking. I knew exactly what she was feeling and could almost predict her next question. It would be about her abilities and how they related to…

“Do you think they made me? Or were the same ones responsible for O’ri and my powers?” Jules asked, taking the comments from my thoughts. 

“I suspect there’s a possibility,” Sarlun replied as another series of transports roared through the sky above us. 

“It appears that you’re prospering,” Mary said. 

“We are. Thanks to the portals, and the Alliance, our trade is at an all-time high,” Sarlun said. He spoke English now, and I almost didn’t notice he wasn’t squawking his words. 

We kept moving, over a bridge with a high see-through rail, and down a few steps until we reached a docking bay for visiting shuttles. The Collector’s ship was parked there, and from what I could tell, it was bolted to the concrete. “We’ve shut the engines off and dismantled it, but we found some odd surprises inside that we didn’t trust. We’re being careful with how we store it. Once we’ve finished studying it, we’ll be moving it to a more secure facility.”

I was surprised to see Brik there, waiting for us near the ship’s entrance. I waved to the creature from Sterona, and he smiled from his narrow slit of a mouth. Brik’s people were interesting: he had a prolonged thick tail hanging to the ground; his face was long; his head was bald and marked with light green lines. His deep-set dark eyes were alive as we approached, and he appeared excited today. 

“Hello, Brik,” I said after powering up the translator on my belt. 

“Greetings, Parkers.” His words were smooth, reminding me of a fish making bubbles. 

“We weren’t expecting you,” Jules told him. “But I’m glad you’re here.” She smiled, and I was so proud to see my daughter able to put people at ease. I nudged Mary with my elbow, thinking she got that from her mother. 

Mary grabbed my hand, and we climbed the ladder on the outside of the ship. His hatch was on the top, as it had been when we’d discovered him hiding on the hillside near the boundary of a dimensional shift we’d called Cloud. From here, we could see more of the city, and I concentrated on keeping my balance as we clambered into the Collector’s ship for what I hoped was the last time. 

“Lady Jules, I owe you with my life, so speak the word, and I will do your bidding,” Brik told Jules as we stepped into the first level near the entrance. 

Jules beamed. “You don’t owe me anything, Brik. We just want to find your home. Right, Papa?”

“That’s right. We have a lot of memories of Sterona, and I can’t wait to meet the rest of your people, Brik,” I told him. 

We’d spent a few days with the man over the last year, and I still knew next to nothing about his people. But he was friendly and always affable, which suggested they were a good race to befriend. Mary was already discussing inviting them into the Alliance.

The lights flickered on at our movement, and the first thing I noticed were the empty displays all in a long line down the hall. There were multiple decks similar to this one, each bereft of the trapped creatures. Some of them had been on his ship for four thousand years or so, according to our best estimates, which was hard to wrap my head around. 

There were around twenty of them with no determined origin, but the Gatekeepers were working on translation and star maps, and Sarlun hoped to have some results shortly. They were all living comfortably on Shimmal, and so far, there had only been a few minor issues between the frustrated beings. 

Jules took the lead now, Brik following close behind. 

“Lady Jules was born there. The others will be thrilled to hear such good news. Perhaps there is life to be had on our old world after all,” Brik said, trailing after my daughter toward the lift. I knew where Jules was headed, and Mary frowned as we lowered to deck seven. 

There was one display lit up on this level, near the end, and Jules was drawn to it like a moth to a flame. Mary held me back. “We don’t have to bring him aboard Light.”

“I think we do. Look at her. She needs to discover more about herself, and he might be able to tell her,” I said. 

“He might be dangerous,” Mary whispered. 

“Everything is dangerous. She’s the one who wants to keep him frozen in time like this. She and Regnig are running numerous tests. She’ll figure it out and do what is necessary when it’s right,” I said, feigning confidence. 

“I’ll have to trust you on that, Dean. The room will be guarded, though. No one in or out, deal?” Mary raised her hand to shake mine, and I kissed it instead. 

“Deal.” We moved within the corridor, and I almost expected the Collector’s voice to carry through the speakers, his lumpy clay golem to limp down the hall toward us. But the Collector wasn’t on the ship any longer. He was safely away, frozen somewhere on this planet, under constant watch. 

Jules stared at the boy, and I swore her eyes glowed slightly darker in his presence. It might have been the dim lighting or the reflection off the glass case, but something had changed in her. The boy himself was slight: wide in the shoulders, slim at the waist. He was stuck there, floating in the time trap set by the Collector, and his blond hair stuck out like he was under water. It was the eyes that drew my attention, though. They were icy blue, glowing like Jules’. 

“That’s the same color as the world where the Iskios took me,” Mary whispered in my ear. 

“I know.” I wrapped my arm around her, aware that the ordeal had been extremely traumatic. That was the day we’d learned she was pregnant, and the day they took her from me, sending Slate and me back to New Spero with so much as a flick of the wrist. It was all related; it had to be. That planet was the clue to Jules’ powers, but I didn’t want to return there, not for anything, even if we were certain the Iskios were gone, their Vortex sent to another dimension with the Shifter I’d obtained from Garo Alnod. 

“Brik, have you ever seen anyone with glowing eyes like this before?” Jules asked the being, her words translated in the device on Brik’s belt. 

“No, Lady Jules. I have not. Other than yours.” 

“Mom, Papa, can we leave?” she asked, turning from the boy hovering there behind the display. 

I nodded, and Jules came over to hug me, then Mary, who stroked her daughter’s hair before we returned to the lift that elevated us up to the top level of the Collector’s ship. 

“You don’t have to worry, honey. You’ll be safe. I promise,” I told her after the others had climbed from the vessel. I hated making a promise I couldn’t keep, but I knew this was one I wouldn’t fail her on. 

“Thanks. How about we head up to Light and see what’s in store for us?” Jules asked. 

“That sounds perfect.” I followed her out, and after another hour or so, we were moving in a shuttle toward my brand-new starship, funded by the Alliance of Worlds.

“It’s so wonderful,” Mary said, and I couldn’t help but agree. Horizon was pleasant, but this… this was the finest exploration vessel I’d ever laid eyes on. It took the best elements of the Keppe ships and mixed it with the Shimmali technology, twisted with some updates from the Molariuns, and we had Light. It was longer than the others, sleeker, and at two point one kilometers in length, it was quite a hike to traverse. 

My crew had been mostly picked by the Alliance and the Gatekeepers, other than my main crew, whom I’d had a personal hand in accepting or denying. I was looking forward to spending time with so many of my close friends over the next couple of years, after we’d been all split up for so long. 

Karo wouldn’t be coming, but he was protecting Hugo while he took his first tumultuous but exciting steps to becoming a Gatekeeper himself. I didn’t know if the boy would ever actually join their ranks, but the fundamentals and other education would be priceless. He’d learn intricate math, physics, negotiation, and so many other useful subjects in our modern era. 

“Look at the colors,” Jules said, staring from the shuttle viewer. 

The outside hull was tinged golden along the top half and midnight blue on the lower section, the front of the ship coming to a peak just above the complex weapons system. For an exploration craft, Light was armed to the teeth. 

We neared the hull, and soon it was all we saw through the viewer as the shuttle moved for the hangar to the lower decks near the rear of Light. The starship was docked beside immense scaffolding along the Shimmali manufacturing station between the planet and their moon. We entered through the main hangar, the blue energy barrier flashing as the shuttle pressed through, and into the otherwise bare room. 

Soon it would be loaded with two of our cloaked Kraski ships, along with multiple shuttles like this one and other various ships, including a Padlog fighter donated by the Supreme. Sergo was excited by the fact that the old insectoid was speaking with him again, after he realized his granddaughter Walo was serious about the rogue thief-turned-hero. I’d taken the chance to vouch for him over the last handful of years, and hoped it wouldn’t bite me in the butt. 

The doors sprang open, and it was clear the others wanted me to set foot on my new vessel first, so I obliged. The shuttle ramp had three steps, and I took them slowly. I’d been on Light a few times over the past year to see the updates as they happened, but this was our first visit to the completed project. This was different. Final. 

My shoes landed on the hangar floor, and I rubbed my beard, looking around, the rest of our group coming to stand beside me. 

“What do you think?” Sarlun asked, his snout twitching in anticipation. 

“I think Captain Dean Parker is home.”

 

 

 

Five

 

This was going to be so much fun. Jules tried to hold in her excitement, but it kept spilling over the edges of her mind as they walked through every square inch of Light. They’d seen the gym, the training rooms where pilots and Gatekeepers could hone their skills, and the swimming pool. 

There was also an underwater facility that any aquatic guests could call home, and Jules peered through the glass, watching the green plants ripple in the water. 

“We’ll be bringing the Philod to Dechar as our first stop. She’s quite the character,” Papa said. 

Jules had met Uce. She sported eight legs and a bulbous head with eyes on the top of the skull for looking up at her prey. She sang a beautiful song to communicate, and being around her felt like Jules was with something special, that the universe was full of great and powerful things to counter the dark and horrible ones. 

“We have habitats for a few other races built in here as well,” Sarlun said, walking to the wall across from the Philod pod. The walls were light gray along the bottoms, the upper half a smooth black screen with lights and computer readouts with live updates. Sarlun tapped the screen, and the wall opened up, showcasing the desert landscape beyond. The space was at least three thousand square feet, and a bright hot lamp shone directly over the sand. 

“This is for the Lucat, who thrives in fifty degrees Celsius during the day and ten at night.” Sarlun pointed to a rocky structure at the far corner of the room. “He’ll sleep in there.”

Jules tried to picture the Lucat and thought he was the one with the forked tongue, the squat leathery legs, and the white scaled belly. There were so many races out there, it made Jules feel better about not knowing her own heritage, or that of her abilities. The human part was pretty self-explanatory. 

Brik walked alongside them for the afternoon, his tail nearly tripping her twice, but it was Papa that drew her attention the most. He was quiet, subdued, but Jules felt the thrill and happiness emanating from him. It was in his tone, his posture, and spread across his face that never seemed to lose the small grin tilting the corners of his mouth upwards. 

He was in his element. Jules had been through a lot with him at her side, but mostly when she was younger. He’d been stuck at home for too long, and it was high time for him to take the reins of his destiny and seek out the adventure he needed to thrive. They were cut from the same cloth. 

“There are three mess halls: one on deck four, one on deck eight, and one for the private bridge crew on deck six,” Sarlun told them as they walked past the hall on deck eight. They’d already seen the first one, the largest of the three, and Jules had peeked in, hoping to find something to snack on. The ship hadn’t been stocked yet, and she’d left with a grumbling stomach. 

They continued the trip, and Jules wished Dean was there with her. Even Patty. The girl was still her friend, even if she was sixteen and nothing more than raging hormones. 

Eventually, they stopped at engineering, which was at the very rear of the vessel and took up all twelve stories. They walked in from the top deck, and Jules’ breath caught in her throat. They peered at the drive from the balcony overlooking the entire room, and it was beautiful. There were screens along the far walls, showing space beyond the ship in a panoramic view. The thrusters were off, but Jules suspected she’d be able to see them glowing bright blue as they took the power from the stones inside the clear drive tube. That cylinder stretched from the stark-white engineering floor to the ceiling just out of her reach. 

The blue stone reminded her of the eyes of the boy on the Collector’s ship. Once the drive was powered up, she could imagine the energy changing in this space, filling her bones. 

“I have to say, this excites me every time,” Papa said softly. 

“It’s the most powerful ship we’ve ever built, Dean. Would you like to see it on?” Sarlun asked, and Jules’ dad didn’t hesitate.

“We can do that?” he asked. 

“Sure.” 

They were on the top balcony, and they moved to the edge, where Sarlun lifted a bar to allow them entrance to the small lift that would carry them to the ground level. It was tight with everyone on it, and Brik had to let his tail overhang into the open air as they lowered. 

A minute later, the bar lifted on the other side, and they stepped onto the white floor. Everything was so shiny, so sterile. Jules had spent years in a classroom, waiting for this day: when she’d be a real Gatekeeper, traveling around in a vessel like this, moving through portals to help people. It had all come true. 

The wall was full of touch screens. It was one large screen, she corrected herself. Wherever Sarlun patted it, the central system menus appeared, and he showed them how they activated the drive. 

He brought them through a series of menu lists, and added his personal code into the system before being granted access to the controls. From there, Jules watched with interest as he initiated the drive sequence. 

Jules stepped beside her mom as the room began to glow. The crystals in the tube started to grow brighter, first at the bottom, then the light cascaded upward until the entire cylinder was shimmering. She was right. The power coming from this chattered her teeth. No one else seemed to be affected by it, so she didn’t say a word. 

“Is it hot?” she asked. 

“There is no heat transference. We’ve blocked that with the construction of the holding tube,” Sarlun explained, and Jules walked over the shiny floor, setting a hand on the clear surface of the drive. It was cool to the touch. 

“We can power the thrusters up from here, but you’ll mostly be controlling such functions from the bridge,” Sarlun said.

“Are you sure you don’t want to join us on this trek?” Papa asked the Shimmali man. 

“No. This trip is for the younger generation,” he said, and Jules realized she had no idea how old Sarlun was. “Just take care of my daughter, and she’ll tell me all about it.”

“I will. You know that,” Papa said. 

“More like Suma will take care of him,” Mom said, getting a laugh. 

Jules spun slowly, taking in the ambiance of the drive. She thought engineering might be the best room she’d seen yet. Suma would be spending endless amounts of time there, and Jules wanted her former instructor to teach her everything she could about the drive and how it worked. 

“Are you ready to see the top deck?” Sarlun asked. 

 

____________

 

Our quarters were luxurious, even finer than the suite we had on Horizon, if that was possible. We had three bedrooms, a huge living space, and a gourmet kitchen. It was equipped with three full bathrooms, and I thought they may have outdone themselves. Mary smiled as we toured it. 

“Nothing like customizing your own quarters on a starship, right, Dean?” she asked. 

“You did this?” 

“Yes, I did. They asked, I told them what I wanted. Seems fair,” she said, running a hand along the top of the couch. The wall had a screen that ran twenty-five feet across and ten feet high, and it showed a perfect view of Shimmal. 

Jules was checking out her room, which was twice the size of the one at our condo, complete with a huge desk and seating area. She was going to love that. 

Our floors were the same white as the rest of the ship, and the walls dark gray, making the space feel even larger. “I have to admit that I like it.”

Mary’s hand found my chest. “Good.”

“You sure you’re going to be happy living on a starship for the foreseeable future?” I asked her. 

“You bet I am. I’ve seen the way your face lights up every time we’ve discussed the mission. You’ve missed this, Dean. You need it.” Mary’s smile faded.

“I’d be fine, regardless.”

“No, you wouldn’t. Dean Parker has sat on the sidelines long enough,” she told me. 

“What about fending off Frasier and his team?” 

She rested her hands on my shoulders and gave them a squeeze. “That was you saving the world again. See what I mean? If I stopped you from sticking your neck out all the time, people would die. I’ve learned to let the universe take control. Who am I to hold a Recaster back?” 

“That’s just Regnig’s theory. There’s no proof of anything,” I told her, leaning in for a kiss.

“Well, you’ve done a great job of recasting my path, so it’s partially true.” She moved away, sitting at the table. It was long enough to sit eight with ease, and I ran a hand over the wooden surface. 

“I hope Mag and Nat are safe. Something feels off about this one,” I admitted. 

“I agree. Do you think they’re keeping anything from us?”

I shrugged. “They’ve never asked us to watch their kids before. I mean, Magnus knows trouble follows me, so it must be dire if he wants them under my watchful eye.” I let out a gentle laugh. 

“He also knows there’s no safer place than with you on Light, because you wouldn’t let anything happen to the kids.” Mary’s eyes glistened as she spoke, and I sat at the head of the table, gazing over the living room and kitchen. 

“This is a little much, even for Sarlun.”

“I think it’s just right.”

The screen behind me beeped, and I turned, tapping the tablet embedded into the wall. Slate’s face appeared. “Hey, boss. We weren’t expected yet, but do you mind if the bridge crew comes aboard early for a peek?”

I saw Suma beside him and shook my head. “By all means. Light is your home too. Be welcome.”

“Is there any food here yet?” Sergo’s voice asked, and Slate turned, telling the Padlog to keep it down. 

“See you on the bridge?” Slate asked. 

“You bet. Be there in five.”

The screen went dark, and Mary made a tsk sound with her lips. “I was hoping for some time alone.”

“Gross. Can you two not do this while I’m around?” Jules said from the hall near her bedroom. 

I winked at Mary and cleared my throat. “We only meant to go over some crew files,” I told her, but Jules clearly wasn’t buying my fib. 

“Sure. Did I hear Uncle Zeke?” Her green eyes shone brightly. 

“You bet. Want to see the bridge with us?” Mary asked, wrapping an arm over her daughter’s shoulders. 

“Yes, Mom. Of course I do!” Jules and my wife hurried ahead, and I followed them into the hallway. 

A short time later, we were at the far end of deck six, nothing but oversized double doors separating us from the bridge. I’d seen it in the early stages, when they’d asked me to captain her, but I expected there’d been a few tweaks since then. 

“You first, Captain.” Mary stepped to the side, waving me forward. The others approached behind us, and I smiled at them. Everyone was here, all wearing street clothing. 

Sergo was with Walo, and he was the first to us. “Captain, good to see you.”

“Sergo, I see Walo hasn’t learned her lesson yet,” I told him, grinning. 

“Sir, I’m a changed man,” he said, and Walo shook her head. 

“That’s what he says, but I don’t really believe him either,” she joked. 

Rivo came over, wearing an expensive-looking suit, the sheen of the green cloth shifting as she moved. “I still can’t believe you’re joining us. What’ll happen to Alnod Industries without their leader?”

“Hopefully, they’ll keep making profits, so I have a home to return to,” she said. Her blue skin appeared slightly darker, her eyes full and healthy. 

“You look good,” Mary told her. 

“Thanks, you too. Nice haircut,” Rivo said. 

Loweck and Slate, followed by Suma, were next, and we all said our greetings. 

“This is us,” I told them. “I hope you’re not expecting some big uplifting speech, because I don’t have one.” I touched the keypad, and the doors opened, revealing the bridge. I took a deep inhale and stepped through for the first time as Captain Dean Parker. 

Once I was inside, the others poured after me, excitedly moving to their future stations, and I slowly walked to the center of the bridge, taking in the sights. There was a circular bulge from the ceiling above me, with panels of soft lighting around it, stretching across the bridge. 

The four main consoles were divided into pairs by a footpath toward the viewscreen, and I walked toward them, impressed by the intricate construction. The chair and console desk heights were customized to their main users but could be adjusted for the backup crew. Each console was covered in a dark screen, with lights surrounding it. I tapped one, and a menu appeared. 

The viewscreen was what really drew my attention. Instead of one rectangular display like we were used to, Light had three, each slightly curved, creating a panoramic view of space in front of our starship. They extended from the floor to ceiling, making it feel like we were in space ourselves. 

“What do you think?” Slate was beside me, hands on hips. 

“I think this is just what we needed.”

“I agree.” Slate led me to the rear of the bridge, where three seats were in a row, giving the best view of the entire area. “This is yours.” He pointed to the center one and took a seat to its right. 

“And this one?” Mary asked, arriving with Jules. 

“That’s for our resident Gatekeeper,” Slate said with a smile. 

“Have a seat, Mary,” I told her, and she did, moving around in the supple cream-colored leather. 

I copied her, taking the captain’s chair. It felt good. Right. Slate was beside me, a big grin on his face. 

“What’s that?” I asked, pointing to the ceiling a few yards ahead. 

Suma sauntered over, her snout bending further as she touched a computer screen at a console at the edge of the bridge. “This is where we feed our communications.” She hit something, and Sarlun appeared. 

“Glad to see everyone on board,” he said, his image slightly pixelated, the colors partially off. 

I stood, moving toward the projection. I ran a hand through it, seeing light cascading over my fingers. “This is interesting. What happened to the good old-fashioned image on the viewscreen?”

Suma answered for her father. “The Alliance has been building these inter-vessel communicators for the last year, and we’ve begun testing them. They’re a good way to remain in contact, even over far distances. Thank you for demonstrating, Father.”

Sarlun seemed about to reply, when his projection vanished, leaving the space empty again. 

I yawned, the long day catching up with me. We were supposed to be heading to our vacation getaway for the night, but there was one more place I wanted to see. “I’ll leave you all to tour the ship as you’d like.”

Suma pressed something else, and the same female Shimmal AI I’d seen last year popped out of thin air. “How can I be of assistance?” she asked in perfect English. 

“We’d like a tour, please,” Suma instructed it, and the AI nodded, walking through the doors. 

“I guess we’re supposed to follow her,” Slate said, exiting first. 

Soon it was just the three of us on the bridge. Jules was almost floating with excitement. “This is so fun, Papa. Can we…?”

“See the portal?” I finished for her. 

“Do you always read my mind?” she asked. 

“Only when you’re thinking the same thing as me.”

The portal was on deck two, and we moved there efficiently, the trip taking five minutes. We all knew this portal had been harnessed from a vacant planet. We’d sent a team of four Gatekeepers to explore, ensuring we wouldn’t be disrupting anything by removing it from the world. 

The doors to the portal room were locked, and I used my override code to enter, the lights slowly illuminating as we stepped inside. Symbols glowed along the walls, and I recognized at least half of them now. I suspected Jules knew where almost all of them would bring you. She’d studied them for years. 

The portal stone itself was gorgeous, shining a bright green. It was a cluster of crystals, jutting from a long and flat base under the clear table. 

Jules walked over to it, her eyes burning hotly. 

“Is something wrong?” Mary asked her, but Jules didn’t reply. 

We were standing near the exit, out of the transport range, but my girl was near the table, her hand shaking as she touched the surface, bringing it to life.

“Honey, stop it.” I began to move for her, but it was too late.

 

 

 

Six

 

Jules couldn’t hear anything but the thumping of her heartbeat. The portal was speaking to her, drawing her in. It was much the same as it had been when the Nirzu valley people’s god had called her. She caressed the table, scrolling through the symbols: not of her own volition, but being powered and directed by some outside force. 

When she saw the symbol, four circles butted together with an X through their center, she knew it was the right one. She thought she heard Papa, and she wanted to stop and tell him it was okay, but she pressed the icon, and the room was filled with white light. 

She instantly placed a sphere of protection around herself and found she was in a body of water. The portal room was dark, and she used her abilities to create a torch of green light on her left hand. She held it up to her surroundings. The room was closed off, nothing but worn stone, the symbols on the wall wiped away from erosion from ages under water. Where was she? 

The compulsion to enter the portal concerned her. She also wasn’t confident what the symbol for Light was, but she touched the stone and saw the picture in her mind. She felt better knowing she could return. Her parents were going to be so mad at her. Jules nearly left but stopped herself. There had to be a reason she was brought here. 

She searched for an exit, floating through the water inside the cramped stone-walled room until she found that the opening was actually overhead. She swam through it in her energy bubble and pressed through some thick water vegetation, disrupting some brightly-colored sea creatures. There had to be a thousand of them shooting in all directions, their skin a phosphorescent yellow color. 

The water appeared deep, with no surface in sight, and she focused, ensuring she’d be able to find the portal stone again. It still called to her, so she’d be able to return home when she figured out exactly where she’d traveled to. 

Her dim torchlight showed a wall ahead, and she moved for it, seeing it was an underwater cliff face with openings every few yards. It was too perfect and symmetrical to be natural, each cut-out in the rock approximately two feet high by four feet wide. She stuck her left hand in, curious what was inside, and gasped from within her bubble when she saw the skeleton. 

She checked another opening, noticing more bones. She scrambled away from the cliff, unable to count how many of the slots were in it. If each of them had a body…

She moved up now, heading for the surface, her heart racing from the sight of the skeletal remains. She hadn’t looked closely enough to see what their physiology had been, but from the quick glance, they appeared quite humanoid. Two legs, two arms… a skull. 

Her instincts were to return to the portal and find her way home, but her curiosity at the planet trumped them. Finally, several unsettling minutes later, she breached the water, using her powers to float above it. The sky was foggy, a cool blue star casting an ominous reflection from the smooth-surfaced lake. It was clear this was no ocean, since she could spot land in three directions. 

Jules cautiously hovered over the water, her sphere nearly skimming it as she made for the nearest land. From here the devastation was evident, even before she’d seen the half of it. There were craters in the ground, rubble where a city once stood. She set herself on the ground, keeping the bubble of energy around her. Jules wasn’t certain what the air was like and wasn’t about to test it, not with the skies so angry and no visible life near her. 

The ground was sandy, and she crouched, touching it. Not sand, but perhaps crushed stone from the ancient city. A symbol was hazily etched onto a chunk of rock, and she recognized it as the portal icon. This place almost felt familiar, like she’d been here before, long ago, but she was only fifteen, and that made no sense. 

It was like a distant déjà vu. The craters ran deep, and there were four of them, two stacked on two. Wait. This was meaningful. Jules shot up, moving high over the desolation, and she peered at the ground, seeing the craters and rubble forming the exact symbol for the portal. This was a sign. Someone had done this to show their power, but who? When? 

Jules moved steadily, racing across the landscape. It was all dry, devoid of vegetation. There had been life under water, but here, on the dusty surface, there was nothing but rocks and dirty uneven land. She found another city eventually, this one in the middle of the continent. It had to have been huge once, but there was nothing left but the same pattern in the earth. Four circles, uprooted buildings forming the X over them. 

She lowered again and walked among the holes in the ground. She found white chunks mixed with the rocks and she touched one, pulling a bone out. She dropped it and looked around, seeing more and more white pieces everywhere. These cities were massive graveyards. She wanted to cry for their loss, but she didn’t know them, and it had been ages ago. Her cheeks remained as dry as the sandy landscape. 

There was a reason she’d been brought here, and she tried to decipher what it was. Floating high over the debris, she closed her eyes, concentrating. She felt the tug of the portal far to the west, but there was another tug from the opposite direction. It intensified as she flew toward it, until her teeth were clenched, her hand shaking. 

She was over an ocean this time. Huge waves tumbled at the shoreline, creating giant whitecaps. There was something in the depths of the water, something drawing her to it. She thought about the Iskios, and how they’d tricked her parents into thinking they were the Theos, there as friends. Nothing about this felt welcoming. The force beneath the ocean was menacing, a threat, and perhaps a younger, more impatient Jules would have dove beneath, her curiosity stronger than her common sense. 

Her mind made up, she turned, moving away from the spot that beckoned her. 

Don’t leave. Free me.

The words flooded into her mind, not in English, but some raw archaic language she apparently understood. 

When it was clear she wasn’t staying, the voice spoke louder. Do not leave me! You are mine to command! Free me!

Terror pushed Jules away, and she felt something dripping down her lip. She wiped at it with trembling fingers as she flew for the portal. A red liquid dotted her hand. Blood. 

Jules hurried, passing over the second city, then the first, before diving into the lake, speeding toward the portal. Free me. The words scratched at her brain as she entered the room, the portal stone glowing brightly at her presence. She found the symbol for Light, a star with a streaking swipe over it, and she touched it, white light filling the waterlogged space. 

 

____________

 

Jules appeared two hours after vanishing, and I leapt into the room, my pulse racing as I crouched at her side. She was bleeding from the nose and ears, and I cradled her in my arms, standing up. 

“Jules, are you okay? Jules?” I was frantic, and Mary was there, clutching our daughter’s hand. 

“Talk to us, sweetie,” Mary urged, but she was silent. 

“Get a doctor!” I shouted, remembering the AI. “Computer!” She appeared, poised as ever. “Tell Sarlun we need medical assistance!”

“I have advised him. Is there anything else?” she asked. 

“Which way to the medbay?” Mary asked. I thought I remembered it was on deck four, but we’d only seen it briefly and had toured a lot that day. 

“Deck three, sector two. Would you like me to lead you there?” she asked. 

“Yes,” I told her, and the AI began walking at a brisk pace. I followed closely, encouraging Jules to open her eyes. She was heavy in my arms, lifeless, but she was breathing. 

By the time we arrived, I was exhausted, my wife crying, and I hardly noticed anything as I set Jules on the first empty bed inside. Suma rushed into the room behind us, her voice high and worried. “What happened?”

“We went to the portal, and she just touched it and vanished. She returned two hours later, like this,” I said, checking her pulse. It was weak, but there. 

It took about ten minutes before a Shimmali doctor entered the medbay, his snout twitching as he started checking over Jules. Before he had a chance to diagnose anything, her eyes sprang open, and she sat up, breathing heavily. 

“Ju, what is it?” Mary asked, still holding her hand. 

Jules’ mouth opened and closed. “I think I found something… something bad.”

“Tell us about it later. For now, you have to rest. Doctor, is there anything wrong with her?” I asked. 

He spoke in Shimmali squawks and squeaks, but I understood his words. “Her bleeding is done, no permanent damage. She will be fine, but I suggest she doesn’t venture far from a bed for the next day.”

“Thank you. Would you stay close tonight, just in case?” Mary asked, and he nodded, saying he’d be happy to. 

He administered a shot to Jules with a small hand-held device, and when he and Suma had left the medbay, I pulled a seat up beside my daughter’s bed. “Can you tell us about it?”

Jules licked her dry lips, and I passed her some water. She drank half the glass, and I took it from her. Her eyes were darker, her voice husky. “It asked me to free it.”

“What did? Where did you go?” Mary asked. 

“It killed them all. Their cities were destroyed, bones everywhere. Bones in underwater graves. The symbol. Four circles. An X. It wants me to free it, but I didn’t listen. I think it’s evil,” she said, her eyelids drooping. 

“Jules, why did you go?” I asked.

“I… no choice,” she said, her lids pressing firmly shut as her head tilted to the side. She was breathing deeply now, and I sat back, adrenaline filling my body. 

“I’m really getting tired of this, Dean. We need to figure out what Jules is, so we can stop whatever’s going on inside her,” Mary said. 

“I don’t know if that’s the answer,” I told her. 

“Is that so? What do you think we should do? This isn’t normal, Dean. She’s not just a kid going through puberty here.” Mary’s voice had that hazardous, determined tone to it, and I didn’t want to be combative. 

“You’re right. What if it isn’t the powers causing this? What if it’s from me?” 

Mary’s eyes were hard. “It’s not your fault. What happened to her isn’t your fault, and you need to stop blaming yourself for it. She’s special, and whatever brought her through the portal… well, we’ll all figure it out together, okay? I’m wondering if we should postpone this mission.” 

“No. We can’t. We told Brik he was going home, and we have another couple of stops along the way. We’re going to do this,” I told her, trying to speak quietly. 

“Okay, but maybe Jules should…”

“She’s coming with us, Mary. Would you rather not have her in your sightlines?”

That was enough to sell it. “Fine.” Her frown vanished, and she sighed. “Our first day on board, and already we’re dealing with something serious. I don’t know why I’m even surprised anymore.”

“You wanted some more excitement in your life,” I said, wiggling my eyebrows. 

“Not this much. I meant a few more vacations, maybe the odd surprise from my husband,” she said, smiling finally. 

We sat in silence, watching Jules. I wore a brave face for Mary, but inside, I was more nervous than ever. 

 

____________

 

“I heard you put on quite the show,” Dean said, plopping onto the couch beside Jules. Patty was singing an Inlorian song from the kitchen, ignoring them as she prepared a snack. 

“I wouldn’t call it a show.” Jules fidgeted with her hands. 

“You left through the portal and came back two hours later unconscious and bleeding from the ears… If that’s not a cry for help, I don’t know what is,” he told her. 

“Jeez, JuJu, you’re always so dramatic. Can’t you leave the attention for someone else once in a while?” Patty asked, setting a plate of cheese and crackers on the coffee table. 

“As if I meant to do it. Believe me, I wish I was a normal kid like you two,” she said, mostly telling the truth. There were things she loved about having these powers. She wanted to help people, and she’d already been able to do so much in her young life that she couldn’t have without the abilities. But there were days when she hated them with all of her being. 

“Whatever. You have no idea how lame it is being normal. I couldn’t stay in the Gatekeepers’ Academy. I’m in regular school, learning about other alien cultures. It’s so boring, and there aren’t even any cute boys in my classes. They’re all full of webbed hands and ridged foreheads. Can’t a girl date someone with only two arms anymore?” Patty asked, blowing an errant hair from her face in exasperation. 

Jules glanced at Dean, and they both broke out in laughter. It felt good, and she smiled as Dean slapped his knee. 

“That’s fine. Laugh it up, you two,” Patty said. “You think it’s funny now. Wait until you’re on this ship for the next year and all you see are snouts and beaks, and tell me how the dating pool is.”

“All you think about is dating,” Dean said. “That’s why you’re in a regular school, and Jules and I are Gatekeepers.”

Patty rolled her eyes. It was a sticking point with Jules’ older friend, but they rarely discussed it. She’d just as soon play along and listen to Patty go on about some boy or another. 

“When do we leave? Can we get this show on the road?” Patty asked, chewing on another piece of cheese. 

“We’re leaving tomorrow,” Jules said. 

“Did you hear we’re delivering the Lucat home first? He doesn’t recall how long he’s been away, but your dad guesses it might be as many as a thousand years.” Dean grabbed some food, carefully placing the cheese between two crackers before eating it. 

“What are we doing with your friend?” Patty asked, her eyes squinting. 

“What friend?” Dean asked. 

Jules assumed she meant the boy with the ice-blue eyes. “We haven’t decided.”

“He’s cute. You think he’s single?” Patty asked, her voice full of mischievousness. 

“I think he’s been trapped on the Collector’s ship for the last couple of thousand years, so I’d say, yes, he’s probably single,” Jules told her friend, trying not to show her annoyance. He was dangerous, like Jules herself. 

“Fine. What do you guys want to do?” Patty asked, looking around Jules’ living room. 

“Well, the crew is all having dinner together, but we could probably go swimming or something,” Dean said. 

Jules thought about the water on the strange world she’d visited, and the voice screaming in her mind. Free me! “I’ll pass on the pool.”

“Maybe play a game?” Dean asked. 

“Boring.” This from Patty. 

Jules sat back on the couch, wishing she could go speak with Regnig, but her parents wouldn’t let her near the portal without their supervision. Maybe it was for the best. 

They sat there, talking about what the mission was going to be like, Jules happy for a moment just to hang out with other kids and pretend to be normal.

 

 

 

Seven

 

Despite our rocky start aboard Light, after a few weeks, things returned to normal. We were prepared to embark on our first exploration trip, and everyone was excited to be off. I woke early in the morning, unable to find sleep again. I sat at the kitchen table drinking coffee long before Mary arose, and when she came into the kitchen, she wordlessly poured a cup and kissed me on the top of my head. 

We showered, dressing in our matching uniforms before making our way to the bridge. This was it. Time to lead the crew as we located the missing Sterona people. We stepped onto the bridge to find the rest of our team already there, each in their gray uniforms. They had separate pants and a long-sleeved shirt instead of the classic jumpsuit, with black over the collarbone through the chest, and Light’s logo on the right shoulder. 

Everyone looked united, and I walked onto the bridge feeling prepared and content with my new role. This was what I’d been born to do. I couldn’t have imagined that almost twenty years after the Event, I’d be heading an Alliance of Worlds exploration vessel, with a crew of my diverse and very alien friends. 

“Good morning, crew. How are we doing today?” I asked Slate, my commander, and he smiled widely. 

“Boss, we’re ready to go,” he told me. 

“Everything set?” I asked, receiving a confident nod from Slate. 

The last two weeks had been a hodgepodge of loading supplies and getting the entire crew on board, including the maintenance staff, the kitchen crew, and the other miscellaneous one hundred roles a ship this size needed to operate daily. It was by far more intricate than Horizon or any of the Keppe vessels. 

I walked around the bridge, stopping at science officer Suma’s console before greeting our pilot Sergo, who had his backup and sensor specialist, Rivo Alnod. Loweck rounded out the front four consoles, and she sat proudly, her green hair braided, her orange skin bright and flushed. 

“Dean, this is going to be fun,” Sergo said, his big bug eyes extra shiny today. 

“I hope so, Sergo.”

I settled back in my chair, gripping the leather arms as I ordered the pilot to detach us from the dock and scaffolding. Sarlun’s projection appeared, and I almost jumped at the intrusion. 

He stood tall, wearing a cloak and the white uniform of the Gatekeepers. “I only wanted to wish the illustrious crew of Light a safe journey. May you find your destinations where you expect and remain of good health.”

“Thank you, Sarlun. For all you and your people have done,” I told him, standing across from the projection. 

He vanished, and once we were free from the bonds of the dock, Sergo began to move us from the planet of Shimmal and toward the distant moons. 

“Where’s Jules?” I asked Mary, and she shrugged. We didn’t have to wait long to find our answer, because the bridge doors opened, revealing the two newest Gatekeepers stationed on Light. Jules stood proud, her uniform stark white, the Gatekeepers logo on the chest. Dean was beside her, and I couldn’t believe how much like his mother he was starting to look. It was a running joke that he bore no resemblance to Magnus, which was obviously for the best. 

Jules and Dean came to stand behind me, where Walo was stationed. 

“Rivo, bring the drive to full power,” I said, aware the crystals in the engineering room would be blasting light as she did so. 

Our first stop was supposed to be returning the Lucat male to his homeworld, before heading to Dechar to drop off the Philod from the Collector’s ship. I was glad to be able to make the trips to help them out before we went the long distance to find the spot where Brik had been taken from his people. 

We also had Fontem on our ship, which had been a surprise to me. I hadn’t spoken to him since the early days and was eager to spend time with the Terellion. He was eccentric but had been kind in the brief interactions I’d had with him. 

Then the frozen kid that Jules claimed affinity to was with us, sealed on the lowest deck, under the protection of a coded keypad. We didn’t want anyone down there unless they were authorized, and not many of us had that permission. 

“Set course for the Setio system,” I said, and Sergo gave me a thumbs-up. I was going to have to create some order on the bridge, but for now, I let him have the gesture. 

“Course set for the Setio system. At full speed, we’ll be there in…” Sergo waited, obviously for dramatic effect, because I could see the time on the screen embedded in the left side of my chair. “Seventeen days and twelve hours.”

I cleared my throat, frowning slightly. “Thank you, Sergo.” 

I glanced over at Mary and was happy to see her smiling as our brand-new starship fired up the drive at full power, sending us speeding toward our destination. 

We stayed on the bridge for the next couple of hours, going over each system we’d be passing through and discussing what or who lived there. In three days, we’d be a half-day out from a potential Alliance trade partner, possibly even a member, and Mary had petitioned us prior to the mission to make a stop. We’d been on the fence, but in the end, it was my choice, and my wife could be very persuasive when it came to me. 

After rehashing the benefits, the outcome came as expected. We were stopping in the Xeo system first. 

“This is a good move, boss,” Slate told me as we leaned over the star map beside Walo, at the rear of the bridge. The lighting was good here, and each star on the 3D map glowed bright yellow, the systems each labeled clearly. 

“Why’s that?” I asked. Mary had already left the bridge, going to check on the scheduling chief’s office. She’d done so much of that on Horizon, I’d asked her to ensure her processes were in place on my ship as well. 

“Because the Tedaus are rumored to have the best crops out there,” he said.

“And that’s what we’re after?” I asked. 

“There are numerous worlds with growing issues. Too much ice, too much alkalinity in the soil, too hard soil, the list goes on.” Suma had come to discuss, and I listened intently. “If the Tedaus’ basic grains can grow as well as they claim, we can help a lot of people, including many Alliance members.”

“Then it is a good thing we’re visiting,” I said. “What do we know of them?” 

Slate’s fingers raced over the keypad, surprisingly quick for the tough guy. “This is all we have in the database.” It showed an image, but it wasn’t the clearest picture. There were two of them, standing straight, their limbs extremely thin, their heads round and pale. They wore yellow vests and brown pants, and I saw fields of what appeared to be wheat in the distance. 

“They’ve been on our radar for some time but only recently found space travel. Or I should say, they were given some basic shuttles. That being said, they haven’t left their own system, but we think that’s more by choice than technology. They’ve sent out some messages that have reached us in Shimmal, because of our proximity, and that’s when we told them about the Alliance. They seemed very interested in us.” Suma’s finger touched the screen, pointing behind the figures to their crop. 

“Are we making a deal with them on this trip?” I asked. 

“We’ll defer to your wife on that one, boss,” Slate said. 

He was right. She was still the head of the Alliance Board, even if she was acting head Gatekeeper on Light for this mission. “Good idea.”

I left them to finish their shifts on the bridge, and I decided to take a stroll and see if I could find Fontem. His residence was on deck ten, but I doubted he’d be in his room. He was a studious man, and if there was one place he’d be spending his time, it was in our library. Each room had its own computers, which were all linked to the Alliance network, but he was more like me in a few ways. He’d be reading an old text, and that was how I found him as I entered the dimly lit room. 

I saw no one else inside the library. It wasn’t a huge space, but it did have a carefully curated selection of interplanetary texts, hand-chosen by Sarlun and Regnig. Fontem looked very human. He had dark brown hair covering his elf-like ears. His skin was darker than mine, a copper-tanned tone, and his arms were thin and a little too long for a human. He glanced up and smiled. 

“Hello, Captain Parker,” he said, speaking English. 

“Fontem, I knew I’d find you here.” 

He pointed to a seat across from him, and I tugged the chair out, sitting. 

I glazed over the stack of books offering theories on quantum physics, as well as a history of his home on Terell. “This must be very difficult for you.”

His gaze met mine. “Is that so?”

“Well, not exactly, but I’ve heard your tale from a reliable source. Maybe you’d care to share it with me?” I asked, truly curious about him. 

“What would you like to find out?” he asked.

“All of it. I was told Terell wasn’t much of a planet for a young man with big dreams,” I said, relying on what Regnig had told me about the man all those years ago. 

“That much is true,” he said, giving me another smile. No matter what his expression held, I saw a sadness in his eyes that was unmistakable.

“Was your father a tree feller?” I asked, wondering how accurate Regnig’s information had been. 

He shook his head. “Close. I’m surprised you’d know any of this. I’m just a man, one that disappeared over two thousand years ago.”

“You were intriguing to many, including myself.”

“My father bought the logs, stripped them of bark, and sold to someone else to process them. He was the middleman of all middlemen. The monotony of his day-to-day was suffocating to a boy like me. I longed for much more, and when I finally escaped Terell, I did end up in the arms of a slave trader.” His stare grew distant, like he was reliving the moment he’d been caught. “They threw me in a cage, beat me within inches of my life. My future boss and friend, Yonil of the Motrill trader ship Caste, saw me inside the cage while he exchanged with the thugs, and when they wouldn’t sell me to him, he bartered for my life with something worth more than me.”

“What was it?”

“An ancient artifact he’d kept on his bridge for good luck. To this day, I can’t confirm what it was, but from what the others told me, it was very dear and precious to Yonil. You see, he took pity on me that day, and I owe him everything… though now, he’ll have been dead for over two millennia, and I have no way to ever thank him again.” 

“I have a feeling he knew how much it meant to you,” I said. 

“That’s true. I worked with him for a decade, at first stacking boxes and helping negotiate, then becoming a buyer of antiquities. I made him a lot of money in those years, because I learned to have a good sense of what was valuable, and what would fetch him a higher market value in a different system. I loitered in lounges on seedy space stations, spending good coin on rumors, and found out who needed what. It was a prosperous arrangement for us both, but it all changed when I met Farel. 

“Up until that point, even at nearly twenty-eight years of age, I hadn’t known so much as a hint of love, but seeing Farel on Relox Station… that was like someone stabbed me in the heart with a blade. Once again, we had to barter for her life; this time, it was I who fronted the cost, because it was only fair. She was worth all the riches in the universe. 

“Hair as soft as silk, skin as smooth as water. She was the epitome of beauty, Dean.” He turned his attention to the books, and his fingers fiddled with a textbook spine. “Did your research discuss the genetic flaw in some Terellions?”

“I heard you didn’t age… or don’t age, I suppose.”

“That’s correct. I didn’t know it at the time, not until we were around forty. She began to change, to show signs that she was growing older, but I remained the same youthful man. The physical differences never bothered me, but they did her. She grew ashamed as she aged, and when she was fifty, she asked to move to somewhere secluded, away from others. 

“We’d amassed a small fortune by that time, me hitting it big on a few archeological digs. You’d be surprised at the treasures left behind on some worlds,” he said softly. 

“But they didn’t matter as much as her,” I told him. 

“You bet they didn’t. We bought a place on Bazarn Five. I hear the planet has changed a lot since I lived there,” he said, adding in a chuckle. 

“I think everything has changed in two thousand years.”

“I would assume so.” He stopped talking, and I could tell thinking about his wife was still a fresh wound. 

“How long was it after she passed that you were caught by the Collector?” I asked. 

He tapped the table with a fingernail before answering. “At least a hundred years. I spent all that time trying to find a way to return to her. I knew there had to be something that would help, a time travel device that could make me change the past.”

“And?” I asked, not wanting to mention the one I had tucked away under my house on Earth. 

“I found one. Yes, I did. It was life-changing. The cache was on a hunk of rock in the middle of nowhere. The only reason I even heard of it was because of an off-handed comment one of my sources from Nebultra made. He mentioned a rock with an emblem on it, a symbol.”

“What was the symbol?” I asked.

“For a long-lost race. The Zan’ra.”

I leaned forward, the name sending a shiver down my spine. “What was the symbol?” I repeated. 

“Four circles, two stacked on two. An X through them.”

My heart raced. “X marks the spot.” I had so many questions, but I held my tongue, letting him finish his story. That symbol was the same one Jules had seen on the planet that called to her. Those words she used and had cried out in her sleep ever since the encounter two weeks ago. Free me! How were they connected to the time-travel device I’d used to send Lom of Pleva twenty years into the future?

“Do you know of this symbol?” It was his turn to lean closer to me. His eyes were wide, and I sensed his distress.

I nodded but didn’t expand.

“On this rock, a piece of an ancient planet, I presumed, I found a cave under the surface. In it were a few artifacts and the time-travel tool,” he said. 

“What were the other artifacts?” I asked, my voice catching in my throat. 

“Nothing I could discern. I think they were either broken or rubbish.”

“Where are they?” I asked. 

“In my hidden collection,” he told me.

“I’ve been there. Regnig did a great job cataloging everything. What items were they?” I asked, and he laughed in response. “What’s so funny?”

“That wasn’t my real collection. That was the secondary one,” he said. 

“You mean you have another hidden treasure chest somewhere?” I asked, my voice barely a whisper.

He nodded. “I do.”

“What’s in it?” I asked, licking my dry lips and wishing I had some water. The name Zan’ra echoed in my mind, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that was the name of the race Jules had coursing through her veins. 

“Everything.”

 

 

 

Eight

 

The Tedaus homeworld was directly beneath them, and Jules sat in the shuttle close to her mother, who also wore full Gatekeeper gear. Dean was with them, his youthful eyes glimmering behind the helmet of his armored suit. 

“Do you remember what I said?” her mom asked. 

“Listen, speak if spoken to, and be kind and courteous. We’re representing the Gatekeepers, Light, and the Alliance of Worlds.” Jules listed off the things she’d memorized, and her mom seemed pleased. 

“And, Dean, what do you do if they ask you why they should join the Alliance?”

“Refer them to you?” he asked after a brief hesitation.

“That’s right,” Mary said. 

Jules watched closely as they lifted away from the giant starship, leaving the hangar. They were piloted by Rivo, and she silently flew them toward the planet, slowly dropping in orbit as they rotated the world, seeking their proper destination on the southern hemisphere. 

She was excited to be on her first real negotiation and interaction with an unknown race as a Gatekeeper. She’d looked at herself in the mirror earlier that morning, seeing a young woman in the reflection. Most of the time, she thought of Jules Parker as a little girl, one that used to tug on her father’s shirt sleeves and say things like “I can help.” She smiled at the memory of the little innocent girl she’d been. 

Jules wasn’t far off from her, even though she’d had to take on the burden of destroying another lifeform. She glanced at Dean, who was staring out the viewscreen. 

“Mom, why is Papa acting so strange the last few days?” she asked her mom quietly. 

The shuttle broke through the atmosphere, the ship rocking ever so slightly. 

Her mom’s face gave it away instantly. “Nothing, dear. You know your father. He gets caught up in something, and becomes distracted.”

It was obvious she was keeping something from Jules, but this wasn’t the time to have it out. Not when they were about to meet the Tedaus on their own world, and not with Rivo and Dean in the shuttle with them. 

“Okay,” was all she said, letting it slide for the time being. 

“We’re going to reach their leader’s home in four minutes,” Rivo advised them from the pilot’s seat, and Mary sat still, her hands resting on her palm as she breathed deeply. 

“Are you okay?” Jules asked her mom. 

“Of course. This could be a great deal for the Alliance, and I really want it to be successful,” she told Jules. 

“How come no one has met with them yet?” Dean asked. A good query. 

“We asked to send someone before, but they weren’t ready. When I found out we were traveling in the vicinity, and I use that word loosely in regard to space travel, I requested another meeting, and they agreed,” Mary told them. 

“Thank you for letting us accompany you,” Dean said. Jules smiled at how polite he was with her mother. He was a far cry from Patty in that department. Papa could hardly stand her whining and constant chatter, as he called it. 

“You’re one of us now, Dean, and we’re lucky to have you two. Where do you eventually see yourself?” Mary asked while they made the last few hundred kilometers in the shuttle. 

“I really haven’t considered that. I always thought I’d end up with my parents on Horizon, or maybe I could stay on Light, as long as you’ll have me.” He glanced at Jules, and her heart sped up slightly. 

“Here we are.” Rivo turned to them as the shuttle’s landing gear descended, and they touched the ground. 

The shuttle opened, and Jules noticed her mother grip the pulse pistol locked to her uniform, standing in front of them as she disembarked from the craft. Dean went next, and Rivo remained on the ship after being asked to wait for their return and to stay in communication with their starship above. 

Jules wished she didn’t need the helmet, but they weren’t taking any risks. The landscape was a beautiful display of auburn and golden fields, and from the vantage point on top of a slight hill, it appeared as though the crops went on for miles in each direction. There was a structure here, a rustic home with an outbuilding, likely a barn of some kind. It reminded her of their house in the Midwest back on Earth, where Papa had been raised. 

It was sunny, the system’s star a red giant. Everything had a slight burnt tinge to it, and Jules followed her mother, careful not to bump into her as she gawked around the area. The buildings were large, but she hardly noticed the beings until they were almost underfoot. She jumped away, startled, but her mother didn’t falter. They were only as tall as Jules’ waist, reed-thin and wearing the same outfits from the pixelated images they’d seen on Light. 

“Welcome to our home, Alliance,” the lead Tedaus said, her voice smooth like water. 

“You speak our language,” her mom said. “Thank you for learning.”

The Tedaus shook her head. “I had the modifications. We voted, and I was selected to bear the burden of communication.”

Burden. That was an interesting choice of words. Jules studied them. There were five in total, each roughly the same height, all of them skinny as a wheat stalk themselves. She guessed they’d sway in the breeze if there was one. 

“We appreciate the effort. My name is Mary Parker, and I’m the head of the Alliance of Worlds board, as well as a Gatekeeper for the Alliance. This is Jules and Dean, and they’re recent graduates of our Gatekeepers’ Academy, here on their first diplomatic outing,” her mother said, her voice calm and friendly. 

The Tedaus eyed them before speaking. Their heads were round, their hair golden like the crops. They had sizable eyes, blinking curiously, heads tilted as one stepped toward Jules. Their leader grabbed his arm, keeping him in their group. 

“I am Awali. I speak for my people.” The others broke out in hushed tones, their words lapping like water on a beach. Jules assumed the communicator was female, if only because of the gentle curves on her cheeks, the difference in her stance. But she’d been taught never to make assumptions about this kind of thing in the Academy. 

“We are pleased to meet you, Awali. Is there some place we can speak?” Mary asked. 

Awali appraised them, her gaze lingering on each of them before returning to Jules’ mother. “We are speaking.”

“Do you have somewhere more comfortable? Somewhere we can talk terms, and…”

The Tedaus lifted a long skinny arm and pointed toward the fields. “There. We will go there.” She walked away from her group, the other four seeming totally fine with leaving her to be surrounded by three armed strangers in EVA suits. 

Dean had remained silent, and so had Jules as per her mother’s instructions, and they kept their word as they trailed after the tiny alien. In a couple of minutes, they arrived at the edge of the fields, and Awali stopped, lifting a finger. The crops were taller than her, and Jules thought she felt something radiating from the Tedaus woman as she spun her hand in the air. 

The crops bent, parting a path into the field. “How did you do that?” Mary asked quietly. 

“What are you asking?” Awali asked, her eyes bright and wide. 

“The crops moved for you.”

The woman nodded. “That is correct.” She entered the field, careful to avoid stepping on the plants. Mary followed, and Jules went next, moving as cautiously as she could. Dean staggered, bumping into Jules, and she spun to catch him. 

“This is cool,” Jules whispered to him. 

“You’re not kidding. A slight alien that can speak to plants. Suma would love this,” he said quietly. 

They continued on, but only for a few minutes, moving slowly though the chest-high crops. Jules glanced toward the house and saw at least a hundred of the Tedaus gathered there now, forming a circle. She wondered what was happening but didn’t voice it, letting her mother take charge. Mary had loads of experience dealing with different cultures, far more than Jules did, even though she’d shared classes with various races at the Academy. This was different, more alien to Jules. 

They stopped suddenly and pressed through the crops to arrive in a clearing. It was an oval in shape, reminding her of Papa’s old tales about crop circles. Even with everything they’d seen, he was still confident they’d been hoaxes. He’d once showed her a field near their farmhouse where a mysterious pattern had appeared when her father had been ten or eleven years old. He and his friends had spent a few nights out there afterwards, trying to spot a UFO.

Jules grinned to herself, thinking about her dad as a kid, Hugo’s age, trying to see an alien vessel. Times had changed, all right. 

“Welcome to the Convocation,” Awali told them. 

“This is where you meet?” Mary asked. 

“Each farm has a Convocation within their fields, and this is mine. We gather inside during times of discussion,” Awali said. 

Jules’ mother paused and reached a hand out to touch a stalk of the wheat-like crop. “You speak with the crops, don’t you?”

Awali’s eyes grew wider, but she nodded. “We do.”

“And they speak in return?”

“Inside the Convocation, yes.”

“And they moved for you out there, giving you passage, correct?” Mary asked. 

“That is correct. We are one with the Penatrim.”

Jules guessed that was the name of their crop. Cool air softly blew inside her suit as the temperature increased. Dean shifted from foot to foot, as if expecting a monster to emerge at any given second. 

“Are you willing to share your Penatrim with others? Perhaps barter with the seeds so that others may grow the crop on their planets?” Her mom spoke slowly but not condescendingly. 

Awali shook her head. “We cannot do that. We are the only ones who may grow it.”

“Has anyone else tried to cultivate it?” Mary asked, and Jules felt the tension in the Convocation escalate. The crops began to shudder, shaking as if there was a gust of wind, but there wasn’t; the air was calm. 

“None can grow it. But… we are willing to share it, nonetheless. We nurture it. Trade with the Alliance,” Awali said. 

Her mother nodded slowly, her helmet glinting with the red star’s glow. “That is favorable. What do you seek from a trade partner?”

The crops shook again, and Awali’s voice trembled. “Protection.”

“Protection? From what?” Dean asked, breaking his silence. 

“From the Sprites.”

 

____________

 

The guards let me pass into the portal room, and I stepped inside, anxious to see what Regnig had to say about things. That would have to wait for another day, though. I didn’t like leaving at a time like this, but after my discussion with Fontem, I had to make a quick stop on Earth. 

With Mary and Jules on the Tedaus world, I was even less thrilled about leaving Light. The portal room glowed as I walked inside, my boots clacking against the hard, shiny floor. The tablet lit up as my fingers found the surface, and I scrolled, finding Earth’s symbol. 

Fontem had been quite forthright with me, and I appreciated it. But it still felt like there was something he was holding back as he told me about the secondary cache he’d hidden away. It was far from any civilized worlds, and he’d even allowed me to check the Crystal Map to see if there was a portal planet near his treasure trove. There was nothing for over five light years, meaning that if we wanted to get there, we needed to fly. Even with the powerful engines on Light, it would take nearly a year to arrive. 

I assumed he had another secret entrance to it, much like the lush planet we’d found Polvertan on. When I’d asked him, his lips had sealed as he shook his head, denying it. I figured if I gave him some time and acted as an ally, he’d come around and share the contents with me. I had a distinct feeling I was going to need his assistance in the coming years, especially with Lom returning. 

I realized I was blankly staring at the portal table, and I activated it, sending myself awash with white light. I appeared in the room under the Giza pyramid and was quickly greeted by an armed guard. Things were tighter in the security department around Earth since Frasier had tried to destroy the planet, but the colonies were thriving, from everything I’d seen. 

Part of me wished I could be more involved on Earth, but Paul and the other leaders were doing a great job, and I was happy to leave it to their capable minds. I greeted the guard, making small talk. Her name was Sally, and we’d met a few times before. I asked how her kids were, she asked after mine, and soon I was above ground, finding it was late in Egypt. The air was dry, the moon high and bright on the clear evening. 

I was privileged enough to have my own transport shuttle parked near the portal here, and I walked to it, my gaze drifting to the floating structures the Bhlat had left behind. It had been some time since I’d spoken with the Empress, and I wondered how she was doing. A few of her people still lingered here on Earth, but for the most part, they’d evacuated, returning to their homeworld or one of the other countless colonies they’d accumulated in their violent expansion. 

The shuttle opened as I pressed my code into the outer keypad, and I powered it up, feeling my nerves climb up my spine. I couldn’t pinpoint why my discussion with Fontem had me so on edge, but something about it had set off warning bells. I had to return to my house. I needed to see it. 

I guided the shuttle into the sky and began my trip to our farmhouse in middle America.

 

 

 

Nine

 

“Sprites. Is that some kind of insect infection?” Mary asked Awali. 

“No. Not a parasite, as such. They eat our crops, hunt our people,” Awali said, her fear evident across her face. Her slight mouth drooped, her button nose sniffled. 

“Where? Are they nearby?” Dean asked, his hand lingering at the gun strapped to his suit. 

“Not here. But close enough. They have destroyed a third of the Penatrim this growing season. We tried to stop them, but they’ve killed twenty of our people. We have no defense,” she told them. 

So this was why the Tedaus people had agreed to meet with the Alliance. It was beginning to make sense. They needed protection, and the Alliance needed the crops. It seemed like a mutually beneficial relationship. 

“We can help you with that,” Jules’ mother assured the waif of a woman. Jules wasn’t surprised the Tedaus needed their assistance. The race was tiny, and from what she’d seen so far, they were extremely lacking in the technology department, but they did speak to plants, and that in itself was an impressive trait. She wondered if Regnig had ever come upon these people. She wished the little bird man was there with them. He’d know what to ask. 

Relief flooded Awali’s entire demeanor. “If you help us, we will give you the rest of this year’s crops and negotiate a fair trade for next year.”

Jules thought this was a little heavy. It spoke of desperation, and she was instantly on alert. Exactly how bad were these Sprites?

“That seems like too much, Awali. We’re not here to take advantage of you. The Alliance would like to welcome the Tedaus to join our council, to be partners with our growing collaboration of worlds. You would always have protection then, and we would only seek to trade what you’re able to offer without risking your own people’s health and well-being,” Mary said with grace. 

Jules appreciated the candor her mother took with the woman, speaking to her like an equal. Some might have come in here, sending the fear and anxiety over the Sprites, and trapped the Tedaus, but that wasn’t what her mother or the Alliance was about. It was good to have someone to believe in. 

“If you rid us of the Sprites, we will join your Alliance and match your terms with open arms,” Awali said slowly in perfect English. 

“Very well. Show us where they are,” Mary said.

“Now?” Awali asked. 

“No time like the present.” 

Jules glanced to the red star, feeling like the color was an omen. It cast a crimson gloss over the golden fields, and she suddenly saw blood over the crops, gallons and gallons of it. She could almost smell the iron inside her suit. Her heart pumped so hard, her eardrums ached. Her eyes pressed closed, and she faltered, Dean there to catch her with a strong arm. 

“Are you okay?” he asked quietly. 

Jules blinked her eyes open; the beating subsided. “I’m fine.” She shrugged his hand off and saw her mother and the Tedaus communicator hadn’t noticed her slip-up. They were deep in discussion, and she hardly heard what they said as her gaze wandered to the outer edge of the crops. In the distance, a couple of miles down the hill, she saw the line of trees clinging to a rocky cliffside. 

Dean leaned in, his helmet hitting hers. “You think these Sprites are located there?”

She nodded in reply. 

“I don’t like it. They’re really scared of these things. They’ve killed twenty of the Tedaus already.” 

Mary and Awali had started the return from the crops but continued their intense conversation. Jules followed them, staying far enough away to avoid being overheard. “It seems too easy.”

“What does?” Dean asked, plodding along behind her through the parted wheat-like stalks. 

“Everything. Mom seems to think we can outwit these Sprites, but we know nothing about them. Maybe we should call for backup. Get Slate and Loweck, at least.” Jules wished her dad was there too, but he was the captain of the ship and had more important things to do. 

They exited the crops, finding closer to two hundred of the locals gathered around. They separated like the wheat had, allowing them passage toward the barn-like building beyond. 

Jules caught up to her mother and Awali, catching some of their conversation. 

“We’d love to see your facility and processing, Awali,” her mom said. 

They arrived at the barn, and the sheer size of it surprised Jules. When she’d first seen it, it looked big, but now that they’d made the ten-minute trek to it, the structure was at least three times larger than she’d estimated. 

It was made of wood, and she touched the door frame as they entered it. If it was huge to her, the barn must have been gargantuan to the tiny Tedaus people. A few of them were inside working. Stacks of the harvested crops lined the walls, and a group of four coverall-wearing locals banded some together, using a narrow rope. 

“Maybe we can trade a few machines to assist them,” Dean suggested, but Awali paused at the offer. 

“We have done things a certain way for thousands of years, and we have no interest in changing our ways. We are… tenacious, but also want to maintain our customs. I do hope you can appreciate this,” Awali said. 

Mary nodded, and they all stared at the immense operation going on in the facility. Over one hundred square bales were stacked along the right edge, and four Tedaus carried another before setting it down and beginning a new row. 

They spent the next hour learning about the harvesting, how they spoke to the Penatrim as they trimmed it by hand with the sharp blades. It all seemed quite time-consuming, but Awali assured them each of the Tedaus tasked with work in the fields loved what they did, as the others on their planet enjoyed their own tasks. Some provided fresh water; others gathered fruits from the jungles of a distant continent. Their world felt archaic, but Jules appreciated their concepts of care and awareness, as well as the intention they carried with them. 

The industry of the planet seemed solely focused on food and water, a constant effort to stay alive. It wasn’t so different from everyone else, or each animal Jules had ever seen, including Maggie, her cocker spaniel at home. 

When they’d toured the entire barn operation, her mother stood at the exit, overlooking the valley of crops. “The Sprites, how long have they been a bother to you?”

“Always, but they have grown more brazen, unsatisfied with the offering we leave them,” Awali said. 

“You give them food?” Jules asked. 

“They need to live, as do we, so we provide food. Once each time the orb is full in the night sky.” Awali pointed to the pale shadow of a moon along the horizon. 

“How much?” Mary asked. 

“We give three bales.”

Jules glanced at the stacked Penatrim and judged that to be quite a bit of sustenance. She wondered what kind of beasts these Sprites were. Were they intelligent creatures? Did they process the crops, make flour from it, or were they a herd, happy to graze on grass? 

“When did it change?” her mother asked, and Jules could see the way Mary was gently coaxing information from the woman. 

“Last harvest. They came closer, and we hadn’t expected to be attacked. It had been years since one of our people had been killed by a Sprite, but five died that day. We’ve been more diligent, but have lost another fifteen since. They are dangerous. Thank you for helping us.” Awali’s stare was distant, settling on the rocky hillside where Jules had guessed their enemy hid. 

“That’s where they live.” Mary pointed, saying the words as a statement, not a question. 

“That’s where they live.”

“How many are there?” Dean asked. 

“We don’t know. We’ve never ventured into the trees,” Awali said. 

This was a surprise. “Never ventured into the trees?” Jules asked, using the mirror technique for negotiating. 

“It is unsafe. They are much stronger than us, dangerous. We have blades, but we do not wish to harm anything. We struggle to kill our own crops.” Awali’s eyes were as big as saucers. 

Kill their crops? Jules thought that was a strange way to look at things but dismissed it. She’d seen the way the field separated at Awali’s instruction, and it was clear there was more going on here than a normal farmer and their pastures. 

“It sounds like the Sprites are fearsome creatures,” Mary said, labeling the woman’s fears. 

“They are fearsome indeed.”

“Can you tell me what they look like?” Mary asked. 

“I’ll show you.” Awali led them from the barn and toward the house. It was also made of solid wood and appeared to be the home of many Tedaus. There were a few lingering on the front porch, and Jules glanced up, seeing the building was three stories, with countless windows. Some of the locals peered down at them from the rooms above. From her estimation, it was more of a local tavern and inn than a home. 

It smelled of burning wood as they entered the house, the three humans having to duck as they stepped through the short doorway. The ceilings opened up just enough so Dean didn’t hit his helmet on the beams inside. 

They were in a kitchen, and two Tedaus were at a rustic stove, water boiling in a black pot. 

“You’re going to show us the Sprites?” Mary asked, and the locals all froze, speaking at once. Awali said something in return, and they seemed to calm. 

“Come.” She waved them into a sparsely-furnished room right off the kitchen. Everything was fashioned from the same dark wood, but done beautifully. Papa would appreciate the craftsmanship. She opened a drawer in a desk along the wall and pulled out a leatherbound book. 

Awali opened it, thumbing through the thick pages quickly, stopping near the middle. She held it out, and Jules gasped. The drawing was hideous, the Sprites nothing like what her imagination had allowed. She’d pictured a slight creature, perhaps one with small fairy-dusted wings and a mischievous smile. 

These were anything but cute. The image was done in some kind of charcoal, the lines rubbed slightly, but there was no mistaking the danger of the creature. They were hulking, arms too long, legs too thick, the heads tiny on broad shoulders. 

“Is this picture accurate?” Mary asked. 

Awali’s hand shook as she held the book, and she nodded. “It is a proper depiction.”

Jules gulped. “And there are how many?”

“Enough to terrorize us.” 

“Let’s go see what we’re up against,” her mother said with resolve in her eyes. 

 

____________

 

The trip didn’t take long, and as I headed west, the sun began to shine, almost making me feel like I was traveling in time. It was ironic, since I was returning home to check on my time-travel device. I wore my uniform, and I tugged on the collar, which was a little tight, as I lowered over the United States. I considered stopping at the New York colony but elected to keep moving. This was too pressing on my mental state, and I didn’t quite know why. 

Another twenty minutes later, I was lowering to Ohio, finding my farmhouse as we’d left it. It had been a few months since we’d been here, and I was glad to see nothing out of the ordinary. The neighbors came and checked on things for me, and it was mid-winter. It was difficult to keep up with all the seasons on our different worlds, and I never remembered what time of year it was anywhere these days. Snow covered my land, but the driveway connecting it to the road was plowed. 

Kelsie and her husband George did a wonderful job taking care of the property as well as our horses; we’d have to give them something extra special next time I went over there. I landed on the driveway instead of the pad, which had a good two feet of snow on it. 

I didn’t have a jacket, so I hugged myself, running toward the house. I’d intended to go straight to the cellar around back but decided to find my coat first. After disarming the alarm system, I flicked the lights on and stopped in my tracks. 

Someone had been inside my house. 

I felt to my hip for a pulse pistol that wasn’t there. I slinked to the kitchen, grabbing a knife, and I quietly stalked through my home. The living room was devoid of people, but a few items were upended. I found more papers and drawers open in my office, and the bedrooms had been sorted through: not ransacked, but carefully searched. Someone had broken in, but hadn’t trashed the place. My heart raced as I moved through the rest of the home, seeing no one inside. 

“Damn it,” I muttered. I had security on the home, but they’d bypassed it. Had the alarm been on just now? I tried to remember if it chimed as I’d entered, and couldn’t recall. I strapped a pulse pistol to me from inside a locked box under the bed and patted it, feeling slightly safer. 

What had they been searching for? I tried to tell myself that it was random, but I didn’t think that was the case. After I was confident there was no lingering burglar on my premises, I threw on a wool jacket and walked to the exterior of the house. Snow fell from the late afternoon sky, obscuring the sunlight, and I used a key to open the wooden cellar doors. The padlock was closed, and that was a good sign. The system here would only allow me or Jules into the cellar, using our biometrics. If anyone else attempted to walk through the barrier, it would prevent them. 

My confidence grew as I thought about this, until I saw a drop of blood on the step. I bent down, touching it. The blot was dark red, a muddy brown, even, and it was dried. There was more another foot ahead, and then another blotch near the doorway of the portal from Fontem’s collection. Someone had been inside, and if it hadn’t been Jules or me, who was it?

I took a deep breath and stepped through the portal, landing on the ship where I’d sent Lom twenty years into the future.

 

 

 

Ten

 

They walked the distance, rather than warning the Sprites of their arrival. It was over three miles, and by the time they neared the edge of the fields, Jules noticed her mother’s pace had slowed. She held a pulse pistol in her hand, and so did Jules, Dean opting for his favored rifle over the smaller weapon. 

They were alone, and Jules couldn’t shake the feeling that they should have called for assistance. “Observe, record, report,” her mom had said, and Jules agreed. It was the Gatekeepers’ way. Only they knew there was a deadly enemy here, and Jules wanted to display caution. 

Dean glanced at her from behind the tinted glass of his helmet’s mask, and she caught a smirk. He was nervous. He always tried to look tougher when he was scared, and she didn’t blame him. She always struggled to appear calmer than she felt at times like this. 

Her mother lifted a hand, stopping them at the edge of the field. She spoke, her voice a whisper. “Awali said they come at night. We have two hours until the sun sets, so we have a chance to explore their home.”

“Is that a good idea?” Dean asked, shifting the gun in his grip. 

“Yes.” Mary opened her pack and pulled out two insect-sized drones, sending them into the skies. They moved silently into the trees, and she crouched, hiding inside the crop, Jules following suit. Dean noisily lowered to his knees beside her. “We can watch the feeds from here, see where they live.”

The tablet showed images of the trees, the rocky hills, and eventually what looked to be an entrance into the caverns. 

“Are we going to fight them?” Dean asked. 

“We might have to. Only if necessary. Perhaps they’ll negotiate, like they once did. If they used to be content to take only three bushels every moon cycle, maybe they’ll be open to bargaining. We have to assume they’re intelligent creatures, and if they’ve grown greedier, there has to be a good reason. They may have expanded in population,” her mom said. 

The sky above them darkened, and Jules frowned at that. There hadn’t been a cloud in the sky. She peered up, wondering why the shadow. A hand reached for her, all knuckles and tendons. It gripped her head, lifting her from her hiding spot in the fields, and before she had a chance to react, it was galloping with its prize, carrying her toward the caves. 

Jules heard her mother shouting behind them as pulse blasts cut into the ground around the Sprite’s fast-moving steps. The beast evaded the shots, and Jules clenched her jaw, her body aching from the pain of being jostled around like a rag doll. 

She tried to get her bearings, but it was tough while she breathed in hard, quick intakes. Her hand was empty, and she craned her neck, seeing the pistol reflecting the sunlight from a good forty yards behind them. The Sprite moved with grace she hadn’t expected, and soon they were at the cavern’s gaping entry. 

Other Sprites were inside, banging fists to their chests, grunting and snorting their pleasure at the prize. Jules began to summon her powers, letting the energy fill her veins, feeling it in her toes and fingertips, but she refrained from using them yet. She had a chance to record and report here, and she wasn’t going to squander the opportunity. 

Gravity took over as the Sprite released her from its huge grip, and she clattered to the ground before scurrying away. She pressed her back into the cave wall and took stock of the situation. There were at least twenty of the Sprites inside, a handful of them giant, three or four times her height. They were close to the pictures Awali had shown them, but far more intimidating. Their heads were small ovals, eyes white with tiny pricks of black in the centers. They moved like wild animals, all stalking and swaying in the hips. 

Then she saw their children, the little ones hiding behind their parents, pointing at Jules. They’d never seen something like her before, and her glowing eyes were drawing their attention. She peered past them, seeing a bale of the wheat spread out over the floor in the corner of the cavern. 

“Jules, come in, Jules.” She heard her mother’s voice in her earpiece.

“I’m okay, Mom.” Jules thought there might be a chance to end this with a positive resolution, like her father would strive for. One of the adults crouched near her, knocking her hard in the helmet with a fist. It was testing the material, trying to wrap its small brain around what it was seeing. 

“Jules, just get out of there.” Her mother’s voice was panicked. 

“Mom, I’ll try to talk to them.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

She ignored her mother and stood, the nearest Sprite stepping toward her as she did so. Jules tried to make herself appear larger, inflating her chest and spreading her arms out. The energy filled her, and she lowered the shield, not wanting to startle them even more with a glowing sphere in the dim cave. “I’m Jules Parker. We’re here to discuss…”

The fist caught her in the side of the head, sending her sprawling. She thought the glass of her helmet might have been compromised, and her ears rang from the impact. The Sprites were cheering, grunting and hopping up and down, sending dust falling from the ceiling above. 

She tried to jump to her feet, but another one struck out, hitting her in the ribs. She felt the attack, even through the armored suit. The Sprite looked at its hand, howling in pain at punching the hard material. 

It came for her, and she slid away, rolling to her feet. It was time to escape. 

“Jules, where are you… they’re outside the caves.” Jules heard them through her earpiece, their boisterous cries echoing. 

“I’ll be right…”

The sound of gunfire erupted outside, and Jules filled with her powers, sending a protective sphere around herself. Her eyes glowed brightly, and she floated from the cave, her bubble preventing the Sprites from grabbing hold of her. She’d hoped for a positive outcome, but that wasn’t going to happen. Now she only wanted to evacuate with Dean and her mother alive. There were dozens of the monsters, surrounding the other two, and a few of the Sprites dropped as pulse beams struck them. 

So much for observing and retreating. Jules lifted, ready to lower toward her mother right as one of them broke through the gun fire, hitting Dean in the helmet with a rock. Dean fell hard, his gun flying from his hand. Her mother struggled to help him, but the Sprites were on them, taking them both to the ground. 

Jules screamed, fury burning inside her. These weren’t creatures you could reason with. They were devils, and like the evil monsters they were, they needed to be cleansed from existence. 

Jules thrummed with rage, and she shot her hands forward, invisible tendrils shooting into the flesh of the naked Sprites. They melted under her insistence, flesh sizzling, bones crackling as the power oozed into them. 

Jules cried out, tears falling over her cheeks as she tore through the bodies, sending pieces of the Sprites all over the rocky ground, searching for her mother and Dean. She didn’t stop until every last Sprite was gone, and only then did she settle to the ground, wading through the mess to find the two motionless bodies inside their armored EVAs. 

The power drained from her, leaving her an empty husk as she knelt beside her mother, wiping the remains of a Sprite from Mary’s mask. Her mom stared back, her eyes wide, her mouth open in a silent scream. 

 

____________

 

I had no idea what to expect inside, but I gripped my gun tightly, holding it up, ready to fire at any invaders. The room was quiet, empty. 

I moved through the ship, checking the corners, but nothing was out of place. In the cargo hold, I shifted the stacked crates and found the box I kept my trinkets hidden inside. I sifted through them, finding my communicator and the compact Kalentrek where I’d left them. My pulse raced as I shifted the devices, missing the one I’d never wanted anyone to ever find. 

The time-travel device was gone. 

How was this possible? If only my DNA could gain access into here, how had someone passed through? I needed to return to my ship, because it had to have been Jules. But the blood. Why was there blood? I rushed from the cargo hold, through the fake room we’d used to trap Lom of Pleva on Udoon Station, and back into my cellar. 

I climbed the steps carved out of the earth and pressed through the cellar doors, snow falling on my forehead. I went inside my house, grabbing the cleanest food storage I had and a knife. I returned to the cellar, prying a blood sample from the floor, and placed it in the container. I sealed it, and locked up behind me before setting my alarm and running to the shuttle. 

I had to check the blood sample before I did anything. 

The shuttle lifted from the ground, and I pushed the engines as fast as they’d go, returning toward the portals across the ocean. 

 

____________

 

The entire area was a mess, and Jules slipped on what used to be a piece of a Sprite. “Mom, I…”

“Don’t apologize, Ju,” Dean said, pulling her into a hug. “You saved us. They were about to tear us limb from limb.”

“But… they were only animals. There were children…” Jules wanted to cry but found her ducts empty. 

“He’s right. It was them or us,” Mary said.

“I could have saved you another way. Left without hurting them,” she said, unable to shake the memory of the fury that had burned so hotly in her chest at the thought of harm befalling Dean or her mother. 

“They would have been more agitated than ever. The Tedaus would have paid for it,” Mary assured her. Even now, covered in the guts of their enemy, her mom was being kind and comforting her. Jules could only wish to grow up to be half the woman Mary Parker was. 

“What do we do?” Jules asked, waving a hand over the mess. Some bird-like animals were hovering overhead, likely drawn by the thought of a meal, and she had to fight the urge to throw up. 

“We leave here,” Dean said, helping steady Jules. 

They moved to the outer edges of the forest, and Dean stayed at the rear, keeping watch for any more Sprites. There was no evidence to indicate retaliation, but Jules assumed there would be more, maybe at a different cave along the fields. 

The three-mile journey to Awali’s home was arduous, and it was dark by the time they stepped out of the crops, their footsteps slow and difficult. 

Her mother fell to her knees as they emerged, and Jules lowered to the grass beside her. She heard the Tedaus before she saw their slight forms wavering in the dark night. They were a bustle of noises, and she realized it was some sort of alarm, a shrill whistle coming from their thin lips. It was dark, the moon only a sliver in the expansive black sky. 

Awali pressed through the throng of Tedaus surrounding them, and she smiled widely. “You have done it? You have saved us?”

Mary stood, and Jules wondered how this looked. They’d left five hours ago, fresh and clean, and had come back in the dark of night, covered in dried blood and guts. 

“We don’t know if any remain, but they’ll likely not bother you for some time. I’ll inform the Alliance they’re to come and search the caves to ensure you will no longer be bothered,” Mary said grimly. 

“Thank you, Gatekeepers. We owe you our lives.”

“No you don’t. Just hold up your end of the bargain. We welcome you into the Alliance of Worlds,” Mary said, and Jules sprang to her feet, feeling slightly renewed as the locals cheered their freedom from the oppressive Sprites. 

 

____________

 

I found Doctor Nick aboard Horizon, and he seemed shocked to see me. I didn’t blame him. It was an off hour, and Nick had been in his suite, sleeping beside his wife Clare. He left her dreaming and motioned for me to follow him to his medical bay. His hair stuck up at odd angles, and he wore a robe rather than a lab coat. 

“Dean, you look… a little crazy. What are you doing here?” He glanced at the food container in my hand.

I held it up. “For this. I need you to compare this blood with mine,” I told him. 

His brow furrowed. “What… shouldn’t you know if it’s your blood?” 

I followed him into his office, the lights turning on as we stepped inside. “You’d think so. It’s a strange request, but I have good reason.” I couldn’t tell him about the time-travel device, because I didn’t want to worry everyone about Lom. Only a select few were privy to what really happened that day, and it was for the best. 

“I’ll have to take your blood,” he told me, and I rolled up my sleeve. 

“Be my guest.”

A couple minutes later, he had both samples in a humming device in the wall, and after a few quick button taps, the machine started its analysis. “Dean, is there something you want to tell me?”

Nick was a good friend and had been there for me for a long time. He was the one who’d delivered Jules, so I decided a little transparency was necessary. “I have a room where I seal off a few… dangerous items I’ve collected over the years. No one but me can enter, but it looks like someone else has been inside.”

“What tipped you off?” Nick asked. 

“Something’s missing.” I peered at the samples, wondering what the results would be. I had a good guess.

“Nothing too important, I hope.”

“I hope not too, but that all depends on who took it,” I said. 

The device chimed, indicating its analysis was complete. “Dean, it looks like you took it.”

I slapped a hand to my thigh, trying to think how this could have happened. “I don’t understand.”

Nick leaned on a desk, half sitting as he rubbed his chin. “As you know, the Kraski performed extensive testing, resulting in the hybrids.”

I nodded, following along. “But the Kraski are as good as gone.”

“It only takes one.”

I considered this, but it didn’t feel right. “I mean, where are we with direct DNA matching? Can someone be duplicated?”

Nick grimaced. “It’s been done for years, Dean. I mean, we were cloning things on Earth before the Event; it was just highly regulated. Some races out here have been cloning food sources for years, growing meat from cells. There’s also a planet far from here, I think I heard Lord Crul mention it to Magnus once…”

“And?”

“Every single member of their society is the same person. Same DNA, exact clones. They’re an asexual being, identical in every aspect,” Nick said. 

“How is that possible?” The concept sent shivers over my arms. 

“They’re pioneers. I suspect there was one, and they created a clone, and it continued from there,” he replied. 

“Then it’s possible that someone’s made another Dean Parker?” I asked. 

He nodded. “There’s a chance. Judging by the sample you brought to me, I’d say it’s a good chance.”

“Great. Just what I needed. Okay, thank you, Nick. How’s Clare?” I asked, trying to distract the million questions from my mind.

“She’s really good.”

“And the kids?” 

“Staying on New Spero with family while we’re on this mission,” he said. It was clear he missed them. They were still young, and if I knew Nick and Clare, they wanted nothing more than to be surrounded by their family. 

“It’s hard leaving them behind, isn’t it? Hugo’s at the Academy now,” I told him. “Is this mission as dangerous as Magnus led me to believe?”

“I hope not.” Nick yawned, sticking his palm over his mouth. 

“Thanks for the help. Sorry for bothering you so late.” I shook his hand, and he patted my back with his free hand. 

“Anytime. It’s good to see you. Please ask if there’s anything I can do.”

“I will.” I left, wandering through the familiar corridors of Horizon, wondering what the other Dean was up to.

 

 

 

Eleven

 

“You did what?” I asked my daughter. She looked away sheepishly, and I uncrossed my arms, not wanting to come across as so overbearing. I lowered my voice. “I’m sorry. I’ve had an interesting day. You’re okay? Both of you?”

Mary nodded, and I noticed a bruise along her right cheek. Jules’ face was pale, and her hand rested on her stomach like she was going to be sick. 

“We already told you,” Jules said softly. 

“I thought this was a simple mission about crops. What happened?” 

“Dean, you have to stop interrogating us. They needed our help, and we offered to do some recon and see what we could learn about their adversaries. We had no idea we’d encounter such a violent enclave of monsters!” Mary shouted the last, her hand shaking as she pointed at me. I deflated. 

“I’m sorry, you two.” I hugged my wife, pulling her close, and Jules came over, holding her mother’s hand. 

The computer chimed, advising me someone was at the door. I told it to let them in, and bootsteps came pounding down the hall. It could only be one person.

“Captain Parker, what were you thinking, leaving Light without telling your commander?” Slate asked, his face scrunched up in a deep frown. 

“I wasn’t, Slate. Take a seat.” I indicated the empty plush chair across from the couch, and he stared at it for a moment before sitting. 

“You shouldn’t have done that. I had to hear about it after scouring the ship for you. The portal guards were the ones to tell me,” he said. 

I ran a hand through my hair and tried to smile at him. “I needed to check on something after speaking with Fontem.”

“And what could be so important that you’d rush away from your new post without saying so?” Slate asked, and I glanced at Mary, then to Jules, who were both intrigued by the question as well. 

I’d been unsure what to divulge, but these were my family, and if anyone would understand, it was them. “Fontem told me he had another cache of treasures out there.”

Jules scooted to the edge of the couch, her expression shifting from upset to excited. The girl loved adventure, perhaps even more than I did. “He does? Where is it? Can we visit? What’s in there? Does he know what I am?” Her queries came fast and hard. 

I squinted as I looked at her, almost seeing the tiny five-year-old girl in there somewhere, only she was fifteen now, trying to be an adult on most days. “He showed me, but it’s a long and perilous journey there. He made sure no one would find it.”

“Can we go? I mean, after we drop Brik off at home?” Jules asked.

“Honey, there are some factors to consider…” Mary started to say, but Slate cut her off. 

“Boss, what does this have to do with you rushing off of Light?” He spoke slowly. 

“Something about the conversation set off alarm bells, and I don’t know why. I needed to see the time-travel device. To make sure it was there,” I admitted. 

“And?” Jules asked. 

“And it appears like there’s a clone of me out there.” I watched their expressions go from interested to confused, and I continued. “The device was tucked away somewhere safe, but only Jules or I could access it. And unless Jules brought a sample of my blood, dripped it on the floor, took the time-travel device, and left, locking the door behind her, then that’s the only answer.”

The three of them remained silent, peering from one to the other. Mary spoke first. “Wait, it’s gone?”

I nodded. 

“What about the other stuff?” Jules asked. She was aware the Kalentrek I’d found while on the Deltra space station was among the other tools. It was extremely dangerous. 

“It’s all accounted for.”

“What does this mean?” Slate asked. 

“It means someone’s cloned me, I guess. And they knew about the device.” I slunk back into the couch, exhausted. 

“This has to do with Lom, doesn’t it?” Mary asked. 

“Probably.”

“What can they do with that device? You sent someone into the future, but what happens when they head into the past? Can they change our present?” Jules’ voice was quiet. 

“I don’t have an answer for that,” I conceded. 

“But we know who does,” Jules said, standing up. 

“We’ll talk to Fontem tomorrow. You’ve been through a lot today, and everyone needs some rest.” I rose, turning to Slate. “I’m sorry about running off like that. It won’t happen again, Commander.”

Slate grinned at this. “I’m glad you’re all okay. We’re moving for Oliarn Dian to drop off the Lucat. We’ll arrive in forty-seven hours.”

“Great. I’ll see you bright and early on the bridge, Slate.” The others said goodnight to our friend, and soon the three of us were left alone in our massive quarters. 

“A clone, Dean?” Mary shook her head. 

“We’re going to have to warn our friends at Haven, Earth, and New Spero to be on the lookout for a handsome man of advancing years,” I said, smirking and stroking my beard. 

“This isn’t a joke, Papa. That device in the wrong hands could mean big trouble,” Jules said. 

My smile vanished. Tomorrow couldn’t come soon enough. 

 

____________

 

Jules woke with a gasp. She wiped at her face, feeling as though she was covered by the flesh of the melting Sprites. Her blankets were smothering her, and she tossed them to the side, finding her sheets damp with sweat. 

She told herself that she’d done what was necessary, that she wasn’t a monster, but it did little to appease her guilty conscience. She’d taken a lot of lives the day before, and the expression on her mother’s face would haunt her for years. It was fear: not of the Sprites, but of Jules. 

It was time to wake up, but there was still an hour before most of the morning crew would be moving around the ship. Jules took a quick steam shower, not bothering to braid her hair today. She let it hang long over her shoulders, the curls untamed and wild as she felt. She left the Gatekeepers jumpsuit in her suite and wore a more traditional outfit: jeans and a sweatshirt. 

She caught a reflection of herself in the darkened screen of a computer in the corridor as she strode through the ship, stopping to appraise it. She almost resembled a real teenager, a human with nothing but boys and homework to think about. Only she wasn’t like that; she was alien, her eyes glowing bright green in a constant reminder that she was different. 

“What are you doing up?” her friend’s voice asked. Patty leaned against the wall casually. 

“Me? I thought you hated waking up early,” Jules said. 

“I do, but… there’s this guy I met, and I can only see him… between shifts,” Patty said. 

Jules frowned at the comment. “Wait. You’re seeing someone on the ship? A crew member?” 

Patty only grinned wider. “Maybe. I can’t tell you. I know Jules Parker, and she’ll run to her parents, who will tell my parents, and then I’ll be once again relegated to my bedroom with nothing to do.”

“But you’re only sixteen… the crew…”

“Jules, you’re such an old lady sometimes. Come on, let’s get some food. I’m starving,” Patty said, but the idea of eating at that moment set Jules’ stomach inside out. 

“Sure.” Jules followed along. She’d told herself to spend more time with Patty this trip, mostly because she’d done her best to avoid the girl since she’d been kicked out of the Academy all those years ago. Jules did feel like an old lady compared to her friend, but she also had a hard time not giving in and telling Patty how she felt about her brother Dean – not that Patty wasn’t already aware of Jules’ feelings. 

The mess hall was busy now; over fifty uniformed officers were inside, and Jules recognized a few. Sergo and Walo sat with Loweck, and Jules waved at them, passing by the table without stopping. As soon as the smell of syrup and pancakes hit her senses, her stomach unclenched and growled. 

Patty was already layering food on a plate, and Jules laughed. “Where do you put it all?”

“It’s called the gym. There’s nothing else to do on this ship. You should join me sometime.” Patty glanced at Jules’ stomach, and she self-consciously placed a hand there. She wasn’t out of shape. Patty had a habit of making everyone around her feel a little worse about themselves, in a twisted effort to make herself feel better. 

Jules only took one pancake as a result of the comment, and Patty’s eyes glimmered in success. Jules understood exactly what the girl was doing and turned from her. “You know what, I think I’ll eat with my peers today.” She grabbed three more pancakes, slathered them in butter, dropped a couple of eggs on top, and walked away, leaving Patty stammering something. She ignored it. 

“Good morning!” Jules smiled widely at the bridge crew. “Do you mind if I join you?”

Loweck kicked a chair out from across the table and winked at her. “Our pleasure.”

Sergo chewed loudly on something that resembled the center of a yellow flower. Walo slapped his wrist and told him to eat quietly. 

“How are you doing?” Loweck asked. 

“Me?” Jules noticed that all of their gazes were on her. Word traveled fast on a spaceship. 

“We heard about the Tedaus. What a bunch of jerks. Sending you in like that unprepared,” Sergo said, plucking at another petal. 

“It wasn’t like that. They were scared. I don’t blame them. The Sprites were…”

“Sprites? They don’t sound so bad,” Sergo said. 

Walo buzzed, her sleek wasp-like features darkening. “Would you just…”

“Sorry. Go on.” Sergo set his food down. 

“They needed help, and we gave it to them. End of story,” Jules said, poking at her food. “Do you mind if we talk about something else?”

Loweck seemed to pick up on it, and she tapped the table. “We visit Oliarn Dian tomorrow. I met one of the Lucats at Udoon years ago. The environment wasn’t very favorable for him. They thrive with extreme heat during the day and severe cold at night.”

“Can we speak with him?” Jules asked. 

“The one on board? Sure. We have their language in the translators. He’s a little odd, but I’ve already explained our delay to him, and he was very understanding,” Loweck said. 

“Are you going with the team to the surface?” Jules asked the orange-skinned woman. 

“I am. I should have been there with you last time,” Uncle Zeke’s wife said. 

Jules shook her head. “You didn’t want to be, believe me.”

“I have to get to the bridge. Walo, you coming?” Sergo asked. 

“Catch you later, Jules.” Walo buzzed as she smiled, before walking off beside Sergo. 

“Are you really doing okay, Jules?” Loweck asked now that it was just the two of them. 

She took another bite, letting the sugar flow through her. “I’m fine. How about you? Do you miss the Academy at all?” This transition couldn’t be easy on everyone. Slate and Loweck had been there for a few years. 

“I do, but you know what?” Loweck’s eyes were bright as she leaned in. 

“What?”

“There’s nothing I like more than an expedition like this. Stars all around us, the expanse of unknown space. We’re doing really important things here, helping those people from that damned Collector’s ship.” Loweck had been taken by the wraith, and it had only been a year since Jules had saved her while helping the Nirzu relocate to their new planet. 

“Me too. But I miss school a little bit. My schedule was predictable and I saw my friends daily, and had conversations with my instructors,” Jules admitted. 

“I was an instructor, and you’re talking to me. Now we’re friends. Maybe we can make breakfast a new tradition,” Loweck told her. 

“That sounds great. Thanks.” Jules glanced to the doorway and realized most of the room’s inhabitants had filtered out. Shift change. As the last of them departed, a figure stood in the entrance. Her father was in uniform, his hair styled, his beard combed. He looked very serious. 

“It seems you have some pressing business,” Loweck said. “I’d better be getting to the bridge too.”

Jules left her plate half full and walked with Loweck to Papa’s side. “Can you tell the commander I’ll be a little late? Jules and I have a meeting with someone.” 

“Yes, sir.” Loweck walked off, leaving them alone. 

“Fontem?” Jules asked, and Papa nodded. 

 

____________

 

Fontem was in the library, where I’d asked to meet. It was empty, with the exception of us, and he was deep in concentration, poring over a computer screen, his fingers typing quickly as he added to his notes. He glanced up, his brown eyes meeting my gaze, before turning to watch my daughter. 

“The great Jules Parker,” he said, nodding his head toward her. 

“Hello, Fontem,” she said, smiling back at him. 

“What a pleasure. I’ve been wanting to talk with you for a long time. Did you tell her about the Zan’ra you seemed so interested in last time we spoke?” he asked me, and I gave him a quick shake of my head.

“The Zan’ra?” Jules asked. “Does this have anything to do with O’ri? The one from Regnig’s Stor tales?”

“We’ll get to that, Fontem. Tell me everything you can about the time-travel device,” I told him, sitting across from him. I pressed aside a stack of books, and Jules took the chair beside me, resting her elbows on the table. 

“It’s more commonly referred to as a Delineator, but that’s a lie,” Fontem said. 

“Why’s it a lie?” Jules asked. 

“Because it’s not commonly known at all. The Delineator is a rough translation into your language, but it was created by a wise being from the far reaches of the universe, millions of years ago,” Fontem said.

I mouthed the word millions and peered at Jules, who looked as perplexed as I did. 

“That’s right. Millions. The universe is a vast place, and we are but a tiny fragment of it. What you have on record, what your Alliance understands, is the smallest of puzzle pieces that make up the greater picture. It has changed over time, and to some beings out there, a million years is but the snap of a finger on their continuous existence. You can see why they wouldn’t want to meet us. To them, we are insects, specks of dust gathering in their attics, if you can understand the comparison,” Fontem said. He had a way with words, and he spoke with care, his hands moving along with his lips. 

“I get it. There are great and powerful beings out there who don’t give a rat’s ass about us. Does that sum it up?” I asked, and Jules frowned at me. 

“Papa, let him talk,” she said, and I shrugged. 

“Go on.”

“That’s correct, Dean. But occasionally, a race is caught in their stream, and that was the case for one system too close to these powerful borders to avoid contact. A young woman of the Golmi was abducted by one of their curious youths. She was returned a year or so later, with little memory of her time among them, but she somehow understood the universe far better than anyone had previously. She used this to create…” He pointed at Jules.

“The Delineator,” she finished for him. 

“That’s right.”

“But how does it work?” I asked. 

“It’s pretty straightforward. You can select a time to send yourself into, but bear in mind a few things,” Fontem said. 

“What things?”

“Time is fickle. What do you know of other dimensions?” he asked. 

“Very little. What anyone does. There are multiple planes of existence. I used something called a Relocator to send the Iskios Vortex through to another dimension years ago,” I told him. 

His eyes went wide. “You’ve accessed another dimension, and…”

“It’s a long story for another time. Please continue.” I didn’t want to get sidetracked. I had a feeling I could sit and talk with Fontem for weeks without tiring of it. 

“Yes. Time is fickle, and all that. Okay, right now, you’re capable of doing so many different things, everyone making choices. Each of those choices would result in a different timeline, correct?” 

Jules and I nodded, trying to follow along. 

“Then, from this very moment, there are branches of time spreading out from each of us, creating thousands, millions, eventually billions of potential futures. Because of this, sending yourself into the future might not result in the future you would have ended up in if you’d naturally progressed through time,” he said. 

I considered this, trying to comprehend what he was alluding to. Apparently, Jules grasped it first. 

“Are you saying that if someone were to send a person through, say, twenty years into the future, that said person might not ever make it back to our timeline as we know it?” Jules asked, not mentioning Lom, but not needing to. 

Fontem nodded. “That’s correct.”

I felt as though I’d been slapped. All these years of worrying about Lom’s imminent return when Jules was twenty, and now what? “Are you certain?” I asked. 

“As certain as I am that we’re speaking to one another this very moment.” Fontem set his hands on the table and smiled at me. 

“I have to be honest with you. I used this Delineator to send someone away. A powerful man, Lom of Pleva, was after me. He was behind the hybrids the Kraski used to infiltrate our people on Earth for their takeover, and he’s had his fingers in most of the catastrophic events over the decades. I meant to send him far into the future, but in the heat of the moment, with my life at stake, I only managed to throw him twenty years down the line. Are you telling me I may never see him again?” I asked. 

“The odds of him being in the same location, when the time comes, are next to infinitesimal.” 

Jules stood, and I knocked my chair over lunging at her, pulling her into a hug. “All those years of concern he was going to return, all the sleepless night worrying about Jules and my family.” I kissed the top of her head, and she was crying, her tears dampening my uniform. 

“Papa, we’re free from the future,” she said. 

“Wait. I still need to know more. The device. Someone took it from my hiding spot,” I told him, and his eyes grew wide. 

“You lost it?” His words were drawn out and quiet. 

“I did. No one but me or my daughter should have been able to reach it, but we think they did it with a clone.”

“Everyone thinks it will save them, but it brings nothing but heartache. You’re better without it,” he said. 

“Wait. What about moving back in time?”

“That’s where things get tricky.” Fontem tensed, his lips sealing. 

“Explain,” I urged. 

“With the future, it hasn’t happened yet, so our decisions will affect it. The past has occurred, and for any given present, the past is known. The line is straight. You can return to any time and find your way to the present once again.”

“But what of the changes they make? Do those affect our present?” Jules asked. 

Fontem shook his head. “No. They would create a new timeline, one we would call another dimension. We’d never be aware, because we’d continue to live our lives here.”

My head was beginning to hurt thinking of it. “Are you telling me that if I went back in time, I could choose the place, do anything I wanted, and return to the timeline I originated from instead of the newly adjusted dimension?”

“That’s the only one you can return to,” he said. “As per the start of the conversation, time is capricious, and not even a device created by a powerful distant and ancient race’s protégé can affect us all. We each are living in our own timelines to an extent, so whatever you do in the past, Dean, or you, Jules, cannot undo what’s already been done by this present. Does that make sense?”

“Possibly.” I had a lot to consider but hadn’t pieced together how my clone came into play here. The good news was that I might never cross paths with Lom again, just like the Iskios Vortex was gone forever. 

Jules was back in her seat, staring at Fontem. “Tell me of the Zan’ra.”

“I mentioned races unable to avoid the powerful ancient ones, right?” Fontem asked. 

“That’s right.” Jules nodded. 

“The Zan’ra were essentially touched by a god. Given powers they never should have had, and when the others found out what had been done, each of the Zan’ra were hunted down and destroyed.” Fontem clapped his hands together. 

“No they weren’t,” Jules said. 

“No. Four escaped without a trace. As these gods died off, forgotten in the grand universe, they hid, or so the tales go.” Fontem’s gaze settled on the stacks of books on the table. 

“I think I’m one of them,” Jules told him, and he looked dubious. 

“Is that so? How could you, born of Dean and Mary, be a Zan’ra?” he asked. 

“Have you noticed my glowing eyes? I was the one who fixed the portals when the Theos inside failed. I used a portal stone with no table or symbols… I can… do this.” Jules sent a sphere around her, her chair flying halfway across the library in a clatter. She floated, her hair lifting behind her like she was under water. 

I watched this with an odd sort of pride and fear, intertwined into one. Fontem was speechless for a brief moment. 

“I knew it. Regnig mentioned something, and those eyes. The stories I’d heard in snatches about you were too wild to believe, but here you are. What else can you do?” he asked, and I saw Jules’ face slacken before turning to a frown.

“You don’t want to know.”

“Perhaps you’re right. Have you ever met another Zan’ra? I’ve read they were always linked to their own.”

“I don’t understand,” Jules said, extinguishing her energy sphere. She stood there, a normal girl once again. 

I’d forgotten about the symbol we’d spoken of only a day ago. “Fontem, show her your drawing.”

“The drawing? Oh yes, the one from the cache on the hunk of rock… Where did I leave that?” He fumbled through stacks of papers, moving books to the side, and picked up a loose leaf, passing it to Jules. 

“Four circles and an X through them. This is it! The one from that planet!” she exclaimed. 

This was all too much for us to handle. We were supposed to be on Light, being a crew, completing missions for the Alliance, but we were being tugged in different directions. My family came first, and Jules was my priority. 

Fontem clasped his hands together. “What planet?” 

“I went there a while ago. Saw the icon in my mind and didn’t have a choice. That symbol was over their ancient destroyed cities. Four craters, buildings making the X shapes. It was under the ocean. It wants me to free it.” Jules still stood, and I rose from my seat, staring at the Terellion across from us. 

“I think we’ve found our long-lost god that created the Zan’ra,” Fontem said.

 

 

 

Twelve

 

“Sir, we’re approaching Oliarn Dian. Slowing to in-system engines,” Sergo said. I blinked, clearing my focus as I set the tablet in the side pocket of my chair. 

Slate stood, walking the bridge. “Bring the Lucat to the hangar, Walo.”

The Padlog woman buzzed her understanding, exiting the bridge quickly. 

The system had ten planets: one inhabitable, if you could call it that. The world was small by our standards, and from the zoomed-in viewscreen image, it was primarily sandy dunes. A few bodies of water were splashed in long veins along the continents, giving brief separation. 

The last day had been trying. My head still ached from talking with Fontem about the Delineator, as well as the possibility that Jules was a descendant of the god-touched race of Zan’ra. That meant the boy on our ship was too, and the voice demanding to be freed was from the very race of gods that had created her ancestors. I didn’t want to deal with ancient gods and magical beings, any more than I wanted to see Lom of Pleva return, but if Fontem was correct about that part of it, I could finally breathe easier. 

I wondered about not-Dean-Parker, the figure that had come to me inside the portals with warnings from the future. He could have used the time-travel tool to visit the past, but how had he done it in the stones? Was it even the real me, or was it my clone, the one walking around with my face and invading my property? 

“Captain?” Slate asked, nudging me with his foot. 

“Sorry.” I stared at the planet. “See if we can make contact. I see no indications of space travel, no satellites in orbit, and no structures on their moons. We need to be cautious. If they’re limited in their technology, we can’t alert them of our existence. We’ll drop off the Lucat where he chooses and be off.”

“Good call, sir,” Slate said. He tapped his earpiece. “Sergo, we’re close enough. Walo.” 

“Go ahead, Commander,” her voice said through the speakers beside my chair. 

“Use the cloaked Kraski ship to bring him to the surface. Is Mary with you?” Slate asked. 

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. Take him home, Walo. Report and return,” Slate said, ending the communication. 

Rivo glanced back, her dark eyes shallow over her blue face. “I see no record of advanced technology below, sir. It seems they’re much the same as they were when the Lucat left home.”

“On screen.” I stood, standing beside Slate as the drones we’d sent into the atmosphere showed us the region where our guest was to be deposited. Sand blustered around, and I saw his people. The Lucat were lizard-like, and they walked on four legs, their bellies nearly dragging in the sand, leaving a long track in the dunes. 

My gaze followed a pair of them as they entered a rocky outcropping, a sanctuary from the blowing dust. It didn’t look very hospitable to me, but at least we were doing our jobs. I was happy we could return so many of the Collector’s prizes home, and we only had to take Uce, the Philod, to Dechar before continuing on to deliver Brik to his people. They fascinated me, and I was looking forward to meeting Brik’s ancestors. 

I had an idea and thought it would be a good excuse for an excursion. I’d accompany Brik to Sterona, using our portal, before we dropped him off. I glanced at Suma on the edge of the bridge, and then at Slate. We’d lived there for a few months while Mary was pregnant with Jules, and I guessed they’d all like a quick visit for a stroll down memory lane. 

The drone footage kept playing, and Rivo zoomed again. “Sir, it appears the Kraski ship has landed.”

I saw the puff of dust, and the billowing sand hit something invisible to the eyes. Soon our Lucat guest appeared as he climbed down the ramp and onto the ground. The ship rose, and I was glad to see them do the task with minimal effort. Mary was on that ship, and I wanted her to come home safe. 

We continued watching the Lucat as he strolled over the dune, heading for the rocks. Two of the creatures met him, and they all stopped, heads moving, tails waggling. Soon he followed them to shelter, and I wiped my hands in a finished gesture. 

“When our people are secure, set course for Dechar,” I said, taking my captain’s seat. 

“Yes, sir,” Sergo buzzed in excitement. 

 

____________

 

Jules’ head was spinning from the last few days’ events. She’d learned so much from Fontem, but she would almost have preferred to stay ignorant of the Zan’ra. Ancient beings with godlike abilities… and one of them had called to her to free him. Could she really help? She knew nothing about them and needed more information if she was even going to consider it. He’d been there for thousands, maybe millions of years, so what was another year or so to decide?

“I thought I might find you here,” Dean said, coming to sit beside her at the booth. 

Her dad had been given the choice of restaurants, and one of them had a classic American diner, much like the one where he used to go for weekly breakfast with his own father at home when he was young. The tables were laminated, white-topped with dark speckles. The booths were bright red vinyl, and Jules squished over, making room for Dean. 

“You wanted to talk?” she asked, not looking up. She’d been avoiding him ever since the slaughter of the Sprites, scared to see the horror in his eyes again. 

“Sure I did. We’re both Gatekeepers’ apprentices on the ship, and we’re supposed to train while we’re here. Keep our skills up,” he told her. 

A serving robot rolled over, its voice monotone through a speaker in its mouth slot. “Can I take your order?”

Dean glanced at Jules’ plate, saw the half-eaten burger and fries, and ordered the same. “Extra pickles.”

Jules crinkled her nose at him. “You always ruin a good thing, don’t you?” 

He laughed, the sound shattering the tension in her chest. “Are you doing okay?” There it was. The soft voice, the “worried older brother” routine she’d grown to despise. Didn’t he see how she looked at him? It didn’t matter. They would never happen, and she was accepting of that. She had to be. 

“I’m great.” She finally met his gaze, staring hard at him with her eyes glowing bright. “I learned that I’m part of some ancient race called the Zan’ra, and that we were touched by some aliens who considered themselves gods, but were probably just accessing more than ten percent of their brains, and there’s this god thing underwater on a planet, where the cities are destroyed, forming the symbol for my race.” The words poured out in a tone that didn’t feel like herself. 

Dean lifted his hands in surrender. “Okay, okay. You win the teenager of the year award.”

“What does that mean?” she asked, suddenly furious he was even there. 

“Look, Jules. You’re tough. I mean that. Stronger than anyone I’ve ever met. You’ve been like this little alien your whole life. Walking around at five years old, curly hair and glowing eyes, trying to help everyone in need. It was a little… intimidating. Don’t let your hormones, or whatever’s happening, stand in your mind’s way, because you’re better than that,” Dean said. 

Jules almost stood but couldn’t in the back of the booth. “My hormones?” she shouted, and people at nearby tables turned to stare at them. She lowered her voice and said it again. “My hormones.”

“Or whatever. All I’m saying is, you don’t need to stress about all this. You’re Jules frickin’ Parker. You’re a damned hero. You saved the Academy. You rescued so many people from the Collector on Menocury L05. You’ve done so many powerful things, and I don’t want you to feel like” – he waved his hand toward her – “this any longer.”

Jules blinked a few times, her fury dissipating. “You really think so?” she asked.

He nodded, his food coming on a tray delivered by the rolling robot. “Thank you,” he told the metal man, and Jules liked him even more for it. Most people casually disregarded the servers on the ships, but Dean actually acknowledged it. That was what her father had always taught her to do. 

“So you’re not scared of me?” she asked, breaking his stare. 

“No way.”

“What about the Sprites?” she asked, glancing at his plate. It might not be the best time to talk about that incident, not while he was about to eat, but Dean didn’t seem to notice as he took a small bite. 

“They were about to kill me! And your mom! Would I rather not see you melt a hundred monsters? Sure. But believe me, I’m glad you did.” He took another bite, nudging her with an elbow. 

She grinned, happy he was so forthright. “Thanks. I was only trying to help.”

“You always are.” He held out the burger to her. “Take a bite.”

“Why? I have my own.”

“But not with extra pickles. It’s a game-changer, I’m telling you.” He was so endearing as he sat there that she had no choice but to accept the offer, and she bit into his food, realizing this was the first time she’d shared food with a boy. She was fifteen, and she’d never even had a date. Maybe one day, when she didn’t have so many things on her mind. But for now, she had to focus.

“And?” he asked expectantly. 

“It’s…” The taste wasn’t bad, just different. “Tangy.”

He laughed again and set the burger down, opting for some fries. 

“Have you talked to your parents?” Jules asked. 

“Nah. They won’t even let me visit until they’re done with their mission.”

“Must be dangerous.” Jules hadn’t been told much about it, other than the brief comments from her parents. 

“Guess so. Apparently, these Arnap people killed an entire world’s population before taking their planet. I mean, someone has to deal with them,” Dean said. 

“They’re far away, and not in our Alliance territory. Do we really have a say in what happens out there?” Jules asked, wondering how far the Alliance of Worlds’ power should spread. 

“Are you saying we shouldn’t investigate?” Dean asked. 

“Not at all.” She wasn’t articulating herself properly, so she slowed down, changing tactics. “I just want them to be safe and to return home to you.”

He relaxed, eating more food. She took some of his fries instead of her cold ones, and he didn’t comment. “Either way, I’m glad to be stationed on Light with you guys. We have a couple of weeks before we reach Dechar. What do you say we do some hand-to-hand combat tomorrow? Maybe Slate and Loweck would join us for a class.”

Jules perked up at this. “I’m always up for a chance to beat you.”

“No… funny business, though,” he said, and his eyes grew wide at his words. “I meant with your powers, not…”

“Deal.”

“I spent a lot of time on Horizon and Fortune before that. The one thing you never expect is all the downtime between destinations. It can take months to arrive somewhere, and that feels like far longer when you’re trapped on a starship,” Dean said. 

“At least we have the portal. I need to see Regnig this week too. Do you want to come with me?” Dean would bite on a chance to go to Haven for a little break. 

“Count me in.” He wiped his mouth with a napkin. “Want to go for a walk?”

Jules was having a great time, the best since graduating, and it was nice to hang out with a friend for a while. “Sounds good.” She didn’t want the night to end quite yet. They exited the restaurant, strolling down the bright corridors. 

Rivo stood outside the diner, staring at a tablet, and she was shaking her head, cursing in Molariun. Jules had picked up a few of those words from the other kids at the Gatekeepers’ Academy. 

“What’s wrong?” Dean asked Rivo. She was out of uniform, opting for the more common pantsuit she always wore while doing Alnod Industries business. It looked expensive. 

“I knew I shouldn’t have left them in charge. I only wanted a little adventure in my life. My father warned me of the monotony of sales figures, logistics approvals, and sourcing manufacturing, but the sheer volume of files being sent to me still has me wanting to quit,” Rivo said, staring into the screen. 

“Why don’t you sell?” Dean asked. 

Rivo glanced up, her bright eyes squinting. She was so small, only up to Jules’ chin, and sometimes it was hard to forget she was the head of a massive corporation. 

“Sell?” she asked. “How could I sell? Alnod Industries is my father’s legacy. I… could I sell?”

Dean shrugged. “It was only a suggestion. If there’s anyone that understands what it’s like to live under a father’s shadow, it’s us three.”

It was true. “I hadn’t thought of it like that.” Jules smiled at Rivo. “You don’t need to sell, but you should probably have the proper people in place to handle the business while you’re away. There’s no reason you should be seeing all those reports while you’re a crew member on Light.”

“You’re right, Jules. My father was so hands-on, it’s hard to step back from it once you’re in so deep. I do have people I trust working for me, ones that have everything riding on the success too. I need to let them take care of things. They’re probably irritated that I’m even bothering with any of this.” She laughed, keying a message into the tablet. 

Jules glanced at Dean, and they slowly walked away, leaving Rivo to it. “Have a good night!” Jules called, but Rivo was busy with typing her directives. 

“Don’t ever let me work for a corporation,” Dean told her. 

“Technically, we are working for the Alliance, which is really a form of government, and because of that, there are a lot of similarities to a…” Jules stopped as Dean lifted a hand.

“Please, don’t tell me that. Aren’t we Gatekeepers? What does that have to do with…?” He smiled, shaking his head. “Forget it. Let’s go find a coffee.”

They continued walking, and Jules realized she hadn’t seen Patty in a couple of days. “Hey, where’s your sister been?”

“I’m not sure. I saw her at the suite this morning.” 

“Did she have… anyone with her?” Jules asked, raising an eyebrow. They continued through the corridor, stopping at a circular hub in the ship. From here, they could choose from four directions to divert to. 

“What do you mean?”

“She mentioned a boy. Maybe a boyfriend, but didn’t really get into details. There’s not many guys our age on the ship, so I thought you might know who it is.” The coffee bar was up to the right, and they ordered lattes, opting for the classic beverage from Earth. Her mother was obsessed with the things. 

Dean was frowning. “She better not have a boyfriend. Dad will flip his lid if he hears about that. I’ll find out.”

Jules grabbed her cup. “If you barge in there asking too many questions, she’ll deny it. Let me see if I can persuade her.”

“And if you can’t?” 

“That’s simple. Then we follow her.”

 

 

 

Thirteen

 

We were still a week out from Dechar, and I was obsessing over Fontem’s words. I wanted to think we were done with Lom of Pleva, but could it be so simple? 

I remembered what the other version of myself had said the first time I’d encountered him inside the portal. “Do you believe in something bigger than you? Vaster than the Iskios and the Theos?” What had he been referring to? My daughter’s race? This Zan’ra? Or was it the other race, the one Fontem had explained?

That day had been ominous, the memory like a distant dream. He’d warned me about something eighteen years in the future. Five years from now. The last thing he’d said to me that day had been unsettling, to say the least. “Don’t make the same mistake I did. Don’t let them die.”

“Don’t let them die,” I whispered. 

“Don’t let who die?” Slate asked. 

“Sorry, I didn’t think anyone was listening,” I told him. “There’s something I need to talk to you about.”

“Sure thing, boss,” he said, standing from his commander’s chair. The bridge was quiet, nothing exciting happening during our journey to Dechar. It was a relief. It seemed rare to have a mission without being distracted by a distress call, or some random asteroid belt you weren’t expecting wreaking havoc on the shields. 

I led him to my office off the bridge, and once the doors were closed, I motioned for him to have a seat. 

“This sounds serious,” Slate told me. 

“First off, don’t be upset.”

Slate shifted in his chair uncomfortably. “That’s not a great way to start a conversation.”

“I only kept things from everyone because I thought it would be for the best,” I told him. 

His gaze narrowed. “What did you keep from us?”

“Too much.” I sat, rubbing my forehead. I told him about my secret cache of devices, stowed away through a portal under my house. 

“I figured you had something like that, so it’s not really a surprise, boss. What’s the big deal?” he asked. 

“Only Jules and I had access. It seems like I broke into my own stash and took the time-travel device I used to toss Lom into the future.” I watched for a reaction, but Slate’s face was like stone. 

“What does this mean?” he asked stoically. 

I explained what Fontem had told me about time travel, and he stayed quiet, contemplative. “It’s you, not a clone,” he told me when I had finished. 

“Me?”

“Yeah. You used the device to come back here to steal it from yourself,” he said. 

I tried to wrap my head around this possibility. “Do you think?”

He shrugged. “It’s as good an answer as any. You were warning yourself all those years back, and maybe things were so bad that you needed to prevent you from using it for something foolhardy.” 

“But that won’t affect his timeline. Not-Dean’s present would stay the same,” I said, unsure if I had that right. 

“So what?”

“He still has to live with whatever I did, or he did.”

“Dean, this is your only life. It’s not set in stone, we know that much. You told me what Fontem said, and there are literally infinite possible tendrils of times out there, each in their own dimension. We can’t worry about the other ones, only our own.”

“You’re right.”

He grinned at me. “Any other brain teasers you need me to help you with?”

I filled him in on the other things we’d learned about Jules, and the boy we were carrying on the ship, frozen in the Collector’s case, and about Jules’ trip to that faraway world through the portal. This all seemed to pique his interest. 

“We always assumed she was beyond the Iskios, but the fact that there are two of them is intriguing. And Fontem and Jules think this guy urging her to free him is one of these beings that helped create the Zan’ra?” he asked. 

“That’s what we think,” I told him. 

“What do we do?” Slate asked, puffing out his chest a little. He was always ready to back me up. 

“We wait,” I told him. 

“Sounds good to me, boss. What about the kid with the blue eyes? Do we try to talk to him?” 

“I’m letting Jules make that decision. She seems content to leave him until she discovers more about the Zan’ra. Now that she has some more information, she’s going to speak with Regnig about it, see if he can dig anything up.” I rose, and Slate followed suit. 

“We’ll deal with anything that faces us, Dean. You know we will. We always do.” Slate’s gaze met mine, and I nodded, trying not to think about the older version of myself shouting a warning so long ago in the portal. 

Don’t make the same mistake I did. Don’t let them die.

“Thanks, Slate. You’re a great friend.” We returned to the bridge, settling into our seats, and I stared at the stars as they streamed through the panoramic viewscreen. 

 

____________

 

Her parents had been skeptical of her using the portal again, but Jules had promised them she felt no compulsion to return to the world she’d visited on a whim, and Dean was with her, which helped ease their minds. 

They used a transport to their school shortly after arriving on Haven. The Academy was as they’d left it, but now that she had graduated, the place felt slightly smaller, the statue out front not nearly as immense, the hallways a tiny bit narrower. 

“I’m going to visit some friends from the year under. That cool with you?” Dean asked, waving to some kids she’d seen him hanging out with last year. 

“Totally. I’ll be with Regnig. I need to check on Hugo first,” she told him. 

Dean smiled at her. “See you here for dinner?” 

“Perfect.” She watched him jog off, catching up to his friends, and she felt a sense of loss. She’d gotten along well with people here, like Extel Four, Kira, and Canni, but none of them had spent much time with her after hours. She didn’t suspect they’d ever really felt comfortable around her, even if they didn’t show it. 

Instead of wallowing on it, letting her hormones rule her, like Dean would suggest, she checked the time, guessing her little brother would be in Weapons Training right now. She found the room quickly, recalling the day the Kold took control of the place, forcing her to react. 

She glanced in, seeing the main room empty, the kids’ packs sitting on their desks inside. Jules entered, moving toward the range beyond, where the students would be learning about the different types of weapons the Gatekeepers used. They’d also learn about the hundreds of other guns, bombs, and devices every cataloged race preferred, so they always were aware of what they were facing in any given scenario. 

Hugo was inside, nodding as the instructor explained something. The woman was tall, straight-backed, with her hair shaved to less than an inch. She was human, but Jules hadn’t met Loweck’s replacement yet. Her brother was so tiny compared to the rest of the kids, and he stood next to a Keppe girl who dwarfed him. 

Jules didn’t interrupt, only waited, watching through the glass door until the bell rang, and the children began filing into the classroom again. 

“Jules Parker?” one of the kids asked. She turned to see a young girl from Shimmal, her little snout wagging as her big eyes gawked at Jules. 

“That’s me,” she said. “Pleased to meet you.”

“Solurm.” She beamed at Jules. 

Hugo arrived, rushing to Jules’ side to hug her. “Jules! What are you doing here?”

“I came to see how you were, you little brat. Everything good?” I asked. 

“Better than good. It’s great. I love the Academy.” Hugo’s voice was shrill, his excitement evident. 

Jules was relieved. Her parents had been worried he was going to hate the structure and hard work, but it looked like he was thriving. They were going to be thrilled to hear it. 

The instructor arrived, and Hugo introduced her. “This is Professor Hunt. She’s the best. Did you know she was on Uncle Magnus’ drop team for three years?”

Jules shook her head. “No, but I hear you had some intense missions on Horizon.”

The woman was younger than Jules would have guessed, and a scar ran horizontally across her face, all the way from her left cheek over the bridge of her nose, ending halfway over her right side. “It’s unpredictable what you’ll encounter on those starships.” She smiled, her eyes bright, but burning with something hidden deep within. 

“That’s so true. It was really nice to meet you, Professor Hunt.” Hugo went to grab his pack, and Jules lowered her voice. “How’s he doing?”

“Very well. He has a lot of energy, but he’s very curious. I think he’ll be a good student,” Hunt told her. 

“Good. Thanks again.” Jules followed her brother from the classroom, walking with him to his next stop. 

“Are you here all day?” Hugo asked. 

“I’ll be with Regnig, but Dean and I can have dinner with you later,” she told him.

“At Karo’s?” Hugo asked. 

“Sure. If he won’t mind the extra mouths.”

“I’ll tell him to expect you. Jules, I have to get to Portals,” Hugo said, lugging his oversized backpack on his shoulders. 

“Okay.” She rustled his hair, which he hated, and she watched him rush off, catching up to some other kids from his class. 

She found Regnig below the school, past the kids lingering in the underground library, and inside his secret compartment. He’d given her the code to enter, and he didn’t seem surprised that she was there to see him. 

Is everything all right? His thoughts pressed into her mind. He waddled over, his tiny cane clipping on the hard floor. 

“I’m fine. I wanted to talk to you about the Zan’ra,” she said, and his beak opened slightly. 

The Zan’ra. Right. There’s something else you need to see first. He waved her deeper inside his private library, and beyond, stopping at a tucked-away corner of the room. He peered at her with his large eye and used his claw to slide a heavy volume from the shelf. The entire wall creaked as a secreted doorway in the dark wooden bookshelves opened, revealing a dark space. 

“Where are you taking me?” Jules asked, glancing around the room. 

I haven’t shown anyone this place, not even your father. 

“But you’ll show me?” 

There are things out there no one should uncover, not even Dean Parker, but you… you are special, Jules. He moved his arm, and a soft amber light flickered on, casting shadows around the room. Inside was a single bookcase, filled with ancient-looking texts. The wall beside her held a star map, one on faded yellowed paper. It was framed with thick wooden edges, and hung evenly, covering most of the wall. She ran a finger over the encased map, searching for a name. 

I’ve been enthralled with the Zan’ra for some time. I was remiss to not quickly assume you were descended from them. Their story isn’t clear, only told in tiny scraps from random sources. Someone went to great lengths to tear them from history, and there could be a strong case for that. 

“Why? What do you know?” she asked. 

I assume you’ve spoken with Fontem? He moved to the bookcase, pulling a slight volume from the lowest shelf. The door closed behind them, sealing them in. Suddenly it felt too tight in here, too confined. 

“He’s the one who told me about them and their creators,” she said. 

He’s close, though not entirely accurate. The Zan’ra already existed, but it was the Deities that twisted them, or so the story goes. 

“What do you mean, twisted them?” 

Have a seat. You’re going to want to hear this. He pulled out another book, thumbing through the pages until he grunted, and turned the book toward her. I’ve spent the last year trying to find a connection to you, and finally I did it. The image was a crude drawing, the creature humanoid but clearly not human. It was thin, with long arms and legs, and hair to its waist. It was drawn with black ink, but the eyes… they were protruding from the page. Jules touched them, feeling a sharp prick. They were bright purple. 

They are crystals, tiny fragments of the stone you call the Shandra, or portal stones. There are four drawings in four books I’ve found, and they each have one different person showcased. I understand these to be the four Zan’ra the Deities modified: the ones that weren’t wiped out of existence. 

Jules stared at the figure, unsure if it was a boy or a girl. “Are you assuming her eyes glowed this color?”

Regnig nodded. He reached for another book, found a marked location, and passed that volume to her. Another drawing outlining another figure: this one shorter, with thicker arms and legs, but the same petite jewels for eyes, only these were orange. 

“And the other two?” she asked softly, her powers thrumming inside her. Free me! The words echoed in her head, and she pressed her eyelids closed. 

Regnig set those books to the side, grabbed a third, and again, there was a sketch. 

“It’s him.”

Regnig nodded. Yes, it would appear this is the boy on your ship. The eyes were blue stones, his hair drawn the same, the ears sharp like an elf from the fairy tales she’d read as a little girl. 

“How can this be? How old is this?” Jules asked, flipping to the front for an indication. 

Regnig’s beak opened and closed slowly. I’m unable to pinpoint it. My estimation is a hundred thousand years or so. It’s hard to tell after a certain age.

“That old?” 

There’s one more. Regnig stared at her, and her hand trembled as he took one more volume, this one thinner than the others. Half of the pages were missing, the outside edge blackened, like someone had attempted to burn it, but had failed. 

“Show me.” She didn’t feel like the instructions even came from her own voice, but the little bird man passed it over. The figure was there, as she’d expected. Shoulder-length curly hair, not too short, but tall and lean. Her shaking finger touched the eyes: bright green crystals. 

“It’s me,” she whispered.

Regnig nodded. 

 

____________

 

We were a few days away from dropping Uce the Philod off at her homeworld of Dechar, and I wanted to talk with her, learn more about her people. The Philod were clearly intelligent, and we’d managed to translate with basic concepts over the last year. 

I walked to her tank, peering behind me at the one we’d kept the Lucat inside. It was still covered in sand, but the heating vents were no longer on, the lights off. Maggie was with me, and she ran down the corridor, tail wagging in earnest.

The tank was quite large, and Uce floated toward the glass as she saw me coming. Her primary eyes were on the top of her head: a useful design, since their main food source floated atop the oceans on Dechar. She had secondary senses along her sides, and I noticed slits with white behind them looking toward me. The communicator speaker was just outside the glass, and I pressed a button to activate it. 

“Hello, Uce,” I said, the words echoing into the water as the sing-songy Philod language. 

She sang in return, the translation coming out in a robotic female voice. “Hello, land walker Parker. Are we nearing the great expanse?”

“Yes. We’ll be there in six days,” I told her, causing her to spin in a circle underwater, her eight legs waving around under her in what I could only guess was exhilaration. 

“That is welcome information, land walker Parker.”

“Uce, what can you tell me about your home?” I asked her. As a Gatekeeper, I was always curious to learn about other beings and cultures. Most races who lived above ground didn’t understand an ocean-dwelling creature, but after spending a little time with Aquleen while we’d searched for the Theos years ago, I had an added level of respect and understanding for living in an ocean. 

“The great expanse is a wonderful place, with colorful vegetation, warm currents, and plenty to eat,” she advised me.

“How many Philod are there on your world?” I asked. 

“World? You mean in the expanse? There are millions of us. We live in groups, spread over the breadth of our home.” She floated there, her legs twitching every now and then, the slits along the side of her head blinking as she talked. 

“I’m sorry the Collector tore you from your home.” 

“It is not your fault, land walker Parker. Would you like to see the expanse when we arrive?” she asked. 

“I would very much like to see your home, but perhaps another time. Our mission is pressing,” I informed her, hoping this wasn’t going to offend her.

“I understand and hope you do visit one day.”

I stayed there, not anxious to return to my quarters quite yet. Mary was meeting with some dignitaries here from Haven about the Tedaus bargain, and Jules was with Hugo and Regnig today. Maggie was sleeping at my feet, and I bent down, petting the cocker. 

I continued to ask about their customs, family structures, and food sources for another hour, Uce only too happy to discuss it with me. 

Just as I was about to leave, my wrist communicator buzzed, and I tapped it, hearing Slate’s voice on the other end. “Captain, we have a problem.”

“What’s that?”

“The thing you said always happens on a simple journey,” he said. 

I almost smiled. “Distress call.”

“Something like that,” he said. “Better come to the bridge, boss.”

I bid Uce a goodnight and nudged Maggie away. She trotted after me as I headed to the bridge to see what kind of interruption we were dealing with.

 

 

 

Fourteen

 

Jules plodded along the sidewalk, moving toward Karo and Ableen’s home at the outer edge of the school’s property. Regnig’s books on the Zan’ra were bugging her, but they couldn’t decipher the scattering of language inside them yet. One thing was clear: that drawing looked a lot like her. She had yet to understand their meaning, but the boy frozen in time on Light had been referenced. Maybe it was time to talk to him. 

“Hold up, Ju!” Dean’s voice carried from behind, and she waited as he jogged over to her. 

“Have a good day?” she asked him, and he nodded. 

“Sure. Nice to see some old friends,” he told her. “How about you? Are you okay? You look a little pale.”

She forced a smile, not wanting to tell Dean about what she’d seen. “I’m fine. Hungry, though.”

The sidewalk ended, and they stopped at the rowhouses, Karo’s being on the far right. The suites were primarily reserved for the top professors, and Sarlun had his own beside Karo’s. It was empty ninety percent of the time, since he rarely visited these days. 

The sun was setting behind the houses, and the lights turned on beside Karo’s front door. She stopped before they made it there, and stared at Dean. “You don’t think I’m... weird, do you?”

“You? Weird?” Dean smirked, but she could see his eyes squish up, like he was considering how to answer this. 

Karo poked his head out of the door and smiled at them. “You two coming inside?”

“We’ll be right there,” Jules called, and the Theos man seemed to understand they were in the middle of something. He shut the door. “I’m serious, Dean.”

“Fine. Yeah, you’re a little weird, Ju. What do you want me to say?” he asked. “But that’s what everyone likes about you. You’re different. You can float, and fight like a demon, and you…”

“A demon?” she asked, the word sticking to her tongue. She thought about the pictures of the other four Zan’ra and cringed. She didn’t want to be thought of like that, not by Dean, of all people. 

“I didn’t mean it like that… I meant that you really kick butt, that’s all.” 

Jules stalked away, leaving him there. She should have known better. Her question was loaded, and a rational part of her brain told her that she wouldn’t have been happy with any answer he’d given her. Of course, that part was also buried under a fifteen-year-old’s insecurities. 

She walked into the Theos’ home, Dean right behind her. He tried to take her arm, to whisper an apology, but she was already talking to Ableen. 

“We’re so glad you came to visit,” Ableen said in English. It had taken her a while to acclimate to her new life, but she was playing the role of doting mother with finesse. Ableen had begun working for the Council of the Academy, and had brilliant fundraising skills. Jules couldn’t imagine having been taken by the Collector, only to awaken thousands of years later to everyone you ever loved being long dead. 

“It’s great to see you, Ableen,” Jules said. Hugo ran over to her, giving her a hug, and Jules smelled pizza coming from the kitchen. 

“Sorry. You know how Karo is. If we’re having guests, he always makes pizza. I blame your father,” Ableen said. 

Dean was somewhere nearby, as Jules heard him talking with the quadruplets in the dining room. She followed her host to the table, and the kids glanced up, smiling at her. She tried to remember who was who, but they all had equally long hair, with the same delicate features, and for a moment, she struggled to differentiate the boys from the girls. Then she noticed the subtle differences: the stars on Noom’s shirt, the scar on Barl’s forehead, and she said hi, taking a seat between Parleen and Karo Jr. 

“How have you been enjoying the Academy?” Jules asked. The Theos aged differently. Even though they were three years younger than Jules, they looked as old, or older, than her. 

“Great,” Noom said. “We’re going to graduate after this year, and then it’s off to see the universe.”

“We’ll see about that,” Karo said from the kitchen. He arrived, carrying a pizza tray in each hand, sliding them onto stands centered on the table. 

“Dad, you have to be kidding me,” Barl said, meeting Jules’ gaze. “We sent him to culinary classes and everything, and he’s still making pizza. Can you believe it?”

“I like it,” Karo Jr. said. He was the spitting image of his father, handsome and poised. 

“Of course you do,” Parleen muttered. 

“Enough bickering, kids. We have company,” Karo said, taking a seat at the head of the table. Ableen was at the opposite end, and Hugo sat beside her, already wolfing down a slice of pepperoni. 

“How’s your father?” Karo asked Dean. 

He shrugged and finished chewing before replying. “I think he’s stressed. This mission… it’s dangerous. They’re on a skeleton crew; everyone’s families have left Horizon.”

“You aren’t worried, are you?” Barl asked through his chewing. 

Jules watched Dean and realized she’d failed to ask how he was feeling about Horizon being on this mission. He’d been uprooted from his family, stuck on Light. Not to mention his sister, Patty, was acting even more annoying than usual lately. 

“I’m trying not to be, but…” Dean glanced up, scanning the stares of the table’s occupants. “It’s hard to let it go. I mean, this race sounds dangerous. If they killed an entire planet’s inhabitants, I doubt they’ll like some distant Alliance ship coming in and slapping their wrists.”

“Your parents will know what to do. Leslie is with them as well, correct?” Karo asked. 

“That’s right. She’s Dad’s commander now.”

“Then you have nothing to worry about. His crew is experienced, and if there’s anyone that understands how to deal with other races wisely, it’s Magnus,” Karo said, and Dean nodded, grabbing another slice of pizza. Jules noted how he always left his crust uneaten. 

“What about the Collector?” Ableen asked. “How are the survivors doing?”

This was a subject close to Ableen’s heart. She’d been there at the beginning, working with the freed beings, counseling some when needed. Coming out of freezing like that to a strange place full of distant aliens hadn’t been easy on many of them. 

“We’re doing our best to return them home. The ones that choose to go back, that is.” Jules smiled at the Theos woman. 

“Some don’t choose to go home?” she asked. 

“Not everyone has a home to go to,” Dean said. “A lot can change in a few thousand years, or even a few hundred. But we’re almost at Dechar; then it’s on to bring Brik to his people.”

“Brik.” Karo’s eyes were wide. “Jules, your father has a fascination with Sterona and the people that fled the world, doesn’t he?”

“I guess so.” Jules had been born there, just after her father was tracked down by Kinca, the Kraski working with Lom of Pleva. Luckily for him, Magnus and the others had rescued them in the nick of time. 

“He’s going to love finding their new planet.” Karo reached for another slice of pizza, and his wife cleared her throat, stopping him. Jules peered at Dean, who seemed amused by the silent interaction. 

“Jules, did you know that the portals have been expanding?” Hugo asked. 

She stared at her brother. “What are you talking about?”

“The portals… we learned in class today that two new portals appeared on the Crystal Map.” Hugo ate his food, chewing loudly. 

“What?” Her heart sped, and she stood quickly. “How can this be?” She’d been the one to fix the portals, and she was the only person capable of accessing the strange round stones they’d found in the Nirzu’s valley. 

Hugo shook his head. “They haven’t figured out why. The teacher seemed baffled by it too.”

“Thank you for dinner. I need to get to Light.” Jules tried to ignore the disappointment she saw in her little brother’s eyes. 

“So soon? I thought we could play a game or something after dinner. You could see my room.” Hugo’s eyes grew bigger, tears threatening to form. 

“Sorry, buddy. I’ll come again soon. There’s something I need to check on.”

“Jules, what’s the matter?”

Karo rose, coming to her side. He spoke softly. “There could have been something blocking these two portals from finding power over the last few years, since you fixed them.”

“That’s possible. But why did they open now? I have to see them,” she said. 

“Thanks for having us,” Dean said.

“You don’t have to leave yet,” Jules told him, but the truth was, she wasn’t mad at him any longer, and she wanted him beside her as they returned to their ship. 

“Yes, I do.” 

The others walked them out, and she gave Hugo another hug, kissing him on the top of the head. “Sorry, kid. I’ll visit as soon as I can.”

“Take my transport, and ask the guards to return it tomorrow,” Karo told her. 

They returned to the portal’s building on Haven in the shuttle, and as they entered the room, Jules stared at the glowing green crystal. Free me! She almost found that planet again but thought better of it, opting for Light’s symbol. 

 

____________

 

“There’s no power at all?” I asked, staring at the ship through the zoomed-in image on the panoramic viewscreen. 

“Nothing on the main scanners, but the telemetry probes we sent out reveal something still registering energy readouts on board,” Rivo said. 

I stood behind her and glanced at Loweck. The woman was tense, and with good reason. She’d been shot down years ago and had crash-landed. This one didn’t appear damaged, and she was probably picturing herself on it, the rest of the crew dead when she’d somehow survived, saved by turning half her body into a robot using cybernetic technology. 

“We’ll form a team, check it out.” The outside of the vessel was plain, only a string of symbols in some alien language the ship’s records didn’t recognize. We guessed it was a serial number, maybe a freighter carrying goods between worlds. 

“I think you should stay on the bridge, Captain,” Slate said, opting for the title rather than Dean or boss. That was when I knew he was serious. 

I shook my head. “I don’t think so. I’ll have nothing to worry about with you and Loweck beside me, will I?”

Loweck rose, moving for the bridge’s exit. “He’s right, Slate. Come on, Commander. Let’s suit up.”

I didn’t love stumbling across a vessel like this when we were only a few days from dropping Uce off, but this was part of our mission. If we found someone in need of assistance, it was our job to offer it. 

“Suma, you have command of the bridge until we’re back,” I told her, and Suma rose, moving for my seat. Mary was off this morning, using our boardroom to convene with the Alliance on some matter or another, leaving her chair empty.

“Yes, sir. We’ll be here if you need any support,” Suma said, and we exited the bridge, striding toward the hangar. 

“Like old times, hey, boss?” Slate asked. I could tell from the glint in his eyes that he was enjoying this. 

“I hope not. We always seem to get into trouble together. I’m hoping this one is a little more cut and dried,” I told him. 

It wasn’t long before we were donning our armored suits, flying through the hangar’s barrier in the shuttle, toward the alien freighter. It was hard lines and sharp edges, not rounded or stylish in the least. The hull was dark gray, but the closer we progressed, the more something about the design tugged at my brain. It was almost like I’d seen this ship before, but maybe a different version, because this one didn’t feel quite right. 

“Looks like it’s patched together,” Loweck said. 

I sat up, glancing over Slate’s shoulders as he piloted us to the outer edge of the vessel. “What did you say?”

“Patched. Like the hull was welded with spare parts and painted afterwards,” she said. 

“No…”

“What is it?” he asked. 

“The pirates. This ship reminds me of that, only without the colorful hull,” I told Slate. 

“Interesting.” He didn’t elaborate as he latched to the exterior of the vessel. We were at an airlock on the other side, and I waited while Loweck and Slate accessed the ship, the device breaking the code to enter in less than five minutes. 

I followed them on, a pulse pistol in my hand. My suit had a camera on it, and I heard Suma’s voice in my ear. “Dean, Rivo wants to speak with you.”

“Put her through,” I said. 

Her voice was small. “This is like what you found me on.”

I remembered too distinctly the feeling of finding the trembling Molariun in a cage, the demented robots keeping guard over her emaciated body. She still sang a sad and soulful song about her paramour that day, and I’d never forget the tune. As I walked into the craft, I almost thought I could hear the echoes of that song in the corridors. 

“Clear,” Slate said, breaking me from my daydream. 

“Rivo, you’re safe,” I whispered into my earpiece. 

“Thanks to you,” she replied, and then she was gone, the communication ended. 

Loweck and Slate each held pulse rifles, beams of light shooting forward as they scattered them around the hall. The inside was quiet, eerily silent. Usually a ship has some noises, the air recycler pumping oxygen through vents, or the gentle beeping of a processor relaying power through the corridors, but this… I could only hear my own breath. 

“This way,” Slate said, following the trail of the telemetry probes’ discovery. 

I glanced at the doorways as we walked by, half expecting a rolling robot to crawl through, firing at us. I closed my eyes, blinking away the memory of the pirate wearing someone’s skin over his metal face. 

The halls were dark except for the light from their weapons, making it difficult to walk without tripping over something. The farther we went, the more clutter we found on the metal grate floor. This was one of their ships, I was certain. Lom of Pleva’s freighters were operated by robots. Pleva Corp was a real business, one that operated with a board and profit statements, like most corporations. 

They made good business by distributing supplies, and not every one of their operations had robopirates running it. This appeared to be one of their clear ships, where day-to-day freight hauling took place. 

“The power source is inside here.” Slate stopped at a large double-tall doorway and flipped open a keypad covering on the left side of the entrance. The numbers were dark, powerless. 

Loweck pulled a palm-sized device from a pouch around her waist and activated it. A second later, she pressed it to the lower section of the keypad, and the lights blinked on. Slate grinned through his helmet’s mask as the device proceeded to move through every possible combination. Shortly after, the doors spread wide, and Slate stepped in front of me, gun at ready. 

The room was full of the metal men, and I almost fired at the robots. 

Slate whistled, walking inside. “Has to be a hundred of them.”

The robots were like the ones I remembered, only shiny and new. These weren’t scuffed and derelict like the insane pirate robots I’d first met. They were likely being delivered to a business partner when the ship was cut off from power somehow. 

“I don’t want this near Light until we confirm there’s no danger. We need to learn why this Pleva Corp ship is here, and what caused the malfunction.” I walked toward them, seeing row after row of the metal bots. They were dark, heads unmoving, arms at their sides. Some had two legs, others wheeled feet, but none had any conscious activity. 

“Why did we get a power reading in here?” Loweck asked. 

“Good question.” I peered around, trying to see any lights or hear any humming of electrical components.

Slate held a scanner and strode through the room slowly, holding it up as he walked. “Nothing. Maybe it was only picking up something inside the robots, some fragment of a power source.”

“Could be.” The room was dark except for the beam from Loweck’s pulse rifle, which moved behind me as I headed for the exit. The ceilings were tall in the hold, and I noticed the shelves at the back of the storage room were empty. Everything seemed to be in order. “Let’s check the bridge for a clue as to what happened.”

 

 

 

Fifteen

 

Jules wanted to do this alone, but Dean refused to leave her side. They headed to engineering, and once again, Jules was astounded by how immense the engine room was. The crystals inside the tube glowed intensely, even at their resting position. 

“Why are we stopped?” Jules asked a human worker as the lift settled to the lowest deck. 

“We’re not positive. It appears as though we encountered a floating vessel out there, and the captain elected to investigate,” the woman said. She wandered off, tablet in hand, and Dean pointed to the back office. Suma had told Jules to use it any time she wanted to do private research, and she’d loaded the Crystal Map into the system so Jules could access it at any time without watchful eyes. 

“Thanks for coming with me,” she told Dean. She’d been kidding herself about wanting to be alone. Everything was better with Dean. 

“Any time,” he said, pressing the office door open. 

Jules locked it behind them and moved to the long desk at the rear of the room. Suma had some tablets and books open on a table in the middle of the space, and she walked past them without snooping. 

“How could more portals open?” Jules asked. 

“I didn’t think it was possible,” Dean said, settling to the chair beside hers. It squeaked as he slid it closer. 

“It shouldn’t be,” she said. “Not unless…” She pictured the others from the drawings in the books Regnig had shown her. If she’d been able to fix the portals, maybe one of them had played with them. If the boy with the blue eyes was still alive, maybe the other two were as well. Zan’ra. Was that what Jules really was? Was she even human? The drawing had been worn, but it was clear that it was Jules in the picture. Did that mean she was reborn to Papa and Mary? She had too many questions and didn’t think there was any way to find the answers. 

“Unless what?” Dean asked. 

She wanted to tell him about what Regnig discovered, but couldn’t. Not yet. “Unless there’s something I’m missing,” she said, trying to recover from her blunder. 

Dean nodded, not pressing her on it. “Where are they?”

She activated the Crystal Map and compared it with the original, asking the program to identify any changes in it, removing all other data points. The map was gigantic, covering millions of light years. Two dots remained, and she leaned toward the wide screen rooted into the wall behind the desk. 

“Those are them?”

“That’s the two new portal worlds,” Jules whispered. She zoomed in, recording the symbols. They were unfamiliar, but she hadn’t expected to recognize them. 

“Jules, you have that look on your face.” Dean turned to her, and she forced a grin. “Tell me you’re not going to those planets.”

“I’m not going to those planets,” she said, unsure if that was a lie or not. 

“You need to tell your parents about this,” he informed her. 

“I will.”

“Okay, thank you.”

Jules reset the Map and powered down the computer. She was suddenly overcome with exhaustion, and she blinked tired eyelids as she stood. 

“Let’s take you to your quarters,” Dean said, offering his arm. 

 

____________

 

The day had come. We’d finally made it to Dechar, where we dropped off Uce the Philod. Mary and Suma escorted her, and returned a short time later, telling us how wonderful the reunion was. Her people sang to her through the water, and Uce had thanked them for everything before disappearing deep below the surface of the ocean. 

I was happy to hear it, and now that we were done with the first three legs of our trip, we’d set course for the Ginda system, where Brik was confident the wormhole would remain. 

“How can you be sure?” Mary asked the being. 

Brik was fairly tall, and he sat awkwardly in the seat, with his thick tail jutting out to the side. He spoke with a bubbly voice, deep but friendly at the same time. He always seemed excited, and I enjoyed the positive energy he exuded. He ran long fingers over his bald head, staring directly at my wife. 

“My people, the Ritair, first left Sterona because of the storms. The skies had turned dark, the lava oceans swelling as the eruptions steadily came. The air grew too harsh for us, the sulfur too strong. Our children were becoming sick, our elderly dying prematurely. We needed a solution, so we sent out probes.” Brik’s words translated through the speaker, and I nodded along. 

We’d seen their ships: compact vessels, but difficult to fix. We’d tried everything in the six months we’d been stuck on Sterona, but everything was too far gone, too corroded, batteries long expired with no chance of resuscitation. 

“How many did you send out?” Mary asked. 

Suma was in the room with us, and she’d only listened so far with interest. 

“I wasn’t born yet, but my father told me we sent fifty or so initially. We had no contact with the outside world, but we either met resistance or unfriendly foes along the way. Only two ships ever returned,” Brik said. 

Two out of fifty. The universe was an inhospitable place, especially back then. 

“One of them had found a potential home, but we would have to share it with another race, and their bargain gave my ancestors reason to think we’d be slaves to them. But that was an option, one that would allow our race to continue living,” Brik said. 

“And the other?” I asked. 

“The other was through a wormhole,” he told us. 

Suma spoke for the first time. “And that’s where we’re heading now.”

He nodded in agreement. 

“So you haven’t seen the other side, correct?” I asked. We already knew this, but hadn’t heard the entire story from start to finish. 

“That’s correct. I was taken from my ship by the Collector before we passed through.” Brik hung his head, the happiness deflated from his chest. 

“We have no idea what will be on the other side,” Suma said, her words more a warning than anything. 

“The world was lush, fertile. The crew of the vessel returned with proof. Soil. Minerals. We packed up everything and left. It took twenty-five years to build the colony vessels to deliver millions of us to the other side. We left Sterona, the lightning storms treacherous, the lava ocean more poisonous than before,” Brik told us. 

“How extensive was the journey?” I asked. We’d flown from Sterona to the Keppe world, and I tried to estimate the length of a trip like that from their home to our current position. In Light, I guessed it would be over a year. With Brik’s ancient technology, I assumed the journey would be a lot longer. 

“Eight years,” he said. “I started the trek as a youth, around Lady Jules’ age.”

“That’s a long time to move millions of people over such a vast distance,” Mary told him. 

Brik’s dark gaze went distant and he stared at the wall behind us, his eyes unfocused. “It was not an easy task. That’s what took us so long in the first place. Not only did we need vessels large enough to house all our people, but we needed food, ways to grow vegetation, recycle water. Everything you don’t consider until you plan such a long voyage.”

“What was the trip like?” Mary leaned toward Brik, and his gaze snapped into focus once again, and he smiled. 

“I spent time with my family. My sister Viaren, and my parents… we lived in a room together, spoiled as children by having our own space back home. Eight years traveling in one room, three bunks between the four of us. I imagine now the journey was tough on my parents, not having alone time often. We did have school, but I finished on the way. Education wasn’t as much a priority by then among our people. We were less interested in teaching the old ways and were using the time to train others in things that would benefit the colony.

“I was taught robotics and engineering. Loved it too. I spent every waking hour for the last three years of the trek in the robotics lab, working with the other mechanics and engineers, creating drones and other bots that would assist the construction of a new city.” Brik paused for a drink of water.

“Robotics… would you be interested in checking on something with me later?” Suma asked. 

His eyes lit up. “What do you have?”

“We picked up a straggler vessel – abandoned a few months ago, by the records. No life forms on it, just robots. Worker models, mostly, used by a corporation to load and unload; also, assembly lines. Factory robots, among other things,” Suma told him. 

“What do you need me to do?” Brik asked. 

“We can’t seem to activate them. I’ve tried, but either their energy sources are dead or I’m not doing it right.” It was clear Suma was frustrated with the Pleva robots. She never failed at anything, and it was driving her crazy. 

“I’d be happy to help,” Brik said. 

“I’m sorry you have to return like this.” I took a drink of my water, fiddling with my glass. 

“Like what?” he asked. 

“So many years later. Your family will be gone,” I said, not trying to remind him. 

“I’m at peace with that. I suspect they lived long and fruitful lives. Perhaps their ancestors remain, and I can be reunited with my bloodline.” Brik beamed at the prospect. 

“Good attitude. We have a month before we reach the Ginda system. I offered a visit to Sterona before we arrived, so how about we do that in a few days? Gives you time to assist Suma here, and then we’ll take a trip down memory lane.” I grinned toward him, anxious to participate in a tour of the place with one of the locals. He’d grown up there, not far from the shop we’d housed ourselves in, from what he’d told me.

“That sounds perfect,” Brik said, his tail waving beside him like an agitated cat’s. 

“Dean, do you mind if we go to the ship in the hangar? I’d like to have Brik take a peek at the robots before I call it a day,” Suma said. 

“Not a problem. Please, exercise extreme caution. Only activate one, and do so apart from the others. We don’t want any kind of altercation on our hands. We have no idea what their programming is.” I stood and paused by the door. Jules was waiting for Mary and me. She had something important to discuss, and I was glad she’d finally decided to talk about it. She’d been moping around for days now, keeping to herself. 

“Consider it done, sir,” Suma said, giving me a smile. It was kind of strange being called sir and captain by my long-time friends, but they seemed to get a kick out of it, so I let it be. 

We left them, chatting about the positronic mechanics of a robot’s central system, and when the door closed, Mary kissed me. “That’s in case we’re ever trapped in a room for eight years.”

I kissed her back, this time holding it for a few moments longer. “I’ll kick the kids out anytime you want.”

She laughed at this, and we started the walk to our quarters. We waved and said hello to most of the crew as we passed them, everyone familiar with us now. I recalled most of their names, and greeted as many by their titles as I could. 

“What do you think Jules wants to discuss?” Mary asked. 

“Your guess is as good as mine.”

“She’s been off since her trip to Haven, but she wouldn’t talk to me about it yet. She just told me she needed some time to think things through.” Mary talked as we walked, and I stopped along the way to grab coffees. Even Jules was into the caffeinated beverages. 

“Do you think we should condone coffee drinking at her age?” I asked. 

“I was drinking the stuff,” Mary said. 

“And your parents let you?” 

“Sure.” Mary gave me a mischievous look. “I didn’t let them catch me for the first couple of years.” 

“Do you think that’s what Jules has been doing?” I asked. 

“That’s silly… she’s been pretty open about wanting coffee.”

“That’s not what I mean. I’m talking about keeping secrets from us. Remember when she was a kid, and she didn’t tell us she still had her powers?” I knew she did, making the question rhetorical. 

“She apologized for that.”

“Doesn’t change the fact she concealed it.” I grabbed two coffees, thanking the robot barista, and Mary took the third. 

“Dean, she was a little girl. Can you imagine what she’s had to endure in her short life? It’s incredible. By the time I was fifteen, I’d only had to deal with Becky Clinton picking on me, and scratching my dad’s truck while he taught me how to drive. She’s had immeasurable stress on her since she was born.” Mary led me through the corridors, and I was so lost in thought, I nearly missed our turn. 

“That’s true. She’s always seemed so strong, it’s easy to forget she’s done all of this while being a kid,” I said truthfully. With Jules, her abilities and demeanor were so powerful that it wasn’t fair for me to assume nothing could hurt her. 

“Remember that tonight,” Mary said quietly as we approached our suite’s door. Patty arrived behind us, heading to her room beside ours. 

“Hello, Mr. and Mrs. Parker,” she said, a glint of trouble in her face. I could read her expression a mile away. She was doing something she wasn’t supposed to. 

“Patty,” I said, walking over to her side. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing. I’m heading in for the night,” she said quickly. Too quickly. 

“Where you are coming from?” Mary asked from over my shoulder. 

“I was in the library.”

“Where are your books?” I asked. 

“Wait, are you suggesting I’m lying?” She puffed up, blowing air from her cheeks. “Jeez, if my parents aren’t bad enough, I didn’t think I’d have to explain myself to you two.”

“Patty, we’ve been asked to look after you, and you’re never around. You don’t come over for dinner, you’re always gone early in the morning. If there’s something you need to talk to us about, you can. Anything.” Mary’s voice was low, and Patty’s expression softened. 

“Okay. I’m sorry. I miss my parents and being here is weird, and Dean and Jules are always hanging out, and I don’t have any friends here. I’ll be happy to go home again,” she said. 

I wasn’t sure if I bought the act or not, but I told her I understood. 

“I’ll try to be around more. Can I join you for dinner tomorrow?” she asked, her friendly tone returning. This girl could turn it on in an instant. 

“That would be perfect,” Mary told her, and just like that, it was over. Crisis averted, and Patty left, entering her room, leaving the two of us in the hallway. 

“Do you buy it?” Mary asked in my ear as I opened our door. 

Maggie jumped on my legs, rubbing her head on my calf before rolling over. “Jules, did you take her out?” I shouted down the hall. 

“A while ago!” Jules called, and I set the cups on the ground. 

“Come on, Maggie. Let’s go for a little walk.” I didn’t bother with a leash. There was nowhere for her to escape to. “I’ll be right back.” Maggie ran toward the space she used as her glorified bathroom. We entered it, and I smiled at the effort that was put into the space. The grass was fake, the floor with grates to drain the water out. Inside was a fake fire hydrant, a park bench, and a walking trail around the room. A lap wasn’t huge, only two hundred yards or so, but Maggie enjoyed it just the same. She did her thing, and a drone arrived to clean up after her, rinsing the spot away in seconds. 

We did a few laps, and I only stopped when Maggie told me she’d had enough. She drank from a water dish near the exit, and we returned to the suite. When I saw my daughter and wife speaking in hushed tones, I knew something was wrong. 

“Papa, it’s time to wake him.”

 

 

 

Sixteen

 

“You want to talk to him now? Why the change of heart?” Papa asked Jules. Mom had already passed her a coffee, and she held it firmly, gripping the cup with two hands. The warmth was comforting, but she didn’t trust herself to take a sip, to show how nervous she truly was. 

“Have a seat,” she told them, motioning to the couch across from her chair. A table sat between them, and she was glad for the barrier, like having a physical object would keep her parents from being angry for keeping anything from them. It was time to come clean with everything she knew. 

Her dad looked concerned but took a drink of his coffee, choosing not to speak yet. She appreciated it. 

“I think we’ve discovered what I am,” she told them. 

“You’re our daughter, that’s who you are. Not what.” Her mom frowned as she spoke. 

“I know. But Regnig found something.” She pulled the tablet out and found the file with the drawings of the four Zan’ra she’d captured from the books in Regnig’s private collection. She held it out to her dad, who took the device, scrolling through the four images. His gaze lingered on the third picture, which was the boy with the blue eyes, before it settled on the last image, the one that was the spitting likeness of her. 

“Is this…” His question went unasked. 

“We think so. At least, it would be an awfully strange coincidence if there was another with dark curly hair and glowing green eyes.” Jules let out a nervous laugh, but neither of her parents joined her. 

“What can you tell us about them?” Papa asked. 

“Regnig agrees with Fontem on a few things. He believes they were created by these Deities, but he also thinks that their creators attempted to kill the race off. We assume they grew too strong, and these Deities feared what their designs were capable of,” Jules said. 

“And these four?” Her mom flipped through the images again. 

“Regnig thinks they were the last of the Zan’ra.” Jules saw something flicker in her father’s face, but he still stayed quiet. 

Mary set the tablet down. “And what have you decided?”

“I think he’s right. I don’t know exactly how I took on this girl’s essence, but it has something to do with that crystal world you were on with the Iskios. She must have been hiding there, or had infused herself into it…”

“Like the Theos did with the portal crystals,” her dad finally said. “That could be it.”

Jules nodded, happy that her dad’s analytical mind was at work. “That makes sense. I hadn’t thought of it that way.”

“Do you have any theories on the others?” he asked. 

She swallowed hard, taking a drink of her beverage. Her throat was scratchy, and the warm liquid helped. “They went into hiding. Maybe there are others out there. These other two.” She pointed to the tablet on the coffee table. 

“And this guy on our ship might have some answers, is that right?” Papa leaned back, his jaw muscles clenching. 

“That’s the idea.”

“What if he’s this O’ri you’ve heard about? A malevolent being quick to hurt his own people?” Her dad had good points, and that was the sole reason Jules hadn’t spoken to him yet. 

“I don’t think it’s him. I think…” She picked up the tablet, skipping to the one with the orange eyes. “This is O’ri.”

“What makes you say that?” her mother asked. 

“I don’t know. Women’s intuition?” It was a lot more than that. Jules had started dreaming about the four drawings. They moved like an animation, fleeing the destruction of these Deities, splitting up with no other choice. 

“When do you want to speak with him?” Papa crossed his arms over his chest, and she saw the age in his face, the gray in his beard. He looked tired, and she wanted to hug him, to tell him to forget the Zan’ra stuff, but she couldn’t stop it. Not once the can of worms had been tugged open like this. 

“How about now?” she suggested. 

She expected resistance, but Papa nodded, standing. He brushed his hands over his uniform pants and pointed to the door. “No time like the present.”

“Are you sure, Dean? It’s late, and…”

“Time’s different on a starship. Plus, the kid’s been frozen in time for countless years. I don’t think he cares when we unfreeze him.” Papa led the way. He turned to her mother at the doorway and leaned in, whispering something she couldn’t hear. 

Jules glanced at her outfit: tights and an oversized sweater. Her hair was pulled into a messy ponytail, and she wasn’t wearing any make-up, not that any of that should matter to her. What did she care what this young man thought of her appearance?

“You ready?” her dad asked. 

“I guess so. Mom, are you coming?” Her mother was standing at the counter, Maggie settled at her feet. 

“I’ll stay here with the dog, out of the way. I’ll have tea for when you return.”

Jules knew her dad had asked for them to go alone, but she only smiled at her mom, following Papa into the corridor. 

They walked in silence, heading to Sector Three before entering the elevator. “Deck One,” Papa told the computer, and the doors slid shut, sealing them in. It lowered, and a few moments later, they were on the proper floor. 

She felt calmer than she’d expected. The halls were more spacious here, the ship’s mechanical systems demanding a lot of square footage. They walked past the intricate system of pipes and machines before stopping at the far end of the open room where the doorway to the boy’s cell was. 

Cell. That wasn’t a great term for it. He was basically locked in a room used for storage. Suma had told her it was meant to store some chemical they used to clean out the heating lines on the vessel, but for the sake of the freezing capsule, they’d moved the pails to another area. 

“Where’s the guard?” Papa stalked around the floor, searching for someone on post. He came back empty-handed. 

“No one in sight. I thought there was supposed to be a sentry here.”

“At least one,” her dad said. “Someone’s going to get an earful tomorrow.”

“Should we wait?” Jules asked, seeing the tension on her father’s face. 

“No, but I’m not happy to see an order being disregarded like this.” He went to the keypad, and Jules watched him press the five-digit code. It was an easy one that she’d been forced to memorize when they first came to the starship. 

She took the lead now, her dad slowly following behind. “I need you to tell me you have full control of your abilities,” he said, his eyes dark in the dimly lit room. Hers were the opposite, reflecting brightly in his pupils. 

Instead of assuring him, she snapped her powers on, filling with a green energy like the opening of a dam. They rushed forward, tendrils crackling over her arms and legs, her hair sticking up like she’d been shocked with a surge of electricity. She floated near him, and he only stood there, with his arms crossed once again. 

“Such a show-off,” he said with a grin, and she lowered, her sneakers landing softly on the white tile floor. 

The glass container was the same one from the Collector’s ship, and they hadn’t once cut the power off. She moved to it now, the ceilings in the room twelve feet high, the walls twenty yards wide. The case took up half of that width, and she found the controls for the display beneath a placard on the glass. 

“You’d better step away,” Jules told her dad, but apparently didn’t have to. He was already near the door, leaning against the wall. 

She took a deep breath, and her finger hovered near the button to deactivate the boy’s freezing. He was encapsulated in time, but she was still concerned for their safety, assuming the being might be upset and surprised, as well as very powerful. Jules sent a barrier of her green energy over the glass case, sealing him behind it before she pressed the white illuminated button. 

The boy was floating, and he lowered, his hair falling to his head, his arms dropping to his sides as his feet touched the display floor. 

His piercing blue eyes scanned the room, but he didn’t move for a moment. “Weini bablii targashian.” His words were soft. They floated through the glass and into the translator she’d brought with them. It was clipped to her belt, and she glanced at her dad, who was watching the interaction with interest. 

“Hi. I’m Jules Parker, and we found you aboard a ship, frozen in time.” Jules paused, but the words didn’t translate quite yet. She needed more time for the device to decipher his language. 

“Weini Bablii brashunli everution.” His gaze met hers, and she noticed a slight uptick on the corners of his lips. He didn’t seem afraid; quite the opposite. 

She waited a moment, and something came through: “My princess looks well.”

Jules stepped toward him. “What did you say?” The words traveled through the translator in his language. She slid it from her belt. She hit mute and turned to her father. “It says it’s a dialect found on a vacant space station near the Elion system two thousand years ago.”

He spoke again, his knuckles lightly rapping against the glass case. He seemed shocked that he was stuck behind it. “Why am I behind a cage?”

“We found you. We do not know if you’re safe.” She stood right before him, the glass and her energy barrier the only things between them. 

“You are Ja’ri. How could I not be safe?” His hand lifted, pressing a palm to the surface near her. 

Jules was drawn to him, to solve the mystery of what she was, and without thinking, her hand rose as well. 

“Jules, be careful,” her dad warned from behind her, but she almost didn’t hear him. 

Papa’s footsteps echoed across the room, but Jules was staring at the icy blue eyes. She noticed them flicker away from her gaze, and the soft expression of the young man turned to a frown. Her shield shattered, and she was thrown backwards at the impact. 

“Come no closer. She is mine!” The boy’s voice had changed, and Jules snapped to her father, who was being lifted in a blue energy barrier. 

“Let him down!” she ordered the boy, but he paid her no heed. 

Her father was groaning, his face flushed and red. He began to gasp inside the sphere he was trapped in, and Jules knew he had no oxygen inside. The boy was trying to kill him. 

“Stop it!” she shouted, but he didn’t. Jules acted. She shot a pulse from her fingertips, and instead of shattering the glass, it passed through and entered her adversary’s chest. He faltered, her dad falling to the ground in a heap. He was inhaling deep breaths, and Jules thought he was okay. 

The boy shouted again. “Weini bablii teelina narfusin.” The translator quickly relayed his call. “My princess, do not intervene.”

His term, even if it was a loose translation, was beginning to grate on her. “I’m not your princess,” she said, sending another sphere through, this one encircling the boy. “What is your name?” She stalked to the glass again, directing power into her trap. 

“Lan’i. You’ve never been strong enough…” He started to smile, and she felt the opposition emanating from the boy. Instead of waiting to see who was truly more powerful, she tapped the button again, his eyes going wide as he froze in place. He was no longer hovering in the center, looking soft and hopeful. His face held an angry sneer, but he was caught. 

She rushed to Papa’s side, and he was sitting up, hand rubbing his throat. “How do you think that went?” he coughed out. 

“About how I expected.” She laughed as her dad smiled, pulling her into a hug. 

“A chip off the old block, aren’t you? At least we have a name for him, and we know it’s not O’ri.” Her dad wrapped an arm over her shoulders, and they left the boy behind in his case. 

 

____________

 

A month can feel like forever at certain times of your life. Other times, a month can fly by, and it leaves you shaking your head, wondering where the days went. That was how I felt as we neared the Ginda system. We were a few days out, and I still owed Brik a trip to Sterona. After Jules had met Lan’i, we’d all decided it was best to leave him stuck in time for the moment, and Jules hadn’t objected in the least. 

His first instinct was to try to kill me, so I couldn’t say I had fond feelings for the guy. Jules had grown closer to us in the past few weeks. I’d given her access to her own office, and she had the walls covered with images and printouts of everything she uncovered about these Zan’ra, as well as the symbol for the world where the underwater Deity had cried out for freedom. 

She was taking it all in stride, at least on the surface, but I knew Jules, mostly because I was just like her. I would dwell on a subject until it drove me crazy, or I found a solution. With her, I was confident she’d find the answer before losing her sanity. 

“Boss, are we good?” Slate, my ever-present friend, stood near the doorway, bigger than life in his armored suit. He didn’t don the helmet, and I patted my chest, my glove pressing against the exterior of my EVA. 

“Sorry, was just in my head a little bit,” I told him.

“Well, get out of it. We’re about to leave for Sterona, where we have to stay on our toes. Remember the underground creatures?” he asked. 

“How can I forget? Rulo gained quite the souvenir that day.” My hand settled on my face in the spot where she’d been given a deep scar. 

Slate tapped his chin with a finger. “I wonder how’s she’s doing?”

We’d left her behind the Cloud nebula with her partner, one of the Keppe from Magnus’ ship Fortune. It reminded me of the Collector and our recent encounter with the Zan’ra boy, breaking my focus again. 

“Boss, you have that look in your eyes. Is it that kid? Why don’t we just shoot the display out the airlock?” Slate asked. 

“Because he knows things. We just need to find a way to neutralize his powers first,” I told him, walking from the change room down the corridor toward the portal chamber. 

“You realize if you do find a way to cut off his abilities, we’d find out how to stop Jules’,” he said. 

I slapped a palm to my forehead. “I’ve been so stupid.”

His eyes told me he clued in at the same moment as I did. “The crystals from Professor Thompson.”

“Bingo. He’d used them to steal Jules’ powers at the Academy during the Kold attack, rendering her…”

“Don’t say useless, because you remember what she did.” Slate’s smile was big. 

“Nothing about her is useless, even at a time like that without her abilities. But we can use them to have a frank discussion with this Lan’i.” I couldn’t believe none of us had thought about it until that moment. I’d even seen the box they sat in when I’d gone in search of the time-travel device. 

“Then it’s settled. We’ll grab them after we visit Sterona.” 

I strode through the corridors, finding Mary and Suma there with Brik. He wore a modified suit, his tail enclosed in the thick armor. “Are you ready, Brik?” I asked him, clapping my new friend on the shoulder. 

“I’m ready.” He grinned with his slim mouth, but I saw something in his eyes. A sadness. I didn’t blame him one bit. He was about to head to a planet that the entire population of his people had departed from long ago. 

Mary smiled at me, and Suma shifted on her feet, likely anxious for the four of us to return to the planet we’d lived on together. It was a little bit of a walk down memory lane for us, and I was even excited about it. At least this time the portal was working, and we’d be able to leave with ease. 

Brik blinked a few times, staring at me, conveying nervousness at returning to his old home. 

“Let’s go,” I said. 

“We haven’t returned… since that day,” Mary said. 

“I know. I can’t believe it’s been so long. Jules was just born. Can you believe it?” I asked. 

Suma stood in the portal entrance, gazing fondly at us. “I was a pretty cute kid back then.”

Slate guffawed. “Boy, have things ever changed.”

Suma shoved him in the shoulder, and he laughed. “I only mean that you’re a beautiful woman now… jeez.”

“Sure, sure.” Suma entered first, moving to the portal table. I hadn’t used the portal since my trip to Earth and then Horizon, and the lights felt brighter today as the symbols lit up. 

There was a glowing circle on the floor, and Suma motioned Brik inside it. That was the radius of the portal’s power. If you stood outside it, you weren’t going anywhere. 

Suma didn’t bother with preamble. When she saw that we were in the zone, she pressed the icon, sending us to Sterona.

 

 

 

Seventeen

 

Jules had wanted to go with her parents today as they showed Brik around, but they’d asked her to stay on the ship, so she obeyed. She wandered the halls, tired of studying the confusing texts that made no sense to her, and bored with staring at the star maps, the images of the Zan’ra… all of it. 

She let out a sigh and continued on, moving slowly through the ship. Light was a state-of-the-art vessel, and she enjoyed the ambiance. The hallways were all bright, the walls and floors pristine. Every now and then, she spotted a cleaning robot or a maintenance man, mostly Shimmali people, but for the most part, it was so new that it sparkled. 

“Jules, there you are.” Dean jogged up to her from the opposite direction, and she instantly saw the worry on his brow. 

“What’s up?” she asked. 

“It’s Patty. I can’t find her.”

“What do you mean, you can’t find her? It’s a spaceship. She has to be here somewhere.”

Dean nodded, glancing over her shoulder. “She didn’t show up last night, and now I’m getting concerned. She’s been acting like a little snot the last while, have you noticed?”

Jules had a lot of opinions about the girl but wanted to keep them to herself. “She’s having a hard time adjusting.”

“If she’s seeing one of the crew, I’ll kill the guy.” Dean’s jaw muscles flexed as he bit down hard. 

“She’s not that stupid.” Jules wasn’t convinced if that was true or not. 

“Will you help me search for her?” Dean’s eyes were pleading, and Jules had no choice but to say she would. 

“Where should we start?” she asked. 

“Cafeteria. Then the coffee bar, maybe the pool, the library…” Dean was already off, walking quickly, and Jules hurried to catch up. 

They ended up at the mess hall soon after, but it was a ghost town at this off hour. Jules spotted Walo inside, and she waved, asking if the Padlog woman had seen Patty. She hadn’t, so they continued. 

The robot barista was no help, and Dean’s sister wasn’t there either. The pool had a giant Keppe man inside, swimming fast in splashing laps, and he swore there’d been no young human girl there for the last couple of hours. 

Dean was growing frazzled, and Jules didn’t blame him. Patty was his little sister, and her parents were off on a dangerous mission, leaving him in charge since he was over eighteen. In reality, her own mom and dad were supposed to be keeping an eye on her, but they were off on Sterona. 

“Library,” Dean said, leading her across the ship. Jules was getting quite the workout, and her legs began to burn by the time they entered the quiet space. Fontem was noticeably absent from his usual research spot, though there were a couple of books set out on his table. She walked over to them, eying the titles. She used a tablet translator on the strange text, and saw one referring to ancient beings. The book was dog-eared, and she flipped to it, seeing an image of a tall and broad being with long gray hair, a scaled face, and slotted eyes. Was this a Deity?

“She’s not here, Ju.” Dean ran his hands through his hair, puffing out his cheeks. 

“She has to be somewhere. We haven’t checked engineering.”

“She hates science.” Dean looked like he was almost ready to laugh at that, but held himself back. “What am I going to do with her?”

“Have you tried talking with her?”

“I do, but every time she makes some sassy remark, and I shout something in anger. This is not how I saw our relationship going.” He sat on the table, setting his feet on a chair. Jules slid up beside him. 

“She’s a handful, but maybe she’s calling out for help. Maybe she needs us more than ever.” Jules pictured the girl on their first ground mission at the Academy, and how she just ran off without a thought or care in the world. It was what eventually got her kicked out of the school, but it also had put her and Jules’ lives at risk. That was Patty, never worrying about the future or anyone but herself. 

“I swear, once we find her, I’m going to have a real talk, not the big bad brother routine again,” he said. 

“Then let’s keep going.” Jules rose, wishing she could stay and read the texts Fontem had laid out. She wondered where they’d been recovered. These books didn’t look like the ones from this library, unless he’d visited Regnig on Haven. 

An alarm rang out, a soft chime here in the library, but once they exited and were in the hallway, it grew louder. Red lights flashed every ten meters down the corridor, and Jules ran to a computer screen along the wall. She tapped a communication directly to the bridge, using her access code, and Loweck’s face appeared. 

“What is it, Jules?” She was flushed, her brows furrowed. 

“What’s happening?” Jules asked. 

Loweck ran a hand over her forehead. “The ship is gone.”

“The ship?” Dean asked from over Jules’ shoulder. 

“The Pleva Corp one we found. Someone took it. Left the hangar. I don’t have time to talk right now. We’re sending someone after them.” The screen faded, and Jules stared at the dark monitor. 

“Patty!” Dean shouted, racing ahead of her. 

Jules chased after him. How could Patty have accessed the Pleva Corp freighter and taken off in it, conveniently while her parents were away? 

By the time they reached the hangar, Jules was breathing hard, her lungs pushing out in exasperated shudders. Two guards stood at the door, shaking their heads at Dean. 

“Let us through,” Jules said, trying to compose herself after the sprint.

“We’ve been told to close it off,” a man said, arms crossed at his chest. 

Jules moved for the door, and the woman on the right side stepped in front of her. “How did someone get through here in the first place?” Jules asked, her tone accusing. 

“Uhm, it was between shifts, and… someone left a surprise for us at the office,” the man said, his posture no longer so stiff. 

“Is that so?” Jules asked. She was small, but a Gatekeeper, and the daughter of the captain. “So you take a bribe, are late for your shift, and then someone sneaks through and steals a ship.” Jules pointed down the corridor. “Go to the office, tell your supervisor you’re off duty awaiting recourse, and have them send another two guards.” 

The two glanced at one another, and the woman shook her head. “Harry, I told you we shouldn’t be late.”

“I haven’t eaten donuts in a long time. How was I to know it was a distraction? This was entrapment!” Harry said, but the fire was out of his gut. He stalked away, the woman berating him as they left. 

Dean entered the hangar first, and Jules searched for the Pleva Corp ship. It was gone. The left edge of the hangar was empty. She did notice a cargo bin lid off near where the ship had been parked, and she moved there now, wondering if it was a clue. 

She heard the noise before she saw the piece of clothing draped over the edge of the box, and she ran to the bin, finding Fontem inside. He was bleeding from a deep gash in his forehead, his eyes closed, but he was breathing. 

“Dean, help me pull him out.” Jules tugged under the man’s armpits, and Dean assisted, moving Fontem from inside the crate and onto the hard, shiny hangar floor. 

“What happened?” Dean asked Fontem, but he only groaned. “Was my sister there?”

Fontem nodded weakly, and whispered something so quiet, Jules almost couldn’t believe the words. “He’s free.”

 

____________

 

The building was as we’d left it, and Slate and I reminisced about finding little Suma stuck in the corridor connecting the towers together, way up here in the top of the high-rise. 

“Why did you have the portal room here?” Mary asked Brik. 

“I can’t recall. I was a kid when we left, and I had no idea something like this existed,” Brik said. 

“If they had a working portal, why didn’t they evacuate somewhere using it?” Slate asked. We’d always speculated that was how they’d left, not on colony ships.

“Maybe it wasn’t operating properly. Remember how we were stuck from this side, unable to leave?” Suma said, making a lot of sense. 

“Yes, that’s it. You could travel here, but not out. Not until we fixed it,” Slate suggested. 

We found the exit, the door battered on the outside by the drones that had chased us on that first visit to the world. Later, we’d reprogrammed them to work for us, but at that time, it had been a nightmare outsmarting them with what little we had at our disposal. 

The air was slightly acrid as we stepped out, and Brik went first, his eyes blinking quickly as he saw the city from this high vantage point. It was evening, but the electrical storm continued above us, sending flashes of light across the quiet and powered-down city. The lava ocean remained, the glowing red a constant reminder of why the people had left in the first place. 

“Carlino,” he said, the word not translating. 

“Is that the city name?” I asked, and he nodded. 

“That’s the name. It’s so… eerie.” 

“To you, it feels like a few years since you’ve been here, but it’s been much longer than that, Brik. It’s understandable to be unsettled out by the sight,” Suma told him. We followed the local man to the lift, and we tested it before adding our weight to the platform. No one had used this in quite some time, and it creaked as we stepped on it. 

Mary and I had battled here, and I peered to the wall near the doorway, seeing the scorch marks from her Iskios Vortex powers. Across the way, on the balcony of the building over, were more gashes, from the Theos-gifted abilities. It was almost like a dream recalling that day, and Mary’s gaze followed mine, she likely thinking the exact same thing as I was. 

The elevator descended as Slate used the lever, and soon we had lowered to the ground. I stood back, wondering what Brik wanted to see. He’d been silent on the subject but took the lead now. 

His words translated as he walked, and we listened closely to his discussion about the city. “This was the central hub of Carlino. The business quarter, if you will. We had industry around the country, and their head offices were all located in these towers. Is your way like this?”

I nodded. “Sure, most of our cities have a downtown region like this. On New Spero, each Terran site has their own central area full of high-rises and business towers.”

“Then we are not so different.” Brik followed the roads, and our suits’ lights powered up, brightening our path. “And you lived here for six of your months?”

“That’s right. If only we could have activated more of the metropolis.” Suma’s mouth formed a straight line. We’d tried hard to replicate the power grid we’d managed to crank on the first visit to the city, but had failed. We couldn’t bring one of the derelict ships to life either. Everything was too old, too worn from the harsh air and constant electrical storms, not to mention the barrage of rain that always threatened to sink the municipality. 

“That should have been simple enough,” Brik said. “But you’re lucky you didn’t do it. It was too dangerous.”

Suma stopped, placing a hand on her hip, and she tapped her foot impatiently. “Is that so? I thought you were just a kid. What could you have known about the power grid?”

“I was trained as a mechanical engineer on the colony ship. We were going to duplicate the grid structure on our new world, so I was well informed on the construction. You only need to fix the central stones. We disconnected them before leaving.” Brik continued down the block. 

I recognized the street now. It was the same one where the Pleva Corp bots had rolled after us when they’d arrived right before our rescue crew. I saw one that we’d blasted with our rifles, and walked over to it. The hole had entered its chest, rendering it useless. Slate gave it a light kick. 

Mary walked closer to me, and I noticed her hand settle on the gun at her hip. This place held a lot of fond memories for the four of us, but also a lot of trauma. 

“Where are you taking us?” Slate asked. 

“To my home.” Brik answered our questions as we went, and we walked like that for another hour before we arrived near the outer edge of the city. I remembered scouring this area before, the rain pouring on me as I searched for something… anything of use to us for our stay on Sterona. Brik stopped at a squat building, the house beige, the walls square and unappealing. 

“Is this it?” Mary asked softly, and the man nodded slowly, staring at it. 

“This was my childhood home.” He walked toward the door and pressed it open. The floor was wet inside, the ground musty and moldy. 

“Let’s give him a moment,” I suggested, and the others nodded, remaining outside. 

I glanced to the forking lightning as we waited, and wondered what had really caused this chaos on their world. Even Brik didn’t seem to know. 

He exited the home some time later, and he wore a solemn expression, but smiled nonetheless. “It was a delight visiting. Thank you for this gift.”

“It was our pleasure,” Suma said. “Now show us this power grid you were mentioning.”

 

____________

 

It was all becoming clear. Fontem was rushed to the medical bay, and Jules stood behind Loweck, who was leaned over the console in the security office. They’d worked backwards from the footage, starting with the hangar. 

“Let’s watch this again,” Loweck said, playing it at normal speed. The camera they used was over the hangar’s entrance, and aimed toward the far corner of the large open room. 

Patty arrived first, and Jules glanced at the Pleva Corp ship. The ramp was lowered, the lights on inside, and that’s where Fontem was, fiddling with the robots that Brik hadn’t been able to activate. 

The boy floated, hovering inside a blue energy shield, nearly the same as the one Jules had instinctively used, only the weave pattern was slightly different. Patty skipped along, moving toward the craft, and Jules heard an intake of Dean’s breath as they watched his sister enter it with the Zan’ra youth. Seconds later, Fontem was thrown from the ship. 

The boy lowered near the Terellion, and when Fontem reached in his pocket, Lan’i shot him with tendrils of energy, sending him crashing into the empty crates. That was where they’d found him.

“Fontem’s lucky he wasn’t killed,” Loweck said. 

The Pleva Corp vessel fired up, blue thrusters lifting it from the ground, before the main thrusters pushed it from the hangar’s exit. 

“Patty, what the hell are you doing?” Dean asked himself. “Where have they gone?”

Loweck tapped the console, asking Rivo on the bridge for an update. Rivo voice sounded tired and disappointed. “They escaped. No sign of them anywhere.”

Loweck’s palm slapped down hard on the table, and Dean paced the office, muttering to himself. 

“So this is the boy she’s been seeing? How is this even possible? That door’s locked!” Dean looked ready to punch something. 

Loweck switched the footage to the two of them moving through the corridors. They encountered a pair of crew members, and Lan’i sent them flying to the side, crumpling along the walls. Patty didn’t flinch as they continued on. This didn’t seem like her old friend. Patty could be selfish, but this was downright cruel. 

“Show us the vault on deck one.” Jules leaned forward, staring at the feed as Patty arrived. She glanced around before using a code on the keypad, the code only a few of them were supposed to have access to. “Looks like she had it.”

“Where were the guards?” Dean asked. 

Jules thought about it and remembered there was no one in sight the last time she and her father had visited him. She told Loweck this, and the head of security stood up angrily. “It’s my fault. I should have been keeping a closer eye on things. When we arrived, I placed a constant team of two to watch the door…” Her fingers moved over the keypad, switching menus, and soon she stopped, going silent. “The schedule’s been adjusted. Someone’s been in my system messing with things.” 

“I think it’s clear who did this.” Dean stood tall, hands on hips. “She’s always been smarter than people give her credit for, but this… I don’t know how or why she did it.”

“Can we see inside?” Jules asked, trying to recall if there was a camera in the holding room. 

Loweck shook her head. “It’s just a chemical storeroom that we’re keeping him in. There were never cameras on the plans.”

“She’s visited him before. You can tell. How did she deactivate the time field?” Jules asked, seeing the way the two of them looked at one another as they burst from the confines of the previously locked doorway. 

“He’s dangerous. I’m glad no one was hurt,” Loweck said. 

“No one? My little sister is with that… thing.” Jules cringed at the venom in Dean’s voice. Thing. Lan’i was like her, and it was clear what Dean thought of the boy.

“We have to stay calm. We’ll…” Loweck was cut off by Dean.

“Stay calm? We need to be searching for them!” 

“Dean…” Jules spoke softly. 

“Jeez. What about you? You’re his kind. Can you find him? Track him down somehow?” Dean asked, his gaze staring into her bright eyes. She felt his rage and wanted nothing more than to walk away and forget him in this state. 

“I don’t know how to try,” she admitted. “We’ll find a way.”

“I need a ship,” Dean said, moving for the exit. 

“No. You’re not leaving Light,” Loweck told him. “The captain will be back soon, and we’ll figure this out.” 

Dean appeared ready to argue, but he didn’t. Instead, he just stalked away from the security office. Loweck tapped the console and spoke into it. “Make sure no one enters the hangars. No one. Good. Thank you.”

“I hope your parents return quickly,” Loweck told Jules. 

So do I. Jules closed her eyes, trying to see if she could sense the Zan’ra, but there was nothing tugging on her mind.

 

 

 

Eighteen

 

Surprisingly, we’d never been to the main power grid sector of the city. It wasn’t in the center, as we’d expected. It was outside of town, closer to the forests and freshwater lakes, and it took us another hour to arrive. As much as I was enjoying being on a ship like Light, there was something invigorating about walking on Sterona, feeling the breeze on my face as the sun began its slow rise. 

The suit was keeping my body warm, since the air was cool at this hour, and we neared the building, which was nothing more than a single-story nondescript cube. 

“This is it?” Suma asked. 

“That’s right.” Brik reached for the handle and turned the lever. “My uncle used to work here. Gave me the tour a few times. It’s what made me want to enter the field in the first place.”

It was dark inside, and our suits sent wide beams of white light into the cramped area. “Doesn’t look like much.” Slate peered around, picking up a multi-limbed tool. “Hey, boss. Remember this thing?” 

Suma laughed, recalling our first time using the grease gun years ago. “Now I understand.” She moved to the middle of the room and shuffled a few boxes out of the way. A hatch sat there, slightly ajar. “The system is below ground.”

Brik nodded. “That’s right.” He tugged the hatch open, the old metal hinges groaning in protest. It fell over with a clatter, causing me to jump at the noise. The opening was pitch black, and I thought of the massive monsters we’d faced underground. 

Slate appeared to be thinking the same thing. “Who’s first?” He grinned at me. 

Brik didn’t hesitate. “I’ll go.” He started down the metal rungs, his bootsteps loudly echoing in the chamber below as he traversed the ladder. Slate went next, followed by me, then Mary, and lastly Suma. There were about thirty rungs, and I hopped down the last couple, landing with a bang. 

“This is it…” Slate whistled as our flashlights found the central power source. It was the same crystals as the smaller one had been. Brik moved to the edge of the room, flipping on a switch, and lights cascaded from the high ceiling. 

“How does that still work?” Suma asked him. 

“Stored energy in these stones.” Brik moved a panel in a shiny metal box, showing some glowing blue crystals encased in glass. 

A giant gemstone sat in the middle of the room, the bright lights sending rainbows over the dusty dark floor. It called to me, and I walked over, setting a gloved hand on it. Even dark and absent of its glow, I felt the vibrations it was giving off. “This powers the city?” I asked. 

“Mostly. It sends power to the other sites, like the rudimentary grid you activated years ago,” Brik told me. 

“Can we get this running?” Suma asked. 

“I don’t think I should,” Brik replied. 

“Why’s that?” 

“I haven’t been fully truthful,” Brik said, and I squinted at him, wondering what he was talking about.

“Brik, what are you keeping from us?” I asked. 

“We were told not to talk about this part of our past.” Brik averted his stare, looking to the crystal rather than me. 

“You can tell us. We’re your friends,” Mary assured him. “What are you hiding?”

Brik sat down on an old chair, the springs complaining loudly. “We caused the electrical storms.”

“With this?” Suma pointed at the stone. 

Brik nodded. “I suppose there’s no harm in telling you.”

We gathered around, sitting on various things, me opting for a waist-high crate full of tools, and waited for him to tell the story. 

“We were attacked.”

Slate perked up at this. “By who?”

“They came one year, telling us we had to leave this world behind. That they were taking it from us. They had ships… a fleet, even. They were stronger than us, more powerful and trained in the art of war. We are a peaceful people. You can see that, right?” Brik asked, his face pleading. 

“Yes, Brik, we understand,” Mary told him. 

“Do not think less of us for what we did.” Brik’s gaze settled on the crystal again. 

“You turned it to a weapon,” I whispered, and he nodded. 

“They gave us time to vacate: twenty-five years. Some thought they were bluffing; others spent the time we were given to create a defense. They didn’t want to leave Sterona and refused to be bullied from our planet.”

“What happened?” Slate leaned forward, resting his palms on his knees. 

“We left, but the one faction still wanted to set a trap for the newcomers. If we couldn’t have the world, neither could they. The enemy arrived as we departed, right on time, and the weapon was deployed. The energy sent a barrier over our atmosphere, destroying their ships as they entered. Once it was over, the electrical storms remained.

“After a while, it was safe enough to pass through and into orbit, but not before all three of the enemy ships had been destroyed. Of course, we were already leaving.”

“Did anyone suggest you return home? I mean, the bullies were gone,” Slate said. 

“We considered it, but there were far more in their fleet. This was but one envoy,” Brik told us. 

“So you disabled the weapon and left. But you escaped the bad guys and found a new home. It sounds like it worked out for you,” I told him, glad to have a better understanding of just what had taken place on Sterona. 

Mary smiled at me, grabbing my hand, but Slate had one more question. “Who were they? This race that came charging in making demands of you?”

Brik swallowed hard and met Slate’s stare. “The Arnap.”

My pulse raced, and I tapped the translator, making sure it was working properly. “Did you say Arnap?”

“That’s correct. They were clear about that.”

Slate rose, and we all followed suit. “What is it?” Brik asked. 

“Our friends Magnus and Nat are on a mission right now. One they told us was extremely dangerous,” I told Brik. 

“What does that have to do with my story?”

“Magnus said that there was a race that committed genocide on a planet’s population, and he was being sent in Horizon to investigate the allegations. The race’s name was the Arnap.” I headed for the door, anxious to speak with our friends about the new information we’d just gathered. 

 

____________

 

Once we arrived at the portal high above the city square, we had a decision to make. “Do we head directly to Horizon?” I asked, searching for their symbol on the portal table. 

“Boss, first we should return home first, then drop Brik off,” Slate said, and I nodded, agreeing with the plan. 

A minute later, we were inside the portal room on Light, walking for the exit. As soon as we pressed into the corridor, we were greeted by two of Loweck’s bulky Keppe security guards. “Captain, the bridge requests your attention.”

“What is it?” Alarms rang out softly through the halls.

“I’ll let the chief of security advise you on that,” the first guard said, leading us toward the bridge. Brik trailed along, and I didn’t stop him. The trek took a few minutes, but felt like an hour with so many things racing through my mind. Was it Jules? Had we stumbled on something terrible?

The bridge doors slid open, and Loweck stood near the entrance, arms crossed. She appeared relieved at seeing us. Slate hugged her, and she pressed him away. “Captain, the ship is gone. The boy and Patty took it.”

“What? What ship? What boy?” I asked, following her to her console. Sergo buzzed, and Walo rose from Suma’s seat as we approached. 

“You have to see this for yourself,” Loweck said, pointing to the viewscreen. The camera feed was of our hangar, and I watched the ship, the ramp extended, the lights on inside. Patty entered the hangar, and I could swear she glanced at the camera, smiling. Then Lan’i appeared, floating in a blue energy sphere, moving quickly for the landed vessel. 

My heart pounded hard in my chest. “When was this?”

“A few hours ago,” Loweck said. 

“Why didn’t you come and tell us?” I asked, furious as I saw Fontem being tossed like an old rag. 

“Because no one was hurt… badly.”

“Fontem’s okay?” Mary asked, and Loweck assured us he was fine, with minor injuries. 

A thought entered my mind, and I chided myself for not asking sooner. “Where’s Jules?”

“She’s with Dean. They’re… he wanted to go after them, but she’s calmed him down. Then he wanted to go to Horizon, but we kept him away.” Loweck frowned as we watched the ship leaving the hangar. 

“And what happened there? This kid knew how to fly a Pleva Corp freighter?” Slate asked. 

“Seems that way.” Suma leaned over, pausing the image. “Where are they now?”

Loweck sighed. “We lost them. Quickly. We should have been able to chase them down.”

The ship had a blue light around it. “I think he might have added something to it with his… powers. Probably why you couldn’t track it.”

“What are we going to do?” Walo’s voice was high, nervous. 

I stood straight-backed, certain this was an important precipice of our mission. On one hand, we needed to deliver Brik to his people; on the other, the Zan’ra was gone from our ship, with Magnus and Natalia’s daughter with him. Add to it the recent news about this Arnap race that Horizon was going to meet, and we had a real mixed bag of disasters all at once. 

“We’re going to leave the Zan’ra for the moment.” 

“Captain, I don’t think we should be letting this… Lan’i escape. You’ve seen what he’s capable of.” Slate said it quietly, as not to openly question my commands, only now wasn’t the time. 

“My orders stand. Someone find Jules. Tell her and Dean to meet me at the portal.” I watched the screen, the hangar empty on the right half, Fontem lying inside a crate along the far edge of the room. 

“Captain, I still think…” 

I cut Slate off with a hand in front of me. “Be on alert for Lan’i’s return, and continue on a slow course for the Ginda system, at least until we have a better handle on things,” I ordered, and stalked from the room, no one muttering a word in opposition. Mary was on my trail, catching up to me as we exited the bridge. 

“Dean, stop for a moment.” She grabbed my arm, spinning me around. “We’ll figure this out.”

I gave her a clipped nod. “We just lost our friends’ daughter, the same girl we were tasked with caring for on our ‘simple and safe’ mission.” My strength seeped from my body, and I leaned against the wall. “What are we going to tell them?”

“The truth. I’ll be there with you. Come on. Jules and Dean are probably waiting for us.” Mary urged me forward, and I joined her, dreading the upcoming conversation for many reasons. 

 

____________

 

“Once we see your parents, we’ll have a plan, okay?” Jules set a hand on Dean’s chest, the touch a little more intimate than their normal contact. His gaze was settled on the floor, his eyes puffy and red. Dean was used to being the strong hero, being at the top of everything he did, but she understood how helpless he felt at this moment, because it was the exact same thing she was going through. 

“How could she do this?” Dean asked. 

“We’re going to find out. For all we know, Lan’i tricked her, used his powers to manipulate her,” Jules suggested. 

“Is that what you do?” His question felt innocuous enough, but there was an edge to it, and she staggered away from him as if he’d cut her. 

“I… No, Dean, I don’t use my abilities to alter people’s perceptions. Can you stop taking his actions out on me?” She shoved him hard, and he didn’t even retaliate. To her surprise, he pulled her in, hugging her closely. Her head burrowed into his shoulder, and he kissed the top of her hair. She didn’t move, didn’t breathe, scared to break the spell he was under. 

“Jules!” Papa’s voice called, and she felt Dean’s strong arms release her quickly as he stepped back, clearing his throat. 

“Papa, Mom.” She flung herself at them, squeezing each of them tightly. 

“Dean, we’re so sorry about Patty. We will find her, I promise you,” Papa told the young man, and he appeared to perk up at Captain Dean Parker’s assurance. 

“Where are we going?” Dean asked, glancing at the portal’s entrance down the corridor. 

“To see your parents. We found something out about their mission, and we need to discuss Patty with them,” her mom stated. 

“We’re wasting time. Patty’s getting farther away from us,” Dean pleaded, but Jules could tell Papa wasn’t in the mood to argue his directives. She’d seen that look a thousand times. 

“They’re hidden from our sensors. The best thing we can do is track her steps from this week and see what we can learn. Jules and Regnig will meet and see what they can decipher about the Zan’ra people. And there’s also the symbol… I’m thinking that if you have a compulsion to visit that planet, Lan’i might as well. The Deity…”

“What the hell are you guys talking about? Zan’ra, Deities, some planet? I feel like I need a translator!” Dean was pacing in front of the portal room, the guards shifting nervously on their feet. 

“There are some things we haven’t told you, but only because we’re just scratching the surface of understanding them. You have to understand, Jules is …” Papa started to say, but Dean only nodded along. 

“I know. Jules is important. So is my sister, Captain. This is all my fault.” He stopped pacing, clenching his jaw tight. 

“It’s no one’s fault, Dean. We’re Gatekeepers, and we have to let the emotions of this mission go. We need to focus on the problem and use strategic thinking to develop a solution. Then we’ll go through the steps to locate and rescue your sister, okay?” Jules’ mom said. 

“You’re right. I’m sorry, Ju. I’ve been such a jerk.” Dean stared at her. 

“I totally understand.” 

Papa whispered something to the two guards, and they stepped aside. The moment Jules saw the portal stone, her instincts kicked in, and she was drawn to it… to that planet… 

“Jules, are you coming?” Papa broke the spell, and she slowly stepped past the barrier, into the circle around the table. 

When the four of them were inside, Jules watched her father find Horizon’s symbol. The crystal glowed a bright and hot green, energy emanating from it in waves. Jules was connected to the crystals, and she felt the same rush entering her body. Papa pressed the icon, and she closed her eyes, waiting to be transported, but when she opened them, they were still on Light.

“What’s the matter? Did you do it right?” Mary asked. 

“Do it right? Have I ever screwed up pressing an icon?” her dad asked, and shrugged. “Maybe I did. Let’s try this again.”

Nothing. 

Dean’s face paled, and Jules joined her dad on the other side of the stone. She set a hand on the crystal below the clear glass table and let her powers course from her core into her fingertips and beyond. She’d been a little girl when she’d fixed the crystals, allowing them to be used without the sacrificed life of the Theos inside. Before the Theos, the portals had been dormant for centuries, likely millennia, but Jules had managed to remedy that. 

With her strength, they’d changed from the blue color to green, the color of her eyes. The blue… the color of Lan’i’s eyes. It all became clear. He’d been the one to activate the system last, before her. She wondered if the stones had ever been colored purple or orange, like the other two of the four remaining Zan’ra. 

Jules heard the others in the room asking questions, but she ignored them, searching for the one symbol that mattered at the moment: Horizon’s. 

“It’s gone.” She didn’t even realize she’d spoken out loud until she heard Dean’s young voice, thick with emotion. 

“What do you mean, gone?” 

“I can’t find it.”

“Horizon is gone?” Dean asked, and Jules lifted her palm from the crystal, breaking the connection. 

“That’s not certain, but the portal has been deactivated,” she told them. 

Papa’s eyes were wide as he stared at Mary. Her mom’s color had drained as well. 

“The Arnap,” her dad said.

“Don’t jump to conclusions. We know nothing,” Mary told them. 

Jules stood still, unsure what to do. There were too many mysteries, too many things that had gone wrong at the same moment, and three of the people she cared about most in the universe were in the room with her. She was suddenly grateful that Hugo was safely stowed away with Karo on Haven. 

“Captain, don’t you have the communicator? The one my father has the other side of?” Dean asked. 

“Yeah, Papa. We can retrieve it,” Jules said. “We’re already here. We can jump to Earth and grab the communicator.”

Papa shook his head. “I don’t know. We haven’t used that in years. I’d have to find out if he still has it.”

Dean nodded. “He does. It’s in their room, on the desk. He’s always keeping an eye on it in case you need him.”

Jules’ heart sank. Her father and Magnus were so close, and she imagined him going missing was an ache like Dean felt for Patty. 

“What do we do?” Papa asked his wife. 

Her mother stared at him, her mind clearly racing beneath her calm demeanor. “You stay here, talk to Fontem. Learn what he was doing on that ship, and see what else he can tell you. He has to be keeping something from us. I’ll take the kids to Earth and get the communicator.”

Her dad peered over at Jules and waved her over. He whispered in her ear, “The device that Professor Thompson used. You know the one?”

Jules nodded, remembered only too clearly the crystal band strapped to the man’s arm that had sucked her powers from her. “Yes.”

“Bring it back with you. I have a feeling we’re going to need it.” Her dad hugged her again, then her mother, and lastly Dean. He held the embrace with the boy who’d been named after him when Uncle Magnus and Auntie Natalia had thought Mary and Dean were dead. He patted the younger man on the shoulder and headed for the door. 

“Be careful and return straight away. We have a lot to discuss with the crew when you return.” Papa gave them one last tired smile and left the room. 

Her mom found the icon for Earth, and pressed it.

 

 

 

Nineteen

 

Fontem was in a private room tucked at the rear of the medical bay. The Shimmali doctor admitted me without question, and a Molariun nurse sneaked by me as I entered Fontem’s temporary quarters. He appeared to be sleeping, but as the door shut, I noticed his eyes blink open. 

“Dean?” he asked, trying to sit up. 

“Don’t strain yourself.” I stood by the bed, peering over the man, trying to see where his injuries were. His leg was sticking out of the blanket; a fresh pink scar ran along his left shin where the doctor had sealed the wound. He’d hit his head hard, and another scar ran across his forehead, but with modern technology, I suspected any visible markings would be healed within a couple of days. 

“Did they stop him?” Fontem asked. “No one’s telling me anything. They just shoved me in here and won’t answer my questions.”

“That’s because you were injured. And no, we didn’t catch him. What were you doing on the ship?” I saw a chair near the wall and slid it over, the feet dragging loudly across the tile. 

“Brik and I had spoken about the robots, and he’d been unable to activate any of them. You were curious as to their programming functions, so I brought a tool with me… something that would spark them to life.” Fontem grinned, but it quickly turned to a grimace as he shifted up in the bed to speak with me. 

I leaned in, getting closer. “Where did you find this tool?” 

He must have noticed his slip, because he tried to backpedal. “It was nothing special. I made it.”

“Are you telling me you made some special robot revival device on board my ship?” If Fontem did have access to his other artifact cache, I wanted to find out how, but I’d save the inquisition for later. 

“Sure. I’ve always been good with my hands.”

“And did it work?”

“Yes. I found a way to power up one of the bots, but only had a chance to plug into it with the diagnostic tablet before that young man entered the freighter and tossed me to the side like a piece of trash.” Fontem’s voice grew thicker, deeper, and I saw anger burning in his eyes. 

“Wait. You plugged one into it?”

“That’s correct.” 

“Where’s the tablet?” I asked. 

He shrugged. 

“Is it on the ship?”

“It was in my pocket.”

I burst from the room, finding the nurse. “Was there anything on the patient when he arrived?”

“Just his clothes. We put them…” She pointed to a bin near the exit, and I ran to it, grabbing the jumpsuit Fontem had been wearing in the image. One pant leg was torn, and blood crusted the cloth, but I found the hard-plastic tablet inside the jumpsuit’s front pouch. I slid it free and tapped it, the backlight flashing on. The screen was cracked but still operational. 

I returned to his room, sitting firmly in the chair, and his gaze registered what I was trying to do. “You can track the other end of the diagnostic plug.”

“That’s what I’m intending.” My fingers soared over the screen, finding the proper menu, before it appeared as a dot on a massive star map. I used my thumb and two fingers to expand the view, zooming in. It also showed our location, a bright green pin on the map. The freighter was moving away from us, closer and closer to our final destination of the wormhole. “They’re heading for the same place we are.”

Fontem grabbed at the tablet, looking for himself. “What are you not sharing with me, Dean?”

“Have you heard of the Arnap?” I asked, hoping he hadn’t, wishing they were nothing but a bad dream, someone long gone from the universe, but he nodded. 

“I know of them.”

“What are they like?” I drummed my fingers on my knee like I’d consumed too much coffee. 

“Bad. They’re ruthless.”

“Can you expand on that?” 

Fontem asked for some water, and I went to the wall, filling a plastic cup, and passed it to him. He drank deeply before setting it on the table beside him, and he smacked his lips. “That’s better.”

“The Arnap?” I urged him. 

“Right. They’ve been a thorn in many races’ sides for a long time. I’m surprised to hear no one’s wiped them out yet,” he told me. “Why haven’t you brought them up before? You told me about the Kraski, then the Bhlat, but… I didn’t even think to mention the Arnap to you. I only assumed one of those other powerhouses did away with them.”

“I know next to nothing about them, to be honest. Only that Magnus and Natalia were heading for a world they were rumored to have visited, and now we’ve lost contact with them.” 

From the look on Fontem’s face, this wasn’t a good thing. “The Arnap never lose a battle,” he told me in a hushed whisper. 

“The Ritair of Sterona stopped them. They lost their own world in the process, but they fended off the Arnap ships before leaving.” I clasped my hands in my lap and waited for him to reply. 

His lips were pursed, and he rubbed the healing line on his forehead. “I mean it. They never lose.”

“I think you’re wrong, and when we find the Ritair and drop Brik off, I’ll show you.” 

“I hope you’re right, and for your friends’ sakes, I truly hope the Arnap were gone when Horizon arrived, and that the reason you’ve lost contact is for another reason. What of this boy and the stolen Pleva Corp vessel?” Fontem turned the tablet toward me. 

“We follow them toward the wormhole. He’s one of them, isn’t he? The Zan’ra we’ve been speaking of?”

Fontem nodded. “I would have to agree.”

“Meaning my Jules is as well.”

“That’s correct.”

“There are two others. Do we risk finding them? Should I stop them in order to protect my daughter?” I stared at Fontem, and he didn’t respond right away. 

“I can’t say for sure, Dean. But if there’s a Deity on the planet with the Zan’ra symbol, I would suggest preventing it from being awoken at all costs,” he warned. 

“What would happen?”

“From what I’ve read… the end of the universe as we know it.”

“Great. Nothing like a little ominous pressure to motivate us.” I rose, patting Fontem on his good leg. “Thanks for the information. If you have anything else that would assist us, give me a call… and heal up.”

“Thank you, Dean. You’re a good friend.” He paused, looking like he had something else to say, but his lips pressed together and he shifted further in the bed, turning his head away from me. 

I left, his words echoing in my mind. 

The end of the universe. 

 

____________

 

They hadn’t expected to be stopped as they entered Giza from the pyramid’s exit. The sun was high and bright, the air dry and hot. Jules swallowed hard as the Bhlat forces stalked toward them, guns in hands. 

Behind them, a human guard stood, unarmed and shaking her head. 

Mary stepped in front of the two newly-appointed Gatekeepers and crossed her arms. “What do you think you’re doing?”

The Bhlat soldiers were massive, their chests broad, their clothing a mixture of tanned leather and metal armor. These two had long hair braided in tight rows. The lead male lowered his weapon, speaking in rough English. 

“The Empress wishes words with you.” The other’s gun remained lifted, but not aiming at any of them. Dean stepped forward, as if he was going to confront them, but Jules grabbed his wrist, holding him back. 

“We don’t have time for this. We need to get to the communicator,” Dean muttered. 

Mary turned to face Jules, and her face relayed the potential danger here. Jules was prepared for battle, if it came to that. 

“Where is she?” Mary asked, glancing around the promenade. The other massive pyramids flanked them, the Sphinx proud in its resting position in the distance, and Jules admired the magnificent sites, even while scanning for the Empress’ retinue. 

The lead soldier pointed to the floating base the Bhlat had left on Earth when they’d all but vacated the planet, returning it to Jules’ father and the rest of humanity. It had been a nice gesture, but the fact that they still felt the need to return and show force on occasion left Jules feeling uneasy about the transaction. 

“Fine, but this has to be quick.” Mary pushed between the soldiers, and Jules trailed after her mom, amazed to see this strong and daunting side of her mother. She was being a real badass, and Jules liked this side of her. 

Dean caught up, his bootsteps kicking up dirt and sand from the hard-packed ground. Jules knew the guy just wanted to reach out to his father, but they’d arrive soon enough, one way or another. She told him as much, and he gave her a little smile, telling her he was going to be okay. 

The floating structure had a hover-lift on the ground, and two more soldiers waited by it, opening the rail as the three Gatekeepers approached. They were in uniform, but not the armored EVA, and Jules had a moment, wondering if they’d been remiss to enter the portal without wearing protection. 

It was Earth, and they were only traveling to her parents’ house, but there were always lurking dangers. Her mother did have a pulse pistol, and Jules had access to her powers, so that set her at ease as the lift rose from the ground quickly, the air rushing against her face, until it stopped jarringly fast and another soldier opened the rail, allowing them to step onto the metal platform. 

From here, they could see the entire landscape. The businesses set up outside the pyramids were long vacated, most demolished by the Bhlat when they’d first taken over the area years before Jules was born. Everything held a tinge of a muted brown tone, and she tried to spot a single tree or patch of grass, but couldn’t.

The others were already walking away from her, and Jules rushed to reach them as they approached the palace. It had an immense round glass dome on top, and Jules glanced up at the tall arched doorway as they entered. 

The Empress stood on the far side of the foyer, speaking quietly with another Bhlat female, the other woman with red eyes much like the Empress’. The powerful woman wore a colorful robe, her braids thick and lengthy. 

“Mary Parker.” The Empress remained standing where she was, commanding the three of them move to her. Her mother did so hesitantly. 

“Hello, Empress. We do have pressing business, so we’d appreciate…”

“I hear the Arnap have returned,” the Empress said quickly, cutting off Jules’ mother. 

“When did you find out?” Jules asked, and the woman’s eyes snapped to meet her stare. 

“Jules Parker. It is nice to see you.” The Empress moved her hand toward Jules, softly running a long finger over her cheek. Papa had admitted he didn’t like Jules being near the dangerous woman, even if they did have an understanding. She emanated strength unlike anyone Jules had met. 

“How did you know about the Arnap?” Dean asked, and she only smiled at him like he was an insolent child. 

“Come with me. We have a lot to discuss.” The Empress peered at the soldiers milling about, and smiled again. “In private.”

Her office was comfortable and large, red crystals glowing from the far wall. Jules took an offered seat on a deep plush couch, Dean sitting beside her. Mary took a harder chair opposite the Empress, and no one spoke for a moment, until the Empress finally broke the silence. 

“I have my fingers on the pulse… always. I know about the Collector” – she glanced at Jules – “and about the Academy.” It was Dean’s turn for her hard red-eyed stare. “And I am aware of most Alliance council decisions before they happen.”

“Is that so?” Jules’ mom asked. “Then fill us in with your infinite wisdom.”

“The Arnap have indeed returned, but not in such a common sense of the word. They have been in hiding this entire time, recovering from their losses. The Bhlat and this particular enemy have a long-standing feud. As you can understand, we were both strong, attempting to expand our reaches. Of course, we were younger and more ambitious a long time ago, and they were the predecessor. The race that parents told their children about to manipulate them to behave. ‘If you don’t complete your studies, the Arnap will come and hurt our people’.” The Empress flashed a smile.

“Then why have we never heard of them?” Mary asked. 

“Because humans are but infants in space,” she said. 

“And the Alliance? None of them know of this old enemy of the Bhlat?” Dean asked. 

“Some might, but many fear speaking their name will make them return. Either way, they’ve been active, a few on Udoon Station, some at the Tri-System Station, even. They’ve kept their ears open and their eyes peeled, recovering from their losses and attempting to recoup a place in the universe. Now they’ve began their attacks, and from our experience, they won’t stop until they dominate once again.”

“Why didn’t you tell us sooner?” Mary asked. “I thought we were allies.”

“We are, my dear, but we had no substantiated reason to consider them a threat. If they’ve committed genocide against someone, we will join you in the battle. Send me the coordinates,” the Empress said. 

This eased Jules’ mind slightly. They had someone to rely on if they needed it, beyond the usual Alliance fleet. The Bhlat had donated a few warships to the Alliance, as they held the largest and most terrifying force of all their partners. 

“I’ll send them as soon as I can. I didn’t bring the location with me. Come to think of it, no one has shared it with us.” Her mom frowned, fidgeting with her hands. 

“We’ll join you in battle.”

“My parents might have been attacked,” Dean told her. 

This grabbed the Empress’ attention. “Is that so?”

“The portal… it’s not working,” Dean said quietly. 

Jules saw it then, the flash of recognition, the comprehension of a fate that might have befallen Dean’s parents, and it was clear the Empress attempted to slough it off. “They’re probably fine. The portals are fickle.” 

Only Jules didn’t agree. She was connected with them, and that portal stone no longer existed. She was sure of it. “Can you send us anything you have on the Arnap?” Jules asked. “Their anatomy and weaknesses? What are their ships capable of? Where do they hail from? Patterns in planets they ambushed… any details would be a lot of help.”

“I can do that. Look at you, Jules Parker. All grown up.” 

Jules averted her eyes from the hard stare and rose when her mother did. “Thank you for the warning and offer for assistance. I hope to not have to call on you, but I’ll send the location regardless.”

“Allow me to see you out.” The Empress stood, guiding them to the exit. 

 

____________

 

The trip in the shuttle took too long, and Jules’ nerves were fried by the time they landed near their farmhouse. She’d forgotten it was winter here, even though her dad had warned them about it. Her mom parked them on the grass, not bothering with the landing pad, and Jules climbed from the ship. It was dark out, and the air had a strong bite to it as they entered their house. 

Her mom disarmed the alarm, and Jules peeked around, feeling instant comfort at seeing their home. This was her real house, the one she thought of whenever someone mentioned the word home. It was the same place her father had grown up, and this was where most of her happiest memories were. Riding horses, learning to read on the porch, celebrating her young birthdays. There were a lot of times when she missed their place on New Spero, the one where they’d lived beside Magnus and Natalia, with little Dean and his sister playing in the yard with the dogs chasing after them. 

Suddenly, a wave of sadness poured over her as the memories flipped through her mind. Dean stood still, unmoving in the kitchen, and Jules tried to picture him as the quiet and fun little kid he’d been. Patty used to be so loving, such a great friend. She’d been a year older than Jules, but it hadn’t stopped her from treating the other like they were best friends, even from such a young age. 

To her, Jules was normal, a great person and a sister, not a freak with glowing eyes. Things would never be the same. Jules thought about Fontem’s explanation of the time travel Delineator, and understood it better now than before. They could go back, even in their minds, but nothing about it would ever change their present. It was better to not even think about the way things were, because that time no longer existed. 

“Mom...”

“Yes?” Her mom wrapped an arm over her shoulder, pulling her in. 

“I’m scared.”

“I know. So am I.”

“Where is the communicator?” Dean asked firmly. 

“I have to go outside first. Only I can go through,” Jules said, and Dean nodded as if this made complete sense. “Stay here, and I’ll be right back.”

She left them in the kitchen and threw a sphere around herself the moment she returned to the cold porch. The energy barrier kept her warm, and she floated around the house, finding the padlock where her dad had left it. She unzipped the jumpsuit and tugged out a chain that hung around her neck. On the end was a locket, and she opened it, gripping the tiny padlock key inside. She used it to open the old-world metal lock and lifted the wooden cellar door. 

She floated through it, feeling the barrier as she passed through. Her biometrics were programmed to gain access, and she lowered to the ground, boots settling on the dirt floor under the back of their house. The cellar was musty, and there was water damage near the door. She’d have to tell her dad about that. He’d want to fix the leak. 

The portal doors were placed along the wall, and she took a deep breath, walking through it. And just like that, she found herself in the secret hold on the old ship where Papa had fought Lom of Pleva. Jules crawled through the opening in the side, and into the cargo room. She found the crates as her dad had left them, and tried to imagine some clone of her father here. The idea made her nervous, and she hurried to the bins, eager to leave and return to her mom in their house. 

She listened for sounds of anyone inside the ship, but unless the clone had returned, that would be impossible. Jules found the right cargo bin and punched in the code her father had made her commit to memory. The lock snapped open, and she sorted through the box, finding the clamshell-shaped communicator. Instead of testing it, she shoved it into her pocket, and she spotted the other device she’d been asked to retrieve. It was wrapped in a cloth, and her hand rested on the tool. 

“Ja’ri.” The voice startled her, and she spun, searching for the source. 

“Who’s there?” Her sphere reappeared, and she sent a surge of energy into her fingertips, waiting to use the immense force if necessary. 

“Ja’ri, it really is you.” Her voice was gentle, like a babbling brook, and Jules stepped toward the small shadow. 

“Who… are you?” Jules walked around the stacked crates and saw the orange eyes, the short legs, the stocky arms. The girl was only four feet tall, and her face was young, round, and kind. 

“You don’t remember me?” she asked. Her voice held an unfamiliar accent.

“I don’t. I’m not sure I’m the same Ja’ri you think I am.” Jules moved back a few steps, letting her walk into the light. Her eyes were bright orange, like two burning suns. 

“You are Ja’ri, or I wouldn’t have found you. And I am Dal’i. We’ve been reawakened,” she told Jules, who realized this girl wasn’t really there. She was transparent, a faded image rather than solid and concrete.

The others were waiting for her, and Jules needed to get Dean the communicator so he could attempt to reach his father, but this… 

“Where are you located?” Jules asked her. The girl’s hair was cut short, dark spikes stood to the side, and she smiled at the question. 

“Far away.”

“How did you project yourself?”

“We don’t have much time, I’m afraid.”

Jules shook her head. Dal’i was fading faster now, and Jules stepped closer. “What are we?”

The voice was soft, distant. “We are all that remains… stop O’ri… all costs.” Then she was gone, vanished from the room. 

Jules grabbed the cloth-wrapped device with shaking hands and opened it up, finding the five crystal shards connected by thin wires. Professor Thompson had used this to stop her, stealing her powers a few years ago, and Jules folded it up again, tucking it beside the communicator. 

At least she had a weapon to fight this Lan’i with, should it come to that.

 

 

 

Twenty

 

“You waited until now?” I asked, and Dean nodded, pressing the communicator into my palm. They looked exhausted, especially Jules, who’d shocked us by recalling a story of one of the Zan’ra visiting her on the distant ship. I felt uneasy about the fact that Jules could somehow project herself in the same fashion, and wondered how many other things she was capable of. 

“I couldn’t use the communicator. It should be you, Captain,” Dean said. We were in the meeting room on Light, which Slate fondly referred to as the War Room, and we piled in now: Suma, Slate, Loweck, and myself with Dean, Mary, and Jules. It had been far too long since any of us had slept, but we had to attempt contact with Magnus. 

“Then let’s make this quick.” I gripped the communicator, activating it. Magnus had the other end, and I hoped like hell he was going to reply. I turned it on, facing the others as I spoke into it. “Magnus, this is Dean… Parker.” I cleared my throat, feeling more nervous than I expected. “Are you there? We have reason to believe you’re in danger, and I need to speak with you.” We waited, but there wasn’t always an immediate response. 

“I’ll stay for a while, see if he hears it. I think the rest of you should get some sleep. Slate, what’s our status?” I asked my commander. 

“We’re still tracking the stolen freighter using the diagnostic tablet from Fontem, and he does seem to be taking her toward the Ginda system. Other than that, the crew is prepared for battle. Sarlun has relayed the coordinates of Horizon’s destination through to the Empress, and sent a copy here.” Slate stood with arms crossed over his chest, and I nodded. 

“Good work. Can you send my personal line the details as well? I’d like to have them at my disposal.” 

“You bet, boss.”

Everyone started to leave, and I locked gazes with Dean. “Do you want to stay with me for a while?”

Magnus’ son said he would, and I caught him glancing at Jules. She gave him a worried nod, and he returned it before she left with the others. Once the door was shut, I pointed to a chair around the large boardroom table, indicating he should sit. He did. 

“You want something to drink? A beer?” I asked, and he looked surprised. Tired, but astonished. 

“Uhmmm… sure.” 

I set the communicator on the table and walked to the fridge, finding a few cold ones stacked among the water bottles and other various beverages. I took out two of my favorites and popped the tops, passing one to Dean. 

“Are you sure? I’m only eighteen.”

I laughed, sitting down beside him. “I had my first beer with my dad when I was seventeen. There was a crazy storm, and half of the farm was flooded. We spent eight hours pumping pools of gathering storm water away from the house into the garden and the trees beyond our property line, and by the end of it, we were soaked to the bone, my teeth chattering nonstop.

“When we made it inside, I noticed there was a leak in the ceiling, and my mother set a pot to catch the dripping water. Back outside we went, and an hour later, we had a tarp secured to the seeping shingles. 

“My dad didn’t even ask; he just wrung himself out on the porch, walked inside, and grabbed us two silver cans, passing me one without comment. He clinked my can with his and went upstairs. My mother scowled for a moment and handed me a towel, kissing me on the cheek. 

“We worked hard that day, and I’ll never forget it.” I tapped my bottle to Dean’s, and he took a sip. 

“You miss him?” 

“My old man? Sure. All the time. It’s been so long, but I do think about him a lot.”

“I don’t want to lose my parents,” Dean said, suddenly looking five years younger. 

“You won’t, son. We’re going to find them. The Bhlat are here for us, and Jules will be around to assist whenever necessary.” I put the bottle down and glanced at the communicator, silently urging Magnus to reply. 

“Thanks. I really do like being here with you guys.” Dean took another sip, his expression showing he was slightly less disgusted with the beverage than the first time. 

“That’s great. We love having you here. I’d say you’re Jules’ best friend, and she’s lucky to have you.” I watched him fiddle with the label on the bottle. 

“Why did all of this have to happen?”

I considered my answer carefully. It was obvious Dean was distressed, and why wouldn’t he be? He had to stay strong, to believe we could find his missing sister, and learn what had transpired with his parents. 

“From my experience, bad things always happen. Even before the Event, I had my share of them with my father dying. Then I got married and was the happiest man on Earth, without realizing I’d wed a hybrid, and not even the same one I’d initially fallen in love with.” I leaned back in my chair, taking another sip. I hadn’t thought of Janine and Mae in some time, at least not in a melancholic way. 

Dean’s expression was soft, his eyebrows upturned. “How did you deal with the losses?”

“It’s not an easy process,” I said truthfully. “You find the strength within. You dig deep and tap into all of those traits your mother and father engrained into you from a young age. You do the right thing, even when you struggle with it. Even when you’re so angry at the world that you don’t think there’s any way you can open your eyes the next day.”

“Does it ever go away?” Dean asked. 

“Not entirely, but you move on, and your memories change as you age. Every morning, it’s easier to rise from bed; every night, sleep finds you a little sooner. But, Dean, you don’t have to dwell on that, because we’re going to find everyone, and your family will be reunited. Okay?”

Dean nodded and took another drink before setting it down. “I don’t think beer is for me.”

My gaze locked on to the communicator, and I willed it to beep, to hear Magnus’ voice over the device. But it stayed silent, and my mind began going over every possible obstacle my friends might have encountered. 

Dean and I stayed chatting for another hour before calling it a night. By the time I made it back to the suite, Mary was sleeping. I checked on Jules and she was in bed, Maggie lying beside her, nuzzled up close. I shut her door and went to my room. 

For the most part, I’d been truthful with Dean, but as I thought about Horizon and the Arnap, sleep continued to elude me. 

 

____________

 

Light was scheduled to arrive at the Ginda system the very next day. Jules checked the countdown on the console, and it read twenty-three hours and twelve minutes, ticking away slowly. Fontem had done well to remember the tracking of the ship Patty was on, but why were they heading to the wormhole? It was a mystery beyond Jules at this time. Maybe her friend had heard Light’s destination and had convinced the Zan’ra boy to fly there ahead of them. 

There were too many unknowns, and what of this Dal’i, the one who’d projected to her? How was that possible? Jules sat in the office, her star maps pinned to the walls, the texts from Regnig’s books stored on her encrypted tablet. She was growing obsessed with these people – the Four, as she’d started to refer to them. Was she really one of the Four? They each seemed to be in control of themselves, their memories and lives after being created by the Deities, but Jules… she had none of that. She only had tidbits of recollections since the day she’d fixed the portals at such a young age. 

There was nothing stored inside her mind about being from the ancient powerful race of Zan’ra. There was no hidden compartment stockpiling information about the Deities, nor were there any memories of this O’ri, or Dal’i, or Lan’i. They were nothing but old drawings to her, with crystal fragments for eyes. 

She banged a palm on the table in frustration and let out a cry of anguish as someone knocked on the door. Jules tapped the console, sending her voice through the keypad’s speaker. “Who is it?” 

It’s me.

Jules perked up. Something about the bird-like man always cheered her up, and she darted to the door, pressing it open. “Come in.” 

Not surprisingly, Fontem was with Regnig, and the Terellion waited to enter until the small bird had hobbled into the office, his cane clattering loudly as he used it to assist his walking. 

“How are you feeling?” Jules asked. Regnig didn’t look well, and she thought his eye was more bloodshot than usual; his feathers had a slight greasy tinge to them. 

He waved a dismissive claw at her and shook his head. Do not dwell on me. My health is unimportant at the moment. 

“I hardly think…” Fontem started, but a sharp glance from Regnig shut him down. 

It’s time the three of us had a discussion. Regnig pointed to a chair, and Fontem took the seat. Jules found it hard to believe the antiquities collector was hundreds of years old. He looked like he was in his thirties, handsome and with smooth skin. His tan made him appear like he’d been in the sun a lot lately, but she knew he’d been staying in the library for the most part. 

“What is it?” Jules asked. 

Tell Fontem about the Delineator. Regnig climbed up on to a chair, and his short legs stuck out in front of him. 

“You have it?” Fontem asked.

“You know we don’t.”

“It’s very dangerous.”

“I thought you said it was nearly useless. You can’t change the past, or at least not the present… or something.” Jules was quite confused by the concept of time travel, and Fontem’s explanations had made sense at the time, but it gave her a headache nonetheless. 

“That’s true, but if it falls into the wrong hands…”

We believe that someone is trying to get their hands on a version of it, and that they may be working on finding a way to merge the timelines into one.

Jules squinted at Regnig, trying to decipher what that would mean. “How could they do that? There are so many versions of each of us, by Fontem’s explanation. Which version of me would be there when the dimensions merged?”

“I don’t have the answers, but if that happens, I suspect all variants would pour into one, creating a disruption large enough to trigger the end to everything,” Fontem said. 

“Fontem, this is the second time you’ve warned me of the universe ending. Can’t you ever say anything positive?” she asked, trying to add some levity to the conversation. Neither of them laughed. 

“Can you imagine? Each timeline coming together. What that would do to our brains…” Fontem’s eyes were wide open, his fingers intertwined over his stomach. 

“Okay, do you want me to guess who’s behind this research?” Jules asked. 

“You don’t have to.”

“It’s Pleva Corp, right?”

That’s correct. Regnig stared at her. Since Lom is unable to return to exact revenge, we have a feeling that he’s somehow instructing his people from another dimension. A version of the Shifter, perhaps. 

Jules recalled her father telling her how badly Lom had wanted that device, and how Pleva Corp had attacked Bazarn Five, starting a war and incapacitating the tourist planet for months. Only Papa had taken it and used the sought-after tool to send the Iskios vortex to another dimension. 

“If they merged, the Vortex would return…” Jules gulped, wishing her parents were here with her. “Why are you telling me this?”

“Because you might be the only one who can stop it,” Fontem told her. 

She thought about what she’d heard and sighed in frustration. “Okay, enough with the secret encoded messages. What is this all about? How can I do anything?”

Fontem and Regnig looked to each other, and Fontem took the lead. “We think that the Deities were able to slip through time, but there are very few references to them. I’ve exhausted my research, but it’s clear there were numerous random sightings of them for millions of years, long after the Zan’ra had been destroyed.”

“Are you saying you want me to find a Deity, even after they tried to eradicate a race from existence?” Jules didn’t like the way they were talking. 

“A race they created.” 

“As if that makes any difference. If anything, it’s far worse. The Zan’ra would have been like children to them, and the mere fact they could betray their bond proves there’s no way I could trust them,” Jules said, trying to keep her calm. 

We wouldn’t suggest this if we didn’t think it was imperative. Regnig’s beak opened slightly, and she felt betrayed by him for the first time in her life. It was like he was trying to use her, and she hated it. 

“I don’t like this. We still don’t know anything about the Zan’ra, or whether the Four still live,” she said. 

“The Four?” Fontem asked. 

She’s referring to the last four that fled the great purge. Fontem, we believe Jules is indeed one of the Four, and this Lan’i is another. 

“I’ve seen the other, the one with orange eyes.” Jules decided there was no point in holding anything from these two. 

You have?

She told them about the projected visit from the one who’d called herself Dal’i, and told them how the two had referenced her as Ja’ri. 

This confirms our suspicions. This only leaves O’ri.

Jules pictured the tall and thin figure from the drawing, the one with the piercing purple crystal eyes. “Tell me what you think will happen.”

“Regnig, this is your theory, so would you mind describing it to her?” Fontem appeared nervous, and Jules turned her focus to the old bird man. 

If the timelines do manage to merge, we think the Deities could prevent it, or at least fix it. I don’t know how for sure, but I do think they have a way to skip through dimensions and time, allowing them to make changes that would stick in any present they choose. 

“You’re saying we could return to the past and kill Lom before any of this happened?” Jules didn’t like the idea. 

That would create such a strong chain of effects that I don’t think something so rash could be done without serious implications. It’s the whole butterfly effect we’ve discussed before. 

“Then what?”

“We presume you’ll have to go to the future and stop Lom from sending back messages to his team in the past. Our present,” Fontem finished for Regnig. 

Jules smiled grimly. “You make it sound so simple.”

“There’s one more thing,” Fontem whispered.

“I need to rouse a god from its slumber first.” Free me! The voice echoed in her mind, and Jules closed her eyes. “I think I know where he’s resting.”

 

____________

 

The Ginda system was beautiful through the panoramic viewscreen. The bridge bustled with activity as we slowed from the hyperspeed Light traveled at. We’d decelerated a day prior so we didn’t surpass the slower Pleva Corp freighter, and we could finally see it from the zoomed-in image onscreen. 

“Captain, the vessel still has the blue barrier around it, likely a shield of some kind,” Suma told me. 

Slate stood beside me front and center, between the two sets of helm consoles. 

“Orders?” Sergo asked, his eyes large and dark. 

I glanced past the ship to the giant purple planet. It was quite the sight and reminded me of the last missing Zan’ra from Jules’ book, the one we guessed was O’ri. 

The wormhole appeared smaller than I’d expected, and we could only see it from a direct vantage point. It had taken us an hour to even spot the thing, the energy readouts so minute, the probes had struggled to locate it. 

“Whatever created this isn’t natural, Dean… Captain Parker,” Suma said, her snout moving nervously. 

“Do we risk it?” Loweck asked. 

“Entering?” I asked. 

“That’s right. We’re oblivious as to what’s on the other side, and the drones haven’t come back.” Slate’s hands rested on his hips, and he stood calmly, staring at the images. 

“Brik swears it goes to the world his people settled,” I told them. 

“But that was so long ago, and he hasn’t seen it with his own eyes. The Collector nabbed him first,” Loweck reminded us. 

“And the kid. What the hell is he doing here?” Slate asked. From the anger on his face, I’d guess he’d have already fired at the freighter if Patty wasn’t on board. 

“That’s what we’re going to find out.” I was nervous for a few reasons, but mostly because we still hadn’t heard from Magnus and Natalia. Sarlun was investigating, but no one along their path had heard from or seen Horizon in at least three weeks. Just what had happened to them?

The bridge doors hissed open, and a Keppe guard stepped forward, a familiar shape looming behind him. 

“Sorry, Captain, Ms. Parker says it’s urgent.” The man moved to the side, and Jules stood there with Dean hovering near her. 

I waved them onto the bridge. “Come over.”

“Papa, he’s here.”

“Who is?” I asked. 

“O’ri.” Jules’ gaze drifted to the screen, and my suspicions had been confirmed. The purple world was home to this O’ri, the one we’d heard tales of from Regnig. Apparently, he’d done some terrible things to a race he’d championed called the Stor. I wondered if this was their home planet orbit we were about to enter. 

“Are you certain?” I asked, and Jules nodded. 

“I…” She peered at the crew, but she was in a safe place, where everyone was on her side and respected her abilities. “I saw him in my sleep.”

“You did? Why didn’t you say something sooner?” I asked, but the reality was, I hadn’t seen her yet that day. She’d been out until late with Fontem and Regnig, who’d come to stay with us on this last leg of our journey. I wanted to know what they’d discussed, but assumed they’d tell me when it was necessary. 

“What did he say?” Mary asked from behind us. I hadn’t heard her enter the bridge. She looked like she’d had a sleepless night, and she’d been absent from bed when I’d woken in the morning. 

“He didn’t say anything. He only stood there, watching me.”

“Then we know why Lan’i brought my sister here,” Dean said. 

“Why?” I asked, feeling like I was missing out on something. 

“Because he’s trapped. They need a vessel,” Jules said quietly. 

“A vessel?” Mary asked. “Patty!”

Jules nodded, and I ran a hand through my hair, trying to think of how we could stop the Zan’ra from carrying Patty onto the planet. “Sergo, how close can you bring us to the freighter?”

“I could give it a kiss with the hull if you want,” he bragged, and I didn’t doubt it. He was proving himself more than adept at being a bridge crew member.

“Then take us in, and do it quickly. I want to surprise them, and Loweck, lock on with the tractor beam. Jules, I need you to see if you can assist the beam in any way, maybe strengthen it so this Lan’i can’t break free.” I stared at my daughter, and she gave me an understanding nod of her head. I was so proud of her. Despite the difficult changes in her life, she’d handled them so well, with more composure than anyone I knew could have. 

“Come on, Jules.” Suma stood. “The tractor beam’s main generator is in the hangar.”

“Papa, I’ll do everything I can,” Jules told me, hurrying from the bridge. Dean trailed after Suma and my girl, and I silently wished them luck. 

The freighter didn’t acknowledge there was a wormhole nearby; or if the Zan’ra was aware, he didn’t seem to worry. The freighter was under a thousand kilometers from its entrance, heading for the purple-tinged planet below. Even the bodies of water were tinted lavender, and I expected most of the planet would be made of crystals, much like the world we’d found the Iskios on in the first place, where Jules’ Zan’ra had been stored. 

“Captain, on your mark, I’m prepared to jump to the freighter,” Sergo buzzed. 

I waited for confirmation that Jules was in position at the hangar, and when Suma pinged the bridge, I made the order. “Bring us in, Sergo.” The ship flashed as our immense thrusters came to life, shooting us at the craft Patty was on.

 

 

 

Twenty-One

 

The tractor beam was powered by a device half the size of the twenty-by-twenty room off to the right edge of the hangar. The beam shot out from under the ship, and Jules tapped into the computerized tower, sending tendrils of green energy out with it. She kept her eyes closed, pushing and pushing more power into it. 

Dean stood behind her, holding her steady, and she appreciated his assistance. It grounded her, made her remember she was human. 

“How are we doing?” Suma asked. 

“I’m fine. Is it working?” Jules asked, lids pressed tightly together. She vibrated with her power, restraining her intensity so she didn’t cause harm to the ship and her friend. 

“It’s doing the trick. It looks like we’ve got them trapped.” Suma’s voice was comforting, but this wouldn’t be over quickly. She’d still need to face Lan’i in order to save Patty, but she had the crystal gadget to deal with him. Thinking about it made Jules set a hand to the device strapped to her left forearm. 

“Sergo’s moving us away from the planet,” Dean said, his approval clear from his tone. He was on the verge of bringing his sister home, and Jules couldn’t wait until this misadventure was behind them. 

Jules snapped her eyes open and peered at the screen Suma had activated along the wall. The freighter was inside a green barrier, being dragged toward Light. Jules smiled but remained vigilant. She had to be cautious, because she didn’t expect Lan’i to go quietly. 

“Wait. Something’s happening.” Suma’s tone was panicked, and Jules saw why. The tractor beam’s color shifted from green to blue, and just as suddenly, it vanished, the freighter racing away, moving for the world below. 

“Damn it!” Dean shouted. “We can’t let them take Patty.”

“You’re right,” Jules said, pushing past him. She darted into the hangar, finding one of the Kraski ships nearby. It was the same one her parents had used so many years ago, and Jules pressed the ramp open with the slap of her palm. “You coming?” she asked Dean, and he ran to her. 

“Of course.”

“Stop! Jules, you can’t do this!” Suma was chasing after them, but Jules ignored her, shutting the door as the two of them entered the ship. She ran to the compact cockpit and powered it up as quickly as she could. Dean sat beside her, and soon they were lifting from the floor. 

“Jules, what do you think you’re doing?” Papa’s concerned voice carried through the speakers, and she almost muted it before replying. 

“I have to save her. I can’t let Patty be taken by O’ri. I can’t.” Jules maneuvered the sleek white Kraski vessel from the hangar floor, flew it through the open barrier along the edge of Light, and chased after the freighter. They were already near the planet, and it filled their viewscreen.

“If this wasn’t so scary, I’d be mesmerized by the sight,” Dean told her. “Thank you.”

“For what?” she asked, her stare not breaking from the viewer. 

“For helping.”

Jules gave him a wry grin. “It’s what I do.”

The ship jostled as they moved deeper in orbit, lowering along the same trajectory as Lan’i flew, and soon they were within the atmosphere. Jules wished they were wearing their armored Gatekeeper EVAs, mostly for Dean’s sake. Judging by the lack of vegetation, she doubted there was breathable air on the surface. 

“See if there’s an EVA on board,” she told him. “Anything.”

Dean nodded, hopping over the bench seat toward the cargo hold. She continued flying lower, and he returned a few minutes later wearing an older model of the Alliance’s EVAs. “I think it’s your dad’s. Almost fits,” he said through the external speakers. It wasn’t armored, but at least he wouldn’t die if he stepped off the ship. She imagined she could have sent a shield around him, but truthfully, she was going to need all her focus. 

The landscape was coming to them quickly, and she gasped as the sunlight reflected off the deep purple crystals jutting from the ground. Here it was darker than any other spot they’d seen from above, telling her this was where the Zan’ra rested. 

The freighter was ten times the size of the Kraski ship, and it settled to the surface, the long landing gear deploying from the belly of the Pleva Corp craft. She lowered a few hundred yards away, and they darted for the rear of the ship. 

Jules didn’t risk breathing the air as she pushed the shield around her. Dean stood with a pulse rifle in his grip, staring toward the freighter, his eyes intense behind the glare of his helmet’s mask. They stepped onto the planet, Jules first, Dean instinctively remaining a foot behind. 

“Where are they?” he asked. 

“I don’t know. Still on board.” Jules wanted to tell Dean to stay on their vessel, but there was no way he’d listen. Plus, a part of her needed him there. She walked for the freighter, taking careful steps over the uneven gemstone beneath her feet. Dean nearly tripped on it, but quickly recovered, cursing under his breath. 

The freighter finally opened, and when Jules was only a hundred yards away, Lan’i emerged, covered in a blue shield. Patty was enclosed in one too, and Jules looked closely, seeing tendrils connecting the two spheres of energy. 

“Patty!” Dean shouted, and Jules saw the older girl’s smirk even from here. He ran toward his sister, and Jules hurried after him, shouting a warning. 

He stopped when he was close enough to speak to her without yelling, and Jules heard the desperation in his voice. “Patty. What are you doing? Come to Light with me.”

Patty continued smiling, her eyes open too wide, her smile too broad. “I don’t think so, big brother.”

“Why? What are you hoping to accomplish?” he asked. 

“You wouldn’t understand.” Patty peered at Lan’i, and Jules followed her gaze, making eye contact with the Zan’ra boy. He seemed bored with their conversation already. 

“Try me. Make me understand,” Dean pleaded. 

“Fine. You’ve always been the golden child, and no matter what I’ve done, it’s never been good enough for Mom and Dad. It’s always Dean this, and did you hear about Dean that? It’s sickening.” Her stare broke from her brother and landed on Jules. “And you… we were best friends, and you ditched me. You left me behind for this new life, and not once thought about me.”

Jules’ heart twinged at the words, and she saw the tears forming in her friend’s eyes. “Patty, I didn’t mean to…”

“Sure you did. I was dead weight, no use to you. If I couldn’t help you become a Gatekeeper sooner, I was irrelevant. And don’t even get me started on whatever it is that’s going on between you. Pushed me right out, each of you taking my place for the other.” She cried openly now, and Lan’i moved closer. 

“Come, my princess. It’s time.”

He spoke English; another Zan’ra ability, perhaps. Jules felt so foolish. She had no idea what they… or she was capable of, and didn’t think she was prepared for what was about to happen.

“You can’t go with him,” Jules said. 

“Why not?”

“Because you don’t want to be a puppet for O’ri. He’s evil.” Jules moved toward Patty, but she floated backwards beside Lan’i. 

“It’s not like that, Jules. You of all people should understand. You’re still you, yet you have Ja’ri within.” How did Patty know this?

Something had been bothering Jules, and she posed the question now. “How did you let him out? How did you speak to Lan’i?”

“You’re all so busy with yourselves that no one even noticed I was gone. I spent hours in there, watching him. I dozed off inside the room one day, and he met me in my dreams. Told me how to free him.” Patty looked pleased with herself. It was so obvious that Lan’i was only using her, a means to an end, but she didn’t see it, and explaining that wouldn’t help. It would only push her farther away. 

“And the Pleva Corp ship?” Dean asked. 

“A convenience, is all,” Lan’i told them. “Come. We’re done here.”

“Patty.” Dean ran forward. “Mom and Dad are missing.” 

Patty stopped in her tracks. “What do you mean, missing?” 

“They’re gone. The portal on Horizon has vanished from the Crystal Map. We think… there’s a new enemy… or an old one… the Arnap,” Dean told her. 

Patty remained motionless, but Lan’i was having none of it. “We have no time for this. These people mean nothing to the Zan’ra. You will have all the powers you’ve ever dreamed of, like your once friend Ja’ri. Isn’t that what you seek?” 

Patty nodded, and they turned, racing away from the ships and Jules and Dean. “Stay here!” Jules flew after them, higher into the sky, and she quickly spotted their destination. The ground was so dark purple, it could have been black. Lan’i lowered the pair in the center of a courtyard; sharp crystals jutted from the ground in a clean circle. 

Clouds rolled in, and lightning flashed with far more intensity than an early storm should have held. She remembered her parents describing their quest on the Iskios world, when they thought they were finding the Theos, and the rainstorm that hit them so hard. That must have been Ja’ri coming to life, reaching out to latch on to a lifeform. She’d taken Jules, a helpless baby in her mother’s womb. Today, O’ri would take Patty, and Jules had no idea what, if any, of her friend would be left in the aftermath. 

A fork of bright purple slammed into Jules’ shield, knocking her askew, then another and another, until she was falling toward the ground. She tossed a barrier at the ground just in time to keep her from flattening like a pancake on the hard surface. She found she could breathe even without the sphere, but she shot it up again regardless. 

“Patty! Don’t do this! You have a choice! Return with us to Light, and help us find your parents.” Jules floated over the angry crystal fence and screamed when she saw the lightning begin to focus on the courtyard. It shot flash after flash into the middle where Patty stood, and her friend cried out in agony. Lan’i floated beside her, his eyes wild, his arms spread apart. 

“Patty!” Jules moved to intercept them, but Patty shot a beam of energy stronger than any Jules had ever encountered. She was blasted back a hundred yards and landed forcefully. 

The girl hovered over them now, Lan’i beside her. Jules saw them long enough to notice the bright burning purple eyes glowing in her friend’s face, before the pair of the Zan’ra departed, leaving Jules on the ground below. Dean caught up to her and watched as his sister flew away, intact with the powers to match Jules’ own. 

“I’m sorry, Dean. I’m so sorry.” Jules lay there, and Dean didn’t say a word as the two Zan’ra grew to specks in the atmosphere, and then there was nothing. 

 

____________

 

“What are we going to do?” Mary asked, and I paced the meeting room, making my tenth or so lap. 

The entire bridge crew was present, and we’d asked Sarlun to join us from Shimmal. He’d come through the portal an hour ago, and already his expression told me he was exhausted after the intense conversations. 

“We have to go after her,” Dean told us. 

“Son, we don’t have any idea…” Sarlun started to say. 

“Don’t call me that.” Dean was upset, and I didn’t blame him.

“Sarlun is right. We have absolutely no clue where Patty and Lan’i went, but Regnig and Fontem do have more to work with. They’ll search high and low, and team up with Jules to track their next moves, and you can join their group, Dean.” I stopped walking, facing the youth. His eyes were red, the bags under them telling me he hadn’t slept an ounce in the last day since his sister had departed the system. 

Dean only nodded, his chin falling to his chest as he bowed his head, giving up the fight for now. Jules remained at his side, staying quiet as we discussed the plans. She’d filled me in on Fontem and Regnig’s theories about Lom of Pleva’s goals, and the Deity that might be able to help, but I didn’t like any of it. There were so many things escalating, and my head threatened to burst from all the decisions we needed to make.

“Which brings us to Mary’s question. What are we going to do?” Slate asked. He sat near the head of the table, with Loweck next to him. She sat straight-backed, listening intently. 

“I want to hear from every one of you. Sergo, what do you suggest?” I asked the Padlog, and he appeared shocked to be called upon. 

“I’d… we’re so close to returning Brik home. We should finish that mission, and then we wouldn’t need to continue here any longer. It would allow us to find the system Magnus was heading to, and check into the welfare of Horizon,” Sergo suggested, mirroring my own thoughts on our next move. 

“Very good. Walo?” I asked. 

“I think Sergo’s idea is sound,” Walo replied. 

“Suma?”

She nodded. “I can get behind Sergo’s plan.”

I peered at Mary, and she gave me a tight-lipped nod, and my gaze settled on Dean. “And you? Does that sound reasonable? We drop Brik off, find your parents, and search for Patty while we travel to their aid.” I laid it out as clearly as I could, and he had no choice but to agree with the strategy. 

“Okay. Thank you for caring, everyone,” Dean said quietly. 

“Then it’s settled. Unless anyone has any objections?” When no one raised any, I tapped the lights on and closed the star map. We were only five hundred kilometers from the wormhole’s entrance, and I took a deep breath. “Let’s move to the bridge, and Rivo, can you ask Brik to meet us there? I’d like him to be with us while we make the final trek through the wormhole.”

“Consider it done, Captain.” Rivo rose, leaving the space first. Soon it was only Mary, Jules, and me in the meeting room, everyone else already gone. 

“Papa, I have a bad feeling about this,” Jules told me.

“With Patty? Why?” Mary asked. 

Jules didn’t make eye contact, and her left arm curved over her stomach like it ached. “Not that. It’s… something else. The wormhole. I don’t know. It’s probably just Patty. Can I join you on the bridge?”

“You bet. Let’s get this over with. I need to find out what happened to Magnus. Mary, did we ever obtain the details of their destination?” I asked. 

“We did. I’ll plug them in on the bridge, and we can have a look at the system.” Mary turned, leading us out of the meeting room. This trip had been a challenge, but at least we were near the end of it. 

 

____________

 

Everyone convened on the bridge for the final act of this mission. The wormhole loomed a short distance away, and I confirmed with Suma and Sergo that it was by no means affecting our trajectory. Suma had a general understanding of wormholes, and Mary and I had traveled through them on our first trip from Earth to Haven in the year after the Event. That didn’t change the fact that I was nervous about bringing our immense starship through this one. 

The Ginda system was quiet: no life among the ten planets. Part of me wanted to explore the world where Patty had just been infused with the Zan’ra, but time was also against us when it came to Magnus and Nat. The communicator sat in my pocket, and I touched it through the uniform fabric, silently willing my friend to contact me. 

Brik stood near the left edge, staring at the giant viewscreen. For the first time, Light’s bridge felt lived in, not so white and gray and sterile. It was still bright and shiny, but with all these people on, their fears and excitement raging in their human and alien bodies, the place had a new sense of wonder to it. 

Mary was beside me, her frown indicating she was trying to solve the Patty puzzle, and Jules was with Dean, quietly talking beside Suma’s console on my right. Jules was comforting Dean, and I thought the older boy was doing fairly well staying composed. I don’t think I’d have been as strong when I was eighteen. 

Looking straight at the wormhole was like staring into a black pit, and we saw thousands of pinpricks of light beyond. 

“Captain, I’ve been unable to connect the star positions across the rift to match anything on our records,” Suma said. “This could be because it’s projecting images of stars from all around its path.”

“Okay. Brik, are you prepared?” I asked, and he kept gawking forward, his long tail moving like a snake behind him. 

Finally he turned, nodding to me, his words echoing through the bridge’s translator. “I am ready to go home.” 

Sarlun remained with us on the ship, and he stood behind Slate and me, with Regnig and Fontem. The trio were silent as Sergo directed us forward and toward the wormhole. 

“On your word, Captain,” the Padlog man said. 

I took a lengthy breath, pausing before exhaling. This was it. One more stop before finding Magnus and Natalia. This trip hadn’t gone as we’d expected, not with Jules and this Lan’i, not to mention losing Patty to the Zan’ra. I’d decided to come out of retirement, and perhaps this was my punishment for being away for too long. 

“Sergo, bring us through.”

I clutched Mary’s hand as we stood in front of our seats. The air was thick with tension; everyone seemed to take a sharp intake at the same moment, and the nose of our ship entered the wormhole. One second we were in the Ginda system; the next we were transported somewhere else, no worse for the wear. “Scans!” I called, and heard Rivo reply quickly.

“Light is in optimal working order, sir. We’ve deployed the probes…” She stopped herself as we saw the destruction before us on the viewscreen. 

“My God. What is this?” Slate asked, stepping forward. He walked down the center aisle, between the main helm consoles, and I trailed after him, my brain trying to process what I was seeing. 

The planet was some distance from the fold in space, but it was close enough for Suma to zoom and uncover something from our nightmares. Dozens of massive ships floated near the world; a giant space station hung there, between the planet and twin moons. 

“Brik, are these your people?” I asked hesitantly. I was confident they weren’t. The design was nothing like the Ritair aesthetics. 

Brik’s eyes were watering, his entire body gone stiff. His words relayed through the translator slowly as he stuttered his response. “This… can’t be. These are… the Arnap.”

Fontem was beside me, arms crossed over his chest. “Dean, I told you they never lose.”

I contemplated the puzzle and shook my head. “I’m sorry, Brik.” He’d finally been found, saved from the Collector, only to return to their new colony world to see that they’d been destroyed, perhaps enslaved by the same race that had bullied them from their home on Sterona. Anger filled my being, and I wanted to lash out at something, or someone. 

Slate appeared to notice, and he became the common sense in the room. “Boss, there are too many of them. We’re going to have to retreat. By now, they may have located us.”

He was right, but how could we abandon the Ritair? 

“If it’s any consolation, there’s no way they left the people alive.” Fontem’s words were of little help. 

“Papa, we can’t abandon them. We can’t let the Arnap win!” Jules darted across the bridge, Dean at her heels. 

“Honey, we’re armed like no other starship, but not enough to fight evenly.” I pointed at the image of the ten warships, each half the size of Light. The Arnap vessels were wide and stocky, and from what I could see, heavily loaded with munitions of all kinds. I saw a version of the pulse cannon protruding from the underbelly, the railguns along the sides. There would be countless other devices attached, some we likely hadn’t seen before, and I wasn’t willing to risk my crew and my family on this. 

“Observe, record, report,” Mary whispered, staring at the viewscreen with everyone else. 

“I don’t understand. If they have this much force out here, what of the planet Magnus was checking…” It hit me like a slap in the face. “Mary, did you give Suma the details from Sarlun?”

“They’re loaded.” Mary jogged to Suma and leaned over the console, her fingers typing quickly. A map appeared on the left edge of the viewscreen, and Mary cursed under her breath. She glanced over to me with panic on her face. “Dean, this is it. We’re in the same location that Magnus and Natalia had been heading on their mission.”

“How can this be?” I asked, peering at Sarlun. 

“They didn’t know there was a wormhole that would take them here via Ginda. How could they have?” Sarlun asked. 

“Are you saying my parents are here?” Dean asked, blocking my view of the screen. 

“I’m not saying anything,” I told him.

“But this was their destination? They were coming to investigate the genocide of the Ritair? Brik’s people?” he asked, his voice climbing in volume. 

Brik was a mess. He’d fallen to the ground and was repeating a mantra through his cries. His people were gone. 

“We can’t confirm if Horizon…” I started, but Walo called to me. 

“Captain, I’ve run a scan, and we’ve found their ship,” Walo told us, and I pushed past Dean to her console. 

“Where?”

The image on the viewscreen shifted, and there she was: the familiar starship. The first human-led Alliance vessel… Horizon. It was dead: no lights on the exterior, nothing showing it had power. “Get me a readout.”

“Sensors picking up some energy inside. Most of the ship has been compromised,” Suma advised, and the image zoomed again, showing a chunk of Horizon missing. Hunks of the vessel floated nearby, along with some bodies, and my stomach clenched. 

“We have to help them!” Dean shouted. He’d just lost his sister, and now he was being forced to see this. Slate grabbed the boy, dragging him from the screen. 

“Calm down, Dean. We’re going to figure this out,” Slate urged him, but the young man was anything but relaxed, and I couldn’t blame him. 

“Captain, it appears as though we’ve been detected. Something is moving toward us,” Loweck said. “Scratch that. Two warships are heading this way from near their world.”

The planet was halfway across the system, and Horizon was much closer to our position. I had an idea. “Time to intercept?” 

“One hour and twelve minutes, Captain,” Loweck said. 

“Do the math. How long to Horizon, then again through the wormhole?” I asked. 

“Thirty-nine minutes.” Loweck glanced at me, and everyone awaited instructions. 

I knew I should order us to return to Ginda, but I couldn’t, not with Magnus and Nat potentially alive inside there. “What are we waiting for? That gives us a half-hour to find survivors!”

 

 

 

Twenty-Two

 

Five of them piled into the Kraski ship, making it a tight squeeze. Papa and Mom slipped into their EVAs, while Uncle Zeke piloted them across the short distance to Horizon. Dean had been forced to stay behind on Light, and Jules’ heart had almost broken as he’d fought to get onto the vessel with them. 

She leaned over the pilot’s seat, watching as the Alliance starship grew in the viewscreen. The battle had destroyed a lot of the craft, and Slate maneuvered them around floating debris. Jules recognized some workout equipment from the gym, and came across a few bodies frozen in horror. Loweck grabbed her gun, holding it at her chest in reaction, and Jules wasn’t sure if she’d ever seen the woman so angry before. She and Slate had worked on Horizon, had lived among the crew. 

“I wish we knew what happened,” Slate said. 

“Magnus arrived and found more than he bargained for. He must have gotten too close. He had no idea how bad these Arnap were,” her dad speculated. 

“He wasn’t one to back down from a fight,” Slate said. 

“He isn’t one to back down, Slate. Watch your tongue,” Mary corrected. 

“Sorry. I didn’t mean it that way.” He shut his mouth as they entered the ship through a misshapen gap carved out of the hull. 

It looked like they were landing near the once-beautiful courtyard, and the ship used magnetic latches to affix to the floor. The vacuum of space had torn so much from the interior, and the plants were gone, the familiar waterfall no longer there. It was like walking into a nightmare. 

“Bridge, we’re inside Horizon,” Papa told them. 

“Unknown crafts are on their way. ETA is forty-nine minutes,” Sergo advised through the speakers. 

“Activate your boots,” Papa told the others as they quickly worked their way to the rear of the Kraski ship. The ramp was lowered, and Jules floated down in her sphere, not bothering with the EVA. 

The others landed on the floor, their boots clicking to the metal. “Mary, go with Jules to the sealed-off section near the residences, see if there are survivors. Slate, Loweck, and I will check on the bridge. The sensors showed it was airtight as well.”

With the orders given, Jules hovered in her green energy sphere beside her mother as they walked away from the transporter. They only had twenty minutes, so they had to make this fast. Jules tried to force away her revulsion at seeing the ship like this away. She had so many fond memories of this place. It was hard to imagine it was in this current state. She told herself it was just a dream, that she’d wake up tomorrow, and Dean could go with Patty to visit his parents for the weekend on Horizon, but it didn’t work. All she felt was an emptiness in the pit of her stomach. 

“Jules, can you…” Mary pointed to the elevators, and Jules nodded, sending a strand of energy forward. The doors slid open, and they climbed inside the lift. The light emanating from her body was enough to show the way, and Jules saw her reflection in the shiny metal walls. What was she? Why had she always been so quick to accept the fact that she had glowing eyes and could do all these things? 

Suddenly, she hated what she saw. Was she really just a girl who’d been infused with a Zan’ra’s entity? Would this Ja’ri take over at some point? There were too many things going on in her mind, and the fact that they were moving through the skeleton of Horizon nearly pushed her over the edge. 

“Jules, stay with me.” Her mom took her hand, and Jules realized she was crying as her powers moved the elevator up the shaft. “We’re going to make it through this.”

Her mom’s voice was comforting, and Jules latched to it, letting it guide her away from the ball of despair clouding her thoughts. “Thanks, Mom. I love you.”

Mary smiled at her through the helmet’s glass front. “I love you too.” 

They arrived on the proper deck, and Jules opened the doors, floating through before her mother. 

Every corridor had a main door that would seal in case of an emergency. Each deck had approximately thirty of these doors, allowing for things like fires or gas leaks to be dealt with safely. The entry to the crew quarters was the same way, and they approached the thicker metal slab, Jules fully aware that there was no air on this side, but the other would be safe to breathe behind. 

This passageway had something like an airlock, and the one between this corridor and the suites on the other side had a decontamination spray as well. They moved through the first doorway, and Jules ensured it was locked and secured behind them before using her abilities to open the next slab. 

She could only hope her loved ones were securely stowed away behind here. The door opened, and Jules floated inside. 

 

____________

 

Each step took us closer to the bridge. Once we passed through the courtyard, we’d located the door and used the manual lever to enter the hub of the ship. From there, we took the proper path toward the bridge, using stairs instead of the dead elevator. We were protected from the vacuum of space, but the gravity generator was down along with everything else. Our armored EVA lights shone over the walls and floor as we moved as fast as we could, and Slate lifted a hand as we rounded a bend. 

“There’s someone ahead,” he said, and I peered over the corner. The body floated there, and then I saw another, and another. The crew members were dead. I swallowed hard, and we moved past them. I recognized some and glanced to see burn holes where they’d been shot with pulse beams. 

“The Arnap were on board,” Slate said, taking the lead. His pulse rifle was raised, but I didn’t suspect any of them remained. This had probably happened a while ago.

We stumbled across another dead being, this one likely the enemy we’d never seen before. They weren’t large, not like the Bhlat or Keppe. This one was slender, tall but strong. I’d seen a short brief on the beings, and I guessed she was a female. The face was gray, ridged lines ran up and over its head from the brows to the spine, and its eyes were black, staring toward me. 

A few more deceased Arnap were around, but we spotted far more of the Horizon crew here than the enemy. Finally, we found the bridge, and I checked in with the bridge on Light, learning we had fourteen minutes to return to the courtyard and get the hell out of here. 

The bridge was closed, and with no power on the ship, it was designed to stay that way. But I was a captain, and had been given the knowledge no one else would have been provided. I slid a panel open on the right edge of the entrance and found the nine-digit keypad, using it to enter the Alliance code reserved for situations like this. 

The bridge doors sprang open, and the gunfire nearly hit me. It did strike Slate and deflected off his armored suit, sending him reeling to the side. I ducked away, trying to find the source of the weapon, and there it was. The Arnap was crouched behind the console that Suma used to sit at when I was on board, and she fired again. I glanced around, finding no one else, until a body came floating near the rear of the bridge. I focused on the target. The Arnap was armored too, its boots affixed to the ground like ours. 

Slate and Loweck appeared to have a secret language, and they nodded to one another, using hand signals, and I held back as Slate entered the bridge, staying low and rushing to the left. He took fire, and Loweck ran to the right, jumping higher than humanly possible, and she landed near the Arnap, kicking out and sending the enemy’s gun floating away. 

I followed them inside, pistol raised, and moved straight to the enemy, aiming at its head. 

This one was bigger than the others, and it opened its mouth, revealing an extra row of teeth on the top. They were jagged and sharp, longer than the others.

“Dean Parker,” she said in a heavily accented voice. She wasn’t wearing a helmet, and Loweck slashed out, striking the woman in the face. 

I moved toward her, my heart racing hard. “How do you know my name?”

She laughed, the sound terrifying. “I didn’t believe him, but after all these years, it happened.”

“Who?” Loweck hit her again, and the woman licked the blood away from her lips. “He asked you a question!”

I raised a hand, indicating her to stop the violent attack. “How do you know my name?” My voice was a whisper. 

“He visited me a long time ago. Told me you’d come here.” She grinned wide, her sharp teeth covered in thick blue blood. 

A door opened, and ten Arnap poured from Magnus’ office at the far end of the bridge.

 

____________

 

The corridors were empty, but there was blood on the floor, dark red smears covering a lot of the ground. Jules saw some along the walls too, and she hurried, anxious to find someone. 

“We only have twelve minutes,” Mary told her, and she nodded, barely processing her mom’s words. Her veins pulsed with energy, and she saw the blood streaks end at Magnus’ suite. Maybe they were alive!

She banged on the door. “It’s us! It’s Jules and Mary!”

She waited a moment longer, and when no one replied, she tore the door from the jamb, thrusting it farther down the hall with a loud clatter. She rushed into the suite, past the bedrooms and into the living room. A gun pointed at her, and she saw the robots first. 

Dubs stood guard, a pulse rifle in his metal hands. The NannyBot was beside him, and Carey and Charlie ran toward Jules, barking at the abrupt intrusion. 

“It’s us.” Jules let the shield down, settling to the ground. Her mom ran by her, past the robots and to the two humans sprawled out on the couches. It was Leslie and Natalia, and blood crusted both of their faces. Auntie Natalia’s arm was bandaged and wrapped in a sling, and she appeared to be sleeping, or worse. But her chest rose and fell, as did Leslie’s, telling Jules they were alive.

“Dubs! What happened?” she asked the pilot robot. 

“They were waiting for us.” 

“How did they find out?” Mary asked, kneeling at her best friend’s side. 

“That is unclear. We didn’t stand a chance. I’m afraid to say that the captain ordered me to escort his wife and the commander to this suite, but we encountered resistance along the way. We made it, but many others didn’t.” Dubs stood firmly beside the NannyBot, and the dogs stopped barking. They came to Jules, and she petted them quickly before remembering they were running out of time. 

“We have to go.” Jules didn’t think there was a way to transport the unconscious forms to the ship, but the two robots each grabbed one. Mary picked up the fussing dogs, and Jules took the lead. 

“Where’s Magnus?” she asked. 

“He was on the bridge,” Dubs said. 

“Dean, give us an update. We found Natalia and Leslie alive. Status?” Mary asked, but it was clear she received no response. “Jules, I’m going to need you to help us get onto the ship, then you have to find your father.” Her mom was trying to speak calmly as they ran toward the courtyard, but it was clear how scared she was. 

Jules filled with power, her sphere encompassing her once again. “I won’t let anything happen to him.”

 

____________

 

Mary’s voice passed into my earpiece, and I relaxed slightly at the news that Nat and Leslie were alive. I wanted to reply but couldn’t do it quite yet.

“Let me guess. Was he about this tall?” I lifted my hand over my head a good foot above me. “Half machine… really ugly?”

She almost seemed surprised by my guess, and she nodded in confirmation that Lom of Pleva had somehow predicted this moment. I thought about the time-travel device, and his goal of merging the timelines collectively. He might not be showing up in our timeline after twenty years, like I’d thought for so long, but it was clear he had other means of sending information to our dimension from wherever he was. 

“He said you were a smart one.”

“And you never met him, did you? In person?” I asked. 

“I didn’t…. I don’t need to banter with you, Parker. I’m only here to detain you. I’m afraid your friends aren’t part of the bargain.” One of the Arnap fired, striking Loweck square in the chest. Her armored suit deflected the blow, but they would only hold out for so long. 

“Impressive technology. Too bad it’s not going to save your lives.” She stepped toward me, but I was still holding my pulse pistol. There were ten of them, and my odds were poor, but I couldn’t let them win, not like this. Slate was steady as a rock beside me, his rifle ready to blast someone at the drop of a hat. 

“How about you step away, and I won’t shoot you in the head,” I warned her, but she only smiled again. 

“Do you want to end up like your friend?” she asked. 

I wasn’t going to be taken by the bait. “I said step off.”

She moved a yard closer. I knew there were at least ten guns pointed at me, but I didn’t budge. “Him. The captain. He put up quite the fight.” She pointed to the far side of the bridge, to the floating body near the office, and I groaned. I allowed myself a quick glance, and saw she was right. 

Magnus was dead, and his body slowly rotated, turning to face us. Even from this far, in the half dark, I knew it was him. Grief flooded me, and my arm went slack for a moment. One of the Arnap took the opportunity to fire again, this time at Slate, and my hand went rigid. The pulse pistol rose, and I pulled the trigger, shooting their leader in the face. 

The room erupted into chaos.

 

 

 

Twenty-Three

 

With everyone returned to the Kraski ship, Jules tore through the other craft, melting walls along the corridors as she went. Her sphere burned hot like a star, and she found the bridge entrance in under a minute. According to her math, they had five minutes to return to their ship in order to beat the incoming Arnap through the wormhole. 

She paused, not wanting to hurt her dad or Slate and Loweck. Instead of entering at the main doors, she scorched through the wall, opting to come out the rear of the bridge, making her own entrance. 

She heard gunfire inside, and hurried, pressing past the divide and onto the bridge near Uncle Magnus’ office. Jules emerged and instantly saw the room was filled with bright beams cutting through the space. She bumped into a body, and it spun toward her. 

“Uncle Magnus…” His eyes were open, his face locked in a frown. How could this… 

“Jules!” Papa’s voice was frantic, and she broke from her daze, seeing Loweck on the ground, Slate being blasted by the Arnap, and Papa crouched behind a console, the four upright Arnap moving toward him. 

For every time Jules wished she didn’t have the power of the Zan’ra, she pushed harder. For every strange glance she’d received as a young girl, and for every comment whispered under the breath of another student, Jules filled with energy. For Patty, for the lost crew of Horizon. For her Uncle Magnus who she loved like a father, and for the loss of her own innocence. She was only fifteen, but too much had happened, too many hardships for someone so young, and she knew this as she filled, her fury at the Arnap and the universe consuming her. 

It was like fighting the Sprites all over again, except then she had been wilder, unsure of her own actions. She knew now. 

Everything slowed as she stopped time. She was Zan’ra; of this there was no doubt. 

Jules walked casually through the bridge, each beat of her heart bending space and time on the outside of her sphere. She moved to the first Arnap, a tall man with thick ridges running away from his brow over his bald gray head. She pointed at him, and he incinerated until there was nothing but spectral dust remaining. 

Papa was frozen with everyone else, and she wanted to console him, but there would be time later. She peered at the next enemy, and it burst into nothingness. Then the other, and finally, the last of them vanished. 

Jules didn’t stop there. She walked to the viewscreen, and saw the incoming Arnap warships, three of them in total. She lifted from the ground again and passed through the viewer, her sphere vibrating so fast, she could make the transition without disrupting the structure of the barrier. That was new. Something had snapped inside her, and she understood more than ever. 

Trauma had healed the broken links. Pain and loss had connected the last remaining circuits together, and she smiled as she floated toward the incoming fleet. The ships were huge, menacing hunks of metal and electrical systems. 

Jules felt the flesh and blood behind the hulls, the hundreds of Arnap, who were forever her enemies. They’d killed the Ritair, the beings from Sterona, the planet of her birth, the world her father had first traveled through the portals to. That world connected it all, had started the path for Papa that had led them here, and Jules couldn’t let these beings exist any longer. 

The first ship buckled inward, the exterior hull bending as she pressed her palms. She floated a kilometer away, the thing huge and imposing from this close, but she had nothing to fear from them. She slapped her hands together and the warship splattered; pieces of it floated where an entire warship had sat one breath before. 

She unfroze time now, wanting the others to know they were being destroyed, wanting the Arnap to feel pain as the Ritair had as they’d been attacked on their colony, their safe haven from the bullies. They’d spent twenty-five years making colony ships, being forced from Sterona, and after all that time, and countless years over on this side of the wormhole, they’d been killed. For what?

Jules duplicated the action, wrecking the other two ships as she had the first. She glanced back, staring toward Horizon, before heading toward the planet halfway across the star system. 

 

____________

 

My lungs filled with my EVA’s recycled air, and I gaped around the room. The Arnap were all dead, four of them gone. A smear on the ground was left behind where they’d been. 

“Boss, what the hell was that?” Slate asked, staggering to his feet. We helped Loweck up, and she blinked a few times, shaking off the cobwebs. 

“Mary, come in.” I said, and my wife’s voice carried to my ear. 

“We’re waiting for you. I sent Jules to help,” she told me. 

“I think… I think she did.” I walked to the viewscreen. Even with the ship powered off, our screens remained functional – at least until the reserve power ran out, which would take weeks. 

“Boss, where are the ships?” Slate asked. 

“Jules!” I called, wondering where she’d gone. If she was the one who’d saved us, why didn’t the bridge door open, and where had the incoming warships gone?

“We need to leave,” Loweck said, limping toward the exit. 

“She’s right, boss. There could be more to this trap.” Slate grabbed my arm, tugging me away from the viewscreen. I let him, knowing Jules wasn’t on the bridge. 

“We can’t leave him.” I ran for Magnus and moved to his office, pulling a blanket from a drawer from a dresser beside his desk. He used to have the occasional nap in there when he was pulling double duty. I used it to cover Magnus, and found a cord to tie it around him. He floated in the no-gravity bridge, and I pulled him along, trying hard not to look at my lifeless friend. 

“Dean, something’s happening,” Rivo told me from Light.

“What?” I asked. We moved faster now, Loweck being assisted by her husband. The armor on her leg was dented, but not breached. 

“The warships are gone, and… it appears as though the vessels near the planet are vanishing too,” Rivo said. 

“Vanishing?” I hurried, entering the courtyard again. The Kraski ship was powered up, the engines vibrating, the thrusters glowing hotly. We climbed up the ramp, both of us carrying Loweck in her heavy suit. She panted as we went, but never complained. 

Once we were sealed in with gravity, I unclicked my helmet, tossing it to the ground. Mary was there, rushing forward, wrapping her arms around me. She glanced at the package I’d brought with me. Magnus’ body lay enclosed in the patterned quilt. 

“Where is he? Are there no survivors?” she asked, and my lips parted, but no words came out. I only shook my head, casting my gaze to the floor. She understood, and her hand flew to her mouth, a small gasp escaping at the news. “Magnus is dead…”

She glanced at the body and dropped to her knees. “Dubs, get us the hell out of here!” she shouted, and my big commander jumped through the room, racing to the bridge. 

“Dubs?” I asked. 

“He was with Nat and Leslie,” she informed me. 

“Where are they?” I scanned around the cargo hold and moved through it, heading for the bedroom off the kitchen. They were each slumped on one of the beds, and the NannyBot was inside with them. 

“Where’s Jules, Dean?” Mary asked. 

“She’s taking care of the Arnap.”

“Taking care of them?”

“We have no way of stopping her.”

“Do you even want to?” Mary asked. 

I heard Natalia’s Russian-accented voice before I saw her eyes blink. “Magnus… is he…?” Her words were so quiet, but we both knew exactly what she was asking. 

I knelt by the bed, taking her hand. My suit was still on, and my glove gripped her hand tightly. “I’m so sorry, Nat.”

“Then let Jules do this. Let them pay for what they’ve done.” Nat’s eyes closed, and she turned from me, facing the wall. 

I nodded, not that I had a choice in the matter. I only hoped my daughter would recover after today. 

 

____________

 

Everything was calm. Jules lost her smile but found she didn’t feel anything at all as she floated closer to the planet. The ships had tried to stop her, to blast her away as she raced toward the Arnap base, but they didn’t know what they were up against. She wasn’t of this time. She was Zan’ra, gifted by the gods, created by the Deities. 

She was Ja’ri, and Jules, but most of all, she was destruction. 

She spread her palms wide, and the space station tore in two, one chunk dropping into the atmosphere, burning up hotly as it plummeted with the gravitational pull. She searched for signs of the Ritair and found one hidden enclave below. They were scared, hiding near a freshwater lake. It was the only remnant of that race, thanks to the Arnap. 

Jules had to rid the system of the enemy. She lowered toward the world. Part of her was affected by the beauty of the planet: the way the clouds danced above the land, the green mountain ranges, the deep oceans brimming with life, unseen by any outside eyes for centuries. She felt a stab of anger that the Arnap also threatened that precious life, not only Brik’s people. 

She closed her eyes as she moved five thousand feet above the surface and sent waves of sensors out. There were twenty thousand Arnap on the planet – men, woman, elderly, even children – but they were monsters, no better than the Sprites. 

Jules targeted them, feeling the blackness of their hearts, the sludge pumping through their greedy veins, and she screamed, clenching her fists as she raced toward the ground. Their hearts beat as one for a moment, then stopped. 

Everything went silent, and she knew that every Arnap on the planet had dropped at the same moment. She was near the lake where the last of the Ritair were tucked away, seeking solitude from the invaders. Her feet touched the grass near the water, and she let the sphere go. Everything rushed at her then, the possession of Ja’ri all but vanished, and she crumbled onto her side, her legs coming up into a fetal position. 

She pictured Patty being torn away, her purple eyes mocking Jules as she took off. She saw Uncle Magnus’ dead eyes, and the ships being ripped out of existence. She felt the beating organs cease pumping lifeblood to every Arnap on the planet, and she cried out weakly, tears falling down her cheeks. 

“What have I done?”

 

____________

 

We found them hours later. It was clear Jules had ended the localized Arnap threat, and I ordered Light to the planet. Our drones showed their cities, familiar to us, as they reminded us of the one we’d lived in on Sterona, only these were filled with the Arnap people we’d only recently seen for the first time. They were all dead. 

“We have life signs deeper into the continent, the southern region. Drones have been deployed, but…” Suma glanced at me. “Captain, they’re Ritair.” 

Brik was beside me, and he ran to the viewscreen as Suma put the drone’s feed on the left section. It showed a brilliant lake, the bright star reflecting off the glistening surface. There were at least three hundred of the race remaining. They’d formed a circle around something, and I hoped it was her.

“Suma, zoom on the center of their group.” I waited as the drone lowered, and the image refreshed. There she was. Getting to her feet, dusting herself off. 

“Jules,” I whispered. 

 

____________

 

They were worried at first, but Jules found she was able to speak with them somehow, like how Dal’i had talked to her in English. It took a while, like she was running their words through a diagnostic computer, but soon she comprehended their clipped phrases, their hurried speech, and she spoke calmly to them, informing them she was an ally. 

“I’m human, with an Alliance of Worlds, and we know of your people,” she told them. The last few hours were a blur, a mangled mess inside her mind, but she knew what she’d done. Somehow she was finally able to compartmentalize it, pushing it down. Never let it out, she told herself, realizing how hard that would be. 

“We must be cautious. They will find us. You may have drawn attention to our people. We’ll have to move now, lest the Arnap track your trajectory and lead them to us,” one of their women said. She was pretty, with a long face, her tail thinner than Brik’s. 

“You have nothing to fear. The Arnap are no longer a concern.” Jules saw they didn’t believe her. “At least, not here.” Not yet.

She heard the thrusters from far away and peered to the deep blue sky, seeing a shuttle heading toward them from the clouds. 

“They are here!” someone shouted.

“We need to hide!” An old Ritair man ran for the hills beside the lake, tripping on a rock. 

“Everyone halt!” Jules said, her voice booming across the narrow valley. They stopped in their tracks. She took stock of them, seeing how frightened they were. They wore ragged clothing, the children were thin, and they all stared at her, the strange alien girl with glowing eyes like she was the harbinger of bad news. 

“That’s my father. He’s a captain of a great starship, and we have one of your people with us. We’ve been to Sterona. I was born there.” She watched their faces twist in confusion. 

“How were you born on Sterona?” one asked. 

“That is an old name,” another said. 

“Can it be true? Does our ancestral home remain intact?” one of the oldest women there asked. 

The ship landed nearby, and the children were pressed to their parents tightly, fearing retribution, but their attitudes instantly shifted as Brik stepped off to reunite with them. Jules saw subtle differences in the man from the Collector’s ship. He was slightly taller, his eyes and lips just different enough to adapt to their environment here, and a few generations was enough to alter the Ritair. 

Brik ran over, talking to the people in bursts, and Jules felt relief when Papa and Mom stepped off the shuttle, scanning the region for her. Her gaze locked with Papa’s, and all the pain and torment she’d felt since destroying the Arnap took a back seat to the happiness she felt emanating from her parents.

 

 

 

Twenty-Four

 

“We’ll eventually bring them to Sterona if they choose to return, but our first order of business is to transport them to Haven. We’ll set up a home for them in the outer quadrants, since we have enough space ready there for such an event,” Mary said, standing at the meeting room’s visual board. 

“What are we doing with Horizon?” Slate asked, and we all glanced at Sarlun. 

“It’s far past the repair stages, and since the portal stone is… gone, we’ll destroy the remains of the ship and wipe away any clue we were ever here,” Sarlun advised. 

It was another mystery. The portal had been removed from the ship, the entire room cut away surgically, and no one could explain what had become of it. 

“Jules, you can’t feel it nearby?” Suma asked my daughter. She sat beside me, but she’d stayed silent for the entire meeting so far. Dean wasn’t here. He was in the suite with his mother, and I was grateful someone in his family had been spared during the last few days. 

“It’s not here, but I can’t sense it anywhere. It’s almost like it’s vanished,” she said. 

“From this dimension,” Fontem said quietly. 

“We don’t have time to speculate on that,” I told the Terellion. 

These are trying times. Would you mind if Fontem and I returned to Haven posthaste to continue our research? I almost hadn’t seen Regnig. He was on a chair, but his head barely made it over the table, and he had the unfortunate seat beside Slate, where he was hidden by my commander. 

“That’s fine. Keep us posted, though,” I told him. I wanted to know everything that pertained to my daughter, as well as our missing Patty. Natalia had offered no emotion when she’d learned of her daughter’s fate, as if she didn’t have enough heart left to understand what we were telling her. She was doing better, but she’d suffered some major contusions and had a lot of blood loss. Her arm was broken, and since it hadn’t been set in two weeks, the doctor had to do some surgery. We were told she’d fully recover, at least physically. 

“Okay, we’ll destroy Horizon and return through the wormhole,” I said. 

Jules stared at the table. “I’ll do it.”

“What?”

“Horizon, then the wormhole.” She peered up at me, and gave me a faint smile. 

“Is that a good idea?” Mary asked her. 

“If the Arnap send reinforcements, it’ll be from this end. The Ritair claimed they came three years ago and didn’t use the wormhole to arrive,” Jules said. 

She was having a hard time dealing with her actions, but I’d assured her ten times since we’d picked her up that she’d done the right thing. That did little to ease her conscience. “And you think you can do this? Remove the wormhole?”

Jules had told us she understood the Zan’ra more now, and when she tried hard enough, she could tap into the full list of real abilities that came with the powers. 

“I believe so. You leave me behind, and I’ll do the rest.” She stood, moving for the exit.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“To see Dean.” The door closed behind her, and I glanced at Mary. 

“This has been a tough one.” I told the gathered crew. “Good work, everyone. Sergo, can you return us to the bridge, and prepare to exit the system by way of the wormhole? Be on the lookout for any trouble, Loweck. We’ll leave Jules behind.” And trust she returns to us. I left that part out, but it was clear Mary was thinking the same thing. 

We all stood now, the meeting adjourned, and Fontem got my attention. Mary stopped at the door, waiting for me, and I told her I’d be right there. 

“What is it?” I asked the Terellion passenger. 

“I never expected the Zan’ra to be so powerful,” he told me. 

I eyed him suspiciously. “Is that right?”

“I’m beginning to understand why the Deities did what they did.” He leaned against the wall. 

I frowned at him. “You mean the genocide of their creations?”

“You saw what your daughter did out there. I get that she was protecting us, but if those others can do the same thing, then imagine a whole race of Zan’ra running around out there. One corrupt or evil one, and you put billions of lives at risk,” Fontem said. 

Something clicked, and it really bothered me. “Is this why you were suggesting Jules find this Deity and free it? So it can finish the job?” I grabbed him by the collar and slammed him against the boardroom screen. 

“Whoa, Dean, it’s not like that. I do believe Lom is trying to  …” 

“Silence. I don’t buy it. You’ve been keeping enough secrets from me, and I’m beginning to doubt your sincerity. Hear me now. I will never let anything happen to my family. They mean everything to me, and nothing, and I mean nothing will hurt them. Do you understand!” My face was red with anger, the stress and fury at Magnus’ loss boiling over. Fontem’s expression was fearful, and I let him go, stepping away from him. 

“Dean, it’s not that… I don’t want the Deities to harm Jules, but… this O’ri is bad news. Regnig only had a tiny fragment of a story, but I know more,” Fontem said. 

“Then tell me.”

“I’ll do better. I’ll show you.”

“Show me what?” I asked.

“My real treasures are far away.” Fontem smiled, and I found myself believing him again. 

“And what is there?”

“You want secrets? I have old secrets. More than you could imagine.”

 

____________

 

Jules watched as Light exited the system, and suddenly, she was alone. Nothing moved, and she peered toward the distant planet. She hadn’t allowed herself to view the aftermath of her attack on the Arnap, but she could still feel their lives being snuffed out every time she closed her eyes. 

Horizon was a shell of a ship, the portal stone removed, a gaping hole in the side of it. There was nothing left on board but an entire crew, dead from the attack. So many losses, so many friends and workers she’d grown up visiting and seeing. The big guards from Bazarn that had protected the portal were gone too. 

She now understood Fontem’s discussion of the time-travel device, because she wanted to return to a previous time where Magnus was alive, where she could watch Dean and his father interact again. But Fontem warned them against it, and it might be for the best that Papa had lost the Delineator. Fontem told her about his obsession with his wife after she’d died. He used to travel back and visit her, like a stalker, until he could no longer take it. He’d done it for years, nearly driving himself mad.

At that moment, thinking about everything that recently transpired, Jules understood his motives only too well. 

She smiled as she closed her hands, and with a pulse of power, Horizon crumbled into billions of microscopic specks of matter. 

“Goodbye, everyone. Thank you for your sacrifice,” she told the crew. 

There was nothing left for her here. Jules floated toward the wormhole, and for a moment considered not using it, not destroying it, and plotting another destination for herself. Trying to find Patty and Lan’i, maybe traveling to the world the Deity had called to her from, to see if she could converse with it before freeing the god. 

She had too many unknowns about her future, but deep down, she couldn’t do it. People needed her. Dean needed her, and so did her parents. Hugo too. And truth be told, she couldn’t make it without their support. 

Jules flew to the rift in space and passed into it without another second’s delay. 

When she arrived on the other side, she filled her sphere with a force unlike any she’d ever encountered before. It wasn’t built of hate or anger like the last time, as she’d destroyed the Arnap, but of understanding and love, a perfect balance to her previous use of the intense powers. The wormhole glimmered, ripples casting on the inside before it closed without so much as a flash of light. It simply shrank and disappeared forever. 

She returned to Light, which was waiting for her arrival a few thousand kilometers away, and once she was in the hangar, she decided it was time to find Dean. They needed to talk. 

Jules walked to the crew quarters and found him as she approached his suite. He was just leaving, and he seemed surprised to see her. 

“Ju, did you…?”

She nodded. “It’s done.”

“That was quick.”

She grinned at him. “No reason to dawdle. Look… can I…” She pointed at her door, and he nodded, following her into their quarters. 

“Your dad’s in there with Mom,” Dean told her as the door closed behind them. 

“How’s she doing?” Jules hadn’t brought herself to see his mom yet. She was too scared that seeing Auntie Natalia would be too much, and that she’d break down, and she needed to be strong. 

“They did some surgery and inserted robotics in her right arm.” Dean absently rubbed his own arm as he followed her to the living room. She took a seat, and patted the couch beside her. 

“I know we haven’t had a lot of time to talk, or to deal with what happened, but I wanted to say I’m sorry,” she told him. 

“For what?”

“For letting Patty get away…”

“You did everything you could, Ju. You’re amazing.” His hand found hers. It was warm. “Not only that, but you fought for my dad. You avenged him, and I’ll never be able to repay you.”

“I killed them all,” she whispered. 

“I wish I’d done it.” Dean met her gaze, and she could tell that he meant what he said. 

“No, you don’t. You don’t want to live with this,” Jules told him. 

“You’re not alone, Ju, because we’ll take on the guilt together, okay? For everything. Patty, my dad, the deaths of all those Arnap. You…” 

She pressed her lips to his, and he didn’t pull back, for an instant. Then he did, and he shook his head. “We can’t do this. You’re still a girl… and…”

Jules saw it, the fear in his eyes at what she was. “A monster.”

“No. It’s nothing like that, Jules. It’s not a good time, not with everything. You’re…”

“Like a sister to you,” she finished, and he didn’t say another word. 

“You know that I love you,” he said, not meeting her stare. 

She nodded, not asking him to clarify the meaning of the words. “I know.”

He rose from the couch and started for the exit. “I should go.”

She relaxed her shoulders, and when the doors closed, she whispered four words. 

“I love you too.”

 

____________

 

The room was dimly lit, but I found Natalia on the bed, staring at the ceiling. 

“Are you alone?” she asked without directly addressing me. 

I sat beside her on the bed. “I am.”

“Good.”

“How are you feeling?” I asked. 

“About what? The fact that my arm is now that of a robot, or that my daughter ran off and turned into one of those Zan’ra…” She actually laughed, and a tear fell down her cheek. “Or that my husband died trying to save me?”

“Stop it. I know what he meant to you. I do. Of all people, I understand. I was there, I saw you before you’d even talk, the way he’d look at you, dote on you. So stop it. You’re stronger than any of us, and you will make it through this.”

Nat sat up, propping the pillows behind her. “I don’t even need to be in bed anymore. The doctor… fixed me, but I can’t bring myself to get up. I can’t eat. I can’t sleep. Not without a sedative. What’s going to become of me?”

“You’re going to heal, day by day, and when we find your daughter and return her to you, you’re going to be the mother to your two children, like you always have been,” I told her. 

“Magnus knew something was going to happen. He was so jumpy the last few weeks, like he was suspecting it. I told him we should turn around, but he wouldn’t do it. He was adamant that if someone needed help, that we’d be there to give it to them. 

“We arrived, and they came at us so quickly. They ambushed our ship. Somehow, they’d been expecting us,” she said. 

“I know. They told me the same thing.” 

“Who were they, really?” Nat asked. 

“It sounded like Lom of Pleva was behind it. Not the Ritair part. That was old news. Lom must have indoctrinated someone in the Arnap organization to believe his stories,” I said. 

“Did you capture her for questioning?” she asked. 

I shook my head, feeling sick to my stomach. “No. I shot her in the face.”

Nat lost her bluster and pulled me into a hug. She stroked my hair, like I was the one in need of a mother, and I laughed at the idea. 

“I’m going to miss him,” I told her. 

“So am I.”

We talked for a while longer, and by the time we were done, Nat sat up, ready to step out of bed. I helped her to her feet, and she walked aimlessly around the empty suite. 

“Would you like me to stay?”

“No. Dean will be here soon. I’ll make something to eat,” she assured me. She looked better, more vital, and already the color was seeping into her cheeks. 

I left her there, knowing Natalia of all people would make it through this. I just hoped the rest of us could.

 

____________

 

It took a month and a half to reach New Spero. When we arrived, we brought the last of the Ritair people through the portal to Haven, where Mary had already begun to set up their village at the outer edge of the city. 

Brik went with them, and I was glad we could at least reconnect him with his people, even if it hadn’t been in the way we’d expected. Regnig and Fontem were closer to finding out more about the Zan’ra, but the process was slow. So far, none of the Alliance members had sighted a girl with purple eyes, or Lan’i, out there, and I took that as a good sign. 

We would track Patty down at some point, and I was confident Jules would be able to find a way to figure this all out. She was more comfortable in her skin, and we’d begun going over her abilities, cataloging things she was able to do. At least, the things that were safe to practice in the gymnasium of our starship. 

The only thing left was the wake for our good friend Magnus. I wasn’t looking forward to saying goodbye.

 

____________

 

I stepped outside, the air indoors too stuffy, the smells too familiar. The back porch board creaked under my weight, and I remembered the day we’d added the expansion on his deck. I peered to the outdoor kitchen, seeing the field beyond it, wheat ripping in breeze under the auburn Proxima moonlight. 

Magnus had been such a huge part of this colony. He’d been one of the early arrivals, sent in the colony ship right after we’d left chasing after Leslie and Terrance. They’d settled in this house, building it with the help of some local carpenters. They’d even built one for Mary and me on the acreage over. 

A hand slid onto my back and squeezed my shoulder. “We’re all going to miss him, boss.” Slate stood on the edge of the porch with me, his other hand resting a beer on the railing. 

“I know, Slate.”

“I… I can’t replace him, and you two were friends before we even met…”

I nodded, staring at the crops. “Slate, I’ll lean on you when I need to.” I appreciated him saying it, but Slate and my friendship didn’t need to be defined by the others in our group. 

Slate took a drink from his bottle. “This isn’t going to be easy, is it?”

“No, it’s not.” Every now and then, a bolt of fury would shoot up my spine, making me want to do crazy things. To chase down the rest of the Arnap and blow them from existence. I’d thought so many things, but I always saw Magnus in my inner mind’s eye, shaking his head. Telling me to let it rest and to move on. To play this one defensively, but I didn’t think that was possible, not with my allies. 

We stood in silence for a while longer until the door opened, Magnus’ favorite old rock and roll music carrying from inside where the wake was coming to a close. All our friends were inside, but they began pouring out now. I turned, watching Mary and Jules head toward me. Sergo and Walo walked behind Loweck and Leslie, and Karo and Ableen joined our group. Hugo sauntered over to me, hugging me around the waist, and I tousled his hair. He didn’t even gripe about it tonight. Leonard smiled, and I waved at my old friend. He was doing so well these days, and it was good to see him. 

Leslie had dealt with the loss of Terrance over the last few years, but she wasn’t the same woman as she had been. She wore a strong and supportive smile tonight, and I loved seeing in her this light. 

Regnig appeared to be conversing with Sarlun, and Suma lingered inside, talking with Natalia. I stared at my Russian friend. She wore black, her hair done up the way Magnus had always liked it, and she met my gaze, her eyes growing misty once again. She’d held up well all day, but I could see the walls caving in around her. She was going to need our strength to get through this, and I nodded to her, silently sending her my assurance. 

She passed a slight smile and turned away, walking deeper into the house. Suma came outside, and Dean joined her. Patty’s absence stung like a fresh wound, but no one brought up her name. That would put Nat over the edge, and for tonight, we only wanted her to remember the big bear of a man that we had all loved and would have given our lives for. 

Dean came and stood beside Jules, and she wrapped him in a hug, resting her head on his chest for a moment. He didn’t pull away, and I grinned to myself. Young love in a time of tragedy. I thought about Karo’s theory, about the balance of the universe, and felt there was so much truth to his people’s ways. 

Everyone was chatting, but no one was really talking: just idle comments on the weather, the food, the music, and it all felt a little forced. Magnus would have hated this. He’d have wanted us to puff up our chests, drink some beer, and talk about the good old days. Reminisce about the Event, and meeting each of the guests at the wake. 

“Where’s Nat?” I whispered in Mary’s ear, and she shrugged. 

“I’ll find her.” But she didn’t have to. Natalia pushed through the back door, and the dogs followed her outside. Carey, Charlie, and Maggie ran down the steps and onto the grass, playing and barking in the warm night air. Nat held a box, and it took me a moment to see what she’d brought with her: a humidor. 

“He’d have wanted you to each have one.” She opened the mahogany box, and I laughed at the sight of the dozen or so well-rolled cigars sitting side by side. Nat passed them out, each of us taking one. When Nat stopped at Jules, she looked to her mother, then me, and I waited for Mary to tell her it was okay. My wife did just that, and Jules hesitantly took the cigar, Dean grabbing one as well. 

“Does everyone have one?” Nat asked, and I saw even Regnig had a cigar.

“What about me?” Hugo asked, and everyone laughed. 

“I don’t think so, son.” I told him, and he shrugged and took a seat. 

We raised them high, and Nat produced Magnus’ favorite metal lighter. She flipped it on, the flame flickering in the dimly lit porch light. “My husband was a great man. He was larger than life and gentler than a soft breeze. His voice was loud, and his compassion was endless. He found me when I was at my weakest, the rock bottom, and when I saw his soft eyes and that stubble-covered chin, I discovered hope. 

“It took me a long time to heal from that pain, but beside him, each day put me farther from it, each week I was better, each year I was stronger. Magnus was my everything, and even though I can’t imagine my life without him, I’ll be able to go on, because he healed my heart. He made me strong enough to survive this. Magnus has done the same for many of us. He was a hero, a great father, captain, and husband, and we will never forget him.” Natalia was crying now, and I hardly noticed the tears on my own cheeks as I smiled at her words. 

She walked around the deck, lighting each of our cigars, and soon the area was filled with the aroma we’d grown so accustomed to smelling on our good friend over the years. Jules coughed a few times, and so did a few others as we stood there, sipping our drinks and recalling fond memories. 

I told the story of how Carey and I had first met Magnus and Nat on the road in South America, and everyone asked me to talk about us running through the Kraski mothership, carrying the heavy Kalentrek. 

Sergo regaled us with his story of meeting Magnus for the first time, saying how he’d been sure the guy wasn’t really human, but some kind of barbaric alien with a thirst for Padlog syrup. And we continued on long into the night, finding seating outside while we finished our cigars and drank more than we should have. For us, there was a tomorrow, and that was what we were celebrating, because that was what Magnus would have wanted.

 

 

 

Epilogue

 

The laughter warmed my heart. I stood in the field, wishing I could join them, wanting to show myself and share my much older memories of my old friend Magnus. But I couldn’t, for so many reasons. I watched the younger version of myself and smiled at the way I interacted with everyone. People were drawn to me back then, like moths to a flame. I worked that deck like I belonged, like I truly was a Recaster.

I limped closer, my knee aching where the metal implants jutted from the skin, and I scratched at it. I stayed for hours, hoping no one would see me, and just when I thought I’d managed to avoid all contact, a snuffling dog nose bore through the wheat fields. 

“Maggie?” I asked, but no, it was the other one, the older one. Carey. We’d started this together so long ago, and I crouched. He knew it was me… somehow this must have confused him, but he still wagged his stubby tail; he rubbed his head into my legs, his long ears flopping around. 

I petted him and scratched his head like I used to do, and a sadness enveloped me. That was nothing new. Part of me wished I’d been snatched up that day of the Event, that I’d have been sent into the sun, and that I’d never had to deal with so many years of hardship. But that was my timeline, and I had to live with it. 

This Dean’s was different. 

I clutched his Delineator in my hand and shoved the device into my pocket. I’d had to steal it. I’d seen what having this power had done to me. The pain from trying to get Magnus back. The things it did to my family, and his. I couldn’t let myself do it again. I needed a timeline where Dean could be happy. Where he could grow old and see his daughter get married, have children. 

I needed to know that he could retire eventually and spend weeks at a time fishing in Eilios Oot. These were things I’d never had the chance to do, and this was my gift to the younger version of myself. 

Someone called Carey, and he looked up at me one last time, tilting his head to the side, then he bounded off, returning to the party. I smiled as I saw Jules walking down the steps, and I waved, even though she couldn’t see me. I pretended she waved back. 

My Delineator felt heavy in my hand as I opened it, setting the course to my own present. I tried to take in the strength the recently-widowed Natalia had shown tonight. I was going to need it.

I pressed the device to life, the swirling time gap opened, and I took one last glance at myself and my old friends before stepping through. 

 

____________

 

Jules saw something in the fields: a brief flash of light, then it was gone. She still felt woozy from the cigar, and her head was swimming a little bit. That was all it was. The grass was trimmed short, and it was damp on her bare feet tonight. 

There were so many questions in her head about the Zan’ra, but tonight wasn’t about her, or the others like her; it was about Uncle Magnus. She already missed him. 

The stories were incredible, and she’d even heard a few new ones. She walked along the edge of the house, searching for Dean. He’d disappeared a while ago, and she guessed he only wanted to get some air. 

He’d been sweet lately, more than usual, and she wondered if they were bound to have a future together. She’d dreamed of it for so long, but now wasn’t the time to suggest it. They had too much on their minds. 

Would Dean stay on Light with them, or was he going to return to New Spero with his mom while Jules searched for Patty and Lan’i? Only time would tell. 

“Jules?” her dad’s familiar voice called.

“Over here.”

He walked over, smelling like Magnus’ favorite beer and cigars, and he stared at the fields with her. “You okay?”

“Sure. You?” Jules asked him in return. 

“I will be. I think.”

“Same.”

“Have you seen Dean? Nat’s looking for him.” 

“No. Maybe he took a walk…”

“Someone took the lander, boss,” Slate said, jogging over to us. 

Natalia came to join them, staring at the landing pad where the missing ship stood out like a sore thumb. “Dean’s gone. I can’t lose him too.”

“You won’t,” Jules proclaimed. “I know where he’s going.”

 

THE END

Continue the adventure with

Old Secrets (The Survivors Book 13)
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The Zan’ra have returned. A Deity has been freed from his prison cell.

Under the guidance of Fontem, Dean Parker heads to a distant planet, where he hopes one of the Terellion’s hidden treasures will help him stop a new enemy.

Jules’ loyalty is tested as she’s drawn to others of her own kind, but a secret might be what causes her eventual decision on which side to stand.

A promise of someone close to them dying has everyone on edge, but can they prevent the prophecy from coming true?

Find out in Old Secrets, the thirteenth book in the Survivors series.

Old Secrets 
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Keep up to date with Nathan’s new releases by signing up for his Newsletter at www.nathanhystad.com 

 

Nathan’s books are also available on Audible!
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