




Contents







The Portals (The Survivors Book Nineteen)



Copyright © 2022



Books By Nathan Hystad



PROLOGUE



ONE



TWO



THREE



FOUR



FIVE



SIX



SEVEN



EIGHT



NINE



TEN



ELEVEN



TWELVE



THIRTEEN



FOURTEEN



FIFTEEN



SIXTEEN



SEVENTEEN



EIGHTEEN



NINETEEN



TWENTY



TWENTY-ONE



TWENTY-TWO



EPILOGUE



The Search (The Survivors Book Twenty)





[image:  ]












[image:  ]








Copyright © 2022 Nathan Hystad



All rights reserved.



No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law.





This is a work of fiction. All of the characters, names, incidents, organizations, and dialogue in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.





Cover art: J Caleb Design



Edited by: Christen Hystad



Edited by: Scarlett R Algee



Proofed and Formatted by: BZ Hercules







[image:  ]



Books By Nathan Hystad





Keep up to date with his new releases by signing up for his Newsletter at
 
www.nathanhystad.com




And get Lights Over Cloud Lake for FREE!






Nathan’s books are also available on Audible!






The River Saga




First Life





Second Chance





Third Party





The Realms






The Bridge Sequence




Lost Contact





Lost Time





Lost Hope






Space Race




Space Race





Space Battle





Space Strike






The Survivors Series




The Event





New Threat





New World





The Ancients





The Theos





Old Enemy





New Alliance





The Gatekeepers





New Horizon





The Academy





Old World





New Discovery





Old Secrets





The Deities





New Beginning





New Lies





The Colony





New Galaxy





The Portals





The Search






Baldwin’s Legacy




Confrontation





Unification





Culmination





Hierarchy





Lineage





Legacy






The Resistance Series




Rift





Revenge





Return







The Manuscript





Lights Over Cloud Lake





Red Creek





Return to Red Creek













PROLOGUE



Zecos Three



Shandra 421





R
 unoff dripped onto the sidewalks, creating pools of water. Jaeke stepped into one, and it splashed, soaking his pant leg. As if his night could be any worse. He headed deeper into the Lower Sector, easily recognizing the distinguishing differences from his own home ten decks above. Here the lights constantly blinked, and the temperature was always ten degrees hotter.



Jaeke slowed at the edge of the street, peering past the railing at the Core. Giant augers stirred the molten lava, shoving the fumes through a vent, and heat into another.



He coughed and flipped up his Mist, letting the fresh, damp air soothe his aching lungs. There were days he loved this job, and times he despised it. If he worked in an office, he could pretend none of this existed, but he was a detective, and that meant he’d seen every single corner of Tower City. And all the dreadful things hiding in the shadows.



Jaeke retreated from the barrier and crossed the street, keeping his gaze lowered. He bumped into someone and muttered an apology.



“Detective Jaeke, right?” the man asked.



Jaeke wanted to keep on, but he glanced up, finding three large Aktoo, their flicking tongues darting between white lips.



Jaeke lowered his Mist and tapped his watch. The drone hovered nearby, a red light indicating it was recording their interaction. The leader peered at the source of the hum, his beady eyes narrowing.



“We seek no harm, Detective. My name’s Xandr, and I have a job for you.”



“I’m not for hire,” he said, continuing to walk. The downpour intensified, and he avoided it, wondering how much of the liquid came from the skies and how much was leaking from the higher levels.



“I know where they took her,” Aktoo called after him.



Jaeke halted and took a deep breath.
 Don’t listen to them.
 But he turned around, waiting for Xandr and his cronies to arrive. They moved slowly, their long tails splattering the puddles.



“What did you say?” Jaeke asked.



“That woman. The one you couldn’t find. It consumed the feeds for weeks,” Xandr reminded him.



“What about her?” That had been five years ago, and Jaeke was content to just let it go. He’d failed the family of the wealthiest corporation in the Zecos system, yet they hadn’t held it against Jaeke or the department.



Xandr came closer, leaning in, and Jaeke stayed firm, prepared to use the drone’s munitions if necessary. “How about some closure?”



Jaeke didn’t budge, letting the other man do the talking. It was his usual tactic to allow a suspect to divulge more information than they realized.



“Let’s just do it ourselves,” one of Xandr’s acquaintances groaned.



“Detective, they’re meeting on Seqor in ten days.”



“Who is?” Jaeke finally asked.



Xandr shook his head. “You haven’t heard?”



Jaeke remained silent.



“The prize is astronomical. Locate the Seal, and you win a starship….”



“Don’t forget the planet,” his companion added.



Xandr frowned and shoved the man.



Jaeke tried to follow along, but these guys weren’t making any sense. “If you’ll excuse me, I have a job to do.” He didn’t know what a Seal was, or who
 he
 was supposed to be, or why Jaeke would care about a starship.



“Anlise isn’t dead,” Xandr said.



Jaeke froze, water trickling down his face. He brushed it off and sighed. “Let’s go somewhere less… wet.”



A few minutes later, they entered a lounge with background music you could fall asleep to. Something leaked from the ceiling, and Jaeke glanced at the bartender, seeing it was one of his informants. He ignored the three-armed snitch and sat in the only dry seat in the house. Xandr joined him while his partners stood guard, their backs turned to the table.



Drinks were delivered before either of them spoke a word, and Jaeke sniffed the concoction, sliding it away. “Tell me what you want.”



Jaeke rarely accepted side jobs: not just for the sake of legality, but because the people trying to hire him were always so desperate. You could disappear without a trace in Tower City. It had always been that way, and no matter how hard the Enforcers tried to solve these cases, they eventually met resistance from their primary tax funder, Planetary Provider Inc. The very same family that he’d failed to return Anlise to.



Xandr took his time, sipping his chalk-white drink. It left a residue on his lips. He licked at them, and finally started. “What can you tell me about Nix Benah?”



“He’s a dangerous man,” Jaeke whispered.



“The Shandra network has expanded,” Xandr said.



This grabbed Jaeke’s interest, but he kept it internalized. “Is that so?”



“Nix is offering an entire planet and his personal starship to anyone that locates the First World.”



“The First World? What’s that?” Jaeke contemplated what it would mean, winning a starship. He could leave this dump and never return. But that wouldn’t bring Anlise back.



Xandr shrugged, the effort to lift his hefty arms seeming enormous. He rested them on the table, and it creaked from the weight. “There had to be an original planet before the others, right?”



“I suppose so,” Jaeke said.



“Nix wants it, or more specifically, its geographical location. Rumor has it, a lake has the power to raise the dead.”



“Why would that be appealing?” Jaeke asked.



“Imagine the possibilities. Nix’s wife could return to him,” Xandr said.



Jaeke knew the story. Anlise had described exactly what had occurred after her mother’s encounter with the Arnap. “What does Anlise have to do with this?”



“She’s alive and on the hunt for the First World, along with everyone else.”



Jaeke’s eye twitched, and he clutched his glass. “And this begins on Seqor in ten days?”



“That’s what I’m saying.”



“Why do you need me?” Jaeke drummed his fingers, feeling the itch to leave this bar; to ignore his current assignment and forget this conversation ever happened. But she’d been abducted, or so he’d thought. Taken from Zecos Three. He’d spent a year traveling in search of her kidnappers, but what if she never was a prisoner at all? What if it had been staged?



“You have a set of skills I find beneficial. Help me locate the First World, and we’ll split the profits,” Xandr said.



Jaeke considered telling him to head to the stars, but refrained. This could change his trajectory. Distance him from Tower City and anything related to Planetary Provider Inc. He’d abandoned a different future since Anlise’s disappearance, but with this new information…



“I’ll do it.”



Xandr seemed genuinely shocked, and he smiled, his forked tongue slipping from his mouth. “Excellent.”



“When do we leave?”



“How about now?”



Jaeke stood, checking the drone feed for any evidence he’d been followed. “No time like the present.”










ONE





T
 he planet’s star was bright, almost shockingly so, and I lifted the glasses from my pack, tapping the button on the arm to darken the lens. “I’d say it’s another dud, Slate.”



“Don’t give up so soon, Boss. The Traveler drones assured us there was something worth checking out, so let’s finish this,” Slate said.



I nodded, patting my armored chest. We’d dispatched twenty of the Travelers we’d obtained from the Takmas, and they continued through the portal network, exploring the list of established Shandra locations. Their job was simple. Observe. Record. Report. Standard Gatekeeper procedure.



With the growing quantity of portals to investigate, and a limited number of competent Gatekeepers, we’d started to rely on the drones to do the heavy lifting. There was no point in exploring a hunk of rock, or a planet with nothing to offer. So far, we’d discovered five of them occupied by industrious races, and were contemplating how to make first contact.



None of those separate groups of people seemed to acknowledge their portal stones. Mary was pushing for us to invite the races into the Alliance fold, but with no information on any of them, I preferred to wait. She was in charge of the Alliance of Worlds now, but in Sarlun’s absence, I was leading the Gatekeepers.



I slowed and checked the tablet on my sleeve, projecting the results from the display. “Where there’s water, there’s life. But we haven’t seen signs of any,” I reminded him.



Slate grinned, his own glasses moving with his eyebrows. “Is that so?” He gestured to the sky, and the pair of drones joining us.



“Out with it,” I told him.



“They just identified a source two kilometers from here,” Slate said.



“Let’s follow up.”



Slate and I trudged across the dry landscape, dust kicking up with our steps. The landscape was barren, scarcely a hill to be seen. The elevation was flat, which was a relief.



“How have you been?” Slate asked.



“What do you mean?”



He kept marching, staring forward. “Since the whole Alliance fiasco.”



“I’m fine, Slate. Mary was the right person for the role. Besides, I wouldn’t have been able to join you on this adventure.”



“Damn straight.” Slate patted my back. “I needed a break from
 Light
 . Loweck has been eager to settle down, which is a challenge when we’re on a starship, exploring the recesses of the universe.”



“Where are you thinking?”



“It depends.”



“On what?”



Slate smirked. “We’re trying to have a baby.”



“A baby?” I exclaimed. “But she’s… half robot.”



“We’re going to adopt,” Slate said.



“Congratulations. Why haven’t you said anything before?”



“We weren’t sure, but it’s been a topic of conversation for a while now. We’re ready for a family.”



“You’ll make a great father.”



“Thanks.” Slate steered his gaze to the distance. “Is that…?”



The glint of the bright yellow star blasted from a reflective surface a half kilometer away, and I pulled a scope, recording it. “It’s a ship,” I whispered.



The small craft couldn’t have held more than a single person in it. It shot into the air, invisible thrusters sending it toward us. It sailed overhead and descended in the direction of the portal.



“Who is that?” Slate turned, commanding the drones after the vessel.



“I have no idea. We didn’t recruit anyone else, and we definitely don’t have ships that small,” I said.



Slate activated the feeds from the hovering Travelers as the unidentified flying object settled near the portal’s entrance. Wheels protruded from the underside, and it rolled into the cavern. A moment later, we saw a bright flash as the Shandra operated.



“They took the craft into the portal!” Slate shouted.



I tried to grasp what we’d just witnessed. “Come on. Let’s see for ourselves.”



We continued to the body of water Slate had discovered, and saw a cup near the pond. I crouched and picked up the piece of litter. I handed it to Slate. The symbol had three unique letters and a circle around them, but they weren’t familiar. “What’s this?”



“No idea. I think they took a sample of the water and left.”



“We have to learn who that was.”



With a million questions on our minds, we returned to the portal. Nothing had been tampered with. Slate tucked the drones into their pack, and I activated the Shandra, setting course for New Spero.



We arrived at the Institute site in the dark. A Keppe soldier greeted us with a grunt and a nod, letting us pass.



“Should we call it a night?” Slate asked.



“You go ahead. Say hi to Loweck for me,” I told him.



“You sure?”



“Yeah, I want to analyze this.”



“If you say so, Boss. See you tomorrow.” Slate headed for the officers’ residences, and I went the opposite direction. The brand-new building’s sign sat above the entrance, and I smiled at the sphere denoting the portals and their planets. Sarlun would be proud of us. At least, I liked to think so.



Shimmal had renounced any connection to the Alliance, including the Gatekeepers, the Academy, and the Institute, which meant we required a new head office for the department. The Institute was as good a location as any.



I used my personal code to access the building and entered, my boots clicking against the bright white tiles. I went to the lockers, ditching the armor, then showering and changing into a jumpsuit before proceeding to my office.



I connected the stick and viewed the recordings a few times, zooming on the strange vessel.



“Papa, I thought I’d find you here.”



I glanced at her with a grin. “Jules. What are you doing up?”



She had on a bathrobe, her star pajamas beneath. “Slate isn’t the quietest person in the world. I heard him stomping around the hallway, and he told me you were awake too.”



Jules came into the office, her curly hair bobbing at her shoulders. Her green eyes shone with life, but they no longer glowed unless she wanted them to. I noticed her hand settled at her breastbone, where the Beykn wand had once rested. She must have realized what she was doing, because she lowered her arm and sat. “What did you encounter?”



“See for yourself.” I projected the feed to the screen on the wall, and we watched it together.



“That’s impressive. A spaceship that also fits into the Shandra rooms. Must be a tight fit,” she said.



“For us. But there might be smaller beings inside.”



“Good point, Papa.” Jules’ brow furrowed as we replayed it. “What does it mean?”



“Someone else is utilizing the portals.” I leaned into the chair, kicking my feet onto the desk. “What about you? Things been good at the Institute?”



“Sure. The Adrol have joined, and we’ve been training them with the fresh batch of Toquil recruits from Barod. There’s nothing better than Regnig’s people tackling the obstacle course with pulse pistols in their claws.” Jules chuckled.



“I bet. They’re doing well, though?”



“I wouldn’t put most of them in the field, but they’ve been great resources. Their minds are as sharp as tacks. I think it’s a symbiotic relationship,” Jules said.



I nodded. This was how it had been for the last year. Jules acting as ambassador, with each different race’s leadership contacting her for any Institute-related issues. Every time I returned from a mission, we’d discuss the outcome, and she’d report her daily grind with me. I liked to think we both enjoyed the restful moments as much as each other.



“How’s Hugo doing?” I asked.



“He’s ready to go,” she said.



“Hugo? I didn’t think he was ready…”



“Papa, he’s sixteen and graduated from the Academy. You can only keep him in an office for so long. He’s eager to explore. His friends from the Academy are already out there, and he’s miserable on New Spero.”



“Are you saying he’s prepared?” I gripped my chair’s arm, waiting for her response. She was right. I’d been overbearing, but not because I didn’t believe in him. I did, but I also knew how dangerous the universe was. One false move, and Hugo could be lost.



“He’s more prepared than I was when I started running around,” Jules admitted. “Tell you what. Let me go on the first mission with him.”



I smiled at her, glad to have such a considerate daughter. “What a wonderful idea. Thank you for volunteering,” I said.



“Where are we going?”



“I’ll have to look at the—”



“Papa, don’t delay this. Hugo needs to feel that you trust him.”



“Fine. Two days. Shandra…” I ran a finger over the checklist of viable portals. “4012.”



“I can’t believe there are so many,” Jules whispered.



“Neither can I. Just be careful, and don’t let Hugo out of your sight.”



“I won’t,” Jules confirmed.



I flicked the projection off and shut off the tablet. “How’s Dean?”



Jules flinched, looking at her hands. “He’s good.”



“Just good?”



“I love him. He loves me. Does there have to be more?” she asked.



“No. Not for now.” I yawned, covering my mouth. “See you in the morning?”



“It
 is
 the morning.”



“Then how about lunch before I head to Haven?”



Jules smirked, and I knew something was up. “Mom’s arriving here tomorrow.”



“She is?” I checked my calendar, not seeing that listed on her itinerary. “Why didn’t you tell me?”



“I just did.”



“Jules, what are you leaving out?” I stood, walking her to the foyer. The pristine construction still smelled new, and I noticed a silent round robot on the floor, washing the tile as we neared the doors.



“I have a surprise for you.”



“What is it?”



“If I told you, it wouldn’t be a surprise. Lunch. Tomorrow.” Jules continued outside, and I joined her, locking up after myself.



I tried for a hint, but she was a vault. Soon after, I was in my room, my head resting on my pillow in the dark, and I couldn’t get the image of that strange vessel from our mission out of my mind. When I finally dozed off, images of my father watching the sunset on the First World drifted into my dreams.



Take all the time you need, Recaster.





_________





T
 oday was the day. Jules wiped her palms on her pants, anxious to show her parents what she’d been working on for the past year. Mom and Papa entered the mess hall together, with Hugo in tow, talking to one of his friends at the buffet line.



Jules pulled her mom’s chair out, then kissed her cheek. She noticed how everyone surrounding them quieted when the Alliance President came among them. It wasn’t long before they returned to their previous conversations, but the mood had shifted.



“Jules, whatever you had to say, you could have told me over video chat. I’m busy dealing with the Padlog’s missing funding payment, and—”



“You’re not pregnant, are you?” Hugo asked, lifting an eyebrow.



Jules threw a napkin at him, and he laughed. “No. It’s nothing like that. How about we eat as a normal family before I tell you?”



“Sounds good to me,” Hugo said, already escaping the table to load up at the buffet.



“I heard you and Hugo are going on a mission together,” her mother whispered.



“You haven’t told him yet?” Jules asked, watching her brother juggle three buns in front of a teenage girl.



“We wanted to wait until we were together,” Papa said.



Jules selected a salad with a dollop of Molariun stew. She’d forgotten to ask what the mystery meat inside it was, and poked at a chunk when she sat down. Her cup of coffee was cooling, and she drank some, peering over the rim at the exit.



One of the Ixhald entered, her long black hair tied into five braids. Her gaze met Jules’ as she approached, her movements mimicking a crop dancing in the breeze. She was a waif of a woman, thin and willowy, her head pointed, her skin light gray.



“Jules,” she whispered. Everything out of the Ixhald’s mouths sounded muted, like they spoke through a wall.



“Hey, Rebex,” Jules said. “You finished for the morning?”



Rebex nodded, the effort seeming strenuous for her pencil-thin neck. “Yes. Magnus was kind enough to adjust the simulator to my weight.”



Jules smiled at her, remembering when Rebex and twenty of her allies had emerged from the portal after the false Recaster was vanquished. A powerful entity had met with Papa, disguised as his father, and explained that the portal network was expanded. Rebex and her world were desperate, and Jules herself helped rescue them from their destruction. Instead of a violent invader, it was a local predatory animal that had evolved, coming from their oceans to feast on their population.



Rebex’s people were unable to defend against the dangerous foe, but with the assistance of the Gatekeepers and the Institute, the hostile animals had been relocated to an empty planet: one with a similar ecological state and no bipedal intelligent races.



The Ixhald woman floated away, her feet skimming the ground, and Jules’ father watched her from the corner of his eye. “They’re acclimating well?”



“I think so,” Jules said between mouthfuls of stew.



Hugo slid onto his seat, grinning at the girl across the room. “Can I ditch the family event this afternoon?”



“Why? You going on a date?” her mom asked.



Hugo took a bite from an apple. “No. Just hanging out. You guys remember Casidy.”



“Not really,” Papa said.



“She was in your class. A year ahead, if I’m not mistaken,” Jules told him.



“That’s right. She’s been in the office with me, and we get along.”



Jules appraised her brother. He was taller than her, but that was no big feat. Jules was only five foot five. Hugo would probably end up bigger than Papa, and nearly was at sixteen. His hair was dirty blond and cut shorter, styled to the side. He’d grown out of his shaggy mop and preferred a more sophisticated look. Those were his words, not Jules’. But behind his casual demeanor, Jules was certain there was an extremely confident, capable Gatekeeper, and it was her job to ensure that their parents saw it too.



Jules knew that being the sibling of someone like her must have been a hassle, and not just because Hugo loved to remind her of that fact. Jules cast a big shadow, almost as large as her own parents’. Hugo had giant shoes to fill. But he didn’t seem affected by it, and that made her optimistic in his abilities.



“Hugo, Papa has something he wants to say,” Jules said, and the goofy expression on his face vanished.



“What? Don’t tell me you and Jules are off on another adventure without me,” he muttered, dropping the apple core onto his plate.



“You’re being selected for Shandra 4012.” Papa seemed pleased to deliver the news. It was obvious her mother agreed it was time, because she didn’t bring up any concerns. Jules was certain her parents would have discussed it before showing up for lunch.



“This is epic.” Hugo threw a fist into the air, almost knocking over someone’s tray. They stumbled, and he caught their drink with one hand, showing how good his reaction time was. Jules guessed he was very moldable. “Sorry about that.” He offered it back to the Padlog soldier, and the man buzzed his annoyance. “I can’t wait to tell—”



“It’s going to be a lot of fun,” Jules said, and Hugo lost his smile.



“No way.”



“What?” she asked.



“Dad, do I
 have
 to go with Jules?”



Jules stood up, hitting the table with her hips. “Are you kidding me? I stick my neck out for you, and that’s the thanks I get? You don’t want me to join the team?” All eyes were on them as she spoke, and Jules plunked into her seat, embarrassed. She lowered her voice. “I’m so disappointed in…”



Hugo sighed, deflating. “Ju, it’s not that I don’t—”



“Tell me,” she pleaded.



“It’s one thing being on a mission with maybe Slate or Sergo… even your boyfriend, Dean, but… Jules, I can never live up to your expectations.”



“Is that what this is about?” she asked. “I just believe in you.”



“But that’s the problem. If I screw up, you’ll to come down twice as hard on me as you would another Gatekeeper with my experience,” he said.



“That’s only because I…”



Hugo broke their gaze and stared at his lap. “I know, you care about me.”



“It’s fine. Dad, why don’t you send him with someone else?” Jules hated conceding, but maybe Hugo was right.



Papa’s brow furrowed. “Let me think about it.”



They finished their food in near silence, with their mom trying to keep the conversation alive. When no one took the bait, she gave up.



“What are we here for, honey… Jules?” Papa asked when their plates were cleared. He sipped from a coffee cup and made a face. “Do we need a new supplier?”



“There’ve been issues with flooding at the Columbian plant. We’re looking into it. These are from Terran Seven.”



“That explains it,” Papa said.



They slowly departed, and Hugo waited for Jules by the exit. “Sis, I didn’t mean what I said. I was caught off guard. I’ve had a moment to process it, and maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. The two of us exploring worlds together. It might be fun.”



Jules had been hoping he’d be up for the challenge, but now she wasn’t sure. “Let’s talk later.”



“So why are we really gathered in the middle of the week on New Spero?” Hugo whispered.



“I have a surprise for everyone.” Jules had been expecting a day of joyous reunions, but so far, it had fallen flat.



“Cool.” Hugo followed her to the waiting transport, and she took the pilot’s seat while they all strapped in.



Jules rose from the ground, destined for Terran One.










TWO





I
 instantly understood where Jules was taking us, but didn’t comment. A short while later, the compact transport descended from the skies, heading to our old plot of land. I caught a glimpse of Natalia’s house, where she and Magnus lived on the weekends. Magnus spent most of his days at the Institute, but Nat was used to solitude. It had actually been much better since Patty had returned from Shimmal, her time at the medical training facility paused while Hulope took control of Suma’s planet.



We were working on creating our own facility, but not every member was willing to offer the necessary funding. Most were holding out on the belief that we’d come to terms with Shimmal, and they’d once again enter our fold. I wasn’t as convinced as those leaders.



My gaze drifted to the viewscreen, and my brain struggled to translate what it was seeing.



“There’s a house on our property,” Mary said softly.



I wordlessly stared at it, seeing the black roof tiles, the sleek and modern finishes borrowed from our friends on Inlor.



“This place is sweet. Whose is it?” Hugo asked as Jules landed.



“Jules, what is this?” I tapped her shoulder as she powered off the transport.



Jules brushed past me and jumped out. “It’s our house. Well, your house, technically.”



“What are you talking about?” I followed her, unable to take my gaze off the house. It was perfect.



The front porch was identical to our old one, and someone opened the door, releasing Maggie. The cocker had been staying with Natalia while Mary was too busy to care for her, and she bounded from the porch, rolling at my feet. I scratched her behind the ear and rubbed her belly. “Good girl,” I whispered, and she bounced over to Mary.



Emotions overtook me. This house had meant everything. Just down the street from my old friend Magnus and Nat. Their little kids playing with ours on the swing set. The bonfires, and nights spent planning missions inside the dining room. The parties… and wakes…



Then it had been destroyed by the group of mercenaries sent by Sarlun. I knew he had been under duress, compelled by the rune placed by the Brack, but it still stung. Part of me had died with the house’s destruction, but now… seeing what Jules had accomplished, I felt a new sense of optimism.



Mary’s hand slid into mine, and she rested her head on my shoulder. “This is incredible.”



“When did you have time to do this?” I asked Jules.



“Well, most of it was performed by drones, let’s be real.” Jules waved at Dean, motioning for him to come join us. He wasn’t in uniform, and he looked like a normal young man, wearing jeans and a black t-shirt. He nodded at me when he approached, and pounded fists with Hugo. “We came after the walls were up and painted it ourselves. Dean did a little plumbing, and I selected the furniture with Auntie Nat’s help.”



“Let’s check it out,” Hugo said, running down the cobblestone path.



“It’s too much,” I told Jules.



She waved her hand dismissively. “The moment it disappeared, I couldn’t let it go. It was your home.
 Our
 home, Papa. I’m grown up, and Hugo is getting there. I wanted you to have something on New Spero. Like old times.”



We’d owned numerous properties because of our multiple roles. With the condo on Haven, the farmhouse on Earth, and this… “It’s perfect.” I hugged Jules and kissed the top of her head. Mary took her turn, offering a lingering embrace.



“You have no idea how much I needed this,” I heard Mary whisper to Jules.



Hugo was already at the entrance, with Maggie almost tripping him. Dean went inside next, and I admired the workmanship. I stepped into the house, missing the way the hardwood used to creak under my weight. But the improvements made up for it.



An electric fireplace flickered on the right wall, the furniture oversized and inviting. The kitchen was white and gray, the wood light and airy. We toured the ranch house, finding our bedroom on the opposite end of the guest rooms, adding to our privacy.



Mary fell onto the bed, sinking into the soft sheets. The kids were in the living room, and I rolled closer to her, sidling up. I kissed her, brushing a strand of hair aside. “What do you think?”



“I think we don’t have time for what you’re thinking,” she joked.



“Then you don’t—”



“Mr. P, come check out the deck!” Dean called, and I sighed.



“Be right there!” I answered, and kissed my wife again. “This isn’t over, Mrs. P.”



The rear doors led to the nicest patio area I’d ever seen. Screens on the porch, a barbeque, and enough seating for twenty. The fields out back were in good shape, as was the garden, though that had been cleared out and unattended.



“It’s a blank slate,” Mary whispered.



“Someone say my name?” Slate walked from around the house, Loweck beside him.



“Did you have anything to do with this?” I asked my old friend.



“Only with advice. Jules took full responsibility,” Slate said. “Are we early for the party?”



I glanced at Jules, who shrugged. “Can’t have a housewarming without friends.”



I heard another transport landing out front, and soon our back deck was filling up with allies. Elex and Suma came from Ebos, and I was looking forward to discussing the new colony. Sergo and Walo arrived, their three infants getting much bigger. The smallest of them flew to her mother’s waist, her wings becoming a blur with the effort.



We cracked beers, poured some wine, and entertained for the afternoon, and when the sun began to set, I cooked steaks, chicken, and burgers for everyone, with a little help from Magnus. He flipped a slab of meat and stared at the yard where his wife was talking to mine.



“I can’t believe any of it,” Magnus told me.



“Which part?” I asked, sipping a brew.



“I’m married.” He laughed.



“I know. I was there, remember?” I waved at Ableen and one of her kids, Baru.



Magnus and Natalia had tied the knot four months after I’d been freed. I’d stayed buried beneath the oak tree on my farm for decades, but to my family it was nothing. I closed my eyes, reliving the battle with the Planner in my mind. The strength these hands carried had been astronomical. I had the power of the Shandra, to shape the universe. And now, snap, it was gone.



But that was my choice. It was either I continue as the Recaster and accept my fate as a cosmic entity in the universe, or relinquish it all and be nothing more than Dean Parker, human. The decision was simple, but it didn’t mean there weren’t moments when I wondered what could have been. I’d only held those powers for a short while, and I felt empty without them.



I couldn’t imagine what Jules had felt when hers were removed. No wonder she’d acted so erratic.



Take all the time you need, Recaster.
 The words pressed into my mind, and I squinted, trying to find the source of the voice. But it was him. The entity that had occupied my father’s body after my battle with the Planner. Why was that surfacing so often lately? I tried to recall my time on the First World, but struggled to. I’d visited… then I was back on New Spero, heading to Mary’s coronation. I did decline his offer. Hadn’t I?



“Dean?” Magnus asked, and I saw the burgers were on fire. I flipped them, smiling at my old friend.



“Sorry. Just a little distracted.”



I watched Jules from the corner of my eye, her steps light, her arm intertwined with Dean’s. They looked so happy.



My gaze rose to the sky, to the reddish sunset, and the twinkling stars. Terran One was far enough away to avoid the light pollution, and I walked from the party into the field.



Thousands of stars. Countless planets, and a fraction of them with portal stones. Sometimes attempting to catalog the worlds felt like wading in quicksand, each step dragging me lower into the ground. What secrets would we discover this time?



A shiver crept up my spine. The Planner had been so sure that not only closing them, but destroying them, was the answer. Did he know something we didn’t? Or was he just a destructive entity? The ten Amendors had merged into one body, and he’d fallen apart at the strain. Maybe his mind was damaged in the process. I’d never learn the truth, but staring at the clusters of possibilities above, I felt… inconsequential.



“What’s on your mind?” Karo passed me a beer, and I accepted it with a tight-lipped smile.



“Do you ever think it might be simpler to have Jules close them down? Maybe we could keep the Alliance partners linked.”



Karo peered to the sky for a moment before responding. “Dean, do you think that you should have that level of control?”



“We
 are
 called Gatekeepers,” I said, perhaps too condescendingly.



“You are protectors, Dean. Not rule makers. The people out there”—he gestured to the stars—“are no different than you, Sergo, Hectal, me, or Regnig. They’re living their lives, dreaming of a brighter future, trying to survive long enough to enjoy another sunrise. To eat a great meal. To love.”



“And it’s not my place to decide if they have access to the Shandra.”



“Most of them don’t even realize its existence,” Karo said.



“Have you heard of the First World?” I asked Karo.



He shook his head slowly, taking a drink. “No. What is it?”



“The universe… my father… whatever it was, took me there. It’s where I decided whether to relinquish the role of Recaster or submit to it,” I told him.



Karo glanced at me sideways. “And you did renounce the position, correct?”



“I’m here, aren’t I?” I almost laughed. Despite my assurances that I’d abandoned the Recaster title, most of my loved ones still questioned me. I thought back to that day almost a year ago, sitting on the cliffside, watching the sea creatures dart in and out of the water as night fell on the First World, my father patiently awaiting my decision.



“That didn’t answer my question,” Karo said.



“Let it go.” I closed my eyes, seeing the figure nod at my decision, but I couldn’t hear it.



“If you say so, Dean.” Karo patted my back. “Your new home is very nice. Perhaps Ableen and I could take the adjacent lot. Now that the kids are on their own, and we have more instructors at the Academy…”



“You aren’t thinking of retiring, are you?” I asked him, shocked.



His long white hair fell over his gray face, his green eyes bright and lively. “Dean, I’d be worse at retirement than you. Can you imagine us playing cards on the deck?”



“Not a chance,” I said.



“You’re a good man, Dean. Without you, I’d be stuck on the Theos world, and Ableen would be across another dimension, still trapped on the Collector’s ship. I owe it all to you.” Karo finished his beer, shaking the empty bottle.



“All of which you’ve repaid ten times over. Come on, let’s join the party.” I peered up and exhaled. Karo was gone, and I followed after him, pretending not to be perturbed by the conversation.





_________





“T
 his is the third sighting?” Jules asked, pausing the feed on the strange compact vessel. She squinted, trying to read the icons on the hull.



“Yep. Completely different portals, far-off planets. I can’t determine a pattern that makes any sense,” Slate said.



“What if they’re like us? Using a ship instead of the Traveler drones, scouring the portals. It’s not that unbelievable that someone else would be using a similar process as the Gatekeepers,” Papa told them.



“Could be.” Jules zoomed, focusing on the symbol. “That’s a logo of some sort.”



“Interesting,” Slate muttered.



“Why?” Jules asked.



“Because that was the same label we noticed on the sample cup near the body of water,” he replied.



“We have a lead,” her dad said without conviction. “I have no clue how that helps us, but it’s…”



Hugo entered with Malir, his eyes wide, his steps quick. “Are we going today?”



“Here’s where we’re at,” Papa said. “The portals are being accessed, and we need to find out what’s behind it. Jules will be spearheading this charge from the offices, so she’s unable to join you, Hugo.”



Jules glanced at her brother, wondering if there was a hint of disappointment in his expression. “Then who?”



“Malir.” Papa gestured at the Gretiol heir. The young man wore a black uniform, his rank denoted with three stars on the collar. He’d advanced positions, to one below Jules’ and Dean’s ambassador title. She was glad Malir had finally given up his flirtations now that she was with Dean again. He was a competent soldier, and a quick study, which meant he could handle anything he and Hugo encountered.



The door opened, and a girl came in. Jules noted it was the same one Hugo had been interested in. “Thanks for coming, Casidy.”



Jules glanced at her father. “Are you sure this is a good plan?” she whispered.



Papa tilted his chin toward the girl. “Casidy, what’s the air composition of Shandra 4012?”



“There is…”



Jules listened as Casidy outlined the details. The percentages of hydrogen, oxygen, and countless other elements that Jules trusted others to examine. The outcome was only important to her because it determined whether a Gatekeeper EVA was necessary or not.



Casidy was still talking, and Jules returned her attention. “… but there are signs of life. Lots of it, but nothing the drone picked up implied the presence of intelligent creatures, at least not in the sense of humanoids or…”



“Thank you, Casidy,” Papa said, lifting his hand. “You’ll make a good addition to the team. Are you ready, Malir?”



Malir nodded with a smirk. “We are. Thank you for trusting me with this.”



“Don’t get too excited. We want you to—”



“Observe. Record. Report. We know, Dad,” Hugo said.



“And to be careful,” Slate added. He squeezed Hugo’s shoulder. “I’m proud of you, son. It’s been a long journey here, but your father and I believe you’re prepared.”



Hugo beamed, standing taller.



Jules hugged him. “Me too, little bro.”



Malir started toward her, arms outstretched. “Are you giving out…”



“I don’t think so.” She turned, rolling her eyes, but couldn’t help but smile at his audacity.



The group exited, with Slate trailing after them, recalling his first trip as a Gatekeeper. He rarely brought that story up, mostly because it embarrassed him. The door closed, leaving Jules and her dad alone.



“I’ve been thinking,” she started.



Papa leaned on the top of the desk, hands resting behind him. “Go on.”



“I should go to these portals. See if I can track the ship through them,” she said.



He narrowed his gaze, as he liked to do when he was deep in thought. She also knew the result ninety percent of the time, and mouthed the response in time with his word. “No.”



“Why?”



“You’re needed here.”



“I am not,” she said. “Anyone can sit at a desk recording drone feeds.”



“You’ve already spent months running around, avoiding your tasks on New Spero, and if you want to keep this uniform on, you have to be here,” Papa said, and Jules froze.



“Are you giving me an ultimatum?” She rose, standing a couple of feet away from her father. He might be everyone’s hero, but she wasn’t scared to confront him. She wasn’t a little girl anymore.



Papa shook his head slowly. “That’s not what I’m doing. I just think—”



“I’m going. Dean can stay and handle things with Magnus. The operation is running as smoothly as ever. If I can find this vessel, perhaps we can partner with them. Two Gatekeeper organizations, working for the same goal. Maybe whoever they are can join the Alliance. Imagine how many resources they might have, and what kind of knowledge everyone can share.”



“Or the wars that could begin, the threat of invasion. We don’t know the first thing about this being,” Papa said firmly.



“It might be automated. We’ve only seen the ship, not the interior,” Jules reminded him.



“I don’t care. It’s settled. You follow procedure.” His mind was made, but she had other ideas.



“Okay.” She snapped off a salute, and he frowned.



“Jules, can you cut me some slack? I’m trying to do the right thing,” he said softly.



For a moment, she almost conceded. “Sure. I know you are.”



“Thank you. Keep watch. I’m going to the Academy for a lecture today.” He stopped at the exit and turned toward her. “And, Jules.”



“Yes?”



“Thank you for the house. That was the nicest gift we could ever receive.”



“Do you really like it?” she asked.



“We love it. And the fact that it came from you makes it priceless.” He left, the door sliding closed.



Jules returned her gaze to the paused image on the screen and started to devise a plan.










THREE





H
 ugo walked to the outdoor Shandra Valincin and glanced at the training fields. He’d done the basics, but these soldiers were running their butts off. “Do you like working here?” Hugo asked Malir.



“It’s great.”



“But you’re the heir to a throne back home,” Hugo said.



“So? What does that have to do with anything?”



Hugo shrugged. “I don’t know. I just wouldn’t expect you to enjoy this.”



“What about you, Hugo?” Malir checked his own armor, clasping the concealed wrist buckle. “Your parents are in charge. Mr. Parker is the leader of the Gatekeepers, and Mrs. Parker is the President. You’re still out here with me.”



“That’s not the same,” Hugo told him.



Malir shoved the helmet at Hugo. “No, but we’re not all that different, are we?”



“I thought the air was breathable,” he said, holding the bucket.



“It is, but the surprises are nonstop. Put it on,” Malir instructed.



Hugo had worked tirelessly at the Academy. Years of studying and training, yet it felt inadequate in comparison with his sister’s accomplishments. Every class he took, the teachers gave him extra attention because of his name, and he was sure they graded him easier. That hadn’t stopped him from trying his best.



It had driven him to be better than even he thought he could be. It had led him to this moment, where he could travel to another world using the portals. To explore and investigate, and perhaps even make a difference.



After his adventures with his parents on their trek to Ebos, Hugo had gained confidence. He’d also seen their home destroyed, fighting the mercenaries with his mom and dad, but he was more nervous now than on either of those occasions.



“Don’t worry, kid, it’ll be fine,” Malir said.



“Can you skip that
 kid
 stuff?” he muttered, seeing Casidy approaching.



Malir smirked. “I get it. No problem, Hugo.”



“Hey,” Hugo told Casidy.



“Hey.” Her hair was gathered behind her head, and she cradled her helmet under her armpit. Casidy dropped a pack, and it hit the ground with a thud.



“Allow me.” Hugo reached for it, but she slapped his hand away.



“We each have our allotted gear. I can take care of my own,” she said forcefully.



“Sorry, I was just trying to help.” Hugo couldn’t believe he’d already insulted her. Casidy was perfect in every way, but he had no clue if she felt anything for him.



“Rule number one.” Malir walked them closer to the portal stone. “Listen to me. Rule two. Follow my lead. Rule three. Do not interfere with the locals. If we find something, bring it to me. I will decide what to do. Understood?”



Hugo nodded, and Casidy gave a thumbs-up.



“I said, do you understand?” Malir repeated.



“Yes, sir,” they both echoed, making their frontman smirk.



“That’s better. Okay, are you ready?” Malir secured his own helmet, adjusted the pulse rifle on his back, and checked his pistol’s charge. They both did the same, copying his movements, and hefted their packs over their shoulders in unison.



Hugo didn’t know much about the planet they were destined for, not compared to Casidy, but he’d studied the images. It resembled a jungle near the portal. The drone feed continued on for a while, and he’d skipped through it, finding the landscape changing the farther the Traveler flew from the Shandra. But they wouldn’t be traveling a great distance on foot.



Malir used the stone, selecting the icon for their destination. Hugo had memorized the symbol. It wasn’t very complicated. A single diagonal line, and a wavy interception. When all three of them were within the painted border that circled the sphere, Malir hit the glowing logo.



And Hugo was whisked away, the portal dragging him from New Spero. The light dissipated, and he blinked white dots from his vision.



“Everyone good?” Malir asked while glancing around the room. It was gigantic, a huge cavern, so high that Hugo could barely see the top.



Hugo crouched, touching a long line near his feet. “What’s this?”



Malir inspected it, shaking his head. “I don’t know, but it seems like someone dragged an object there. Might be old.”



“Not necessarily,” Casidy countered, and unslung her pulse rifle. Hugo had taken a weapons class with her, and she was no slouch with the gun.



“Be on alert, but stay calm. There’s no reason to think anyone is here. The drone didn’t show anything surprising.” Malir went ahead, his gaze lifting toward the exit. “This is big. Why?”



“My thoughts exactly.” Hugo peered at the portal from the doorway, and the portal stone was miniature in the center of the wide cavern. “Does it echo?” he shouted, and the last word bounced off the walls, carrying on for a short time.



“Enough goofing around,” Malir said, but Hugo caught Casidy grinning at him, like she’d been thinking of doing the same thing.



They pressed on, steadily inclining in a forty-foot-tall tunnel. It led them to a grate, which they’d seen on the footage. Hugo clutched a black metal rung and easily stepped through it. “What are they trying to keep out? The spaces between the grates are big enough for Hectal to fit between.”



Malir didn’t respond while entering. “This section has been cut.” He indicated the lower right corner, and Hugo noticed three of the rungs sliced cleanly, leaning together on the grass. The blades were dark green, as long as his forearm. Hugo plucked one and examined it. He let it drop to the ground, and stared at the valley below them.



“Something’s off,” Casidy whispered.



“You’re telling me,” Hugo said. “Would you look at the size of those trees?”



“Maybe it’s just our perspective.”



Hugo used his HUD, controlling it with his wristpad, and zoomed on the foliage. “No. The HUD is reading them at three hundred meters high,” he said.



“That’s incredible.” Malir placed his hands on his hips and gawked at the view. “Let’s get moving.”



The grass soon reached Hugo’s chest, and he slowed as he approached the first tree trunk. “Casidy, can you take a picture of me next to it?”



“How about one with both of you?” Malir asked, and Hugo appreciated the assistance.



“Sure.” Casidy lowered her rifle and stood with Hugo. He bumped his helmet on hers, apologized, and hoped Malir didn’t catch that moment on film.



“I’m glad we’re both here,” he told her, trying to sound chill about it.



“Me too.” Casidy wandered off with Malir, and Hugo jogged to catch up.



“Everything is huge.” Hugo noted how tall the bushes were, and slowed when he heard something moving a short distance away. “Guys…”



“What’s the hold-up?” Malir asked.



Hugo saw a creature lift onto its haunches, multiple thin appendages flailing as it stood higher. His voice caught in his throat, but he managed to point at it.



Malir turned and staggered back. “Don’t make any sudden movements.”



The thing mirrored a centipede: an elongated body with countless legs. It made a clicking noise as it lowered, and after a moment, it scurried off into the deep grass.



Casidy had her gun aimed at it the entire time. “Looks like we have some entomological beings to contend with.”



“You mean bugs, right?” Malir asked.



“Yes.” Casidy stared after it, and to be cautious, Hugo hefted his own rifle out.



“Come on. Let’s keep going.” Malir kept watch behind them as Hugo and Casidy crossed a field, heading for a body of water. The river was probably a small creek, runoff from the mountains in the distance, but to them, it was a rushing tributary.



“Let’s keep to the banks. It should lead us to the lake.”



“Why do we always go to water? I mean, I know why…” Hugo didn’t want to sound stupid in front of Casidy.



“Then tell us,” Malir suggested.



“Water brings life. It’s a good indication of what’s possible on the planet. And we can usually find valuable information by doing an analysis.”



“Very good,” Malir said.



“How do you know all this?” Casidy asked Malir. “You’ve never gone to the Gatekeepers’ Academy.”



“I’ve read everything I could on the subject, and I’ve taken the tests.”



“When did you have time?” Hugo asked.



“It turns out anything’s possible when you keep your nose out of trouble and focus on a task. There’s a lot of free moments at the Institute. I haven’t made many friends, so instead of worrying about that, I study. I like to learn.” Malir slowed.



“Did you see something?” Hugo attempted to locate anything out of place. The rocks on the ground were waist high, and he touched one with his gloved hand.



“No. But my readouts are picking up smoke,” Malir said.



Hugo checked his, with the same results. “Fire?”



“Maybe. It’s not far.” Malir went on, and Hugo scanned the forest as they marched, still finding it difficult to accept how large everything was. It was like he’d been shrunk.



The river forked, and Malir tapped his chin, as if deciding which direction to go. “The smoke’s coming from there.” He gestured left, and that decided their path. The rocky ground gave way to grass once again, this section even higher. The odd blade grew taller than he was, and Hugo brushed them aside with his free arm.



A short time later, Malir lifted his arm, making a fist. “There’s someone here,” he whispered.



Hugo saw it. The vessel seemed miniature next to the tree trunk, and he noticed the woman sitting along the shore. The river entered a lake, and he couldn’t see beyond the span. She sat cross-legged at the water’s edge, a fire crackling in a circular stone pit.



“What do we do?” Casidy asked.



“We say hi,” Malir advised them.



Hugo grabbed his arm, holding him steady. “You said we aren’t supposed to speak to the locals. That was rule two.”



“No, that was rule three, Hugo. And does that look like a local? It’s the same ship that’s been sighted on four different planets already.” Malir shook off his grip and returned his pulse rifle to the back of his suit.



“Shouldn’t we do as we’re told? Observe, record, report?” Casidy asked.



Malir didn’t listen, and he walked from their hiding position. “Don’t be alarmed. We come peacefully.”



Hugo lingered in the shadows, keeping Casidy with him. Malir froze in place as a beam of light shot from a drone above.



The woman rose slowly, and Hugo noticed the giant centipede leg on a rotisserie over the fire. She wore a black leather uniform, her hair short, her brows dark. She said something he couldn’t understand, and she lifted a device, aiming it at Malir.



“Noooooo!” Hugo shouted, rushing into the open with his rifle out.



A second beam fired from the drone, circling Hugo, and he froze on the spot, his mouth ajar.



The woman talked again, this time in English. “Is that better?” she asked. “Dialect can be tricky.” She had an accent, but her words were perfectly spoken.



Hugo saw the sample cups near the river, stacked next to her fire. “Who are you?” he managed to say as the light beam holding him in place vanished. He tripped, landing on his knees.



“I’d prefer to learn who
 you
 are, and why you came. You have five seconds to give me a good answer, or you’re dead.” The woman grinned, one hand on her hip, the other pointing a skinny weapon.



Hugo swallowed, hoping Malir had a better reply than him.





_________





“A
 nd that’s the future of the Gatekeepers, with each of you taking an integral role in its implementation,” I said, standing in front of the packed auditorium. The students were from every last Alliance partner, but seeing their attentive faces did little to diminish the gnawing worry that the Shimmal representatives were missing.



I flipped the projection off, and the lights turned on. I smiled when I saw Karo and Mary with Leslie near the top of the room. They whispered to one another, and I suddenly felt self-conscious. “Are there any questions?”



I scanned the crowd and laughed when a good fifty hands went into the air. The moderator, a young Molariun woman, aimed a voice amplifier at the front row when I gestured at a Keppe boy.



“Go ahead,” I urged.



“Why does the Alliance put so much funding into the Institute? They’re building warships and creating weapons when there are people going hungry.”



I appraised the young man, his sizable form occupying one of the modified seats. “What’s your name, son?”



“Furshal.”



“Furshal, you are correct. We have countless issues still within the Alliance, and be assured there are people more attuned to the logistics and funding details than I am. I’m here to discuss the Gatekeeper program,” I said.



“Like your wife?” Furshal asked, and my hackles rose. I didn’t want to engage, not if the kid was trying to antagonize me.



I noticed Karo stepping down the stairs, and I lifted a finger. “The Alliance is but a group of collective worlds, Furshal. Each planet contains numerous socioeconomic factors. Our organization cannot be held responsible for things occurring on various worlds. If there is a problem, and you have the details, please bring it to your local representative. For New Spero, that’s—”



This Keppe student was relentless. “When is the medical school opening? Shimmal took so many resources, and my dad said that was your fault.”



“We’re in the process of breaking ground,” I told him.



“My dad—”



“Your dad isn’t here, and your job is to listen to your instructors. Can you do that?”



He crossed his arms in defiance when the moderator shut the amplifier down. Forty-nine hands quickly rose. After being harassed by that kid, I was ready to call it a day, but I took another question.



“Mr. Parker, with all the new portals opening, what have we done to protect our entrances?” a Bhlat girl asked. She toyed with her braided hair.



“We’ve added a screening process, and increased surveillance. Each Alliance member’s portal, if intact, is now being guarded by three soldiers,” I said, and this seemed to sate her query.



I continued at it, answering a steady stream of questions, most of which weren’t related to the Gatekeepers, and I made a mental note to skip this part next speech. When it was done, the students filed out, and my friends clapped when the auditorium was empty.



Slate grinned, smacking his palms together. “Mr. Parker, why don’t the vending machines have raw worms?”



I lifted my eyebrows. “Because their shelf life is too short. That was brutal.”



Mary touched my cheek and kissed me. “I’ve seen worse. You weren’t here at my first visit as President. Furshal ate me alive.”



“Who is his father?” Slate asked.



“Some anti-Alliance rally member.” Mary rolled her eyes. “As if we don’t have enough issues outside the organization. Now we’re seeing dissent from within.”



“This never would have happened if Sarlun hadn’t screwed us,” Slate muttered.



“That’s not true,” Karo said. “But he sure didn’t help. Don’t mind Furshal. He’s commendable, solid grades and a tough shell. He talks more than he should, but we’re working on it.”



“What are you doing here?” I asked, noticing a book in Mary’s hand. “What’s that?”



“We found it in the library. Actually, someone on the cleaning staff did. It’s from Regnig’s private collection,” Karo said.



“Okay.” I gathered my bag and started for the exit.



“I was thinking you could return it to him,” Mary suggested.



“To Banod? That’s crazy. I have—”



Mary tapped her foot impatiently. “Dean, why haven’t you gone to see him? It’s been months.”



“I’ve meant to, but it’s been so busy. I have to get to the Institute, and…”



“Jules is there working on this mission,” Slate reminded me. “And I can go in your absence. Regnig’s important, and his time is limited, Boss.”



Regnig’s eventual passing would be crushing. He was like a father figure to many of us, and a grandfather to my own children. Jules adored the Toquil bird, and justifiably so. “Fine. I’ll do it.” I took the book, assessing the binding. The writing was unfamiliar. For a moment, I wondered if this truly was Regnig’s, or if they were just giving me an excuse to visit him on Banod. It wasn’t as if I didn’t want to see him, but something had been stopping me.



I wasn’t sure if it was because of my experience with the Planner or not. Regnig had already attempted contact to discuss his biography on me, but I’d refused to answer, coming up with excuse after excuse. Eventually, he’d stopped asking, and that’s how things had been left.



Maybe I was just tired of thinking about the trials and tribulations I’d endured. I wanted to be in the present, not residing in the past. Or considering the future, like we so often did in a leadership role.



We said our goodbyes, and I noticed there was an autonomous transport parked outside. I waved at Mary, and Slate came with me, since he needed to use the portal as well.



When it lifted from the Academy’s front promenade, Slate leaned closer, blinking slowly. “Dean, I know you’ve been through a lot.”



“We all have,” I said.



“For sure. But what you gave up is…”



“I didn’t give anything up. I never asked to be the Recaster, did I?” I spread out, feeling cramped in the space.



Slate frowned. “What has you so riled up, Boss?”



I took stock of myself, seeing how Slate was looking at me. “Am I that bad?”



“No. But I can tell when something’s bothering you.”



The transport landed, and the door automatically opened. Slate and I waved at the guards, and they let us pass. When we entered the portal room, I motioned for Slate to go first.



“You sure?” He walked to the table, selecting the symbol for the Institute.



“Work with Jules, if you don’t mind. And let Mary know the instant Hugo returns. She’s worried,” I told him.



“You got it.” Slate hit the icon, and he vanished in a pool of light.



When it was finished, I strode to the crystals and stared at them. We’d initially visited Haven twenty-something years ago, chasing Leslie and Terrance. They’d come to see Kareem, and it had been a shock to find alien races living together in a small settlement. To this day, we’d kept that very concept as the building blocks of Haven.



“Dean, go see your friend,” I whispered to myself. With the icon for Banod chosen, I activated the portal.










FOUR





“Y
 our time is up,” the woman said casually.



“We’re Gatekeepers!” Malir blurted as her finger hovered near the trigger.



The woman lowered her weapon slightly. “Now what is a Gatekeeper?” she asked, pursing her lips.



“First, tell us who you are,” Casidy said, stepping closer.



“Girl, I don’t think you’re in the position—”



Casidy tapped a button on her wristpad, and the overhead drone chortled before crashing to the rocks. It sputtered, and the light blinked off.



“How dare you!”



“What is your name?” Malir asked.



“Anlise,” she said, staring at the lifeless drone.



“I’m Malir; this is Hugo and Casidy.” Malir made the introductions, pointing at them.



“What are you doing here?” Hugo demanded.



“As much as I want to stay and chat, I have pressing matters.” Anlise dropped the barrel and began gathering her things.



Hugo noted the sample cups, stacked near the shoreline. “Why are you checking the water?”



“That’s none of your business,” she answered.



Hugo watched her, astounded at how human she seemed. Her arms were slightly more extended, but so were her legs. She had long spindly fingers, her features fine.



“We know that you’ve been accessing the portals. That’s what we do as Gatekeepers,” Malir told her, even though he wasn’t technically one of them. Hugo didn’t correct the man.



She paused, ear tilted toward Malir. “How many of you exist?”



“A couple thousand. But most are new recruits like this pair,” Malir said.



“You didn’t have to divulge that information, did you?” Hugo muttered.



Malir ignored him. “We have an Alliance of Worlds. The Gatekeepers’ Academy is a linchpin of that success, allowing each partner access to send their best and brightest minds.”



Hugo elbowed Malir in the arm, trying to get him to shut up.



Something in his speech had grabbed Anlise’s attention. “Thousands of Gatekeepers. Tell me, have you heard of the First World?”



Malir shook his head. “There’s a
 first
 world?”



Hugo tensed. “Why do you ask?”



“I seek it.”



“That’s what you’re doing?” Casidy inquired, gesturing at the cups. “Searching for the First World by testing the water?”



“Very astute, girl.”



“It’s Casidy,” she mumbled.



“I’ve been given a sample for comparison. I’m attempting to find its match.” Anlise crouched at the drone, prying the panel off. She used a small, pointed tool, electricity flashing from the tip, and it powered on again. It vibrated and lifted into the air, returning to its previous position above them.



“And what do you want with the First World?” Hugo asked.



Anlise smiled, and Hugo glanced at Malir, noticing that the man was already infatuated with the woman. Hugo could see why, but this was clearly unprofessional. A Gatekeeper wasn’t supposed to let emotions affect decision-making.



“Can you imagine?” She waved a hand into the sky. “All of these planets in motion, but before, there was but one. A planet started from what? Stardust? Where did they originate from? Why are we here? How can we now travel between the worlds with portals? All the answers start with the First World. Think of the secrets it holds.”



Hugo was skeptical of her motives. “And what do you intend to do with those answers?”



“I won’t stop until I see this place myself,” Anlise said.



Malir strode to the water, touching the lakeside with his gloved finger. He removed his helmet, shaking his hair out.



“I don’t think you should…” Hugo started to say, when Malir cut him off.



“Hugo, didn’t Jules talk about this First World?” Malir asked.



Anlise’s eyes lit up.



“No, I don’t think so,” he lied.



“She did… your father was there,” Malir continued, and Hugo shot daggers at him, but the Gretiol heir seemed oblivious to his warnings.



Anlise came toward Hugo, her arms outstretched. “Your father saw it?”



Hugo shifted uncomfortably on his feet. What harm could it do? Maybe Anlise deserved answers to her questions about life. Hugo hadn’t given concepts like that much thought, despite taking a few religious classes at the Academy. They were taught to respect every race’s belief system, and he did. Was this any different?



“My dad visited a planet, and was told it was the First World,” he conceded.



Anlise grabbed his shoulders, squaring off. Her gaze was intense, a vein throbbing on her brow. “Where is it?” she hissed.



“I don’t know. He didn’t either.”



“How did he get there?” Anlise asked through clenched teeth.



Hugo was hesitant to disclose any more details, but Malir just stood there, as if silently urging him to respond with the truth. “A being brought him. Dad thinks it was the Universe.”



She gasped. “The
 Universe
 visited your father. Who is this man who gave you life?”



“Dean Parker. Hero of Earth turned Recaster. It’s a whole thing.” Hugo shrugged.



“Recaster. I’ve heard that name.”



“He’s not anymore, so it doesn’t matter. He was only on that planet for a short time; then he was sent home.”



“He must remember the portal access.”



“Nah. It didn’t have one. You know how those all-powerful beings are,” Hugo joked.



“Tell me everything.” Anlise motioned for them to take a seat around her fire, and she separated the charred section of centipede, replacing it with a fresh leg. Casidy grimaced as the juices dripped into the flames.



“You guys can remove the buckets.” Malir knocked on Hugo’s helmet with his knuckles.



Hugo and Casidy shared a glance, and he nodded, taking it off. Casidy did the same, brushing hair behind her ears.



He gave Anlise the few details he had about the strange First World. The sea creature. The sunset his dad had witnessed.



“Nothing more?”



“Nope. It was a quick visit.”



“Your turn,” Casidy said. “Where do you come from?”



Anlise stared at the flickering fire, poking at the insect leg. “Place called Zecos Three. Lived atop Tower City.”



“Tower City?” Malir drank from his canteen, kicking his legs forward.



“That’s our capital. Zecos is not the most hospitable cluster of planets, but we make it work.”



“Why do you call it that?” Casidy asked.



“Because it’s a hundred levels high.”



“How do they get sunlight at the lower altitudes?” Casidy shook her head when Anlise offered her a serving of steaming meat.



“They don’t. There are shafts that rise to the top, and air is funneled in. It usually goes all the way down, but only the poorest live there,” she said.



Hugo stared at the big open sky and tried to imagine living underneath an entire city. “Sounds horrible.”



“It’s not so bad.”



“But you told us you lived atop Tower City,” Casidy reminded her.



“You were rich, then,” Hugo observed.



“Yes. But I broke away.”



“Why?”



Anlise peered up, her gaze locked on Hugo. “Have you ever felt like you weren’t enough? That the efforts of your family were so impressive that you were forgotten?”



Hugo blinked. “More than you can understand.”



“That’s why I left. I wanted to carve my own path, and that means finding the First World before him.”



“Him?”



“Okay, I may have been embellishing my purpose for the search earlier.” She toyed with one of her sample cups. “My father has started a contest. Since the recent opening of the portals, he’s thrown all his resources into locating this mysterious planet. He’s offering an entire world to the winner, as well as a starship. They’re meeting in five days’ time on Seqor.”



Malir slapped his knees and laughed. “A contest? Hugo, imagine if we won? Wouldn’t your mom be pleased with a new colony planet?”



“Malir, we literally have our pick of worlds through the portals,” Hugo stated.



“Sure, but—”



“We’re going home,” Hugo said.



“Now hold on a minute.” Malir rose, crossing his arms. “I’m in charge of this expedition, and you will listen to me. Remember the rules.” He started to count them off on his fingers. “Listen to me. Follow my lead.”



Anlise grinned from her seat, chomping into her dinner. “Does this mean what I think it does?” she asked between bites.



“We’re going to help you find the First World,” Malir promised, and Hugo’s stomach ached.



Anlise set her plate aside and smiled at them. “I have a good feeling about this.”





_________





I
 arrived at Banod in the middle of the morning, and the streets were bustling with Toquil. Young and old, men and women, all of them with bright plumage and clacking beaks. When we’d discovered Regnig beneath the surface on Bazarn Five, he’d been such an oddity. A two-foot-tall bird, with a single eye, that spoke through telekinesis. Now I walked among them on their planet, and it was almost normal.



Right this way, Dean Parker
 . The woman had a councilor patch on her robes, and she hurried toward the building, nestled in the heart of a tree trunk.



“Thank you for escorting me,” I told her, and she wandered off, leaving me at Regnig’s entrance. I knocked and felt his voice emerging within my mind.



Come inside, Dean
 .



I tested the handle and crouched to enter the home. The door was only four feet high, but once inside, the room opened up, and I could stand at full height. The walls were covered in bookshelves, and I heard water boiling on the gas stove.



“Were you expecting me?” I asked, handing him the book I’d been instructed to return. He clutched it with a gnarled fist, examining front, then back. He set it on a table and limped to the kitchen.



I had an inkling. I asked Mary to suggest it. My apologies if that seems deceitful.



“None necessary.” I gawked around, pleased with how comfortable his place seemed. “We miss you on Haven.”



And I miss it as well, but it is a nice break to be here, among my people that I left behind hundreds of years before.



“Do any of them still call you Sager?” I turned the stove handle and poured the water into the cups, with loose tea clinging to the sides.



Some do. I stopped correcting them.



“What do you need to discuss? You could have contacted me directly.” I carried the teas to the table and sat in a low chair, my knees rising close to my chest. Regnig took the opposite seat, his beak clasping closed as he set the canes down. It was obvious he was in pain.



Dean, I desired to show you the book.



I blew on my beverage. “I don’t think I want to see it.”



Your story is not done, but I fear I won’t be around to witness the next chapter
 .



I froze, unsure how to respond.



Is there anything to add? I’d like to be caught up before…



“How bad is it?” I asked him.



Regnig met my gaze, his eye red-lined. I noticed how dour his feathers were. I suspected that he was skin and bones beneath their cover. His robe was clean and freshly pressed, but it did little to disguise how frail he was.



I’ll be gone within the month.



I wasn’t sure how to respond. My head ached, my heart pounding at the news. “How are you certain?”



We have doctors, Dean
 .



“Can we do anything? What about extenders? There has to be…” I stopped when his clawed hand settled on my wrist.



Nothing will be done.



Tears fell before I realized they were coming. “I can’t just sit by…”



Not everything is a problem that you can solve, Dean. Death is natural. We’re all going to cease to exist at some point. That is a promise.



I wiped my cheeks and nodded. “I wasn’t ready for this news. I thought we’d chat over a tea and catch up.”



Regnig lifted his mug and stuck his tongue out.
 I’d be delighted.



“What would you like to know?” I asked.



I have a few blank spots in the story. When you first heard that Lom of Pleva was…



My mind went blank. Regnig’s thoughts entered my mind, but I was drowning in sorrow. I’d lost my parents, but the knowledge of my friend’s imminent death overwhelmed me. I tried to focus, slamming the doors closed on my self-pity. He deserved better.



“I remember that,” I admitted. “Lom was coming for us, and I had to either kill him or make him unreachable. It was almost lucky that I was given that Relocator, because I would have been screwed without it.”



Don’t you feel that you always have the proper tool at the right time?
 Regnig held a pen and slid the book I’d brought with me. He opened it, and I laughed when I realized the pages were blank. I hadn’t even looked inside.



“I suppose so,” I told him.



Did you ever believe you were the Recaster?



“It was just a word. Kareem said it before anyone else, but no one understood the meaning. Only you did,” I said.



Tell me about your experience with your father.



“Which one? The entity posing as him?” I asked.



Both. Start with your real dad, if you prefer. What was he like?



I didn’t often consider my childhood, mostly because my parents were gone, and when you become one yourself, your kids narrow your focus. Isabelle was still on New Spero, married to James, and they had three children now. I rarely saw them, but it seemed mutual. We were in such different places in our lives and the occasional video call was enough.



So I went into it, expanding on that period of my life. That turned into me asking about him, and we stayed for hours, him making notations, and me enjoying his own story. He’d done some incredible things between his time fleeing Banod, and the moment he’d first been given the library by Garo Alnod. We ate and drank more tea, and when I checked the time, it was halfway to tomorrow.



Would you care to stay?



I glanced around, stifling a yawn. “Do you have a bed big enough?”



Regnig nodded and led me down the hall.
 This is where Jules sleeps when she visits.



I smiled, thinking about my daughter sleeping over at Regnig’s. It was endearing. “She really loves you.”



That feeling is mutual.



Regnig walked away, and I sank into the bed, smiling as I absorbed the pleasant day spent in good company.










FIVE





J
 ules stood in the tower at the edge of the training field, observing the morning’s programs. A group scaled a wall, using the hidden thruster boosts built into their armored suits. Dean was beneath them, barking orders, and though she couldn’t hear him from this distance, she beamed. He was cute when he tried to be assertive.



Footsteps caught her attention, and she saw Suma. “Suma! What are you doing here?”



They hugged, but it was rushed. “I have something interesting to show you.”



“You came all the way from Ebos? It must be important,” Jules said.



Suma’s snout twitched. “You’re correct.”



Jules was concerned now. “What is it?”



“Come with me.” Suma exited the tower, taking the spiral stairs to ground level. Jules fought the urge to float, and ran down the steps like a normal person.



They went into the Gatekeepers building, and Slate greeted them, a serious expression on his face. “We have him secured, Suma. You think the translator’s upgrade will work?”



“What are you two talking about?” Jules asked.



Suma finally broke, explaining herself. “You know how we put a portal stone on Ebos, right?”



“Sure. It was taking far too long to transport materials otherwise, and we couldn’t be sending a warship every time someone chose to go off-planet.” Jules stepped into the storage room after Slate, and saw a secured alien behind glowing energy bars. “Who is he?”



“He came from the portal, spouting off in his own language. We’ve doubled security on the partner’s portals, and this stranger attacked the guards. He injured one of them.” Suma glared at the being, and Jules stared at him, wondering what he was.



Long matted brown hair covered his body, including his face. His eyes were white dots within the mess, and he wore a baggy top, hair protruding through each opening.



“He doesn’t look so bad,” Jules whispered, and Suma passed her a tablet. She pressed play and watched as this creature flipped over the stationed sentry, spinning to kick his legs out from under him. He booted the guard in the head and ran on, swinging a glowing orange blade.



“Does that change your mind?” Suma asked.



“So he’s a ninja or something. A very hairy ninja. We knew we’d encounter unfamiliar races when the portal network expanded.” Jules returned the tablet. “Have you tried to communicate?”



“No, but there’s been new innovations on that front, so I brought the prisoner here,” she said. “Okay. Slate, you ready?”



Jules glanced at the corner of the room, noticing the speaker.



“I am.” Slate stepped closer to the bars, and the creature stood taller, coming to Slate’s chest. He rattled off a few unintelligible words in his own language, and Jules saw the computer recording and analyzing the findings. “We’re representatives of the Alliance of Worlds, and you’ve been isolated for assaulting our people on Ebos. What do you have to say for yourself?”



They didn’t expect the being to understand them, but it might keep him talking. It worked, and the speech flowed. The language was filled with yips and barks. Finally, the computer began translating, echoing the phrases from the speaker.



“… doing what I’m supposed to.”



“And what is that?” Jules asked, glancing at Suma behind her. Her friend was using her own tablet for notes.



“I will win the prize.”



Prize
 ? Jules shared a confused glance with Slate. “What prize are you seeking?”



“The planet.”



“Ebos?”



“No. Not that place. The winner will receive a starship from the owner of Planetary Provider and an entire world.” The being slouched. “I apologize for my reaction. I didn’t expect to find anyone across the portal. It was the fourth world I’ve visited for the contest.”



“Tell us more,” Suma said.



“First, what is your name?” Jules asked him.



“Flimorol, but you can call me Flim. Of the Bopgad.”



Jules made the introductions for their end, and he seemed satisfied.



“You will not kill me?”



“No. Why would we do that?” Slate asked.



“Not all races are so peaceful,” Flim told them.



A shiver raced down Jules’ spine. With the portal expansion, there would be far more good allies, but they wouldn’t all be nonviolent. She hoped this was the start of the previous. “The contest?”



He blinked behind the bushy hair, staring at Jules. “It starts soon on Seqor.”



“What does? The contest?”



“Yes. The pursuers are gathering there for the rules,” Flim said.



“But you were getting a head start.” Slate smirked.



“What is the harm in that?” Flim was gaining confidence now that he realized Jules was only keeping him for questioning.



“Do you need a personal invitation to enter this contest?” Jules asked.



Flim made a coughing noise. “Of course. If Nix Benah made it public, chaos would ensue.”



Suma set the tablet down. “Where is the invitation?”



Flim lifted his arm and parted the hair on his wrist. A watch-like device was strapped there, and it projected a stream of data when he activated it. “This is the invitation.”



“Give me the watch.” Jules stuck her palm out. This had to be related to the mysterious ship they’d observed on random planets.



“No. I worked hard for this. I will be the only Bopgad there. It is an honor.”



“Can you have a team?” Jules asked.



Flim didn’t respond for a moment. “It is allowed.”



“How many?”



“Four,” he said, and Jules glanced at Slate, then at Suma.



“Then it seems you’ve met your partners.”



Slate gently took her arm and urged her away from the energy field. “You can’t be seriously thinking of joining this quest.”



“I am. If you don’t want to be part of it, then I’ll find someone who does,” Jules told him.



Slate rubbed his brow and peered at Flim. “We don’t know anything about this guy, or this Nix fellow. What’s he after?”



Jules was so interested in meeting these players, and seeing who was across all these portals, that the reward had become an afterthought. “Flim,” she said. “You mentioned the prize, but what does Nix want?”



Flim reached for the cell bars, and was zapped. “Remove these and I’ll tell you.”



Jules went across the room, ready to defend the others should the acrobatic hairy man get any ideas. With the touch of a button, the energy field vanished.



Flim stretched, like the barrier had physically hurt. “The First World.”



Jules walked closer, smelling Flim in the process. Surprisingly, he was fresh, like a ripe melon. “Did you say the First World?”



“That’s correct,” he said. “Nix seeks the original planet, a place so obscure, its location has never been revealed. At least, there is no record of it.”



“What makes him think it has a portal?” Papa had gone with someone there almost a year ago. Truthfully, she didn’t know if the figure had taken Papa, or if he’d used the portal stone. When she’d attempted to recreate his path, it hadn’t worked.



“He is confident it will be connected,” Flim said.



“Okay. The First World.” Jules needed to speak with her father about this before plunging into action. “When does it start?”



He gave a timeline, and the computer translated it to mean four days. “Flim, would you like a tour of our facility?” she asked him.



“I would appreciate that.” He glanced at Slate, who looked dubious.



“Are you sure that’s a good idea?”



Jules smiled at Slate. “If you’re so worried, how about you do the honor.” She started away.



“And where are you going?” Slate called after her.



“To see Papa!” Jules rushed outside, and realized she didn’t have his coordinates. She grabbed her tablet and sent a message.





_________





H
 ugo followed Anlise through the metallic corridor and into the larger section of the starship. Somehow they’d all managed to squeeze into that tiny ship, with little room to spare. It had been the most awkward and uncomfortable ten minutes of his young life. They arrived on another planet, a gray and dust-covered land where Anlise’s vessel was waiting in orbit.



Malir strode ahead with a cocky gait, and Hugo lingered behind, slowing to get Casidy’s attention. “This was a horrible idea,” he whispered.



“I don’t know. It sounds kind of fun,” she told him.



“Sure. Fun. That’s what I meant too.” Hugo sighed, not wanting to be the wet blanket. He was used to being the carefree one, but only compared to his family members. He thought they should go home, or at least send word to the Institute and Academy with their plan, but Malir suggested it would inhibit their mission.



Anlise led them to a bridge, and Hugo stopped at the entrance, his breath catching in his throat. “This is incredible.”



The bridge was spectacular. White leather seats, curved helm stations, with a rounded viewscreen that made the one on
 Light
 look archaic. A robot stood from the pilot’s position and stalked over.



“Bridge Commander Anlise, welcome home,” she said, her voice light and airy.



“Thank you, Star.”



Star was a spitting image of Anlise’s race, with long fingers and arms. She wore a gray uniform, a shade darker than the paint color.



“Who are our guests?” Star hummed, somehow speaking English already. Hugo glanced at the wrist device on Anlise’s arm, and assumed it was linked to the robot and bridge.



“This is Malir, Casidy, and Hugo.” Anlise smiled, as if happy to have them on board. Hugo sensed something else behind the expression, but couldn’t quite put his finger on it.



“Welcome to
 Independence,”
 Star said.



“That’s quite the powerful name. Any reason in particular?” Malir asked Anlise.



She shifted on her feet, eyes casting downward. “I didn’t name her.”



“I like it,” Casidy added. She strode across the bridge, dusting her fingers over the tops of empty consoles. “You don’t require a crew?”



“This is the crew.” Anlise sat in the central chair. “When you have Star, you don’t need organic beings muddling with things. She can analyze and react a thousand times faster than any of us.”



“What about gut instincts?” Malir asked, dropping into a helm seat.



“They get people killed, Malir. Star will never make an error.” Anlise’s comments seemed to inspire the robot, and a few indicator lights on her exterior momentarily glowed brighter.



Hugo thought about Dubs, and how solid of a pilot he was, but compared to the elaborate and advanced technology Star seemed to demonstrate, he was a boat anchor. That wasn’t fair to Dubs, and Hugo felt bad for thinking it. “My dad says there’s room for both, but the Alliance is—”



“Tell me about the Alliance,” Anlise said, cutting him off.



Star took her position, and
 Independence
 began to move, the view on the screen changing with the trajectory.



“After you tell us where we’re going,” Malir suggested.



“We’re heading to Seqor,” she said, as if this answered their questions.



Casidy stood with Hugo. “What is Seqor?”



Anlise laughed. “Seqor is the heart of our galaxies. The Hub in which we all do business. You will understand soon enough.”



“But you haven’t told us why,” Malir reminded her.



“This is a contest, and I’m determined to win. Hundreds of teams will search for the First World, but we will find it before them.”



“There’s what? An orientation?” Casidy asked.



“Something like that. Nix Benah is a vicious man. I won’t let him have this prize,” Anlise muttered. “Either way, we’re not going to the orientation. We’ll be watching through a drone.”



Hugo didn’t appreciate her half-answers. “Why not?”



“I’ve been searching for this First World since the portals expanded. I’m way ahead of the others, and none of them have my secret weapon.” Anlise grinned at Hugo.



“What’s that?”



“You, Hugo. Your father was there.”



“But I don’t know where it is.”



Anlise glanced away. “We’ll locate it.”



His skin broke out in goosebumps at her off-handed comment. “What’s the timeline?”



“We’ll arrive in three days. Star, set course for Seqor.”



The robot nodded once, gaze straight ahead. “Yes, Bridge Commander Anlise.”



“Why don’t you all get acquainted with the ship?” Anlise walked to the exit.



“Where are you going?” Malir asked.



“To sleep. It’s going to be a difficult month or two,” she said, stifling a yawn.



The door slid closed, and Malir raised his eyebrows. “Okay, this may have been a mistake.”



Hugo shoved him in the arm. “You think? A month or two. My parents are going to freak out.”



Casidy shushed them, motioning toward Star. “I have a feeling this entire ship is listening. Let’s get out of here.”



They exited the bridge into the corridor beyond. It was a decent-sized starship, about a quarter the length of
 Light
 . It was far smaller than a warship, but would probably comfortably carry a hundred passengers, only it didn’t appear to be set up to accommodate that many.



They strode through the halls, becoming lost on occasion. There were only three decks, with engineering on the upper at the stern of the vessel. Casidy took her time in there, trying to comprehend what kind of technology was being used. The drive core looked much different than the Alliance’s, and Hugo thought of how excited Jules and Suma would be to tour this craft.



“We have to get these people into the Alliance,” he mumbled.



Malir pursed his lips, gazing over everything in sight. “Maybe I was right to make this call. If we can team up with Anlise, we could get our foot in the door of whatever passes for an Alliance over here. Let’s see what this Seqor is all about and learn what the contest entails. It’s not like she’ll keep us captive. If we want to leave, we’ll be at a portal in no time. We can just hop on home,” he said.



Hugo checked his Gatekeeper-issued communicator, finding it unable to send or receive messages. He hadn’t expected it to work this many light years from their head office. That was why the Gatekeepers were only supposed to spend a day on site, record and observe, then report to the head office on New Spero. When they didn’t show up, the control center would be alerted, which would stir panic with his family.



But as Malir had suggested, Hugo’s mother would be thrilled to connect with distant alien races like this Zecos Three where Anlise hailed from. And judging by the quality of this starship, and the robot on the bridge, they had numerous technologies the Alliance would be eager to trade for.



Hugo stuck his hand out, palm down. “Okay, I’m in.”



“Me too. This is too cool.” Casidy added hers, smiling.



Malir finished it off, joining in. “We’ll be heroes.”










SIX





I
 woke up with a start when the door closed, and footsteps rushed inside. Before I had a chance to climb out of Regnig’s guest bed, Jules flew in, hair falling over her face. “Papa!”



“Jules?” I rubbed my eyes. “What are you doing here?”



“I went to Haven, but Mom told me you came to see Regnig. Where is he?” Jules asked.



“It’s early. He’s still in bed,” I whispered.



“But he’s always up before dawn.” She sniffed the air. “I don’t smell tea.”



I patted the corner of the bed, and Jules sat. “There’s something I have to tell you.”



“What? Is it Regnig? Is he okay?”



I took Jules’ hand, staring at her. “He’s dying.”



Jules jumped to her feet. “That’s ridiculous! I was here a couple weeks ago, and he was fine.”



I threw on a bathrobe. “Keep it down. He’s not fine.”



Her expression softened, and she barreled into me, hugging tightly. “We can’t lose Regnig.”



“I know.” I tried to comfort her, but nothing would ever be the same. “He’s at peace with it. We talked all day and night yesterday.”



Jules broke free, staggering to the room’s exit. “I won’t accept this.”



“Jules, it’s not up to you. It’s his life.”



She crossed the living space floor and crept to Regnig’s quarters. I watched as she gently pushed his door open and stood there, tears streaming as she observed her old friend.



Enough fussing about.



I heard Regnig’s voice in my mind, and it was obvious Jules had too. “It’s not true, is it?”



Go make the tea, Jules. I’ll be out shortly
 .



Jules glanced at me, clearly admonished, and set to it, methodically making tea. There were a dozen advanced methods to prepare the hot beverage, but Regnig preferred boiling water in a kettle and steeping with real leaves, like he’d been taught as a child on Banod. It was the same way my own mother made it.



I took a quick shower, then changed, and Regnig finally emerged when I joined Jules, my hair still damp.



Jules crouched at the bird man’s feet, embracing him gently. “Regnig. I don’t want you to die.” Suddenly, my daughter was a kid again, a girl of around six, with big eyes and a bigger heart.



I am older than most of my kind. I have lived a hundred lifetimes. My bones ache, my vision is almost gone, and it pains me to walk. This is the cycle, Jules. We all come and go. There is no reason to resist it.



“How can you be so callous about this, Papa?” Jules asked me, and I shrugged.



“I’m not. I was like you yesterday when I heard, but he’s convincing,” I told her.



You came here for a reason. What was it?
 Regnig asked her, taking a seat at the table. His robe was disheveled, his plumage dark and graying.



“It doesn’t seem important any longer.”



“Tell us. You came in shouting for me,” I prompted.



Jules passed the mugs out, and my stomach growled at the scent. Jules must have heard it, because she started prepping breakfast. I helped her, getting the bread from the counter, and sliced it thinly, as Regnig preferred.



“Someone unauthorized used the portal at Ebos. He fought the guards, but they captured him. Suma escorted the alien to the Institute, and we interrogated him. Turns out his name is Flim, and he’s heading to a place called Seqor to compete in a contest.”



A contest. How intriguing
 . Regnig’s tongue licked his beak, and he sipped the steaming drink.



“What kind of contest?”



“There’s some tyrant that’s running the entire thing. He’s offered a planet and a starship to the winner.” Jules stared at me, her eyes glowing momentarily.



“What is it?” I waited for the other shoe to drop.



“They’re searching for the First World.”



My breath caught, and I pictured the planet I’d visited a year ago on Mary’s coronation day. She’d become the President of the Alliance of Worlds, and I’d been on this First World with an entity that I thought might be a living embodiment of the Universe.



“Papa, are you okay?” Jules patted my back, and I exhaled, realizing I’d been holding my breath.



“What does Nix want with the First World?”



“Flim can’t say, but he’s allowed to have a team.”



“No. You have to be kidding,” I said.



“We’ll be careful.”



“Who’s
 we?”



Jules crossed her arms. “Suma, Slate, and me.”



She knew I’d have a hard time declining if Slate and Suma already signed off on the mission. “This sounds dangerous. And foolhardy. What do we know about the man in charge of the contest?”



“His name is Nix Benah. Flim doesn’t seem to be a threat. He was invited, along with another hundred teams. We have to alert the partners that they might be visited by people searching for the First World. He didn’t have much information on Nix or the events. That’s why we’re going to leave for Seqor and figure it out.”



I rubbed my temples, not wanting to deal with any disruptions. “Does this have anything to do with that strange ship we’ve been seeing on our drone feeds?”



Jules tapped a fingernail on the table. “I don’t know. It might. The contest hasn’t officially begun.”



But Flim was getting a head start. It’s likely others will follow suit, correct?
 Regnig set his mug down with a shaky grip. A drop splashed to the surface, and Jules wiped it.



“Probably.”



“When do you go?” I asked, and she smirked when she realized I wasn’t planning on stopping her. There were endless reasons to deny the request, but selfishly, I wanted to learn why this Nix guy coveted the First World. I’d been there. My vision swam, and I saw the ocean with the magnificent sea creature navigating the perfect waters.



“
 There are two paths for you, Dean. The Recaster can do incredible things, as you’ve seen. But you will be required to give up everything else. You have been proven worthy, and we welcome you. If you decide to join
 .” I closed my eyes, envisioning the Universe displayed as my father.



“
 Can we take a moment to enjoy the view?”
 I’d asked, and his answer had been simple.



“
 Yes. Take all the time you need, Recaster
 .”



I shuddered with the revelation. “I have to get some air,” I said, stumbling from the table.



I heard them talking, Regnig’s voice in my head, and felt Jules’ hand clasp on my arm.



“Papa, you look tired,” she said, coming outside with me. Dawn was upon us, and I took a deep breath, my vision clearing.



“I’ll be okay.”



“What is it?” Jules asked.



“The First World. I don’t think I’m finished with it.”



“What do you mean?”



“I know I came back and told you that I’d denied the request to be the Recaster, but it doesn’t seem true,” I admitted.



“What?” She stepped back. “You straight up said…”



“I know, but I thought I said no. And over the last few months…”



Then you are still the Recaster
 . Regnig appeared, leaning on the door frame for support.



“I don’t think so, but in this timeline, me not rejecting it prevents another taking it in my stead. The Universe is in limbo. I think he’s waiting for me there. He demands an answer,” I said.



“Then I’ll find it, Papa. And you can finally tell him you’re not interested,” Jules told me.



“Yes.” I nodded, but couldn’t shake the feeling I was a vital part. “I want you to take something.”



“What?”



“Regnig, do you still have the Communicators?”



Yes.



“Where?”



He showed me, and I tested them, ensuring they worked. When they linked, I passed one to Jules. “Stay in touch. If we learn anything important, I’ll relay it. Okay?”



Jules took the clamshell-sized tool, sliding it into a pocket. “Deal.”





_________





J
 ules said her goodbyes, unwilling to believe that Regnig would soon be gone. She had to stop this. If she brought Papa to the First World to meet with the Universe, perhaps he had the power to keep Regnig around. It fueled her motivation to join this expedition and win the contest.



The revelation that her father might not have denied the Recaster title was unsettling. She guessed it was possible he didn’t remember that moment of truth. If he did, Papa had lied to them for the past year. But she believed he wasn’t aware of his deception.



She hurried through the city, walking, rather than floating within her sphere. She was already a rarity among the streets, three times as tall as the winged creatures. A few of them sent comments into her mind, and she smiled, waving at the pleasantries.



When she reached the portal, she paused at it for a moment. Could she access the First World? Jules held a palm over the table, closing her eyes. She was a Deity. They had to know about this planet of origin. Perhaps they even hailed from there.



Jules considered the fact that she’d never actually located the final Shandra Valincin. The Deity stones had been discovered, and Sarlun had thought he’d obtained the last one. But that was just a creation of the Planner.



Was the large smooth portal stone on this First World, and if so, could she find it?



Jules reached for her wand, but it wasn’t there. Even after a year, she was still seeking the Beykn arts. But she’d promised to abandon them. Ranul lingered in the Netherworld, somewhere between the portals, and Jules wanted nothing to do with Gasade, the runes, or the Beykn people. She’d wasted so many months obsessing over it, and had lost Dean in the process. But now they were together, and she could put it all in the past.



Jules concentrated, shoving the fears and inner monologue off.
 Where is the First World?
 A symbol blinked in her eyes, so quickly, she couldn’t recall it. “No. Come back,” she urged aloud, but nothing materialized. She spent another ten minutes trying to redo the feat, but failed.



Instead of stressing, she used the symbol for the New Spero Shandra Valincin, and went to the Institute.



The moment she arrived, Magnus approached her, holding a tablet, and she knew from his gaze that something was wrong. “What is it?”



Magnus slouched and handed her the device. “Hugo hasn’t returned.”



“What do you mean?” Jules’ heart raced. The tablet showed they hadn’t checked in. “Where’s Malir?”



“Jules, none of the team came back,” Magnus said.



“Then get help. Send someone,” she demanded.



Dean jogged from the training field, a smile on his handsome face. Jules almost let it distract her, but quickly recovered. “Dean, Hugo isn’t here.”



“That’s not good.” Dean hugged her. “When do we leave?”



“The Gatekeepers are spread thin, Jules. We could recruit a few Institute soldiers, but…” Magnus stopped himself.



“But you’ve already loaned them Malir, and now you have no one running the place,” Jules finished. “I assume you heard that we’re departing for Seqor tomorrow.”



“Excuse me?” Dean stepped back, eyebrows raised. “What’s Seqor?”



“Sorry, Dean. Slate and I have to do this. There’s a contest, and some megalomaniac wants to get to the First World. But Regnig is dying, and my dad may still be the Recaster, or the position is empty for the time being… I can’t say for certain.”



“What are you talking about?” Dean asked, grabbing her shoulders. “Start at the beginning.”



And Jules did, telling Magnus and his stepson the details of her experience with Papa on Banod, then about the hairy Flim character that had arrived on Ebos. When she was finished, they both sighed in unison. This Magnus may not have been the birth father of this Dean, but they were cut from the same DNA strand.



Magnus huffed a breath and nodded. “It’s fine. Travel to Shandra 4012, and bring Hugo, Casidy, and Malir home. I can hold the fort for a few hours. When you return, Jules, you go and win this contest. Make allies. Perhaps this Nix Benah can be a valuable trade partner. I know Rivo would love to meet some tech businesses from across the portals. Any questions?”



“No, sir,” Jules said, smirking at Magnus.



“We’ll be right back,” Dean confirmed.



Magnus marched off, speaking at his tablet.



“I knew we shouldn’t have trusted Hugo’s life to Malir. That guy…”



“It can’t be Malir’s fault. He would never do anything to jeopardize his position,” Jules said.



“His position at the Institute, or with you?” Dean’s eyes were dark, his frown casting shadows on them.



“Stop it. You ready to go?” Jules reached for the Shandra.



“We need supplies. Weapons. Suits.”



“Do we?” Jules asked.



“You know I don’t like to rely on your gifts alone,” he said, and the comment stung. It implied that her abilities might fail, leaving them stranded, or in a situation they couldn’t escape. There was enough precedent for his worries to be substantiated, but it still hurt.



“Fine. Let’s get the gear.”



Twenty minutes later, they were heading to the same portal Malir had led her brother through just over a day ago.



The moment they arrived, Jules wrapped a sphere around her and Dean, not bothering to ask permission. They floated high over the bleak landscape, searching for evidence of Hugo’s camp, but saw none.



“They were on foot. They couldn’t have gotten far.” Jules covered a distance of twenty square kilometers, and when the venture had no results, she expanded the search parameters.



An hour later, Dean finally begged her to stop. “Any further would be impossible. They have to be down there.”



“What if they encountered something? Or someone.” Jules lowered near the closest body of water to the portal, landing on the near shore.



“Footprints,” Dean whispered.



Jules saw them too. The ground was hard-packed dirt, with enough loose dust to display the outline of their boots. She stared at them. “That belongs to Hugo. Malir’s is the biggest one, and Casidy made the last.” She gestured at the narrowest print.



“Then who’s this?” Dean asked, jabbing his finger closer to the water’s edge.



Jules crouched, seeing the different pattern in the dust. “They did meet someone. But who?”



Dean glanced at the dreary sky. “Flim told you there were early contestants. They must have met.”



“All the more reason for me to go to Seqor,” she said.



“I want to come,” Dean told her.



“No. Magnus needs you. There’s too much going on. We’ll also need to send extra soldiers to each existing portal. We can’t have aliens showing up on Earth and Haven, scouring our lands to see if they found their fabled First World,” she said. “Plus, Flim can only bring a team of four.”



Dean seemed irritated, but knew better than to act on it. Since they’d reunited, he’d grown quite protective of her, but he’d also proven to her that he could concede. Their relationship had evolved, and Jules attested that had more to do with their age than anything else. Maturity changed a lot of things.



“Let’s head home. Hugo isn’t here,” Dean said.



Jules gaped at the footprints, wondering what they’d gotten tied up in. Had Hugo gone as a willing participant, or was it an abduction? Now there was even more incentive.



“Don’t worry, Hugo. I’ll save you,” she mumbled as they flew to the portal.










SEVEN





H
 ugo was having the time of his life. The light blinked on, and he pulled his blaster, tapping the trigger. The target exploded into a brilliant display, projected throughout the training room. The number five appeared.



“Not bad, kid,” Malir said. “Let me show you how it’s done.”



Hugo stepped to the edge of the space, watching Malir prepare for his turn. Anlise had shown them the game on day one, and now it seemed as if Malir’s sole purpose in life was to beat Hugo, match after match. He didn’t really mind, though. Hugo had no issues with self-confidence, not when it came to contests like this. He was good with guns and anticipating movements.



Malir adjusted the settings, smirking at Hugo as he doubled the difficulty. “No risk, no reward,” he said.



“He’s never going to do it,” Casidy told Hugo as they observed from the sidelines.



“You don’t think?” Hugo whispered.



“He’s like a bull in a china shop. He gets the job done, but there’s always a mess to clean up.” Casidy pointed at Malir when the lights dimmed.



Malir spun on a heel, firing the first blast, and it missed the target. He dove as the blinking ball flew straight for him, and it exploded in a flash when Malir’s next shot hit. Without waiting, he rolled onto his back, striking the second objective. He grinned as the number seven rose into the air over his head. “I win!”



“Good for you,” Hugo muttered.



The game turned off, and Anlise entered, extending her hand. “Nice work. It’s a great way to pass the hours, but we should discuss our plan.” The alien woman led them from the training room to what appeared to pass for her office. The desk was made of a clear material, and with the press of a button on Anlise’s wristpad, three chairs unfolded from the wall, rolling toward them. The wheels retreated, settling them on the floor.



“Cool trick,” Hugo said, but she ignored his comment, sitting across from them at the desk.



Anlise rested her elbows on the table’s surface. “You really don’t know where the First World is?”



“Sorry.” He swallowed, feeling like he was in trouble with the head of the Academy again.



“But your father was there,” she stated.



“Yes,” he corroborated.



“How did he describe it?”



Hugo did his best to offer the precious few details his dad had passed on. The water, the sea creature, the color of the blooms.



She smiled, baring her teeth. “Then it is real. And we know what to recognize.”



“There could be a lot of worlds with sea creatures,” Malir suggested.



“I’ve spent a year searching for it, ever since the portals expanded. But there was nothing I’d ever read to confirm any concrete details. My own father…let’s just say he was adamant it existed.”



“What does he want with it?” Casidy asked, getting a reproachful glare from Anlise.



“This is what I have so far,” she said, changing the subject.



The desk began to glow, and a version of the Crystal Map stretched from it, covering the entire wall. Thousands of portal symbols appeared, making Hugo’s vision blur from the sheer volume of them.



“These are all the portals I am aware of.”



“And how many have you visited?” Casidy poked at the hologram, her finger pressing through the pixels.



Anlise pushed another button, and a large section of the indicators flashed off. “These.”



“That’s hundreds. You’ve visited that many on your own?” Malir barked.



Anlise sat back in her chair, watching them. “I have.”



“And what did you learn?” Casidy inquired.



“I learned that Wuukoa don’t appreciate visitors, and the locals on Vexien Narlsh are cannibals. But I found nothing resembling the First World,” she said.



Hugo tried to process what she’d just told them. “Cannibals?”



“Not important. You’ve confirmed my father isn’t a wild dreamer, and there is such a destination. We can find it.”



“When we do, will you introduce us to your dad? My parents would love to meet him,” Hugo said.



“I don’t think that’s a great idea, Hugo.”



“Why not?”



“Because I haven’t spoken to him since the day I started searching for this world.”



Malir shifted in his seat. “I thought you were trying to find it for him.”



“I can see why you’d think so, but that’s not the case.” Anlise rose, the images disappearing as the desk dimmed.



“Then what is it?”



“I want to stop him from obtaining the First World.”



Hugo was getting tired of the diversions. “How are you going to do that?”



“I’ll locate it.” Her brow furrowed. “Then block anyone from using it, if I can.”



Hugo jumped to his feet in shock. “Wait, you plan to remove the portal from the First World?”



“Precisely.” Anlise walked to the exit. “And you’re going to help me.”



She sauntered away, refusing to answer the flurry of questions escaping Malir’s lips. Casidy and Hugo lingered in the hall, wondering what had happened.



“I think this was a mistake,” he admitted.



“You’re not kidding. Why did we let Malir talk us into this?”



Hugo had never seen Casidy look frazzled. She was always so composed, so prepared for everything. He liked to see her vulnerable, mostly selfishly, because he felt the same way.



“I wish we knew exactly what transpired between her and her father,” Hugo said.



“This is ridiculous. Everyone will be so angry when they realize we didn’t come home. At first, I thought it was exciting…” Casidy folded a strand of hair behind her ear.



“Me too. And the Gatekeepers are already going to be notified. Someone will come after us,” Hugo told her.



“That’s protocol.” She rubbed her temples. “What are we going to do?”



“For now? Remain here. I don’t think my dad would want Anlise to ruin the First World. That means we have to stop her,” he said.



Casidy huffed a sigh.



“Hungry?” he asked, and she nodded without another word.



They walked to the galley, and Hugo poked and prodded at the strange technology. “Now if I could only figure out how to…”



Casidy stepped past him, using a comm-switch to contact Star on the bridge. “Star, can you help us?”



“
 What is it you seek?
 ” the response came.



“We need to eat. Do you have bread? Maybe cheese? A sandwich?”



After a moment of silence, the robot pilot replied. “
 Flour and yeast. We have something similar.”



Hugo paused the comms. “How does she know what bread is? It took Sergo five years to grasp that concept.”



“Malir gave her his tablet. She knows—”



“Wait, what did he do?” Hugo fumed. “That has Gatekeepers information on it. We’re just handing them everything on a platter!”



“Anlise? She seems safe.” Casidy reached for the switch again.



“She just told us she intends to tamper with the First World. That’s the opposite of safe.”



Casidy studied him. “Her father is clearly a tyrant. He’s running this contest. For what? The prize of a starship and planet. That’s not something to be trifled with. I admire her. As for the portal, she must have her reasons. It’s not like others haven’t transplanted the Shandra before, if you’ll recall. I don’t believe she’d hurt us.”



Hugo narrowed his gaze, wondering if Casidy was right. “I’ll give her the benefit of the doubt, but we’re still on recon.”



He watched her smile grow, and his pulse raced. Jules would tell him to stop being led by his heart, but she was such a hypocrite. That was all Jules did.



A few minutes passed, and Star contacted them, saying their meal was finished. Casidy and Hugo went to the smooth white cabinets, attempting to open them. He pressed the corner of the door, and it slid to the side. Two sandwiches lay on a plate, with a red vegetable that appeared to be a tomato. A green leafy substance resembling lettuce stuck from the edges.



He took one and sniffed it. “Smells like bread.”



Casidy grabbed the other, biting into it. “Tastes like bread.”



Hugo tested it, finding it almost palatable. The red stuff was sweet, the lettuce was gritty, but it made a passable sandwich. The pair sat at the sole table, side by side.



“How long have you wanted to be a Gatekeeper?” she asked him.



“Always… no, that’s not true. I didn’t care for a while, but eventually knew I had to take school seriously.”



“Was it hard?” Casidy bit another section, her nose scrunching up.



“What?”



“Having Jules Parker as your sister.”



It always came down to that. No matter what he achieved on his own merits, he’d be Dean and Mary Parker’s son, and Jules’ younger brother.



“Actually, it wasn’t bad at all. It was great.” From anyone else, this might have sounded insincere, but Hugo meant it. “Jules is the kindest person I’ve ever met. Even when I didn’t know the difference between a pulse trigger and a shield adapter, she’d offer to hang out. She’d go on all these insane adventures and return with a present for me. Everyone talked about her like she was this mystical being, but as a kid, she was just my sister, Jules. I’d hear her crying in the next room on
 Light
 , whether it was about Dean or losing her powers. So many instances in her life caused her pain…” Hugo lifted his hands, looking at his palms. “She has so much power in those fingers. And she’s been forced to use them.”



Hugo recalled the time she’d killed the Arnap, and how hard it had been on her. She’d ended the lives of their enemy that had destroyed
 Horizon,
 killing Magnus and nearly Nat too. Hugo had vague memories of it, even though he should have been old enough to evoke the events with more clarity. His parents tried their best to keep him from the center of it, but that was impossible when you were a Parker.



“I’ve always looked up to Jules,” Casidy admitted. “And that man of hers…”



Hugo felt the red rising into his cheeks, and his gut churned with jealousy.



Casidy seemed to realize what she’d said, and reached across the table. “I didn’t mean…”



“No, I get it. Dean is strong, and we all admire him,” Hugo said.



“I see a lot of him in you,” she whispered, setting her sandwich down.



Hugo took the bait. “You do?”



“Sure. Handsome. Willing to work hard for grades… and the mission. I heard so many things about you at the Academy, and not just from the students. The instructors were particularly impressed with you.”



Hugo chuckled at that. The instructors always mentioned Casidy when they didn’t think anyone was listening. She had a knack for nearly every class, but excelled at modern science. She reminded him of Suma, with her endless pursuit to understand how things worked. He’d picked up some of that curiosity, and it had allowed him to help his parents on their journey to Ebos a couple of years ago. He smiled, remembering how proud his parents were of him after that trip.



It was the first time either of them had acknowledged that Hugo had potential to be a part of the Institute, or the Gatekeepers. It might have been a turning point for himself as well. Once you tasted the rush of adventure, it became addictive. Despite his dad claiming he didn’t want to be out in the field, Hugo saw the truth on his face whenever he came home after a perilous trek. His father would never be able to retire, especially not after the extenders. He looked like he could be Hugo’s older brother, or at the most a young uncle, not his father.



The comm-switch buzzed, and Star’s voice interrupted them. “
 You are wanted by Bridge Commander Anlise.
 ”



“We’ll be right there,” Hugo said.



“Guess it’s time to see what this contest is all about.” Casidy stopped him near the exit. “I’m glad we’re on this mission together.”



“Same here.” They locked eyes for a moment before jogging down the hall and rushing to the bridge.



Star was in her seat, and Malir perched next to Anlise, both staring at the viewscreen.



“What is…” Hugo’s voice cracked, and he clenched his jaw. “What is this?”



“It appears as though we’ve encountered a problem,” Anlise muttered.



Hugo gawked at the screen, recognizing the ships from his studies.



“The Arnap,” Casidy whispered before he could name them.



“Are you sure?” Malir asked, standing upright. “They haven’t been seen in ages.”



“You know of the Arnap?” Anlise asked, her thick brows raised.



“We’ve had a run-in with them before,” Hugo told her, not expanding on the details. He pictured Jules floating in front of their warship, hovering in her green sphere and clapping her hands, tearing the vessel to shreds.



“They’re a historic enemy. And one of my fath… a major threat to Planetary Provider Inc’s business. Sticking their noses into places they shouldn’t be. I have to warn…” Anlise reached for her wrist console, but hesitated.



“Who are you? Really?” Hugo asked her.



She sighed, letting go of her stoic mask. “My name is Anlise Benah, and I’m the daughter of the man running this contest.”



“We know that much,” Malir said. “But you haven’t actually said anything about why you’re out here alone. What happened so you ended up on an exploration vessel with only your android?”



“I ran away five years ago, but made it seem like an abduction.”



Cassidy stepped closer. “Why?”



“He wasn’t always a tyrant, but when my mother died, everything changed. He grew cold and callous, quick to anger and resentful. He couldn’t stand to look at me, since I reminded him of her.”



“How did she die?” Malir asked. “I’m sorry, you don’t have to answer that.”



“It’s fine. She was killed in an accident. She worked as a representative for Planetary Provider Inc., and was on her way to Seqor. The reports said that they were boarded and killed by rogue pirates, but the supplies in the cargo hold were still there. Only one fragment of the footage from that day remained.” Anlise dropped her chin to her chest. “Star, play it.”



“Yes, Bridge Commander.”



A projection rose from the console, and Hugo watched as a blurry image grew sharper. “That’s the Arnap.” It wasn’t a great shot, but the silhouette was familiar.



“That’s what I thought. My father became obsessed, but he couldn’t find them. No one knows where their home world is, or what they’re after,” she said.



“How far are we from them?” Malir asked, gesturing to the viewscreen.



“Far enough they can’t detect us,” Anlise replied. “Star, what is the range?”



“We have twelve thousand kilometers before their sensors will verify our position,” Star told her.



Hugo counted eleven warships. They were wide, stocky, with a plethora of armaments on their hulls. The group of them moved through the system slowly, with a single ship in the lead, almost like a flock of geese. “What’s their destination?”



Star hummed from her seat. “My calculations suggest they are on a direct line for Seqor.”



“Of course. Father suggested they want his company, and now they’re acting on it. Right in time for the contest,” Anlise said.



Casidy hugged her arms as if she was suddenly cold. “Are you going to warn him?”



“I don’t know yet. Star, bypass them, and don’t alert them to our presence. Everyone, get some rest. We arrive tomorrow.”



“I thought we had an extra day still,” Hugo said.



“I’ve decided to speed up our timeline.” Anlise motioned to the exit, and Malir took the hint, corralling the Gatekeeper team from the bridge.



The door closed, and Malir leaned on the bulkhead. “This is nuts. The Arnap?”



“We have to go home,” Hugo said.



“Home? We’re in the middle of something major here, Hugo. What if we can help her?”



“Help her destroy the First World? I don’t think so,” Hugo muttered. “She’s seeking revenge for her daddy issues, and we’re not going to partake in it. I was okay with this mission before, when I thought we were starting an adventure, but this has gotten out of hand. The Arnap are no joke, Malir.”



“We haven’t confirmed that it was them,” he said.



“It is.” Casidy finally chimed in, supporting Hugo. “The ships are identical to those that attacked
 Horizon
 and killed Captain Magnus.”



Hugo flinched at the mention of his Uncle Magnus. That had been one of the hardest things his family and Natalia’s had ever endured. Seeing them again brought back a flurry of emotions Hugo hadn’t known he was clinging to. “That’s all the more reason to return to Alliance territory and get word to my parents. And our Magnus at the Institute.”



Malir seemed to consider this. “Tell you what. Let’s travel to Seqor, convince Anlise to let us join the meeting instead of eavesdropping through a drone, and see the contest for ourselves. Maybe these Arnap were invited to seek the First World too. We don’t know.”



“Yeah, sure. Nix Benah sent an invitation to the people that killed his wife.” Hugo rolled his eyes.



“Keep your enemies closer,” Casidy said quietly.



“Not you too.”



“Let’s vote.” Malir raised his hand. “All in favor of waiting and seeing.”



Hugo left his arm at his side, and groaned when Casidy lifted hers.



Malir patted him on the shoulder, grinning ear to ear. “There you have it. We’re a team, Hugo. I’m not running a dictatorship.” He sauntered off, leaving the pair of them standing near the bridge.



“I can’t believe you did that,” Hugo said.



“He’s right, Hugo. We’re Gatekeepers. Observe, record, report.”



“We have enough to report now.”



“Not quite. If we leave before the contest meeting, we’re missing a lot of valuable information. There are going to be countless representatives from all these worlds. Let’s integrate with them, so we can learn where they live, and know what portal stones they’re linked to. This could be a huge step in the right direction.”



“But the Arnap,” he said.



“From what Anlise told us, Seqor is well defended. I don’t think they’ll be a problem. Plus, the Alliance has dealt with a lot of bad people. Weren’t the Arnap working with Lom of Pleva?”



Hugo swallowed, hating to hear the name of the man that nearly tore their family apart, not once but twice. “That’s true.”



“Then maybe the Alliance doesn’t need to be concerned, since Jules killed Lom.”



Hugo nodded. “Don’t forget the Arnap destroyed the Ritair. Jules saved those ones, but almost all of Sterona was already ruined.” Brik and his people were kind, and Hugo was glad Jules had been able to give them hope again. Sterona was a harsh place, with lightning storms and lava oceans, but it had a soft spot in the Parker family’s hearts.



“I forgot about that part,” Casidy said. “I promise I’ll vote with you after we see Seqor. Okay?” She took his hand, and all the resentment dissolved.



“Deal.” Hugo returned to his quarters but struggled to sleep. Images of his sister cracking an Arnap warship like a walnut kept on repeat.










EIGHT





“A
 re you ready?” Flim asked. He’d accepted the voice modification without question, making their life easier. He’d already installed a distant version, and Suma had managed to modify it, plugging in their own software update. The hairy man smelled fresh, like he’d soaked in a lavender bath for an entire day.



“Do all the Bopgad enjoy bathing as much as you?” Slate asked him.



Flim tilted his head, the hair falling to the side. “Do you wash your skin daily?”



“Yes,” Jules said.



“Our hair is much the same. It protects us, and the creatures of life.”



“What are those?” Suma asked.



“We have microorganisms at the base of our hair. They keep us clean within. Healthy.” Flim stood in the center of the platform, staring up at the red sun.



“Like bugs?”



Flim appeared to consider the word. The translation application often had a delay interpreting the alien mind, especially at the start. “Yes. I assume you have them too.”



“We do,” Slate said. “Mites…”



“Can we not?” Jules rubbed her arms, preferring not to think about the millions of tiny organisms crawling on and inside her body at that very moment.



Magnus had stalled the morning’s events at the Institute, giving them privacy. It wouldn’t do to have a strange alien wandering the halls and seeing how they trained their soldiers, even if Jules didn’t think they had anything to fear from the Bopgad.



Dean stood at the edge of the Shandra Valincin platform, staying out of transporting range, and Jules went to him. “I wish you were coming,” she whispered.



“So do I, but you were right. Magnus needs me here. Besides, we’ve probably been spending too much time together. I wouldn’t want you to get sick of me.”



Jules threw her arms around him, squeezing tight.“Never.”



He touched her cheek, kissing her, and stopped when Flim made a cooing noise.



“Flim, do you mind?” Dean asked.



“What are you doing? Feeding her? Because I am hungry too.”



“Not on your life, buddy,” Dean said.



“Come on, Dean. Be a good host?” Slate joked, and her boyfriend’s frown broke into a smile.



“Get out of here. You guys be careful,” Magnus told them.



Jules patted her uniform, checking the Alliance symbol. They all wore them, with the exception of Flim, who’d changed into his previous attire. The pants and shirt were baggy, allowing room for the thick mass of hair.



“You’re certain we can breathe there?” Slate asked Flim again.



“I sent your worker the details,” the alien said.



Suma’s snout flicked in annoyance. “For the last time, I am not…”



“Flim, we are all equals. None of us are in charge.” Jules poked him in the chest. “Understood?”



“But you are on my team. I’m going to be—”



Jules flared her powers, shooting into the sky with the furry alien within her sphere. He gasped and hooted in fear, clutching to her. “What have you done?”



Jules kept flying upwards, until they reached the outer edges of the atmosphere. From here, New Spero looked so barren, with only the occasional Terran site marring the landscape. They’d done a good job preserving Proxima b, even with a few billion people living amongst it.



She decelerated and Flim heaved his breaths, staring at the star. “What are you?”



“I’m just a person, Flim, but I want you to realize something.”



“What?” he asked thickly.



“You are not in charge of us. We released you after assaulting our people on Ebos. By Alliance law, you could have been detained and sent to Traro Prison. Would you rather that? I’ve visited it before, and I don’t think you’d like it. They have strict rules on bathing. Your creatures of life might not enjoy it much.”



Flim tugged on the hair over his head, the danger of being in space nearly forgotten. “I agree. You’re the leader.”



That wasn’t exactly what her goal had been, but it was close enough. “Ready to go back?”



Flim opened his mouth, sharp teeth protruding for a moment. “Actually, can we take the long way? I’m curious to see more.”



Jules grinned. “That can be arranged.”



She spent the next ten minutes soaring above the cities, showing Flim Terran One. When they were done, she flew over the house she’d gifted to her parents. She didn’t mention it to Flim, and he didn’t notice the house as he discussed the fields, exclaiming how his mate would love to see their crops.



Before any alarms were raised, Jules lowered to the Shandra, letting go of the sphere. She let her eyes glow momentarily, their green ambiance reflecting in Flim’s black pupils.



“If you’re done wasting time, we have a contest to win,” Slate said, nudging her with an elbow.



“No problem, Uncle Zeke,” she said.



“Zeke?” Flim asked. “Is that a name? I thought you were Slate.”



“Just keep it to yourself, fuzzball.” Slate went to the portal. Jules could operate this kind without the symbol table, but didn’t share that information with Flim. She’d probably already made a mistake with her recent display of power. “Everyone set?”



Jules waved at Dean on the sidelines, and she wished her father was there, but he was needed at Regnig’s. She had under a week to finish this and return to the Toquil before he expired. The deadline ticked off in her mind, almost like the sound of an analog watch. It gave her great peace to know that Papa was there to keep him occupied.



This mission was calling to her, beckoning her involvement. She’d experienced this before, but the pull grew increasingly strong as they crowded around the smooth stone. Jules flexed her fingers, feeling power course within herself. Was there more to this than just making contact with an entire different cluster of races from across the universe? Did the First World have something they required?



Time would tell, but she was fully aware of the draw as Slate touched the symbol, sending them to Seqor.



One moment, she was with her team at the Institute; the next, the light dimmed, revealing a chamber. It was massive, with a pair of towering statues, their muscles bunched as they held the immense ceiling up. They had thick armored legs, bent at the knees like a bird. Their midsections were devoid of clothing, and the statues showcased toned abdomens. Six arms rose from the shoulders, circling the chest. Each appendage stretched high, gloved hands pressed to the rocky rafters.



“What are they?” Suma asked, and Flim groaned in awe, bending to one knee.



“They are the Protectors. Seqor has become a place of sanctuary in the last five thousand years. It was once home to the most dangerous creature in the universe, but it’s said that the Protectors came, battling it within its own nest. With Seqor freed from the monster, they went on to thrive as a social haven.”



“Haven,” Jules whispered. “Is Seqor home to a variety of races?”



Flim made a noise like a hissing cat, which she now understood to be his laughter. “Yes. At last count, over fifty various planets have representation here.” He removed his orange sword and rubbed the hilt on his clothing before reaffixing it onto his belt.



“Fifty.” Suma looked at the statues, her steps tentative. “That’s far more than the Alliance.”



Jules felt shrunken in their midst. “These Protectors weren’t this large, were they?”



Flim hissed again. “So many questions. No. That would be incredible. They are scaled up.”



“That makes more sense,” Slate said.



“Four to one.”



“Four to one?” Suma bellowed. “That would make them twenty feet tall!”



Jules imagined facing one of these beings, and assumed she could handle herself. But an army of them opposing the Institute would be a different story. These creatures looked to be from a time before high-tech advances, but Jules had no preconceptions of what that meant. For all she knew, they could kill with their minds.



“Do they still exist?” Slate touched the statue, and a light turned on near a cavernous exit.



“The Protectors? No. Well, perhaps. No one has seen them since they departed, leaving Seqor liberated,” Flim said.



Jules held her arms out, blocking her friends behind her as the doors flew open and ten robots rolled into the space, stopping as weapons protruded from their exteriors.



She instinctively shielded everyone, and was ready to destroy the enemy when Flim set a hand on her arm.



“They are here to scan us. For the contest logs,” he said. “We were informed this would be the case.”



“
 We
 were not. You could have shared that detail,” Jules muttered, lowering her defenses.



“I was preoccupied.” Flim stepped past her and spoke in his native tongue. He hit a button on a device strapped to his forearm, and a hologram projected out. Unfamiliar words escaped the small speaker, and the robots formed a circle around them.



The projection turned from red to yellow, and the machines beeped while a beam extended from each of them. Jules allowed them to scan her, and when it was done, the robots rolled away.



“That was simple enough,” Slate mumbled, and started for the exit.



“Humans? Here on Seqor?” The voice spoke English, and in walked a willowy man, his outfit bordering on costume. Jules recognized the face and couldn’t believe it.



“You’re a hybrid,” Slate said before she could.



“That’s correct,” the man said, bowing at the waist with a flourish of his arm. “I’m Lance.”



“How did a Kraski hybrid get all the way out here?” Suma asked.



“You see, we caught wind of an invasion of a little planet. Earth. When we learned we were created in the likeness of the local race, and were being sent to destroy them, some of us fled.”



“You could have fought them,” Slate said. “It might have made our job easier.”



Lance stared at Slate. “I am surprised to see that you’ve survived.”



“Don’t think for a minute we’d let the Kraski get the best of us,” Slate said.



“What happened with the Kraski?” Lance asked.



“They’re dead. We destroyed the majority of their numbers. Then later on, Lom blew the rest up in a show of power,” Slate added.



Lance lost his smile. “They’re all gone. Lom of Pleva? The Kraski?”



“Sure are,” Jules said.



“This is a reason to celebrate. We’ve stayed away from that region. I never would have guessed the outcome,” Lance told them.



“And what role do you play on Seqor?” Slate asked him.



Lance stood taller, waving his hand dramatically. “Why, I am one of the Protectors.”



“Like them?” Suma jabbed a finger at the statues.



“Not physically. I take on a leadership role with my partner. We use their title.”



A woman walked in, and Jules cleared her throat. She was a pixie of a woman in white, with glimmering silver beads on her clothing.



Jules had seen numerous hybrids that exhibited her features. First Janine, Papa’s wife; then Mae, and finally, Leslie.



“Welcome to Seqor,” she said. “Come. You’re early for the ceremony, but we’d love to host a dinner if you’re so inclined.”



Jules just nodded, lingering behind to speak with Slate. Suma and Flim walked ahead, and she leaned in. “Uncle Zeke, do you find this as strange as I do?”



“Stranger.”



Jules continued, leaving the massive Shandra chamber on Seqor, wondering just what kind of mess they were diving into.





_________





“Y
 ou’re telling me that’s all we have on the First World?” I stared at the splayed-out collection of texts, finding only fourteen references to the planet.



Dean, I don’t know what to tell you. It is not often spoken of.
 Regnig seemed to have more vitality over the last day, since I’d asked for his help.



“Did you…”



When we run an analysis on other variations of the name, we find countless sources, but there is no evidence to indicate that they are related to the one you seek.



“What about the beings that refer to the place their souls are stored before birth and after death? What were they called? The Grunzator?”



They believed a real planet held their souls, yes, and the translation suggests they gave it the moniker: Prime Field.



I rubbed my knuckles, craving fresh air after being cooped up in Regnig’s for a couple days. “That could be it.”



Maybe. Why are you forcing this?
 Regnig lowered his beak.



“We’re trying to find the First World. Jules is out there looking for it, and we’re going to do our part…”



No. You’re distracting me. And perhaps yourself.



I watched him, blinking slowly. “I don’t want to lose you, my friend.”



I know. There is still much unfinished.



“Any regrets?” I asked, sensing that I’d overstepped my boundaries.



More than I can count.



“
 Care to elaborate?” I sipped my tea, finding it cold. “Got anything stronger?”



Regnig lifted a cane, pointing to the kitchen.
 Top shelf. I haven’t tasted it in ages, since I need help to retrieve it.



I headed there, easily accessing the cupboard. The vintage was familiar, as Regnig often dispensed it during our late-night discussions. I used an old-fashioned corkscrew. Basic technologies were often universal. I was always astonished at how many common items our Alliance counterparts shared. Almost every race had a version of a fork. Some with short stubby prongs, others with ten tines, or two, like the Padlog.



Items like cups or mugs or glasses were utilized by nearly everyone. Liquid had to be contained, and most of us hadn’t over-complicated the design.



You’re quiet. Tell me you aren’t thinking about the corkscrew again,
 Regnig said, making me laugh.



“You can’t read minds, can you?” I joked.



His stare grew pensive.
 Not exactly, but body language has a dialect of its own.



I opened the bottle, letting it breathe for a moment. “You’ve sacrificed a lot for us, you know that?”



Regnig set his cane down, sliding into a more comfortable position in his seat.
 I hid on Bazarn. I feared I’d be captured, and Garo gave me a home. It was nothing more.



“I don’t buy that. You’re practically family, and we’re eternally grateful. The Alliance couldn’t have accomplished half of what it has without you. And don’t even get me started on Jules.” I poured two liberal servings, bringing the glasses to the table.



I cleared our tea mugs, noticing his remained full. With a quick rinse, I returned, reaching for the port-like beverage. My hip bumped the table, and I caught the glass, letting a splash escape. The spilled blobs rolled on the surface, resembling drops of mercury, moving of their own volition.



I went to wipe them, but Regnig’s voice slammed into my head.
 Don’t touch it!



The handful of drops gained traction, passing the nearest book. They gravitated toward Regnig, and slowed before falling off the table. We watched as the diminutive puddle continued, crossing the living room floor. Eventually, it went to a bookshelf and defied gravity as it ascended the edge. Lastly, it climbed the spine of one volume. I rushed over, grabbing the tome.



The red liquid collected, pushing into the tightly compacted pages. All that remained was a barely visible stain along the outside edge.



“What was that?” I asked.



I’ve never witnessed anything like it.
 Regnig reached for the book, careful not to spill his own drink, and I handed it to him without delay. I traced a finger on the fallen beverage’s path, and found it was dry.



Regnig appraised the volume, checking the spine, then the front and back cover.



“Which one is that?”



It’s from an ancient culture, beyond the GN-z11.



“The edge of the universe?”



It might have once been, but is no longer, I assure you.



“How did you acquire it?”



I don’t have record of that. It came with a batch unloaded from a derelict ship, located by one of Alnod Industries’ surveyor crafts. Garo gave me the collection, and I was quickly fascinated with it. Took me years to translate, but in the end, I didn’t find much use for it. The contents had poetry, from what I can recall.



“But it meant enough to keep it, when the rest of your collection is safely tied into the Academy.”



There was a specific poem that spoke to me. The authors were stoics, clearly more interested in describing things than feeling them. But one was different.
 He opened the book and dragged a claw down the page. I leaned past his shoulder, seeing the red blotch.



“It marked a passage,” I whispered. “Is that magic port?”



Regnig’s beak clacked closed for a second.
 No. There is something else at play.



“
 What does it say?” I asked, and Regnig opened a program on his tablet.



Jules was kind enough to have my journals transcribed and digitalized. She truly is a wonder.



His tongue stuck out while he searched for the matching journal to this publication, and before I could see what the screen said, he downed the entire contents of his glass.



“What? Tell me what you found.”



There will be one to flap his wings on the edge of the universe. A guardian for all times. From the depths of the pool of life, he will emerge. The torch passes, but the objective remains. Change the Universe, my perfect Shaper.



I sat in silence, letting the words soak in. I knew what it meant, and from the expression on his face, so did he.










NINE





S
 eqor was so much different than Tower City on Zecos Three.



Jaeke shoved his Mist away, finding the air completely and utterly breathable. He inhaled deeply, smiling at the result. Even the gravity seemed slightly less constraining on Seqor. He’d investigated the world at some previous point in his life, but didn’t think he’d really ever leave home.



It was impossible to transfer departments on another planet without countless evaluations and tests. Jaeke wasn’t confident he could pass the mental examinations any longer. He was too unwell. But that was what a lifetime of poisonous air and sleeping medications did to someone, not to mention his sordid record. Sure, he had the best closing rate for cases on the entire planet, but the number of bodies that tended to materialize while he worked them was noted on his file.



He glanced at the big Aktoo man beside him, trying not to be annoyed at the constant flicking of his tongue. His skin was dark green, with small bumps covering most of the visible surface area. He wore a shiny suit, and claimed it was spun by a rare insect in a distant solar system. Jaeke didn’t know what to believe when it came to Xandr. He had a tale for everything. Jaeke turned his attention back to the man who’d brought him to Seqor, realizing he was still talking.



“… but the food was spectacular. The chef once fed an entire space station overlooking the black hole on no sleep. He was a genius, but…”



“Let me guess. The black hole ate him, in the ultimate form of irony,” Jaeke said.



“How did you know?” Xandr gave him a push, but he kept his balance. “For a serious man, you can actually make a joke.”



“Thanks. That’s high praise coming from you,” Jaeke muttered. “Where is the contest reveal?”



They approached a bridge made of white metal sheets, the material smooth and semi-transparent. When Jaeke stepped on it, he gawked at the one-hundred-foot drop to the courtyard below. He clutched the railing and continued, following his benefactor.



“This is nothing compared to Tower City. Why are you so on edge?” Xandr asked.



“Will Anlise be here?” Jaeke had already asked several times, but the Aktoo hadn’t responded.



Xandr stopped, turning so his tail brushed the ground. Jaeke had to act swiftly to avoid stepping on the attachment. “I doubt it. From what I’ve heard, she left Zecos Three with a plan to escape her father. I doubt she’ll show at the forum.”



“Is Nix going to attend?” Jaeke looked up, seeing the countless variations of ships and drones cascading throughout the bright blue sky. Huge skyscrapers rose all around them, pressing so high, he couldn’t see the tops. He was so used to the confinement of the levels that it was unsettling, and almost made him dizzy to be in the open. The world revolved for a moment; then it passed.



“I suppose he will, unless he’s projecting in. A man like that avoids crowds,” Xandr said.



Jaeke knew all about Nix. He’d even met him when Anlise had invited him over for dinner when they were dating. That was a long time ago. Things had changed for both of them.



“There is a dinner tonight. The announcement will be tomorrow,” Xandr finally revealed.



“A dinner? Why didn’t you tell me?” Jaeke still wore a jumpsuit, something the Aktoo had offered from the closet on his starship. Since Zecos Three had no portal, they’d traveled the commercial line to Zecos One, a desolate wasteland where only the most affluent people, like Nix Benah, had properties. They were domed into biospheres, water dripping from clear thermoplastic. He’d been to the Planetary Provider Inc. owners’ home, but it didn’t go as planned. Anlise’s father was so angry that she’d brought a nobody to dinner. Even her mother seemed perturbed, but was too quiet and polite to cause a scene.



When he’d been assigned to the case of her disappearance years later, Nix hadn’t even remembered him, which was for the best.



A swarm of small black insects buzzed by, and Xandr’s tongue lashed out, catching a few. He licked his lips and smiled. “Now I’m hungry. Let’s get you changed, and we can see to the festivities. Aren’t you glad you came?”



Jaeke nodded at a group of short aliens, but they just grunted and flapped their wings. Xandr stared at them for a moment too long, and Jaeke shoved him forward. “Don’t eat the locals.”



Xandr seemed to act offended. “I would never… they did look tasty.”



Jaeke heard a noise to his left, and watched as a giant starship descended from the skies. The symbol for Planetary Provider Inc. was painted in yellow on the dark gray hull. “Guess who?”



This might be a mistake, but Jaeke was glad for the distraction. He had no interest in this First World, but he was aware that Anlise might. If he found the prize planet, he’d get her, and that was all that mattered.





_________





“B
 ridge Commander, we’re nearing orbit,” Star said.



Hugo observed their arrival with intent. He counted the space stations, the different versions of vessels, trying to determine how many people might be residing in orbit at the moment. Without the proper scale, it was vague, but he guessed nearly a hundred thousand beings could be in attendance.



“It’s so weird not recognizing any of them,” Casidy told him.



“No kidding.” Malir uncrossed his arms, walking closer to the viewscreen. “There’s so much the Alliance doesn’t know.”



“My parents will be thrilled with our findings,” Hugo said. “And Seqor has a portal. This is going to be fun. Anlise, can you contact the local government?”



“No.” She didn’t expand on it.



“Then we’ll have to do it ourselves,” Hugo mumbled.



“You’ll do nothing of the sort. We’re here to gather intel, and then we’re off, hunting the First World. Understood?”



“Fine,” Hugo whispered.



“Anlise, we can’t do this from our position. We’re needed on the ground.”



“I don’t have an invitation,” she said. “Plus, my father will recognize me. Even if my hair is cut short and dyed.”



“He doesn’t know
 us
 .” Malir lifted an eyebrow. “We can infiltrate discreetly. No problem.”



“I just said, you don’t have an invitation,” she reminded him.



“I’ll take care of that. Do you have any money?” Malir stretched his arms overhead, cranking his neck side to side. Hugo grimaced at the grinding sound.



“Of course I do.”



“Then I’ll take some. And tell me where the teams will be congregating.”



“What makes you think they’d mingle?” Casidy asked.



“Come on. It’s the night before the contest starts. They’re all here, and they’ll aim to be close to the announcement spot. These guys will let loose…”



“Bridge Commander, I’ve been scanning the feeds, and I learned of a dinner tonight,” Star advised.



Anlise cleared her throat, staring at Malir. “You’re sure about this?”



“Trust me. I’ll bribe someone and get access to the party.”



“You’re pretty confident for a stranger.”



“I’d also like an update for my translator,” Malir said.



“Me too,” Hugo added. He’d undergone the surgery modification before entering the Academy, since everyone else had, and now it was second nature.



Anlise watched the three of them, and when Hugo was afraid she’d deny the request, she nodded. “Star, would you please?”



“It would be my pleasure, Bridge Commander.” The robot left her seat and headed in their direction. The tip of her finger pulsed, and she tapped Malir behind the ear. She repeated the process with Casidy, then Hugo, and he didn’t notice a thing.



“That’s it?” he asked.



“You should be able to understand most of the beings on Seqor,” Anlise said.



It took Hugo a moment to realize she’d spoken another language. “Cool.”



“Should we find suitable clothing?” Casidy asked.



“Why? The Gatekeeper uniforms are respectable.” Malir touched the symbol on the jumpsuit’s breast. Their armor was stowed in
 Independence
 ’s
 cargo hold.



“I agree.” Hugo couldn’t wait to get word to his parents about the Arnap, but his excitement to visit this highly advanced society superseded that worry.



“How do we transfer to the surface?” Casidy asked.



“We’ll call for a pickup.” Star used her console and turned to face them a second later. “The ship will arrive in five minutes.”



“Just like that? A taxi service from orbit. Now that’s inventive,” Malir said.



Casidy started for the bridge exit. “We’d better hurry.”



Malir stuck his palm out. “What about the money?”



Anlise huffed a breath and headed to her office. Hugo glanced at Malir, who just shrugged. A minute later, she strode to her seat and passed Malir a single metal coin.



“This is it?”



“It’s a universal credit. That one is worth enough to rent a ship for two months. If you don’t need to spend it all, please don’t.”



Malir clutched it in his palm, slipping the coin into his pocket. “I’ll do my best.”



“Good luck. Don’t make a scene or cause any sort of disturbance. Learn what you can regarding the First World, and fly back to
 Independence
 . The moment you return, we’re out of here.” Anlise stared at them until they nodded in agreement.



Hugo went to the docking bay with the others, and they waited for their ride. “Malir, why do you have that look on your face?”



He studied the Gretiol man, and it was obvious he was about to lead them into trouble. “Hugo, don’t worry about me. We’ll be successful. And if we’re lucky, we can make some allies in the process.”



“You’re not going to let her destroy the First World, are you?” Casidy whispered, glancing to the cameras in the corner of the room.



“Not a chance.” Malir stepped aside while the small craft landed in
 Independence
 , and they boarded the autonomously piloted vessel.



Hugo entered the location Star had received through the feeds, and off they went, flying from Anlise’s vessel and toward Seqor.





_________





J
 ules tried not to gawk as they arrived at the dining hall. Aliens from every corner of this galaxy were present, and most she’d never laid eyes on before. It was almost as exciting as it was intimidating.



Suma kept close, her snout drooping like she was afraid. Slate scratched his chin, chest puffed up, and Jules had to laugh.



“What’s so funny?” he asked her.



“You are, Uncle Zeke,” she kidded with him.



He smirked. “Too much?”



“Maybe a smidge.”



He slouched slightly as they followed the pair of Protectors to the head of the hall. The serving staff stepped aside, bowing in deference to the pair of hybrids, but most of the invited guests didn’t seem to know who Lance and Balee were.



Jules relaxed a bit when she realized these people had likely never visited Seqor either. She felt so out of her element. Usually, she was prepared for anything, but occupying a new corner of the universe, where so many established worlds were already connected, made her confidence slip. It also caused her to feel more protective of the Alliance.



She’d arrived in the hopes that they might make allies with these races, but seeing them all gathered made her even more protective of the active portals. Seqor was a beautiful world, the city they were currently in state-of-the-art in all ways. It was what the Alliance hoped to make Haven into eventually, but Seqor was thousands of years ahead. These people were rife with dark histories, religious beliefs, and tangled relationships, good or bad. She wondered how tough it would be to break into that and find benefit between them and the Alliance.



Flim lingered behind them, his movements jumpy, like someone might attack him. Jules didn’t see any other Bopgads present, which corroborated Flim’s story that he was the only one of his kind invited. And until their proposal, he’d worked singlehandedly. He reminded her of a wary cat, trying to appraise his surroundings for danger.



“This is your table.” Lance motioned to the front row, where five similar tables were perched slightly higher than the rest of the room’s. To her left was what she imagined was a stage, with enough seating for twenty.



“Shouldn’t we be… you know… in the back?” Slate asked.



“Nonsense. We are hosting the event. We chose to offer these seats to you,” Balee told him. Jules noticed a group of bright red-skinned creatures glaring at them from a short distance down.



“Let me guess, you uprooted them for our benefit?” Jules asked.



“That’s how it works.” Lance held a chair out for Jules, then did the same for Suma and finally Slate. When it came to Flim, Lance lifted his nose in the air, and walked off as if he’d caught a waft of something distasteful.



Flim sat. “I don’t like them.”



“They’re an odd bunch, but it bodes well that we recently made friends with the Protectors of Seqor. I’d love to know how they got that title.” Slate jumped nervously as a hovering drone lowered, releasing a liquid into their blue glasses around the table.



Suma sniffed the concoction and tested it. “It’s sweet.”



Jules hadn’t come here to sample their beverages, and she craned her neck, trying to gain a better view of the other teams. There were so many participants, each distinguishable by their unique appearances. Jules realized they’d stand out because they resembled Lance and Balee, and that might cause problems or be a benefit. Time would tell.



When she’d first learned of this contest, she’d pictured a dozen scummy rogue alien crews, fighting for access to the portals and the prize, but this was anything but. A lot of resources had been pooled to make this event.



The room was a cacophony of noises: mostly chatter, the humming of the serving bots, and a melodic tune playing from somewhere. It all quieted as the lights started to dim, and everyone ceased their conversations, focusing on the stage.



Lance and Balee were there, dressed to the nines, smiling behind heavy makeup. A drone floated above them, and when they spoke, their words echoed through the entire area.



“We’d like to welcome everyone to the First Dinner.” Lance lingered while an assortment of clapping and various other methods of applause were displayed by the gathered. Jules found herself joining in out of habit. Slate kept his hands on the table, a frown etched on his brow.



“You’ll be provided the details tomorrow, but for tonight, we celebrate our ability to gather peacefully. Seeing all of you here on Seqor warms our hearts.” Balee set a palm to her chest. “And know that the Protectors of our past would be honored to host you. Seqor welcomes beings of every kind, and if you’re interested in further discussions, please tap your details to any of our serving drones, and you will be sent the information.”



“They’re using this to spur on immigration,” Suma whispered.



“It’s not a bad idea,” Slate added. “I’m guessing a lot of the guests’ races have never set foot on this planet before.”



Lance was talking again, and Jules shushed her companions, eager to hear the message.



“Each one of you has been invited to partake in the contest. The portals’ origins remain unclear, but with the discovery of the expanded network, there’s now a plethora of viable options for…” Lance grinned, making eye contact with Jules. “...The First World.”



The room erupted into another round of applause, and even Slate joined in, though Jules didn’t think he was aware of the fact. His jaw was set with determination.



Balee patted Lance on the arm, and they stepped apart, motioning to the stage entrance. “Without any further delay, I give you Nix Benah, the heart and soul of Planetary Provider Inc., and our illustrious patron.”



The man that materialized wasn’t what Jules was expecting. He was thin, his clothing baggy on his narrow shoulders. He looked elderly. Frail. He slowly walked to the Protectors and nodded at them.



“Thank you, Protectors. We appreciate your hospitality. Seqor is the perfect place to host the beginning of such an event. One hundred teams vying for the First World. Success is inevitable,” Nix said.



“What about the locals? These worlds are going to be bombarded by the people in this hall. Most of them will never have seen an alien before,” Suma whispered to Jules.



“It’ll be chaos, but at least the Alliance is aware of what’s transpiring. We can protect ourselves and send off any intruders.” Jules gazed at the crowd, sensing their anticipation.



Nix blinked, and from this position, Jules saw the red lines in his eyes, the sallow sag of his skin. Either this was common for their species, or he was on death’s bed. Thinking about the afterlife, she pictured Regnig. The vitality he’d once exhibited had faded substantially.



“And now, what you all came for,” Nix said, speaking methodically. Jules watched as the rest of the gathered heard the translation on delay at their table. He lifted a finger, and the lights went off, sending the entire hall into darkness.



She almost threw her sphere up, but refrained when she noticed the tiny glowing ball at center stage. It grew, showing a rotating planet.



“This is Aeiliv. Whoever locates the First World and brings me the symbol, wins the rights to it.”



Jules observed the depiction of the spinning globe, noting the fine details.



“How does someone give away an entire planet?” Slate asked.



Flim leaned in. “Nix has claimed over fifty for himself. Hence the name of his business. He terraforms them, making them suitable for the paying parties.”



“Why do they need to purchase them?” Suma inquired.



“Their own homes are being threatened. By outside forces, internal conflict, interplanetary battles, or disease. Stars dying, meteor strikes…”



“I understand,” Jules said.



“There’s also been rumors circulating that Nix aids in their demise. He leaves them no option but to use Planetary Provider,” Flim muttered.



“That’s despicable.” Suma glared at Nix, but it was too dark for him to see anyone in the audience.



Jules focused on the man speaking on the stage. “Don’t forget that you will also receive a model of the Starcluster Nine, my personal design.”



Added to the hologram of Aeiliv, the starship appeared, slowly increasing in size until it hung in the air above the entire room. Everyone gawked upward, admiring the impressive vessel.



“I’d like to get my hands on that,” Slate said.



“We’re not here to win a prize.” Jules took a deep breath. She needed to speak with Nix.



“If you choose to team up and split the prize, you must advise the administrators of any deals before we begin tomorrow morning.” Nix raised a bony arm, and Jules hesitantly stood with the rest of the people in the hall as he walked off.



Jules rose when the lights flicked on. “Where are you going?” Slate demanded.



“To talk with him. You spread out. If Hugo’s here, we’re sending him home. And I’ll have a few words for Malir while I’m at it,” she said, stalking away.










TEN





M
 alir ran a hand through his hair. “This is harder than I thought.”



The bar was packed, but they were an entire city block from the actual event. Hugo watched the projected sporting event, not sure what the aliens were even doing. There was a ball, four energy nets, and twelve players on each side fighting for the win.



He averted his gaze, seeing Casidy talking to someone across the floor. The being was heavyset, with folds of skin hanging low, and a big mouth that constantly moved, even when it wasn’t speaking. Casidy nodded and returned to sit beside Hugo.



“Any luck?”



“No. She said her cousin was invited, but there must be a communication blackout within the contest hall. Nothing is making it in or out,” Casidy said.



“That’s what I’m hearing.” Malir moved while a serving drone floated by. “Don’t mind if I do.”



The bot slowed and dropped a metal cup from its body cavity. Liquid poured from a slender nozzle, filling the glass. “Care to try?” he asked Hugo and Casidy, but they both shook their heads.



“We’d better not.” Hugo wondered what his parents would say if they heard he was here, drinking in a bar, when he was supposed to be at the Institute. He thought it might be better to never find out. They’d come to Seqor thinking they might be able to bribe their way into the dinner, but no one was willing to give up their spot, not even for the exorbitant price their coin contained.



Hugo used his uniform’s built-in recording device, digitizing his surroundings. There were so many aliens in this room, he was thrown off kilter at first. A giant four-legged being entered, ducking to fit. It rose to full height, and Hugo couldn’t help but stare. Long skinny arms extended to the floor, seeming to lack any real skeleton beneath. Its head was tiny in comparison to its body, and Hugo wondered if that meant a lack of intelligence. From here, he didn’t see any identifiable facial features.



“What are you staring at?” it asked gruffly, and Hugo was glad to have the translation upgrade.



“Nothing,” he said.



“Are you saying I am nothing?” The appendages swung out, reaching for Hugo.



A hand extended from behind Malir, catching the being’s wrists. “That’s enough, Mawei. Leave them be.”



Hugo hadn’t seen the guy standing there until that moment. He towered above them, with arms bigger than Hugo’s legs.



“He insulted me,” Mawei said, and Hugo finally noticed where he was speaking from. A mouth lay centered in his torso, a single unblinking eye directly above it. Hugo did his best to smile, and not show how startled he was.



“I meant no insult,” Hugo pleaded.



Mawei retreated, its lengthy arms rescinding.



“Thank you, friend,” the stranger said. He was dark, with a thick ridged brow, and a scar across his cheek. His matte-black clothing matched his hair.



“How can I repay you?” Hugo asked.



“With another drink.” The man slammed his empty on the table, and a serving bot was there in an instant, refilling. Malir used the coin, tapping it to the drone, and it continued on.



“What’s your name?” Hugo asked.



“Donov the Illustrious.”



Quite the title
 , Hugo thought. “We’re pleased to meet you, Donov the Illustrious.”



“We don’t have to say that every time, do we?” Malir asked with a wry grin.



Donov just stared at the Gretiol heir with distaste in his expression. “Who are you?”



“We’ve come to witness history unfold. We were unable to participate in the contest.”



“Why would this event be of any interest to you?” Donov asked, drinking deeply.



“I’m in the market for a new starship,” Hugo said.



“And who doesn’t want their very own planet?” Malir added.



“I am still not certain if I will take part.” Donov finished the drink and banged it to the stone top again.



“You? You’re in the contest?” Malir asked.



“What of it?”



“Why aren’t you at the dinner?” Casidy broke her silence, and cowered when the big man took a step closer.



“I don’t do well in crowds,” he told them.



Hugo glanced around the bar, which was packed. They were standing at a table, with every other spot filled. “This is different?”



“Very. That hall is being monitored by drones, cameras, and soldiers. If Nix Benah saw fit, he could kill each and every representative at the dinner with the snap of a finger,” Donov said.



Malir sipped from his own cup. “Why would he do that?”



“He’s done worse,” Donov admitted.



“If you’re not interested, perhaps we can strike a deal…”



“I’m listening,” Donov said while his cup was refilled.



“We pay you for your entry.”



Hugo knew that Anlise wasn’t actually invited; she was only trying to gather intel before she continued her search for the mythical location. No matter what the outcome, Hugo was fully aware they’d never win the prize, especially since their leader intended to destroy the entire destination.



Donov stared at Malir, then Hugo, and finally, Casidy. “No.”



“But…”



“This conversation runs dry. Nix is too dangerous.” Donov pounded the rest of his drink and walked away, unfazed by the copious beverages.



“That didn’t go well,” Malir muttered.



“At least that monster didn’t kill me.” Hugo peered across the bar, seeing the four-legged being in a heated discussion with a person resembling a skunk.



“Let’s go. We’ll tell Anlise we had no luck.” Malir led them from the packed room, into the fresh evening air.





_________





J
 ules wondered where her brother was.



She stood at the end of the stage, finally getting Lance’s attention. He strode over, glancing past his shoulder as if he was being tailed.



“What is it?”



“I need to speak with him.”



“Who?”



“Nix,” she said.



“No. Can’t be done.”



“Show him this.” Jules handed Lance a tablet with the symbol for Nix’s company on the small vessel that they’d recorded visiting a handful of portal worlds already.



“That’s one of his,” Lance said.



“Just show him.”



Lance nodded and rushed off, his footsteps uncertain.



Jules stayed to survey the crowd. She spotted Slate inspecting the tables, probably trying to see if Hugo was indeed among them. Suma and Slate met near the hall’s exit, each shaking their heads.



“He’ll see you now,” Lance said, surprising her.



Jules ascended the handful of steps, and was soon behind the stage, entering a heavily guarded room. The soldiers were in white armored suits, their visors reminding her of the Brack.



The door opened, and she was guided in by Lance, who quickly departed.



Nix sat in a large chair, his body dwarfed by its patterned fabric. The man held the tablet, passing it back to her. “Where did you get this?”



“It kept showing up on our radar.”



“There’s only one person able to command it, and I thought she was dead,” Nix said, his eyes gleaming.



“And who is that?”



“Anlise. My daughter,” he said mournfully.



“Then that’s who my brother is with,” Jules told him.



Nix shifted in the seat, grimacing with the movement. “Tell me.”



Jules relayed what precious little information she had about Malir, Hugo, and Casidy, not revealing much about the Gatekeepers or the Alliance.



“I see. Are you the same race as the Protectors?”



“No. I’m human.”
 And a Deity, but I won’t reveal that.



“Human.” The word sounded strange off his lips. “You come from far away?”



“Yes.”



“What do you seek?” Nix asked.



“My brother.”



“And you suspect he’s with whoever was piloting that ship?”



“Yes.”



“Then we have mutual goals,” he told her. “How did you get here?”



“We are part of Flimorol of the Bopgad’s team.”



“I see. Perhaps there’s something you can do for me. You find my daughter; you get your brother back. And I will give you a Starcluster.”



Jules realized the desperation in his voice, but it wasn’t love in his eyes when he spoke of her. She froze, feeling a sensation tickling her mind.



“What’s the matter?” Nix asked, sitting upright.



The heartbeats echoed from the hallway, racing down her spine. Someone was here. Someone from her past.



“Who is coming to see you?” Jules asked him.



“I have a meeting with an ally.”



“Who are they?” Jules squinted, trying to read him.



Instead, Nix waved a hand as a screen dropped from the ceiling. “Let them in.”



The door hissed open, and Jules’ breath caught in her throat.



She was face to face with the Arnap for the first time since she’d killed an entire fleet of them.





_________





I
 t may not mean anything, Dean
 . Regnig looked tired, but we had to figure this out.



“You could be right, but we can’t explain how the spilled liquid brought us to that passage. There’s clearly an outside force attempting to relay a message,” I said.



My end of the Communicator blinked, and I grabbed it, careful not to knock over my tea. I didn’t want to attract another phenomenon.



“Jules,” I answered.



“
 Papa, we have some issues
 .”



“Okay.” I waited, noting how stressed she sounded.



“
 First, Hugo didn’t make it home
 .”



I stood up and paced Regnig’s living room. “What? Where is he?”



“
 We think he and the team partnered with someone after traveling to the Shandra 4012 planet.
 ”



“Someone? Who?”



“
 Her name is Anlise Benah, and she’s the daughter of the man overseeing the contest.”



I tried to process this, and sat on the arm of the plush chair. “Do you think he’s all right? Should I come?”



“
 No, Papa. Stay…”



I knew she was curious about Regnig’s condition. “We’re fine, but if Hugo’s out there…”



“
 I’ll track him down and search for the First World, but it seems like a needle in a haystack.”



I heard unsaid words between her pauses. “What aren’t you telling me?”



“
 I saw the symbol for the ultimate destination, but it vanished. Papa, I think the final Shandra Valincin is there. Or that it’s somehow involved
 .”



“On the First World?” I asked, nodding slowly. “It’s possible.”



Then why can’t you see it, Jules?
 Regnig’s telepathy didn’t transmit through the Communicator, so I said his thoughts aloud.



“
 I don’t know. It was there, then gone.”



I recalled the trap by the Theos, then the vanishing symbol for their planet, and grinned. “It’s the same as what Karo’s people did. I couldn’t remember it. I’d see the icon, then it slipped from my mind. They must have gotten the idea from somewhere.”



“
 The Deities
 ,” Jules whispered.



“Where are you?” I asked.



“
 Seqor. You wouldn’t believe this place, Papa. It’s incredible. And we met two hybrids, Lance and Balee. They fled here before the Event, and were somehow named Protectors of this hub world. There are so many races… It’s almost overwhelming.”



Did you say hybrids?
 Regnig perked up.



“You have to find Hugo, Jules. Have you spoken to these Protectors?”



“
 They’re in the next room now. I also talked with Nix Benah.”



I sensed the tension in her voice. “What is it?”



“
 The Arnap. They’re here with him
 .”



Regnig’s beak clacked closed, and he blinked.
 That is not good.



“Are you certain?” I asked, pulse racing. We’d expected retaliation from them for years. Their fleet had attacked Magnus’
 Horizon,
 killing countless crew members, and very nearly Natalia as well. She’d lost her heart that day, and I’d lost my best friend, along with a piece of Jules. She’d faced their warships, and with a single thought, snuffed the very life out of the Arnap soldiers. It was remarkable, but had also come with a price.



Brik and his people had been saved on the surface of the nearby world, and I understood that Jules didn’t have a choice at the time. I’d have done the same thing, after confronting them on
 Horizon
 ’s
 bridge. Seeing Magnus’ floating frozen corpse had nearly driven me to a blind rage.



“
 Papa, it’s them
 .”



“Did they see you?” I asked.



“
 Yes, but they didn’t react, and our interaction isn’t public knowledge. I don’t think these Arnap have any idea of what happened,”
 Jules suggested.



Hugo and his team were somehow tied up in this contest, and if that wasn’t bad enough, the Arnap were present. They were part of the reason we’d started the Institute in the first place. We had to pool our partners’ resources and create a fleet to combat invaders like the Arnap. Even the Bhlat were fearful of the race, and that told me all I needed to know.



“What’s his relationship with them? Why are they there for the start of a contest?”



“
 Sorry, I didn’t stick around and ask questions. I left and contacted you.”



I was proud of her for doing that. A younger Jules would have met them head on, with little preparation. “What’s next?”



“
 We have the last meeting in the AM to kick off the event; then I find Hugo, Malir, and Casidy. If they are part of this, they should be in attendance
 ,” Jules said. “
 There was no sign of them at the dinner, but that’s expected. From what I’ve heard, Nix and his daughter aren’t exactly on speaking terms
 .”



“Why?”



“
 I’ve asked around. I guess she vanished a year after her mother died. Rumor has it, the Arnap were the cause
 .”



“Then why is this Nix fellow meeting with them? It’s suspicious,” I said.



“
 Agreed. I’ll try to learn more,”
 Jules told us.



“Are you positive Hugo is with this Anlise?” It took all my reserved strength not to rush towards the portals.



“
 I don’t have physical proof yet, but I’m certain.
 ”



“Okay. Does your mother know?” I asked.



“
 Magnus and Dean are aware.”



That meant Mary did too. I glanced at Regnig, and he continued to stare at the passage from the obscure book of poetry. I meant to discuss this with Jules, but she had enough on her plate.



“
 Papa, if this is related to the Valincin, and it’s associated with the Theos in any way, can you ask Karo for information? There has to be a better way than randomly testing portals. If I’m correct, this symbol won’t be on the Crystal Map, and that means we’re going to have a hundred alien teams searching for nothing.”



She had a valid point. “What do you say, Regnig? Are you ready for one last adventure?” I asked, wishing I’d chosen less direct phrasing.



I would be honored to help Jules locate the final Deity stone.
 Regnig’s feathers fluffed up, and for a moment, he didn’t resemble a sickly old bird on his death bed.



“Jules, keep at it, and stay in touch. I don’t think Karo will have any information on this, but I can ask. And if you find Hugo, you send them home. I want a word with Malir when they’re out of harm’s way,” I told her.



“
 You and me both,”
 she muttered. “
 Take care, Papa and Regnig.”



She was gone, and we lingered in silence.



There was a comment I recall reading in my earlier years.
 Regnig rose, and I passed his short canes to him.
 Now, where did I put that volume?



I considered helping him, but knew he’d wave me off. Regnig went to his giant wall of texts and observed them for a minute before sticking his tongue out.
 Dean, can you reach it for me?



I climbed using the rolling ladder, and soon we were back at our seats, Regnig with another book on his lap.



At first glance, it meant nothing, but now I think otherwise.
 Regnig flipped through the pages and paused near the middle of the book.
 There it is.
 He unfolded a sheet tucked within it, and I saw it was his handwriting.
 Of the four, one is lost to memory. The path is not direct, but worth the effort.



“You think that relates to the Valincin stones?” I asked.



Perhaps. ‘Lost to memory’ could mean the symbol vanishes, and of the four, the Deity stones. You thought you had the last with Sarlun’s collection, but he was mistaken. That was created by the Planner. It’s still out there, and if Jules is correct, it’s waiting for us on the First World.



“There could be something else too,” I reminded him.



Certainly.



“Where do we start?” I asked, trying to read his scribbles.



It’s a pattern. Visit the worlds in a specific order, and you can unlock the final.



“But there’s just a single symbol,” I told him, checking the markings. They were erratic, slashes of squiggly lines and a four-sided rhombus.



That is the beginning. Give this to Jules, and she will understand what to do next.



I reached for the Communicator, hoping we were on the right track.










ELEVEN





H
 ugo was ready to go home. They’d been unable to convince anyone to give up their contest entry, which meant no inside information. Anlise likely wouldn’t care, since she hadn’t planned on attending the events, but Hugo knew the devil was in the details.



As he thought about the old idiom, a horned beast walked by in the alley, its bright red skin enveloping huge muscles. He was certain this was the same type of creature his own father had met on Traro when searching for Ovalax and Regnig a couple of years ago. Hugo shuddered, and wished he had a jacket on. Seqor was chilly at night.



“Where’s that taxi?” Casidy mumbled. She leaned on the nearest building, staring into the starry sky.



“I canceled it.” A man emerged from the shadows, his bulky form startling Hugo. Malir jumped in front of them, as if defending the younger team members.



“It’s me, Donov the Illustrious.” The man reeked of booze, his movements sloppy.



“You don’t seem so illustrious,” Casidy uttered.



“What do you want?” Malir asked.



“You asked to join this contest. I can help.”



Hugo squinted as he watched the big man. “Wait, why?”



“Truthfully, I’ve fallen on hard times. But my intentions are just. I will help you get to the—”



“No,” Malir said. “Give us your entry or move on.”



Donov glanced at his hands, as if they might have enough energy to strangle Malir, then let his arms fall to his sides. “Okay. I’d like the payment.”



“Half,” Malir said.



Donov straightened, and Hugo sensed a fight incoming. “Fine. I am desperate.”



“The entry first,” Malir told him, palm out.



Donov nodded, pulling his watch from the wide wrist it was latched around. He dropped it into Malir’s grip, and Malir passed the coin, tapping off the agreed-upon number of credits.



“Be careful,” Donov warned as he strolled away whistling a sullen tune.



“We always are,” Malir replied.



“No. You don’t understand. I’ve worked for Planetary Providers Inc. before. Ran off a couple races from their homes by feigning invasions. Nix Benah is not the kindly old philanthropist he appears to be,” Donov said. “He’s a bad, bad man.”



“Thanks for the advice. We already knew that.” Malir moved between Hugo and Cassidy, his gaze not leaving Donov’s back. “Okay, new plan. We stay the night and go to the morning reveal.”



As much as Hugo preferred to leave through Seqor’s portal room, he found himself dragged into the current of the adventure. He couldn’t run away now.



“Deal. I’ll tell Anlise.” Casidy used her wrist console, relaying the message.



Malir peered over her shoulder. “What did she say?”



“To be cautious. She wants to depart the moment the meeting is finished in the morning,” Casidy said.



Hugo looked around the street. “Where to?”



“I saw a place close to the festivities.”



“Can we afford it?” Casidy asked, making Malir grin.



“Considering we only spent half the money, I think we can splurge a bit.” Malir took the lead, striding toward the main road.



They rented a suite in the fanciest accommodations Hugo had ever witnessed. They were brought to the mid-level floor by a three-foot-tall robot, with a projection airing the hotel’s features and amenities from the top of its cranium. Hugo ignored it, knowing they were only here for a pit stop before the beginning of the contest in six hours.



When they were alone, he unzipped the front of his uniform and sank into an extremely soft cushioned couch. “This is nice.”



Malir strode to the windows, gazing at the city below. “Seqor is what we need.”



Hugo hopped to his feet, checking out the scenery with the others. Buildings for as far as the eye could see, everything immaculate and well-maintained. “What are those?” he asked, pointing in the distance at a pair of towering objects.



Casidy waved a hand over the windowpane, and a control panel appeared.



“How did you know to do that?” Hugo asked.



“I saw the concierge doing it downstairs.” Casidy tested the buttons, and a second later, the view zoomed and refocused on her target. Hugo could now see four giant statues bookending a massive courtyard. They had six arms and held round spheres in their outstretched grips.



Four stones. Deities. The Shandra Valincin.



Hugo rushed for the exit, and heard Malir shouting for him.



He didn’t care. This was too important.





_________





T
 he light crept into her window, and Jules stretched, glad to have caught a few hours of rest. Slate and Suma were already active, sitting around the cramped table with Flim, who was explaining what they were eating.



“You’re up,” Slate said, glancing at Jules.



“I see I’m late to the party.” Jules yawned and noticed a steaming beverage in the compact kitchen. This was all Flim could afford. Jules hadn’t even thought about bringing currency, or finding a way to procure it. Within the Alliance, it was all credited to the Institute when she traveled or visited another world.



“There’s a shower.” Suma gestured to the one interior door. “It’s automatic, and we couldn’t seem to adjust it, so it ran a little cold.”



Jules shrugged, deciding a chilly shower was better than none at all. She rushed the process, drying off a few minutes later. Eventually, she emerged and ate whatever mysterious root vegetable was on the menu. She quickly finished the food and downed a cup of something akin to coffee, wishing she had cream to soften it.



Finally, they were dressed in their armored suits, with the helmets secured in Slate’s pack. She picked up the satchel holding their weapons, and everyone exited the room into the light of dawn.



“Who are you?” The voice came from Jules’ left, and she threw a blast of air at the source, sending a man tumbling to the street.



His partner, a reptilian or perhaps amphibious creature, staggered back, trying to avoid the same fate. His thick tail swung behind him, steadying his footing.



“We mean no harm,” the first guy said, dusting his pants off. His movements were wary, his gaze lingering on Jules.



“Not that you could,” Slate muttered. “What do you want?”



The man might be considered handsome, his clothing as dark as his features. He had lines around his eyes and brow, his mouth straight and grimacing. “I saw her speaking with Benah. I was curious as to why.”



Flim’s fingers settled on his sword. “And who are you to demand such things from a stranger?”



“My name’s Jaeke. I’m from Zecos Three. Tower City,” he said.



“I’ve heard of it,” Flim told him. “Terrible place.”



“For some,” Jaeke agreed.



Jules was over the small talk. “Why should I tell you anything?”



“I’m looking for his daughter.”



“And the First World,” Jaeke’s partner said, his tongue flicking past his white lips.



“Seems like everyone is on the same trail.” Jules sighed. “Why don’t you go ask Nix Benah yourself? I assume you’re working for him.” She preferred not to discuss anything private with someone linked to the Arnap.



“Not even close. I was… Anlise and I were a couple. Years ago. She vanished, and I was the detective on the case,” Jaeke said.



That was interesting. “She didn’t tell you where she was going?”



“No. I thought she was dead, until Xandr here said otherwise and convinced me to come on this damned escapade with him.”



Jules watched the alien.



“You guys must not have been as close as you thought,” Slate told Jaeke.



The detective tensed, and his chin lowered toward his chest. “You’re right. Maybe I just need closure.”



Jules guessed he was being truthful, and let her guard down slightly. She assessed his posture, the slope of his shoulders, the way his feet stayed firmly planted. Everything about Jaeke suggested he meant what he said. “I’m looking for my brother. We think he’s with Anlise.”



He perked up at this. “What did Nix say?”



“He offered me a starship to bring Anlise to him,” she said.



“A bounty.” Jaeke cracked his knuckles. “He did the same to me five years ago.”



“But you couldn’t find her.”



“No. She obviously intended to be left alone.”



Suma checked the time and motioned to the building over. “We should be going if we want to hear the directions.”



Jules had a choice to make. She was already a step ahead. They could travel to the planet Papa suggested might lead them to the First World. Jules preferred not to share this information with anyone yet, but they still needed a portal to leave Seqor through.



“Jaeke, come with us. Perhaps we can work together,” Jules said. She had two separate missions running parallel, and assumed the tracks might intersect before their completion. Jaeke knew Anlise, while Jules didn’t even have her description.



Slate tapped Jules on the shoulder. “If we’ve decided to split the prize with another team, we’re obligated to disclose this beforehand.”



Xandr had remained quiet, but this made him react. “I don’t—”



“Xandr, you hired me to find the First World for you, and this is how we do it. Sign the agreement and move on.” Jaeke activated a hologram from his watch, and his partner narrowed his gaze before endorsing the file in the air. “Who speaks for you?”



“Flimorol of the Bopgad,” Jules told them, and the hairy alien added his signature, a tangle of black lines.



“Then it’s set. We unite to find Anlise and the prize planet,” Jaeke said.



Slate stepped aside with Jules, his gaze on the newcomers. “Are you sure this is a good idea, Jules?”



“I think so. He’s obviously still in love with this woman, and Flim doesn’t seem as well-versed in the region as he claimed. We don’t care about the winnings, so why not make the deal?”



“I hope you’re right,” Slate said.



Jules assumed he would have come to a different conclusion, and her Uncle Zeke was one of the finest decision-makers she’d ever met. There was a reason he was the captain of an Alliance exploration vessel. “Thanks for trusting me.”



Slate smiled at the comment and softened his expression. “You’re just like him, you know.”



“Papa?”



Slate nodded and strolled after the rest of their group. “He’d have done the exact same thing.”



“But he’s wrong sometimes,” Jules reminded Slate.



“True, but he fixes messes he puts himself into. Just like you will.”



There were hundreds of people waiting outside the hall, and they were gathered into their teams. More hybrids were in attendance, wearing matching silver outfits, holograms scanning passes from overhead drones linked to them. Once a team was processed, they headed through the entrance.



“I suppose we get in line.” Suma moved to the rear of the procession, and almost bumped into someone. Lance turned and smiled, his hands folded into the ends of his billowing sleeves.



“If it isn’t the survivors,” he said, his pupils dilated.



“Why do you call us that?” Jules asked. She’d heard the term used for people making it through the Event, but she wasn’t sure how it traveled this far.



“Because it’s what you’ve done. Survived. Against all odds, a small race of planet-locked beings managed to rise to the head of your Alliance. It’s a tale for the ages.” Lance took Jules’ hands, and she fought the urge to pull free. “And you, Jules Parker, are unique.”



Now she did slip from his grasp, averting her gaze. “I don’t know about that.”



“Come to the front of the line,” Lance said. “You shouldn’t wait with the others. You are too important for delays.”



Lance strode forward, and Flim began to follow.



“Who are you guys?” Jaeke whispered.



They knew nothing about each other, but if they were going to team up, it was only fair to divulge a few details. “We were attacked. Years ago. Long before I was born,” she said. “My father was one of the last remaining people on Earth. And with the help of his allies, the invasion was prevented. Then they destroyed the enemies and returned our population home.”



Jaeke gawked at her while they went past the waiting teams in line and into the building.



“Quite remarkable. Tell me, was Nix behind the incursion?” he asked.



“Nix? No. Why would he have been?” Slate inquired.



“We’ll get to that.” Jaeke shouldered past a foursome of aliens. They were damp, with pale green skin and eyes the size of coffee mugs.



The auditorium was filling up, and Lance led them to the lowest level, front and center. “Here you go. Take a seat. The show will begin shortly.” He waved and rushed off.



“Odd fellow,” Slate muttered.



“He seems to like us, though,” Suma replied.



“I have a feeling he wants something from Jules. When we told him about Dean and the Alliance, his excitement was palpable.” Slate peered over his shoulder.



“Keep an eye out for Hugo. He should be close by,” Jules said, scanning the incoming crowd of aliens. So far, there was no sign of Malir or her brother, and it was beginning to weigh on her.



Jules studied the stage entrance, where a pair of Arnap stood, hands settled on weapons.





_________





I
 stared at the Communicator, but it remained quiet. It was the middle of the night on Banod, but I was wide awake.



I knew I should leave, but Regnig’s failing health kept me rooted. He refused to go anywhere for care, but I didn’t necessarily blame him. He was ready to pass, and I couldn’t let him do it alone.



The little sleep I had experienced was plagued by nightmares. Hugo running in quicksand, his feet moving while his body sank into the pits. Jules floating over him, unable to reach her brother. I doubted it was a premonition, because dreams like this weren’t that uncommon for me. Dr. Swan had suggested the quicksand version was me feeling unable to complete a task. It represented my anxiety at the never-ending to-do list I had created. Check one item off your list, and another three appeared.



After failing to count sheep, I slipped into a robe and went to Regnig’s living room. The fireplace still had glowing embers in the bottom, giving me enough light to see without waking him up.



I quietly investigated the room, looking at a few book spines before noticing the open tome spread wide on Regnig’s desk. This was it. His tale of Dean Parker. He’d asked me to read it before, but I couldn’t bring myself to. It felt wrong, too egotistical. Or perhaps I just didn’t choose to rehash the past.



It was open near the latter half of the book, the right page blank, the left with writing on it.



I found a candle and used a nearby lighter to spark the wick. Regnig’s chair was far too small for me, so I carried the book and wax light to a chair near the fireplace. It was heavy, and I tried to imagine Regnig moving it.



Instead of flipping to the start, I went to the glossary.



The Event



The Chase



New Spero



Missing Mary



I stopped there, recalling all the hardships I’d endured during that time. I opened to the middle of the section and read.



I’d been living my days as a recluse, refusing to open up to anyone. When Garo sent this young man to my door, I’d been hesitant to speak with him. The moment he saw me, there was a connection. There he was, a capable hero, asking a two-foot-tall Toquil for assistance. He was never rude or forceful, but I did sense the anger, and my first instinct was to protect myself. Dean Parker carried a flood of emotions, threatening to overwhelm me with each encounter.



He stormed in, suggesting the Iskios were freed, and they’d taken his wife. Rather than listening, I shouted at him, claiming it was impossible. I was a historian, an intellect, studying these subjects from years gone by. They were only stories in texts, not reality. I quickly learned that wasn’t true, because the more time I spent with Dean, the more he proved he was indeed the Recaster.



I stopped, smirking as I recalled that interaction. I’d been so anxious to locate a starting point to the Iskios. I was desperate, gasping the air for another breath. With Mary gone, my mind had been completely focused on recovering her. And there Regnig was, a beam of light in my dreary, clouded thoughts.



Over the years, I’ve seen Dean Parker in many different circumstances. But that instant, I knew he was dangerous.



My teeth clenched, and I almost bit my tongue. “Dangerous?” I whispered.



The Recaster was never intended to be one side of the balance. That wouldn’t work. They required darkness to counter the light.



I wondered when he’d written this, because I sounded a lot like the Amendors, or the Planner I’d defeated only a year ago. I checked the annotations, finding he’d penned this section about three years before those events.



For all the bluster, I discovered the best friend I’d ever had. And helping Dean, his family and allies, has been the greatest pleasure of my existence. But enough about my life; I am here to tell Dean’s story, and not bore you with the inner musings of a Toquil.



I flipped through the pages, smiling as I saw my last twenty years laid out on paper. He had it all. Fontem, Lom of Pleva, the dreaded wraith Collector, the Hunter that fed on our people on New Spero. There were so many adversaries and colleagues over the span since the Event.



Regnig had assured me he wasn’t finished with my story, but neither was I. There were too many things to accomplish. We needed to secure the Alliance and enable a better future for all of our partners.



I stared at the ample text, almost unbelieving how much we’d endured to reach this point. And now Regnig was meeting his end. Hugo was missing, and Jules was off chasing after the mythical First World. When would these misadventures stop, allowing us to focus on the important things? I rubbed my eyes and closed the book.



With a quick check on the Communicator, I saw that Jules hadn’t responded. I kept it visible, then crawled under the blankets, once again gazing at the ceiling. But this time, sleep found me, dragging me into another nightmare.










TWELVE





“H
 ugo, what are you doing here?” Casidy’s voice carried through the mostly empty courtyard.



“Looking for a clue,” he replied.



“We were searching everywhere for you,” she told him.



Hugo tapped his wrist. “You realize these things have tracking on them, right?”



She rolled her eyes and jogged to his side. “What are you after?”



The sun was higher than he’d thought, meaning they were probably late for the start of the contest. Malir was going to be so angry. “Where is he?”



“Malir? He’s at the hotel waiting for me to drag you back.”



“I can’t. Not yet.” Hugo stared at the nearest statue. The giant hunks of carved rock were majestic, their edges smoothed by years of weather.



Casidy grabbed his arm, tugging him closer. “What are you seeing?”



“The Deity stones, or Shandra Valincin.”



“You believe in those?”



“Believe? Why wouldn’t I? We have one at the Institute. You just used it the other day,” Hugo said, finding it odd she’d even asked that question.



“I understand it’s a different portal. But Deities? That’s a little far-fetched.”



Hugo suddenly realized something he’d never noticed before. “You don’t think Jules is one of the Deities.”



“No, Hugo. I don’t think these Deities exist,” she said pointedly.



Hugo stepped away, shaking his head. “You have to be kidding me.”



“I trust in science,” she said.



“So do I, but the Deities are real. My sister has faced three of them. And so are the other dimensions, and the Void between the portal worlds. The Theos did put themselves into the stones early on to protect the universe from unbalancing. All of these things have happened, Casidy.”



She regarded him with an odd expression. “And let’s say for a moment that you’re correct. Why are you staring at these old statues?”



“We’ve only found three stones. Why does Seqor have four giants holding what appears to be the Valincin?” Hugo gawked up, squinting at the nearest.



“Did the Deities have six arms?”



“No, but that doesn’t mean they couldn’t alter their appearance,” Hugo suggested. Really, he had no clue whether they carried the ability or not.



“Can Jules do that?”



He shrugged. “Maybe.”



“Let’s go,” she said.



“Not yet.”



Casidy sighed and removed a device from her pocket. “Okay, you want a better view?”



He nodded and heard the humming of a drone overhead. She passed him the tablet, and he observed as the drone showed him live footage as it floated around the statues.



“Wait, stop there!” he called, and Casidy returned the miniature mechanical unit to its previous position. “That’s it.”



“What is?” Casidy bumped into his shoulder, peering at the screen. “It’s a symbol.”



“I recognize it. That’s where they found the second stone,” Hugo whispered. “Get the others. Record the shapes.”



Casidy paled, but listened to his instructions, floating the drone throughout the courtyard. When it was completed, Hugo couldn’t stop smiling. “This is our clue.”



“Four symbols. Four stones. But you have three already.”



“Of course. I know three of them, but not the fourth.” Hugo used the tablet to cross-reference the Crystal Map, and saw the fourth icon had never been searched.



“Could it be so simple?” Casidy asked.



“Could what be?” The voice drew their attention, and Malir stood at the edge of the courtyard, a frown on his brow.



Hugo looked around, not wanting to be overheard. They went to their leader and told him Hugo’s theory. Hugo expected Malir to lash out, but instead, he just laughed.



Malir tapped the screen. “You think it’ll take us to the First World?”



“Maybe,” Hugo admitted.



“Okay. We can try it. Next time you run off, tell someone. Jules will kill me if anything happens to you,” Malir said.



“So you’re really just scared of her?” Hugo mumbled.



Malir shoved him in the arm as they returned to the hotel. “Nah. You’re growing on me too, kid.”



He didn’t bother asking Malir to ditch the nickname. He was too excited.



Casidy picked up speed. “We’re going to be late.”



They quickly gathered their belongings and hurried to the meeting, encountering a few people outside the doorway. Malir ran ahead, bringing out his credentials.



“Hi, are we too tardy?” he asked.



Hugo was face to face with a hybrid. His jaw dropped. “Terrance?”



The man looked baffled. “And who are you? Another human?”



“Another?” Casidy managed.



“I saw one earlier. Lance and Balee, our Protectors, were speaking with her,” the hybrid said.



“Wait, how are you here?” Hugo asked.



“I could ask the same thing, Earthling,” he said.



Malir held his wrist higher, showing the contract. “Let us in.”



The man scanned it with a light, and it beeped angrily. “The invitation is fake.”



“No way. We got it from one of the invitees. His name was Donov the Illustrious,” Malir told him.



“Yes, Donov. This tall?” He held a hand way up in the air. “Reeks of desperation and liquor? I’m sorry to say, you’ve been had. Next!”



Hugo looked behind them, but the line had disbanded. “Is my sister in there?” he barked. “Curly brown hair. Green eyes.”



“She captivated the Protectors’ earlier, but I’m afraid that is all I can say. The contest is beginning.” The hybrid moved for the entrance, and Hugo went to grab him. A drone whinged and fired a warning shot on the ground in front of Hugo, stopping him in his tracks. “I’d suggest you depart promptly.”



The door slammed closed, leaving the three of them on the sidewalk, empty-handed. “Now what?”



“We go to Anlise and fly to the nearest portal.” Hugo grinned, imagining Jules was across the wall, joining the contest. “With Jules on board, we’re definitely going to win the prize.”



Malir contacted a taxi shuttle, and they were soon ferried away from Seqor and into orbit.





_________





“W
 hat’s wrong?” Suma asked.



Jules scanned the gathered, still not seeing a sign of Hugo or the others. “Nothing. I thought I sensed something. Like he was close.” Jules scratched her forearm, feeling a gentle itch. She concentrated on Hugo, then Malir, but came up empty.



“If he was, we’d have seen him. I’m sorry. Maybe he’s been returned to the Institute,” Suma said hopefully.



Jules kept her gaze on the pair of Arnap soldiers on the edge of the stage. They were calm, stoically standing with confidence. Their hands were now interlaced behind their backs, giving them a casual exterior. She struggled with the fact that their old enemy was here, and conspiring with the same man running this contest.



The room was full of noise. Last night, the teams had been more subdued at the dinner, but now, they were almost vibrating with anticipation of the coming events. Searching for the First World, in what they were told was a sanctioned contest, sponsored by a giant corporation from Zecos. Planetary Provider Inc. had a reputation throughout the three nearest galaxies, and that gave them a huge reach. Thousands of viable worlds to utilize and terraform.



A sinking sensation hit her in the gut as the doors opened, and the same man from last night wandered onto the stage. He was less frail, his steps more confident. Nix Benah looked younger in the soft lighting.



“What happened to him?” Slate asked.



“I don’t know,” she muttered. “But I’m guessing it wasn’t just a good night’s rest.”



Lance and Balee stormed the podium, flanking Nix from either side as they strolled to center stage.



“Everyone, be silent for a short duration,” Balee said. When she smiled, Jules saw the similarities to Leslie. “It is time to provide your final instructions.”



Nix waved them off, and Lance held for a moment before backing away with his partner.



“I grew up on the lowest level of Tower City. For any of you that…”



Jules glanced behind her, seeing Jaeke and Xandr finally joining their group. She returned her attention to the man speaking.



“…you know Tower City is an inhospitable place, unless you’re lucky enough to be on top. I was a skinny kid, my lungs only operating at fifty percent, until someone from the higher levels offered to clean up the stacks. He came down wearing a gilded cape, his clothing pressed, his face shaved and unmarked with pocks. I wanted to be him.”



Nix spoke with a storyteller’s cadence, and she found herself being dragged into the tale with the rest of the gathered teams.



“With a goal in mind, I started my journey to the top. My parents died when I was twelve, leaving me stranded with my sister. I worked tirelessly, eventually clawing up to the second-to-last level. She didn’t make it to her fourteenth birthday. Fueled by my circumstance, I fought tirelessly to succeed. I started a filtration company when I was sixteen, offering cleaner air to the less fortunate. For a price, of course, but they paid. Within two years, I’d managed to climb to the midway point of Tower City. I could see the skies, and the ocean beyond the confines of the metropolis. I dreamed of one day visiting space, of doing something for our people. I also desired to destroy the Tower and start afresh. Give them a new home on another world. Thus Zecos One was formed, ten years later. My first terraform project. Only, it failed.”



Jaeke leaned closer, his breath warm. “Sure. His rich friends have places out there, overlooking Benah Canyon.”



Jules ignored his musings. Flim shifted on his feet, his hair brushing against her arm.



“I’ve worked so tirelessly, and not everything has been a success. With life, business, and even… love, you are never guaranteed anything. I lost my mate. Nearly took my own life. But my business has never slowed. Because of this, I am finally doing it. When the First World is discovered, I’ve made a promise to the people of Tower City. I will deliver them to a new sanctuary.”



The lights lowered, and a projection appeared behind Nix. The orb spun slowly, and he used a control in his hand to zoom. “This is Zaluniv. The city has been prepared. Infrastructure is there for all twelve million inhabitants of my previous home.”



The audience clapped, but Jules felt their trepidation. What did that have to do with any of them? They weren’t from Tower City. Only Jaeke behind her was, to her understanding.



“This may underwhelm the rest of you, but we’ve decided to allow immigration to Seqor as well. Come this time next year, we will permit one million of each race represented in the contest to join us in living on this paradise. The details will be forthcoming, but you will all be heroes to your people for bringing such fortunate news home when the contest is complete.”



Jules understood his motives. They were all heavily invested now. Even if they lost, they won.



“The contest begins in ten minutes,” he said, and the room buzzed with excitement. “I’ll explain the ground rules.”



“Here it comes,” Flim whispered.



Jules stayed quiet, trying to hear every word.



“One team at a time, you will be directed through the portal chamber. Before you choose your first destination, you’ll be given a device. Select the location, and record everything about the world. Gather samples of soil, air quality, wildlife. If there are intelligent beings, make contact, do your best with the translation tools built into the unit, and all I ask is that you represent Planetary Provider Inc. to the best of your ability. Do not inflict harm. At the first sign of confrontation, retreat.”



Jules blinked her dry eyes. “This doesn’t even have to do with the First World,” she said softly.



“What?” Suma asked.



“It’s a scam. He’s just using these people like Gatekeepers for his own selfish reasons. They’ll explore hundreds, maybe thousands of worlds, and he’ll have the details in the span of a few days.” Jules balled her hands into fists. “It’s going to be chaos.”



“I see what you’re saying, Jules.” Slate glanced behind him at Jaeke. “He wants a list of who he can sell a terraformed planet to.”



“Or which worlds have what resources. Do you think it’s a coincidence the Arnap are here?” Suma added.



“They’re going to wage war,” Jules said. “We have to stop them.”



“How?” Suma asked. “The contest is starting.”



Jules considered the question, knowing full well she could shut the portals down if necessary. At least she thought she could.



“Lance and Balee will arrange your departures. May the odds be in your favor.” Nix Benah lifted an arm, and the crowd cheered him loudly. Jules watched him walk off, the pair of Arnap following behind like loyal sentries.



“What are we going to do?” Jaeke asked. “I must find Anlise, and your brother as well.”



As frustrating the situation was, Jaeke was right. “We use the portal and check the place Papa suggested.”



“He thinks it’ll lead us to the First World?” Suma asked.



“He and Regnig experienced something… strange.”



“How strange? Because with those two, it would have to be really bizarre,” Slate told her.



“He didn’t elaborate, but…” Sadness crept past her barriers, and her shoulders shuddered.



Suma put an arm around her. “What is it?”



“It’s Regnig. He’s dying.”



Slate inhaled through his teeth. “I had no idea. I’m sorry, Ju.”



She dabbed at the corners of her eyes, pushing the pain away. “He’s at peace with it. But that doesn’t mean I am.”



“That’s what you want with the First World,” Jaeke interjected, likely unaware of who or what Regnig was.



“What’s he talking about?” Slate asked.



“The rumors of the healing pool. It’s said that the dead can be revived by bathing them in the waters. The pool is located on the First World,” Xandr said, his tongue flicking from his mouth.



All eyes settled on Jules, and she didn’t argue with their assumption.



“If Regnig has accepted his fate, then you need to as well. Even if this miraculous pool existed, we can’t go against his wishes and force it,” Suma said.



“I know. I’ve been foolish.”



Jaeke gestured at the stage, where Lance was coming directly for them. “We have company. Let’s stick to the plan. We find the First World and locate our loved ones.”



Jules nodded, moving to the front of their group when Lance approached.



“Miss Parker. Are you ready?” he asked, smile wide.



“For the portal? Aren’t there, like, a hundred teams?” She glanced at the exit. None of the teams had left yet.



“We’re offering you a head start,” he said.



“I’ll take it.” Jules followed him past the other contestants, all of whom glared at them as they left the confines of the hall. It was a beautiful morning on Seqor, but that did little to counter the nerves she experienced.



Nix Benah was using the contest as a front for his personal gain, and she would stop him at all costs. But her brother had to be found. And Regnig’s imminent demise weighed heavily on her.



They filed into the transport, and Lance didn’t even question them when Xandr and Jaeke joined their team on the ship. Everyone suited up, the Aktoo man using an EVA that accommodated his lengthy tail. Jaeke’s was plain gray, with few of the features she’d grown used to with the high level of tech flooding the Institute. He didn’t even carry a weapon, but Slate had enough to share.



The trek to the portal chamber was quick, and soon they all stood within the cavernous room, the pair of ancient stone Protectors holding the ceiling up.



“Where to?” Lance asked, and Jules thought about the symbol her father had given her. She couldn’t very well use that, not with so many witnesses. Jules noticed the drones in the air, watching them from near the top of the cave.



Instead, she chose a random destination, making Lance smile. “Here is your Journal.” He passed her a round tablet. “Don’t forget to record everything you encounter.”



Jules grinned and nodded in agreement. They gathered near the stone, and she selected the proper icon. Without looking at the hybrid, she touched the symbol, sending them to a distant destination.



They appeared on a hillside, with rolling green valleys, the sky a light purple.



Jaeke staggered forward, eyes cast upwards.



Jules took the Journal and threw it to the grass. Without preamble, she stomped on it, shattering it in a dozen pieces. She focused on it with her powers, and the shards melted into a puddle of electronics.



“What are you?” Xandr asked.



“I’m the person that’s going to stop Nix from harming any more people.”










THIRTEEN





“Y
 ou wasted an entire day.” Anlise had been berating them for the last five minutes. Hugo let her go on, knowing she’d be out of fuel eventually.



“We could have been gone, checking more planets off the list,” she said.



“Are you done yet?” Hugo asked.



“Just because you’re the child of some hero from another galaxy, doesn’t mean—”



“Enough!” Malir shouted. “We’ve done it your way, and that wasn’t getting us anywhere. Besides, Hugo found a symbol.”



“What symbol?” Anlise’s posture changed, her voice lifting.



“I think we might have an advantage,” Hugo said. He told her about the statues, the stones, and the markings.



Anlise sank into the commander’s seat, and Star wandered over, her eyes brightening. “Bridge Commander Anlise, I have heard of these Deities.”



“You have?” Anlise straightened in her chair. “Tell me.”



“It’s said that the Universe created four beings to guide and protect their efforts. There was rumor of their portals: stones that required no physical programs to access. You can touch them, and choose where to travel,” Star said.



“Is that so?” Anlise directed the question at Hugo.



“It is. We have one at our Institute, and it’s connected to the tables, for the sake of practicality.”



“Then there is substantiated evidence these Deities might exist,” she said.



“Not to mention Hugo’s sister is one,” Malir added.



Anlise lost the softness in her expression. She tapped her translation pad. “What did you say?”



“You didn’t mishear me. Jules Parker is a Deity,” Malir told her.



“That’s impossible.”



“Improbable, yes. But not impossible.” Hugo sighed. “She can’t explain it either, but it’s true. At first they thought she was Iskios because they inhabited my mother while she was pregnant. Then, a Zan’ra, but that ended up being a ploy to persuade her to free the three trapped Deities from captivity. Regardless of the origin, she has immense power.”



“Like the time she killed all those Arnap with a clap.” Malir smacked his palms together as if recreating the moment, and Casidy jumped.



“I didn’t even ask how you knew the Arnap when we encountered the fleet. Tell me.” Anlise rose, coming to face their group with Star at her side.



Malir started, but Hugo interjected, “Allow me. A long time ago, the Arnap attacked a world called Sterona. The locals, a people called the Ritair, successfully fended them off, but a group of them were kidnapped and enslaved by the Arnap. One of these Ritair was taken by an evil entity, who called himself the Collector. He was a monster, a red wraith that had an obsession with preserving one of each race. My sister found a Deity stone and stopped the Collector at the same time. It was exhausting,” Hugo said.



“These are not fabrications?” Anlise asked. “You really experienced this?”



“Sure. We talked with Brik, the rescued Ritair, and found a wormhole after fending off these Zan’ra. The Arnap were there.” He hung his head. “They killed my Uncle Magnus, and his ship
 Horizon
 was all but destroyed. Jules challenged the Arnap and obliterated them.”



“It seems we have more in common than I thought. The Arnap murdered my mother,” Anlise said.



“I’m sorry.”



“Don’t be. My father was careless. I’d heard that he’d been working with them, but when I confronted him, he denied it and grew angry with the accusations. He was behind it. Worried I’d succumb to the same fate, I escaped, feigning capture. I had to make it look legit.”



Hugo could tell there was something she’d left out. “Who was he?”



Anlise glanced at him, a smile growing. “You’re very astute. His name is Jaeke, and he’s a detective with Tower City. The kindest man I’d ever met. We were so in love.”



“Why didn’t you bring him?” Casidy asked.



“He’s too honorable. He couldn’t have done it.”



“And now? Is he still alive, wondering what happened to you?” Hugo peered at the viewscreen as the blur of stars rushed past.



“I think so. I haven’t inquired lately.”



“Enough of the love story,” Malir said. “What are we doing? Can we check this symbol Hugo found?”



“May as well,” Anlise suggested. “Star, what’s the ETA to our destination?”



“We are landing in an hour,” Star said, returning to her seat.



“Where do you expect it will take us? The First World?” Anlise asked Hugo.



He shook his head. “I doubt it will be so simple. They wouldn’t have left the markings in the open like that. But it might lead us to the final Shandra Valincin.”



“Let’s hope it does.”



“Are you still going to destroy the First World?” he muttered.



She locked gazes with him. “I wanted revenge on my father, no one else.”



“Sometimes the best revenge isn’t revenge at all,” Hugo said.



“A wise proverb, but what’s the ending to it?”



“It’s compassion.” Hugo thought about Regnig, and how he always tried to instill righteous behaviors into the young minds he spoke with.



“I don’t think that will work with my father, Nix Benah.”



“Then we’ll figure it out as a team,” Hugo told her.



They waited as
 Independence
 blasted through space, moving so quickly, the view made Hugo slightly nauseous. Eventually, they slowed, and Star began descending toward the planet. It was a gray rock, with only the smallest of atmospheres.



“We’ll be traveling through the Portals for the duration of our mission,” Anlise said. “Gather your gear. I’ve added supplies near the airlock, if you can each take a pack. Star will stay behind, awaiting our return.”



“Yes, Bridge Commander Anlise.” Star remained seated, guiding the ship to the bleak surface.



There was no life on the small planet, and Hugo used the time to slip into his armored EVA, checking the charge on his weapons. He tested Casidy’s suit, and she reciprocated.



“I’m kind of having fun,” she admitted when it was just the two of them in the cargo hold.



“Same here.” He hefted her helmet up and handed it over. “This might become dangerous.”



“I agree.” Casidy acted before he could, gently kissing his lips. She pulled away, securing her helmet as Malir strode into the room. Hugo stood there, unsure how to react to her gesture.



“You guys remember the rules?” Malir asked, clicking his suit together.



“No, can you repeat them?” Hugo joked, but stopped laughing when Anlise entered. Her white suit gleamed brightly.



The ship settled to the ground, and Anlise directed them into the cargo hold’s airlock. They waited as the room depressurized before she opened the exit. A sloping ramp lowered to the surface, kicking up a plume of dust as a result. The particulates floated higher, never landing.



They found the portal where Anlise instructed them it would be, and Hugo used the table, bringing up the symbol he’d seen etched on the fourth statue. When they were all ready, he used the portal, transporting them away from
 Independence
 and her relative safety.



When they settled, Hugo noted that the new planet looked similar to the one they’d just departed, making him slightly uneasy.



“Where do we start?” Casidy asked, stepping from the newly discovered Shandra.



Hugo’s gaze drifted upwards, only seeing the vastness of space beyond a hazy narrow sky. “Maybe I was wrong.”



“Nonsense.” Malir patted his back as he passed by. “This seems accurate.” He sounded calm, but the mere fact that he clutched on to his pulse rifle spoke volumes. They had no concept of what they might encounter.



Anlise appeared hesitant to leave the comfort of the portal’s crystals, but she eventually succumbed. She didn’t hold a weapon, but Hugo spotted the drone following ten feet above her.



Hugo set his pack down, noticing how light the gravity was. The strap hovered over the bag, and he undid the latches, removing a pair of his own drones. “Let’s see what we can find.”



Casidy linked them to a tablet, and Hugo controlled them, sending them off on a reconnaissance mission. If there was anything waiting to surprise them on this desolate land, Hugo wanted to know about it. His father and Jules may enjoy diving headfirst into danger, but he preferred following protocol.



“What do we do now?” Anlise asked.



“We wait.” Hugo stared at the screen, while the surveillance drones recorded their passage.





_________





“G
 ood work, Jules,” I told her, holding the Communicator up so Regnig could hear. “The last thing we need is for Nix Benah to track you.”



“
 I wonder what his real goal is
 .” Jules sounded worried through the speaker.



Perhaps it’s as simple as what he suggested.
 Regnig sipped his tea while I relayed his message.



“
 I don’t think so. Papa, if the Arnap hear about our involvement in their people’s disappearance, they’ll bring a war to the Alliance.”



“Then don’t let them learn the truth. I’ve already spoken with Magnus, and they’re locking the portals down. No one in or out for the next two weeks. There were a lot of upset people, specifically the trade partners, but it’s for their own safety,” I said.



“
 I agree. If any of these teams show up at a partner’s portal, ensure they’re turned around and sent home,”
 Jules told me.



“Is there anything else?”



“
 We’ve joined forces,”
 she said softly.



“With who?”



“
 A man named Jaeke and his partner, Xandr. He was involved with Anlise, Nix’s daughter. We figured the more minds, the better. We’re all heavily motivated.”
 Jules’ voice whispered to someone else on the other end. “
 Trust me, Papa.”



And I did. If she saw value in making an ally, I wouldn’t stand in her way. “When are you leaving?”



“
 Now. As soon as we’re done here
 ,” Jules said. “
 How are you, Regnig?”



I glanced at the bird man, and he coughed, his eyelid sealing tight. When he was finished, he licked his beak and nodded once.
 Tell her I am fine.



“But…”



Don’t tell her the truth.
 He coughed again, and a feather dropped from his wing. I watched it float to the floor.



“He’s feeling better,” I lied, hating myself for it.



“
 I’ll keep you posted. Love you, Papa.
 ”



“I love you too.”



I closed the Communicator, setting it to the table. “You can be honest with her.”



Jules is an emotional person, and you know as well as I do that she is easily distracted. She needs to complete this task. I can see how vital it is.



“Why is it so important? What if she just found Hugo and brought him home? We could reach out to this Nix character and offer a deal,” I said, not sure if that was the best course of action.



No, Dean. Promise me you won’t do that.



There was something in his posture that demanded my agreement. “Okay.”



A knock on the door drew my gaze. “Are you expecting company?”



No.



I marched toward the entrance, meandering past piles of books we’d been scouring through. When I opened it, Karo stood on the other side, his eyes bright, his hair secured tightly behind his head. He gave me a grim smile and ducked to enter. “Where is he?”



“This way,” I said, knowing more words weren’t necessary. Of all our acquaintances, Karo and Regnig had grown the closest. Seeing the Theos man coming to visit his ancient Toquil friend somehow made the situation all the more real.



Karo bustled toward Regnig, knocking over a stack of texts. He left them, kneeling next to Regnig’s seat. “How are you, my old friend?”



I am better now that you are present.
 Regnig patted Karo’s hand with a bent claw.
 Don’t look at me like that, Karo. You knew this was inevitable.



“I still didn’t care to think about it.”



Then don’t. Just spend time with Dean and me as we contemplate our problems.



“What kind of problems?” Karo took a seat, and I busied myself getting him a drink.



“Sorry, no pizza here.” I handed a cup to the gray-skinned man.



“I wouldn’t be able to eat even if there was,” he said. “Okay, maybe one or three pieces.”



Regnig tilted his beak up in a laugh, and we settled in.



“Tell me what’s transpiring. I’ve heard about the portals being temporarily closed. It took some serious name-dropping for the folks on Haven to allow me passage,” Karo said.



We filled him in, talking about the First World and Hugo’s apparent disappearance with the contest manager’s estranged daughter. He offered few comments, and when I was done, he sat there, tapping his chin.



“There is a lot to unpack. May I see the book?”



I grabbed the volume, opening it to the page with the stain. Karo read the passage out loud, and I closed my eyes, concentrating on the words. “
 There will be one to flap his wings on the edge of the universe. A guardian for all times. From the depths of the pool of life, he will emerge. The torch passes, but the objective remains. Change the Universe, my perfect Shaper.”



“What do you think it means?” I asked, curious what the Theos man would come up with.



“You’re telling me a splash of your favorite vintage crossed the floor and soaked this phrase from a distant poem?” Karo actually started to laugh. “There are days where I cannot believe the things I’ve witnessed.”



Regnig looked uneasy.
 What do you make of it?



“If I were to guess normally, I’d say it means nothing. But the Universe sent a spill to direct you at the passage. This changes everything. You have wings, Regnig. He uses the word ‘guardian,’ which you are. The guardian of knowledge. You’ve kept thousands of books safe from destruction, from all corners of space. I don’t know what the Pool of Life is, but I feel as though we’ve heard it before. And the torch is passed. From whom? ‘Change the Universe’ we’ve heard a lot. Kareem was a prophet, giving Dean the moniker of Recaster. This cannot be a coincidence that an alien poet uses the exact same three words. If you happened upon the text by happenstance, I could believe it wasn’t fate, but because of all the factors in combination…”



I can’t be the Recaster.
 Regnig lifted his arms.
 I’m just a Toquil at the end of his journey.



“I’d also say it’s impossible, and Dean can’t pass you the torch, because he is no longer holding it,” Karo added.



I smirked. “About that.”



“Don’t tell me…”



“It turns out I may not have declined after all,” I said.



“Dean…”



“I know. I was so confident that I’d walked away from the First World with my life back, but since I’ve remembered it clearer, I don’t think I did.”



Karo’s eyes were wide. “So you
 are
 the Recaster?”



“Not precisely. The title is in limbo. The Universe told me to take my time. I think he’s waiting for me.”



“Where?”



“On the First World? Somewhere else? I’m not certain.”



Karo stood. “Then let’s go there. Tell him you’re finished.”



“I can’t.”



“Why not?”



“Because I don’t know how to reach it.”



Karo plunked onto his chair, making it groan. “That’s why Jules stepped in.”



“Plus, I don’t want to leave Regnig,” I said.



And I appreciate it.



“Regnig, are you ready for this?”



To die?



“No. To meet your fate. It was you all along. The guardian. You’re meant to watch over us as an ethereal entity. You can change the universe instead of Dean.”



I am no Recaster.



Karo grinned at the Toquil. “No. Not yet. But I have a feeling the title is yours for the taking.”



I was thankful Karo reiterated what my gut was telling me. Regnig was dying, and needed to be brought to the First World so he could be named Recaster in my stead.



He stared at me, his head lifting slightly.
 If that is the case, I will do it.



“Our fate is now up to Jules,” I said.





_________





E
 veryone gathered by the old portal stones, and Jules connected the portable table to the crystals wirelessly.



“How are these other teams going to manage the network when there are planets like this one, with no grid attachments?” Jaeke asked.



“If they don’t have similar means, they’ll be stuck,” Suma answered.



“So much for an adventure,” Jaeke muttered.



Jules sifted through the symbols, landing on the one her father had given her. The markings were erratic, the lines fuzzy, and she let her gaze linger momentarily before activating it.



She hoped it would draw her directly to their final destination, so they could be done with the mission, but in her experience, nothing ever came so easily. Instead of the First World, they appeared on another planet, this one a far cry from the last. Hundreds of gigantic mushrooms rose from the dark landscape, a gentle glow emanating from each of their undersides.



“Readouts,” Slate said.



Suma gave the air levels, followed by the gravitational pull, and Slate hefted his pulse rifle, staring at the view. “This is unlike any we’ve ever visited.”



So often they’d encounter a world that had similarities, whether it was full of hills and valleys, or mountain ranges and oceans, or simply fields of grass lined with dense forests. But there was something different about this one. Jules peered down, seeing they were a hundred feet in the air. She flapped her arms for balance, and a wave of vertigo hit. She’d never had a problem with heights, but the shock of the realization they were on top of one of the mushrooms caught her off guard.



Slate steadied her and grunted. “How do we get down?”



Jules shot her sphere around their entire group. Flim held his sword’s hilt, white eyes watching as they lifted. She’d shown him her powers before, but it was Xandr and Jaeke that began shouting in surprise.



“It’s okay. I’m doing this,” she told them while lowering toward the ground. They landed on damp soil, and when she removed the clear sphere, her boots sank into the mud a few inches.



Jules noticed something slithering in the muck, and saw a snake-like creature darting from their position. With her gaze focused, more came into view.



“Where to?” Flim asked, his hairy legs already covered with the sticky brown substance.



Jules considered their options. The symbol had come from Papa and Regnig, and they’d implied it might lead to her ultimate destination. “They think that us visiting a series of worlds in a specific order might unlock the First World.”



“But the portal is up there.” Slate pointed to the mushroom they’d just evacuated.



“We need the next clue,” Jules said. “It’s here somewhere.”



Jaeke sighed next to her. “I don’t know who Papa is, or Regnig for that matter, but this seems erratic. I’m a detective, paid to follow leads, interview people, and hunt warm trails to solve a case. If there’s no one to interrogate, we have a problem.”



“Good point,” Jules said. “If you’re so brilliant, help me get the next symbol.”



Jaeke narrowed his gaze at her. “There’s nothing here but massive fungi. And whatever those creatures avoiding us are.”



“Then the answer is there,” she said.



“But…”



Jules ignored him, shooting into the sky. Slate shouted after her, but she kept flying until she could see the edge of the mushroom ring. It was barren within, making a giant circle dozens of miles wide.



From here, the stars were bright, the planet’s moon a glowing blue hue of a sickle. More of the lights shone from beneath the mushroom caps, illuminating a pattern.



Jules smiled and continued to float higher. She remained directly overtop the ring, concentrating on the mass of fungi. The light passing from them made a design, but was moving. One would blink off, the next activating. She couldn’t make sense of it.



Jules used the recording feature on her suit and stayed for ten minutes, digitizing the experience before returning to her friends.



“Next time, can you run it by us first?” Uncle Zeke asked.



“Sorry. I won’t do it again,” she stated.



“What did you find?” Suma inquired.



Jaeke and Xandr just stared at her as if she was an anomaly, but Jules was used to that.



“Suma, can you link to my suit?”



“Sure.” Suma did, and played the feed.



“I don’t see any indication of a symbol,” Slate said.



“This is a waste of time,” Xandr complained. “We’re supposed to be working as a team to win this contest.”



Jules gestured to the mushroom over them. “If you want to leave, be my guest.”



Xandr’s tail twitched, and he kept quiet.



“Speed it up,” Jaeke said.



“What?” Suma passed the tablet to Jules.



“Make the video play faster.”



“Why?” Jules did it even before he responded, as the answer displayed before her very own eyes. On this mode, the beams of light solidified, showing an image. The circle had four slashing diagonal lines missing from it, and Jules checked the Crystal Map, finding a matching symbol. “We did it!”



“Looks like Mr. Detective just earned himself a gold sticker,” Slate said. “What do you say we keep moving?”



Xandr peered around. “Do we have to go into your… floating bubble again?”



“Unless you prefer to climb,” Jules told him, and didn’t receive an argument. They returned to the perch over the field of fungi, and Jules set the appropriate marking on the portal screen. She hoped this was the right place, but had a feeling the game had only just begun.



When the light faded, they found themselves under water.










FOURTEEN





T
 he drones descended, landing near his bag, and Hugo packed them away.



Anlise was off with Malir. She collected samples, setting the vials into a black metal container.



“There was only one distinct anomaly,” Casidy said.



“Yeah, a section where the recording failed. What would cause the drones to stop sending the feed?”



“Probably a magnetic field. We should check it out,” Casidy told him. “Or we can go somewhere else.”



“No. This has to be it,” Hugo said.



Malir and Anlise rejoined them. “What did you find?”



“Not much. Just a break in the drones’ recording, suggesting there’s something blocking them. That’s our sole lead.” Casidy put her tablet away and threw her bag over a shoulder. “It’s twenty-one kilometers from here. We’d better start.”



“Twenty-one… this is why I explore with my personal vessel,” Anlise muttered.



“We do more for training before breakfast.” Malir began to jog, and the gravitational pull made his steps easier.



Hugo waited until the others went forward, and he darted after them, staying in the back of the line. The place was bereft of life, with dust and rocks and little else. A distant star gave enough ambiance and warmth to keep from activating his suit’s heater, and they remained silent as they went.



Despite Anlise’s earlier misgivings, she kept pace with them. The ground vibrated, but Hugo didn’t think much of it. Subtle quakes on a volatile surface weren’t a rare occurrence. A fat silhouette of a moon rose from the horizon as they jogged, eventually filling Hugo’s visor. It was stunning.



“How much farther?” Anlise asked, and Malir slowed from his position in the lead.



“Halfway. How about we break?” He sipped from a straw near his mouth, and Hugo did the same. At the Academy, they’d taken a class devoted to using the EVAs, and he’d been required to spend an entire week inside one. The sustenance came from a needle injected into your stomach.



Anlise gawked at the sky, a frown forming.



“Do you really believe your father had her killed?” The question blurted from Hugo’s lips before he could stop it.



“He’s not a good man, Hugo. He’s nothing like your own,” she said.



“I used to get annoyed at how just he was. People always bothering him for help, though more often than not, it was him diving into the fray without being asked. It took me a while to understand his reasoning.”



“He seems comforting,” she told him.



“Is there any recovering your relationship?” Casidy interjected.



“If he proved to me that he didn’t hire the Arnap to board her ship, then perhaps. But if the rumors of his business deals with them are founded, I can’t stand by and watch.”



“If you won the planet, would he give it to you?” Malir stretched his legs, prompting Hugo to do the same.



Her face scrunched up behind the helmet’s mask. “I doubt that very much. He might make a show of it, welcoming me back into his life, but privately, it would be a different story. You guys wouldn’t understand.”



Malir chuckled. “My father is the Emperor of Gretiol. A world bound by tradition more than common sense.”



“You’re going to become the leader of your people?” Anlise asked.



“One day. If I choose to accept it.”



Hugo could tell how much Malir loved being away from home, working with Magnus at the Institute. But he assumed that, eventually, he’d be recruited into the politics and return home, wearing the title of Emperor. It made Hugo contemplate his own future. Would he end up a leader among the Gatekeepers, or would he work at the Alliance headquarters? There were other options too. He could intern with Rivo at Alnod Industries, or set a goal of captaining an exploration vessel or warship with the Institute.



Sitting there on an alien planet, considering these choices, he realized he rarely gave them any thought.



“And Hugo’s dad is the most famous person in our Alliance,” Casidy told her.



“Tell me about him,” Anlise said.



They’d offered some details about his father, but most of it was vague. Hugo observed the woman, realizing he wouldn’t be revealing anything dangerous. “Dean Parker was an accountant.”



“What’s that?”



“He did bookkeeping. Filed corporate taxes for local upstate companies. Nothing major. He liked baseball.”



She didn’t ask to elaborate, and he continued. “The Kraski came, a couple years after his first wife died. They stole the entire population.” Hugo tapped his own breastbone, recalling the necklace his dad had worn. “He had something that kept him from being taken with the rest. Because of Janine.”



Anlise stared with wide eyes as he told the tale.



“He left with the neighbor’s dog, Carey, and they met an ally in New York, before being directed to Machu Picchu. They made contact with some other survivors.” He smiled. “Vanessa and…”



“And Hugo’s mom!” Casidy exclaimed. “Sorry, go ahead.”



“Mary. Her name’s Mary.”



“What happened?”



“They reached their destination, and crossed paths with some mercenaries from overseas. Magnus and Natalia.” Thinking about Magnus returned his thoughts to the Arnap ships they’d seen nearing Seqor. “Together they took the
 Kalentrek
 , a device designed to kill the hybrids… basically, it would destroy the non-human part of them. It also defeated the aliens. They used it to board the mother ship waiting to drop to an emptied Earth. After that, they stopped the entire race from burning up in our system’s star.”



Everyone froze, and Malir was the first to break the silence by slapping his knee. “I never grow tired of that story. Dean Parker has gone on to do even more incredible things.”



“He sounds special. The opposite of my father,” Anlise said, and it made Hugo think about the balance of the universe. But Papa had already defeated the Planner.



“Don’t forget he’s the Recaster,” Casidy added.



“No he isn’t,” Hugo said. “Not anymore.”



Before Anlise could ask what that was, he climbed to his feet, taking one last sip from the straw. “Let’s get moving. We’re almost there.”



None of them argued, and this time, Hugo took the lead.



They ran in relative quiet, with only their breathing to echo through his earpiece. Hugo let his worries go and pumped his legs, going one kilometer after the other. He tried not to think about the mission or how much everyone would be freaking out after they didn’t return home. For all he knew, this was a diversion from the true objective, but he was following his gut, like each of his family members had done in the past.



“It’s here,” Casidy said, causing him to slow. The landscape looked the same. Flat and lifeless.



“I don’t see anything.” Malir stepped forward and walked into something. His helmet struck an invisible surface, making an audible clang.



“I have an idea.” Anlise activated her trailing drone, sending a beam of light from its underside. The robotic unit floated along, the light changing color, which reflected from the invisible barrier. Using this, she mapped out the region, and they watched on her wrist screen. “It goes for one point two kilometers, rounds off, and repeats the distance.”



“What’s that?” Casidy indicated a section where the beam shifted from blue to red.



“It must be a weakness in the energy shield. Let’s check it out,” Malir said.



They jogged to it, and Hugo was the first to try to access it. It was bizarre to his senses. Beyond the barricade was more dusty ground, but when he reached, he met resistance.



“It’s vibrating,” he whispered, recalling the subtle quakes on their trek. Hugo crouched, feeling the gentle hum beneath his feet.



“There’s something inside.” Malir started to bang on it, and Casidy yanked his arm away.



“Allow me.” She removed a device from her pack, and Hugo noticed it was a grenade.



“How will you use the XR526?” he asked.



“One thing they didn’t teach us at the Academy in weapons training was the fact that these create a tiny jump when detonated. It has to do with the Inlorian bars used to create the wireless fuse.” Casidy set the tennis ball-sized bomb along the edge of the obstacle. “When it goes, we’ll have ten seconds to enter.”



“You’re certain this will work?” Malir asked.



She didn’t look overly confident. “No, but it should.”



“Maybe we can test it. I can throw my…” Malir stopped when Casidy shook her head.



“Not going to work. I only brought one. We weren’t expecting big trouble on Shandra 4012.”



There went that plan. Unless… “I’ll do it,” Hugo said.



“Do what?” Malir asked.



“Go through when it detonates.”



“No way.” He crossed his arms like it was the end of the story.



“I’m smaller than you, Malir, and if I can breach it, I should be able to find the power source and shut it down. Plus, if someone built an invisible yard, they wouldn’t have locked themselves in.”



“Agreed,” Anlise said.



“Fine. But if you make it past, you keep in touch with me. Got it?” Malir held his shoulders, squaring Hugo off with himself.



Hugo snapped a salute. “Yes, sir.”



“Ready?” Casidy asked, holding her finger over the detonator on her wrist.



“How far is the reach?”



“Twenty meters,” she said, and he tallied off his steps, coming at least an extra two meters from range for safety.



Ten seconds. That wasn’t much time.



“Ready.” He touched the ground and crouched like a sprinter at the blocks.



“Three. Two. One!” Casidy blew the device, and it shot dirt up in the air.



The barrier shimmered, and Hugo raced toward the circular entry point as the energy buzzed from the impact. He dove at it, counting down in his head from ten. With his eyes closed, he rolled to his feet, and opened them, hearing the last number ring off in his mind. He’d done it. Hugo pumped a fist in the air, and slowly focused on his surroundings.



He spun around, expecting to see his friends across the invisible barricade. But they were gone. And he was no longer on the same planet.



His boots were covered with a wispy yellow grass, and he peered up to see a completely different sky. Pale twin suns hung on opposite sides, barraging him with light. Hugo reached in the direction he’d arrived from, and there was no resistance.



“Malir, come in,” he whispered.



No reply.



“Casidy! Anlise!”



Silence greeted his shouting.



Hugo noticed a structure in the distance, and used his visor to calculate how far it was. Seven kilometers.



He tried to gauge his risks, and realized this was the exact thing that always happened to his dad and sister. They’d sit at the dinner table, recalling their adventures like it was some mundane dinner topic. Now it was his turn to do something miraculous.



Hugo Parker glanced behind him, then to the tower in the horizon.



And started to run for it.





_________





“H
 ow is he?” Karo asked.



I watched Regnig from his bedroom door and sighed. “He’s not well.” I hated to see him like this.



“Time’s running out,” Karo said.



“Karo, if you really think the Universe is conspiring to make Regnig the Recaster, then it’ll take care of itself, won’t it?” I wasn’t certain that’s how it would work, but from my experience, I was often a passenger in the sequence of events.



“Not necessarily.” A few strands of Karo’s long white hair fell in his face as he looked to the floor. He brushed it aside, picking up the book from the outer edges of space. “This might be nothing. The being that penned this poem could have been but a distant vessel. The fact that you were given this message right before Regnig’s death… it has me wondering.”



“Wondering what?” I stared at Regnig, his tiny chest rising and falling beneath his thick blanket. He made gentle gurgling noises as he slept.



“What other messages have we missed?”



I perked up at that. “You mean, maybe this has occurred other times, and we didn’t notice?”



“Precisely,” Karo said. “I’ve been reading…” He handed me a skinny book, opened to the center. Regnig had scrawled notes in the borders. A passage was highlighted and translated by my friend.



The Cosmos are unable to communicate directly, making it difficult for anyone to understand their purpose. But let it be known that the Cosmos are most definitely a living entity, capable of destruction, growth, love, and hatred. Because of this, there are subtle means for them to link with those containing the potential to make alterations to the path of things. There is also a theory that another force counters the Cosmos, though it remains unidentified.



“This is fascinating,” I mumbled. I read on and set the book down. “What are the Cosmos?”



“I think you’ve met them,” Karo said.



“The entity portrayed as my father?” I asked.



“Quite possibly. You knew him as the Universe, but I believe the living embodiment of this is the Cosmos. They would have created the Deities, the First World, even the Theos indirectly. We are all born of the Cosmos. Most scholars consider them incapable of emotion, but I predict otherwise. Regnig and I have had countless theoretical discussions on the subject. He used to be more pragmatic about it than me, but since meeting you and Jules, he’s changed his tune.”



“How can we realize if we’ve been contacted by the Cosmos?”



“We can’t. But this…” Karo tapped the spine of the poetry volume. “It proves something is seeking to guide us.”



“But Regnig is almost gone.” The words choked out of my throat, and it felt raw. I downed a half-glass of water and put it back with a shaky hand.



“Then we have to move quickly,” he said.



“What are we doing?”



Regnig coughed and turned his beak to the side in the darkness of his room.



“Take this.” Karo passed me a tablet. “Remember how Jules and the Academy digitized the entire library?”



“Sure.”



“We’re going to find every single mention of the Cosmos, and them communicating with specific people,” Karo said.



“And what will this teach us? We need to trust that Jules will get to the First World,” I told him.



“I don’t believe that train of thought.” Karo’s gaze bored into me. “The power is in your hands, Dean Parker. You haven’t relinquished the title of Recaster yet, and it’s up to you to make this right.”



I didn’t know how to respond. Instead, I typed in the tablet’s search function and hit enter.





_________





J
 ules wished their group was smaller. There were too many of them for her to protect. The Aktoo man was the worst swimmer, his tail flapping behind him, knocking into her armored suit. Jules swatted it and kicked toward the surface. It was a long way from the underwater stone to the top, but they managed without any major incidents.



Her head breached the water, and she did a count, confirming they were all present. Slate, Suma, Jaeke, Flim, and Xandr were there, treading to stay above. Xandr began to slip beneath again, but Slate grabbed him, helping him float.



Jules spun in a full three-sixty, surveying the region. This was their second stop. First they’d found the mushroom world, determined the next portal symbol, and had been sent here. This reminded her of the time Papa had tried to reach the Theos’ world.



“Where to?” Suma asked her.



Jules noticed the sky was bright blue, the clouds white and puffy. The sun was orange, and for a second, she felt like she was on Earth. But that was impossible. The symbol was different. “I’m going to lift us out, okay?”



“It’s about time,” Xandr muttered as she encircled the group with her power sphere. They rose from the body of water, their armored suits dripping.



Instead of wondering what to do, Jules made the simple decision and flew them to the nearest shore. It was an overhanging peninsula, surrounded by water in all directions. They landed, and Jules took in the epic view. The ocean waves lapped against the craggy beach, and Jules checked the air levels. Without waiting for Suma to give the approval, she removed her helmet, inhaling a salty breath.



The others began to take theirs off, and Jaeke set his down, a rare smile forming on his face. “This is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”



Jules had to agree, and she’d seen a lot. Was this the First World? Had they made it? She pictured Papa conversing with a fake version of his father, watching the calm.



Slate didn’t seem as impressed. He sent a pair of scanning drones higher, capturing the layout. His frown spoke volumes.



“What is it, Uncle Zeke?” Jules asked.



“This place. I’ve seen this before.”



“How is that possible? No one from the Gatekeepers has ever logged this portal.” Jules double checked, nodding at the confirmation.



“There’s a lighthouse. Right here.” Slate pointed to his left. “It’s the edge of New York.” He gestured north. “That’s the border to Connecticut and Rhode Island.”



“What are you talking about?” Flim pressed closer, sticking his hairy face near the screen.



“He’s making references to our planet, but it can’t be Earth,” Jules said.



“Are you sure?” Slate spoke quietly, and turned the device so she could see it.



Jules watched as the drone feed shot back to them, displaying an exact replica of the eastern seaboard. Maine. Then the protruding land of Nova Scotia. “This is ridiculous,” she muttered.



“Are you suggesting it’s your own planet?” Jaeke asked.



“No. I’m not,” Slate admitted. “But it sure as hell looks like it.”



Xandr had recovered from the spell in the ocean, and he unclasped his armor, setting it to the ground. “I have heard of this before.”



“This place?” Suma stomped a foot on the grass.



“No. The theory. The Aktoo come from a twin planet. We discovered the second version by accident, on an exploration mission years before I was born. We were advanced beyond our years, never having met any other spacefaring races. The pilot, the great Gursha, lucky be his name, found the world after being trapped by debris. With his shields failing, he crashed to the surface. It was just like home, only not. He wondered if he’d traveled to another time, but he managed to restore his shields by diverting his engine power. It took him years to return to Llurm, and when he did, he was dead a hundred lifetimes.”



Jules watched as the second drone showed them further south, down to Florida, then Cuba. “And did you verify his findings?”



“Yes. We built a Crossing between them, and now reside on both. Exact duplicate worlds, despite the differences. It was remarkable, really,” Xandr told them.



“What if each world has another?” Suma peered around nervously. “I’ve heard of it. My father spoke of the principle once to a class when I was a little girl. He called them Reflective Worlds. He suggested that in the colossal universe, the possibility existed that not only could Shimmal’s twin be out there, but that our very people might be as well.”



Jules laughed at the notion. “You’re saying there could be humans on this world?”



“No, but there might be other similar versions,” Suma said. “Like the Kold.”



“Didn’t they come from Earth at some point?” Slate asked. “Never mind. We’ve passed the first test, so now what?”



“There has to be another clue for the next symbol.” Jaeke peered behind him. “But I doubt we’ll find it here.”



“Why not?” Xandr prodded.



“I’m trying to think like whoever created this puzzle. Would each effort be as simple as the previous? Not necessarily.”



“I need to check something,” Jules said. The portal stone remained buried off the tip of Long Island.



“You’re not running off on us again, are you?” Flim asked.



“No. Slate’s coming with me,” she told him, and when Slate nodded at her, she swept the pair of them up, and lifted off the ground.



“Suma, continue the search with the drones. Contact us if anything changes,” Slate ordered.



“Don’t be too long,” Suma said, glancing at the three aliens surrounding her.



“I hate to leave her behind,” Slate told Jules when they were out of earshot.



“She can handle herself.” Jules flew higher, Slate inhaling as she rocketed toward the edge of space.



“What are you looking for?” Slate asked.



“Proof.” Jules began pushing east, heading over the Atlantic Ocean.



“What’s that?” Slate’s comment made her pause, and Jules descended lower. The skies were devoid of cloud cover here, and he’d spotted the creature from a vast altitude. That meant it was gigantic.



Five tentacles rose from the water, moving like boneless appendages. Jules hovered a thousand feet above the ocean and watched as the beast neared the shores of Portugal. The tentacles vanished, and something else emerged from the water, spiky black protuberances jutting into the air.



“I think we should go,” Slate said, but the sight of the beast held Jules in place.



Its head was enormous, but small in scale of the body. Long arms ended with crab-like claws, and it moved for the coast. Only when she guided them lower did she comprehend the sheer scale of the creature.



“Jules…” Slate’s tone was reprimanding.



“What if this is it?”



“Huh?”



“This is how we get the next symbol.”



“I don’t see…”



The beast jumped, lifting from the water to land on the edge of a cliff. It peered back at her, a forked tongue escaping the gaping maw as it bellowed a war cry.



Jules felt the shift in energy before she saw the incoming horde. Thousands of ships tore through a rift in the sky, screaming toward them.










FIFTEEN





T
 he tower seemed to expand as Hugo’s perspective changed. He was absolutely on a different planet than the one he and the team had arrived on. The invisible shield must have acted as a portal of its own, which wasn’t overly surprising. Hugo had seen similar tech back home.



The tower was windowless, with a dark green exterior and, from this vantage point, no entrance. The seven kilometers went by quickly, but his legs were tiring after the day of running. Hugo slowed, trying to even his labored breaths.



The grass remained the same, yellow and blowing in a soft breeze. He longed to remove his helmet, but didn’t want to break procedure, not here alone. The readouts told him the air levels were acceptable, but he erred on the side of caution.



Hugo held his pulse pistol, searching for signs of life, but so far, he hadn’t crossed paths with anything unusual. Just this tower.



He approached the building, touching the outer wall. Hugo gradually circled it, not finding a single seam in the siding.



“What am I supposed to do?” Hugo backed up, looking toward the roof. The tower was five hundred feet high, making it around thirty stories by human construction. “What’s hiding in there?”



A long pipe ran down from two sides of the structure and continued for the entirety of the height. If there was no doorway, maybe he could access it from above. Perhaps whoever had built this place used the rooftop to land on. One thing the Academy had taught him was to stop thinking like a human. He had the advantage of being born among aliens, or so his dad constantly reminded him.



“Okay, let’s do this.” Hugo clutched the six-inch-diameter pipe. It was giving off heat, but not enough to scald him through his suit’s gloves. He started the climb, protruding the spikes on the bottom of his boots to aid in the ascent. Usually, those were reserved for ice worlds, but in this case, they were extremely convenient.



He moved one hand over the other, methodically rising until he stopped halfway, trying not to look down. When he regained control of his drifting thoughts, he kept scrambling up. Hugo wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but when he crested the top, his arms and legs burned fiercely. His first thought was to grab his gun, but his leaden muscles protested. Instead, he lay there, facing the bright sky.



Nothing came to bother him. He was still alone.



After a few moments of recovery, Hugo rolled over and got to his feet, proud of his accomplishment. If he couldn’t find entry to the building, he was dreading the descent. He stared into the distance, in the direction he’d come from. There were no signs of life, meaning his teammates hadn’t been able to pass through the energy barrier. He had to hurry.



With a gun in his grip, he crossed the gap from the ledge, rounding a pony wall. He gasped at the sight of an alien ship. It was shaped like an oval: light gray, with yellow lines over the curvatures. The strangest part was the fact that no landing gear or visible thrusters activated, but it was floating three feet from the rooftop. Hugo walked to it, running a hand below the vessel, finding no resistance.



He spotted the entrance directly behind it, and hesitantly went to it. The doorway was in the floor, a massive slab of metal twenty feet wide. He searched for a handle, but it was smooth like the tower’s exterior walls.



Instead of giving up, he scoured the area near the ship, and found what he was searching for. A panel.



It was surrounded by a narrow layer of reflective material, and Hugo assumed this was a solar power feature. Whoever had left this didn’t expect to use the door often. With the tap of the screen, lettering appeared. He’d seen the same thing imprinted on the four statues on Seqor. His pulse raced, and he ignored the warning his suit’s vital reader sent him.



It took a few attempts, but he eventually grasped the pattern of options. The door slid open, revealing a staircase. The steps were huge, like they were made for a giant. He thought about the statues and grimaced. What was he getting himself into?



There was no turning back. Without the means to meet up with his team, only one path existed, and it was down these steps.



Hugo took a deep breath and strode into the building.



His suit’s lights flashed on, and he dimmed them, finding it overwhelming in the pitch-black space. The metal slab slid closed above him, cutting off his escape route, and he twitched at the sound of it sealing shut.



Hugo now wished that Jules had accompanied him to the Shandra 4012. None of this would have happened. He could be home in bed, safe and sound.



The stairs abruptly ended, and he quickly understood that this place was built by someone much larger than himself. An archway rose high, and he peered up as he passed the barrier, going into the top floor.



He cut his own lights as he spied others blinking across the room. He heard beeps and mellow humming electronics. What had he discovered? The floor had countless pipes and tubes rising from it, bending and merging near a massive vat at the edge of the space.



Hugo walked there, watching a cool blue liquid being spun by a centrifuge. He’d never seen anything so intriguing. He slid his gun into the holster and pressed his hands against the vat’s façade, trying to gain a better view of the inside, but it was more of the same.



“Time to keep moving, Hugo,” he said, struggling to motivate his limbs.



Around the corner, he used another set of stairs, and they carried him to a larger room. The tubes descended from the ceiling, separating, and they each fed into huge rectangular boxes. Hugo counted twenty of the crates, and stared at them, wondering what they could possibly contain.



Glowing blue liquid poured into them, and he noticed another tube, where a grainy gray substance exited. The crates were dark, making it impossible to identify the contents.



Hugo stepped to the nearest, running a palm over the surface. He felt the pad and tapped the screen. The same lettering appeared, and he went to work, struggling to figure out how to open the box. They were his only clue. Someone had left hints on Seqor, and the only planet he didn’t know was this one. Whoever had created those statues wanted to be found.



“Hello?” Hugo shouted, but his words were muted by the dense walls.



He continued using the alien controls, and after ten or so failed attempts, the crate began to tremble. Sections of the box unraveled as an interior light flashed on.



Hugo staggered from the enclosure, falling to his backside. There was something inside. The liquid drained with a rushing sound, and the being sat up, turning its head to study Hugo through the glass.



“I mean you no harm,” he whispered.



It made an unfamiliar noise and lifted the top of the box open. It stood, resembling a creature from the statues on Seqor. It had a small, pointed beak, and legs that bent backwards. Six arms circled its torso.



It was a Protector.



The giant climbed from the cryogenic tube it had been resting in, and slowly approached him.



Hugo noticed the device on one of his six forearms for the first time as the Protector utilized it. His own wristpad burned brightly at the proximity, and the giant gave what looked to be a smile.



He talked, his words garbled and bizarre. The volume changed, and the tone adjusted as he spoke. “…found the Protectors. What is your need?”



Hugo stared at him, jaw dropped. “I can understand you.”



“I have pulled your information.” He tapped his device with a long fingernail. “You are worthy of our help, Hugo Parker. You have discovered us when no other succeeded. What is your need?”



A million questions raced through his mind, but he settled on one. “Why are you here?”



“We are the Protectors. When the time comes, the worthy will arrive and beckon us to intervene in a great battle.” He stood tall, his muscles bunching.



Hugo swallowed, getting to his own feet. His full height reached this creature’s knee. “I don’t have a war to stop.”



“I think you’re wrong,” the Protector said.





_________





T
 hey were safe within Jules’ shield, but the sight of a thousand incoming ships turned her blood cold.



“This ought to be good,” Slate muttered.



“Hold tight.” Jules shot them higher, and the vessels raced after her.



“The other planet didn’t have any traps for us. Why this?” Slate asked.



“Maybe the mushroom world was a trap. If we didn’t have someone capable of flying, how would we have succeeded?”



“With the drones? Other technology.”



“I suppose.” Jules continued to move, leaving the massive sea monster behind.



The ships were small, half the size of an Alliance lander, but they were relentless in their pursuit. She could spin around and destroy them, but that might be going overboard. “They’re here to push our decision.”



“Or to scare us away,” Slate suggested. “Think about it. How many people would bail at the sight of them?”



Blasts began erupting from the ships, random orange pulses, many of them striking her shield. “I’ll agree with that. Whatever trail we’re on, the creators of the puzzle don’t want us to succeed.”



“Then why make a trail at all?”



“That’s what I’m wondering. It’s not so different than the one you took with Papa,” she said.



“I remember that very distinctly. I should have stayed home. Loweck and I are trying to adopt, and…”



“You are?” Jules asked.



“I told your father, but we’re keeping it quiet until…” He stopped speaking when the pulses ceased and the ships moved into a more solid formation.



Jules continued to evade their attacks. “What are they doing?”



Slate stared at his feet, looking through the clear sphere at the land below. “Where are we?”



“Southern UK.” The ships decelerated and formed a circle, moving in a clockwise pattern.



“This keeps getting stranger.”



“If this is a replica of Earth, Stonehenge is nearby.” Jules had visited with her parents a few years ago, while they’d been staying at New London for a speech about the Alliance with the powers that be.



“You don’t …”



“Maybe.” Jules directed them lower and stared up at the fleet, who soared in a circle, creating a funnel.



And there it was. Huge piles of rocks buried into the ground, only this version was different than the one she’d seen. The shape wasn’t the same. “It’s another symbol,” she whispered.



“I agree.” Slate held his tablet, finding the matching icon on the Crystal Map. “It seems we have it.”



Jules took a moment to appreciate the display. “If this alternate Earth has a Stonehenge, that solidifies the theory that it might be alien in nature.”



“You’re right. We’ll have to investigate further.”



“But not today,” she said, glancing at the fleet above them. “What about them?”



“Let’s see if they follow us. If they do, outrun them.” Slate made it sound so simple.



Jules started to float away and watched as a crackling energy surfaced in the skies over this version of Salisbury Plain. The rift flickered angrily, and the ships moved in neat lines, making her think they were autonomous: a computer program left to direct someone to this location. She watched their departure and turned around, shooting back to the Atlantic Ocean.



“You mentioned adopting?” Jules asked as they raced over the tumultuous waters.



“That’s the plan.”



“Human?”



“Not sure. We’re open to other options,” he said.



Jules appreciated their decision. Loweck wasn’t human, and the fact that she was only half-organic since her accident meant she couldn’t have children of her own, even if she was physically compatible with Slate. “I can’t wait.”



“Let’s complete this mission before we get any farther into the subject,” he commented. “Nice work. You always figure it out.”



“To be honest, I’m surprised at how straightforward this has been,” she said.



“Me too. It concerns me.”



“Same.” Jules was waiting for the other shoe to drop.



She avoided the strange leviathan, and found the tip of Long Island, where she saw her friends.



Jaeke paced the grounds, and Jules instantly recognized his tension. Suma waved at them, and Flim sat cross-legged on the grass, face into the sun.



They landed, Jules killing the sphere, and Slate stepped up to the group with a grin.



“Did you do it?” Suma asked.



“What do you think?” Slate handed her the tablet, and Suma nodded.



Jaeke finally joined them. “Was it easy?”



“There was a sea monster, and a fleet of ships chasing us, but otherwise fine,” Jules said, receiving a few confused looks.



Suma gestured to the tablet. “Time to leave.”



Jules looked out to the ocean, then inland, wondering what they’d do with this information when she brought it to her parents. Another Earth.



“Ready?” Jules made sure they were all present. Xandr watched her, and she didn’t blame him. She was quite the spectacle if you weren’t used to being around her.



Jules picked everyone up, returning to the waters so they could swim to the portal. This time, she kept them inside the sphere for the sake of haste, and they circled the portal.



As the crystals powered on, Jules thought about Regnig and hoped he was all right.





_________





I
 set the tablet down in frustration. “Nothing, Karo. I don’t understand what you thought we would find, but this isn’t working.”



“I know.” Karo looked as tired as I felt.



With a peek through his door, I saw that Regnig hadn’t moved.



My tablet chimed, and I grabbed it, checking the message. “It’s from Magnus.”



Karo came to my side, and I played the video. “We’ve had four encounters so far from the contest. One on Haven, Earth, Bazarn Five, and another on Ebos.” We watched as a group of three aliens arrived beneath Giza, weapons drawn. They were trapped in the room as an energy field dropped around them.



The same type of situation occurred on the other worlds, with similar results. Each team was a different race, and I blinked when I observed the last one, on Bazarn. The beings resembled six-foot-tall bunny rabbits. Their ears and noses twitched as they were detained.



“It was only a matter of time,” Karo told me.



“Agreed.” I glanced at Regnig again. “I’d better check on him.”



“Okay. I’ll keep searching.” Karo sighed and picked up his device.



Regnig’s room was chilly, since he preferred it that way.



Dean. It’s almost over.



“It can’t be. We still…”



I am not the Recaster, Dean. You are.



“But what about the message? I don’t want this title. You could be exactly what we require.”



Perhaps that is not what I desire either.



I’d been so caught up in the motions, I hadn’t even asked Regnig what he wanted.



I have never been as accepted as I am with your family and friends. You all bring me great joy, Dean. And telling your story has been one of my favorite pastimes. I fear if I were to step into a role like you’re asking of me, I would fail.



Before I spoke, I considered his words. “I hear you, my friend.”



Regnig coughed and sat up in his bed. His feathers were worse, his tongue a sickly gray color.



“Let me get a doctor,” I said.



Believe me, Dean, I have done everything possible over the last few months. It is my ending.



Tears formed, and I couldn’t hold them back. I took his claw, lowering my chin. “With so much power and technology, we can’t even help the ones we love.”



I recalled what Jules had done on Newei, resurrecting me from the dead after Ovalax killed me.



I know what you’re thinking, but you mustn’t do that to her again.



“Jules would try.”



It’s not her place. And it’s not natural. Each time your daughter does something of that magnitude, it takes a piece of her soul. We cannot have someone so crucial suffering for our burdens. She is a girl first, a Deity second.



I nodded in agreement. “What do you know about the Cosmos?”



It is but another term for the universe.



“Karo thinks it’s a living entity.”



I suppose it is, in a way.



“He suggested it was them contacting you,” I told him.



Regnig’s beak parted, and I expected him to deny the claim. ...
 You are probably right.



“Then why fight this? If Jules gets to the First World, will you at least consider the role?” We didn’t know for sure if the Cosmos would accept him as my replacement, but it was worth a shot.



Time is of the essence.



“How much longer?” I asked.



If I was to guess, I won’t make it through two more sleeps.



Two days. If that. “Okay. I’m going to talk to her.”



I started to turn away.



Dean.



“Yes?”



His claw tightened on my hand.
 Thank you for being here.



“I’ll make you a tea.”



I’d appreciate it.



I let go and left my dying friend, knowing there was nothing I could do to prevent this eventuality.



Karo glanced at me while I picked up the Communicator. “Jules?”



“
 Papa, we’ve made it through the second portal
 .”



“And you haven’t found the First World yet?”



“
 No, but we must be getting close,”
 she said.



“Hurry. We don’t have long.”



Jules was quiet on the other end. “
 I won’t fail you, Papa.”



“You never could.”










SIXTEEN





“W
 hat is your need?” the Protector asked again.



“Would you stop saying the same thing over and over?” Hugo paced the cryo room, unsure what to do. He thought about the Arnap and the rumors about Nix Benah, feeling like perhaps they could use the Protectors. But he wasn’t certain how to apply them.



“You came to us,” the being reminded Hugo. “If you do not ask for assistance, I will return into the Waiting Chamber and you can go on your way.”



“But I can’t leave,” he said.



“The path will be there,” the Protector promised.



So he’d be able to meet his team. But then what? He’d brought them here rather than participating in the contest, and somehow Hugo had met the Protectors. This was important.



“Will you all be present?” Hugo asked, gesturing to the twenty crates.



“Yes.”



“I’m going to be honest with you… what is your name?”



“Jurrot.”



“Jurrot, we’re trying to find the First World.”



“That is forbidden,” Jurrot said.



“There’s a contest, and this rich guy is bribing…”



“The First World is restricted to your kind. This must be why you came.”



“You can bring us there?” Hugo asked.



“If you are worthy.” Jurrot went to the edge of the room, and a screen appeared from thin air at the wave of a hand. There were six sides on it, and he used each of his arms to control the program. Each of the cryo chambers began draining, their coverings retreating.



“This is really happening,” Hugo whispered to himself.



“Yes, Hugo Parker. You have woken the Protectors.”



He grinned, thinking how incredible his very first Gatekeeper’s mission was becoming.



Hugo stayed humble as the rest of the Protectors emerged from their stations, and they gathered behind Jurrot, speaking in their own garbled tongue. He shoved the device on his forearm toward the group, and their screens flashed as he transferred the data.



“What is your need?” another of them asked.



“We’ve already been through this part,” Hugo told him. “You guys are coming with me.”



Jurrot nodded in agreement, and the entire building vibrated. The floor shook, but Hugo kept his footing.



“What’s that?”



“The Protectors are rising,” Jurrot answered.



Hugo gawked at the twenty six-armed giants. “I thought you were already here.”



“No, Hugo Parker. We are many.” Jurrot led him to the corner of the room, and again used the six-sided projected screen, causing the wall to recess. A platform unclicked, hovering over thin air outside. Hugo moved out of the way while all of the massive Protectors filed onto it, and he was the last to exit the building with Jurrot.



He peered down, seeing one of the platforms at each of the building’s levels. He did the math. Thirty stories, and twenty Protectors... There had to be six hundred of them!



They detached from the exterior of the tower, floating toward the ground below. Others started to follow, and within five minutes, the entire army of twenty-something-foot-tall giants were standing in marching columns.



Jurrot stood at the forefront with Hugo, facing his people. “We have been woken.”



They echoed his phrase, their small beaks clacking, their muscled arms bunching.



“What is our destination, Hugo Parker?” Jurrot asked, and Hugo realized he was in way over his head.



“Uhm… this way?” Hugo pointed at the spot he’d entered this strange world, where he hoped his friends were still waiting.



“So it shall be.” Jurrot began walking, and the rest followed in even strides.



Hugo blinked twice and ran to catch up. They marched quickly, considering their legs were twice Hugo’s height. He darted between feet, speeding to the front of the line. The entire time, he wondered what Jules would do in this situation.



The seven kilometers were eaten up in no time, and soon they were at the exact location Hugo had arrived through. From here, nothing seemed out of place. The yellow grassy fields went on in all directions forever. The twin suns remained anchored in the sky.



Jurrot slowed, his steps crushing the wispy pasture. Once again, he waved, prompting his screen. It flashed to life, and he operated it with all six hands, creating a doorway in the invisible barrier. A border glowed, high enough for them to exit.



“I’d better go first. I don’t know how they’ll react to seeing an army of giants.”



“We are not giants. They hail from Bucars, and have been extinct for…”



“Okay, it was… never mind.” Hugo took an inhale and strode into the opening.



He pressed through, almost tripping on Malir. The Gretiol heir was sleeping on the ground, his feet crossed, arms behind his head.



“Hugo!” Cassidy shouted, rushing into a hug.



“Who are they?” Jurrot was right there, traversing over to the dusty beige planet side. For a moment, Hugo worried the air wouldn’t be compatible, but they seemed unaffected.



“What the hell are they doing here?” Malir reached for his gun, but Jurrot stopped him first, picking Malir up. The pulse rifle dropped to the dirt.



“You are not worthy.” Jurrot lifted him higher, and Hugo ran over, waving his arms.



“Stop. He’s my friend!”



Jurrot seemed to consider this, and set Malir down. He scrambled away, pushing Casidy and Anlise behind him. Anlise stepped forward, snorting something about not needing security.



“You’re a Protector,” she said. “Like the statues on Seqor.”



“I am.”



“How did you find him?” Anlise asked.



“There was a tower.” Hugo moved aside when the rest began pouring from the opening. “Let’s just say, we have an army we hadn’t planned on.”



“This is incredible. I’ve heard stories of the Protectors for my entire childhood. I’ve read countless tales. Was the one about you stopping a black hole from destroying the Equik Quadrant true?” Anlise stared up at Jurrot, admiration in her eyes.



“Yes. I was there. We all were.”



“Amazing,” she whispered.



“Well, we’ve never heard of them,” Casidy said. “How are they going to help us?”



Hugo smiled. “Jurrot, you know where the First World is, don’t you?”



He nodded. “Yes, Hugo Parker.”



“Can you bring us there?” Anlise asked in a shaky voice.



Jurrot examined her, tilting his beak up, his black oval eyes blinking sideways. “Your intentions are false.”



“No. I swear they aren’t. Not any longer. I only want to stop my father from obtaining it. He’s not a good man.”



The entire group of Protectors was now out from the doorway, and it snapped closed, hiding their world again. “We will guard the First World. And the Valincin. So it shall be.”



The hair on Hugo’s arms rose while all of them activated their six-sided projections. They typed as one, lights swirling in a tornado of ambiance.



“What’s happening?” Casidy clutched his arm, staring at the churning lightshow.



“I think we’re about to visit the First World.” Hugo glanced at Anlise, seeing a smile creeping onto her face.



For a split second everything hurt, and they were gone.





_________





J
 aeke woke, momentarily forgetting where he was. The stars were bright overhead, and he peered at their group, seeing everyone else was sleeping. Xandr was the only one missing.



He stretched, happy to have his helmet removed. This planet was inviting, but they’d spent hours trying to find the next puzzle piece without any success. Jaeke wished they were on their own, searching the portal worlds, rather than teaming with this strange girl and her allies.



Jules Parker was an enigma. He’d heard the word
 Deity
 being thrown around, and clearly, she was unique. She could fly. Manage incredible feats. But could she guide them to the First World? Jaeke no longer cared about the prize. He only wanted his dear Anlise back in his arms.



The pointed leaves rustled in the breeze, and Jaeke watched a swarm of small winged animals swaying through the night sky.



He got to his feet, surveying the region for signs of Xandr. Where was the Aktoo? Jaeke looked at the sandy ground, seeing footsteps and a lengthy line trailing behind them. That was made by his tail dragging in the dirt.



The landscape had the occasional rock formation jutting from the surface in ragged rows. He moved toward the nearest, using Xandr’s boot imprints to guide him. He was glad the stars were so bright. It made the task much simpler.



Jaeke rounded the corner, listening for his partner. It was quiet. The airborne creatures drew his attention again as he went on, and Jaeke stared at them in flight. They were miraculous. Jaeke’s boot hit an object and he crashed to the ground, hands extended out to catch himself.



“Xandr?” He rolled to his side, seeing the Aktoo face-down in the sand. Sticky blood pooled around the man who’d convinced him to start this journey in the first place. He was dead. “Who did this?” he shouted, hopping to his feet. “Show yourself!”



His gaze scanned the horizon, and he peered to the top of the rocky outcropping. It was silent.



“What have you done?” Jules lowered toward him, floating ten feet above.



“Me?” Jaeke studied his hands, seeing blood, then looked to the body he stood over.



“Jaeke, you have five seconds to explain yourself.” Jules’ eyes began glowing green, and the detective backed away, holding his arms up.



“It wasn’t me. I woke up and saw Xandr was missing. I followed his trail here, and…”



“He was dead,” Jules whispered.



“You believe me?” The words croaked out.



“No. But until this moment, I trusted you implicitly.” Jules landed, and he assumed her shield had flicked off.



He let his arms fall to his sides and gawked at the corpse. “Why did someone kill him?”



“We haven’t seen evidence of any life. Or predators.” Jules let her eyes dim, returning them to normal color.



“Then one of us did it,” Jaeke suggested.



Jules shook her head. “Impossible. Why would we?”



He couldn’t come up with a viable answer.



Slate appeared, with the others behind him. “Everything okay?”



Flim dropped to his knees as Suma rushed forward, flipping Xandr to his back. “He’s dead,” the Shimmal woman said.



“That’s been established,” Jaeke muttered. “Now we find out why.”



Slate looked at Flim, then at Jules. “You’re not suggesting we did this.”



Jaeke wasn’t sure what to believe. “No. I’m not.” If he was going to solve this, he had to cooperate. Jaeke spent several minutes examining the scene, already noting that the others had sullied the evidence. He was off his game, not expecting to deal with something of this nature in unfamiliar territory.



“I’m sorry, Xandr,” he whispered, crouched near the dead man. “I’ll find out what happened.”



Xandr’s throat had been slit. At least it had been fast. He glanced at Flim’s sword, but it looked unused, clean and sparkling. The hairy Bopgad was always wiping it, keeping it clear of dirt and dust. He’d heard details of their people over the years, and knew they associated the weapons with their religious beliefs.



The others seemed agitated. Suma’s snout twitched, and Slate’s eyes darted around, as if expecting some threat to materialize from thin air. Jules was the calmest. Did that make her the offender? He doubted it, but Jaeke reminded himself that he’d only just met them a few days ago.



“I’ll bury him. Everyone keep watch. We’re all at risk here.” Jules lifted a palm, and Xandr rose from the ground. She floated off with him, and Jaeke observed as she dug a swath of land with nothing more than a shake of her finger. She set the Aktoo into the hole, and slowly crumbled dirt over top without so much as a word. When Jules returned, she watched Jaeke for guidance. “Do you want to say anything?”



“I barely knew him.”



She just nodded and departed for their camp.



Jaeke sighed, staring at the sky again. The stars twinkled in a captivating pattern. “It’s up there!”



Slate was the closest to him, and he stopped. “What’s that?”



“The stars. The next symbol is in them.”



Slate seemed ready to argue the fact, but smiled when he peered up. “You’ve been quite the asset, Detective. Sorry about your friend.”



Jaeke wondered if that was what a guilty man would say, or if this Slate character really was as honorable as he presented himself. “Thank you.”



“Come on. Let’s tell Jules.”



Jaeke was glad they could finally leave this place. He used a canteen to rinse his hands, and scrubbed them as clean as he could while Jules and Suma saw to the portal table. He couldn’t believe it had all happened so fast. Xandr had been there when he’d fallen asleep, and then he was gone. Buried on some distant world Jaeke was likely never to return to.



He gazed up at the stars and asked for guidance.



The portal shone around them, whisking their group to yet another place.





_________





“M
 ary, things are progressing,” I said. My tablet displayed my wife’s face, and I walked down the street, trying to avoid bumping into any of the Toquil people going about their business.



She rubbed her brow, eyes filled with sadness. “There’s nothing we can do?”



“He doesn’t want us to.”



“What about Jules?” Mary asked.



“She’s still searching the portals. But so far, there’s only been empty worlds and random clues. One of them was killed last night,” I said.



Mary’s eyes sprang wide. “What are you talking about?”



“She teamed with those two from Zecos Three, and the Aktoo was found dead while the rest of them slept.” I didn’t like this one bit. That meant that either Jaeke or Flim had done it, unless Jules was right, and something else had killed the man.



“This is getting out of hand, Dean. Where’s Hugo? You have to…”



“I can’t go. Not yet,” I said, and saw the corners of her mouth soften.



“Hugo is our son.”



“A very capable son, who’s with Malir, one of Magnus’ most trusted officers. We chose Malir because we believed he’d keep Hugo safe.”



“It seems we were wrong,” Mary told me.



“Let’s not jump to conclusions. Hugo will be fine. They’re probably searching for the First World with this other person, and when Regnig becomes the Recaster, I’ll track him down,” I promised.



“He’s probably so scared.” Someone came up behind Mary, speaking in hushed tones. “I was just told we have another visitor on Haven. Dean, should we continue to detain them?”



“If they’re agreeable, let them leave through the portal.”



She nodded. “That’s what I was thinking. Dean… why didn’t you tell me you didn’t deny the Recaster role last year?”



I could see how much the betrayal stung. “I didn’t remember. I swear. If I could do it all over…”



“You wouldn’t change a thing, because it led you to this moment.” Mary gave me a sad smile. “Tell Regnig I love him, would you?”



“I will.”



“And I love you too, Dean. Do you think Jules will find it in time?”



I couldn’t picture Regnig dying. “I sure as hell hope so.”



“I better go.” The call ended, and I sat on the edge of a water fountain, the spray misting my shirt. What was I going to do? If Jules couldn’t find the First World, then I had to step in.



“Why didn’t I think of this earlier?” I muttered to myself, gathering my tablet.



I ran to Regnig’s, finding Karo asleep on the couch with an open book draped on his chest. He sat upright, knocking it to the floor. “Is it time?”



“No,” I said. “But I have an idea.”



I explained it, and Karo slowly shook his head. “Moving him could be dangerous.”



“It’s the only thing that makes sense.”



Karo and I walked to Regnig’s doorway and heard his raspy breaths.



“I’ll fetch Regnig.” Karo entered his room, and I silently urged the mysterious Cosmos to aid us for the next few hours.










SEVENTEEN





“I
 s this it?” Anlise wandered forward, squinting into the sunlight.



“I guess so,” Hugo said, searching for the Protectors.



“Where are they?” Casidy walked away from the circular platform. No Shandra was visible, which implied there was also no way to leave.



Hugo had expected the Protectors to arrive with them, and when he saw they were alone, he grew worried. “They should have come.”



Malir grinned ear to ear, pumping a fist into the air. “We did it! We found the First World!”



Hugo looked around, feeling rejuvenated by the scenario. They removed their helmets when Casidy suggested it was safe to do so and placed their meager possessions in a pile near their arrival point to explore the area. On Malir’s recommendation, they kept their weapons on them.



Lush fields of grass extended to Hugo’s right, with a forest on the left. The scent of the ocean drifted to his nostrils, making him smile. They really had done it. When they’d met Anlise on his debut mission, he’d never in a million years thought they’d be successful.



Not to mention the fact that Hugo had discovered the hidden Protectors. He wondered where they’d gotten to.



“Jurrot!” he called, but was answered with silence.



“This might be a trap,” Anlise suggested.



“That’s one elaborate trick just to send the four of us off the beaten track. It makes no sense.” Hugo was confident the Protectors would still be there when needed; he just wasn’t sure how to contact them.



“We shouldn’t leave this region,” Casidy said nervously.



“If anyone else comes through, they’ll want us out of the way, since we won,” Malir said.



“Only if we tell my father,” Anlise reminded them. “And that’s not going to happen.”



Hugo stepped closer to the woman from Tower City. “I won’t let you destroy it.”



“That’s not a problem. After seeing the Protectors, I’d prefer not to agitate them.” Anlise walked into the field, her steps lighter than Hugo had seen before. “Let’s see what secrets the First World holds.”



Malir jogged to catch up to her, and Casidy stayed with Hugo. “Now what?”



“Like Anlise says. We investigate. We’re Gatekeepers, after all, and this is the ultimate destination.” He took her hand, dragging her along as he rushed toward the pair in the lead.



The grass gave way to sand in a kilometer, and the massive trees changed to a more tropical version near the beach. Hugo noticed heavy fruit hanging from the boughs, which were twice the size of his helmet. White with black spikes on it. He wondered what it tasted like.



“Would you take a look at that,” Malir mumbled, striding onto the sand.



The ocean appeared even greener than his father had suggested, and Hugo laughed out loud when he saw the geyser shooting from the sea creature’s blowhole. It moved like a giant snake through the water, occasionally poking its rounded head up.



“This must be where the Universe brought him.” Hugo followed the natural incline of the cliffside.



He made it to the top, getting an improved view. It was the most picturesque scene of his young life. The sky was pristine, the sun warm and inviting. The air was the cleanest he’d ever inhaled. This was perfection. The First World lived up to the hype. It was no wonder Nix Benah desired it.



“What about the water samples?” Malir asked Anlise.



“There’s supposed to be a pool here. It’s rumored to bring the dead back to life.”



Hugo cringed, recalling how Jules had saved their father. “How do we find it?”



“I can use my…” Anlise checked her wrist, then glanced at the sky. “My drone is gone. They must not have sent it with us.”



Casidy brought up a map of their journey so far. “Where do we start?”



“Rumors stated it was near the mountains.” Anlise gestured to a range in the distance, inland and away from the ocean.



“Then we keep going,” Malir added assuredly.



“We should really stay. What if someone comes?” Casidy asked.



“We’ll be fine. Nothing bad will happen to you, I promise.”



Casidy rolled her eyes. “I’ve said it before. I don’t need a hero to save me, Hugo.” She sped up to walk beside Anlise.



“You’re blowing it, kid,” Malir said quietly.



“What do you know about relationships?”



“Enough to see you’re trying too hard.”



Hugo bristled with the comment. “I’m on the First World. The last thing I should be worrying about is a girl.”



“It’s a good lesson. One I might do well to remember.”



“You like my sister, don’t you?” Hugo gazed upwards as a slender creature floated by. Instead of wings, it had a parachute-like flap above it, catching wind to carry it along the breeze. “Did you see that?”



“I wish Jules could be here,” Malir said. “And yes, I do have feelings for her. But it’s not in my cards, Hugo.”



“Because of Dean.”



“Not just that. Jules has never shown interest, and like a buffoon, I keep making advances. It’s embarrassing, really.”



“Tell you what. You stop harassing my sister, and I’ll let Casidy go.”



“It might be too soon, Hugo.” Malir winked, and Hugo looked forward, catching Casidy watching them. She spun her head the other direction the moment they made eye contact.



“Where do you think the Protectors are?” Hugo asked.



“It baffles me that they just sent us here alone.”



“My dad would know what to do,” Hugo huffed.



“I bet he would. But so far, I’d say you’ve done him proud.”



“Seriously?”



“Sure. They deemed you worthy, didn’t they? Who else can say they gathered six hundred giants on their first mission? Not even your father has that kind of story.” Malir patted him on the back.



They kept walking, Hugo’s muscles fatigued from all the marching over the past few days. Malir seemed fine with it, but he noticed Anlise and Casidy slowing down as well. Out here, he didn’t feel the pressures of a time constraint. They’d already found the prize world. Now they could explore.



Observe. Record. Report.



It was what they’d trained for.



The mountains grew as they neared the foothills, and Hugo spotted feces near the tree line. “There’s something bigger than us nearby.”



“Wildlife on the First World. They must be so ancient. Evolution for billions of years.” Casidy poked at the pile of excrement with a stick.



“Can’t be that smart if they’re still eating pieces of twigs,” Malir joked.



“Keep your eyes out for any danger.” Anlise wasn’t armed, now that her drone was missing, but Hugo and Malir kept guns in their grips. Nix Benah’s daughter typed furiously on her wristpad, and stopped when she noticed Hugo watching. “Checking to see if my drone link is still active.”



“I can hear water!” Casidy yelled.



A river flowed toward the ocean, starting out as a narrow tributary. They followed it, growing in elevation with each step. Hugo’s ears eventually popped, and he stopped to take in the view. They had to be a thousand feet above sea level.



“We’re close,” Anlise suggested.



Hugo hoped so. The farther they went, the more clouds formed above them. By the time they were deep into the foothills, the entire sky was dark, the wind picking up speed.



“Does anyone else think the change in weather is our fault?” Hugo peered at the location where the sun had been, and could barely make out the star through the cover.



Something rustled in the trees, and soon Hugo heard the noises all around them. “I think we’ve been found.” He wished that Jurrot and the other Protectors were there.



“Explain yourself,” a voice commanded from the trees. He looked up at the being, and it took Hugo a moment to realize what he was seeing.



“I’m Hugo Parker,” he told the Deity.





_________





J
 ules rubbed her head, suddenly feeling it twinge. She’d experienced the sensation once before, when she’d taken on the manifestation of a Deity on Desolate. The Deity Areel had made her grow ten times her usual height, growing horns. It had been one of the scariest moments of her existence.



She’d thought she’d never see her family again and would be limited to spending the rest of eternity with the other three gods. Instead, the female Deity had convinced Areel to let her go and live out her days.



We are one. Do not discard the gift you’ve been bestowed.



His words stayed imprinted on her, but she’d resisted, knowing she would never concede her human form to become one of them.



In the end, they’d released her and sealed the dimensions, allowing Magnus to join her timeline. She’d won on all fronts, but there was always a looming danger that eventually she’d have to pay the piper.



“Jules, you okay?” Suma asked.



“Do I look… normal?”



“You’re beautiful as always.”



“I wasn’t fishing for a compliment.”



Suma and Jules walked through the cave, searching for the next clue. This was the seventh planet, and Jules was beginning to think they were running in circles with this mission.



“I never told anyone this…”



Suma must have heard the break in her voice, because she slowed and touched Jules’ arm. “What is it?”



“Remember when I met the Deities?”



“Sure. You found one captive on Desolate. They created a way for you to free them.”



“That’s part of it. But after I killed Lom of Pleva in the other dimension, I returned to Desolate, and he…” Jules stared down the dusty corridor.



“What did he do?”



“He turned me into a Deity.”
 This is your form. You are one of us. Come with me. It’s time to free the others.



Suma didn’t react like Jules suspected. “But you’re fine now, right?”



“Yes.”



“Then what’s the problem?”



“I had a premonition. Or a connection to them. I think they’re back.”



“Where did they go?”



“They said they were leaving, but the location wasn’t shared. I think Areel was pretty upset I didn’t take him up on the offer. He mentioned something peculiar.” Jules recalled his words with a vivid clarity.



“What was it?”



Jules repeated Areel’s words from that day. “
 Are you so blind as to not see the truth of your family? You have much to learn
 .”



“Sounds pretty ominous. I could picture him saying that about my father, but not your family,” Suma said. “What do you think it means?”



“Papa is the Recaster. Or was. I don’t know anymore.”



“Is that it?”



Jules shrugged as they continued walking. Her suit’s beams lit the passage, and she avoided a loose rock in her path. “I’m sure I’ll figure out what he meant one day.”



“But you think they’ve returned. That could be good.”



“Or bad.”



“Jules, you’re usually more of an optimist than this,” Suma told her.



“I’m sorry. With Regnig dying, and Hugo missing… I’m failing everyone.”



“No you’re not.”



Jules added to the pile of remorse. “I broke the Alliance with Hulope and Shimmal too.”



Suma clutched her wrist, spinning Jules toward her. “You saved my life! That damned woman is trying to ruin everything. I wish my dad would just come home. We could figure this out together.”



“I hope Sarlun finds what it is he’s searching for,” Jules whispered.



“Back to the task on…” Suma stopped as a communication broadcasted.



“
 Ladies, we’ve found it,”
 Slate told them through their earpieces.



“About time,” Jules muttered, and hit unmute. “We’ll be right there.”



They hurried to the portal room, and Jaeke retrieved the proper symbol. He had a knack for obtaining the clues, and it made her life easier to have someone with attention to the details on their team.



“Where was it?” Suma asked the detective.



“Carved into the ceiling of a cavern.” The man blinked, staring at nothing. “This is wrong.”



“How so?” Slate asked him.



“What’s the point? There’s no end here. This won’t bring us to the First World. They’re trying to trap us in a vicious circle. We’re wasting time,” Jaeke said.



The thought had also crossed Jules’ mind. “You think?”



“If your friend is dying, we have to pivot to be successful,” Jaeke said. He indicated the strange symbol he’d discovered in the caves, and Jules reached for it.



“One more try. Then we’ll change tactics.” Jules wondered if this was all meant to keep her out of the way for some reason. But why? “They may have done this to us on purpose.”



“But your father sent you here,” Slate said.



Jules pondered the problem. Regnig and Papa were doing research, and had ended up coming up with the starting point. “Someone’s trying to keep me from the First World.”



“Or something. Let’s see where this brings us,” Slate said. “Then we can decide.”



Jules agreed and activated the Shandra. She almost laughed when they returned to the world of gigantic mushrooms. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”



“What is going on here?” Flim grabbed his sword, swinging it in the air. “We are supposed to be finding the First World!”



“Settle down,” Jules told him. “We will, but not this way.”



“We’ve wasted days. The other teams…”



“Nix doesn’t care about the prize as much as gathering data. Right now, he’s sitting behind a desk, grinning as hundreds of planets details are sent to him. I have to figure out how the Arnap are involved,” Jules said. “Uncle Zeke, what would you do?”



They stood on top of a mushroom, a hundred feet above the loam-covered ground.



“We have a few options. Go to Zecos Three and confront Nix. If he’s even there.” Slate glanced at Jaeke. “Travel to the Institute and regroup.”



“Or we visit Banod and see Regnig,” Jules added.



“We must continue the search!” Flim shouted.



“No one is stopping you,” she told him, and the hair-covered man flinched.



He shoved his sword away. “I will wait.”



“What do you think, Jaeke?” Jules got the detective’s attention.



“I must find Anlise. Which choice will increase those odds?” Jaeke gazed at the crystals.



“Suma?” Jules asked.



“I can’t give up, but, Jules, this is too much. We haven’t seen a trace of Hugo. I think we should focus on him. He’s your family,” she said, reminding Jules of the Deity’s earlier message.



Jules reached for her Communicator and activated it. “Come on, Papa. Answer.”





_________





K
 aro carried Regnig to Banod’s Shandra. The guards stationed there had come from the Institute, and I nodded to the ten soldiers as we passed by them.



“No one is supposed to use this,” a Bhlat woman told me.



“I don’t care,” I said. “I made the rules, and I’m going to break them. Don’t let anyone else through, though, understood?”



The soldier glanced at the rest of her companions, and one of them came forward. “Don’t worry, Mr. Parker. We won’t fail you.” He smiled.



“What’s your name, soldier?” I asked.



He stood taller. “Barry, sir.”



“Barry, you’re doing a great job.”



Karo held Regnig like a ragdoll, his cloak draping from his skinny body. His breaths were ragged, his feathers falling from his wings.



Where are we going?



It was the first time he’d spoken to us today. “I have to help you.”



How?



“By demanding something within the portals. In the Void.”



This is too dangerous. I am better to die at home, Dean.



“I’m sorry.”



I went to the portal table, selecting the Institute as my destination. It had a Shandra Valincin on it, and that was my best chance.



“Are you coming, Karo?” I asked, but he remained on the outskirts of the circle.



“No, Dean. This is your task. I will only weigh you down.” I took Regnig from Karo’s outstretched arms. He was so light.



“Wish me luck.”



“I don’t think luck will play any role in this, Dean. But I believe in you.” Karo stayed with the soldiers, and I noticed the crystals glowing as I rested my hand on the table. The lights strobed, indicating there was an issue with the network. Before they failed and left me stranded on Banod, I departed.



Bright whiteness surrounded me as I floated, with Regnig secured tight. I was within the Void, the place between the portals. “It’s time to give you my answer!”



A figure slowly glided toward us, and I recognized him as my father once again. “Dean Parker. I was beginning to worry you’d forgotten our bargain.”



“I didn’t. Bring me to the First World. I will inform you of my decision.”



The Universe’s gaze remained on Regnig. “He’s gone.”



I glanced at my friend, seeing he was no longer breathing. “Bring me to the First World, damn it! I have your answer!”



The entity disguised as my father nodded once, and we vanished.



The cliffs were much the same as my last visit. Over the ocean, the skies were clear and bright. Inland, a storm brewed; angry black clouds stayed low, covering the distant mountain peaks. I could feel the power emanating from it, and worry gnawed at my gut.



“It’s time, Recaster. Which path do you choose? I have granted you a year to decide.”



“The Cosmos want Regnig,” I said, and the figure’s eyes grew wider.



“Is that so?”



“I think… they sent a message, implying he was chosen. He is the guardian we all need. Regnig cares about helping more than anyone, and…”



“He is dead.”



I held Regnig and pulled him tighter. “Save him.”



“I cannot.”



“Why? Make him the Recaster. He accepts the title.”



“It’s too late.”



“Save him!” I repeated.



My father’s face shifted, the features vanishing. “You have the power to do so yourself.”



I realized what he was suggesting. I watched Regnig, and made the hardest decision of my life.



Lightning sprang from the mountains; the thunder that followed cracked so loudly, it made me jump. “Fine. I accept. I’ll be the Recaster.”



“As you wish.” And he was gone.



I remained still, with Regnig in my hands. I expected some big dramatic event, but nothing happened. Within me, there was a difference, and I recalled transporting myself without a portal when I fought the Planner.



The words of Regnig’s prophecy rang through my mind.



There will be one to flap his wings on the edge of the universe. A guardian for all times. From the depths of the pool of life, he will emerge. The torch passes, but the objective remains. Change the Universe, my perfect Shaper.



I hefted Regnig higher. “Take me to the Pool of Life!”










EIGHTEEN





“W
 hat is it?” Anlise whispered.



“That’s a Deity,” Hugo said.



The bald being was twice as tall as the Protectors, his skin a dark gray, his eyes white as snow.



Two others emerged from forest, the storm raging above. One was a female, a horn rising from the center of her forehead. The last was a thickset man, and he was slightly shorter than the other pair.



“This is insane. Are we dreaming?” Malir asked.



“Nope.” Hugo was relieved. Jules was one of them, so how bad could they be?



“Hugo Parker. How did you come to the First World?” the lead asked.



“The Protectors brought us,” he answered.



“That is good,” the woman said. “Where are they?”



“I’m not sure. They were right behind us.” Hugo looked over his shoulder, like their army might appear.



“We knew it was time. Where is the other?”



“Jules?” Hugo asked.



“Yes. Though we know her as Zaera.”



“She’s not here.”



The Deities spun around, looking toward the mountains. “The Recaster has arrived. We must depart.”



“Wait!” Hugo shouted, but they were already running. The Recaster?



Casidy chased after Hugo. “We can’t seriously go with them.”



The gods moved quickly, despite their enormous height. Hugo struggled to keep pace. He didn’t bother to see if the rest of the team was coming. He needed to learn what had these Deities so agitated.



Hugo started up the mountainside, finding the terrain harder to navigate, but he pressed on, using tree branches and shrubs to aid his ascent. Finally, he crested a ridge and found level ground.



The three gods gathered at the edge of a pool of water, watching the calm lake.



He panted as he went beside them, squinting at a small ripple in the center of it. “What are we looking at?”



The stocky god smiled eerily. “I think you will be surprised.”



“Live!” Someone stood in the pool, holding a cloth in his hands.



“Dad?” Hugo muttered, seeing a soaked Dean Parker. He realized it wasn’t just a bundle of fabric; it was Regnig.





_________





“L
 ive!” I shouted at the top of my lungs. I’d done what they asked. This was the Pool of Life. I was on the First World. I’d accepted the title of Recaster when the Universe had denied my claim that Regnig could take the role. In the end, there was no other choice. Regnig would survive, but I would be torn from my family. Maybe this was my fate.



“Live,” I whispered, holding my friend to my chest.



When I thought it was fruitless, his claw grasped my arm, digging into the flesh. His beak flew open, his tongue shooting out.



Ahhhhhhhhhhhh



I heard the cry of anguish in my mind and set him down. He sank to his waist in the shallow water and stared at me. The redness had faded from his eye, and he blinked.



Dean? Where are we?



“The First World,” I told him.



Am I dead?



“Not any longer.”



Am I the Recaster?



“I don’t think so.” I began to drift into the air, and finally looked past Regnig to the lake’s shoreline. Three gigantic beings watched us, and beside them was a young man. “Hugo?”



Dean, you’re fading.



I stuck my hand out, seeing through the skin and bones. “Take care of them for me, Regnig.”



I’m not certain I can
 .



Something pulled on me, a tug from an unseen focal point. I floated over the water and tried to fight it.



I tried to shout at my son, but I wasn’t certain if he heard me. “Hugo, I love you, son.”



Hugo ran into the lake, water erupting with each step.



And I was gone.



Returned to the Void.



“Is that what you were hoping for?” the Universe asked.



I blinked my eyes open, seeing my father again. “I had no choice. Regnig should have the title, not me.”



His appearance flickered, and for a moment, I saw the smooth gray face beneath my dad’s visage. He had no eyes, nose, or mouth.



“Perhaps we can come to an arrangement,” he said.



We floated in the Void, the white light surrounding us. “Are you serious?”



“There is something unfolding. These circumstances could change the trajectory of everything you’ve worked for, Dean Parker.”



“What is it?”



“Nix Benah is a deceiver.”



“How bad is it?”



“He has spent decades preparing for this. Since the moment those hybrids fled to Seqor.”



“Hybrids?” Jules had mentioned the Protectors on Seqor. A pair of hybrids who claimed no knowledge of the Event, as they’d left before the strike unfolded.



“They were both stationed on Earth before the Kraski attacked. You even met the one who now calls himself Lance,” my father said.



“I did? Where?”



“You knew him as Bob.”



I couldn’t believe my ears. “Bob? That was Mary’s husband. But he died.”



The figure slowly shook his head. “False. Lance killed one of his counterparts, leaving the corpse for Mary to find.”



My mind reeled. “What are they doing?”



“Lance was a close ally of Lom of Pleva. His benefactor sent him to Seqor to meet Nix Benah.”



“And the Arnap.” I was starting to piece the narrative together. “What is it Nix and the Arnap seek?”



“To destroy Earth. New Spero. Haven. For starters. They won’t stop until they own the Alliance. Nix will do anything to secure your worlds, but he has a larger goal in mind. To become immortal.”



“What can I do?”



“Your daughter is being distracted. She was dispatched on a fool’s errand.”



“But I sent her on that mission!” I struggled with my pocket, trying to find the Communicator. It was missing.



“Another trick. The book was planted in Regnig’s library by my opposition. There is no mythical quest to find the First World,” he said. “This conspiracy runs deep, Recaster.”



I stiffened at the use of my title, feeling tension extend through my limbs. “What took him so long? Why did he wait? They could have attacked us before we built the Alliance.”



He stared at me, his mouth a grim line. “They have figured it out.”



“What? Figured what out?” I had to keep the Universe talking.



“The Deities were a threat.”



“Were?”



“Perhaps you should watch.”



He waved a hand, and a borderless screen appeared beside us, stretching in all directions, giving us a view directly above the Pool of Life. Regnig was there, and I spotted Hugo rushing to the old Toquil, only Regnig didn’t look old any longer. I touched my own face, recalling a similar experience. Perhaps we shared more than I realized.



I recognized the people with Hugo. Malir and Casidy stalked the area, the Gretiol heir holding a gun as they searched the shoreline. The Deities were present, watching Regnig. And there was someone else. The woman Hugo had joined with. Jules thought it was Anlise Benah.



No one was paying attention to her but me. She typed on a wristpad, continually glancing over her shoulder, then at Hugo. The ground shook, ripples shooting from across the lake.



“Hugo, get out of there!” I shouted, but my warnings fell silent.





_________





H
 ugo glanced up, thinking he’d heard his dad’s voice calling, but there was nothing but the storm overhead.



Something is happening.
 Regnig moved quickly, his legs unencumbered by pain, from the looks of it.



“It’s probably just the weather,” Hugo said as they approached the others at the edge of the small body of water. “Where’s Anlise?”



Malir spun around, pulse rifle raised. “She was right here.”



The entire ground rocked, nearly knocking Hugo off his feet.



Light shone above them, flashes of energy from the clouds. A massive symbol materialized, and the Deities bellowed.



Hugo had seen this before. A circle with an X through it. “The Zan’ra.”



They are gone.



“But their knowledge could be easily stolen,” Malir said.



“Who does this?” the big bald male said.



“Areel, they have trapped us!” the woman yelled.



“Manolar, gather your wits,” the stocky one told her.



“Do you want to be separated again, Erposh?” she asked.



Hugo studied their interaction.



Areel lashed out at Hugo, nearly squeezing the air from his lungs. “What have you done?”



“It’s not me!” he managed to croak.



“It’s her.” Malir aimed his gun at Anlise, who stood fifty yards away in the treeline. The symbol remained within the storm clouds.



Erposh rushed for her, his huge lumbering feet barreling into the ground. He struck an invisible barrier, repelling backwards.



“You cannot stop me, gods,” she said.



Hugo tried to gather his wits. Regnig was here with his father, but his dad had vanished. The Protectors had brought them to the First World, but didn’t join him, and now the woman they’d teamed up with to find this place had turned on the Deities. If she’d obtained this technology, she…



“You’re in on it,” he muttered, and Areel set him down. “Anlise, you betrayed us!” He walked toward her. “You were never working against your father. You’re with him!”



She nodded, her face contorted into a sneer. “He always told me your people were weak and simple. No one ever conquered the universe with altruism. It’s a flaw, and a terrible one.”



Malir fired his gun, but the pulse disintegrated into her shield.



“My father anticipated the Deities. We were astounded by the rumors from your part of space. Gods and Zan’ra. Wormholes and Recasters. It all seemed like a fable, one I personally didn’t buy into. Now that I see you, and this… My father will be thrilled to take the Protectors as well.” She grinned at this.



“That won’t happen,” Hugo said. “He’s not worthy.”



“My father is the worthiest man there is. When he’s done with your people, he’ll live among the gods forever,” Anlise said.



“Why are you doing this? You said he’s evil,” Casidy pleaded.



“He’s not evil. He’s ambitious.”



“They’re going to attack the Alliance,” Hugo whispered to Malir. “What can we do?”



“Figure a way out of here,” Malir told him. “Deities, you must be able to fight this.”



The trio glared at the flickering lightning and the cursed symbol restraining them. “We cannot. There is only one that can free us.” Manolar met Hugo’s gaze.



“Again,” Areel muttered.



“Jules…” Hugo glanced at the center of the lake. He splashed toward the small floating object with desperation.



The Communicator must have fallen from his father’s pocket. He flipped it open, turning it so the water-logged device drained. The lights still operated, and when he tested the tool, it connected with its paired partner. “Jules?”



He waited, not instantly receiving feedback. Hugo touched the icon. “Jules, it’s me, Hugo.” He peered at the bright symbol hanging in the clouds, trapping the Deities inside its boundaries.



“
 Hugo! Where are you?”



Anlise was at the treeline, gaze set on the skies. That meant one thing. She was awaiting company.



“We made it to the First World…”



“Is Papa there?”



Hugo clenched his teeth and inhaled. “He was…”



“
 What do you mean, was? Where is he? Is Regnig okay?”



“Ju, we have a bit of a problem.”



“
 You didn’t answer my question.”



“Would you stop interrupting?” He expected a retort, but luckily, his sister paused, letting him speak. “This is going to be tough to believe, but hear me out. A lot has occurred since we last talked.”





_________





J
 ules listened intently, forcing herself to stay silent. It was quite the tale, involving giants, Deities, and Papa. Most importantly, Hugo was alive and well, as was Regnig, but where had Papa gone? And what was her next move? She still couldn’t travel to the First World. Hugo had made it without the use of a symbol. These Protectors were the key, but he’d lost them along the way.



They were assembled near the portal on the mushroom planet, unwilling to leave until Jules had contacted someone. Now that Hugo had the Communicator, she had to decide.



“And you’re sure Anlise said the Arnap are coming for us?” Jules watched Slate’s posture, seeing how much the delay was affecting him. Suma looked poised to make the portal trip, and Flimorol stared at the distant horizon. Jaeke was the only one next to her, as if trying to hear her conversation with her brother.



“Anlise? Is she okay?” Jaeke lifted his eyebrows, concern etched on his face.



Jules lifted a finger. “
 That’s what we’ve been told. She’s revealed everything, because she thinks we’re powerless.”
 Hugo answered her question, not the one posed by Jaeke.



“And Papa just disappeared?”



“
 He was with Regnig, and then he vanished into thin air.”
 This was concerning, but with the threat of invasion, she had to act.



“Try to break through the shield, if possible.” Jules found it hard to believe the three Deities were on the First World. Now they actually expected her to free them? For gods, they sure had a glaring weakness.



“
 We will. Don’t let anything happen to the Alliance, Jules. Stop the Arnap
 .” Her brother’s voice was strong, but she sensed the scared child under the surface.



“I won’t. Stay put, and keep the Communicator.” Jules slammed the lid closed and marched to the portal.



Suma had the symbol for the Institute selected, and when Jules attempted it, the portal failed. She hit the regular Shandra on New Spero, wondering if the other had a glitch, and it did as she asked, pulling all five of their group to the caverns near Terran Five.



“Jules, you go ahead. We’ll be fine,” Slate said, and that was her cue. She sped off, leaving her allies behind as a pair of Institute soldiers met her at the portal entrance. They backed into the wall as she burst past them, running like the wind. She stopped near the exit, spying ten soldiers in total, all leaning over a tablet. “What’s the word from the Institute?”



The humans were ashen, and a Bhlat warrior cleared his throat, shaking his head. “We’ve lost contact. The last thing we saw was this.” He showed her the screen, and fury raced through her at the sight of the Arnap war vessel. For a moment, she was young again, learning her Uncle Magnus had been killed.



Her powers simmered within her veins. The news that Nix Benah was responsible for trapping the Deities, and that her father was missing, fueled the fire as she threw her sphere around herself and jumped into the air outside the caverns, racing toward the distant Terran site.



Jules had never flown this fast, and the ground beneath her was a haze. She slowed near the Institute, instantly seeing the destruction. The training fields were a crater. The simulation pod building had been turned to rubble. Half of the residences were gone.



She stalled, staring at the disaster with tears blurring her vision. Smoke drifted upwards; otherwise, the region was calm and soundless.



The Arnap had come.



“Dean!” she called, worried about the love of her life.



When she lowered closer to the site, she noticed something odd. The only section that had been preserved was near the Shandra Valincin. The Deity stone remained unscathed, outside on the platform. A shield was raised in a forty-foot diameter around it, and Jules choked on a breath when she saw the six armed giants circling it. Their hands were raised, each of the Protectors utilizing a hovering screen near their fingers.



One of them seemed to spot her, and seemed uncertain how to react.



She heard hushed whispers from within before he addressed her. “You are the kin of the worthy.”



“Hugo?” she asked.



“Yes, Hugo Parker.” The giant waved one of his hands, and an opening appeared within the shield. “Welcome, Deity. We have much to discuss.”



Jules stared around, not seeing a single person moving about. Now that she was almost at ground level, she noticed the bodies, but far fewer than she’d expected. The Arnap had acted with stealth. They’d hit the Alliance at their heart of the military with little resistance.



Jules lingered near the opening. “Why should I trust you?”



“Because we are your children.”



Jules couldn’t believe her ears. “Pardon me?”



“The Deities created us, making it our job to protect the Valincin.”



So that was why they circled the rounded stone. “The Protectors…”



“Without the Valincin, the portals will no longer exist. They control all.”



“What about the Theos? There’s a hub located on their world.”



The Protector motioned for her to come inside, and she finally relented. The shield closed behind her, but she left her own sphere up. “That is not a hub for the portals. It’s a Valincin.”



Jules blinked, trying to understand. “You’re telling me the fourth stone is at the Theos home world?”



“Buried within the mountains, to be exact.”



She recalled fixing it when she was a small child, but apparently, it was only a minor part of the entire network.



“Please continue.” She looked around. “But first, where is everyone?”



The Protector stared at the ground. “Those who remained to fight are now dead.”



“Dean… Magnus…”



“We can discuss your friends later. We need to protect the stones. Without them, your enemy will be unable to control the portals as he intends.”



“But Nix Benah has already captured the Deities.”



The Protector acted appalled. “How?”



“There were these guys, the Zan’ra. They found a way to seal the gods away for a very long time. Even I was tricked by them. In the end, I defeated them and released the Deities. Apparently, Nix discovered the symbol they used, and now they’re trapped there with Hugo.”



“Hugo is in danger,” the Protector said. “The Valincin come first. Where are the others? We went to find them, but they’ve disappeared.”



They’d moved a total of three Valincin. All but the one on the Theos world. “They’ve been relocated.”



He seemed furious. “Why would you ever do that?”



“Because Nix would have found them,” she suggested.



Jules recalled seeing the first on Menocury L05. It had beckoned her, showing her things as she touched it. They’d helped save the Nirzu, who worshiped the rounded rock. It was also the same time she stopped the Collector, opening their world to so much more, including the Zan’ra, and the being from Sterona, as well as Ableen, the last remaining Theos woman now married to Karo.



The sequence of events had changed their trajectory.



It all came down to that single Deity stone.



Jules pondered this briefly, imagining how different everything would be if they hadn’t been on Menocury. The stones were indeed powerful. She wondered how much of her own life was hers, and how much was being affected by external forces. It made her skin crawl.



“Where are they?” he asked.



Jules lowered until her feet touched the ground. “What is your name?”



“Jurrot.”



“You won’t turn on me, will you?”



“Never,” he promised. “We are yours to command.”



“And my brother? He was worthy?”



“He is your kin.”



“How many Protectors are there?”



“Hundreds. Waiting for my word.”



Jules tapped her chin. “Nix is coming for the stones?”



“He will attempt to destroy you in the process. It is clear.”



“Okay, here’s what we’re going to do.”










NINETEEN





“W
 hy are you showing me this?” I asked the Universe.



“Because you must understand the importance of our actions.”



The waving screen displayed Jules speaking with a group of multi-limbed towering beings at the Institute. Terran Thirty had been decimated. My heart ached with the sight. We’d worked so hard to build a legacy, and the Arnap had taken that away so easily.



“Let me go to her.”



He shook his head. “No, Dean Parker. You cannot. You are the Recaster now.”



“Then at least help me interfere somehow. If I’m supposed to change the universe, then I will.”



“You misunderstand. This is a turning point for your people. You aided ushering this era in. Without you, none of this would have happened. The hybrids would not have fled to Seqor. Nix Benah wouldn’t know about Earth, or the Alliance, or your Deity daughter. The Shimmal, Keppe, Molariuns, Toquil, Padlog… all of your allies would never be in danger. The portal network would be limited as it was, and most races wouldn’t even be aware of them. You did this, Dean Parker.” My father’s face flickered, revealing his true nature.



His words were like a slap to my cheek, and I cradled my hand to it in reaction. “I only tried to save my world.”



“Your intentions are noble, but the energy you create has its own evolution. You cannot control the outcome.”



“I thought I was doing the right thing!” I shouted, furious at the revelation.



“There is no right or wrong, Dean. It is all a Balance. If you didn’t save Earth during your Event, the conditions would have changed. But the Balance would remain.”



I understood. “Let Regnig be the Recaster. He’s far more predictable than I am.”



“The choice is not yours to make.” His tone was firm.



The screen changed to show me the bridge of a warship. It was
 Venture.



I recognized the people on it, and clenched my fists when I saw my wife next to Magnus. “Mary!”



The vision I had from Ovalax flashed into my mind. In it, she was burning in a fire on one of our warships. “They’re alive!” I cried.



Dean was there too, wearing his white ambassador uniform. There were other familiar faces on board. Hectal and Sergo. Loweck. The crew was together on the Institute’s finest warship. Other Alliance vessels were visible through their viewscreen, and I smiled proudly.



“Magnus predicted the Arnap would raid the Institute, and they vacated.”



“Yes.”



“Who are the people with Jules?”



“Those are the Protectors. Designed by the Deities ages ago to guard the Shandra Valincin.”



“Then why haven’t we ever encountered them before?” I asked.



“They were dormant. They must have gone into hiding after the Deities were captured and no longer communicated their orders. Your son revived them.”



“Hugo did?”



“Yes.”



I tried to understand how, but I was missing too many details. “Unbelievable.”



“The Recaster’s family has some of his gifts, it would seem.” My father smirked. It was still strange seeing the man that raised me in the Void with me, but after a while, it seemed normal. Almost a comfort.



“What do we do now?” I observed as the Alliance Fleet moved toward a planet, and I blanched when I saw where they were heading. “Haven…”



The Arnap came into view. There were hundreds of enemy ships.



The Universe turned and stared at me. “We do nothing, Dean Parker. You are an observer.”





_________





N
 ix Benah stood on the bridge of the Arnaps’ lead ship, hands behind his back. The wormhole generators worked beautifully. He’d never seen such perfection in his life. Obtaining the blueprints had cost him a great deal, but it had helped secure a partnership with Hulope, the new leader of Shimmal.



“So this is Haven,” he whispered.



“That’s her,” Lance said, standing next to him.



“It looks smaller,” Balee, the other hybrid, told him.



“Why does everyone care so much about Dean Parker?” He glanced at the Arnap on the bridge. They were docile, their dark eyes deep set, their bodies almost lifeless as they flew toward their destination.



“We’ve all heard the stories, and we met his daughter. Quite the specimen,” Lance admitted.



“You shouldn’t have let her go,” Nix said.



“You told me to leave her with that Bopgad.”



“Yes, I suppose I did.” Flimorol was an agent of his, but it didn’t seem like he’d done much to help their cause. His odds had been improved when Anlise had crossed paths with the other Parker kid. That had been Nix’s biggest surprise.



The moment he’d expressed his plan to take control of the known universe, Anlise had been on board. Even when it meant faking his wife’s death and having her go into hiding. Using the fool detective to throw the trail off was integral, and it had convinced the public he was in dire straits and estranged from his family.



It was much simpler to have her doing her own thing, not under the constant scrutiny of their people and the various stakeholders in Planetary Provider Inc. Now it had all paid off. She was on the First World, where he knew the Deities would be. Soon he’d take his spot among them, and remove control of the portal network from those he deemed unworthy.



Gathering their stones was a harder task than he’d assumed. He glanced behind him, seeing the single dull sphere, and grinned. The Arnap had captured it from its resting position within the Theos mountain range, but the other three had been taken from their original locations.



“What was this place?” he asked, staring at Haven.



“A place for the weary and ostracized to go,” Balee told him. “A hybrid named Kareem sought refuge here, making it a home for others like him. I can only assume he’s dead. He was nearing the end of his life the last time I saw him. Before he escaped the clutches of the Kraski.”



“Their safe haven will be nothing of the sort unless they concede to my demands.” Nix flexed his fingers and jabbed a bony one at the viewscreen. “Contact them.”



The fleet drew near, and they all decelerated, staying a couple thousand kilometers apart. Their vessels were more impressive than Hulope had suggested, causing him to question whether she’d acted in deceit. The warships were massive, larger than the Arnaps’, and he cringed when he saw they had amassed seven of them here on Haven. What other revelations would be unveiled?



“Sir, the Alliance has routed the communication to their lead ship,
 Venture
 ,” one of the Arnap said stoically.



“Patch it through.” Nix stepped past the hybrids flanking him and addressed the screen.



The figures were all in uniform, a far cry from the ragtag group he’d been told to expect. He was going to destroy Shimmal when this was over. It didn’t change any of his plans. They would always win.



“I am Nix Benah.”



The man on the bridge of the opposite ship didn’t react, but the woman with him shifted on her feet. “Is that supposed to mean something?” she asked.



“It means that you will carry out my demands, and I will consider letting you live,” Nix told the woman.



“What do you want?”



From his intel, he was confident that was Mary, Dean Parker’s wife, and the man next to her was the head of the Institute, Magnus.



“The Shandra Valincin. Where are they?”



The questions seemed to shake them. “You came here for a couple of rocks?” Magnus asked.



Nix took another step. “You understand what power they hold. Tell me their locations.”



“We don’t know what you’re talking about,” Magnus said.



“If you do not give me the three remaining Valincin stones, I’ll start by destroying Haven, the capital of your Alliance. We’ll then move to Earth, followed by Bazarn Five. And so on.” Nix lifted his hand dramatically. “You have until the count of five.”



“Wait!” Mary shouted.



“Go ahead.”



“If we do this, you’ll leave?” Mary shrugged off Magnus’ hand on her shoulder as he went to whisper in her ear.



“Yes,” Nix lied. He was never going to leave the Valincin, not when he’d witnessed firsthand how vast their network truly was. He could repurpose the most lucrative planets for the highest bidders. Everything in life was a transaction. And then would find his place among the gods, and rightfully so. Nix Benah was meant to wear the skin of a Deity.



“You destroyed the Institute,” Magnus hissed.



“I will stay true to my word. Just give me the stones.” Nix observed, trying to get a read on them. Mary’s lips pursed, and he saw the resignation fade into her expression. She was conceding.



“So be it. But if your fleet moves an inch, we will retaliate.” Mary nodded at Magnus, and he looked away.



“Fine. Where are we going?” Nix asked.



“We’ll take you to the first one,” Mary told him.



Nix was energized with the news. Soon he’d hold all four Shandra Valincin, as well as the four Deities. They’d merge, giving him control of the entire Universe. He’d have the power to create new portals, to shift worlds, and to make anyone do his bidding. He’d build an entire army of beings devoted to him. Yes, greatness was upon him.



“Rumi has sent you the coordinates.” Mary shut the communication down, and Nix stared at the screen, checking the location.



“Have any of you ever heard of Sterona?” Nix asked.



Everyone shook their heads. “Never, sir,” Balee said.



“That’s not true,” Lance told them. “Our contact on New Spero has mentioned it in her notes.”



Their
 contact
 . Nix almost laughed at the comment.



Nix watched as
 Venture
 blasted forth, their ship vanishing from space as the wormhole generator operated. He made the order, and they followed the Alliance vessel to Sterona.





_________





H
 ugo and the others sat in a circle, the Deities appearing to sleep while standing. A tranquil fire crackled between them, and Malir poked at the flames with a stick.



“This is the worst. We’re stuck here on the First World with these guys, and have no idea what’s happening out there.” Hugo pointed at the sky.



“I have to agree,” Casidy said. “And here I thought traveling on a Gatekeeper mission was going to be exciting.”



Malir laughed and added a log. “You haven’t been entertained? We went to Seqor, met the Protectors, and now we’re trapped on the First World with three gods.”



“Gods? They can’t even do anything. It’s stupid,” Casidy moaned.



Hugo noticed Areel open an eye, his white pupil watching them for a second. It closed again, and Hugo had a sneaking suspicion there was something going on with them.



He rose from his seat, confirming if Anlise was still perched at the edge of the shield, observing their group. When he didn’t spot her silhouette, he walked to the giant bald Deity, moving quietly. “What aren’t you telling us?”



Areel stayed frozen, his mouth barely opening. “Her shield has faltered. They forgot to lock it, and it’s broken apart. This is part of the plan.”



“Plan?” Malir hopped to his feet, dusting his hands off. “What are you going on about?”



Regnig lay by the fire, his beak wide. The entire experience had drained his energy, but Manolar had assured Hugo he would be fine.



“There is much transpiring, Hugo,” Areel said.



“Then tell us. We can help.”



The Deities formed a circle around the fire, blocking the line of sight from Anlise’s usual position.



Regnig awakened from his deep slumber, sitting up. He looked like a new bird, his plumage bright, his eye no longer streaked with ruby lines.
 What is wrong?



“Nothing, wise one,” Areel whispered. “We only want to ease your minds.”



“Ease away,” Malir muttered.



“When it is over, things will change for the better. The symbol trapping us has failed, as we knew it would. But it will keep them complacent, allowing our fourth to finish this task.”



“The fourth?” Malir asked.



He speaks of Jules. She is the other Deity.



“Yes. Everything shifted when her father started his journey. His spirit awoke as the ships descended to Earth. We felt it, even from the borders of our coffins. Dean Parker is responsible for so much good, and in turn, a plethora of bad. But that is what is required by the Cosmos. This is the final shift for him.”



“Where is my father?” Hugo asked, unsure how he’d respond.



“He is with one of the Cosmos. Together they will watch before the transfer is complete.”



Regnig peered at Hugo, then at the Deity.
 What transfer?



“You have offered yourself. So it shall be,” Erposh said.



Hugo felt relief, knowing his father would be returned to them, but Regnig would be taken. He set a hand on Regnig’s claw, and the bird clutched his fingers.
 I will be honored to become the Recaster.



“And we have to stay so we don’t alert Anlise’s father?” Casidy asked.



“That is correct. Rest. We may be called upon. Until then, enjoy the sights.”



Hugo’s gaze went to the cloudless night sky, where countless stars twinkled from their positions thousands of light years away. He thought about his family, hoping Jules knew what she was in for. It was up to her.





_________





J
 ules walked through the crystal mountain, instantly seeing the hole where the Shandra Valincin had been placed. She couldn’t believe it had been there the entire time, especially because Karo had never spoken about its presence. If she was to make a guess, the Theos man had no clue the Deity stone was even nearby. “What does this mean?”



She suddenly wished that Slate and Suma were with her, and the fact that Jurrot lingered did little to ease her anxiety. The stoic Protector stood by the entrance, front two arms folded over his expansive chest.



“It is gone,” he said plainly.



“Yeah, I can see that. If you’re supposed to protect it, why weren’t you here to guard the damned thing?” Jules asked.



“It was not the time.”



She’d spoken to enough powerful ancient beings over the years to expect this level of evasion. “Why can’t anyone ever communicate in a straightforward manner? It would save us a lot of hassle.”



Jurrot appeared to consider this, ducking into the cavern. His shoulders brushed the ceiling as he crouched. “We must locate the stone. Where are the others?”



Jules stared at him, trying to judge his motives. She felt no connection to him at first, so she paced closer, stopping near his legs. Her head came to the backwards bend in his knee, and she glanced up. “May I?”



“Do as you will.”



Jules inhaled and set a palm on his limb. Images flashed into her mind. Four Deities in a circle, eyes closed as the device between them began humming, the lights surrounding it blinking rapidly. The chamber was much smaller than the gods, but still enormous, and after a few moments, it ceased the disruption. The door opened, and out stepped someone just like Jurrot, walking like a newborn horse, knees buckling and wobbling as it emerged.



The vision skipped, and the Deities viewed their army of Protectors. The firstborn lifted all six palms, and a screen appeared.



It was all done from her point of view, even though it hadn’t actually been herself. Somehow she was infused with the soul or spirit, or… she really didn’t know the truth of it, but seeing this encouraged her next decision.



“Why can’t we just leave them in one place?” Jules asked.



“He will find them.”



“He attacked the Institute. Didn’t he know it was there?”



“It appears not. He was only trying to capsize your Alliance.”



“Makes sense,” she said. “Where do we bring them?”



“To a place he cannot follow,” Jurrot said.



“And that is…?”



“The First World,” he answered.



Jules perked up. “That’s where Hugo is.”



“Yes; we sent him.”



“Apparently, you sent Nix Benah’s daughter as well. She’s trying to keep the Deities sealed off.”



Jurrot barely reacted, but his eyes flicked to the exit. “We must go.”



Jules went into the corridor with him, the giant still bending his legs to stay upright in the confined space. “Where to?”



“The stones. Bring me to them. We will make the transfer.” Jurrot stared, his eyes pensive, his beak tightly sealed.



“But we haven’t addressed the Arnap.”



Jurrot waved a finger, the screen appearing as his arms rose. Information rolled over the projected holograms, and he closed a fist, ending it. “Nix Benah has departed from the place you call Haven.”



“Did they attack?”



“No. They were lured to Sterona. The fleet remains near your Alliance Headquarters.”



Jules grinned at the news. “Who’s leading them away?”



“The ship is called
 Venture
 .”



“Thank the heavens,” Jules said. “How do you know so much?”



“Nix has a stone on his ship. We are connected to them. As are you.”



“I am? Can you show me how to access it?”



“The ability is already within. Concentrate.” They walked from the underground hall, entering a wide-open space where the original portal hub stood, the mass of crystals glowing bright green.



Jules strode to the heaping cluster of smooth stone and set a hand to the stack. She pictured the round Valincin and caught sight of another place. “This is Papa’s ship,” she whispered, noticing the familiar crates and storage boxes from the vessel Papa had bested Lom of Pleva, sending him into the future. Ovalax had occupied this one, but now she couldn’t feel his presence. She moved to a vision of the next Valincin, seeing the Nirzu village surrounding it. Their people knelt nearby, forming a prayer circle, singing its praises in hushed tones. With her eyelids shut tightly, she traveled to the third stone, finding the Protectors around it on New Spero. There was only one remaining.



Finally, she saw the fourth, a stone she’d never handled in real life. It was within the Arnap vessel’s bridge, and Jules instantly recognized the old man approaching it. Nix Benah.



The viewscreen flashed, and Jules almost choked on her breath when she saw Magnus and Mary on the other end of the screen. They were on
 Venture
 ! She tried to see around Nix, but couldn’t change the vision’s perspective.



“
 Mary Parker, where is the Valincin’s location?”
 Nix’s gravelly voice asked, and he casually stepped aside.



Jules felt the tears forming as she noticed Dean on the warship’s bridge with Mary. He was alive.



“
 It’s on the surface. If you’d like to come with us, I’ll show you.”



“Tell you what… you go and retrieve it, and we’ll make the exchange up here.
 ”



“
 No,”
 Mary told him. “
 We go together.”



Jules smirked and the vision faded, lines of color swimming in her eyes. “But I need to see what happens!”



“Are you satisfied?” Jurrot asked.



“I can travel to it, can’t I?”



“To the Valincin?”



“Yes. Transport us with your… projection thing.” Jules pointed to his closest hand.



“Not yet.”



“Why not?”



“We must secure the other Valincin and bring them to the First World,” he said.



“Fine.” Jules knew exactly why her mother had brought the Arnap ship to Sterona. The Ritair people had created a weapon to disrupt the Arnap technology, but their own planet was already too far gone to save. The constant lightning storms and lava oceans were poisoning their people. If the device was still intact, it very well might deactivate the Arnap vessel’s engines, rendering them useless. Judging by the distance from Sterona’s surface and the intensity of the storms, she figured there were at least three hours before this occurred, giving her enough time to recover the three stones and bring them to the First World with this Protector.



He used the six-sided screen and lowered it. “I do not know how to find them.”



“We’ll go to Earth first,” she said.



“It is on Earth?”



“No, but I can access it there. We shut the one with Ovalax off. We didn’t want him to disrupt the portal network,” she told him.



“Ovalax?”



“Never mind. That’s a whole other story.”



An hour later, Jules and Jurrot lowered in her sphere, which had to be stretched to its limits to contain the twenty-foot alien. It was late fall, and leaves littered their acreage. Jules stared past the oak tree that had been torn from the ground at Christmas last year. Papa and the Planner had been found there, frozen in rock.



A new tree had been planted in the old one’s stead, a reminder that things can begin anew. Its bare wispy branches waved gently in the breeze, and for a second, Jules forgot the Protector was with her.



“This is your home?”



“Kind of.” They walked on the grass, the crispy leaves crunching underfoot. “We’ve lived in a few places.”



“This doesn’t seem like the house of a Deity,” Jurrot said.



“What should it look like?” she asked, genuinely curious.



“Palatial.”



Jules laughed at his comment and led him to the farmhouse. Her room had been destroyed by the Planner, her possessions melted into a time portal. But that was all cleaned up now, the room freshly redesigned and painted. They hadn’t spent many nights sleeping here after that Christmas, but seeing it again created a longing in her heart. This was the one place she’d always loved as a young girl. It made her feel connected to her people, and to Earth, in a way that the condo on Haven or their home on New Spero never could.



“Follow me.” She looped around the house, stopping at the rear entrance to the storm cellar. Jurrot was so big, she didn’t think he’d be able to come with her. She opened the padlock and swung the doors wide. The portal sticks were in place, and she felt the biometric scanner’s energy as it verified Jules was present and not an intruder. Despite his height, Jurrot followed her, bending deeply at the knees and bowing over to accommodate the small space. He passed right by the shield without being stopped. “How did you do that?”



“You cannot prevent the Protectors from completing their job,” Jurrot said.



Jules neared the portal sticks, knowing they would transport her to the distant ship, and paused for a moment. She was bringing a stranger to their most trusted secrets. Papa would be furious if Jurrot wasn’t who he claimed to be.



“What is the delay?” Jurrot asked, his expression strained from his uncomfortable position under the house.



“No one else is allowed in here.”



Jurrot stared at her, his black eyes unblinking. “I am here to serve you, Deity.”



She touched his arm, letting the contact make up her mind. Jules felt his fears and hopes, and the longing to protect the stones within his essence. She let go, smiling at the revelation. “Come with me.”



They strode through the portal barrier and ended up where she’d intended. Jules removed the access hatch on the drifting space vessel, entering the cargo hold. The round stone sat in its place, the surface dull and uninspired.



Jurrot staggered forward, his back straightening in the open room. “It is dead.”



“No,” Jules promised him. “As I said, we had to protect ourselves. Papa removed him from it, but we still left it disconnected.”



“Can you connect it now?” Jurrot stood over it, his six arms lifting as the screens appeared in front of his chest.



“I can.” Jules floated to it, lowering at the edge. Before she dared touch it, she paused, ensuring there were no whispers escaping from its confines.



Power emanated from her body, shooting down her arms and into her extended fingers. The green pulses brightened, and tendrils bridged the gap, dancing across the sphere’s surface. The color diminished, sinking into the Valincin, and she cut off her stream, watching as the entire stone began to glow.



“You are worthy,” Jurrot said softly.



The stone was activated, and Jules grinned at Jurrot. She checked the time, estimating there were under two hours before Nix would realize he’d been duped. Eventually, he’d no doubt send word to his fleet to attack Haven, but Jules wouldn’t let that occur.



Jurrot used his screens, and she stepped back as the sphere rose off the floor.



“What’s happening?”



It vanished.



Jules ran to where it had been resting and glowered at the Protector. “Where did it go?”



“I sent it to the Deities. We must continue.”










TWENTY





J
 aeke hated being out of the loop. The strange girl had abandoned them on this world, but her friends weren’t concerned in the least. They seemed used to her spontaneous reactions. Jaeke was not, and it rankled him to be left behind.



Flimorol paced the room, annoying Jaeke even more so.



“Would you stop?”



Flim halted, his narrow, beady eyes locking gazes with Jaeke. He muttered something in his native tongue and started walking again.



Jaeke headed into the night. He glanced at the stars above, noticing how different they looked than back at Tower City. Not that he’d had the luxury of watching them from his apartment in the mid-levels. It made him feel terrible for the countless residents below that had never seen the real sky. The longer he was away from the confines of his home, the more he wanted to help his people.



“Sorry for the wait,” Slate said, catching him off guard. The man had been very kind since Jules’ departure, offering a place to stay while they figured out the next moves.



Jaeke scanned over the destroyed fields. “This was your life’s work? The Institute?”



“Not mine, per se, but a lot of good people spent years developing it. And the Arnap wiped it out in an instant,” Slate muttered. “The entire reason we started this was to prevent people like the Arnap from attacking. Now we’ve faced them, and we weren’t prepared for it.”



Half of the building they were staying in was rubble. But one area remained unscathed, and Jaeke observed the Protectors circling the round stone. “There’s so much out there we can’t even understand.”



Slate nodded slowly. “You have no idea. Come. I’m told the fleet is at Haven. We’re going to help.”



It wasn’t Jaeke’s fight, but that didn’t matter. He saw something important in the potential of a relationship with this Alliance. It might be an act, but Jaeke could tell they cared about their people and alliance members. It was the opposite of being under Nix Benah’s thumb.



“I’ll get Flim and meet you at the ship,” Jaeke said.



He went back to the room with Flim and saw the man talking into a tablet. He let his translator replay the words into his ear.



“…
 Yes, your husband is on track. He’s with their leader now. Mary Parker
 .”



The other voice spoke, but it was too quiet for Jaeke to hear.



“
 I will keep you posted. The Valincin is still…
 ”



Jaeke stormed into the room, knocking the tablet aside. It clattered to the floor, and Jaeke went to grab it, seeing the silhouette of a face on the screen before it disappeared. He shoved Flim in the chest, and pushed him against the wall. “Who are you talking with?”



“That’s none of your—”



Jaeke saw his hand reaching for his sword. He kicked Flim’s arm, hitting it away, and lunged for the weapon, getting to it first. He jabbed the tip toward Flim, and the man stumbled. “I asked who you were talking to.”



“I won’t say,” he told Jaeke.



“We’re packing up. Are you two…” Suma stood in the doorway, her gaze flicking from Jaeke to Flim.



Flim made his move, rushing for the exit. Jaeke tried to catch him, but he moved too quickly. Suma, on the other hand, tackled him, using her small stature to her advantage as she flipped him onto his back and stepped on his wrist. “What the hell is going on?” she demanded.



Jaeke grabbed the tablet. “Flim’s betrayed us.”



“Give me that.” Suma handed Jaeke a pulse pistol, and he aimed it at the culprit while she sifted through the device. “I can’t see who it is, but he’s been in touch with someone at Terran One. From Leonard’s office.”



“Who’s Leonard?”



“He’s our friend. Took over as the Primary Mayor on Terran One when Mayor Patel retired a couple years ago.”



“You think Flim’s been talking with someone? How would he know Nix Benah?” Jaeke asked.



“He wouldn’t, but someone there might. Come on. We have a stop to make,” Suma said.



Jaeke watched Flim as he squirmed into a seated position in the hallway. “You killed him.”



Suma shut the tablet off. “Who?”



“Xandr.” Jaeke raised the gun with a shaky hand. It steadied as he recalled the merciless crime that was committed. He wasn’t friends with Xandr, but the Aktoo had been the reason he even went on this mission in the first place. Now he was tied up in a journey bigger than himself, and Flim was on the wrong side of it.



“What happened, Flim?” Suma asked him. “Xandr caught you doing something you weren’t supposed to be?”



“I didn’t ask him to follow me that night. He confronted me, demanding I give up the details,” Flim growled.



“And you murdered him for it,” Jaeke mumbled.



“I had no choice. I was traveling with a Deity. I was ordered to stay close, and that’s what I was going to do.”



Two soldiers stalked down the hall, and Jaeke had to step out of the room to let them pass. They were massive, with black armored skin and heavy artillery. Earlier, Slate had introduced their race as the Keppe.



“Take him to the brig,” Suma said. “Do not give him access to anything.”



“Yes, Suma.” They hefted the hairy man to his feet and half-dragged him away.



“Come on. We’re going to Terran One.”



Jaeke hadn’t seen Suma so angry before. She was usually calm and collected. Now a fire burned in her eyes.



“Where are they taking Flim?” Slate asked when they met him outside.



“He’s a rat,” Suma said. “Tell the pilot there’s been a change in plans. We’re heading to Terran One.”



Jaeke stared at the giant warship, feeling the heat off the shields. It hovered above their destroyed Institute fields, covering most of the area. A transport landed at their position, and Jaeke took a final glimpse at the Protectors circling the Deity stone. He shook his head, amazed at the circumstances he found himself in.



A minute later, they were inside the warship, flying over the New Spero terrain for Terran One.



Soon they’d discover who Flim had contacted within the planet’s administration, and maybe understand more of what Nix Benah had in mind.





_________





H
 ugo jumped when the light shone, coming from nowhere. The burning sphere lowered, descending toward the trio of Deities.



“It is working,” Areel said. He stuck a hand out, and the Valincin settled on his palm. In the giant god’s grip, it looked like he was holding a basketball.



“They will bring them all to the First World,” Manolar said, her smile growing wider.



“And we can usher in a new era,” Erposh added. Their mood improved quickly, and Hugo watched in amazement as Areel crouched, setting the stone on the ground. Its weight caused it to sink into the soft rocky beach.



“What’s this about a new era?” Malir asked.



I’ve heard about this, but never took it seriously.
 Regnig walked to the stone, reaching a claw out.
 A time when the Universe shifts, expanding in regions, contracting in others.



“You’re suggesting we’re ending an era now?” Casidy walked beside Regnig. Hugo joined them, feeling a heightened level of excitement in his veins.



Hugo glanced up at the three gods. “What does it mean?”



“Things will change. A new Recaster. An infant galaxy will be revealed, or so we have been instructed,” Manolar said.



Hugo blinked. “This keeps getting better and better.”



You said a new Recaster. Have you considered our offer?



Hugo knew what Regnig was implying. His father had been taken from this plane, with what they believed to be the Universe. Hugo was doing his best to remain calm, because Dean Parker was out of reach. He also didn’t want to lose Regnig, but the bird man was willing to make the offer. There was nothing Hugo could do to stop that.



“We have discussed it.”



And?
 Regnig was so tiny compared to the giants. His head came to the top of Areel’s toes.



“This will be decided. Not by us,” Erposh said.



“Then by whom?” Malir peered at Hugo.



“The Cosmos will make the decision. But we can help usher in the age. When all of the stones are accounted for, we can begin the process,” Areel said.



Manolar smiled again. “When she is present.”



“Jules?” Hugo watched the edge of the lake, searching for signs of Anlise. She was still out there, confident in her trap.



“Yes. Jules Parker will join us, and together we will finish the task. It has been our destiny for our lifetime, and now it’s finally coming to fruition.” Areel took a step, the ground shaking slightly.



“There are three more Valincins to gather,” Casidy reminded them. “Is this achievable?”



“With the aid of the Protector, she will succeed.”



Hugo noticed Regnig walking away, his legs no longer encumbered with aches and anguish. He followed their family friend, waiting for him to speak first.



It’s been quite a trial, Hugo.



“I know,” he said, without understanding exactly what Regnig referred to.



You and your family have meant a lot to me. Fate brought us together.



“Without your help, my dad couldn’t have saved my mom, and I wouldn’t exist.”



That’s true. Jules would, but she’d be under the influence of the Iskios. I can only imagine the destruction in her wake.



Hugo sat on a rock, and Regnig hopped up beside him, his legs dangling over the edge.



Even in my youth, I don’t recall feeling this vibrant.



“Are you absolutely positive you want to become the Recaster?” Hugo asked him.



Yes. I was resigned to my fate, but your father, bless his optimism, had other ideas.



“The Pool of Life,” Hugo whispered. “If anyone learns of its existence, there will be endless petitions from our people to access it.”



I doubt that will be permitted. We are not intended to continue on forever. There’s a reason.



Hugo thought about the handful of races that had ended up downloading their memories into robotic bodies, and how it rarely worked out as they’d anticipated. They already had access to life extenders, like the ones his parents had taken. Dad had been in rough shape, and the doctors had claimed it was the safest way to begin his healing.



“We’re going to miss you, Regnig.”



If what I’m told is accurate, I will never be gone. Not fully. Perhaps I can help with the new age's arrival.



Even Regnig’s voice was stronger in Hugo’s head. “I’m sure you’ll do everything within your ability to oversee things. Who would have thought… Deities, Protectors, the Universe, and the Cosmos. Add in a Recaster, and we have quite the team.”



Regnig nodded slowly, his beak opening slightly. Hugo followed his gaze, and saw Anlise along the shield’s edge, her drone flying nearby.



“She’s probably trying to relay this to her father. If he knows the stone is here, he’ll come,” Hugo said.



I have a feeling that’s what the Deities want.



“What can we do?”



We watch.



Hugo glanced at the sky, wondering how long it would be before a second Valincin appeared.





_________





T
 he Nirzu bent their knees at the sight of the Protector. “Are you here to kill us?” the village leader asked. Jules recognized a couple of them from her time on Menocury, but now, they watched her with dread in their expressions.



“No one is killing anyone,” Jules assured the man. “We’re here to take the stone we transferred from Menocury L05.”



“You’re the girl.” Out stepped Senator Wylain, the woman she’d met at the city center when they’d traveled to the planet to commence their evacuation. The village in the valley’s population had refused to leave, and when they’d investigated, they’d found the Valincin tucked into a mountain range.



“Yes, I’m Jules Parker.”



The gathered crowd of Nirzu muttered and whispered hastily.



“Please move. We are taking it with us.” Jurrot didn’t have much patience. He was straight to the point.



Jules lifted a hand, stopping him. “Jurrot is a Protector, a being created to guard the stones. You pray to this Valincin, claiming it is a god, but the true god is connected to it in another fashion. We’re bringing this to the Deities on the First World.”



Senator Wylain glanced at the village leader, clearly opposing their beliefs. Not all of the Nirzu had the same opinion on their religion. “Give them the stone. We are an advanced race, and no longer have need for…”



“Don’t tell them what to feel,” Jules said. “If it helps, there is more to our existence than flesh and blood. I’ve seen proof.”



The villagers in robes crouched to the ground, bowing their heads, giving a final prayer to the Valincin. Jules saw tears flowing, and when Jurrot began to move for his target, she threw a shield around him, holding him in place until they were finished.



“You will care for it?” an older man asked, wiping his cheeks.



“Yes.”



“Then we will part with our piece of history.”



The crowd was growing, with everyone curious to see why a twenty-foot-tall being with six arms was occupying their city. Senator Wylain caught her attention, and she clutched Jules’ arm, head lowering to her level. “Perhaps there is an exchange to make.”



“An exchange?” Jules asked.



“You get the stone, and we are compensated for it.” Wylain’s face was stoic, her movements calculated.



It took all of Jules’ reserved energy to not shout at her in front of her people. “Listen to me.” Jules led her to the Valincin. “This is not your property. Nor is this planet we offered your people to live on. Without the Alliance, you’d be dead. And now I come to reclaim the Valincin, and you’re trying to leverage it for your own advancement. I will speak to the President of the Alliance, but it won’t be for compensation. I’ll ask her to suggest your removal from the board.”



Senator Wylain’s face crumpled in anger. “I voted for her.”



“I don’t care.” Jules turned and released the Protector. “Jurrot, it’s time to go.”



“Yes, Deity,” he said, and Wylain’s eyes grew bigger.



“What did you expect?” Jules floated into the air, no longer caring to hide her powers. Together they lifted the smooth sphere from its perch at the head of the courtyard, and she shot them into space, leaving the world behind.



“That was dramatic,” Jurrot said with a laugh.



“They needed to be reminded where they’d be without the Alliance. Are you ready?” The stone hovered in front of them. It was vibrating with power, and when she linked her mind to it, hundreds of possible symbol destinations raced through her vision.



“This is Manolar’s,” Jurrot said.



“And the previous?”



“That was Areel’s.”



Jules wondered which one was hers. Was it on New Spero, or stuck on Nix Benah’s ship? She guessed the latter.



“I send you home, to the First World!” Jurrot used his projected screen, typing with all six hands. The sphere pulsed and slowly turned invisible. A second later, its energy was gone, leaving them floating high about the planet housing the Nirzu.



“Time to head to New Spero,” she said. “Then we’re almost done.”



Jurrot nodded as they were bathed in light.





_________





T
 erran One was a stunning city. This Alliance had incredible advances. Jaeke craned his neck up, seeing the hovertrain floating by soundlessly. The tower at the end of the block stood high, the number one on the outer edge denoting the fact that this was the home of the original colony city on their planet of New Spero.



Slate, Suma, and Jaeke had descended in a transport vessel, leaving their enormous warship in the direction of the sunset. It blotted out the light from that area, covering half of the city in darkness. A bird landed on a street sign, chirping eagerly, and Jaeke smiled. They didn’t have anything with wings inside of Tower City, only scuttling eight-legged creatures, desperate for food and water. His skin crawled at the thought of his home.



Compared with Terran One, it was a dump. Nix Benah and his team at Planetary Provider Inc. always touted their many luxuries to the people, and they ate up his lies. If they knew the truth, there would quickly be a revolt. Maybe an uprising was just what Tower City needed.



“You joining us?” Slate asked, grabbing his attention. Jaeke faced the sign, staring at the colorful feathered animal. It hopped off, flapping high into the sky.



Wordlessly, he jogged to them, and he spotted a transport speeding overhead. “What’s that?”



“Police.”



“Many issues in utopia?” he asked.



“There will always be crimes. But it’s far safer than the old world,” Slate assured him. “Still, the department is extremely necessary.”



Jaeke wondered what it might be like to walk these clean streets. The people wandering by did so with joyful conversation, beverages and bags in their hands. It was remarkable.



“When this is over, and Nix is buried, I’d like to partner with you,” Jaeke said.



“How so?” Suma asked as they approached the front foyer. The guards were calm as the three of them neared the entrance. Since their Institute had just been bombed, Jaeke assumed they would have been on alert.



“Tower City is a nightmare compared to this. The people are hard workers. They’d give their lives for the Alliance.”



“We’re not looking for self-sacrifice or minions. The Alliance treats everyone with respect, as long as it’s reciprocated,” Slate told him.



“They’d do so willingly.”



“It’s not a decision we can make,” Suma said. “That’s up to Mary—the President—and her team. It would possibly be voted on.”



“I understand.” Jaeke wasn’t dejected or discouraged. These were good people who meant well. He could read them. It was one of his skills. If Jules’ mother was anything like her, they’d be in capable hands.



“Welcome to Terran One. How may we…” A woman glanced at Jaeke, and her eye twitched. “Are you related to Vice Mayor Gissette?”



“Gissette?” Jaeke shook his head. “Never heard of him.”



“Her,” the woman corrected. “Strange. You remind me of the Vice Mayor.”



“We’re here to speak with Leonard,” Suma instructed.



“Very well. This way.”



They followed the short red-haired woman into a clear elevator, and it rose to the top level with Jaeke watching the city below through the glass.



Suma ran toward a man in the hall, hugging him.



“Jaeke, I’d like you to meet Leonard, the Terran One mayor. He’s been essential to our growth since taking over the seat from Mayor Patel,” Slate said.



“Nonsense. I’m only doing what’s required for the people. Come in.”



His office was simple, with only a scattering of organized furniture in a big space. It made the room feel even more grand. His desk sat along the far wall, looking over the metropolis from a high perch. Jaeke had a moment of vertigo at the view, and he glanced away.



“What can I do for you?” Leonard wore black-framed glasses, and he pushed them up his nose with a fingertip.



Jaeke saw drawings on the wall, and he gazed at the nearest. The writing translated in his mind.
 The Survivors Issue One.
 Leonard’s name was printed on the bottom.



“Jaeke discovered an accomplice had been reaching out to someone in your office. His name is Flimorol of the Bopgad.”



“Never heard of him.”



Suma handed him the tablet, and Leonard sighed. “What does this mean?”



“He’s working with Nix Benah,” Jaeke told him.



“Is that name supposed to spark…”



“He’s behind the Arnap attack. And he’s currently at Haven with a fleet of a hundred strong,” Slate said.



Leonard ran a hand through his curly hair, and Jaeke tried to get a read on him. He seemed genuinely shocked, implying he wasn’t the mysterious contact.



“And you think Nix has a connection here? In my office?” Leonard narrowed his gaze, staring at Jaeke. “Have we met before?”



“That’s odd. Your assistant just asked if he was related to your Vice Mayor.” Slate crossed his arms. “Who’s Gissette?”



“Gissette has been a godsend. I know the title of Vice Mayor is a little pretentious, but I was overwhelmed with the daily tasks, and she came highly recommended from the Alliance offices.”



Suma rushed to the computer on Leonard’s desk without asking, and she slammed a fist on the surface. “Look!”



Jaeke rounded the corner of the room, coming to see what the fuss was about.



“It says she transferred from Haven four years ago, but there’s no record of a Gissette in Mary’s administration,” Suma claimed.



“Then why…”



Leonard stopped when Jaeke arrived and saw the face. Now he understood why they kept thinking he was familiar. She had the same sharp features, but they weren’t related. They were of the same race though.



“That’s not Gissette. Her name’s Islea Benah. She’s Nix’s wife.” Jaeke’s blood ran cold as he shuddered at the image on the screen. “And she’s also dead.”



“She’s definitely not dead.” Leonard grabbed his tablet, flipping it around to show them a live stream from the cafeteria. “She’s having lunch.”










TWENTY-ONE





T
 he soldiers aimed their weapons at Jurrot and Jules as they appeared near the Institute’s portal. Thankfully, the group of Protectors stood between the soldiers and the newcomers.



“It’s just me!” Jules shouted before a jittery recruit made the mistake of firing on the Protectors.



They let their guard down, and Jurrot went to his people, whispering to the group. Jules stayed apart, letting them have the private moment.



“Where is everybody?” Jules scanned the soldiers for recognition, and saw one of the Inlorian recruits. “Etex Seven!”



He ran past his companions, breath ragged. “Ambassador Jules, tell me you’re able stop them.”



“I’ll do my best.”



“My friends were killed by the Arnap. They couldn’t evacuate everyone in time,” Etex said.



“Why didn’t you stand and fight?”



“Magnus wanted to, but the orders came from the top that we were to travel to Haven. So they left.”



Jules sighed heavily. “We’re going to rebuild, Etex, but nothing will bring them back.”



“Offer them revenge. Don’t let this happen again,” he pleaded.



“I will,” she promised.



“It is time, Jules Parker,” Jurrot told her from inside the circle. The third Shandra Valincin lay in the middle of the round shape, surrounded by a dozen Protectors. They each activated their screens, their arms rising into the air. “We will join it.”



Jules was heading to the First World. She nodded. “Stay out of sight. Go to Terran Twenty-Nine and take cover.”



“We were told there’s a fleet at Haven. That’s where we’ll head,” Etex said.



“Very well. Your heart doesn’t go unnoticed.”



He smiled at the comment, and Jules walked to the middle of the Protectors, observing the portal stone. Three out of four, and the final one was in Nix Benah’s hands. “Take us there.”



Jurrot and the others used their screens, the light growing brighter as they began to float and vanish from outer edges of New Spero’s utilized lands.



The Alliance Institute was more than a training field and simulator station. Despite being turned to rubble, they would continue to fight another day.



Something changed the moment they arrived on the First World. Jules’ eyes burned, and her chest grew tight.



“Jules?” She heard Hugo’s voice, but couldn’t see him through the tears.



“It is okay. Her transformation is nearly complete,” someone said.



Transformation
 ? Jules screamed as smoke escaped her lips. A shadow hung above her, still linked to her core, standing fifty feet high. It was Zaera, the fourth Deity. Jules lifted her hand, seeing she was still in her own body, but a giant god stayed tethered to her, a reminder that her life was not her own.



Young Jules, are you well?
 Regnig’s voice in her mind was soothing, and she turned to the bird man. His presence instantly grounded her.



Jules gestured to the being floating behind her. “Why is she here?”



“You are on the First World. You cannot exist as anything but your true form,” one of the Deities said. She blinked and cleared her sight, finally seeing the other gods. They stood close, the one she knew as Manolar grinning at her arrival.



Jules took a step, and noticed the shadow following. “Great, just great.”



“Sis, don’t worry. They’re working with us,” Hugo said.



To her right was a lake, and she knew this must be the Pool of Life Nix claimed to be searching for.



“Are you okay, Hugo?” she asked, trying to keep her voice low.



“I’m fine. Your friends explained the plan.”



“What plan?” she asked. “Jurrot said the stones needed to be brought to the First World to protect them.”



“In a sense. Apparently, the Deities seek to bring the Universe to the next phase. They require all of the stones to do so.”



“That must be what Nix wanted,” she said. “He has the fourth Valincin. Mom lured him to Sterona, but she’s almost out of time. He’ll soon realize he’s being deceived, and the Arnap will destroy Haven.”



“We can’t let that happen!” Malir shouted.



“We won’t. Deities, let me leave Zaera here, and I’ll finish the job,” she demanded.



“She is a part of you,” Areel said. All three of the Valincins burned white-hot, and there was a perfect spot for their counterpart sitting empty on the rocky beach.



“I can’t go rushing around doing anything with this dragging behind me,” she claimed. Jules concentrated, trying to remove the ghostly god, but nothing worked.



“You will get it. It is your stone,” Areel said. “You must not fail, Zaera.”



She buzzed at the mention of her Deity name. “Great. As if I wasn’t odd enough.”



You can do it, Jules. I believe in you. When you’re done, I will be taking your father’s spot as the Recaster. Or so they’ve suggested.



Jules froze. “Where’s Papa now?”



He left with the Universe.



“Areel, promise me he’ll be returned.” Jules stared at the other giant, his eyes pure white, his expression blank and unreadable.



“As I’ve told your friends, the decision is not mine to make,” he said.



Jules fumed, tired of being in an intergalactic game they didn’t have the rules for. “Fine. But I’m not going to concede to this. I won’t let anything happen to my Papa.” She studied Regnig, seeing how much younger he appeared. He could stay this way and live another lifetime.



I’m sorry, Jules. I have accepted the role. If the Cosmos want me to have it, so it shall be.



Jules flinched. She noticed Anlise off in the distance, watching with a drone floating above her. She was recording all this. “Why haven’t you stopped her?”



“She is meaningless,” Erposh said.



“No, she’s feeding everything to her father, and he’ll understand your plan to utilize the Valincin.” Jules looked at Anlise and started forward. She rushed across the terrain, and slowed as she neared the manmade energy field.



Anlise gazed up at the sight of the incoming horned giant, and Jules waved a hand, cracking the image in the clouds above them. The sky sparked and smoked. Anlise glanced at the giant shadow looming over her. “You don’t know who you’re messing with.”



“I think I do,” she said. “You’re coming with me.”





_________





I
 observed all of the various scenes unfolding from a distance, lingering in the Void with the Universe as the events played out on the borderless screen.



“Jules,” I whispered, pained to see her connected to some ancient female god. She wasn’t supposed to be a Deity. Jules was still a girl at heart, barely twenty years old.



“She cares for you,” the Universe said.



“We’re a family.”



“She will miss you,” he told me.



“You said I’d be returned when this was completed.”



“But they will not let her go. She has finished her task for this era.” The figure next to me wavered, my father’s face returning a second later.



“I’m getting really tired of being told all of these annoying details after the fact,” I said.



“It is not a Recaster’s job to…”



“Then what is it? You said I had power, right?”



“Yes.”



I clenched my fist, remembering how much control I yielded when fighting the Planner. I had the ability to act as a portal. Instead of diving deeper into the conversation, I watched as the screen shimmered.



Mary and Magnus were now displayed, and Jules’ boyfriend Dean stood on the bridge, wearing full armor.



“
 He’s growing tired of our game,”
 Magnus said.



My wife rubbed her eyes and flipped a strand of hair from her face. “
 I assumed Sterona’s defenses would obliterate the Arnap ship’s engines, but it doesn’t seem to be working.”



Dean clipped a gun to his back. “
 These might be totally different designs. You know how quickly we’ve adapted our technology in the Alliance. Who’s to say that the Arnap from years ago weren’t utilizing some easily susceptible energy sources?”



“
 Dean has a point. I think we proceed with Plan B,”
 Magnus said.



“If we destroy them, Haven will be annihilated by their fleet,”
 Mary reminded him.



“
 Let me do it. I’ll bring them to the ground. Distract them for a while longer. You take
 Venture
 and return to Haven. Fight the battle. Nix can stay here. There’s no way they’ll leave without him.”



I smiled as Natalia’s son offered to make the sacrifice. He was a good strong man, a worthy match for my equally forceful daughter. But this would be his end, and I couldn’t let that happen.



“
 I don’t like it,”
 Magnus said.



“
 I’ll watch over him,”
 Mary offered.



“
 No. I will.”
 Magnus turned to her. “You’re our President, and I’m supposed to be in charge of saving us.”



“
 That’s why neither of you can stay
 .” Sergo rose from his pilot’s seat, brandishing a pulse rifle. “
 Me and the kid will deal with it. Magnus, figure out how to defeat a hundred angry Arnap ships. Mary, do what you do best. If Haven is defeated, we’re going to need you at the lead, reinforcing our partners’ support.
 ”



Magnus and Mary stared at one another, and I saw the resignation in their eyes. “
 Don’t let Nix return with his ship. Without their leader to guide them, we have a chance.”



“
 We won’t
 ,” Dean promised.



Rumi buzzed from his helm position. “
 Captain, they’re reaching out.”



“
 Put them through
 ,” Magnus barked.



“
 What is the delay? We’re on Sterona. Now where is the Valincin?”
 Nix seemed older, like the energy had been sapped from his old bones.



“
 I’m your guide. Meet us on the surface in ten.”
 Dean grinned as the image vanished.



My view zoomed out, and I floated in the Void while Dean and Sergo exited
 Venture
 onto the vacant streets of Sterona. The moment Nix Benah appeared with a regiment of guards, the Alliance warship began to rise, slowly enough that Nix likely wouldn’t notice.



“I can’t allow them to be harmed,” I told the Universe.



“That is not your—”



“Decision, I get it,” I finished.



I wondered how Haven’s fate would unravel, and if the Alliance was prepared for such an invasion. This was the first time I wasn’t around to fight for my people, and it weighed heavily on me.





_________





T
 here was only a single Deity stone remaining, and that was where Jules targeted. Anlise struggled to break free from her grip, but she didn’t let the woman go.



She focused on the destination and made the jump, leaving the First World behind.



At least Hugo was safe. Recovering him had been her primary mission, and it was Anlise’s fault he’d even been dragged into the adventure at all.



As they transported, Jules saw a million sights, a flurry of visions blurring through her memories. The Deity known as Zaera was linked to this stone, but she didn’t feel the same attachment to it in her diluted state. It urged her to bring it to safety, to begin the new age, and Jules felt the impression on her mind, burning itself there as a compulsion she might not be able to ignore.



Jules went from the security of the Protectors’ circle to the inside of Nix’s bridge. Jurrot had made the trek with her, and he bent to avoid the ceiling. The moment they arrived at the last Valincin, she noticed the shade attached to her had vanished. In her surprise, Anlise managed to slip away, shoving Jules to the side. Jules rolled free and shot to her feet while the Arnap surrounded them, a dozen guns pointed at her.



Her invisible shield was raised in an instant, and she threw it around the Protector as well.



“Jules Parker, we have the stone. Let us carry it to the First World,” he said.



“Where is Nix?” Jules asked the Arnap.



“Shoot them!” Anlise shouted.



The guards peered at one another but didn’t react. Anlise ran to them, grabbing the nearest gun she could find. She aimed it directly at Jules, pulling the trigger repeatedly without success. The pulses dissipated in her shield.



Jules had seen enough. She lifted a finger, dragging Anlise into the air, and threw her, the woman’s head striking the bulkhead with a thud. Her unconscious form slid to the deck, her arms flapping out.



“I’ll ask one more time. Where is Nix?” They all peered to the exit. “Was that so hard?”



“Jules Parker, we are…”



“Bring it to them by yourself. I have to ensure they’re safe,” Jules said. She understood that if she returned to the First World with the final stone, the Deities would attempt to drag her into their fold. She couldn’t leave her mother and Dean in the middle of this war. The Arnap were too dangerous.



“Very well.” Jurrot pulled a device from a hidden pocket, flipping it toward her. Jules caught it mid-air. “Clamp this to your arm. It will bring you to us.”



“Thank you. I promise I’ll fulfill my end,” she said, wishing there was another way. It was too big for her, but the unit shrank to fit her wrist. The metal clicked together.



Jurrot turned and she stayed, shielding him while he took the last stone with him to the others. The Protector had vanished, and Jules was alone on the enemy bridge with two dozen Arnap. She felt their heartbeats, knowing full well she could stop them from beating with a single thought. She’d done it before, and having that level of power was unsettling. Could she do it again?



Fortunately, they didn’t impede her path when she went to the side of Anlise, who bled from a cut on her head. Jules didn’t touch her; instead, she used her abilities to lift her from the ground. “Show me the exit,” she ordered the Arnap, and one of them proceeded, his steps clipping on the hard deck.



Their ship was clean, the corridor covered in blinking lights as readouts scrolled sideways on the walls. Jules ignored it all, keeping her focus on the countless Arnap soldiers watching them depart. She felt their stares on her back, realizing they were eager to kill her. It was unclear whether they knew about her actions across the wormhole, but their contempt was palpable.



The ramp was lowered, and Jules didn’t divert her attention, only looking forward as she dragged Anlise with her.



There was no sign of Nix Benah, and when Jules glanced up, she noted that
 Venture
 was gone.



The moment she was off the ramp, it hissed, billowing a puff of air as it rose, sealing their ship off from Sterona. Jules contemplated her next course of action. If she cut their vessel’s power, they’d be stranded, but the Arnap would pour out, ready to attack, and that put Dean and Sergo at a disadvantage—at least until she found them. Instead, she concentrated, touching the hull with her palm. Jules located the system that linked to the communication network and surged heat into it, frying a connection. The crew might not even notice right away, and when they did, they’d think it was a mechanical malfunction.



Anlise groaned beside her but didn’t regain consciousness.



“Where are you?” Jules whispered, scouring the streets for her boyfriend and his Padlog companion. They weren’t visible from here. Neither was Nix Benah, nor the soldiers accompanying him.



Jules shot upwards, Anlise hanging below her, and she began to search the old derelict city. A couple of minutes passed, and she saw them marching toward the edge of town. Jules slowed to avoid being spotted. This was a time she wished she had Papa’s invisibility.



Dean and Sergo were ahead of Nix, neither of them holding guns. She now saw that the eight Arnap soldiers had ambushed her friends, and Nix moved slowly, his old legs struggling to keep pace. Jules stiffened when she recognized the pair of hybrids from Seqor. Lance and Balee marched like they were the king and queen of Sterona.



“Enough!” Nix’s voice boomed, and Jules lowered, keeping out of sight.



“I’m telling you, it’s just a few more kilometers. Underground,” Dean said.



One of the soldiers blasted a hole in front of Sergo, making him turn around with his hands raised. “That was close.”



“Do you think I’m a fool? You’ve been delaying the inevitable. Where are my Valincin?” Nix stepped forward, grabbing a gun from the nearest Arnap man.



“I’m telling you—”



“And where is your ship? You claim they flew off because of the lightning storms? I’ll just see about that… let me contact my…” Nix glanced over his shoulder, and Jules spun away, ducking behind a building. “That’s strange. They’re not answering.”



“Keep moving. We can deliver the portal to you.” Dean’s voice was confident, but Nix didn’t seem to be buying it.



“No. It’s clear I’ve been deceived. I’ve already sent word to my fleet to attack if there’s no call in three hours.” He rotated his tablet to show Dean and Sergo. “If you’ll notice, that gives you five minutes.”



Jules tried not to panic. If the Arnap fleet made for Haven, they’d be destroyed, no matter how many warships awaited them.



Dean and Sergo glanced at one another; then Dean’s chin dipped slightly in resignation. “Okay. You’ve got me. We have no clue where the Valincin are,” he lied.



Lance whispered into Nix’s ear, and Jules fought her desire to blast him where he stood.



“I don’t believe you. We’ll find them. But first we’ll lay waste to your precious worlds. Starting with Haven, followed by New Spero and Earth. We can rid ourselves of this human stench.”



The soldiers returned their aim onto Jules’ allies, and she knew it was time to intervene. Just as she started to fly toward them, Anlise woke.



“Father!” she shouted.



All eyes fell upon Jules and the woman she’d apprehended, and she heard the clock on Nix’s tablet chime.



Time was up.



The Arnap were destined for Haven.





_________





J
 aeke watched the woman that had called herself Gissette.



“I can’t believe we had Nix Benah’s wife working in our administration for the last four years. Do you realize how resourceful she is?” Leonard ran his hands through his hair, taking his glasses off and resting them on the table.



“She can’t hear us?” Jaeke asked.



Islea Benah was behind a clear shield on their warship’s lower deck, sitting on a chair with an expressionless face.



Leonard glanced at Suma, then Slate. “No, she can’t.”



“None of it matters,” Jaeke told them. “All we can do is stop Nix.”



“How?” Slate asked.



Jaeke peered to the screen on the wall, and saw the space outside New Spero. “I was hoping you’d have an idea.”



“We fight,” Suma added. “The rest of the Alliance fleet has gathered. I won’t let this bastard take our life’s work.”



“What are we waiting for?” Slate stood, smoothing out his wrinkled uniform. “It’s time to defend our people.”



Jaeke nodded, but stayed put when the others went to the hall.



“You coming?” Slate asked him.



“I’ll be right there. I have a few questions.”



Slate tapped the door frame with his palm and walked off, letting the slab slide closed.



Jaeke watched Anlise’s mother, trying to determine what they’d done. “Why?”



She finally looked up, her eyes so reminiscent of Anlise’s. “Detective, for someone so skilled, you really don’t understand anything, do you?”



“Enlighten me,” he urged.



Islea rose and casually strolled to the clear barrier. “My husband is brilliant.”



Jaeke kept his actual opinion to himself.



“He claimed his first planet at the age of twenty-one.” Her eyes unfocused as if she was seeing him in the room with her. “He was so handsome, and of course the wealth that came with his achievements didn’t hurt his chances with me. He built an empire.”



“And left his people in the dust. Tower City is wretched,” Jaeke muttered.



“Yes. After seeing how they live on Seqor, and more recently, the Terran sites, I understand how you’d think that. But our people are catalysts of change. Their deaths occur so the new worlds can thrive,” she said.



Jaeke swallowed, unsure what she was getting at. Whatever was coming, he knew it was going to be painful. “What do you mean?”



“I thought you’d figured it all out. Nix takes the dead and uses them in a proprietary blend of nutrients for the terraforming projects.” Islea grinned as if this amused her.



Jaeke had already known Nix was a monster, but this was… “Why did you vanish?”



“Nix had heard about a girl. Someone with the powers of a god. He had to know more. There are many aspects of life hidden from the regular population. Nix has a knack for uncovering them. He found the first clue on his fifth claim. From there, he followed the trail and determined how to advance himself.”



“How?”



“By becoming a god. A Deity.”



Jaeke couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re serious?”



“Dead. Serious.” Her face hardened, the lines around her eyes cutting deep as she frowned. Islea looked like a different person. “The stones were the key. Find all four. Bring them to the First World. His plan is impeccable.”



“But there are already four of them,” Jaeke said.



“No. There are three. The last is in limbo. Zaera is latching to Jules Parker’s spirit. Daughter of a Recaster, born to one possessed by the Iskios. The gods are drawn to power, and she was a temporary vessel.”



“How do you know so much?” Jaeke whispered. He was astounded that they had this level of information.



“Nix is constantly talking about Balance. The order of the universe.”



Jaeke had heard it mentioned in his short time among these people. From what he understood, Jules’ father was an important man, burdened with things far greater than his own imagination. “What about it?”



“These people discuss the Universe as a single entity, but it’s false. There are two forces: the Cosmos and the Macrocosm. One seeks the expansion of space, one the destruction. It’s a constant balance of dying stars, black holes, and catastrophic events. If the Cosmos chose Dean Parker to be their champion, the Macrocosm selected my husband. We would do anything to help him succeed.”



Jaeke recalled the stories from Jules, and had overheard her discussing it with her father through the Communicator. “She was sent on a journey to the First World. That was you.”



“No, not us. The Macrocosm. If the Cosmos sends messages, he will counter them.”



Jaeke remembered their mission to the mushroom world, and subsequent other planets that had no end in sight. They’d been misleading Jules, only she’d eventually grown wise to it.



He glanced at the screen, seeing that they’d made the jump using their wormhole generators. The world in the distance had to be Haven. There were hundreds of vessels everywhere, many of them the large war fleet of the Arnap.



“Why did you align with them?” he asked.



“The Arnap are but a means to an end. They are a destructive force, never content with mediocrity. They work well with Nix.”



“So the entire thing… your mysterious death, Anlise’s abduction… it was all fake.”



“Yes. No one could know where I went. If word leaked…”



Jaeke hated that he hadn’t seen it. He’d spent weeks investigating Anlise’s disappearance, but of course, Nix’s people had only shared what little information they deemed relevant. He’d never had a chance. In this moment, he hated the Benahs and everything they represented.



He moved to the screen, punching the code Slate had entered to lock her in.



“What are you doing?” Islea asked him.



Jaeke touched the gun holstered to his chest and unclasped it. “You’re coming with me.”



Outside, he saw the beginning of a battle as the opposing forces faced off for the future of Haven.










TWENTY-TWO





J
 ules didn’t wait for them to act. She sped toward the enemy, creating a barricade between Dean, Sergo, and Nix’s soldiers. The opposition’s gunfire fell flat against her shield. She dropped to the ground, with Anlise bound in energy tethers behind them.



Jules raised her hand, palm out, and glared at the old man across from her. He lifted a finger, stopping the Arnap from shooting.



“We finally meet, Jules Parker. Or should I say, Zaera?”



Her skin crawled with his use of her Deity name. “How about you don’t say either?”



Lance and Balee grinned like they were privy to a joke she didn’t get.



“This is going to be fun,” Lance said, coming closer. Jules tried to stop him, but he walked right through her shield.



Jules noticed a bracelet of blue crystals on his wrist and cringed. He reached for her arm, but she knocked his hand aside before decking him in the chin. She wasn’t as useless as they suspected. Instead of waiting, she jumped on him, yanking the chain free. The stones clinked to the street, and she kicked them away. Jules applied her powers, lifting Lance high into the air, and tossed him into the nearest alley.



She quickly took stock of Balee and saw another piece of jewelry on her person. Jules ducked as the hybrid lunged, breaking into her barrier with no issue. Jules had been training in combat since she was a small child, first at the Academy, then at the Institute. Apparently, Balee had as well. Her crystals weren’t as powerful as the ones the professor at the Academy had used years before, because Jules could still access her abilities in close proximity. The key was avoiding their touch.



The Arnap tried to intervene, attacking Dean and Sergo, but they were blocked by Jules’ shield.



Dean shouted at her, warning her of the incoming swing from Balee, but she’d already seen it coming. Jules jumped, flying over Balee. Instead of landing, she continued higher, stalling twenty feet in the air. “We can do this all day, or you can give up, Nix. The choice is yours.”



Nix’s brow creased, and she couldn’t help but want to wipe the smirk on his face. “I was expecting more.”



She could end this. Just destroy them all. Fury boiled inside her as she thought about Dean being threatened. Haven was possibly under attack, and Papa was off somewhere, taken against his will.



Power rolled across her body as she focused on Nix and the Arnap around him. This was it. She could kill Nix, then head to Haven to prevent the invasion. After that, she’d return to the First World to see her promise to the Deities through.



As much as Jules hated the idea of murdering anyone, this simple act would save countless lives. She was confident of that fact.



Then why was she so hesitant?



“You can’t do it. You’re weak.” Nix shoved past his entourage, coming to stand directly below her. “Did you really think this was all I had planned? That I hadn’t calculated your every move?” He laughed, the sound delirious. “I will be a god!”



Jules paused, trying to comprehend what he meant. Nix pushed a fist into the air, his hand pulsing with blackness. It was like a shadow, twisting and dark. Pieces dripped off, hissing as they struck the ground. Smoke rose, heavy acrid strands drifting higher.



Jules attempted to float away, but she couldn’t move. Her body still had free will, but the sphere of energy she operated didn’t go. “Come on,” she muttered, but it was dead.



“Um, Jules,” Dean called from below. The shield she’d thrown around them was gone. The Arnap began pressing forward, circling Dean and Sergo.



“Now, come closer.” Nix pulled an arm back, tugging the smoky black cloud with it, and Jules was hauled along. She attempted to exit the sphere, but it remained in place.



“What are you doing?” she shouted.



“Zaera is like any other tool created by the Cosmos. They are susceptible to control, just like my liege’s minions are. You only need to know where to search.” Nix reeled her in, and Jules dug her heels into the street, trying to slow herself. It didn’t work. A second later, she stood face-to-face with the old man. His eyes were black, and Jules saw her own glow bright green in the reflection, then fade into darkness.



She fell to the ground, and heard Dean’s voice screaming as the pulses began to fire.





_________





“I
 ’ve seen enough!” I yelled.



The figure with me hadn’t seemed affected by anything, until now. “I wasn’t expecting this,” he said.



“What’s happening to Jules?” I insisted. The vision faded, and I tried to float over to it. “Bring it back! Show her to me.”



The last thing we’d observed was Nix Benah passing out, and the Arnap walking toward Sergo and Dean.



The Universe waved his hand, but nothing came of it. “This is
 their
 doing.”



“Whose?”



“The opposite of the Cosmos, Dean.”



“Why haven’t I heard of this?”



“Not even your friend Regnig has,” the being in my father’s image claimed.



“Clearly Nix Benah is the exception to the rule.”



“We thought they remained buried.”



“I have a feeling Nix uncovered something he wasn’t supposed to.” I clenched my jaw, gritting my teeth. “If you can’t return me to Sterona, show me Haven.”



“As you wish,” he said, and I was thrown into the battle for Haven.



Dozens of Arnap war vessels blasted shots toward the Alliance fleet, but they were doing a hell of a job deflecting. Not only were all of their warships in the system outside of Haven, but I noticed over a hundred other craft, from the Keppe, the Molariuns, Inlorian, Padlog, and even more Bhlat than I’d ever seen in one place.



The ships were spread across thousands of kilometers as their cannons and pulses fired repeatedly, in the effort to take the upper hand. It was obvious the Arnap were just after destruction, attempting to level Haven.



“Can we see
 Venture
 ?”



The image switched, displaying the bridge of our warship, and Magnus sat in the captain’s chair, barking orders at the crew. Hectal was on weapons; Rumi, clearly in over his head, sat in the pilot’s seat in Sergo’s absence, and Mary spoke to someone on her tablet. She looked more scared than I’d ever seen her in my life. All I wanted was to comfort her.



“
 Captain, the Arnap are changing course!”
 Hectal called.



“
 What
 ?” he bellowed. “
 Can you be more specific
 ?”



“
 It’s better if I show you
 .” The screen wavered, and I watched as five of the Arnap vessels clicked together, dragging into position with forcefields. Light circled the newly formed super starship, and their noses extended into a single point.



“They’re making a weapon,” I muttered.



“This is bad. Defend Haven!”
 Mary turned to Magnus. “
 We have to stop them
 .”



“
 We will. Bring us closer, Rumi. They’re sensing a loss. I think this is their Hail Mary.
 ” Magnus punched a fist into his other hand.



I tried to see the radar on their computer dash, but it was difficult from my angle. This vision faltered and vanished, leaving me and the Universe floating in the Void without the display.



“I have to keep watching,” I said. “Reactivate it.”



The Universe lost my father’s face, and his limbs became blurry, his head a blank slate without eyes or a mouth. “We must depart.”



“Where?”



“You shall see.”





_________





H
 ugo was growing impatient. Jurrot had returned a while ago without Jules, but he had the fourth stone. The three Deities were quiet, but Hugo could sense their excitement.



“I can’t believe we’re here to witness this,” Casidy told him.



They watched the giants from a short distance away. The stones sat in a circle, the Deities resting between them, huddled together.



A light flashed in the night sky, and Jules fell through, landing on her feet. The giant’s shadow poured from her skin again, billowing behind his sister.



“Zaera, you have returned,” Areel said.



“Yes.” Jules’ voice was different. “Let’s continue the ceremony.”



“What’s the rush, Jules?” Hugo dashed over, Casidy on his tail. “Is Mom okay?”



Jules gaped at him, her eyes huge and black. “She is fine.”



Jules stepped past Malir without so much as a glance at the Gretiol heir, and joined the other gods.



“This isn’t right,” he whispered, staring at the one they called Zaera.



“Which part?” Malir asked him.



“I don’t think she’s Jules,” he muttered.



“What are you talking about?” Casidy frowned.



“I know my sister, and…”



Regnig stepped closer to the circle.
 I agree, Hugo. It’s not her. Something is amiss.



The portal stones hummed, the ground shaking and vibrating as they began to glow. It started off blue, turning to green, then white.



“We are almost complete,” Manolar said, setting a palm on her Valincin.



“Yes. Nearly there. It’s time to shift.” Erposh did the same.



Areel smiled, his face beaming. “Protectors, come!”



The Protectors arrived, each blinking into existence, with the use of their six-sided screens. Jurrot stood at the head, while his army waited behind him. “We are here to serve, Deities. What is your wish?”



Zaera’s shadow turned, a sick grin on her face. Both she and Jules spoke at the same time, the words harmonizing. “You are banished. Continue sleeping for eternity!” She slammed a hand onto the last Valincin stone, and they all turned black, an inky spray rising from them.



Regnig had sneaked up to them, standing beside the closest stone.



Instead of waiting around, Hugo rushed forward, breaking free of Malir’s attempted restraint. He dove into the swirling mass of dark vapor and was swept away with the Deities.





_________





J
 ules came to, her nose pressed into the cracked concrete. Sergo was shouting, Dean staring at the sky, lying down. She wondered why he chose this moment to have a rest. Everything hurt as she attempted to sit up.



She gawked at her hands, bloody from the fall, and saw the long, gnarled fingers.



It didn’t fully sink in until Sergo lifted his gun, aiming it at her. “Don’t move an inch.”



“It’s me, Sergo. Jules,” she claimed in someone else’s voice.



“Nice try, Nix.” Sergo glanced at Dean, and Jules ignored the weapon in her face. She ran to Dean’s side, holding his hand. His armor was charred, the mask broken. The Arnap were all dead, and she looked for Balee, Lance, or Anlise, but they were nowhere in sight.



“Dean, can you hear me?” she begged.



He twitched, his eyes fluttering to life.



“I said get away from him!” Sergo shoved her, knocking Jules aside.



“It’s me. I swear!” she called. “Nix somehow stole my body.”



Sergo buzzed angrily, and she noticed the blood seeping past his armor where it had been fractured. “If that’s the case, what is my wife’s name?”



“Walo! She’s the Supreme’s granddaughter. You used to be a thief, but Papa kept giving you second chances.”



“It really is you!” Sergo lowered his weapon and crouched by Dean.



“Jules?” Dean croaked.



“I know it’s strange. Are you okay?” Seeing him like this broke her heart, and she was furious with herself for allowing Nix to deceive her.



Dean used his arms to prop himself up. “I’ll be fine. I might want to see a doctor eventually.” He stood with Sergo’s help, and Jules glanced at the ruins around them. The battle had been quick but fierce.



“You guys did a number on them.” The Arnap were all dead, and she was duly impressed by their efforts.



She took a step, her leg shooting with pain. How had Nix even functioned?



“Where is it?” Jules searched the rabble of bodies, trying to find the device Jurrot had gifted her. It was their only hope.



“What?”



“The device…”



She saw it, crushed beneath one of the Arnap. Jules picked it up, and instantly knew it couldn’t be salvaged.



“There’s a portal here,” Dean said.



“I have a better idea.” Jules smiled and peered in the distance to the hovering Arnap vessel. It was a short distance away.



“We couldn’t. Could we?” Sergo asked.



“They listened to Nix Benah. I look like Nix, so why not?” Jules started toward the warship, with Dean hobbling beside her. Sergo stayed between them, offering them a shoulder for support.



The trip took a few minutes, and they reached the outer edges, where the ramp remained sealed shut. “Open up!” Jules shouted, leaning into the role as the cantankerous character.



To her surprise, it slid down instantly, and a soldier greeted them. “What are you waiting for? Help us on board.”



The Arnap didn’t speak, just nodded, presenting Jules with his hand. They wound their way to the bridge, Sergo and Dean eyeing everyone with suspicion. Jules did her best to pretend she was actually Nix, their leader, and it seemed to be working.



The second they landed on the bridge, she walked to the middle, barking orders. “Get us to Haven. Now!”



The Arnap vessel rose from Sterona’s surface, and Jules noted the wormhole generator charging. She couldn’t believe that Hulope had given them the technology. There would be consequences for her actions, long-lasting ones. Hulope had just completed an act of war against the Alliance, and there was no way Jules’ mother would stand for it.



The vessel rose higher, pressing into space, leaving Sterona behind.



Jules hung back, waving Dean and Sergo forward. “These are my allies. No one is to harm them.”



“Where are the others?” an Arnap asked, his face pinched.



“Gone,” Jules muttered, thinking about Lance, Balee, and Anlise. They were on Sterona somewhere, but she’d deal with them later. For now, she was determined to protect her people.



Dean groaned, steadying himself on a console, and Jules knew he was in rough shape. “Almost done, Dean.”



He grimaced through a nod, and the wormhole generator fired up, shooting their craft to Haven.



When they slowed, Jules saw the giant ship, seemingly comprised of multiple Angor war vessels. The pulse glowed brightly, threatening destruction.



“I want them on screen!” Jules shouted, and the image on the display blinked to five separate Arnap bridges.



“We are prepared to strike,” one of them said.



“Cease fire. We are done here!” Jules yelled. She stepped closer on Nix’s frail legs. “This war is over. Disband immediately.”



The captains looked at one another, and a graying man started to laugh. “Nix Benah, are you really that foolish? We allowed you in our presence because of funding. You built us an impressive fleet, and these new wormhole generators will ensure that we rule the galaxies with ease. But your time is finished.”



Jules was at a loss for words. She had expected them to listen without hesitation.



The Arnap on board started for them, and Jules tried to throw her shield up. But of course, it was gone with the essence of her Deity.



She closed her eyes and felt the tight grip on her wrists as the Arnap led her from the bridge.





_________





“W
 here are we?” I asked. We were no longer in the Void. This was real, a solid footing beneath the soles of my boots. The planet was nearly bare, just fresh soil with tiny sprouts of vegetation. From here, it was flat in all directions, a prairie with the impression of a newness rarely seen.



“They have expanded. It has been completed,” the Universe said.



“Who has done what?” I asked.



“The Deities used their Valincin. Merged them together to form a galaxy. This is their work.” He smiled proudly.



“But you said something went wrong,” I reminded him.



“Perhaps I was mistaken.”



The sky was a pure pale blue, the weather perfect. I glanced to my right, noticing clouds rolling toward us. “I think we found it.”



My companion once again resembled my long-dead father, and he turned to me, snapping his finger. We emerged somewhere else, a far cry from the pleasant afternoon I’d just been basking in. The rocky ground was cracked and hissing steam from beneath the surface.



Four giants stood before a single thirty-foot-diameter sphere, the light changing from white to black as they struggled with it.



“Jules?” I whispered, seeing one of the Deities was only a shadow. My daughter stood far below, her actions mirrored by the misty ghost of a god floating over her.



“Dad!” Hugo rushed from a hiding spot behind a hillside, Regnig right behind him.



Someone has taken your daughter’s place, Dean. They’re trying to control the Deities and the Valincin.



“It is Nix Benah,” the Universe said. “The imprint of the Macrocosm is heavy on him.”



“Then where is Jules?” I asked.



“She must be in his body!” Hugo exclaimed.



“There is only one solution.” The Universe faced me and Regnig. “With the new era, we must shift to a new Recaster, as you’ve requested. But there is an overlap, allowing for two. It will alter the power of the Balance in our favor, but only momentarily, when the Valincin is complete. Do you understand what this entails?”



“No!” I shouted over the wind.



Yes. I am confident we can stop him
 . Regnig flapped his wings with a strength I’d never seen in him before.
 I accept the role. I will be your Recaster for this new age.



“Very well. So it shall be.” The figure touched Regnig on the shoulder, and he began to evaporate into a bright mist. I felt myself being torn apart as well as I heard Hugo’s protests, but there was nothing I could do to calm him.



Follow me, Dean Parker.



Regnig’s ethereal self floated toward the battling Deities, and I joined him, somehow forcing my energy after his.



What next?
 I asked.



We fight for them. For the Cosmos.



He drifted past the bald god and into the massive sphere. I went along, unsure if I’d ever be able to return. I thought about his previous words, telling me I was a magnet for change. I couldn’t let this agent of the Macrocosm defeat everything we’d worked for. Countless lives were at stake, and despite the immense pressure to succeed, I felt freer than ever before.



I pictured the day I’d met Mary, the moment we’d connected again after the Kraski’s attack, then our first kiss. No one was going to take my family from me.



Regnig was already accepting his role, and I sensed him there, inside the Valincin, pouring his energy into it. I copied him, giving myself to the stone. I felt the shift and continued to push away the darkness.



Before I was sent away, I asked the Cosmos for one final favor.





_________





H
 ugo couldn’t do anything but watch as the gods stood over the stone, their palms pressed to it. They remained motionless, battling in some cosmic war he couldn’t see.



“We have to do something,” Hugo told the figure that resembled the grandfather he’d never met.



“We already have.”



“No, that’s not enough.” Hugo ran forward, ignoring the protests from the Universe. He rushed to Zaera, trying to kick her in the foot. “Get away from there!”



Hugo huffed a deep breath and grabbed hold of Areel’s leg. He climbed it like he’d been taught to scale a cliff in the Academy and managed to ascend to the top of the Valincin, which was difficult to gain purchase on. His foot slipped, and he nearly fell as he clamped onto Zaera’s finger. He held tight, moving up the giant digit. Finding stability, he got to his knees and retrieved his pulse pistol. Hugo aimed it at the Deity’s chest, trusting his sister wasn’t actually in there.



The smooth rock was the result of all four Valincins merging, and Hugo blinked as the stone shone bright white. The inky vapor subsided for a moment, and he knew it was time to act. Hugo pulled the trigger, trying to distract Nix within, and it worked. The giant god raised a hand from the Valincin to swat at Hugo, and it broke his connection. Hugo flew from the top, being caught in the air by an unseen force. He lowered beside the Universe, watching as the stone turned completely white. The darkness was gone.



“Well done, son of Dean,” the figure said.



“Thanks.” Hugo stared as the Deities recovered, releasing their contact with the Valincin.



“Zaera is not yours to be trifled with!” Areel clasped Zaera’s wrist, and Nix writhed, trying to escape. The others surrounded the possessed god.



“Leave.”



“Relinquish her,” Erposh demanded, and Zaera threw her head back in anger.





_________





J
 ules heard the prison cell doors close, and she vanished from Nix’s body, slamming into another form millions of light years away.



She felt the tight grip on her wrist, and found she was among the Deities again. “I have to stop the Arnap!”



“Jules?” Hugo called.



Where had he come from? She saw the massive sphere and grinned. They’d done it. “Is he gone?”



“Nix Benah has been returned to his own body,” Areel said. “We apologize for not seeing his trick.”



The Universe strode closer, still looking like her grandfather. “It is complete. The Universe remains in Balance. The Cosmos are pleased. Deities, you are not to interfere in this new era, do you understand?”



“We understand,” Areel said. “Come, Zaera. It is time.”



Zaera’s shadow moved away, and Jules felt her unlatch, the ghostly form exiting its connection with her. The horned god smiled at her, her translucent skin solidifying until she was once again among her peers.



“You are a great spirit, Jules Parker. Thank you for being a vessel for good,” Zaera said in Jules’ own voice.



“I am grateful to have been chosen.” Tears dripped down Jules’ cheeks as all four Deities watched her with pride.



She rushed to Hugo, hugging her younger brother. “I’m proud of you.”



“I didn’t really do anything,” he replied.



“I doubt that. A Parker is always useful.” Jules saw no indication of their father. “Where is he?”



Hugo pointed at the stone. “In there.”



“No. He was sent to his rightful place. Your father is no longer the Recaster. His era is complete.”



Jules smiled when she saw a winged shape emerge from the Valincin’s core. He shimmered in light, a youthful version of Regnig. His beak opened slightly, and he lifted a claw.



I will miss you, Jules. You’ve done more for me than I can ever repay.



Tears fell down her cheeks, and she didn’t bother to wipe them. Regnig lowered to the ground and departed with the representation of the Universe. She and Hugo watched until they disappeared, leaving them alone with the Deities.



“What will you do?” she asked Manolar.



“Stay here. Protectors, with us!” she called, and the entire regiment of the six-armed beings materialized, surrounding the newly formed Valincin. “The portals will endure. This is their power source, and we will never let anything happen to them. Fear not, Jules Parker, your gifts are restored. You are no longer one of us. Do us proud.”



Jules nodded, glad to not be dragged into their ultimate plan of having her inhabit Zaera for all times. “Thank you.”



“The shift has occurred. Begin the new phase anew. There is much for you to explore. But through it all, remember the Balance,” Areel said with a slight smile.



“We will,” she promised.



They all vanished from sight, with the exception of Jurrot.



“Jurrot, what’s happening? Aren’t you remaining with them?” Hugo asked.



The twenty-foot-tall being stood tall, his chest puffed out. “No. I go with the worthy one.”



“I can’t ask that. Stay with your people,” Hugo told him.



“We have imprinted, which means I’m always at hand.” He passed Hugo one of the portal devices.



Hugo smirked, clasping the tool to his arm. “That’s pretty cool, isn’t it, Jules?”



“If you say so.” Jules looked at the stone and sighed. It was over. The search for the last Valincin. “Come on, Hugo. Let’s get to Haven.”



“What about the First World? Malir and Casidy are there alone!”



“Then we’d better go gather them.” Jules reached for the sphere, choosing her destination. The symbol for the First World came to her without any issue, and she activated the portal.





_________





“I
 t’s not working. They’re going to fire!” Magnus shouted, and I stumbled onto the bridge, unsure how I ended up there. My memories were vague, but I knew that Haven was under attack.



“Put me on screen.” I staggered to the captain’s chair, my legs slightly wobbly.



Mary turned white the moment she saw me. “Dean?”



I touched her hand, kissing her cheek. “Just patch me through.”



“Parker, are you sure this is a good idea?” Magnus asked. “We can still beat them.”



“I won’t let them destroy Haven.”



The screen cut to a group of five Arnap captains, and they looked bored with the interruption.



“What is it?” one of them asked.



I walked to the head of the bridge. “My name is Dean Parker.”



This gave them slight pause. “Speak, Dean Parker.”



I glanced at the radar, seeing they had yet to fire. “I’m assuming you’ve heard about me. That I prefer to negotiate before fighting. That I seek peaceful resolves rather than bloody skirmishes.”



They nodded in unison.



“That version of me is dead. We started the Alliance to better our partners’ lives as well as ours. You came with the sole intent of destroying what we’ve built. I will no longer stand by and allow entities like you to exist.”



“What will you do about it?” the same man asked.



Despite my foggy memories, I recalled exactly what I’d asked the Cosmos for in my last moment with them.



Jules had done it once, and now it was my turn to understand her torment. I focused my energy on the Arnap, felt every one of their beating hearts, and realized the pain this must have caused my daughter all those years ago.



“I’m sorry,” I whispered, and clapped my hands, the noise shockingly loud on the silent bridge.



My bones ached, and the last of the Cosmos touch fell from me while every single Arnap in the vicinity died.



The captains crumpled to the ground, collapsing from sight.



“Dean, what have you done?” Mary gasped.



“My last act as a Recaster.” I pulled her in, hugging her tightly.










EPILOGUE





J
 aeke dreaded returning home, but also felt blessed by the opportunity. He was being escorted by a small blue woman named Rivo Alnod. Apparently, she ran the largest corporation in the Alliance, Alnod Industries, and was interested in acquiring Planetary Provider Inc.



Nix Benah, his wife Islea, his daughter Anlise, and the two hybrids, Lance and Balee, had been sent to somewhere called Traro Prison. Jaeke had heard enough about it from Slate during this trip to know the Benah family was finished.



“Will you be coming to Haven?” Slate asked him.



“Eventually. When my people have been evacuated from Tower City.” Jaeke smiled, thrilled that they could finally leave the squalor they’d grown accustomed to under the rule of Nix.



He still struggled with the fact that he’d been conned by Anlise, but in the end, he didn’t really care. They’d made a connection with this Alliance, and that was what mattered.



“You sure you won’t come with us? We’re visiting Seqor to meet with the heads of each planet, and to end this stupid First World search.” Slate guided the transport toward the top of Tower City.



“There never was a prize, was there?” Jaeke asked.



“I highly doubt it. They just wanted to have all the details on our society and use the information to their advantage. I’ve heard of people having a god complex before, but Nix took it to another level,” Slate said.



Jaeke was the first out, standing on top of their city, so high above the surface. Rivo accompanied them, smiling in the sunlight.



Slate patted his back. “Are you ready to give your people the news?”



“I am.” Jaeke went to the lift, deciding to start with the lowest level. Above them, a ship named
 Light
 lowered for the surface, and he was told it had a portal on it that would lead them to a new colony for the citizens of Zecos Three. All the infrastructure was already being created on Zaluniv, the world Nix had promised them.



“Coming with?” he asked Slate and Rivo.



“You bet.” They joined him on the elevator, and he ordered it to depths of the city, handing them each a Mister to help them breathe. “You’re going to need these.”





_________





Three Months Later





J
 ules walked through the graveyard of the people they’d lost in the Institute attack. Thankfully, it was only a handful of recruits, but the damage stung just the same. This was supposed to be a safe place, a destination for those wishing to excel. Instead, it had become ground zero for a senseless assault.



With the Arnap threat resolved, they’d decided to rebuild, and with the efforts of every last Alliance partner, it only took a month. She studied the fields, where the final touches were being added to the track, and saw Papa with Magnus, walking toward the park. He seemed lighter, freer, in spite of his actions against the Arnap. She remembered distinctly how snuffing the life from their other fleet had felt, and hated that Papa was dealing with the same thing.



“I thought I’d find you here,” Dean said. He was fully recovered, and had a gleam in his eyes. He wore a white uniform to match hers.



“Just paying my respects,” she told him.



“Want to go for a walk?” he asked.



“Sure.” She took his hand, leaving the small, treed area, and as soon as they exited the cover from the relentless sun, she started to sweat.



A pond feature had been added in the improvements to the Institute grounds, and they headed there, finding shade near the rushing water. In the middle of a desert, this seemed like an oasis.



She was happy to be done with the Shandra Valincin, and hopefully the Deities, forever. Papa was finished with the Recaster role, and they could finally move forward. She wasn’t certain what that meant for her, but since they’d discovered the countless races competing in Nix’s contest, the Alliance was tirelessly meeting and recruiting new members.



“You have that look in your eye,” Dean said.



“What look?”



“The one where you’re here, but not really.”



Jules smiled, taking both of his hands as they faced one another. “Sorry. Just have a lot on my mind.”



“What’s new?”



“That’s not fair. I’ve barely seen you all week,” she said.



“I’ve been… occupied.”



“With what?”



Dean brushed a strand of hair aside and reached into his pocket. Her heart slammed in her chest. “With this.”



He opened the tiny box, revealing a ring. The centerpiece was familiar. “Is this…”



“Your father gave it to me. It’s the stone from the necklace he wore during the Event.”



“Dean… I don’t…”



“Sorry, let’s do this the proper way.” Dean went to one knee, and suddenly, Jules sensed the others in the region, waiting for her to say yes. “I’ve always loved you. Since the moment you first twirled around in your little star dress. I mean… I thought you were a lot to deal with, but I still loved you. You’ve spent the last twenty years fighting for everyone else. I can’t even believe that you exist. I’m a lucky man, and I won’t forget it.”



Jules’ hands shook as he spoke, a sob clutching at her throat.



“I want to be your husband, Jules. If you’ll have me, we can navigate this universe together.” He held the ring out, and Jules stared at him, then at the piece of jewelry.



She weighed all the events of her life, the pain and torment inside her as a result of her actions. But wait… the answer was always yes. There wasn’t even a doubt.



Jules offered her left hand to him, unabashed tears falling. “Yes! I’ll marry you!”



She melted into his arms, feeling protected in his embrace.



“Wait, did you ask my father for permission?” she asked awkwardly.



“Do you think I have a death wish? Of course I asked…”



Music began to play, and out walked her family, Hugo grinning with Casidy beside him.



Papa was the first to reach her, and he just smiled, a truly heartfelt gesture. “I love you, Jules.”



“I love you too, Papa.” She hugged him, and watched as the two men in her life did the same.



Papa leaned in, whispering something to Dean before giving another tight-lipped smirk.



“I promise,” Dean responded to the unheard comment.



Everyone was there, and Jules basked in the energy of her friend and family. Hours later, they were still dancing and sharing drinks. Jules broke away, needing some fresh air, and walked into the desert, grateful for the chilly evening.



Jules looked to the stars to find one glimmering.



She lifted a hand, waving. “I love you too, Regnig.”



The star glowed brighter, and she lingered for a few moments before hurrying back to the party.



It was a new era in many ways.



Jules touched her ring as she found Dean. “I can’t wait to marry you.”





_________





S
 uma heard a chime on her tablet and checked it. She’d asked not to be interrupted tonight, unless… But that wasn’t possible. No one had seen her father since he’d departed.



The message had been rerouted through a source at Udoon Station, and it looked to be encrypted a dozen times over.



Suma glanced at the cheerful couple, and she didn’t think she’d ever seen the Parkers happier. She made sure she was discreet, and opened the file.



Suma almost dropped the tablet. The picture was blurry, but there was no denying who the figure in the image was. She hit play, and watched as her father toured the dingy streets, a cowl covering his head. He glanced over his shoulder, and she hit pause. His snout drooped low, but she knew his walk anywhere. Those eyes belonged to Sarlun.



“Where are you, Dad?” she whispered.



“Who are you talking to?” Slate asked, coming up behind her.



She almost shoved it away, but now wasn’t the time to keep secrets. She passed it to Slate. “I was just sent this.”



Slate’s eyes sprang wide. “That’s Sarlun. Do you know where he is?”



“Not yet, but I will.”



Slate rotated the tablet and zoomed in. “Did you notice the other name this was addressed to?”



Suma had been so distracted, she hadn’t even checked. She read it and wanted to scream. “Hulope. If she finds Sarlun, he’ll be strung up and killed.”



Slate frowned. “Then we’d better act fast.”
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A bridge burned. A man on the run.
 



Sarlun was once at the top. He led Shimmal, ushering the Gatekeepers into a new generation. After his betrayal, he vanished, leaving his planet in shambles.



When he finds a clue to the history of his people, Sarlun must follow the trail.



Jules Parker is finally content. Her family is back together, and her relationship is going well. But something is off. Hulope, the new leader of Shimmal has crossed the line, and Jules realizes the answer is to bring Sarlun back, no matter what had occurred in the past.




 The Search 
 is a daring adventure, with a deadly resolution.



Continue the adventure today!
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