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CHAPTER 1
The hum of the jump drive faded to silence. Cris Sights breathed a sigh of relief. Home at last.
He stood up from the plush chair in the passenger cabin of the TSS transport vessel and stretched. It had been another long week of diplomatic relations on behalf of the TSS. Following the success of his internship on Marilon II, Cris had become High Commander Banks’ first choice for any matters requiring a political liaison. Much to Cris’ irritation, the assignments had continued even after he advanced to Lead Agent. I should have known that there was no escape from politics. Even after two decades with the TSS, I’m still babysitting Dynastic delegates.
A young Militia officer named Dylaen popped his head into the passenger cabin. He had accompanied Cris on other diplomatic missions and had been immensely helpful with the administrative aspects of their most recent assignment on Bashari Prime. “All set, sir?”
“Yes, we made it back just in time. I think most of my sanity is intact.” Cris grabbed his travel bag from next to his chair and walked toward the door.
“Didn’t go quite how you hoped?” Dylaen asked.
I would lose it if I had to read through one more list of contract exceptions. Cris shrugged. “I submitted the report, so my opinion doesn’t matter anymore. We’ll see what Banks thinks.” That was one benefit to such assignments: once the report was filed, his work was done. Few other responsibilities as Lead Agent had such a clear distinction.
Dylaen accompanied Cris toward the gangway off the transport ship. “At least we have some leave now. Hopefully you can get some family time before we have to head out again.”
Cris almost laughed. I wish. “That’s a rarity these days. Kate and I are able to grab Wil for dinner once a week, if we’re lucky.” Though expected, it was still difficult to see his son drifting away. Wil was a Junior Agent, despite only being fourteen years old, and no one else in that position would have their parents around demanding attention. I kept him from a Dynastic life on Tararia, but is the TSS really any better? 
In recent years, Cris frequently found himself questioning the decision to raise Wil at TSS Headquarters. There had been no examples to follow—being the only High Dynasty heir to ever become a TSS Agent. Having a son to carry on the Sietinen Dynasty legacy was a given, but there were no systems in place within the TSS to accommodate that parental responsibility. Cris had fought to make it work—desperate to provide an alternative for his son that would offer a vantage other than that of Cris’ own privileged youth. The chance to raise Wil within the TSS, surrounded by others with telekinetic abilities and from all walks of life, seemed compelling at the time. Yet, it meant Wil had always been the sole child among teenagers and adults. Never did Cris anticipate the full effects of such an arrangement. 
Cris descended the gangway from the transport ship. With Dylaen in tow, he headed toward one of the docked shuttles that would take them from the space station down to the port on the surface of Earth’s moon.
“I’m not surprised Wil is so busy,” Dylaen commented as they approached the waiting shuttles. “People want to talk to him about all sorts of stuff—subspace navigation theory, engineering spec reviews, or even for tips on high-speed maneuvering in combat jets. I have no idea how he picks up so much.”
Everyone is so eager to exploit Wil’s intellect, they forget he’s still a kid. “I’ve told him he needs to establish some boundaries or he’s never going to have any time for himself.”
“Don’t worry. I’m sure he’ll find a balance eventually,” Dylaen assured. “You must be proud of him. Making Junior Agent already is really impressive.”
I had hoped he would have the chance to grow up without the weight of responsibility, but maybe it was unavoidable. “Very proud, but I still worry sometimes. I want him to be happy.”
“I’m sure he’d come to you if there were any issues,” Dylaen said.
I’m not so confident anymore. “I hope so.”
Cris entered the shuttle with Dylaen and initiated the auto-pilot to take them down to the surface.
“He’ll graduate in what—a couple more years?” Dylaen asked.
“Yes, it’s looking that way.” 
Wil had always been an exceedingly quick learner as a child. However, no one truly took notice of his exceptional aptitude until he moved in with other first year Trainees and began his formal training with the TSS at the unprecedented age of twelve. Seeing how Wil’s performance contrasted that of his older peers, it was immediately evident that he would complete the training program in record time. As he continued to grow stronger, it also became clear that his future rank would be well above that of any existing Agent—warranting a “Primus Elite” designation. Though no one wanted to acknowledge it outright, there was a strong possibility that Wil would even break the elusive Course Rank of 10. 
Cris shuddered, thinking back on his own experience with the brutal Course Rank Test years before. There’s no telling what he’d be able to do with that kind of power.
Dylaen shook head. “That’ll be so weird. He’ll be the same age as most incoming Trainees.”
“You’re telling me. I’ll probably get kicked out as Lead Agent.” At the time of his own graduation, Cris’ CR of 9.7 was unmatched—an accomplishment that gave him automatic seniority above much older and more experienced Primus Agents. Out of respect, he waited to assume the Lead Agent title until his predecessor, Nilaen, had retired, but it had made for some awkward moments with the other Agents. I never imagined my own son could be my superior, especially not at sixteen.
“Oh, come on. You’re far too much of an institution around here to be unseated so easily.”
Cris cracked a smile. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”
“Anytime, sir.”
When the shuttle docked at the surface port, Cris and Dylaen parted ways. Cris checked the time on his handheld and realized it was almost midnight. Everyone else is probably smart enough to be in bed by now.
He took the central elevator down to the main Headquarters structure, grateful to have the car to himself. After enduring near-constant conversation over the past few days, he appreciated the silence.
TSS Headquarters had been his home for almost twenty-one years, and it was always a welcome return home. He felt instantly at ease as the elevator descended through the containment lock that kept the main Headquarters structure suspended in a subspace bubble. The natural effect of subspace dampening his telekinetic abilities helped quiet his mind.
When he reached Level 2, Cris made the trek through the dimmed hallway of the Primus Agent’s residential wing. Sconces illuminating cascading planets filled the walls between doors, interspersed with holopaintings of nebulae. 
At last, he reached the long awaited haven of his quarters. He entered quietly, aware of the late hour. All of the overhead lights were off, but there were faint nightlights along the baseboard casting an orange glow throughout the room.
On the right side of the living room, the sliding door to the main bedroom was cracked open. Kate was in bed, asleep. 
Seeing her, Cris still felt a swell of love and excitement, even after seventeen years of marriage. Throughout the challenges they had faced as TSS Agents, their love and bond was a constant that sustained them. And, it gave them the enduring strength to form a united rebellion to the Priesthood’s anti-telekinesis sentiment throughout the Taran colonies. No member of a High Dynasty had ever openly embraced their abilities, and the public display of Cris’ TSS Agent’s uniform at his wedding to Kate had made a bold statement. Cris had expected his parents to denounce him and any involvement with the TSS, but they had been surprisingly agreeable from the moment he announced their engagement. However, he was willing to bet they would have done anything to finally unite the Sietinen and Vaenetri Dynasties.
Cris placed his handheld on the nightstand and took off his outer layer of clothes. As he lay down on the soft mattress, he began to relax for the first time in days. There’s nothing better than your own bed after a long trip.
Kate stirred as he adjusted the covers. “Welcome back,” she murmured, still half-asleep. “I missed you.”
“I missed you, too.” Cris gave her a kiss and then settled into his pillow. It was good to be home.
*       *       *
The dimmed hallway stretched before Wil Sights. No one else was present in the halls of the Primus residential wing so late, nearly 01:00 hours. Padded carpet made footsteps silent to the unwary, and Wil was much too tired and distracted by thoughts of an electrochemistry test later that day to pay much attention to his surroundings. He stifled a yawn as he rounded a corner, nearly overtaken by fatigue.
The other Junior Agent trainees often gave him a hard time about being so young and small compared to them, but Wil had learned how to hold his own. Still, he didn’t want any of it to be a competition. Most days, he wished everyone would just leave him alone so he could play around with fanciful ship designs on his tablet.
Wil ran his fingers through his short brown hair. The objects in his pockets seemed to grow heavier as he walked, weighing him down. Nearing an especially secluded section of the long corridor, he was struck with a sudden wave of unease. He shrugged off the feeling and took a deep breath, trying to unwind for the night. He closed his cerulean eyes as he walked, allowing his senses to dim in anticipation of sleep. Unnoticed, black-clad figures emerged from the shadows all around him.
An unnatural breeze brushed the back of Wil’s neck. His eyes shot open, catching the glint of a metal quarterstaff swinging toward his shoulder. Instinctively, he reached to his side for a weapon, but he was unarmed. He ducked to the side, agilely catching himself on the ground.
“H—!” Wil tried to call out for aid, but his mind felt fuzzy and the words were lost. 
The black-clad attacker stepped forward, looming over Wil as he crouched in the hall. Bright red eyes shone through the face mask, locked on Wil. 
Wil was mesmerized. As he huddled dazed and defenseless, the assailant reached out to Wil’s mind. 
The telepathic connection sent a sickening chill to Wil’s core. Hate and anger burned within, paired with an immense power Wil couldn’t even comprehend. There was such a fundamental difference between them—so opposite in their motivations and thinking—that Wil wondered how they could both exist. The pure loathing was more than Wil could handle, and he struggled to close his mind. He scrambled to his feet and backed toward the wall, fear gripping his chest. He tried to call out again, but telepathic interference from his assailant still clouded his mind.
Wil didn’t know how to fight back. Advanced telekinetic abilities were next to useless on the upper levels of Headquarters within the subspace bubble—attempting anything more than telepathy or basic levitation was like grasping at air. He barely came up to the assailant’s chest, so he had no chance in a fistfight. Frozen with shock and fear, Wil wasted crucial moments as the dark figure prepared for another assault.
The quarterstaff swung toward Wil again. He dove to the ground and rolled to the side. His back struck the wall. He heard a rattling overhead, and looked up to see an old show sword rocking in its holdings. In one swift movement, Wil leaped to his feet and grabbed the weapon from its hooks. The weight caught him by surprise and the sword nearly dropped to the ground. Wil hoisted the heavy weapon just in time to block a blow from the lead attacker—bolstering the deflection with as much telekinetic power as he could muster through the subspace haze. While he countered hits from his assailant, the other intruders waited calmly out of the way.
Tired even before the attack, Wil was soon to the point of complete exhaustion. He looked in earnest for any possible escape. Instead, he was horrified to see one of the figures down the hall lining him up in the sights of a stun gun. 
The lead attacker stood aside just as the invisible energy beam rippled through the air and struck the center of Wil’s chest. The force of the beam knocked Wil to the ground, the paralyzing effect of the gun taking effect immediately. 
The world began to blur into darkness. The last images Wil saw before losing consciousness were the five figures coming to stand over him. The blackness became everything.
*       *       *
Snapping out of a deep sleep, Cris looked up to see Kate smiling down at him.
“Hey you,” Cris murmured as he tucked a loose length of Kate’s dark-brown hair behind her ear. It was wet—freshly showered.
“Hey.” Kate gave him a slow, sultry kiss. She pulled away gently, savoring the moment. “Want to get breakfast with me?” She stroked the side of Cris’ face.
“Sure.” Cris glanced at the clock; it was just past 06:00. Not nearly enough sleep to make up for the deficit, but it will have to do. “You’re up early.”
“I have some papers to grade before class today.” Kate hopped off the bed.
Cris sat up. “Kind of last-minute, isn’t it?”
“Well, it’s tough to get psyched about reading twenty essays on the merits of distributed supply outposts in emerging colonization zones.”
“I offer no sympathy until you’re sentenced to oversee the arrival of new Trainees.” It was an annual event Cris endured as part of his Lead Agent position, shepherding hundreds of misbehaving teenagers who would one day be molded into Agents. After several years of observation, Cris had decided that Wil had acted more maturely by the age of three.
Kate grinned. “Banks would never do that. He likes me too much.”
If my assignments are any indication, then maybe he hates me. Cris dragged himself out of bed. “Well, only one more planet and I’m done with this round of negotiations. Then we can get back to normal.” 
For travel assignments, Kate typically served as the First Officer under Cris aboard the Vanquish, the flagship for the TSS. Her CR of 8.9 had made her a logical choice for the command position, aside from their relationship. However, the most recent mission with Bashari Prime was an extended diplomatic engagement—a poor fit for the Vanquish, and perfect opportunity for the ship to get some overdue maintenance. Not wanting to be away from Wil for that long, Kate had elected to teach some classes at Headquarters while Cris traveled with an administrative envoy. I never should have agreed to it. I hate the time apart.
“I can’t wait. I’m going stir-crazy being stuck here at Headquarters without you,” Kate said as she settled onto the bed with her tablet. “Let me know when you’re ready.”
Can’t I just go back to sleep? Cris slid off the bed. “I’m going to take a quick shower. I’ll be right back.”
He grabbed a clean set of clothes and shuffled into the bathroom to get ready. Hoping to jolt himself awake, he turned down the water temperature in the shower to several degrees cooler than normal. The strategy was moderately effective, but he still felt groggy.
Once dressed, Cris returned to the bedroom to retrieve Kate.
She turned off her tablet when Cris entered. “You got a call from Banks.”
Cris groaned. It’s pretty early for him to be working already. “I knew he wouldn’t be happy when he saw that report on Bashari Prime. Haersen probably tipped him off.” Cris had always found the administrative and reporting hoops implemented by the Mission Coordinator, Arron Haersen, to be a necessary nuisance. 
“Make it quick. I’m hungry!” Kate said with a grin.
Cris grabbed his handheld off the nightstand to check the message from Banks. In addition to the missed call notification, there were two follow-up text messages: “Come to my office immediately,” followed by, “Disregard. I’m coming to you.”
Kate noticed Cris frowning at his phone. “What is it?”
“I guess he’s coming here,” Cris replied. He never stops by without an invitation.
“That must have been quite a report—”
A buzzer sounded at the front door.
“I’ll handle it.” Cris jogged to the living room to open the front door. The moment he looked outside, his stomach dropped. I don’t think this is about my mission report.
Never had the High Commander looked so old and tired in the many years Cris had known him. Though Banks usually only looked to be in his late-thirties, due to the restorative benefits of his telekinetic abilities and strong Taran genetics, he was, in fact, nearly twice that age. For a rare change, it was showing. “May I come in?” Banks asked from the hall.
Cris stepped aside so he could enter. “What is it?” He closed the door.
Banks seemed dazed. “I’m sorry to barge in. This couldn’t wait.” 
Kate emerged from the bedroom. “What’s going on?”
Banks looked to each of them before removing his tinted glasses, since Cris and Kate weren’t wearing theirs. He took an unsteady breath. “Wil didn’t return to his quarters last night.”
Cris tensed.
“Then where—”
“You might want to sit down.” Banks gestured to the couch at the center of the room.
Cris’ pulse quickened. “I’d rather stand,” he replied, but moved within arm’s length of the furniture. Kate came to stand next to him and took his hand.
Banks looked down. “Wil’s roommates couldn’t track him down, so they alerted central services. When we went to investigate, we found that most of the security footage from last night had been wiped. However, we recovered one file from the spaceport on the surface.”
“Where is he?” Kate demanded.
Stars! Wil… Cris’ stomach was a solid knot.

Banks swallowed. “It appears Wil was captured by the Bakzen.”
“No!” Kate collapsed to the floor, choking on her tears.
Cris felt like all the air had been sucked from the room. He staggered and was relieved to find the couch there to support his weight. After a moment, he sunk to his knees and placed an arm around his wife. He wanted to offer her more comfort, but it was taking all of his strength to not completely break down alongside her. 
Looking up at Banks, Cris opened his mouth to speak, but couldn’t think of what to say. The Bakzen! Since becoming a TSS Agent, Cris had learned frustratingly little about the Bakzeni Empire and their mounting forces beyond the outer Taran colonies. Like everyone else in the TSS beyond first year Trainees, he knew the Bakzen by reputation as a distant enemy—powerful and dangerous, but not an immediate concern.
“How could you let this happen?” cried Kate. 
Banks came over to kneel next to them, absorbed in his own thoughts. He looked almost defeated. “I’m so sorry. I never thought they would break into Headquarters like this.”
“Why would they take him?” Cris finally croaked.

Banks gathered himself and looked Cris in the eye. “Wil’s far more important than you can imagine. It’s imperative he’s rescued.”
“He’s our son.” There’s nothing more important.
“I know you’re going to take this as parents no matter what I say. But this goes beyond your family, and even the High Dynasties. This isn’t a random kidnapping.” 
Cris searched the High Commander’s face. “What do you mean?” 

Banks hesitated. “Wil was targeted. And I think the Bakzen had help from inside the TSS.”
Targeting Wil? Cris shook his head. “I don’t understand.”
Kate swallowed. “Who would help the Bakzen capture Wil? And why?”
“There’s no time to get into that now,” Banks replied. “We need to get him back.”
A glimmer of hope ignited in Cris. “You know where they took him?”
Banks nodded, but his face was drawn. “We have a guess, anyway. The Bakzen homeworld, beyond the outer colonies.”
Cris’ throat felt too tight to breathe. 
Kate wiped her cheeks. “When do we leave?”
The High Commander sat back on his heels and shook his head. “I can’t allow both of you to go.”
Cris rose to his feet. “Try to stop us.”
Kate rose more slowly. “No, he’s right, Cris. You’re the Sietinen heir.”
And this might be a one-way mission. Cris’ stomach turned over. “Then I’m going alone.”
“I just said—” Kate started to protest.
Cris shook his head. “If this is about preserving the bloodline, then my contribution is on file with the Genetic Archive. A matched surrogate is more valuable.” It was a cold way to look at it, but it was a truth.
“Are you sure?” she asked him telepathically.
“I don’t want to leave you, but I have to do this,” Cris responded.
Kate looked down, then nodded and wrapped her arms around Cris, burying her face in his chest. She took a shaky breath as she pulled away, keeping ahold of his hand. “While you’re away, I’ll try to find out who’s working with the Bakzen.”
“Then it’s settled,” Banks said, turning his attention to Cris. “I had Haersen get everything on the Vanquish prepped for you. I figured you would want to leave right away.”
“It’s back from the shipyards?” Cris asked.
“Just returned a few days ago,” the High Commander confirmed.
“Which makes it untested in the field. And it’s large. Maybe a smaller tactical vessel would—”
“The new upgrades make it the best ship in our fleet,” Banks countered. “You’ll want every advantage.” 
Cris nodded absently. “Okay. I need a First Officer.”
Banks nodded. “I already sent out a request for volunteers. Scott Wincowski was one.” 
“He realizes this might be a suicide mission, right?” Cris asked.
Fresh tears filled Kate’s eyes as she gripped Cris’ hand tighter.
“Yes, everyone knows,” Banks replied. “You have a full skeleton crew, plus a few others.” 
“And,” Cris continued, “I need access to the restricted Bakzen files.”
Banks hesitated. “Granting that clearance isn’t entirely up to me.”
Cris glared at the High Commander. “Then I’m being set up to fail.” Wil’s life is at stake! What secret is so important to jeopardize a rescue?
“I’ll see what I can do,” Banks said after a moment. “You should get going. Good luck.” He rushed out the door.
When they were alone, Kate wrapped her arms around Cris again. “Come home. I can’t lose you both.” 
Cris looked her in the eye. “I’ll bring him home, I promise.”
 



CHAPTER 2
Cris stepped out of the transport shuttle onto the cool metallic floor-plates of the spaceport anchored above the moon’s surface. The normal serenity of space was overshadowed by Kate’s sobs still echoing in his mind.
He wished he could join her in expressing the fear and anguish that threatened to bring him to his knees, but there was still a chance—slim, but a chance—that he could find their son alive. Though he could barely stand, he forced himself onward. There was no time to reflect. The Bakzen have Wil. He was targeted. It didn’t seem real.
As Cris approached the entry gates, he caught sight of Scott pacing back and forth. His black overcoat billowed as he spun on his booted heel.
Scott looked up at the sound of Cris’ approaching footsteps. “How are you holding up?”
“Well enough,” he replied, even though it was anything but true. “Thanks for offering to come along.”
“You know I never turn down a challenge,” Scott said with a grin.
Cris couldn’t bring himself to share the same enthusiasm. “Let’s go.” He gestured toward the entry gates. 
They went through the automated security checkpoint with a palm scan and voice identification, then made their way toward the docking location for the Vanquish.
Cris’ stomach knotted as they approached the ship. Don’t think about where we’re going. He turned to his friend. “You haven’t been on the Vanquish for some time, have you?”
“No. Is she still the same beauty?”
“You know it.” Though most Agents trained on the Command track didn’t receive a starship without at least a decade of service, Cris had been assigned his first ship shortly after graduation. When he assumed the role of Lead Agent, he’d been transferred to the Vanquish. As the TSS flagship, the Vanquish played a key role whenever the TSS required an authoritative command presence. Though it lacked the intimidation factor of a full warship, Cris and his crew had taken part in the occasional battle and the Vanquish could hold its own against larger vessels. However, generally their objective was to diffuse a situation without it turning into a firefight. Over the twelve years the Vanquish had been under his command, Cris had been on more missions than he could count, most of them with Kate as his First Officer. 
The two Primus Agents walked in silence down the long, glass-walled gangway leading to the Vanquish. The ship was always just as awe-inspiring as the first time Cris saw it, its seamless hull gleaming with blue-green iridescence under the lights from the spaceport. The sleek ship dominated the view to the right of the gangway, filling the window that curved from the floor up to a thin metal strip along the top. However, it was the star-speckled expanse of space beyond that captured Cris’ attention. The vastness that normally called to him with the promise of excitement and adventure was now a dark and dangerous unknown. We’ve never heard back from anyone sent to Bakzeni Territory. He tried to push down the apprehension gripping in his chest. We’ll have to change that.
The gangway led to the fifth deck of the Vanquish, near the Command Center in the core of the ship. The two men took a lift down one deck to the Senior Officers’ quarters. “You can take the Delegate’s Suite at the end of the hall,” Cris told Scott as they parted. “Freshly remodeled.”
Cris walked into the room he usually shared with Kate. It seemed desolate without her. He yearned to be with her, to seek comfort in her companionship. But, he took solace knowing she was safe at home. Not that anywhere feels safe anymore. As much as he didn’t want to think about it, there was something going on—a deception far greater than he ever suspected, and Wil was part of it. I need to figure out what.
His thoughts were interrupted by a buzz at the door. “Come in, Scott,” he muttered. When he looked up, he was surprised to instead see a former Chief Engineer, Matt Nomalor, standing in the doorway. Cris hadn’t seen him for years and it took a moment to register. “Matt? I thought you were testing prototypes over in the Kaldern System.”
Matt grinned. “I was, but I didn’t trust that new guy with the Vanquish.”
Cris couldn’t help but crack a smile despite his low spirits. Matt had more than thirty years of experience on combat ships as a Militia officer and was an asset to any crew. “It’s just like you to arrange an intervention.”
“Besides, I couldn’t wait to check out the upgrades. Apparently there’s some pretty innovative tech in there.”
Cris sighed. “I haven’t even had a chance to look over the new specs.”
“Don’t worry, she’s still the same ship. I’ll take good care of her so you can focus on what’s important.”  
“Thanks. I need all the help I can get.”
Matt’s smile faded. “That’s why I’m here.” He crossed his arms, face drawn. “Cris, I feel terrible that you’re going through this. I’m so sorry.” 
The words cut deep. They all dance around it—saying they’re “sorry about what happened.” But what they really mean is, “The Bakzen captured your son, and you’ll be lucky if you ever see him alive again!” Cris’ resolve broke. He turned away from his old friend as his eyes began to burn. The sickening ache in his chest swelled with every thought of what he was facing and everything he was leaving behind. He bit his lip, hoping to hold back the tears, but the emotion flooded out. I must be strong… Wil needs me. He fought to regain control. I can’t give up on him.
Cris took several deep breaths to calm himself. He felt better after releasing some of the pent-up emotion, but he wished Matt hadn’t been there to see it. He cleared his throat and dried his face, thankful that his tinted glasses hid his eyes. “We should take our posts.” 
Matt only nodded in response.
They stepped into the hallway and found Scott waiting outside the door.
“I should get down to Engineering,” Matt said to Cris as he glanced over at the other Primus Agent.
“Right,” Cris said, turning his mind to business, “have you met Scott Wincowski?”
Scott and Matt looked each other over. “Yes,” said Matt, “but it was a long time ago.”
Cris nodded. “We can finish the reunion later.”
After a parting nod to Matt, Cris and Scott made their way up to the Command Center. As they entered the spherical room, the two other crew members rose out of respect for their senior officers. Both pairs of eyes rested on Scott.
Cris waved his hand. “At ease.” He always ran the ship with casual protocol compared to most of the other captains, likely a product of his time spent traveling on a cargo freighter—the Exler—before joining the TSS. “Scott will be joining us as First Officer.”
Cris and Scott stepped across the transparent floor bisecting the sphere. The lower hemisphere of the holographic projection screen that surrounded the Command Center was darkened, making the floor appear black. Lights around the perimeter of the room cast a soft glow on the upper dome.
Alec Braensen, the ship’s pilot, took his seat at the navigation console a step down from the command chairs in the center of the room. “Our course is plotted and ready to go.” His normally exuberant demeanor was nowhere to be seen, replaced by a stoic mask that only partially hid his apprehension. He was also a Primus Agent, with a Navigation specialization.
“Good.” Cris looked to the other officer, Kari Wilsen, who managed the weapons and communications systems from a station next to Alec’s. “How’s everything look, Kari?”
“Top marks across the board,” she replied. “Looks like they put everything back together properly.” She looked Scott over again before sitting down.
Cris sensed her wariness about the new addition to the crew. They don’t have any history with Scott, but they do trust me. It won’t take much to win them over. “Scott and I were roommates. He introduced me to Kate,” Cris said as he took the Captain’s chair.
“I’ve known Wil his whole life,” Scott added as he sat down in the First Officer’s chair next to Cris. “I want nothing more than to see him return home safely.”
Kari nodded and seemed to relax a little.
We’re all in this together. Cris activated the final verification scan of all systems via the console between the two command chairs. A holographic readout popped up midway between his chair and the front domed wall, displaying a list of the ship’s systems with a progress bar advancing over each. The headings turned blue as subsystem scans completed. 
While he waited for the scan, Cris brought up the crew manifest. In addition to Matt, he was shocked to see Irina Saunatev, the Head Medical Doctor for the TSS, on the list. Any Captain would be lucky to have them.
The scan completed. Everything checked out.
The knot in Cris’ stomach cinched tighter. “We’re all set.”
Alec and Kari swiveled their chairs around to face Cris, and Scott looked over at him. All faces were expectant.
This isn’t just any mission. Cris swallowed. He reached over the center console and opened a ship-wide communication. “You all know why we’re here and what we have to do. If you have any reservations, say so now.”
His officers looked each other over. “I’m scared shiteless,” Scott said, “but I’ll follow you to the bitter end if that’s what it takes.”
“We’re all in,” Matt said over the comm.
The two helm officers murmured agreement.
Cris gave a resolute nod. “Take us out, Alec.” He ended the communication.
“Aye.”
The domed ceiling and floor of the Command Center came to life, projecting a perfect representation of the space surrounding the Vanquish. Other ships and the spacedock filled the left side of the screen, with the cratered, white surface of the moon below and an open starscape above.
Will I ever see this again? Cris took a deep breath and gripped the arms of his chair. Don’t think like that. I have to succeed.
Alec brought up his programmed navigation sequence on the console in front of him. Such long-range courses along the network of subspace navigation beacons were a challenge to plot, but Alec’s exceptional instincts as a navigator and pilot were why Cris had selected him for his crew. 
When the docking clamps disengaged from the hull, the ship began to slowly move away from the port. Once far enough out, Cris gave the order to activate the spatial jump drive.
Vibrations from the jump drive’s reactor emanated through the floor as the air began to hum. A distortion field grew around the ship as the reactor rose to full power. Slowly, the image surrounding the Command Center morphed from a starscape into ethereal shifting blues and greens. Swirling colored light overtook the ship. The Vanquish slipped into subspace.
Cris slumped back in his chair. The shifting blue-green shimmer of subspace gave no sense of forward movement. “What’s the estimated transit time?” he asked Alec.
“Six hours, give or take,” the pilot replied.
Cris sighed.
The duration of the jump was variable with such an extended beacon sequence, depending on the subspace flow. Halfway across the galaxy. What will we find when we get there?
With the computer’s navigation system locked onto the necessary sequence of beacons to keep the Vanquish on course, there was little to do until they dropped back into normal space.
I need a distraction. Cris pulled out a tablet from its pocket next to his chair. He brought up the Mainframe to check on his access to the Bakzen files, hoping Banks had followed through. Still nothing. With an inward groan, he set the tablet aside and tried to clear his head. He closed his eyes and allowed himself to drift toward a trance.
A shudder ran through the ship. Startled, Cris snapped back to attention. “What was that?”
The Vanquish lurched to the side, rattling the Command Center.
“The signal is failing,” Alec stammered. “I’m losing the third beacon in the sequence.”
Shite! “What’s the cause?”
Alec manipulated the controls at his console. “I can’t tell, but we need to abort. The signal isn’t holding.”
Bomax, what did they do to the ship? “Get us out of here!”
Alec immediately made the necessary adjustments, requiring instantaneous mental calculations that were well beyond the capabilities of most. Any error and they risked being torn apart in subspace.
Cris gripped the armrest of his chair. Come on, Alec.
The Vanquish jerked as the signal switch was made. Stars began to show through the ethereal blue-green. Another shudder wracked the Vanquish and the ship abruptly dropped into normal space. The subspace distortion dissipated like a lifting fog.
Cris sighed with relief and looked around the viewscreen. Where are we? He glanced over at Scott, who looked perplexed.
Alec brought the ship to a full stop. He breathed an unsteady sigh of relief.
“Damage rep—” Cris was cut off by a buzz at the center console. He answered the call, “Command Center.”
“Something strange happened,” Matt said over the comm.
“Yes, we lost contact with a navigation beacon.”
“No, I mean with the jump drive itself,” replied the engineer.
Cris tensed. “What?”
“One of the power conversion cells for the reactor blew,” Matt explained. “I don’t know how it happened—maybe something from the upgrades—but the cell is completely dead.”
Fok. Cris wilted. “So the jump drive is inoperable.”
“At least until a replacement cell has been installed and initialized.” Matt paused. “That also means we’re without subspace communications.”
Cris looked to Scott, who just shook his head. “When can the repairs be finished?”
“It would take about sixteen hours. That is, if there were a replacement cell onboard,” Matt said, his regret audible.
Shite! “Why don’t we have any replacements?”
“It’s not a part that generally goes bad—”
That doesn’t change our present situation. Cris took a calming breath. “Never mind. Could you adapt a civilian cell to fit our drive?”
“Maybe. It depends.”
I can’t believe this is happening. “Okay.” Cris shifted his attention to his tactical officer. “Kari, are there any TSS supply outposts nearby?” We have to find a replacement cell. I have to find Wil.
“There are no TSS facilities closer than five days’ travel without the use of the jump drive,” she responded.
Stars! We can’t afford that long of a delay. “Find the closest planet with active trading.”
“Aye,” Kari acknowledged.
“Make any adaptations you can to the drive to prepare it for a foreign cell,” Cris told Matt over the comm.
“I’ll do what I can.”
“Command Center out,” Cris said, ending the communication.
Scott was sitting quietly, somewhat uncharacteristic for him.
“Does something feel wrong about all of this?” Cris asked him telepathically. “We’re on perhaps the most important mission of our lives, and we have a breakdown of a system with an otherwise flawless performance record—right after a bunch of strangers give it a complete maintenance overhaul.”
“Sabotage?” Scott speculated.
“I don’t know. It just doesn’t seem like coincidence.”
“I agree.”
Cris paused for a moment before continuing. “But… Something tells me we weren’t meant to maintain a beacon lock. Alec is one of the only pilots who could have recovered. I think someone wanted us lost in subspace.”
“Sir,” interrupted Kari, “we’re in luck. We’re at the edge of an inhabited solar system, and it appears to have an active trade outpost. It’s called Arnca. The TSS is in contact with the government and is on good terms.”
“How long will it take to reach orbit of the planet?”  
“I estimate two hours,” Kari replied.
That will have to be fast enough. “Okay. Alec, set in a course.” Cris turned to Scott. “We can talk more later.
I need to get a stim. It’s going to be a long day.” Then aloud, “Wincowski, the Command Center is yours until we reach Arnca. Contact me when we’re nearing the planet. I’ll be in my quarters.”
“I’ve got it.” Scott nodded. “Go take care of yourself.”
Cris walked out of the Command Center, taking the familiar path down the hallway and central lift. When he arrived at the infirmary door, it opened automatically, revealing one of the most technologically advanced medical centers on any contemporary interstellar ship. Nonetheless, Cris headed straight for the general medication cabinet. Before he had gone two steps, a familiar voice stopped him mid-stride.
“May I help you?”
Cris turned to see the TSS Head Medical Doctor come out from the small office tucked in the back corner of the room. Irina Saunatev, like Cris, was a native of the Third Region of Tararia. She was of medium height for a woman, with reddish-blond hair accented with pale skin. Her soft voice suited her features. 
Cris greeted her with something resembling a smile. “I was surprised to see your name on the crew manifest.” 
Irina smiled back, but it was one of sympathy. “When Banks sent out the request for volunteers, I had to come. I delivered Wil, so I feel responsible for his well-being.”
They were family within the TSS. Wil was a part of all their lives. “Thank you. I’ll feel better knowing he’ll have the best possible care when we find him.”
The doctor looked him over through her tinted glasses. “Are you doing okay?”
Cris made a noncommittal gesture with his hand in response. I won’t be okay until Wil is back home.
Irina flushed. “Of course, you’re in the infirmary. What do you need?”
“I’m just tired. I wanted to get a stimulant to hold me through until I can get some real sleep.” I’ll rest when there’s time.
“Of course. I’ll get it.”
“I can—”
“No, no,” Irina insisted. “Since I’m here, I have to make myself useful. It defeats the purpose of having a doctor around when the patients insist on doing everything themselves.” She left the room and returned with a nearly translucent strip. “Here you are.” She handed it to Cris with a pair of tweezers.
“Thanks.” Cris placed the strip in his mouth and it instantly dissolved. “I’ll see you later.” Irina looked as if she meant to say something else but remained silent.
No doubt more condolences. But this isn’t over yet.
*       *       *
Banks tried to suppress his concern over the Vanquish’s disappearance. Why did they drop off the communication grid? They should still be en route in subspace.
Setting aside his worries, Banks turned his attention to Kate—the one person who must be even more distraught over the day’s events. He buzzed the door to the quarters Kate shared with Cris.
After a moment, the door cracked open. Kate peered out, her eyes red and face pale. “Sir, what are you doing here?”
It’s a good thing I came by. “Oh, come on, Kate. No need for formality.”
“Right, I’m sorry. Please, come in.” She stood aside and gestured him through the door. 
As Banks entered, Kate made some gestures toward the viewscreen on the wall and the screen darkened.
Banks closed the door behind himself and looked around. The personal touches throughout the room jumped out at him, knowing Cris and Wil were in danger—pictures of Wil as a small child, holopaintings of the gardens from the Sietinen estate, souvenirs from Cris and Kate’s travels together. Most Agents didn’t have such attachments. This was a real family, and they were split apart. 
He took a seat on the chocolate-colored couch in the center of the room facing the viewscreen on the wall. 
Kate sat down on the opposite end of the plush sofa. She folded herself inward, arms crossed and gaze distant. “Why are you here?”
“In case you need to talk. Everything happened so fast earlier, and with Cris gone…” I have to remain objective and think of Wil as the purpose he serves, but he’s still someone’s son. Still, despite his need to remain objective, being a part of Wil’s life had made Banks care more deeply than his colleagues condoned.
Kate looked away. “Thank you, that’s very thoughtful.”
“You’re not alone,” Banks told her. “It might not always show, but Wil and Cris are like family to me. I watched Wil grow up. And, in many ways, Cris is like a son to me, since I never had one of my own. Know that I’m here for you.”
Kate stood suddenly and paced to the other side of the room. “You say you care, but you sent Cris on what may very well be a one-way mission.”
“I didn’t want to send him, but there was no one else I could trust.” Banks got up and gently placed his hands on her slumped shoulders, tense with worry and fear. He wished there were more he could do to soothe her, but he couldn’t get too close. “Cris will find him.”
“Meanwhile, there’s a traitor among us.”
Made all the more apparent by the Vanquish’s disappearance. “Have you found anything?”
Kate shook her head. “I just started my review of the files. It will take time.”
Who knows what other damage could be done in the meantime. “I’m looking into it, too. We’ll figure it out.”
Kate sniffed back the tears. “What does it matter? Cris and Wil are already out there. I’m afraid I’ll never see them again.”
Banks turned her around and looked her in the eyes. “That won’t happen.”
“I wish I could feel so sure.”
“They’ll be fine, because they have to be.” They are too important. Their loss would mean the end for us all. It can’t come to that.
*       *       *
Kate closed the door behind the High Commander. He’d dropped by at an inopportune time, but it would have been rude to turn him away. It’s sweet of him to try to comfort me, but nothing he can say will make this better. I want my husband and son home safely.
Her initial evaluation of the security logs had yielded some intriguing results—results she wasn’t yet ready to share. The breach had to be someone high up in the command ranks, and only a couple dozen people would have the clearance. She and Cris were the only individuals she could rule out with absolute certainty.
No TSS ships aside from the Vanquish had left port since Wil’s capture and all personnel were accounted for. The traitor was either onboard her husband’s ship or still inside Headquarters.
Kate restored her work on the viewscreen. There was still much to review.
 



CHAPTER 3
It was utter darkness. Only the incessant drip of water somewhere in the distance broke through the monotonous black. Wil lay on his back, feeling cold ground beneath him. It was damp and rough. Stone? He peered around, but could make out no landmarks. Where am I?
His head throbbed.
Wil strained to make sense of his surroundings. The air smelled of mildew and dirt. A cave? He ventured a telekinetic probe, but the meager insights were hardly worth the increased pressure in his head. He eased off. The sound of dripping water continued to rhythmically pierce the gloom, its source still a mystery.
He sat up slowly, the force of his headache growing with the elevation of his head. Rubbing his temples, he attempted to ease the pounding. He raised himself into a kneeling position on the hard ground, waiting for his senses to settle. I’m alive. Who would capture me, and why?
A crack of light pierced the darkness. The shock of illumination nearly blinded Wil. A rectangle opened up, as if a door were rising on a far wall. Three large figures stepped forward, silhouetted against the bright light.
Wil stood up and eyed his opponents. If they wanted to kill me, they would have done it already. Right…?
The middle silhouetted figure raised an arm parallel with the ground. The air rippled as the paralyzing beam shot toward Wil. Intense pain took his body once more as the world faded.
*       *       *
Cris stood in the center of his darkened room and gazed through the window at the stars. Despite his concern for Wil’s safety, he couldn’t help but fear his own fate. The delay caused by the jump drive malfunction had only given him more time to dwell on what he and his crew were up against. If anything he had been told about the Bakzen over the years was correct, they would soon face a seemingly impenetrable sensor grid known at the Defense Barrier at the border of Bakzeni Territory. We can only hope to see a way in once we get there. There’s so little I know about the Bakzen…
Reminded once again of his request to Banks, Cris went to activate the viewscreen above the desk in the corner of his room. He has to give me something to work with. 
Cris sat down on the edge of his bed across from the screen. “CACI, bring up all files pertaining to the Bakzeni Empire.”
In compliance, the viewscreen illuminated with the TSS insignia and the words “Top Secret” written below it. “Authorization is required to view these files,” CACI stated in the same female voice that was used for the interactive programs around Headquarters. Cris stated his identification number, hoping this time it would yield different results. “Authorization approved.” Cris let out a sigh of relief. The viewscreen changed from the TSS insignia to a still figure of a soldier.
The scale next to the Bakzen soldier indicated that it would stand half a head taller than the average Tararian male, and it was more severe-looking than any Taran Cris had ever seen. The figure began rotating, showing off the substantial bone structure beneath rough skin. Completely hairless, and with a slightly orange tint to the skin, the Bakzen soldier looked well-equipped for living a combative life. The soldier’s cold red eyes stared out from the viewscreen. A sudden chill gripped Cris as he looked at the face of his enemy. 
Cris glanced over specifics of Bakzen physiology and was caught by one key detail: they were all clones. No wonder they can keep ramping up their forces.
He had CACI move to the next section of the file, which dealt with weapons and defenses. There was a note that the information was mostly speculative. Clearly we don’t know everything, he thought, reflecting on the Headquarters break-in. Even if there had been help from the inside, it would still take considerable skill to bypass all of the necessary security checkpoints. The Bakzen file also mentioned spatial transportation, but Cris was disheartened to see old file dates on the information—some as great as twenty years old. 
He quickly flipped through several other sections before stopping at the description and image of the infamous Defense Barrier. The Barrier was rumored to be one of the most colossal and intricate structures ever created, and the schematic did its reputation justice. Reports indicated that nothing had ever made it through the sensor grid undetected, and nothing that passed through the Barrier into Bakzen territory came back in one piece—if at all. The file didn’t go into the details, but Cris examined the diagram and started thinking through potential weaknesses.
After studying all of the available data, Cris started to move to the next section, but was stopped by a message stating that higher authorization was required to access the restricted files. Stars! What now? “CACI, what level clearance is needed to view the restricted files?”
“Level 10 clearance required. High Commander only.”
“What could possibly be in those files that they don’t want me to see?” CACI didn’t reply. “What percentage of files related to the Bakzen does my clearance include?”
“28%” CACI replied.
28%? That’s hardly anything! An initial wave of anger was replaced by a feeling of defeat. Why are they making me go into this blind?
Cris deactivated the viewscreen and lay back on the bed. He felt completely drained. What the fok is going on?
*
Cris awoke to an unwelcome buzz at the door. He glanced at the clock and saw that an hour and a half had passed. Either I was more tired than I realized, or Irina tricked me.
He reluctantly propped himself into a semi-sitting position and muttered, “Come in,” under his breath. Scott entered. “What is it?” Cris sat up the rest of the way. 
“We’re nearing Arnca.”
Cris nodded absently.
Scott pulled up a chair so he could sit facing Cris. “You look awful.” 
“I’m sure I do.” Cris ran a hand through his hair, mussing it further. “Fok, how did we get here?”
Scott smiled. “On a starship. Shite, I thought I might have to hold your hand on this mission, but wipe your ass, too?”
Cris sighed and gave his friend a sidelong glare. “Things were really good for a while there.”
“Nothing has changed, Cris. We’ll find Wil.”
Cris swallowed. Maybe nothing had changed, but he had started to see things for what they were. “I completely failed Wil.”
“No one could have seen this coming.”
“Banks did.” Even if he didn’t outright admit it.
Scott raised an eyebrow. “What makes you say that?”
Cris leaned forward, resting his elbows on his thighs. “He told me today that Wil is important to the TSS. But, I don’t think he meant it in the way a gifted trainee is important. He looked terrified—like a vital mission was unravelling before his eyes.” He hung his head. “I can’t believe I didn’t see it before.” Or maybe I just didn’t want to see it. I needed to believe I had escaped.
“See what?”
“I’m not sure, exactly. But, they always pushed Wil more than any other trainee. I think they’ve been covertly directing him this whole time.”
Scott frowned. “Maybe you’re reading into it too much. We’re all on edge.”
“No, I don’t think so.” The persistent knot in Cris’ stomach twisted. I’ve let my son be used, just like they’ve been using me. “Stars! It was right in front of me, and I did nothing to stop it.”
“We don’t know anything for sure,” Scott soothed. “Let’s just get through this. One step at a time.”
Cris took a slow breath and nodded. “It’s finally becoming clear now. There’s something going on with the Bakzen—something they don’t want us to know. I should’ve known… All these years, whenever I’ve mentioned the conflict in the outer territories, Banks has always hedged. But then today, he said that the Bakzen targeted Wil.”
Scott tilted his head. “Why would the Bakzen be after him?”
“Exactly. We all know his potential, but how would the Bakzen know any of that? And why would they care?”
“Hmm.” Scott crossed his arms and leaned back in the chair.
“And if Wil’s so important to the TSS and the Bakzen were specifically after him, then why am I still locked out of 72% of the files on the Mainframe that reference the Bakzen?”  
“What?” Scott looked incredulous.
“I specifically asked Banks for access to all of the Bakzen files, and my clearance went from 7% access to 28%.”
Cris searched his friend’s face, but saw no sign of deceit. At least he’s not in on it, too. “We have to know all the facts for this mission to be successful.”
Scott nodded. “I agree. I have no idea why Banks would keep anything from you.”
Cris shook his head, at a loss for how to channel his frustration. “Neither do I.” But dwelling on unknowns won’t save Wil. Resolute, Cris stood up and stretched. I have to keep moving forward with what I do know. “We should get back.”
Scott followed Cris to the Command Center. When they arrived, Scott sat down in the First Officer’s chair while Cris remained standing in the center of the room.
“Bring up a map of Arnca with a list of all the major ports and trade posts,” Cris instructed. 
A slowly rotating planet appeared at the front of the domed room, and it was overlaid with a series of dots and dashes representing landmarks on and above the surface of the planet. He reviewed the map and zoomed in on the holographic projection with his hands. The primary space station was in geosynchronous orbit above a sprawling city in the southern hemisphere. 
“Let’s dock here,” Cris said, highlighting the main space station. “It has a large enough berth, and the city below it is probably our best bet for finding a replacement cell.” He turned around to get a second opinion from Scott.
“Agreed,” Scott confirmed.
“I’ll take her over,” Alec said.
The Vanquish swung around the planet and Alec maneuvered into docking position. Once the clamps had locked onto the hull, Cris used the console next to his chair to contact Engineering.
“Matt,” Cris said, “meet me by the main gangway. I need your expertise to identify a suitable replacement cell.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Let me know right away if anything comes up,” Cris told Scott.
“Will do. Good luck.”
Cris waited at the top of the gangway, and once Matt arrived they walked together into the foreign spaceport.
The port was like many Cris had encountered in his initial travels on the Exler decades before. It was fairly crowded, and the hum of conversation filled the central mall of the station. People dressed in a multitude of clothing styles with a diverse range of physical features made their way through the corridor with purpose. The hall was lined with shops trying to attract patrons with colorful holographic signage and targeted advertising. Such ads picked up on the characteristics of an individual based on the data in each person’s handheld, unless it was blocked like the TSS-issued devices.
As Cris and Matt navigated through the port, Cris took advantage of the background din to question his Chief Engineer. “Matt, in your opinion, what kind of spatial drive would be needed to travel from Bakzeni Territory without us knowing?”
Matt looked pensively at the floor. “Well,” he began, still in thought, “it would be more advanced than anything we currently have—anything that I know the TSS has, at least. Theoretically, it would have to navigate without beacons, since a beacon keeps records of any ships locking onto its signal.” He shrugged. “Why do you ask?”
Cris brushed off the inquiry. “Just curious of what we’re up against.” That’s what I thought. But how is it possible? Independent jump drives are a distant theory—how could the Bakzen be more advanced than the TSS?
“Are you sure you’re all right, Cris?”
“Just getting down to business.” When I asked for adventure in my life, this isn’t what I wanted.
The people in the spaceport appeared to be primarily merchants and freighter captains, which was encouraging to see. Hopefully it indicated that there would be a wider variety of tech for sale. The crowd kept clear of the duo as they walked through the station, recognizing the distinctive look of an Agent.
Cris and Matt took a transport shuttle down to the surface of the planet. The passengers traveling with a companion whispered to each other as they stared at Cris. He was used to the attention from his travels with Kate and barely noticed.
They were let off the transport near the center of a completely enclosed city. After taking a moment to get oriented, Cris stepped out into the crowd first, gesturing for Matt to follow. “Stay close,” he called over the commotion of the other Tarans passing down the street.
“I will. This place is packed,” Matt shouted back.
They passed several shops displaying promising equipment, but Cris went by them all. Eventually, he spotted a defunct storefront tucked in a hollow between two especially tall buildings.
Matt looked at the shop with distaste. “Here? Really?”
“Trust me. I know how to pick the shops, but finding the right part is all on you.”
Once inside, Matt’s initial skepticism was set to rest after a quick glance at the contents of the shop. The walls and the pedestals seemingly placed at random around the room boasted an impressive collection of engines, generators and other such devices. At the sound of the door closing, the storekeeper came forward from a back storage room. He said something in what Cris took to be an Arncan dialect.
Cris responded in the galactic standard language, “Can you speak New Taran?”
“Yes, of course,” the storekeeper responded in New Taran, if a bit muddled. “May I help you?” He was tall and slim, and he wrung his hands compulsively. Though he bore resemblance to his Taran heritage, like many of the people in the colonies that far from Tararia, the Arncans had taken on distinctive features to suit their planet. His skin was dark and his dark eyes seemed especially large.
“We need a power distribution cell for the spatial jump drive of a TSS ship. Or something that we could adapt to our technology,” Matt said.
The storekeeper assessed them before responding. “You an Agent?” he asked Cris.
Cris nodded.
“I thought so,” the shopkeeper said, eying him. “Yes, I have a cell. But such a rare item comes at a high price.” Unknown to Cris and Matt, but well known to Arnca’s neighbors, Arncans were highly regarded for their bartering prowess.
Matt looked to Cris.
Cris shrugged. “What do you have to offer?”
The storekeeper grinned. “Right this way.”
He led Cris and Matt deeper into the shop. They wove their way to the back left corner of the store, which was much larger than Cris had thought. Maybe there really will be something we can use.
The storekeeper stopped and stood aside, displaying his merchandise. The cell, if it could be called that, looked ancient. “It’s from a TSS ship that crashed here many years ago. I got it in an auction. It’s the only TSS cell on Arnca.”
It didn’t even take a telepathic probe for Cris to know the shopkeeper’s statement was genuine.
Matt scrutinized the cell. “Would that ship by any chance be the Infinity?”
The Arncan nodded, seeming disinterested by the detail.
Matt took a breath. “All this time she was presumed lost in subspace after her test flight.”
The shopkeeper perked up with sudden interest. “A rare artifact?” His large eyes gleamed.
Cris wracked his memory for the TSS history he’d learned in classes years before. Stars, of course! The Infinity… Could it really be? The TSS Infinity was designed to test a new spatial jump drive that operated with no waste material—reacting directly with the tiny particles in the vacuum of space as a power source. Its design for efficient long-duration travel was the prototype for the modern jump drives on all TSS ships. Cris admired the somewhat neglected cell. “Matt, will this work?” We can’t delay.
The engineer eyed the pronged ends of the cell—three prongs, rather than the five used with current drives. “It will take some adaptation, but it should get the job done.” He pulled Cris aside and murmured, “This is our best chance. The plug-in is all wrong, but this cell will have a higher capacity than anything from a civilian vessel.”
Cris nodded. “Whatever will get the job done.”
“Can we test it?” Matt asked the storekeeper.
“But of course. It is, after all, a historic artifact,” replied the Arncan. “Now, that brings us to the matter of price.”
The price just quadrupled from whatever it was going to be. “Name your price. We need to get going.”
“Well, a product such as this, being the only one in my possession, it is difficult for me to part with it.”
“Name your price,” Cris repeated.
“That depends,” the storekeeper smiled slyly. “How do you want to pay?” He licked his thin lips. 
“Would an electronic transfer of Standard Credits be agreeable?” Cris asked.
“Yes, but I would offer a significant discount on physical currency,” the Arncan replied.
“Whichever is fine,” Cris stated. We have to go back to the ship for testing equipment, anyway.
The shopkeeper rubbed his hands together. “Let’s see, how about a purchase price of 17,000 credits?”
Cris gawked at the price for the single cell, but he would gladly give away the entire Sietinen fortune if it meant being back on the hunt for his son. “That’s fi—”
“How about 4,000?” Matt interjected. “It’s an antique. There aren’t many buyers.”
“Few buyers, perhaps, but this cell is part of my personal collection. And in such good condition. Maybe 12,000?” The shopkeeper smiled. It was sport.
Cris picked up on the shopkeeper’s enjoyment. He’ll drag this on as long as possible. “That’s—”
“How about 6,500?” Matt countered.
“You drive a hard bargain. The cell means so much to me… But, I suppose for physical payment, I could give you a deal for 7,000.”
“That’s fine,” Cris said before Matt could counter again. “Agreed.”
The shopkeeper inclined his head. “Very well.”
“I’ll come back with your payment and our testing equipment,” Cris told the shopkeeper. He led Scott back to the crowded Arncan street. “You know I could manipulate him into giving us whatever price we wanted, right?” he reminded his friend after they were outside.
“Oh, right.” Matt looked a little embarrassed. “You Agents and your mind games. So why didn’t you?”
“Because this is his livelihood. It wouldn’t do well for TSS relations if he felt like we took advantage of him.”
Matt nodded. “Good point. Always the diplomat.”
Whether I like it or not. “Let’s just hope the cell works.”
Once back on the Vanquish, Cris went to check in with the Command Center and Matt headed down to Engineering to prep his crew, their hope renewed.
Scott, Kari and Alec were waiting in the Command Center, eager to hear Cris’ report. “Well?” they questioned almost in unison when he entered.
Cris smiled with a hint of disbelief. “We wound up with one of the power cells from the TSS Infinity.”
The two helm officers stared at him open-mouthed, glancing at Scott who showed a more reserved surprise.
“You do mean the Infinity?” Alec said. “So, it wasn’t ripped apart in subspace after all. This is really big.”
“The engineering team will be thrilled,” Kari added.
Celebrations for another time. “We still need to test the cell, and pay for it,” Cris said. “I’ll be back soon.”
Cris left the Command Center and went to his quarters. He palmed open a safe tucked into his closet and pulled out credit chips for payment—such physical currency was all but abandoned everywhere except the outermost colonies. Counting the chips, he was reminded of the travels from his youth. Such simpler times.
He placed the credit chips in a satchel and made his way through the halls toward the gangway. Midway through his trek, Matt approached him.
“We might have a problem,” Matt called out. He was carrying a metal case and had another bag slung over his shoulder.
Not something else… “What is it?” Cris asked 
Matt looked grim. “Well, I ran a quick simulation. Our tech is more demanding than the Infinity’s. By a lot more than I anticipated. We’ll have to use the cell at least twice, obviously, and I don’t know if it will hold up.”  
Bomax. “I was worried about that, too.” Cris shook his head. “But, we don’t have another option. We can’t afford the five days to get to the TSS outpost. If we do, it might…”
Matt picked up on the feeling and offered a reassuring nod. “I think we should just go for it.”
We could be goners either way. “Do you want to stay here and keep working on the adaptation? I think I remember how to use the tester.” He gestured to the bag over Matt’s shoulder.
“No, my engineers are already doing everything they can,” Matt said. “Besides, I’ll need to mess around with it to get the tester hooked up to the cell. Those bomaxed prongs.”
Cris nodded. “All right. Let’s go.”
They made their way back to the shop. The Arncan storekeeper emerged from the back as soon as they entered. “Ah, you have my payment?” he greeted in New Taran.
“Yes, but first we need to test the cell,” Matt said, patting the bag slung over his shoulder.
“I already have it set up for you,” the shopkeeper replied. He ushered them toward a metal workbench set up along one of the side walls, tucked behind a display case.
The cell sat on the center of the workbench, surrounded by smaller parts that hadn’t found a place on the shelves. It looked even more antiquated since being removed from its display pedestal.
“Have at it, Matt.” Cris stood back and let his engineer work.
Matt removed the tester from its bag and examined the clamps that needed to hook onto the cell’s prongs. “I don’t know what the fok the designers were thinking,” he muttered to himself. “Nothing efficient about it.” He grabbed some additional cables from the bag and fiddled with various configurations. Eventually, he settled on a haphazard chain of cables, with the clamps connecting the tester on both ends. “This should be enough to see if it holds a charge…” He flipped on the tester and took a step back.
Cris followed Matt’s lead and moved further away.
The cell emitted a low hum and vibrated slightly, rattling the other items on the table. A faint blue glow illuminated either end of the cell near the prongs.
Matt gave it a minute, then stepped forward and examined the readout on the tester. “It’s a little sluggish, but that’s to be expected after sitting cold for so long. It’s improving with each cycle.”
“So it’ll work?” Cris asked. We need to get going.
Matt shrugged. “I can’t say how long it will hold, but it’s a lot better than a dead cell.” He turned off the tester and began packing up the equipment.
Then it will have to do. Cris turned to the shopkeeper. “Thank you for the chance to examine the equipment. This should settle things.” Cris handed over the credit chips to the shopkeeper.
The shopkeeper counted the chips and grinned. “Pleasure doing business with you.”
Cris helped Matt place the cell in the hard carrying case, and they hurried back to Vanquish.
Matt stopped in the hall at the top of the gangway. “It’ll take some time to rig everything up. Even then, it might not work right away. If I have to troubleshoot, it could take a few more hours.”
Time we don’t have. Cris nodded. “I understand, just work as quickly as you can. But make sure to do a thorough job. I expect to need to make a quick getaway, and we’ll need reliable equipment.”
Matt looked a little taken aback, being an uncompromising perfectionist at heart. “After the cell is hooked up, there’s still the sixteen-hour initialization sequence to recalibrate the drive.”
“We can’t wait that long. We have to do a quick start,” Cris insisted.
Matt looked appalled. “You can’t be serious? The drive is completely cold, and adding to that an antique distribution cell… The entire jump drive could blow!”
Cris shook his head. “It will be fine. We’ve done it before. Granted, not with an old cell, but it will hold.”
Matt still looked upset. “Okay,” he conceded. “I’ll get started on those modifications.”
 



CHAPTER 4 
Banks felt completely helpless. Six hours had passed since the last contact with the Vanquish and her crew. All attempts to locate the ship through long-range sensors had thus far been unsuccessful, and the breadth of space to search was so expansive that without a specific target area, there was a negligible chance of finding them anytime soon. 
Cris had to be okay. Kate would have said something if she felt he was in distress—she could feel him through their bond, regardless of distance. Banks knew that Cris was perfectly capable of looking out for those under his command, but the lack of contact was still concerning, especially given the imperative mission.
For the time being, all Banks could do was stare at the viewscreen on his office wall as the scanners continued to search for any ships with a signal remotely close to that of the Vanquish.
Banks was pulled from his thoughts when Arron Haersen barged into his office. Banks had never particularly liked the Mission Coordinator, but they maintained a cordial enough working relationship. Haersen was opinionated and defensive on his best days—others joked it was due to his small stature—but he had a knack for finding solutions that no one else saw. Though his CR was low for a Sacon Agent, his exceptional management skills were what made him excel in his position.
“What is it, Haersen?” Banks asked.
“Communications picked up an interesting transmission from a small planet in Sector 14 called Arnca,” Haersen stated. “They were chatting with a sister planet about a visit from the TSS. However, we have no known ships in the area.”
Could it be them? “When was the transmission sent?” 
“A couple of hours ago,” Haersen replied, “and then another just came through stating that the TSS ship was still there.”
“It’s a solid lead.” Banks crossed his arms. “Were you able to confirm the ship?”
Haersen frowned. “We scanned all around Arnca, but we couldn’t find any undocumented ships on the communications network. The radio chatter is only about visual accounts of the vessel.”
“Maybe something went wrong and they had to stop for repairs. I guess we’ll have to wait it out.”
Haersen’s face twitched. “Is there anything else for now, sir?”
Banks shook his head and sighed. “No, thank you. Well done picking up the message. Just keep me posted.”
“Yes, sir.”
*       *       *
Cris couldn’t take the waiting any longer. “I’m going to see how Matt’s doing,” he told Scott and rose from his command chair. Every minute we’re delayed, the greater the danger to Wil.
“Hopefully they’re close,” his friend replied.
“Hopefully.” We’ve been out of communication for far too long. I need to get in touch with Headquarters. 
Cris took the lift down to the Engineering level near the bottom of the Vanquish. The lift opened to a long hall, which connected to various mechanical rooms. Each segment was separated by a bulkhead and containment lock. The main engine room was positioned at the aft of the ship, so Cris had to walk nearly half the length of the vessel to reach his destination. He palmed open the double door at the end of the hall.
The doors parted to the side, revealing the heart of the ship. Containment locks sealed off the access tubes to the main conduits of the jump drive at either end of the room. Control panels for every system in the ship covered the side walls. In the center of the room, a massive table with a holographic display projected a rendering of the Vanquish with the status of all structural and mechanical components. 
Directly across from the door, at the back of the room, was the distribution relay for the jump drive. Matt and his engineers were huddled around the cluster of cells, testing readings via their tablets.
“We’re still working on it,” Matt said with barely a glance up from his tablet. “I’m having to learn the new system on the fly. There’s stuff in here I’ve never seen before.”
What did they do to it? “I know. How long until we can restore subspace communications?” Cris asked. He had seen Matt pull off some impressive repairs on the fly in their time together, but nothing quite so critical as a patched distribution cell. 
Matt sighed. “Communications?” He scratched his head. “I might be able to get you a basic comm channel in a few minutes, but it won’t be terribly secure or robust.”
That’s better than nothing. Banks needs to know we’re okay. “I’ll take anything I can get.” 
“Okay. Consider it done.” Matt went back to work.
Cris shifted on his feet. “Do you need anything?”
Matt lowered his tablet. “No, it’s just slow going. We can work faster if you aren’t staring over our shoulders.”
Cris retreated. “Of course. Thank you, Matt. Everyone. You’re pulling off a miracle here.”
There were nods of acknowledgement from some engineers, but most were too engrossed in their calibrations to even notice Cris’ presence.
“We’re not done yet.” Matt looked back at his tablet. “No, we can’t bypass that relay,” he said to one of his engineers. “Cris, you’ll have temporary communications by the time you get back to the Command Center. I’ll need to reset everything when we do the final initialization sequence for the jump drive, but send whatever messages you need to until then.”
Cris nodded and left them to their work. It’s a good thing he came along. I don’t think anyone else would have been able to adapt an antique cell this quickly. He took the lift back to the Command Center.
“We should have communications any—” Cris began as he entered.
“Communications are back online!” Kari beamed.
Good job, Matt. “Alec, what will be our transit time to the border of Bakzeni Territory?”
Alec referenced the navigation console. “It’s just a guess from the nav simulations, but it should be around five and a half hours.”
At least we’ll be on the move again soon. Cris sat back down in his command chair. “Send a message to Headquarters. Say we were delayed and are back on track.”
“Do you want me to add any specifics?” Kari asked.
Not until we know more about the security breach. “Not yet. Matt indicated the channel might not be entirely secure—he was working some magic to get us communications before the drive is fully initialized.”
“Okay.” Kari made a few quick entries on her console. “Message sent.”
Cris settled back into his chair. Now we wait.
*       *       *
Wil awoke in a dimly lit room. He was strapped to a metal chair welded to the smooth metallic floor. It was a bleak space—cramped, sterile and devoid of any adornment. Directly in front of him was a door recessed in the riveted wall. Only a single grated duct served for ventilation. Even if he were able to free himself from the chair and thin wire binding his hands behind his back, there would be no covert way to escape from the chamber.
His head still throbbed. Through the fog, he was also aware of an ache along the back of his left hip. I guess I hit the ground pretty hard. Next time they’re going to knock me out, I may as well sit down first.
A harsh buzzer sounded. Wil tensed.
The door shot up into the ceiling, revealing two tall, muscular men in tan uniforms. They stepped through the threshold into the room. Both were bald and had severe jaws set in a constant scowl. There was an orange tint to their rough skin, and one appeared to have some kind of rank indicator on his uniform.
Wil shrank into the chair as the door closed. Stars! Who are they? He felt very alone. What do I do?
One of the burly men, apparently a security guard, remained next to the door. The man with the rank mark on his jacket walked forward until he was several paces in front of Wil. A deep scar ran from his right eyebrow to midway down his cheek. “So, we meet again, young Dragon,” the officer said in New Taran. “I hope you’ve been preparing yourself for a long and painful death.” He grinned with malice at his bound prisoner.
Is he the one who attacked me in Headquarters? Wil reached out with a cautious telepathic probe and sensed the same power that had chilled him during his attack. Does he want to torture me for information, or just for sport? He fought to maintain his composure. The last thing he needed was his captors sensing any fear. “I regret to inform you that I won’t go down easily.” Wil’s cerulean eyes met the sorrel of the soldier’s.
“You’ll need more than determination to stay alive.”
Right now, it’s all I have. “I have much more than that.”
The soldier assessed Wil, his eyes narrow with loathing. “It’s hard to believe that you will be the Primus Elite.”
Wil swallowed. How do they know who I am?
“I’m Colonel Tek,” the officer continued. “I think you will soon consider me your individual worst enemy rather than taking the entire Bakzen race as a whole.”
The Bakzen! The race at the edge of the outer territories, their forces growing stronger. Wil shook his head, not wanting to believe. Like any trainee, he had been told that the conflict may turn to war, and the TSS would fight on behalf of the Taran worlds. But if the Bakzen had captured him, the war wasn’t just imminent—it had already begun. Shite. What do they want with me? In his shock, he was slow to connect his own experience with past assumptions. With horror, he tried to comprehend the nature of his enemy. The Bakzen have telekinetic abilities. It took everything for Wil to not cower in his chair.
The Bakzen officer leaned closer so he was eye-level with Wil. “We’re all much stronger than you anticipated. Perfection of an already superior race is a wonderful thing.”
“I welcome the challenge.” Wil attempted a smile to go along with the remark, but it came out more like a grimace. Fok. Stronger than anticipated? Tek could probably take on five Primus Agents. There’s no way they are letting me out of this alive. Stars! 
“So young and foolish. Soon you will learn your place.”
Wil centered his mind. Keep it together. “Don’t underestimate my ability.” Without thinking, he summoned up all his energy and sent a direct telepathic stream to the colonel. The intensity of it continued to grow as his captor assessed it with his own mind. Knowing that it wasn’t wise to push himself too close to his straining point, Wil released the tension building between them. If he was to get out alive, he needed to act like he knew exactly what he was doing.
“Impressive. I’m surprised that you could handle that much already—more than 8. Maybe you are stronger than we thought.” Tek faltered for the first time.
It was that intense? I didn’t know I could do that. “And growing stronger.” Wil managed a real smile. He’s calling my bluff.
Tek sneered. “I would relish the chance to face you one day, unrestrained—not like our trivial sparring earlier. Though it was a departure from the mission protocol, I just couldn’t resist the opportunity to see how you handle yourself, and why everyone seems to think you’re so special. But, I can’t say I was impressed. Then again, the only true test is an unrestricted battle of pure spirit and wills.”
All of Wil’s confidence evaporated. I’m foked. “A battle of telekinesis?”
“Indeed. The greatest of battles. I don’t believe you’ve even begun to live up to your full potential.”
He swallowed, barely able to keep a straight face. “Then we’ll have to see what I can do.” Stars! I’m not ready for that. He knows his limits, but I don’t.
In an instant, Tek rounded on him, his eyes locked on Wil’s. 
Telepathic spires shot into Wil’s mind, an iron maiden closing around him. His vision exploded into a dark purple electrical storm. The spires burned as they drove in him, leaving his skin on fire. A cry of agony was trapped in his throat as he convulsed against the onslaught. It was too much to take. No escape—
The spires vanished. 
“You have a long way to go, Dragon,” Tek stated as he backed away.
Wil panted. His wrists stung from where the wires had dug in as he struggled against them.
“As much as I’d like to keep playing, my commander has other plans for you.” 
Wil blinked hard, woozy from the assault. He took a deep breath and his mind started to clear. Plans for me? It would almost be more reassuring if they just wanted me dead. “When will I meet this commander?”
“In time,” Tek replied. “You must be patient.”
I have to get out of here!
*       *       *
Kate examined the results from her cross-reference analysis. The results supported her initial findings: the mole was definitely in the TSS command ranks. And with some of the original list ruled out, the remaining list was frighteningly short. How could any of them do this?
The Agents and senior militia officers were all old friends. Family, really. Some had trained her, others had been her classmates. They’d been through battles together and celebrated the happiest moments in her life.
Encrypted communication logs were buried deep within the TSS Mainframe. Someone was talking to a contact outside the TSS and didn’t want anyone to know about it.
Kate didn’t know what to do with the information. Eight names, and Banks was one of them.
*       *       *
Cris was restless. The hours of waiting for Matt to finish the jump drive modifications felt like an eternity. How much longer is this going to take? He stood up from his command chair to yet again pace the room.
Alec, Kari and Scott looked equally anxious.
“They have to be getting close,” Scott ventured.
What’s taking so long? “I’m sure it’s more complicated than it seems.” Cris crossed his arms, then immediately uncrossed them. There was no way to get comfortable.
“We just lost communications again,” Kari reported.
Another reset? “Maybe they finally got the right combination.” Cris bit his lower lip in nervous anticipation.
The tension in the room was palpable as they waited for the navigation and communications systems to come back online. After three minutes of anxious anticipation, there was a brief flash as the controls refreshed.
Alec looked over his console. He smiled. “Jump drive is idling.”
Thanks the stars! Cris collapsed into his chair. “Get our course locked in.”
“Aye.” Alec got to work.
There was a buzz at the center console. Cris accepted. “Command Center.”
“Everything look good on your end?” Matt asked over the intercom.
“Whatever it is, they don’t pay you enough,” Cris replied.
“Be sure to note that in my next review.” Matt paused. “Now, for the record, I must again state that I advise against a quick start of the jump drive.”
“Noted.” Cris took a deep breath. At least if it blows, we’ll be obliterated before we know something went wrong. “Kari, let Headquarters know we’re on our way. Alec, head out when ready.” He ended the communication with Engineering.
“Course locked in,” Alec said. “Let’s hope this jump is less eventful than the last.”
*       *       *
The message from the Vanquish was simple: “Jumping now. Talk to you on the other side.” It was everything Banks needed to know for the time being. Thank the stars they’re back on course! He breathed a deep sigh, the weight lifted from his chest. But what am I going to tell Cris when he inevitably asks me why all this is happening?
Banks lay down on the couch in the center of his office, a new unease taking hold. He stretched out and stared up at the plain gray ceiling. He tried to clear his mind. I really should install a holographic projector for the ceiling. I spend enough time in here.
Letting out a long breath that was almost a groan, he took off his tinted glasses and rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. Everything could fall apart at any moment. I can’t avoid it. He shifted on the couch but couldn’t find a satisfactory position. What had started as a dull ache in his gut had grown into a queasy sickness that had left an acrid taste in the back of his throat. The more he tried to suppress the feeling, the more the underlying thoughts intruded his mind.
They’re heading straight into a war zone and don’t even know it. Admitting the reality only intensified the feeling. Banks wrapped his arms around himself and pressed into the couch. The enemy has the Cadicle—our Primus Elite. Without him, we’ve lost the war. It was too much to accept. There was hope, there had always been hope. The Primus Elite would turn the tide in the war and finally give them the edge they needed. Not right away—it had been such a long time to wait for everything to come into place—but it was finally coming together. Another decade and it could have been over. But without him… There’s nothing we can do.
Banks knew he needed to tell the others about what had happened. The Primus Elite’s capture changed everything. But telling them means I’ve given up on Cris, too. I can’t do that, not yet. He sat up and took a deep breath. There’s still a chance.
A buzz at the door startled Banks. He rose to his feet and quickly restored his tinted glasses. “Come in.”
Haersen entered, carrying a tablet. “Hello, sir. I finished my secondary review of the entry logs like you requested.”
Right, we still have a traitor among us. Banks suppressed a wave of nausea. “Did you find anything?”
“How much do you know about Matt Nomalor?” Haersen asked.
What about him? “He’s a fantastic engineer. Exemplary record. Cris always spoke highly of him.”
Haersen nodded slowly. “Do you know why he left the Vanquish previously?”
Banks shook his head. Not as a traitor… “I don’t recall. I know he took some remote assignment. I hadn’t seen him for several years until he volunteered for the rescue mission.”
“His return this morning struck me as more than a coincidence. I looked into where he’s been stationed in the Kaldern System, and it’s near some of the newer reports of Bakzen activity.” Haersen brought up a holographic map on his tablet and showed it to Banks.
“That doesn’t prove anything.”
“No, but it starts to look suspicious when his arrival at the spaceport corresponds with the timing of the break-in to Headquarters,” Haersen continued. “He volunteered for the mission, and then there was a mechanical system failure on his watch.”
Banks crossed his arms. “Sabotaging a ship he’s on?” That doesn’t make any sense.
“Well, that part might just be an unfortunate coincidence,” Haersen conceded. “The ship hadn’t been through thorough field testing since the maintenance. Any number of things could have gone wrong.”
“Still, the rest…”
“Sir, it does fit,” Haersen continued. “He returns just in time to help the Bakzen gain access to Headquarters, and then immediately gets on a ship that will take him directly to his conspirators.”
“It’s all circumstantial.” Are they being led into a trap? Stars! Who can we trust?
“Circumstantial is all we have, sir,” Haersen countered. “The logs are all wiped. And top Militia credentials and the right engineering know-how are what it would take to do that.”
I still can’t believe Matt would work with the Bakzen. If he could be turned, so could anyone. “What would be the motivation? I don’t see it.”
Haersen shook his head. “I couldn’t begin to speculate. Sometimes it’s surprising how little is needed to put a person over the edge.”
Too many improbable things have happened to rule out any possibility. “I’ll pass on the information to Cris. It’s his friend, his crew. We can’t do anything from here.”
Haersen looked unsure. “Can you really trust him to make those kinds of tough decisions?”
“He’s trying to find his son. If that isn’t enough motivation, then nothing is.” 
 



CHAPTER 5
Wil was directed to a small, plain cell. He rubbed his sore wrists. There was a thin red line around each from the wire binding, but the marks were already fading.
The cell resembled the interrogation room, but it had a barred front. Across the central walkway, the other cells contained prisoners who were empty husks of their former selves. Most rocked back and forth muttering under their breath, and many were immobile—simply curled up with their back toward the cell door. The air was dank and the lighting was dim, but Wil caught an occasional glance from the more lucid prisoners. Their gazes were filled with pure dread. How long can I last before they break me, too?
Wil looked over his own cell and was surprised to see his handheld placed at the center of the slab-like platform functioning as a bed along the side wall. Cautiously he picked it up. The factory seal along the back panel had been breached and all wireless functionality had been disabled. Probably installed a tap to listen to me. He was about to destroy the device entirely, or at least chuck it outside his cell, but then he remembered the other object he had been carrying. He casually slid his hand into his pocket and felt the thin strip of film he’d grabbed from his electrochemistry class for some experimenting after hours; it had explosive properties if exposed to the right electric charge. The film was stuck to the pocket lining and must have gone unnoticed. I should hold onto both of these. They’re the only tools I have to help me escape. He pretended to just be scratching an itch on his leg.
He sat down on the bed platform. It was a futile exercise to get comfortable, especially with his already sore hip.
Moving to the far end of the platform, he tried to stay out of view at the back of the cell. He was hungry and thirsty and at a complete loss for what to do. Despite all his training on how to handle diplomatic situations, no one had ever thought to inform him on how to conduct himself if he were ever captured by an enemy. Though he had learned years before how to take care of himself, Wil desperately wanted someone to give him guidance. He had no way of knowing if anyone would come looking for him, or if they even knew he was missing.
They won’t let me live much longer, no matter what they have planned for me. And there’s no way I could ever survive a duel with Colonel Tek, if it does come to that. Stars! I hope someone comes for me… Wil caught himself. No, I can’t rely on others. I have only myself.
Wil detected a presence in front of his cell. He looked up and was dismayed to see a Bakzen soldier watching him.
“General see you now,” the soldier announced. His New Taran was barely intelligible. 
Wil did a double-take. The soldier looked identical to the guard in the interrogation room, but his uniform and a small scar above his right eye marked him as a different individual. 
The soldier opened the door and beckoned for Wil to come out.
Wil didn’t move from his perch. “What do you want from me?” 
“Come now,” the guard said, yanking on Wil with a telekinetic rope.
Wil slid down the bed, caught off-guard. He gained control and managed to land on his feet. Stars, even the guards have telekinetic abilities! 
As soon as Wil passed through the cell doorway, three more Bakzen soldiers came to stand behind him as the original took the lead. They all bore strong physical resemblance to the first. 
Wil stared at them with wonder. They were too similar to just be related. Clones? He had never seen one before, since cloning whole bodies was banned in the Taran worlds, though he’d occasionally thought it would be handy to have a second self to help him out.
The guards initiated an invisible barrier around Wil. It wasn’t a strong field—Wil assessed he could break through it if he tried—but its very presence was baffling. Clones with telekinetic abilities. Shite.
Wil was led through a massive compound. Unlike TSS Headquarters, the Bakzen had not made the slightest attempt at giving their facility a homey feel. Rather than carpeted corridors adorned with art, only riveted metal walls and concrete floors stretched the length of the hallway. 
The small procession reached a door marked with a golden insignia Wil didn’t recognize. Wil was thrust through the riveted doorway and the guards filed in behind him.
A Bakzen soldier with a highly decorated uniform watched Wil enter, a slight curl to his lips. He sat behind a metal desk with an inlaid touchscreen, which reminded Wil of the furnishings found in the Captain’s quarters on a TSS cruiser. 
Wil glared at him. I can feel his power even from this distance. I don’t stand a chance. He placed up what mental guards he could, but he doubted his ability to hold the block against an attack.
After eyeing each other for a minute, the Bakzen soldier broke the silence. “So, you’re to be the Tararian Selective Service’s beloved Primus Elite Agent?” Like Tek, he spoke New Taran well. He looked to be older than Tek and had slightly softer features, though he had the same piercing red eyes and rough skin of the other Bakzen soldiers. 
Wil didn’t say anything, and instead tilted his head a little and narrowed his eyes more in response. They seem to know about me. But why do they care?
The soldier looked him over thoughtfully. “I’m General Carzen,” he announced, “and I control your fate. Are you clear on that, Dragon?”
What’s with this “Dragon” name? Tek called me that, too. “Yes, General Carzen. Very clear.”
The general looked on with a hint of approval. “Perhaps you can be turned to our side after all.”
Wil came to attention. So that’s what this is about! “I’m listening.”
General Carzen looked to the four guards hovering around Wil. “You may leave now.”  
The guards hesitated for a moment, unsure if it was wise to leave a sworn enemy alone with their commander, but they backed out of the room. The last one closed the door telekinetically with a flip of his wrist. 
General Carzen redirected his attention to Wil. “Please, sit down.” He gestured at an unadorned chair in front of his desk.
Wil sat down after a slight pause. There’s no way I can trust the Bakzen, no matter what they say.
Carzen cleared his throat. “First of all, I would like to apologize to you for the… unfriendly nature of your capture.”
Apologize?
“I’m afraid that it was Colonel Tek’s idea,” Carzen continued. “He is boastful and wanted to prove that he was skillful enough to get through the TSS’ defenses. But I can’t argue with the methods, since it did get you here unharmed and in a timely manner. You aren’t hurt, are you?” Carzen appeared to be genuinely concerned.  
Wil’s head still felt a little fuzzy from Tek’s assault earlier. “Nothing serious.” His stomach growled right on cue.
General Carzen smiled, a foreign emotion on the man’s severe face.
It’s all an act to win me over.
“Food, of course. My colleagues are not known for their hospitality with our guests. Would you like anything in particular?”
Now I’m a ‘guest’? “Un-poisoned, preferably.” 
Carzen smirked. “Poisoning you would be counterproductive. If I wanted you dead, I could easily kill you with my mind.”
Wil shifted in his chair. He has a point… 

“I hope we can build a mutually beneficial relationship.” Carzen input a message on the touchscreen surface of his desktop. “A meal is being prepared.”
“I’m surprised you would want me on ‘your side.’ You know, of course, how the TSS regards the Bakzen—I assumed those feelings were mutual.”
“Most do feel that way,” the general replied. “But I have opted for an alternative approach.”
Wil forced a polite smile. “I’ve never had the opportunity to see things from another perspective.”
Carzen nodded. “It is that alternate perspective I wish to give you. What they have undoubtedly told you is nowhere near the truth.”
The TSS? What would they keep from me? “There are subjective elements to truth sometimes.”
“I’m talking about facts!” The general’s face flushed. “They treat us like we’re the monsters, but they made us this way.”
Wil instinctively pressed back into his chair to distance himself from the Bakzen commander. “Whatever has driven this conflict, there’s always a chance for resolution.”
“Some wounds can’t be healed so easily. To have one’s existence denied…” The general’s demeanor changed. He was hurt, vulnerable.
The way the TSS talks about the Bakzen… Tek embodied that image, but Carzen is different. “So what do you want with me?”
“Despite everything our people have been through, a part of me still hopes there is a peaceful end to our conflict.”
“If you want me to set up a meeting with the High Commander, I—”
“Oh, Dragon, this runs much deeper than that,” Carzen interjected. “Your High Commander is a menial cog. What I seek to exploit is your unique position between the TSS and Tararia.”
Wil swallowed. “What of it?”
“You mean far too much to the Priesthood for them to ignore us while you’re under our care. If they want their precious Cadicle, they’ll need to face what they did to us.”
Wil hesitated. The Priesthood? I thought he meant the High Dynasties. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I steer far away from the Priesthood. And I’m certainly not some sort of mythical savior, or whatever their old doctrine is about.”
“Have they kept you so sheltered from your true self? You don’t know your own destiny.”
My destiny? He’s crazy! “General, I acknowledge that there is still much I don’t know about myself. But that…” How do I begin to reason with a crazy person?
“You can deny it now, but you’ll eventually have to face who you are. The question you have to ask yourself is who do you want guiding you—your peers, or the broken remnants?”
Shite! He really is completely out of his mind. Maybe the cloning messes with their heads. “I aspire to excel in everything I do.”
“Then you should seriously consider what the Bakzen can offer you—” The desktop illuminated with a buzz at the door. “Come in.”
The door swung open and a Bakzen soldier entered with a plate of bland-looking food on a metal tray. He silently set the tray down on Carzen’s desk in front of Wil, then backed out of the room and closed the door.
“Please, eat,” Carzen said.
Wil eyed the plate. Suddenly I’m not hungry. The food looked to be reconstituted nutrition blocks mashed into a thick paste. Field rations at their worst. There was no smell to it, and the taupe color didn’t instill confidence that the taste would be any more appetizing. Do I risk it? Reluctantly, Wil picked up the spoon next to the plate and grabbed a bite of the goop. The texture was somewhat slimy but bearable, and the vaguely potato-like flavor was less offensive than he had feared. “Thank you, General.”
“I imagine it is not the fine cuisine you’re used to, but we have no need for those luxuries.”
Wil took another bite, his appetite growing with the access to sustenance. This may kill me, but at least I won’t die of starvation. “I’m grateful for your generosity.”
“Do you patronize me?”
“No! You have a generosity of spirit,” Wil replied, pausing his eating. “Others might have considered me the enemy, but you have sought to find common ground between us.”
“I can tell you’re skeptical of my offer.”
“Surprised more than skeptical. But you can’t blame me, given the tension between our people.” Wil downed a few more spoonfuls of his meal.
“You know nothing of the conflict.”
“Then tell me.”
Carzen shook his head. “You aren’t ready to hear it. As much as you’re pretending to listen, you think I’m crazy.”
Is it that obvious? Wil set down his spoon, the plate mostly empty. “I’m sorry. I’m trying. But you’re asking me to question the only reality I’ve ever known without giving me any details for an alternative.”
“I think you need some time to let all of this settle,” Carzen stated.
“Sure.” No amount of time will change the fact that he’s out of his mind. But the longer I can play along, the greater my chances for figuring out an escape.
Carzen nodded. “I’m glad we had a chance to talk. You have so much potential, I hope you can be open-minded.”
“I’ll try.” Stars! How long can I hold out?
“We’ll talk again soon.” Carzen tapped his desktop, and a moment later the door opened. “Take care, Dragon.”
*       *       *
General Carzen watched the Dragon walk out of his office. Their conversation had not gone like he planned, but it was progress. His captive was more defiant than he had anticipated, and it was clear he had been highly trained in foreign relations. But, the Primus Elite’s telekinetic prowess was his focus. At the rate he was improving, the Primus Elite was well on his way to becoming a powerful Agent. Carzen’s fear was that he was already too far into the ways of the TSS to sway his allegiance. All he could do was hope it was not true, and that Colonel Tek did not suspect the same thing.
As soon as the thought crossed his mind, Tek barged through the office door, looking annoyed. “I heard that you had a rather overconfident meeting with our hostage,” Tek grimaced, then as an afterthought added, “General.”
“You were informed correctly, Colonel Tek,” replied Carzen. “I see nothing wrong with testing the waters for an alliance. How else do you expect to gain his trust?” 
“Just remember who he is,” Tek reminded his superior officer.
“He poses no immediate threat, Colonel,” Carzen countered. If Tek went against him, all of his carefully thought-out plans might be ruined. He wasn’t about to let that happen.
“Sir, I’m just saying that—” 
“You have made yourself perfectly clear, Colonel. I know what I’m doing.”
“But everything is at stake! I just don’t want to see anything go wrong after all we’ve worked for,” Tek implored. Though his intentions might not parallel Carzen’s, they relied on the same variables.
Carzen eyed Tek. “Everything is under control, Colonel. Save your concern for a more desperate time.” Carzen leaned back in his chair, all the while watching Tek to see if he would try to test the boundaries of the order again.
Tek fumed, but he kept his anger and frustration in check. “Yes, of course, sir,” Tek muttered through gritted teeth.
“Was there anything else, Colonel?” questioned Carzen.
Tek paused before answering. “Yes. As I’m sure you noticed, he’s much stronger than expected. Is your plan even feasible if he’s—”
“That’s quite enough, Colonel,” General Carzen snapped. “I thought that I had made it clear that it’s not your concern. After our last meeting, appropriate modifications to the plan were made.”
“Yes, sir.”
“If that’s all, you are dismissed.” Carzen gave a slight wave of his hand as he sat up straighter in his chair. 
Tek opened his mouth as if to say something more, but instead walked out the door. Carzen watched him until the door closed. Tek was becoming a problem that required an immediate remedy. All plans depended on complete cooperation.
*       *       *
Wil was escorted back to his small cell. At least they don’t have immediate plans to kill me. That will buy me some time. However, Tek appeared to have different motives than the general. I need to be careful.
Wil leaned against the cool wall at the back of the cell and closed his eyes. He was drained from the activities of the past day, and his full stomach made him feel sleepy. He ran a hand through his hair, which was feeling greasy after two days without a shower. 
As exhausted as he was, he was still too on edge to completely relax. He knew that he would have to sleep eventually, even though he didn’t trust the Bakzen not to run in and attack him while he slept. Wil shifted to a marginally more comfortable position on the slab bed. As he rolled over, he caught sight of an irregularity in the far corner of the otherwise smooth ceiling. Careful not to look directly at it, Wil assessed the object from the corner of his eye. A camera. Great,
I’m being watched.
*       *       *
Kate’s stomach rumbled, pulling her from her thoughts. 
She had hit a wall with her investigation. The encrypted communication logs on the Mainframe were expertly handled. She knew how to identify such records, but she wasn’t a cryptologist. Wil could probably figure it out, or Haersen maybe, but it appeared that more than one person was conspiring—or, at least, one person talking with multiple outsiders. Say something to the wrong person and she’d be vulnerable without knowing who to turn to for backup.
She cleared the desktop with a swipe of her hand. Time for a break.
Kate made the short trek from her quarters to the mess hall on the opposite side of Level 2. The halls were relatively empty at that evening hour, with most Agents and trainees retired to their rooms for the night. 
A dozen Agents and three Junior Agents were in the mess hall when she arrived. The main buffet had been cleared for the night, but refrigerated cases next to the entry door contained meals packaged from the day’s leftovers. She grabbed one of the transparent containers.
As she closed the door to the refrigerator, Banks entered the mess hall.
He looked startled to see Kate at first, then smiled in greeting. “I guess I’m not the only one to miss dinner.”
“I didn’t realize how late it’d gotten.”
Banks grabbed a meal for himself from the case. “Were you…”
“Yes, I’ve been looking into the security logs,” Kate replied and she stepped over to the warming tray to heat her food.
Banks glanced over at the other occupants in the mess hall. “Have you found anything?” he asked Kate telepathically.
“I’m still looking into it,” she replied aloud, closing her mind to any further questioning. I want to trust Banks, but no one is above suspicion. He has so many locked files… he’s hiding something.
“Kate, why are you shutting me out?” Banks asked in a low voice.
“I’ll let you know if I find anything conclusive,” Kate responded, grabbing her warmed food.
Banks chuckled and he set his food in the warming tray. “You don’t suspect me, do you?”
Kate hesitated. “I don’t know what to think. You have a lot of encrypted communications and files tied to your account.”
“Well yeah, I’m the High Commander.”
“I need to be thorough.”
Banks sighed. “And I appreciate that, but don’t waste your time looking into me.”
“Then what are those weekly calls to Tararia all about?” Kate questioned.
The High Commander retrieved his own warmed meal. “Official business.”
“With whom?”
“That’s not important.”
Kate glared at him. “Then why won’t you tell me?”
“Fine, finish your investigation,” Banks said. “I can’t order you to trust me. Do what you need to do.” He spun around and stomped out of the mess hall.
He’d do the same thing in my position. Kate doubted he was working with the Bakzen, but there was something he didn’t want her to know. The conversation confirmed that her suspicion wasn’t unfounded, if not for the right reasons.
Kate took her meal and returned to her quarters. Once back at her computer, she wrote a message to Cris: “Banks is hiding something. Find out what.”
 



CHAPTER 6
“We’re here,” Alec announced as the blue-green shroud of subspace dissipated.
Finally. “Call up Headquarters. Get Banks,” Cris instructed. The message from Kate had him on edge, fueling his own suspicions.
Kari activated the comm link. The image of the High Commander appeared at the front of the domed room.
“Cris, what happened?” Banks was clearly trying to appear calm, but not quite succeeding. “We heard chatter that you were near Arnca?”
“Yes. Our jump drive malfunctioned—somehow lost the signal beacon. A distribution cell blew in the process,” Cris explained. “We managed to find a replacement cell on Arnca. Oddly enough, it’s from the TSS Infinity.” 
“The Infinity? Interesting…” Banks withdrew in thought.
Cris eyed him. Time to get some answers.
“Hold on. I’m going to transfer the communication.”
Scott gave Cris an approving nod as he got up to go to his private office directly off the Command Center.
Cris brought up the video feed on the holoprojector above his desk. Banks looked concerned.
“First,” Cris said, “have you made any progress on identifying the source of the security breach?”
“Nothing solid.” Banks looked uncomfortable. “Cris, do you trust Matt?”
Cris almost laughed. “Matt? Matt is your lead?”
“Kate has her sights on me for some ridiculous reason. But Mat… there’s some circumstantial evidence—”
“Well, you’re looking in the wrong place,” Cris said. “I can see how he’d have the right access, but it’s not him. I’ve looked him in the eye, Banks. I’d see it if he was deceiving me. I’d sooner believe it was Scott or you, because at least then I’d be up against the mental guards of an Agent.” None of them would go after Wil, would they?
“If it’s an Agent, then it could be anyone.”
Cris looked down. “Or more than one person.”
Banks sighed. “I wish I had an answer for you. But it isn’t me and I don’t know who.”
Cris paused, staring levelly at the High Commander. “But there’s something you’re not telling me.”
“Concerning what?” Banks set his jaw.
“Concerning everything. Since I left Tararia, I’ve picked up little hints here and there. I don’t know if it’s all connected, but it’s clear that you know more about the Bakzen—and this mission—than you’re letting on. It’s time you tell me, Jason.” It had been a long time since Cris had called the High Commander by his first name, but he needed something to let Banks know that he wasn’t about to back down.
Banks groaned. “I’ve tried to protect you and your family, Cris. I really have.”
“Just tell me what this is all about!” I can’t take all this sidestepping anymore. Not while Wil is out there.
Banks stood abruptly and paced in a circle. “Fine,” he said at last. “You’re right. You need context if you’re going to get Wil back.” He took an unsteady breath. “The TSS is already at war with the Bakzen.”
The statement was so absurd. At war? He was about to push back and demand the truth, but Banks’ level stare stopped him. Cris swallowed, suddenly unsure. “I thought war was years away, if it would happen at all. I haven’t seen any reports, budget—”
The High Commander shook his head. “You wouldn’t. There’s a separate division.”
A separate division of the TSS? “Is this recent?”
Banks rounded his shoulders. “Far from it.” He shook his head and grimaced. “The Bakzen conflict has been going on for hundreds of years. Intermittent, but a constant threat.”
Cris felt faint. “How is that possible? I would have seen something—”
“Jotun,” Banks replied. “Anyone assigned to the Jotun region in the outer colonies was drafted for the war.”
A code word. Cris let out a slow breath. It did make sense, though he didn’t want to believe it was possible. His pulse quickened as he thought through the implications. “There are military installations out there, but hardly a battlefield.”
“You’ve been looking in the wrong place.” Banks paused. “Have you ever thought about the location of TSS Headquarters?”
What does that have to do with anything? “Well, I suppose. Earth is at the very outer reaches of the galaxy. It’s—”
“That’s not what I mean.”
“What, then?” It was all Cris could do to curb his frustration, desperate to know the truth that Banks was so intent on hiding.
Banks bit his lip, as if questioning whether he should go on. “I mean its position in subspace.”
Cris sighed. More skirting. “It’s to keep all the trainees from getting out of line, because of the natural telekinetic dampening. Every new trainee knows that.”
“Yes, that’s what we tell them,” Banks murmured. He looked down and shook his head, still torn. “In reality, the training program would be far more effective if the entire facility could be in normal space like Level 11—the one area where we can really train anyone. But, the rest of Headquarters was constructed in subspace because of those dampening properties.”
“If not for training, then why?”
“Because subspace is the one place where we could be on a level field with the Bakzen.” Banks looked like he regretted the statement immediately.
Cris almost gagged. His pulse spiked. “Are you saying the Bakzen have telekinetic abilities?”
The High Commander looked ill. “Very powerful abilities. But it’s more complicated.”
Stars! What are we up against? Cris exhaled slowly, almost shaking. “Go on.”
After a moment, Banks nodded. “There are pockets, rifts, in the fabric of space. An echo of this physical world, existing between our plane and subspace. Any ship or built structure within the rift is invisible from our plane, and vice versa. Only a massive electromagnetic object in the physical plane, like a planet or a star, is visible within the rift unless it has been brought through using specialized jump drives. The true Bakzen threat is within one of these rifts.”
“Okay…” Cris felt more unsteady with every word, his chest tight.
“While this physical plane has been relatively untouched—outside of the outer territories, at least—we have been at war with the Bakzen within the rift for centuries. At the beginning of the war, the Bakzen banned together to tear apart space, enlarging what was once a minute rift so that it now encompasses several solar systems. The border of that rift is now marked by the Defense Barrier.”
Stars! What if Wil was taken into the rift? Cris’ heart pounded in his ears. “How do we get in?”
Banks let out a slow breath. “Historically, only stationary transport units could be used to access the rift—gates with a specialized subspace field generator to target the narrow band that can support physical life within the rift. Only a handful of ships have been created to travel to the rift independently. The Infinity was the prototype for this new class of rift ships, though that detail was highly classified. We’ve refined the design since then, but only recently could we spare the resources to upgrade a ship outside of the active war zone. That’s really why the Vanquish was in for maintenance—for those retrofits.”
“Which is why you were so insistent I take it on this mission.”
“Right. Of course, I never thought those upgrades would alter the performance in any way. The delay…”
Cris shook his head. “It may have been sabotage. We don’t know.”
“At any rate, the nav computer is now loaded with a ‘Jotun’ protocol to assist with plotting to a point within the rift.” The High Commander took a deep breath. “But, unlike us, the Bakzen don’t need ships to travel between the rift and our plane.”
Cris froze. “What?”
“The Bakzen can consciously travel between the rift and our physical plane. It’s instantaneous and highly accurate, unlike our jump drives. What’s worse, some of them can even extend the field to encompass small ships, like a fighter jet—just jump next to a TSS ship, fire, and jump away before we know what’s hit us. That ability has always given them a major advantage in the war.”
Cris was crippled by a sense of defeat. He collapsed into the chair next to the desk. “Why even send us here, if you knew what we were up against? We don’t stand a chance.” 
Banks shifted on his feet. “Because we need Wil back. We need to end the war.”
The blood drained from Cris’ face. “What about Wil?”
The High Commander looked down.
“Tell me! What do you want with my son?” Cris demanded.
Banks took a pained breath. “To fight the Bakzen, we need a bridge—someone who can effortlessly travel to the rift, just like they can. So, hundreds of years ago when it became obvious that the Bakzen could not be defeated by any conventional means, genetic purification nanotech was introduced into multiple bloodlines on Tararia. The nanotech was designed to select someone with the best traits of a given bloodline and bring them together with a complementary mate from a different family—mimicking the instant attraction of a natural ‘resonance reaction.’ This pairing continued, with minimal external intervention needed, until it eventually came down to you and Kate.”
A knife stabbed into Cris’ chest. His heart thudded in his ears. “No, it can’t—”
“The result of your union was the ultimate goal. Wil. The embodiment of genetic perfection as we know it—where a whole new set of abilities would be unlocked. The Cadicle, or ‘enlightened one’ in the Old Taran doctrine of the Priesthood. A Primus Elite for the TSS.”
Wil… All the chaos, the fear, the anger, that had been churning inside Cris came to a sudden stillness. The clarity of truth. But he fought it. It was too much to accept. The life he knew, the love of his wife—it couldn’t all be fabricated. He coughed and gasped, but couldn’t get a full breath. It can’t be true… “You engineered us?” he stammered.
Banks took a step forward. “They were desperate, Cris. It seemed like the only way.”
Cris’ vision blurred and his throat felt raw. He shook his head, still not wanting to believe. “I doubt that genetic engineering was what the founders of the Priesthood had in mind for the Cadicle. Let alone an instrument of war.”
“Much has changed in the thousands of years since the Priesthood’s inception.”
I thought leaving Tararia was an escape, but this! Years of service to the TSS, and deceit was his payment. Cris clenched his hands. “I won’t let you use Wil! As soon as I get him back, we’re out.”
Banks stared at him levelly. “Walking away isn’t an option. Wil is destined to fight the Bakzen, and to end the war. It’s what he was made to do.”
Cris glared back. “You’ll have to find someone else.”
“We can’t, Cris! Everything rests on him.”
“Maybe you should have thought about that before you lied to us our whole lives.” Have I never had control over anything?
“It was easier if you didn’t know. When the time came, we were confident Wil would do what needs to be done.”
Cris shook his head, eyes narrow. “He may have grown up in the TSS, but that doesn’t make him your pawn.”
“But he has a sense of duty. Once he knows what we’re up against and what we need from him, he’ll see it’s a role he has to fulfill.”
“You have no right to use him.”
Cris’ mind raced. Is there any way out?
Banks softened. “I know you feel like walking away right now. I would, too. But you have to understand, this goes beyond who we are as individuals. Tararia has called upon us, and we need to answer.”
Cris paused to let the words sink in. True leaders put the Taran people first. If there really is that great a threat, then I can’t turn away. He looked down. Hurt and anger still seethed within, but it wouldn’t help him find his son. “How could you lie to me all these years?” His voice shook more than he hoped it would.
“I’m so sorry, Cris. I knew this day would come eventually, just not under these circumstances. I didn’t want it to be like this.”
Cris could tell Banks was sincere in his sentiment, but that didn’t make it any easier. Apologies don’t change that they’ve been manipulating us this whole time. Do the secrets never end? “So this is what you meant right after I said I wanted to marry Kate, when you said our child would be extraordinary.”
Banks nodded. “And he is, Cris. So very extraordinary. I feel privileged to be a part of his life.”
“We trusted you.”
Banks bowed his head. “I hope that trust can be rebuilt.”
What good is any of our history when the entire foundation was built on lies? “Have you been involved since the beginning?”
“Since you were born, anyway,” Banks replied. “I had recently graduated from the TSS as an Agent when I was pulled into Jotun. Over the years, I moved to Lead Agent, and eventually on to High Commander four years before you arrived at Headquarters.”
Everything in my life has all just been one master plan. Cris’ stomach turned over. It’s not fair. To me, to Kate… to Wil. Do they realize what they’re asking of him?
“I tried to protect you, Cris,” Banks emphasized to break the silence. “I would never have kept any of this from you, but I had my own orders to follow.” 
“And who issues those orders?”
Banks hesitated. “The Priesthood of the Cadicle.”
The TSS reports to the Priesthood? Cris laughed in spite of himself, on the verge of hysterics. “That doesn’t make any sense. Why is the Priesthood involved with the TSS?”
“Because the TSS exists to train people like us with telekinetic abilities, and the Priesthood has a vested interest in our care.”
Cris stared at Banks, incredulous. “We are talking about the same organization that condemned those very abilities?”
“Political sentiment doesn’t always align with underlying needs.”
This is insane. “They tried to kill me! Why go through all that planning to ‘make’ me only to then stage an assassination?”
Banks looked down. “That was an error in judgment, and I’ve always resented them for it. They weren’t sure you would follow through, either.”
Either… “I wasn’t the first, was I? My brother Tristen!”
Banks withered. “Cris, this is not something you want to dive into.”
“On the contrary—”
“Our entire race is at stake. Do you understand that?” Banks pleaded. “The Priesthood knew we needed a military leader, not a politician.”
Cris’ stomach churned. They killed him. Just like they tried to kill me. “I had no interest in politics.”
“No, but you were deemed too independent.”
“So they were threatened by me.” They should be. Especially now.
“They were wrong, and they admit it. You’re more than we could have hoped for.”
Cris threw up his hands. “How did this even get started? Who are the Bakzen?”
Banks turned pale. “I can’t tell you.”
“Why?”
“I just can’t, Cris.”
“Bomax, Banks! You expect me to continue on, despite just having turned my entire world upside down, and yet you’re still keeping things from me? You better have a foking good reason for not telling me.”
Banks looked down. “I can’t tell you because you will tell Wil, and he can’t know.”
What wouldn’t they want him to know? Cris was about to respond, but Scott stuck his head into the office.
Scott startled when he saw Cris’ expression. He inched back from the door. “We need to figure out what we’re doing. We’re completely exposed here.” 
Cris nodded and returned his attention to Banks. “This conversation isn’t over.” 
Banks looked him in the eye. “Do whatever it takes to get Wil back.” 
“I know.”
 



CHAPTER 7
“That’s a hell of a fence,” Cris said with distaste, still reeling from his conversation with Banks. The Defense Barrier. The border of the rift. He felt queasy thinking about what was just out of sight.
“I take it we’re going to ignore the giant, flashing ‘keep out’ sign?” Scott quipped.
Cris wasn’t in the mood for joking. “You know we don’t have a choice.”
The satellites placed in strategic alignment formed a nearly impenetrable mesh of sensor beams. After what he had just learned, Cris wished they could just turn around and forget about it. But, Wil was somewhere inside. He couldn’t give up. “Kari, have you found any weak areas in the grid?”
“Not really.” She sighed and rapped her fingers on the computer console at her station. “Well, there was one thing. It looked like a shift change at some manned outposts, but we haven’t been here for long enough to know how frequently those occur. I’m not positive, but it appeared that the grid recalibrated for the new shift, and that there was a few second lapse in the sensor network. We might be able to slip through then, but all they’d have to do is look out the window to see us.” 
So many unknowns. “That also means forces will be doubled. Less than ideal.” Cris turned to Scott for suggestions.
“Where can we get farthest away from the manned outposts?” Scott asked.
Kari displayed the pattern of the Defense Barrier’s grid near the Vanquish on the front of the domed viewscreen. The grid was complex, but Cris’ trained eye caught one of its very few weaknesses. “Is that an open hole where the grid crosses between outposts?”
Kari zoomed in. “Looks like it.”
“Alec, let’s pull back. I have an idea, but we’ll need to wait for the right opportunity to make a move.” It’s downright lunacy. Cris sighed. Then again, everything feels like a sick joke. 
There was a somber mood in the Command Center, and Cris knew his dour expression wasn’t helping. They are driven forward by duty, but no one wants to be here. I don’t want to be here. It was his responsibility to maintain morale and encourage those on board, but, his own understanding of the circumstances made it difficult for him to rally his comrades. The war isn’t imminent—it’s already happening, just out of sight. And all their hopes rest on Wil.
Cris struggled to keep his internal emotional turmoil at bay. He wanted to talk to Kate about what he’d just learned from Banks, but it would only be as a distraction. There would be time to deal with the revelations once Wil was home safely. 
He set his jaw and tried to focus. There were many more lives at risk than just the Vanquish’s crew and Wil’s, and he needed to see the mission through. But as they waited, the extent of the lies that permeated every aspect of his life was too much to ignore. It was all a setup. Is any of it real? He slumped dejectedly in his chair next to Scott, unable to answer the questioning glances about what he had discussed with Banks. For the moment, all he could do until the next shift change was hope for the best.
*       *       *
What do I do now that Cris knows? Banks lay back on the couch in his office. This changes our whole timeline with Wil. And Kate… He expected her to come storming into his office any moment.
Information about the Bakzen War was closely guarded, and there had been no intention of discussing Wil’s role in the conflict until he was at least an Agent. Then again, we never thought he would be face-to-face with the enemy. Maybe it was for the best—an opportunity for him to be a part of fleet development, tactics and other preparations prior to taking formal command. Assuming we don’t lose him. He groaned aloud. The thought was too much to bear.
There were still so many unknowns. Banks wanted to have complete confidence in Cris’ ability to find Wil, but he was up against a seemingly impossible task. Though he wanted to help Cris, Banks had nowhere safe to turn.
If I say anything to the others now, no good will come of it. There was still a traitor somewhere in the TSS—and if Cris was correct about it being an Agent, it would be almost impossible to detect. Even still, responsibility for the infiltration would fall on Banks. I’ve worked for too long to get into this position only to let them take it from me. There’s too much to lose. Though without Cris and Wil, none of it mattered.
Continuing to conceal Wil’s capture was risky, but it was his only real option. All I can do is wait.
*       *       *
It was time to move. The shift change had come.
“Take her into position,” Cris commanded.
Alec’s piloting ability would soon be put to the test. They had been over the plan several times, but it still sounded crazy to Cris. There was no guarantee that it would work, and there were too many variables to bother counting.
Cris took a deep breath, watching the clock. “Okay, Alec. Let’s see what you can do.”
Alec nodded, anticipated the order to move the ship forward.
“Now!”
With one touch on the console, Alec fired the jump drive for a split second, almost instantaneously shutting off all external power to the vessel—a textbook “phantom jump.” There was a jolt as the ship lunged forward, followed by a slight rock back as the lights dimmed and the ship traveled forward on inertia, surrounded by a spatial disruption from the near-subspace jump. The Vanquish continued forward into Bakzeni Territory.
“I see no sign of pursuit,” informed Kari, much to everyone’s relief.
That seems too good to be true. “Plot a course toward the primary planet.”
*       *       *
General Carzen looked over the message from Station 27 along the Defense Barrier. It was hard to believe that the TSS actually thought they could pass into Bakzeni Territory unobserved. Carzen sent back instruction to reactivate the sensor beacon that had been partially disabled for the sake of luring the dimwitted TSS Agents.
Once captured, the TSS ship would yield valuable intelligence on the latest rift drive capabilities and frequencies for the navigation beacons. All of the information that Tek’s collaborator inside the TSS was unable to transmit would soon be at the Bakzen’s disposal. Things were coming together nicely.
*       *       *
 The Vanquish floated in the star-speckled expanse of space above the planetary headquarters for the Bakzeni Empire. Cris had no idea how to proceed.
Not only were the defense arrays going to be hard to bypass, but there was also a sophisticated shield around the entire planet. The only ways through the shield were rectangular openings that stretched several miles on a side, placed around key points on the planet’s equator. Naturally, the openings were the most guarded area in all of Bakzeni Territory.
Cris had provided the frequency of Wil’s ID chip to Alec and Kari, but their scanning abilities were severely hampered by the shield.
“So…” Alec began.
Please tell me you have a lead. Cris perked up. “Any sign of Wil?” 
“Not yet.” Alec glanced over at Kari.
She made no effort to mask her concern. “I don’t know how much longer they’ll be fooled by the disguised transmitting signal.”
Cris nodded. “We’ve been far too lucky. Getting through the defense barrier without apparent detection, and then coming this far without being questioned. It’s all just so… convenient.” Led right into a trap.
Scott nodded. “I agree. The word ‘convenient’ does seem to fit awfully well, but I don’t know what we can do.”
“We have no choice but to stick it out,” Cris said. “We can’t turn back without Wil, no matter the risk to us.”
“But keep in mind, the more time we take to make a move, the riskier it becomes,” Scott pointed out.
“Yes, waiting around won’t do us any good,” Alec added. “We have nothing to learn about the planetary shield. It’s very similar to what the Taran colonies use. The longer we delay, the higher the likelihood of detection.”
Cris held back a wave of anger. I hate being so close to the Bakzen base and not being able to retaliate. But we need to focus on finding Wil. “All right. We somehow need to determine Wil’s present location. We can’t do much planning before we know that.”
“I’m working on it with a team,” Kari said. “It’s slow going, but I’ll let you know as soon as I find anything.” 
“Actually, I’ll help you,” Scott said. “We should let the others rest while they can. Let’s just call it ship’s night and work down in Communications.”
Cris looked to Alec, and then back at his other officers. “Good idea. Alec, let’s run over the specs on the planetary defenses.”
Alec nodded. “Okay. Let’s get to work.”
*       *       *
The secondary communications room in TSS Headquarters was completely empty, just the way Arron Haersen hoped it would be. He slipped through the automatic doorway into the darkened room. The call he was expecting was far too sensitive for anyone else to happen across its content. Even though the call required interception so the Comm Command team wouldn’t detect it, Haersen had the utmost faith that everything would go smoothly. After all, his job as Mission Coordinator made him the overseer of all TSS communications.
He walked over to the central monitor on the far wall in anticipation of the incoming call. Plotting against the TSS was not without risk, but his alliance with the Bakzen had already given him so much.
The monitor flashed with the announcement of the incoming message before the image on the screen began to solidify. It took a little longer than usual to establish a stable link due to the distance of the subspace relays, but it gave Haersen more time to organize his thoughts. With the transmission routed safely away from Comm Command undetected, he could talk to his collaborator with a little less worry. Haersen looked up at the central screen. Colonel Tek’s sorrel eyes stared unwaveringly back. He didn’t look happy.
“How is it going?” asked Haersen.
Tek glowered. “Not as I had hoped.”
Haersen swallowed hard. He knew that if something went wrong, he would be first on Tek’s hit list. “Well, the sabotage was a success. They were able to find a replacement cell more quickly than I anticipated, but the new rift drive should be disabled. Once you move to capture them, they’ll be trapped.”
“Useful, but hardly a consolation prize if we don’t get to put the Primus Elite to use,” Tek replied with a scowl.
“Is there anything I can do to help from here?”
“There might have been, but it’s too late now that we have him. Carzen has been far too friendly for my liking—for our plan’s liking. It’s as if he actually thinks the Primus Elite can be turned. The incompetent fool.” Tek scoffed.
“I see.”
Tek looked even more sullen. “The Primus Elite is much stronger than any of us thought. That’s excellent for us, but once Carzen realizes that he cannot be turned in the same way you were, he may destroy him before I have a chance to fulfill our plan. What a shame it would be to end his life without releasing his potential. Not to mention, a major setback.”
“You can’t expect immediate results. Turning me was quite a different matter—”
“This isn’t about you!”
Haersen flinched at the outburst. “Yes, sir. All I meant to say was that—”
“What?”
Haersen wet his lips. “It’s just that, unlike me, the Primus Elite was raised within TSS Headquarters. They poisoned his mind early. Someone like me, with a more neutral background—well, I could immediately see your superiority, what you could offer me. But, I do believe that he could be swayed to your—our—side, if it came down to it. He is rational, after all. It just might take a little bit longer than it did with me. However, you know best if he is more useful as an ally or as a tool to expand Bakzeni Territory.” Haersen let out a shaky breath. Both Tek’s and Carzen’s plans sounded unlikely to succeed, but it would be so much better if they at least shared a common vision. One double-cross was enough.
Tek still looked skeptical, but he let Haersen’s reasoning do for the time being. “I should probably get back before they are suspicious of my absence,” Tek said after another uncomfortable silence.
“Yes, as should I,” Haersen agreed. At first, he hadn’t liked having their communications transmitted through the TSS, but Tek had threatened to back out of their arrangement if Haersen couldn’t prove his loyalty by flaunting his betrayal. Now, as much as Haersen feared getting caught, every moment his plans went unnoticed, he felt more pleased with himself for outsmarting those who had always looked down on him. It wouldn’t be much longer before he would finally be able to show them just how superior he could become. “We’ll talk again in two days, then?”
“Yes. Two days.” Tek ended the transmission.
Haersen stared at the blank screen as he sighed with relief. Their plans were being played out even as they spoke, but it would all be in vain if Wil was too resistant too early on. He left the room as quietly as he had arrived. His plotting had gone unnoticed for the time being.
 



CHAPTER 8
Wil bolted awake from what he hoped was a very bad dream. Heart racing, he looked around the Bakzen cell—his waking nightmare. At least they didn’t kill me in my sleep. 
He wasn’t sure how long he had be out, though it felt like nearly a full night’s rest. He was disappointed in himself for letting his guard down, but at least he felt refreshed.
He sat in contemplation for several minutes, weighing his options. Eventually, he decided that he would have to play along with General Carzen and Colonel Tek’s game—if they were playing the same one—and hope to be able to make an opportunistic escape.
Getting up from the bed, Wil walked over to the barred front of the cell. He craned his neck to see past the bars. Six guards sat at a small table near the end of the hall. They were playing some sort of game that looked vaguely like Fastara, except with colored blocks rather than cards. They moved the blocks telekinetically, keeping the game suspended in midair above the table’s surface.
“Hey! Guard!” Wil yelled out and waited for a response. When none came, he tried again a little louder. “Guard! Come here. I’d like to talk with General Carzen about our alliance.”
With that, one of the sentries let out an exasperated grunt and lowered his blocks onto the table. He shoved back his chair and stomped over toward Wil while his comrades continued their game.
Wil took a step back from the cell bars. I think I pissed him off.
The guard looked identical to the others Wil had encountered earlier, but there was a distinctive scar along his jaw that Wil hadn’t seen before. “You want to talk General, eh?” he jeered with a thick accent. “General busy. You need appointment. Wait until he want see you.”
Wil flashed his most charming smile. “In that case, why don’t you inform him that I’m willing to talk now and that he can call for me at his leisure.”
“Sure. I do for you.” The guard strolled back to the other guards.
There’s no way that message is going to make it to Carzen. Wil’s heart sank as he watched the guard walk away. As he turned around to sit back down on the platform bed, he heard a tussle among the guards, just out of view. The scarred guard came rushing back to the entrance of Wil’s cell, a fresh bruise forming on his temple.
“I sorry, sir,” he said, “I not know who you are. General Carzen see you right away. I not told who you are… I somewhere else most times. I not know you even here—”
Stars! Now they’re groveling? “It’s fine. You’ve been quite kind to me as it is, being a prisoner and all, but—”
The guard ran his wrist over a pad on the front of the cell door and the bars swung open. “Oh, no, no, you not prisoner. You are guest.”
“Okay…” I’m done trying to figure out what’s going on.
The profuse apologies continued all the way to General Carzen’s office. Wil was ushered through the office door and left alone in the room with the Bakzen general. 
“You wanted to see me?” asked General Carzen.
Wil nodded. “Yes, sir.” He set up a firm mental block to keep Carzen from probing his inner thoughts, and then took a deep breath. “I was raised to view the Bakzen as a distant enemy. We both know that. But in my short time here, I have begun to understand that you are not the people I was led to believe. It didn’t take long to start seeing ways in which you are superior to the TSS. Your sheer discipline alone is what the TSS could only dream of one day achieving. They are so unnecessarily showy and far too reliant on pointless comforts.”
“I’d tend to agree,” Carzen said.
“I’ve been thinking about what you said during our last meeting, about me being turned to your side,” Wil continued. “Obviously, I can’t change my loyalty overnight. In fact, I hated the idea at first. But, I’ve had some time to reflect on what the TSS has given me, and… well, it isn’t a very long list. So, let’s just say that I am now open-minded, as you hoped. After all, I’m barely into my teens and I’m already almost as powerful as their most senior Agents. When it comes down to it, there’s just no way the TSS can properly train me. I realized that a while ago, but I never thought I had another option. I’m curious what you can offer me. Maybe we can explore ways for the Bakzen to help me rise to my full potential.” Wil hung his head, feigning anguish. “I’m sure you can appreciate how hard it is for me to admit that—after being taught to hate you. But… at some point, I do need to think of myself.” 
Carzen’s face contorted into his unnatural smile. “I couldn’t agree with you more. I’m pleased you are considering the different angles of this matter. My colleagues—”
“Colonel Tek?”
“Er, yes, even Colonel Tek, will be happy to hear of your reconsideration. There are many mutual advantages to such an arrangement.”
Wil nodded. “I know it would take time for us to learn to work together, but I owe it to myself to become everything I can.”
General Carzen rose from his chair. “I look forward to talking further with you on this matter, but I must go. I have an appointment to keep.”
Wil stood up. “Thank you for your time, General.”
“Certainly.” Carzen walked toward the door. He glanced back once, looking Wil over, before he stepped into the hallway.
Wil couldn’t help but wonder if Carzen’s sudden meeting was a fabricated excuse to leave. He seemed genuinely surprised that I was so agreeable. I hope I didn’t come on too strong.
Guards came in to retrieve Wil after Carzen left. As they escorted him down the hall, he found they were going a different way than the prison wing where he had been staying. Wil tried to keep track of where they were going, but he was soon lost. 
The guards stopped at an open door, gesturing Wil through. After a slight hesitation, he obeyed. Fully furnished quarters met his gaze. So I have been upgraded from prisoner to guest.
*       *       *
 General Carzen entered the Officer’s Lounge feeling pleased with himself. As it would seem, hospitality had proved much more effective than intimidation in taking the first step toward turning the future Primus Elite Agent to the side of the Bakzeni Empire. Though he couldn’t access Wil’s inner mind, Carzen knew he was being led on. That was expected. Yet, he had also detected a glimmer of sincerity in the Junior Agent’s statements: the Bakzen were powerful and could offer far more guidance than the TSS. That truth was something to exploit.
Carzen stopped in the center of the room. The Bakzen officers looked up at him from their various positions throughout the lounge.
“It’s time we take a little trip with our guest,” Carzen proclaimed. “He needs a nudge in the right direction.”
Tek glowered. “We need a formal meeting. That was never part of the plan.” 
“Yes, of course,” Carzen agreed. “It would not be proper for us to proceed without the Imperial Director’s approval.”
“Would you like me to set up the meeting?” Major Komantra, one of the younger officers, asked. He had yet to earn any scars to set him apart from the other officers in his genetic line, relying solely on his uniform name tag and ribbons to express his distinction.
“No, that won’t be necessary. I’ll get in touch with him myself. There are other matters to discuss.” Carzen glanced at Tek. “We will convene in the Strategy Room at 16:00.”
The officers nodded in acknowledgment.
Carzen pivoted around and walked out of the room. There were many things to do.
*       *       *
Wil looked around his new quarters. Though far from luxurious, the accommodations offered the basic comforts—mattress on the bed, a washroom, desk. It was compact, but not cramped. There didn’t appear to be any communications systems in the room, but that wasn’t surprising.
As soon as the guards left, he scoped out the shower. That’s the first order of business. It was a square meter stall of stainless steel with a translucent plastic door. Seeing no controls, Wil stuck his hand into the stall and water automatically rained down from a spout in the ceiling. He quickly retracted his hand to keep his jacket sleeve from getting soaked.
Still skeptical of his captors’ intentions, he waited a couple minutes before stripping down—just to make sure his hand didn’t fall off due to acid in the water. Carzen claimed they want me alive, but you never know. He felt a little silly, but the precaution seemed worthwhile.
Once satisfied that the water was safe, Wil removed his clothes. He set them in a pile next to the shower, wanting to keep his handheld and the explosive film close.
The hot water felt amazing as it washed over him. Days of resting on stone and metal had left him with a chill. Warmed by the water, he tried to set aside his worries and be thankful for what he did have. I’m alive. I have a plan to stay alive. Besides, all this first-hand experience with the enemy has to be of some use…
He finished up in the shower and put his clothes back on. Though a clean outfit would be nice, he still felt much improved.
Wil returned to the main room. He inspected the plain gray walls and utilitarian furniture crafted of metal and black plastic. All of the furnishings were deliberate, arranged to leave just enough room to navigate around each object. Even down to the most minute details, everything had a purpose and nothing was out of place. The more Wil thought about it, the more uncomfortable it made him. There was no heart to the space—unapologetic function over form. Why would anyone choose to live like this?
He sat down on the bed, the chill returning. I hope I won’t have to stay here long. The TSS must be looking for me, right? I just have to hang on…
*       *       *
Banks paced his office, waiting for Kate to arrive. He was surprised she had requested a meeting, after how their last conversation ended. Under normal circumstances, he would have been eager to patch things up with her. However, the request came so soon after his heart-to-heart with Cris that Banks had to question Kate’s motives. Maybe Cris asked her to punch me on his behalf?
The buzzer at the door sounded.
“Come in,” Banks said, taking a seat at his desk. Having a physical barrier to separate them might be wise.
“Hi,” Kate greeted as she entered. She closed the door and walked over to take a seat across the desk from Banks.
“What can I do for you?”
Kate looked embarrassed. “I owe you an apology. Cris sent me a message and said to get off your case.”
“Did he say anything else?” Banks asked, bracing for the worst.
“No, just that you weren’t the one working with the Bakzen.”
So he’s keeping the war to himself for now. No need to bring it up unsolicited. Banks gave her a reassuring smile. “I can understand your suspicions, Kate. No hard feelings.” There would be other times to discuss the war and her part in it.
Kate crossed her arms. “So what do we do now? I have a shortlist. Just start questioning everyone on it?”
“Most likely, we’re dealing with an Agent. It wouldn’t be easy to get a confession.”
“There are only four Agents with the right skills and clearance who don’t have an alibi for the time of the break-in.”
“What did you consider an alibi?”
“Being with someone, or captured on video somewhere else,” Kate replied. “But, that might not be good enough.”
Banks sighed. “Footage can be doctored, and there could always be multiple people working together and covering for each other.”
“Right. So that list of four Agents could really be forty.” Kate leaned back in the chair. “I just wanted to get to the bottom of this so badly, I jumped ahead. I know better than to follow such shoddy research methods.”
“It’s not shoddy, Kate. You’ve done more than anyone else,” Banks assured her.
Kate threw up her hands. “Shite, I doubted you. How’s that productive?”
If only she knew what all of my private conversations were about. “This isn’t the kind of investigation we can conduct in a couple of days. We need to go through the mainframe security protocols line by line.”
“That’ll take weeks!” Kate protested.
“I know. I want this put to rest as much as you do.”
Kate sighed. “Who’s going to comb through everything? I’d offer, but programming is hardly my strong suit.”
Banks steepled his fingers. “Believe it or not, I actually know a thing or two on the subject.”
Kate looked at him quizzically. “I didn’t know that.”
“I wasn’t always TSS High Commander, you know,” Banks said with a slight smile. “I started out working in Communications.”
Kate’s eyes narrowed. “Not Command?”
“It was a bit of a circuitous route,” Banks replied, wishing he’d never mentioned it. “All I’m saying is, I’m looking into it personally. Our traitor won’t stay hidden for much longer.”
Kate continued to eye him with a hint of suspicion. “Any luck so far?”
“No more than what you found yourself. To move things along, I have two other teams working on it independently. We’ll see if we all come to the same conclusion.”
“While a traitor continues to walk among us.” Kate suddenly looked like she was about to break down. She took a slow, deliberate breath.
Banks leaned forward and placed his hands on the desktop. “We need to have each other’s backs. But we’ll get through this. Together.”
Kate nodded and rose from her seat. “I’ll keep looking. Maybe something will jump out.”
Banks stood to see her out. You might find more than you expect. “Get some rest, Kate.”
“I will. But the day isn’t over yet.”
*       *       *
General Carzen made his way to the Strategy Room. His preemptive conversation with the Imperial Director had gone smoothly, considering the subject matter, but he wasn’t sure his warning about Tek had been taken seriously. The colonel’s behavior was alarming, especially with the Primus Elite around. Carzen hoped his concerns were unwarranted.
Most of the Bakzen officers were already seated around the table when Carzen arrived, including Tek. Each represented a separate genetic line of specialized commanders—the pinnacle of cunning and physical prowess for their roles, unlike the simple-minded drones that carried out their orders as soldiers and laborers. The officers were all hardened soldiers versed in war. All had seen combat over the years and they still sought action on the front lines. Battle wounds were a badge of pride, and many boasted electrical burns from ships damaged in combat. Each of the officers held an advanced rank, indicated by the sashes on their tan uniforms.
Without hesitation, Carzen walked to the far side of the circular table and took his usual seat. Tek eyed him as he passed by, but Carzen ignored him. As the most senior among them, everyone deferred to Carzen’s model of silence.
The room dimmed in anticipation of the meeting. Carzen drummed his fingers impatiently on the tabletop.
At precisely 16:00, there was complete stillness when the holographic projector activated. Hovering above the surface of the table was the perfectly rendered figure of the Imperial Director. He was old for a Bakzen, his skin almost beginning to wrinkle. But his gaze was wise and keen, his red eyes glowing.
“I understand that the Primus Elite is amenable to working with us,” said the Director.
“Yes, sir,” replied General Carzen. “He informed me earlier today that he acknowledges the superiority of the Bakzeni Empire and sees an opportunity for mutual benefit. It will take time to fully sway him, but I believe we could expedite his realignment by showing him what lies inside the rift.”
The Director nodded. “Any time we can save is to our benefit. We need to prepare if we are to come out victorious against Tararia.”
Tek looked taken aback. “Sir, how can we be so quick to find an ally in someone who’s been our sworn enemy since birth? This change of heart is sudden, and suspicious.”
“Nothing is assured,” the Director replied. “We must proceed cautiously, but a seed has been planted in his mind that we can cultivate.” The Imperial Director was silent in thought for a moment. “I agree with General Carzen. It’s time we show the young Dragon the might of the Bakzen.”
*       *       *
Guards prodded Wil down the hallway. It had only been a few hours since he was shown to his new quarters. Where are they taking me now?
He attempted to question where they were going, but the escorts refused to answer. The questioning was initially out of simple curiosity, but interest turned to fear when Wil realized that he was being led down an unfamiliar hallway. This isn’t the way to Carzen’s office. Maybe I’m finally being led to my execution.
He frantically looked for any possible escape. The guards surrounded him both physically and telekinetically, forming an impenetrable wall. This is the end.
The procession came to an abrupt halt. Wil was surprised to see an open door to a transport ship. The hull was rough and patchy compared to TSS ships, and was heavily armored. The guards looked expectantly toward Wil for him to step into the vessel.
Wil stood his ground. “Where are you taking me?” he asked again with all the authority he could muster.
The guards looked at each other, wondering if they should answer.
“We’re going to show you the truth,” said a familiar voice from behind.
Wil turned to see General Carzen approaching. “What do you mean?”
Amusement touched the corners of Carzen’s mouth. “You’ll see.” The general stepped into the ship, gesturing for Wil to follow. 
Though he resisted the prodding hands of the guards, Wil was shoved in after him.
Seats lined either wall of the passenger cabin, facing each other. Wil was secured into one of the seats across from the door with a four-point harness. The seat was only lightly padded and sized for someone much larger than Wil; even with the harness fully tightened, it barely felt secure.
Without any delay, the outer door was sealed and the Bakzen escorts took seats surrounding Wil.
Wil sat in silence in the windowless cabin, listening to the engines as the ship strained to pass through the atmosphere and then glided through space. After some time, he heard docking clamps latch onto the hull. “Where are we going?” he asked Carzen. The general didn’t reply.
The door to the transport shuttle slid up, revealing a gangway. The escorts unstrapped Wil and pulled him to his feet.
Exiting the shuttle, Wil could see through small windows in the gangway that they were walking into one of the colossal branches of a spaceport. Other branches curved away in the distance. The small party proceeded into the central corridor for their docking wing.
Walking on the familiar-feeling floor of a space dock, Wil looked around in wonder, taking in the immense size of the port. The entire roof was transparent with only thin metal support beams interrupting the clear view into space. The dock dwarfed that of the TSS and it held at least twice as many ships. Wil had never seen so many vessels in such a compact area outside of a major manufacturing yard. Their forces are so much more powerful than ours. We don’t have a chance. As he turned his head to look through the ceiling behind him, Wil caught sight of another group of guards heading toward General Carzen and himself. The guards took their places around Wil, and Carzen led them toward a corridor connecting to further docking sections.
Their course took them to a substantial craft with a smooth outer hull similar to interstellar TSS ships, but the aesthetics stood out from anything in the Taran worlds. He was led up the long gangway and then escorted up a lift to the Command Center, which was at the top of the vessel rather than in the middle of the body like TSS combat ships. The escorts directed him to a seat in the back corner of the room. 
Gazing at the consoles at the front of the Command Center, Wil noticed that there were some unfamiliar inputs. He took in the details of his surroundings. They must have some trust in their ability to get me on their side or they never would have brought me to the Command Center where I can see everything. What “truth” are they going to show me?
Carzen gave the order to pull away from the dock. Wil was about to ask where they were headed, but a cold look from a sentry standing over his right shoulder stopped him. Or they’ll just kill me if I don’t cooperate.
Wil studied the viewscreen at the front of the Command Center. All he could see was the space dock. Beyond that, there were only stars stretching out in all directions. Soon, the vessel turned and he could see the planet where he had spent the past few days. Its bland brownish colors looked out of place in the intense black surroundings. The ship turned again and only stars were visible through the viewscreen. 
Wil was just about to look away when a well-known form darted across the front of the screen.
“Report!” demanded Carzen with a hiss.
The helmsman looked up. “It was the TSS ship, sir.”
The Vanquish! Wil concealed his smile.
“No matter now,” Carzen dismissed. “They won’t be able to follow us much longer. Just capture their ship like we planned. It should make for good study.”
The Bakzen ship lunged forward in one smooth motion. The Vanquish matched their speed and began inching closer.
“They’re charging their weapons,” an officer next to the helmsman warned.
“They won’t fire,” Carzen said. “They won’t risk harming their precious Primus Elite.” The Vanquish inched closer, practically on a collision course with the Bakzen ship.
“We can’t outrun them on maneuvering thrusters, sir,” the helmsman informed.
The general stared out the viewscreen. “Take us home.”
“Aye, sir.” The helmsman turned his attention to the set of controls that Wil had seen earlier. He began entering in information to the computer. After making all the necessary inputs, he pressed the final button.
The ship began to vibrate as if it were preparing for a spatial jump. The vibrations continued to intensify as the space around the ship took on a color-shifting quality like a jump to subspace, but it felt unusual. Just as the vibration seemed too much for the ship to take, the world outside the viewscreen began to distort, as if looking through a pool of water. A blue-green wave rippled past the ship. Everything became still. The ship floated in the blue-green light for a split second before the distortion dissipated.
Wil took a deep breath. What was that? Cautiously, he began to peer at his new surroundings. The energy in the room felt different than it had before—the actual makeup of the surrounding space. It was invigorating. Wil looked out of the viewscreen. “Where are we?” he asked.
“Welcome to the rift,” Carzen stated. 
Wil stared with a slack jaw at the new world around him. Subspace pockets had been discussed in astrophysics literature, but traveling into a stable rift was considered next to impossible. He gripped the armrests of his chair, as his pulse spiked. Shite!
The Vanquish can’t enter the rift. I’m on my own.
The viewscreen revealed a space dock even larger than the one in normal space. The dock was completely full of warships, and small vessels ferried between the dock and other structures in the distance. Below it was the planet they had just left, but it looked strange—pale and distant, like it was just a reflection. Wil craned his neck to try and see what lie beyond the space station. If the Bakzen live in a rift, what else can they do?
“Here,” said Carzen, “let me give you a better look.” He nodded his head toward the helmsman, who pressed another button. 
The walls of the Command Center shimmered as a wave washed over them. Like a curtain opening, the view changed to a perfect rendition of the surrounding space. Wil looked up and saw the expanse of space stretching over his head and curving down below his feet. The chairs and control consoles around the room remained intact and solid, but were seemingly floating. It was a similar effect to the Command Center on the Vanquish, but far more thorough. 
Still marveling at the technological masterwork with sickening awe, he turned to look behind the ship. There were only more Bakzen vessels and manufacturing yards. How can the TSS ever hope to defeat
this? Then another thought came to mind, one that was much more urgent. He turned to General Carzen. “Why are you showing me this?” 
“So you can plainly see that any attempt to overthrow the Bakzeni Empire will be in vain. The TSS is no match for us,” the general replied without hesitation. “This is what we have to offer you.”
Wil shrugged. “It’s okay, for a start.” Fok, how do I get away?
General Carzen almost laughed. “Oh, come now! I can see the fear in your eyes, trying to comprehend what it would be like to fight against us. I know you can still be practical, despite your conditioning. If given the chance to join the superior side—why not seize the opportunity?” He hesitated slightly before continuing. “But, all this technology is nothing compared to what we have inside. Your makers never anticipated how strong we would be by now. As strong as you are, your abilities are no match for ours. The Bakzen race has evolved since the plans for the Cadicle were laid. Despite all that planning, you will never be able to overpower us. You needn’t bother trying. Change your allegiance while you have the chance.”
What is he talking about? Wil shook his head. “What do you mean by my ‘makers’? And you called me ‘Dragon’ earlier, and now ‘Cadicle.’ Why?” He met the general’s rust-colored eyes in a level stare.
Carzen looked shocked for a moment before regaining his outer composure. “You mean, they never told you that—”
The helmsman cut him off. “Sir, I’m detecting a spatial distortion. Something is coming through.”
 



CHAPTER 9
“Are we really going to do this? If so, everyone has to be for it,” Cris said to his senior officers seated around the table in the briefing room. Out the window, the rough wall of a massive freighter obscured his view of the Bakzen planet.
Scott nodded. “I’m with you, and I think I speak for everyone here when I say that I trust your judgment on this.”
It’s insane and he knows it. But what else can we do? “Okay,” Cris whispered half to himself. Then, louder, so the rest of the people in the room could hear, “I know this sounds suicidal, and it probably is, but I see no alternative. We need to go down to the planet’s surface. You’ve all read over the written brief? Good. Does anyone have any input? These plans are by no means final.”
Kari raised her hand. “I’m not sure if I missed something, but I don’t quite understand how you intend to find Wil on the planet… not to mention, we don’t know if he’s even there.”
Cris looked down at the table. “You’re right. And I don’t know how we’re going to find him, only that we must. I hope that we’ll be able to access the Bakzen’s computer network and get some intel that will point to Wil’s whereabouts. It’s a shot in the dark. If anyone has any other ideas about how to approach this, I’d be eager to hear them, because I’d rather avoid running around aimlessly on an enemy planet. We’ve been relying too much on luck and guesswork.” He looked at the faces around the conference table.
Everyone in the room was silent, knowing that Cris’ statements were too true for comfort.
Shite. I don’t deserve their trust in me on this. “Let’s wait just a little bit longer before we take action. But if we don’t have another lead in the next two hours, we need to move.” If it isn’t already too late… He shoved the thought away. “You’re dismissed. Keep near your posts in case something comes up.”
Everyone rose to leave.
“Stay here, Scott,” Cris said as his friend started to stand up.
Scott sat back down. “What is it?”
Cris waited for the others to leave. “You didn’t object to the plan.”
The other Primus Agent looked confused. “What do you mean?”
“Don’t you find it a bit crazy to send a team down to the surface of the planet with no clear plan of action?” 
“I trust your judgment.”
“That’s exactly what I don’t want you to do.” Cris slumped back in his chair.
“You don’t want me to trust you?”
No, it’s not that. I’m just afraid I’m getting desperate. “I’m prone to taking this as a parent rather than a TSS officer. I need you to call me on my shite.” 
“Are you saying I’m not questioning your authority enough?” Scott raised an eyebrow. “What if I agree with how you’ve been handling things? I would have come to the same conclusion that a manual search of the Bakzen network is necessary, since the planetary shield prevents a remote hack.”
Cris nodded slowly. Why can’t I trust myself anymore? “Just remember that if something seems too insane, call me on it.”
“Sure thing,” Scott agreed. “Now let’s get back to the Command Center. We have a lot to prepare.”
Cris and Scott walked down the hall to the Command Center and took their seats. The freighter that obscured the Vanquish loomed at the front of the dome. Though the Vanquish was a sizeable vessel by most measures, it was dwarfed by the Bakzen vessel. Kari and Alec were busy at their consoles looking at the data coming in from what few scans they could run through the planetary shield. Tracking Wil’s dynastic ID chip is useless through the shield. How are we supposed to find him? “Have you found anything new?” Cris asked purely to break the somber silence in the room.
“More of the same,” Kari replied. “Pretty much all we can see are the ships disengaging from the docks and either heading into space or down to the planet.”
The ships… “What if Wil isn’t on the planet’s surface?”
The two helm officers turned around in their chairs and looked at him. “We did scan all the ships in orbit when we first arrived, but we didn’t find anything,” Alec said. He paused and looked at his console. “Do you want us to search again?”
Scott shrugged. “It’s worth a try.”
“We may as well,” Cris agreed. I just can’t let myself get hopeful.
Kari and Alec redirected their signal sweeps to the ships, focusing on the ID frequency Cris had provided. After a couple minutes, the two officers suddenly looked up at each other.
Alec swiveled around to address Cris, his astonishment audible, “I think we may have found something.”
Really? Cris came to attention. “Where?”
“There’s a cruiser pulling away from the dock right now,” Kari stated while re-tuning the sensors.
“Can you be absolutely sure Wil’s on it?” If we move, we won’t be able to go back into hiding.
“Not one hundred percent,” replied Alec, “but it’s the best lead that we’ve seen so far.”
This might be the one chance that we have to save him. I could never forgive myself if we didn’t try. “Let’s move.”
“Aye.” Alec restored systems to their full power and started up the docking thrusters. Once the Vanquish was clear of the freighter, he switched over the main engines and swung the ship out into the full view of any observing eyes. Alec piloted toward a Bakzen ship a little larger than the Vanquish that was moving away from the dock into open space. As they inched closer, the other ship accelerated.
“Keep up with them, Alec,” Cris commanded. “Charge the weapons system, but don’t fire. I don’t want to risk hurting Wil.” The Vanquish continued to move closer to the Bakzen ship. Just as the Vanquish got dangerously near, the space around the enemy ship began distorting, as though initializing a subspace jump.
Cris leaned forward, about to give the order to charge the Vanquish’s jump drive. Then, the Bakzen ship vanished from both normal and subspace views. “Where did they go?”
Kari sat in stunned silence for a moment before stammering a reply. “They’re gone.”
“Yes, but where did they go?” Cris asked, leaning forward in his chair.
“I don’t know. They’re just gone,” she repeated.
“Well, where could they have gone? There must be a signal in subspace.” Unless…
“No. There’s absolutely no trace of them. They’re just gone…”
They jumped into the rift. “Alec, bring up the Jotun sequence on the nav system,” Cris ordered as he leaped from his seat. He jogged to Alec’s station.
“The what?” Alec asked.
“Here.” Cris waved the pilot from his seat and pulled up the nav system menu. There was nothing related to Jotun in the pre-programmed destinations. “Bomax, Banks,” Cris muttered.
“What are you doing?” Scott asked.
“Finding my son.” Think. Where would a protocol be hidden?
“Bakzen ships approaching!” Kari warned.
Cris ran through the architecture of the nav system in his head, tapping on menus in the nav system to investigate what only turned out to be false leads. Banks knew I could find it. But where? Nothing seemed to fit. His mind and pulse raced, knowing their time to act had already expired.
“The ships are closing in.” Kari desperately looked to Scott when she got no reaction from Cris. “It looks like they’re building a containment net!”
“We need to move!” Scott exclaimed. Panic was setting in.
“They jumped into a subspace rift,” Cris said without stopping his work. “I’m trying to find the nav protocol. I need more time.” Come on! Where is it?
“A what?” Scott asked, incredulous.
“Shite,” Alec breathed.
Kari turned back to her console. “I’ll try to hold them off.” She took aim at the Bakzen vessels.
The rift is between normal space and subspace in our present location. It’s not a distinct other place… Of course! It wouldn’t be the destination settings, but the underlying jump parameters. Cris accessed the very foundation of the nav system. Sure enough, there was a switch buried in the controls to flip from “Beacon Nav” to “Jotun.” There! Cris made the change. “Found it!”
Alec stared at the console. “How do we make the jump?”
Cris returned the pilot’s chair to Alec. “I think we just activate the jump drive while it’s in this mode,” Cris guessed.
“Are you sure?” Alec questioned, taking his seat.
I have no idea. “What else?”
A shot fired from one of the Bakzen ships rocked the Vanquish. “We have to do something,” Kari urged.
“Make the jump!” Cris commanded, taking his Captain’s chair.
“Aye.” Alec began charging the jump drive.
Cris leaned over to the console between the two central chairs. “Matt?” He waited for a response.
“Yes?”
“We’re about to make a rift jump. Let’s hope your patch job holds,” Cris announced.
“A what?” Matt fell silent for a moment, followed by a low curse. “Yes, sir.” There was a waver to his voice. The comm link ended.
“Are you sure this is a good idea?” asked Scott.
Cris smiled weakly. “It’s a little late to be questioning me now.”
“Everything’s ready,” informed Alec. And much quieter, “I think.”
Cris glanced one last time at Scott. “Let’s go.”
The vibration of the jump drive rattled the Vanquish. As the shaking crescendoed, the space surrounding the Vanquish began to distort—masked by the ethereal blue-green of subspace. For a moment, the ship was enveloped by swirling light, floating in perfect stillness. With a shudder, the Vanquish dropped into the world beyond the dimensional veil.
Cris stood up and stared out the front viewscreen, his mouth partially open. A massive spaceport and an armada of warships met his gaze. The Bakzen aren’t just a threat, they can completely annihilate us.
Scott stood to join him. “Where the fok are we?”
“I’ll explain later.”
Cris could have continued to stare out at the seemingly impossible engineering feats, but he caught sight of the ship that was carrying his son. “Don’t let them get away.”
*       *       *
“Curse them!” spat General Carzen as the Vanquish emerged from the spatial distortion. “We should have had them.”
Wil’s heart leaped. How did they follow us? He concealed his smile as Carzen flashed an angry glance in his direction. There was still a chance to get away. 
Wil turned around and looked out the back wall of the room. The Vanquish was hovering just behind the starboard side of the Bakzen vessel. He stared at the ship, hoping for some sign of what to do next.
General Carzen noticed Wil’s intent gaze. “Deactivate the panoramic viewing,” he commanded. The room returned to its original appearance with another shimmering wave washing over the walls. “Head toward the station.” His eyes narrowed. “As I was saying, you don’t know how you came into being?”
“Why would there be anything to know?” How could the Bakzen know anything about me?
Carzen smirked. “You were genetically engineered to be superior to your fellow Tarans. Generations of careful pairing to select the best traits Tarans had to offer. It’s all come down to you, a union of the bloodlines symbolized by Serpent and Falcon crests—when combined, a Dragon. They designed you to have superior physical and cognitive abilities paired with telekinetic strengths unlike any Taran before you. Through those means, you were meant to be even stronger than the Bakzen—though we have become more powerful than the Tararian scientists ever anticipated. Wil, you have such tremendous potential, more than the TSS is prepared to handle. You know that as well as I do.”
Wil tensed, unsure what to make of the general’s statement. He couldn’t take the Bakzen’s word at face value. Was I really “engineered” to be this way? It was unnerving to think of being created for such a distinct purpose, but he cast the feeling aside. Carzen would say anything to keep him interested. I need to get away from here. “Yes, General, I have always known that I was superior to other Tarans, I just never knew to what extent.”
Carzen nodded. “There is one more thing that I’m not sure you know. An ability that will one day emerge. No one at the TSS could ever teach you to use it—they will barely comprehend its wonders. Though it is a skill that you will ultimately have to master on your own, we can guide you. With practice, you will be able to—”
The general suddenly cut off as a violent jolt rocked the ship. Wil was caught off guard, but he quickly regained his composure. The jolt was undoubtedly caused by a weapons blast of some sort, but he didn’t know where it had originated. Surely not from the Vanquish.
“They dare to attack us?” Carzen shot a seething glare toward the Vanquish.
“Weapons on the TSS ship are still charged,” one of the officers replied.
Such an aggressive tactic was unlike his father. Do they know something I don’t?
“It would seem the TSS cares more for killing Bakzen than protecting one of their own,” Carzen said to Wil. “Would you like to do the honors?”
What honors? Wil stayed put in his chair as another shot from the Vanquish rocked the Bakzen ship.
“Bring him here,” Carzen instructed.
One of the escorts standing along the back wall roughly pulled Wil to his feet and shoved him toward the front control consoles.
“It’s only fitting you should be the one to end them,” Carzen sneered.
Stars, no! Wil shook his head. “I’m not ready for that.”
“You don’t have a choice.” Carzen grabbed Wil by the upper arms and directed him to one of the consoles. “All you have to do is press the button. Then all that the Bakzen have to offer will be yours.”
“I won’t do it!” Wil tried to resist the general, but he was at an impossible physical disadvantage.
“Just one button,” Carzen whispered in Wil’s ear. “Don’t you see? You’re their ‘savior’ but they’re so willing to kill you now that you’re in the way. Collateral damage.” He grabbed Wil’s hand and forced it toward the touchscreen. “Do it!”
“No!” Wil struck back with a powerful telekinetic wave.
Carzen staggered backward. “Stupid boy! You could have had it all.”
“I already do,” Wil spat back. An entire crew risking their lives to save me. The Bakzen will never understand that kind of devotion.
“Change of plan. Throw him out an airlock,” Carzen told the escorts. “Return fire!”
Another escort came to assist the first. Each took one of Wil’s arms and dragged him across the room.
“The Bakzen will never win, General,” Wil called to Carzen.
“If not, then at least in death we will find peace,” Carzen replied, glancing at Wil one last time. “Know that your own death served a great purpose.”
I’m not dead yet. Wil let the guards take him out the doors from the Command Center, not wanting to waste his strength on futile resistance. I need to find a way to get off this ship.
The hallway was plain and empty, with stark lighting making it seem like a desolate tunnel. The guards held onto Wil’s arms with a firm grip, their expressions stoic. After a few meters, another blast rocked the ship.
Wil’s mind raced. Maybe this is the diversion I need. But how do I get away?
Up ahead, there was a door panel with interlocking components. Wil recognized the section of passage as the place he had entered the Bakzen vessel at the port.
Stars! So Carzen did mean a literal airlock. I had hoped it was a figure of speech. “You don’t need to do this, you know,” Wil said, beginning to resist the forward motion.
“You had chance,” one of the guards said in broken New Taran. “Now you die.”
“But what will that accomplish, really?” Wil countered.
“You tear rift,” the guard replied. “Then we win.”
So they’re all crazy. “I don’t think so.”
Another blast wracked the Bakzen ship. Simultaneously, Wil lashed out with the strongest telekinetic attack he could muster, piercing the minds and bodies of his captors with whips of electromagnetic energy. They released Wil, gripping their heads. Their cries of agony were masked by the concussive force echoing along the ship’s hull. Just as the blast subsided, the guards collapsed on the ground unconscious.
They were only five meters from the airlock. Wil jogged ahead and pressed the release button to open the inner door. In one motion, he levitated the guards into the chamber and sealed them inside.
He paused. I could vent them… Carzen is expecting to see an airlock activate. He looked at the control panel, but all of the text was in a language he took to be Bakzeni. I don’t have time to figure this out. Part of him was relieved to leave the guards alive.
No one else was visible in the passageway. I don’t have much time. They won’t be out for long. Once they wake up and sound the alarm, there’s no way I’ll get free. Wil looked down both wings of the hall, having absolutely no idea which way to go. He hesitated, wasting valuable time. Move. He ran to the right, just trying to distance himself from the Command Center and Carzen. Where can I go?
He rounded a corner and came to a dead end. Great. There was a single door, apparently to the Bakzen version of a lift. Wil walked forward and the doors opened. Keep moving. He entered the lift, and the doors closed automatically behind him. There were no exposed controls. Voice activated. Will it understand New Taran?
Where can I go? Wait… “Hangar,” Wil said, willing the computer to understand the command. If I could only get a ship… 
Wil held his breath, waiting, hoping the lift would go where he wanted. Movement. He didn’t know for sure where he was heading, but any movement was a good sign. Just keep breathing. Stay calm. It will all work out. Another violent jolt took the ship and Wil was thrown against the wall of the lift. He caught himself against the wall and rode out the shock of the blast. They know what they’re doing. Just stay calm. Stay focused. The lift came to an abrupt halt and the doors opened, revealing another hallway. Wil peered out. Again, to his relief, there was no one to see him. He crept out, keeping close to the wall in case anyone came by.
Where am I? There were signs, but it was all in Bakzeni. I should have paid more attention in linguistics class. He looked around. There was a large doorway in front of him. Blank, unmarked hallways stretched in either direction. Assuming it did take me to the hangar,
this is probably the entry door. But there are likely people in there, so how am I supposed to get a ship without being caught? He combed the walls without moving, hoping to catch sight of something that might serve as a distraction while he entered the room. As he had suspected, the walls were completely bare, leaving him with only what he was carrying.
Wil crouched down, and he felt his pants tighten around a form in his pocket. That’s right! His handheld and the demo explosive from his electrochemistry class were still tucked away. He pulled out the two objects. I can work with this. He brought up the imaging controls on his handheld and set the screen to cycle through a timed frequency sweep of colored light that should overlap with the trigger range for the explosive. Then, he queued up a music track. Once everything was configured to his satisfaction, he carefully laid the explosive film over the screen so it would get maximum exposure. The guards are sure to wake up soon. This will have to be good enough.
Wil dashed across the hallway, staying low. He came to rest beside the door, his back pressed up against the smooth surface of the wall. It would be a one-shot deal to quickly assess his surroundings and formulate an action plan once he got inside. With the luck that had been coming very easily in the past few minutes, he would be able to procure a jet and be on his way while the personnel were distracted by the sudden sound and explosion. Not that I’ll necessarily know how to fly a Bakzen ship, he realized with a wave of apprehension. Well, there’s one way to find out.
He made a sudden movement toward the door. As he expected, it opened automatically. Not pausing to look inside, Wil simultaneously initiated the light frequency sweep and started the music on the handheld, then slid the device across the floor. It would take approximately twenty seconds for the frequency sweep to make it to the trigger range for the explosive.
When he heard the opening notes of the music, he ran into the room, staying close to the wall and low to the ground. Once he was safely behind a crate near the door, he risked a look at what he hoped was a hangar. He sighed with relief. There were rows of fighter jet-like spacecraft, similar in appearance to those Wil normally flew, and all of the visible personnel in the bay were standing over the handheld, looking quite confused. Wil had been carefully counting as he ran into the room, and ducked down to gain some shelter from the impending blast. Four… three… two… one… 
The explosion was more forceful than Wil had anticipated, but it served its purpose well. There was a sharp crack as the explosive detonated. The music cut off with a digital screech. Shouts of pain and surprise rang out as the blast hit the Bakzen who had been hovering around to peer at the foreign object in the middle of their shuttle bay. Wil got up and ran toward a row of fighter jets in the middle of the hangar.
As he approached one of the fighters, he caught sight of some Bakzen soldiers recovering from the blast. Others were still lying on the ground, apparently injured. Good thing that didn’t accidentally go off in my pocket!
Wil turned his attention to the ship. He climbed to the cockpit in much the same way as any TSS ship, stepping up the footholds running along the hull in front of the port wing. They were sized for a large Bakzen soldier, but Wil nimbly made his way up. Once he was standing on the wing, still undetected by the Bakzen soldiers on the other side of the bay, he was able to get his first good look at the control panels of the alien vessel. To his surprise, they were manual controls rather than the touchscreens that he had previously seen on the Bakzen ships. There were also craft in the TSS fleet that used manual controls, and Wil happened to prefer them. 
He climbed into the cockpit and his confidence evaporated. It was huge for him, and the location of the seat was fixed. Shite!

Wil slipped off his jacket and shoved it behind his back to give him a little boost toward the controls. He still strained to reach the front panel, but it was just enough. 
Now, how do I work this thing? He stared at the controls as he fastened the safety harness around his chest and lap. Of course, the controls were all written in the mystifying Bakzeni language, leaving Wil in a very awkward position. He looked around at the metal bracing around the top of the cockpit, hoping to find whatever mechanism was used to close the cockpit hatch. There must be something. Finding no indication of a closing button or lever along the upper edge, he returned to his examination of the control panel. The panel looked as if it was laid out in the same way as TSS ships. However, a button’s corresponding position on a TSS ship didn’t guarantee a corresponding function on the Bakzen vessel. After several more seconds of staring dumbly at the control panel, Wil knew he had to take action before he wasted even more precious time.
Here goes nothing. Taking a breath, he pressed the button that, on a TSS vessel, would start up the taxiing engines. The welcome noise of engine ignition met his ears as he pulled his hand away from the button. Moments later, the hatch began to close above his head. The control panel lit up as the engine settled into a humming idle. With momentary panic, it occurred to him that he wasn’t wearing a flight suit; hopefully the cockpit was pressurized. He waited for the hatch to close and was relieved to hear a hiss as it sealed. Even if there wasn’t an air filter, there would be enough oxygen to get him to his destination. 
Wil turned his attention to the forward controls. He gently moved one of the levers forward and the jet immediately responded—by moving in a backward direction. Well that’s a stupid design! Quickly bringing the ship to a complete stop, Wil then pulled the lever toward himself and the jet began rolling forward. I can do this. He brought the jet out into the open area between the rows of jets. There was no way the Bakzen hadn’t noticed him yet, but he couldn’t see anything out the back of the ship.
Looking ahead, Wil saw that the exterior doors were sealed. Hoping that he wouldn’t have to shoot out the doors, he charged the engines. The doors began to spread apart, revealing a nearly transparent force field. As he passed by the row of jets near the door, he realized that several of the crafts were powering up. Stars! Here we go. Wil engaged the primary engines and accelerated as he approached the force field. It washed over his jet and he glided into the expanse of space.
As soon as he was clear of the cruiser, Wil braked sharply and spun the jet around one hundred-eighty degrees to face his pursuers. So far, his assumptions of controls had been accurate; the technologies weren’t as different as they seemed at first glance. The vessel was more responsive than many in the TSS fleet, and Wil almost swung past his mark. He managed to catch the spin in time, and spotted the lead pursuer. As he locked the weapons into his target, he located the protective field generator for his jet and switched it on. Wil took aim and fired.
The blast glanced off the shield of his opponent, as a return shot issued from the other jet. Wil nudged his jet to the side, avoiding the shot. As he did so, three more ships joined the one he had already targeted. An energy field formed between the ships: a containment net. Shite, they’re trying to capture me! Wil spun the jet back around to port, not quite one-eighty, but slightly off to his new starboard side, and accelerated quickly. The ship was obviously built for extreme speed and responded effortlessly at the faster pace. He brought the jet over the top of the Bakzen cruiser he had just left, cutting it so close he could almost reach out to touch the hull—he was very much in control now that he knew how the vessel operated. 
When he came over the top of the Bakzen cruiser, the Vanquish came into full view. He kept the jet at the same breakneck speed as he neared the Vanquish. When he was within three hundred meters, he began to slow, just enough to prepare for landing. As he did so, the Bakzen jets behind him began to speed up and moved into a protective formation. Wil couldn’t see them clearly because of the cockpit design, but the shot over his starboard wing made their intent obvious. He was forced to swerve to his port side in order to avoid another shot from the jet on the right of the formation. The maneuver threw him off his course to the Vanquish’s hangar just as he neared the most crucial part of the landing procedure.
When another shot just barely missed the roof of the cockpit, Wil had to abort the landing attempt and circle around to once again face his attackers. He swung above the other jets and opened fire at a downward angle while accelerating straight toward them. As he had hoped, due to the angle, Wil left their cone of fire just before they were out of his. He got in a few clean shots before passing the lead ship.
It took several moments for the jets to recover from the attack, but when they did, Wil took on a course running along the underside of the Bakzen cruiser. Let’s see how they handle this. The course cut precariously near the hull of the cruiser, and Wil surprised even himself with how close he got. One wrong move and his jet would be obliterated. The jets trailing Wil’s fighter had to follow him at nearly as close a proximity to the ship if they wanted to keep him within range. All four ships followed in close pursuit, but the jet that had been at the front of the original attack formation trailed behind slightly. When all the jets needed to take a steeper heading to veer away from the cruiser, the laggard jet continued on a straight course. 
Wil focused straight ahead, pulling up sharply to maneuver away from the cruiser. When he swung back around to face the oncoming jets there were only three, and there was evidence of an explosion on the hull of the large Bakzen cruiser.
He couldn’t help but heave a relieved sigh at having eliminated one of his pursuers, but he also was gripped with an unexpected pang of regret. My first kill. He had always been taught that taking a life was an unwelcome last resort. You had to.
There’s no other way out of this. He grimaced. One down, three to go.
All of the maneuvering had led Wil away from the Vanquish. The approach was completely exposed, and if he made a run for it, he would likely need to abort again due to another attack during landing. So instead, Wil did a one-eighty and opened fire on his opponents. One of the jets exploded in a brief burst of flame that was quickly extinguished in the vacuum of space. With the hope of snaring Wil in a containment net lost with the destruction of the second ship, the remaining two jets returned with earnest fire, Wil again accelerated toward them. Just before he left their cone, he was hit in the left wing with a direct blast. The shield partially protected his jet from the shot, but the craft was knocked to the side. Wil managed to hold it on course and got in a few more shots. As he passed over the attacking jets, one burst into another ball of flame as the cockpit imploded.
Wil’s jet responded sluggishly. Come on… As he tried to swing the jet around to fire upon the remaining ship, the turn was much wider than he expected. Wil looked out the cockpit dome as best he could at the injured wing and saw a sizable chunk missing—only tattered metal shards remained around a blackened area where the port wing’s maneuvering thrusters used to be. That’s going to make for a difficult landing. He continued around in the large loop: a very exposed position, but it was too late to try and pull out of it. The other Bakzen jet was going too fast to turn sharply enough to keep Wil’s ship in its cone of fire, so it accelerated away from Wil to avoid his attack, and then circled around to face him.
Wil tried to swing the jet off to the side, but the missing thruster on the damaged wing prevented precise execution of the maneuver. Left with no other choice, he shot his jet full speed toward the oncoming Bakzen vessel. He tilted his course down slightly so he could duck underneath the other ship, but that took the enemy out of his firing range and put him directly in its path. Blasts shot by on all sides of him, some coming close to striking him, but he held his course. As he neared the other jet, it was obvious that his vessel could not withstand many more hits, and that at his current speed he wouldn’t be out of range in time. Another wave of blasts hit full force against his already weakened shielding.
The two fighters drew closer together and a light began flashing on the control panel of Wil’s jet. That can’t be good! Just as the enemy fighter was about to fire another round to finish off Wil’s jet, the enemy craft was suddenly enveloped in a flaming ball as a blast took it from a remote location. Wil dove his jet to avoid the debris and then looked around to see that the Vanquish had taken on a protective position for him. The Bakzen cruiser that had been carrying General Carzen had several blackened marks on it where the Vanquish’s assault had taken its toll, but it otherwise looked unharmed.
Wil cracked a smile. It had been a very carefully calculated shot that had saved him from his predicament; likely made by Kari. He wanted to relax, but he wasn’t out of danger yet. I just have to get to the Vanquish. Then I’ll be safe. He brought the jet around and looped it toward the Vanquish’s hangar. He slowed the vessel down in anticipation of a rough landing with the damaged wing. 
At the slow speed, he lined up the doors to the hangar door and activated what he took to be the controls for the landing gear. He felt something happening through the floor of the jet. Almost there… The opening was only forty meters away. Come on… come on… He could see the shimmering force field. 
The last few meters closed rapidly. Wil braked hard as he passed through the doorway and the jet bumped down roughly on the floor of the hangar. The landing gear hadn’t opened fully, as far as Wil could tell, and the jet skidded, sparks flying. He continued to brake, and the jet swung around, its back end screeching backward toward the interior wall. 
The jet careened across the floor, hurtling dangerously close to a row of parked jets. Just as Wil thought a collision was imminent, the emergency net deployed and brought the Bakzen vessel to a grinding halt.
Wil sat in stunned silence for a moment, trying to comprehend that he was back with his own people. As he caught his breath, he felt the familiar vibration of the spatial jump drive activate through the floor of the jet.
He exhaled with a complete release of nervous energy, on the verge of laughing with relief. “Wow.” He unstrapped the safety harness in the jet. Now, how do I get out of this thing?
There was still no release lever on the upper dome of the cockpit, even with the hatch closed. Maybe… He switched off the engine and the cockpit dome released with a hiss, and then slid open automatically. He looked up at the ceiling of the shuttle bay, taking in the familiar surroundings. I’m safe.
In the heat of battle, he hadn’t been able to think about his mortal danger—to realize how close he had been to an early death. That thought stopped him cold. He had never before been in a situation that threatened to end his life, but this was just the beginning. A chill ran through him with that thought, and he shuddered. So, this is how it really is.
Wil was roused from his thoughts by a shout from the other side of the hangar. “Wil! Are you okay? Wil!”
“I’m okay, Dad… just a little shaken up.” Wil climbed out of the cockpit and out onto a beaten wing. The jet was even more damaged than he had thought, and it struck him just how lucky he was to have landed safely. The black scarring on the floor plates was enough to show how rough the landing had been.
His father came running over as Wil jumped off the wing. He was immediately pulled into a warm embrace.
“I’m so relieved that you’re safe!” Cris held him for a few moments, then pulled back to look Wil over at arm’s length, his hands still on his shoulders. “You’re sure you’re okay?”
Wil opened his mouth to speak, but he didn’t know what to say. There are so many unanswered questions. I don’t know what to think anymore… “We have a lot to talk about.”
Cris looked into Wil’s eyes. “It’s been an enlightening few days. I have a lot of questions of my own.”
Wil took a shaky breath. “Are we safe?”
“We’re heading home. The Bakzen gave one final assault as we jumped away, but we’re in the clear.”
Wil only nodded in response, turning his head away as tears began to well up in his eyes. The last several hours had brought him to the edge of his emotional endurance. He hugged his father again, needing the physical reassurance that he was out of immediate danger. After a minute of quiet embrace, he pulled away. “I’m glad to be back.”
 



CHAPTER 10
Cris escorted his son out of the hangar, staying close. As much as he wanted to offer words of comfort, he couldn’t think of anything that wouldn’t sound trite. So, in silence, he steered Wil toward the nearest lift.
“Where are we going?” Wil asked, sounding a little frantic. His movement was unusually rigid and his eyes were darting around apprehensively.
For the first time, Cris noticed that Wil’s eyes had begun to glow slightly, bringing out teal highlights—a departure from the cobalt familial standard. The bioluminescence was expected, given Wil’s rising telekinetic abilities, but he was still so young. “To the infirmary so Irina can look you over,” Cris responded.
They arrived at a lift, and Cris stepped in.
Wil stopped in the hall. “I’m fine. I just want to go to bed.”
This isn’t like him. What did the Bakzen put him through? Cris stared at his son, confused by his resistance. “Wil, I understand that you’re tired, but I think it’s important that you get a clean bill of health. You have no way of knowing if they gave you anything. Irina came along for this very reason, and if nothing else, go along with it to humor her. It won’t take more than a few minutes and then you can rest all you want. Please, don’t fight this. I’m far too exhausted to argue.”
Wil stood his ground. He dropped his eyes to the floor, shaking his head.
Cris took a deep breath. “What is it, Wil? I know you’ve been through a lot, but I’ve never seen you like this.” He looked with concern at his son.
Wil smiled wryly, bringing his softly glowing eyes up to meet his father’s. “I don’t know what to believe anymore. The Bakzen told me things—that I was engineered to fight them. But with all their advanced technologies—far more powerful than anything I’ve seen at the TSS—what could one person possibly do? Their abilities…” he faded off with a little laugh at the last statement.
Cris dropped his own head, leaning back against the rear wall of the lift. “I don’t even know where to start… I finally got what I think is a kernel of truth out of Banks, but I’m still not sure what to make of it.”
Wil looked up with interest. “What did he say?”
Cris shook his head and laughed to himself in much the same way his son had. “We shouldn’t get into that now… It’s part of a much larger conversation. Let’s just make sure you’re all right, and then we can both get some much-needed rest. You look as tired as I feel, so I know you can’t completely object.”
Wil relaxed a little. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I’m just so sick of secrets and half-truths.”
Cris nodded. “You and me both. Now, can I take you to the infirmary? Think of poor Irina… She’ll be so disappointed if you refused to see her.”
Wil sighed and nodded. “I can’t believe you brought her all this way just for me.”
“Actually, I didn’t know she was coming until I looked at the manifest in pre-flight. When I saw her, she said she volunteered.”
Wil stepped into the lift, and Cris activated the controls to take them up to the deck with the main infirmary. “What were you doing down in the infirmary?” He looked suspiciously at his father.
“I don’t believe I need to recount the benefits of stimulants to you.”
Wil smiled, showing a hint of his usual self. “I see.”
The lift stopped across the hall from the main door to the infirmary. They stepped out.
“Now, come on.” Cris guided Wil through the infirmary’s door.
Wil shot an exasperated look back at his father, but turned back around in time to see the Head Medical Doctor come out of her office.
“What happened? It felt like we made a jump and—” She caught sight of Wil. “Oh, thank the stars! Wil, how are you feeling?” She escorted him to a medical bed with motherly care and sat him down.
“I feel fine. I’m just very tired.”
“And you certainly look it,” she replied with a soft smile. “You’re taking after your father too much already.” She looked up a Cris, then back to her patient. “Tiredness is easy enough to fix.” She took a small blood sample from his fingertip and ran it through a scanner. She looked pleased with the results. “But besides that, I don’t see anything immediately anomalous. Are you sure you feel okay? That was a rough landing.”
“Yes, I’m fine. I’m just a little sore from sleeping on rocks for days,” Wil said.
“What part of you?” Irina asked.
“Kind of everywhere, but mostly my hip.” Wil moved to slide off the table, but the doctor stopped him.
“Your hip? Show me,” Irina requested, her face drawn.
Why is that significant? Cris crossed his arms.
Wil reluctantly pulled down the side of his pants to expose the back of his left hip. Irina examined the area. She frowned.
“What is it?” Cris asked. Please, don’t tell me they did something to him…
“There’s the trace of a needle mark here,” Irina said.
Wil looked alarmed. “Like from a shot?”
“No, it’s a wider diameter than that.” Irina’s brow furrowed. “The only thing that comes to mind is that this is a common site for bone marrow extraction.”
Cris felt ill. Stars!
“What would they want with my bone marrow?” Wil looked between Irina and Cris, alarmed.
Irina placed a comforting hand on Wil’s shoulder. “No reason for concern. It can be used to treat illness, or maybe the Bakzen are just trying to learn about Tarans.”
“Or for cloning?” Cris asked telepathically.
Without any external reaction, Irina replied, “Yes, it’s possible. Why?”
“Write what you need in your medical report, but don’t say anything else to Wil. He’s been through enough.” Cris tried to relax. The Bakzen wouldn’t try to clone him, would they…? “Someone could be sick and you’re a match. Who knows.”
Irina smiled at Wil. “Yes, I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about. I’ll run some further analysis, to be safe, and let you know if anything shows up.” She allowed Wil to get off the exam bed. “Just feed him and get him to bed, Cris. You should get some rest as well.”
“Yes, Doctor.” Cris exchanged a knowing look with Wil. “I have some business to attend to first, but I assure you that I will get some sleep as soon as I’m able.” I still need to finish my conversation with Banks.
“That’s the most promising response that I’ve gotten from you in a very long time,” Irina replied. “I suppose it will suffice for the time being. Now, get your son to bed. You can tell me what happened later.”
Cris nodded. “I will.” He put his hand on Wil’s shoulder and walked him out the door. “Now,” he said once they were out in the hall, “that wasn’t so bad, was it?”
“No. She did give me a strange look, though. My eyes have started to turn, haven’t they?” Wil turned to his father for confirmation.
“Yes, but I suspect that ‘look’ was more due to you surviving an encounter with the Bakzen. That’s no small feat. Your eyes turning was something that we knew would happen any time, and it’s not all that surprising, given that you are a Junior Agent.” I can’t believe he’s grown up this fast.
“Yes, but I’m an extremely young Junior Agent. I’m only fourteen, Dad. It’s awfully young for that.”
Even twenty is early for most… “It’s young, yes, but it’s in line with the accelerated timeline of your other abilities. Given the circumstances, it’s nothing out of the ordinary,” Cris assured. I wasn’t ready for this.
“Dad, I handled over an 8 in intensity.”
Cris stopped mid-stride and looked over at his son. “That’s a significant gain. How did it feel?”
“That’s the thing, it was perfectly fine. There was no strain whatsoever,” Wil said, becoming very serious. “I didn’t even have to try.”
“How did you come to handle that much?”
Wil looked down at the floor. “They had me in some sort of interrogation room and Colonel Tek was questioning me. He was saying how powerful the Bakzen were, and I wanted to show him I was strong, too. So, I sent a telepathic probe. Tek told me it was around an 8, but I’ve never done that before. I didn’t know. But, I— I didn’t feel a max. I mean, I stopped because I didn’t want him to feel me strain and know my limit, so—”
“Slow down, Wil! Breathe.” He waited for his son to settle. “Who’s this Colonel Tek? No, never mind. Now, you didn’t feel any sort of limit?”
Wil shook his head. “No. It didn’t surprise me as much at the time as it should have, but looking back on it, I don’t know what to think. I was just so scared.” Wil hugged himself. “No one ever told me what to do. I just had to play along.” 
Cris put a hand on Wil’s shoulder. “You did great, Wil. I don’t know of anyone who would have acted more appropriately. We’ll work through this new development later.” 
After a moment, Wil nodded.
He’s taking all this so much better than I would have. “Right now, you’re under doctor’s orders to get some rest, and one of the last things I would do is cross Irina Saunatev. Come on.” Cris wrapped his arm around Wil’s shoulder and directed him back into the main hall.
They walked the rest of the way to Cris’ quarters in silence. Once there, Wil went straight to the bed and lay down, only pausing to slip off his boots. Cris started to leave, but his son called out, “Dad, would you stay here? I don’t really want to be alone right now.”
“Of course, Wil. I won’t leave you.”
Wil arranged the pillows into a cozy cocoon around his head, and within moments his breathing was slow and regular with sleep.
Cris walked quietly over to the viewscreen to call Banks at Headquarters. It took a while for the video feed to connect, but Cris knew that it was the middle of the night on their clock. Banks was probably sleeping.
After a few minutes, the viewscreen showed the High Commander’s face. “Cris? Do you…”
“We have Wil,” Cris replied with an enthusiastic smile, keeping his voice low so he didn’t wake Wil.
Banks beamed, days of tension releasing. “I knew you’d find a way.”
“Well, it wasn’t easy.” None of it feels real. He gave a quick recap of the events.
Banks looked nervous. “You entered the rift?”
“Well, yes. What were we supposed to do?”
The High Commander was silent. “Never mind.” Banks sat quietly in thought and then took a deep breath. “How’s Wil?”
Cris turned around to look at the sleeping form of his son. “He seems okay. Tired and overwhelmed, but he’s sleeping now.” Cris bit his lip. “Banks, he’s changed so much just in this past few days.”
“You’ve both been through a lot.”
Cris sighed. “I can’t think straight. I’m too exhausted to even be properly upset with you.” He lied to me about my entire existence.
“Ah ha! My plan worked,” Banks jested.
“Very funny.” It would be amusing if it weren’t so close to the truth. Cris ran his fingers through his hair. “All this new information… What I’ve seen first-hand… I mean, fok! What you told me earlier, about the nanotech, genetic engineering—you’re talking about the very foundation of individual identity!” Wil stirred on the bed, and Cris realized he had raised his voice. He continued more quietly. “Every piece of my life has been either programmed or orchestrated. What am I supposed to do with that knowledge?”
“You accept it for what it is.”
Right. “You know me better than that,” Cris scoffed.
Banks looked at him levelly. “Which is how I know you’ll buckle down and do what needs to be done.”
I don’t know if I can this time. It’s too much…  “It’s not that easy. The happy bubble of blissful ignorance has burst. You expect me to just carry on like nothing has changed?”
“Of course not.” Banks shook his head. “But I do expect you to carry on—albeit, in a more informed manner.”
“And what am I supposed to tell Wil? Apparently the Bakzen started saying some version of what you told me. I delayed the conversation, but I know that’s the first thing he’s going to ask about when he wakes up. He’s still barely more than a kid! I can’t just say ‘the fate of the entire Taran race is in your hands,’ or however you want to characterize it. It’s ridiculous!”
“I know nothing about this is easy. I’ll tell him with you, if you prefer.”
Cris paused. “No, it should come from me. I just wish the statements could have a little more context.”
Banks thought for a moment. “Where are you now?”
“Heading toward home. I don’t know where, exactly.”
“How long since you initiated the jump?” Banks asked.
Cris shrugged. “Maybe half an hour?”
“You’re still close, then,” Banks murmured. “I think you should go visit the TSS Headquarters responsible for Bakzen affairs. If not for you, then for Wil. They can give you that context about the Bakzen. And he should see the full extent of TSS forces.”
Stars! “There’s another Headquarters?”
“Yes, with its own High Commander and Lead Agent. Anyone who receives a Jotun assignment after graduation reports up to them.”
“That other budget you alluded to earlier.” This is all so profoundly foked up.
“Right.”
“What else have you been keeping from me?”
“Nothing else that changes the path ahead,” Banks hedged.
Cris’ eyes narrowed. “So there’s something.”
“Cris, you know better than anyone that there’s never complete transparency. But, the war in the rift, and Wil’s part to play in its end—that’s the heart of all this.”
Cris crossed his arms. “Now you want to send us to this ‘other Headquarters’ and throw us into the middle of that war?”
“Far from it. I just think it’s important for Wil to see that there’s more to the TSS than what you know back home. We need a leader with Wil’s future abilities to end the war, yes, but we’ve been holding our own for a long time. He’ll have backing when it’s time for him to step up as a leader.”
I can’t take him there now, have him paraded around… “He needs time to recover. This—”
“He’s more resilient than you’re giving him credit for.”
Cris glanced over at Wil. “Normally, yes. But he’s right on the verge, Banks. Don’t push him right now.”
Banks gave Cris a stern look. “I don’t want this to be about technicalities, but you’ve already crossed over into the other High Commander’s jurisdiction. Once that happens, there are protocols.”
Cris sighed. He’ll make it an order if I don’t agree. “So, we’ve been behind enemy lines, have intel, need to debrief…”
Banks nodded. “And they’re far more equipped to handle that process than we are. Please, this will be easier for everyone if you set a good example.”
I’m guessing I don’t want to find out what would happen if I refuse. “Well, it’s not like I have a choice, then.”
Banks shook his head. “I’ll transmit the spatial coordinates to the Vanquish’s CACI. The main Headquarters structure is within an offshoot of the rift, but it’s accessible by a stationary rift gate fixed in normal space. The engineering crew will be able to get you a replacement jump drive cell for the trip home.”
I would just take the ship and disappear if Kate were here with us. “Do we really have to do this now?”
“Yes. And I hate to say it, but this is just the beginning,” Banks said, his tone morose.
Cris shook his head. But the beginning of what, exactly? “How am I supposed to trust anything you tell me?”
“Because despite recent appearances, I have always had your back. Now that everything is out in the open, I’ll make sure Wil gets everything he’ll need to be successful.”
“I still don’t want him to have any part of this.”
“I know. I don’t, either, but that’s one thing we can’t change.”
A future decided generations in advance. Cris looked down. There’s no way to fight this. At least not right now. “What should we expect at this other Headquarters?”
“Well, we call it ‘H2.’ It’s a military installation first and foremost,” Banks explained. “Very different from the TSS you know.”
“Should I even bother asking about how I fit in terms of rank and reporting structure?”
Banks looked unsure. “It’s never really come up before. Just be polite.”
Cris nodded. “Fine, I’ll figure it out.” He paused, hit by a wave of tiredness. He held back a yawn. “I should call Kate before I pass out.”
“Why don’t you wait until morning. I should fill her in first.”
Cris reluctantly nodded. There’s more to tell her about than just Wil’s rescue. “Okay, well, I better get some rest or I’ll be cranky with the other officers.”
Banks cracked a smile. “Of course, Cris. Sleep well.”
Cris suppressed another yawn. “I’ll have Alec get us on course for H2.”
“I’ll talk to you again when you arrive, I’m sure.”
“Yes. Talk to you then.” Cris moved to end the transmission.
“One more thing, Cris.”
“Yes?”
“Nicely done.”
 



CHAPTER 11
Knowing that Wil and the Vanquish were safe set Banks’ mind at ease, but everything had changed. I never meant for Wil to find out so soon.
I just hope it’s not too much for him to handle. With the Vanquish headed toward H2, he needed to alert his High Commander counterpart. But first, he needed to have a difficult conversation with Kate.
Shaking off his weariness, Banks dressed and went out into the long hallway in the Primus Agents’ wing. Banks’ suite was only three doors away from Kate and Cris’. He knocked on the door, and Kate answered after a few minutes. Her hair was tousled and hazel eyes were exposed, their glow less vibrant than normal.
“What happened?” she asked with audible concern, pulling her robe tighter.
“Cris just contacted me. May I come in?” he asked, realizing only after he had spoken that it sounded as if he brought bad news.
Kate paled. “What is it?”
“Everything’s fine, Kate,” Banks assured her.
She stood aside to allow the High Commander to enter and closed the door behind him. “What did Cris say?”
Banks beamed. “He has Wil. He’s fine. They’re on the Vanquish together now.”
Kate’s breath caught, tears of joy and relief in her eyes. She collapsed on the couch, shaking her head seemingly with disbelief. “I couldn’t let myself hope.”
Banks sat down on the other side of the couch and removed his tinted glasses; the impending conversation was best handled without such barriers. “Things have a way of working out.”
For the first time in days, Kate smiled. “Thank the stars it’s over! When will they be back home?”
It’s far from over. “It might be a while.”
Kate’s smile faded. “Why?”
“They need to make a stopover on the way.” Banks bit his lip. This never gets any easier. “You said you suspected me earlier because of some encrypted communications and files tied to my account.”
“What about it?”
Banks swallowed. “Well, with Wil rescued, there are some things you should know. I already talked with Cris.” 
He proceeded to tell her about the rift and the ongoing war with the Bakzen. Facts, presented bluntly and without ceremony. He would have eased some people into the idea of the hidden conflict, but he knew Kate well enough to know that she would appreciate a direct approach. However, he was careful to stay away from the details about the nanotech manipulation of bloodlines, and especially Wil’s place in the coming war. It was the least relevant, and the rest was already enough to overwhelm anyone.
Kate was quiet as he told her. Banks wasn’t sure if the silence was from shock or acceptance. But from the way she clutched a throw pillow to her chest, he suspected the information was more than she wanted to acknowledge at the moment. The anger and hurt would come with time. It always did.
“So, they’re heading toward this other Headquarters now?” Kate asked when Banks was finished.
“Yes, H2. They need to debrief with the other High Commander, who’s in charge of all Bakzen affairs.” 
“You couldn’t give them a few days to recover?” Kate’s tone had a vicious bite. The shock hadn’t lasted long.
“No, this is for the best. They’ll be home soon.” Banks checked the time on his handheld. I probably shouldn’t linger. My presence will only make this worse.
“This is crazy! How have you kept the war a secret all this time?” Kate’s face darkened.
No one would believe the lengths we’ve gone to, even if I told them. Banks rose, recognizing it was time to retreat while he still could. “I wish I could talk with you more, but I need to alert H2 that the Vanquish is coming. I just wanted you to know that Cris and Wil are safe.”
Kate glared at him. “How thoughtful.” She stayed on the couch. 
Banks walked to the door. “I’m not sure how long it will be before they return, but know that they are in good hands. I’ll let you know if I hear anything else.” 
Banks saw Kate nod as he closed the door. With a sigh, he restored his tinted glasses and began the trek to his office. Now for the really hard part.
The halls were completely empty and the lights were dimmed. Banks had once found the nighttime state of TSS Headquarters to be peaceful, but it instead seemed unsettling, knowing how Wil was taken. With the perpetrator still unidentified, everyone would need to be cautious.
Once in his office, Banks sat down at his desk to contemplate his approach to the conversation. 
He maintained a somewhat strained relationship with the other TSS High Commander, Erik Taelis. They had known each other for decades. Taelis was four years ahead of Banks in the training program, and they first met when Taelis was an instruction assistant in one of Banks’ classes. After Taelis graduated, Banks heard nothing of him for years. 
Their parallel lives were set when Banks accidentally intercepted a communication. He was fulfilling his first assignment as an Agent to oversee Comm Command operations when he happened to overhear a conversation between the previous High Commander and the Priesthood discussing Taelis’ future. It only took a few seconds for them to realize Banks was listening in, but he had already heard enough to be dangerous. They had spoken of the war and directly tied the Priesthood to the TSS. The war was a closely guarded secret from all those who weren’t under the strict confidentiality agreement of a Jotun assignment contract, but the TSS’ relationship with the Priesthood was even more covert.
Banks had shown himself to be trustworthy and capable in other respects, so the TSS decided to bring him into the fold of the Jotun division. He was made an assistant to the previous High Commander for the primary Headquarters, serving as a liaison to Taelis, his counterpart for Jotun. What Banks and Taelis didn’t realize at the time was they were both being groomed as future High Commanders for their respective TSS facilities.
The Priesthood was very particular about their selections for key assignments. They wanted someone with initiative, but show too much and it might be viewed as a threat. Conversely, being too agreeable made for an ineffective leader. Banks had found what felt like the appropriate balance over the years, but Taelis had opted for a more aggressive approach. It did suit his position. Banks had the luxuries of any fine home on the Taran worlds, but Taelis and those under his command subsist in an active war zone.
Over the years, the difference in styles and circumstances had grated on their relationship. Their greatest disagreements were always over how to handle Wil. Taelis never seemed to understand that Wil had all the feelings and needs of any other boy. Consequently, Banks was often in a position where he had to stand up in Wil’s defense, much to Taelis’ discontent. There was no doubt Taelis would view Wil’s capture solely as a failure in Banks’ leadership.
Banks groaned. No sense in delaying the inevitable.
“CACI, contact TSS High Commander Erik Taelis,” Banks ordered. He stood in front of the viewscreen, waiting for the transmission to go through. The TSS emblem floated on a black background before the picture changed to a man standing in an office very similar to Banks’ own. “Hello, Erik,” he greeted.
The other High Commander looked annoyed. “Jason, we’re in the midst of a crisis. Can this wait until our check-in next week?”
Banks’ eyes narrowed behind his tinted glasses. “I wouldn’t call you if it weren’t important.”
Taelis looked away at something out of Banks’ view. “Make it quick. I’m very busy.” 
“I think this takes precedence over all other matters.”
Taelis took a deep breath, obviously irritated. “What is it?”
“I am not always able to contact you immediately about every development…” Banks began slowly.
“Yes?”
“This was one of those situations. Wil was captured by the Bakzen—”
Taelis’ face drained. “When did this happened? This changes everything! We’ll have to—”
“Erik, would you let me finish?” Banks insisted, becoming agitated. “I sent my Lead Agent, his father, after him. He found Wil. He’s safe. But in the process, they entered the rift. That puts them under your jurisdiction until they’re debriefed.”
Taelis scowled. “You should have informed me the moment the Primus Elite was captured.”
So he could tell the Priesthood? I’d be dead in an instant. “We have a security breach, and the extent of it is still unknown. I didn’t want an enemy potentially listening in on the specifics about the rescue mission,” Banks retorted. “Besides, I am still Wil’s custodian.”
Taelis looked exasperated. “And the next thing you’ll tell me is the Aesir are after him, too?”
Banks looked down. That will be another challenge.
Taelis’ brow furrowed. “They aren’t, are they?”
“No, not now,” Banks replied. “But we know the Aesir are aware of him. They have yet to make a move.” But if and when they do, nothing we can do will keep Wil from the real truth.
“The Aesir are slow to make any move.” Taelis sighed. “Well, it’s no matter, now. I suppose you ordered the Primus Elite to H2?”
“Yes,” replied Banks. “It’s time he sees the full extent of TSS forces. The purpose for keeping it from him has outlived its usefulness. If I know Wil, then he’ll be worrying about everything that we don’t have. It will be good for him to see that we’re not entirely outmatched.”
“You’re too attached to him.”
“It wouldn’t do you any harm to be more understanding,” Banks shot back.
Taelis dropped his gaze and shook his head. “Oh, Jason, let’s not do this. If he really is coming here, then we need to get some things in order. I will be as cordial as I can.”
“His father, Cris, is my Lead Agent, remember, so make sure you treat him as such,” Banks instructed. “Don’t ask too much of them right now. They’ve both just been through a terrible ordeal. I doubt either of them will be at their best. And keep in mind how young Wil still is. He has a long way to go yet.”
“Well, we’ll see soon enough. I’ll debrief him as I would anyone brought to this side of the rift.”
Skirting the truth, as we always do. “Tread carefully. He’ll make connections no one else could.” And one day he’ll see through it all, despite our efforts.
Taelis nodded. “Always.”
“Erik, I highly recommend you ease them into this. You’ll get more out of them in a debrief if you win their trust first.”
“You know an immediate sit-down interview is standard protocol,” Taelis countered.
“I encourage you to make an exception. Like I said, Wil sees patterns the rest of us don’t. Show him what the Jotun division has to offer first, and he’ll lay out his observations about the Bakzen in a way that will be most useful to you.”
Taelis pursed his lips. “I’ll take it under advisement.”
Banks bowed his head. “Thank you, that’s all I ask.”
“I’ll contact you once they’ve arrived. Take care, Jason,” Taelis closed in the most congenial way he had for a long time.
“You too, Erik.” Banks ended the transmission. That could have been worse. I just hope for Cris’ and Wil’s sake that he’s not in one of his moods.
Banks looked at the time displayed on his desk. “I may as well stay here at this rate,” he muttered to himself and walked over to the couch in the middle of his office. It wasn’t a rare thing for him to spend the night there. At least we can rest peacefully with the knowledge that our future is safe for the time being. Stay strong, Wil.
*       *       *
Wil awoke with a start in almost complete blackness. He felt panicked for a moment, but then lay back with reassurance, remembering he was on the Vanquish. 
He looked around the room with renewed energy. Eventually, his gaze rested on his sleeping father, who was curled up in a chair in the corner of the room. Wil felt a twang of pity, knowing that he had taken his bed.
Wil got up silently and walked out of small bedroom into the main living area. It was relatively dark, but the room was a familiar location from his youth and he had no difficulty navigating around the furniture. He looked out the window and noticed a starscape. Why aren’t we in subspace?
After standing momentarily in the middle of the room, Wil got himself a glass of water and sat down in a chair facing out the windows. It seems so peaceful. If only it really were. He let his thoughts drift, taking occasional sips from the glass, until he was suddenly brought out of his trance by the feeling of someone watching him. He turned around and saw his father standing in the doorway of the bedroom.
“What are you doing up, Wil?” Cris asked through the fading haze of sleep.
“I could ask the same for you.”
His father came to sit by him. “I take it you’re feeling better?”
“Yes, much. And you?” Wil set down the empty glass he had been holding.
Cris nodded. “I needed some sleep, but I started feeling better the moment I saw you.”
“I know the feeling.” And I’d think we would want to be back home as soon as possible. “Why are we stopped?” Wil asked.
His father rubbed his eyes again. “We’re taking a detour on our way home—one that’s best we face rested. I had them find a nice secluded spot to park us overnight.”
Wil tensed. I just want to be back home and forget all about this. “What kind of detour?”
Cris ran his hand through his hair. “Wil, I learned some things from Banks while you were away. The TSS hasn’t been honest with us.”
“What do you mean?” I’ve never seen him look so uncomfortable.
Cris closed his eyes for a moment and took a deep breath. “The TSS has been at war with the Bakzen for hundreds of years. They’ve been fighting the war inside the rift and keeping it a secret from almost everyone.”
It should have been a shocking revelation, but the statement rolled off of Wil after the events of recent days. “That explains a lot.” All those restricted files and communication logs on the Mainframe. I should have known something was going on.
“I wish it were just that.” Cris looked ill. He hung his head.
“Dad, you can tell me.” Do I even want to know?
“Apparently the Bakzen have far more advanced telekinetic abilities than most Tarans. Banks told me they can travel between the dimensional planes at will.”
Is that even possible? Wil shook his head, a knot forming in his gut. “I sensed that some of them are quite powerful, but I never saw them do anything like that.”
“I know, it sounded crazy to me, too,” Cris said. “Supposedly, that ability has always kept the TSS at a disadvantage in the war. They can even jump their jets without a rift drive.”
“Why didn’t they use that when I was getting away?”
Cris gazed out the window. “I don’t know. Maybe they didn’t want to hurt you.”
Wil thought for a moment. “I guess they did try to snare me in a containment net at first, but when they couldn’t, they didn’t hesitate to open fire. Before all that, they were about to throw we out an airlock.”
His father looked horrified. “You never should have been in that position.”
“It’s in the past now.”
Cris nodded. “All I know is that the damage was to the maneuvering thrusters of your jet—either it was luck, or they were shooting with the intent to disable without harming. But, that’s just speculation.”
“It doesn’t make sense that they’d try to kill me, and then recapture me once I escaped.”
“Well, they know you’re special.”
“No, they’re crazy, Dad. What they were telling me—”
Cris looked down. “I don’t know what they told you, but Banks and I talked. My entire perception of ‘crazy’ is pretty much shattered.”
“Why, what did he say?” Was Carzen being honest with me?
Cris grimaced. “According to Banks, Tararian scientists set out to create a genetically superior Taran soldier, using the High Dynasties as the genetic foundation for their plan. Someone to match the Bakzen’s abilities.” Cris shook his head, his face drawn. “Wil, they’ve been playing us. There was a master plan for me to meet your mom and for you to be born. They think you’re the one who can defeat the Bakzen.”
Wil felt like he was being crushed under every word. When Carzen had made similar claims, it was the rantings of a crazy man, a sworn enemy. But coming from his father… What could one person do, compared to the combined ability of a whole race? “So what General Carzen said is true.”
“What did he tell you?”
I don’t want any of this to be real. “He talked about my ‘makers’ and how I would have some sort of special ability no other Tarans have. At the time, I thought he was just saying anything to keep my attention, but…” Wil took a shaky breath. He felt faint.
“Banks was reluctant to tell me much of anything. I hate to say it, but it looks like this is the first real truth we’ve heard for a long time.”
Wil looked out the window, knowing the Bakzen were waiting somewhere in the distance. I was made to fight the Bakzen… It sounded preposterous. Normally, he would have laughed—but, he had seen too much to ignore the statements. He bit his lip, and was gripped by a deep apprehension. What if I’m not who they think I am?

Cris crossed his arms. “Fok all of them.”
Wil’s chest felt tight. “What now?”
His father shook his head “They want you to continue training and pretend like everything’s great. Then, when it’s convenient, have you step in as a military commander and end the conflict.”
Wil shrank inward. “I always knew I’d become a powerful Agent, but commanding a fleet isn’t what I had in mind.”
“I know, Wil. This is all so profoundly foked up. Everything Banks dumped on me is blurring together. None of it seems real.” Cris slumped back in his chair. 
“It sounds like you covered the important parts.” Our life paths have been designed, and I’m supposed to stand up to an enemy that seems impossible to defeat.
“I can’t trust anything they say.”
“But if it’s really true…” Wil looked down. That will be my whole life.
Cris nodded, his expression grim. “I don’t want to believe any of it, either. But, we’re on our way to some sort of secondary TSS Headquarters that deals with the Bakzen. I suspect we’ll learn more there.”
Wil choked. “There’s another Headquarters?”
“That’s what Banks said, anyway. He called it ‘H2.’ I guess we’ll see soon enough what they have to offer.”
“They’ve held out against the Bakzen. It must be substantial.” At least, I hope so.
Cris examined Wil. “You’re taking all of this rather calmly.”
I’m in shock. Wil let out an unsteady breath.
“It doesn’t feel that way to me.”
“We’ll get through this together.”
Wil nodded. “It’s amazing how one event can change so much.” He stared out at the stars. “Nothing will ever be the same again.”
Cris shook his head. “No, I’m afraid it won’t be.”
There was a long pause. Both of the Sietinens sat in silence with their own thoughts. “What will we do at Headquarters when we arrive?” Wil asked eventually, looking over at his father.
“Meet the other High Commander, I suppose. I don’t know. I’ll follow their lead.”
“I wish I had that luxury.” Why did everything have to change?
“What makes you say that?”
Wil stared at his father. “They’re looking to me as their future leader. Their hopes are all riding on me, and this will be our first meeting. They’ll scrutinize my every move. I’ll need to inspire them, show them I’m worthy of their trust. That initial impression will determine so much.”
“You don’t have to do this, Wil.”
Yes I do. And he knows it, but I appreciate him saying I have a choice all the same. “The path has already been set.”
Cris bit his lip and nodded. “I’ll be here for you.”
 



CHAPTER 12
Wil wanted to hide when his father told him that the Vanquish was approaching TSS Headquarters. It’s one thing to hear about what they want from me, but this will make it real.

He had gone back to bed after their late-night talk. The extra time had allowed him to process the information about his origins and purpose, and it felt like a cruel joke. My life has been planned for me. I have to fight a war I know nothing about. As much as he wanted to run away and pretend things were different, that wasn’t an option. They need me, so I can’t turn away.
Wil had awoken to find a new black TSS uniform waiting for him. He was surprised by the black color—as a Junior Agent, the clothing should have been dark blue—but the electronic credentials in the jacket lapel indicated that the clothing was his. It may have been Banks’ suggestion, or his father had struck out on his own. Either way, he was grateful because it meant he wouldn’t stand out as much against all the senior Agents he would undoubtedly be meeting, and that gave him some reassurance. He was now dressed in the perfectly tailored black shirt and belted pants with a sleek black overcoat that hung to the back of his knees. He liked the way it felt to be in such an iconic uniform.
“How long are we going to stay here?” Wil asked his father.
“I don’t know.” Cris leaned against the wall. “It depends on how well we get along, I suppose.” He shot a wry smile toward Wil.
Wil was not in the mood for joking, however. “What you really mean is if they approve of me enough to keep me around.”
“Wil, don’t do this again. You have no reason to doubt their acceptance of you.”
Wil frowned. “I’m sure they’ve been keeping tabs on me. Progress reports can be embellished. Even if I’m more capable than they hoped, if they have built up a false impression of my abilities, nothing I do will ever live up to their expectations.”
“I’m sure your progress reports are all accurate, Wil. Just take this day as it comes.”
Wil stood silently as his father made his latest vain attempt at soothing him. He can’t say anything that will make this better. “We should go,” Wil stated.
“Okay.”
They walked out of Cris’ quarters and took the lift up to the Command Center. Wil took a seat along the back perimeter of the room.
Before them was a massive ring nearly a thousand meters in diameter. Everyone took it in, mouths agape.
Stars! You could fit an entire fleet through here in one pass. Wil’s chest tightened. A fleet they expect me to command one day.
Cris checked in with Alec. Once everything was in order, he sat down in his command chair.
The Vanquish headed toward a smaller ring to the right, appropriately sized for transporting a single cruiser-class vessel. As they approached, a blue-green energy field began to form within the ring.
“TSS Vanquish cleared for rift gate,” came a female voice over the intercom.
“Take her in, Alec,” Cris ordered.
The Vanquish glided forward into the spatial distortion within the ring. Unlike jumps with an onboard jump drive, there was hardly any vibration. A wave of blue-green light rippled across the domed viewscreen as the Command Center at the core of the ship entered the gate. Only the swirling light was visible for a moment, and then faint stars began to show through. The looming form of a space station also began to take shape. The structure continued to solidify, becoming even grander as it came into better view. By the time the spatial distortion dissipated, the space station stood out against the echo of the starscape as a monument to engineering achievement.
Everyone on the bridge stared with wonder at the view wrapping around the domed ceiling and floor. The Headquarters structure was a multi-ring cylinder, making even ships the size of the Vanquish look like a speck. It was predominantly metal, and windows dotted the perimeter, some illuminated and others darkened.
Maybe the Bakzen aren’t so far ahead of us, Wil mused. He felt the same sense of invigoration as when he entered the rift the first time. Whether it was seeing the impressive H2 structure or the energy within the rift itself, he started to feel like perhaps victory over the Bakzen was possible.
“This station is absolutely huge,” Cris breathed.
“That’s an understatement,” Wil agreed. He kept taking slow, even breaths to keep himself calm and centered, trying to control his nerves rising in anticipation of the upcoming meeting. My perception of myself will define what others see in me.
Wil observed silently as Alec docked the Vanquish with the TSS space station in a berth along one of the central rings. The ship shuddered as the docking clamps closed around the hull.
“Docking complete, sir,” Alec announced. 
“Right,” Cris muttered half to himself and stood. Everyone but Wil in the Command Center rose to their feet, as well. “Ready, Wil?”
Wil said nothing, but stood and moved to the door. Cris came to his side. They left the Command Center together and walked straight down the hallway to the gangway leading off of the ship.
Guards from the TSS Headquarters stood to either side of the gangway just outside the Vanquish. The sentries looked on with suppressed wonder as the two Sietinens passed.
Cris occasionally glanced over at Wil as they walked down the glass-lined pathway. “Wil, you need to relax.”
“I’m fine,” he replied telepathically. “Worry about yourself.”
“Calm down. This won’t be as bad as you seem to think—” Cris cut off as they reached the end of the gangway. There were several uniformed officers already waiting, and another came to join them. The last was the most decorated of them all, and he looked agitated.
The final TSS officer walked directly to the middle of the group and began urgently speaking with another officer. After a subtle point from the other man, he turned around and laid eyes on Wil and Cris who were making their final approach down the gangway.
Cris pulled back slightly and allowed Wil to walk in front of him. Wil stopped several paces in front of the group as they scrutinized him.
After an elongated moment of silence, the man standing front-center straightened his uniform. “I am High Commander Erik Taelis. Welcome to TSS Headquarters. You are Williame Sietinen, I presume?” He directed the inquiry to Wil.
“Yes, sir, though I only go by such in the most formal situations. As my father does,” Wil replied with a small backwards gesture toward Cris, “I use the pseudo last name of ‘Sights’ within the TSS.” He paused momentarily. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir.”
“That it is,” Taelis responded with a slight smile that Wil didn’t perceive as very genuine. “Jason Banks, as I believe you call him, mentioned something about the name. I’m afraid he tends to be more accepting of such things than I. We don’t often have time to deal with the unnecessary confusion of multiple aliases.”
“Please forgive me. I have grown accustomed to the luxuries of a place still untouched by war.”
Taelis eyed Wil. “Hopefully, with your help, we will no longer need such distinctions.”
That sounds promising. “It is a goal for us all to work toward.”
The High Commander nodded gravely. “Shall we go to the briefing room? It will be a much more comfortable place to talk.”
“I’ll defer to your judgment, sir. I know our arrival was unexpected, and—” Wil began.
“Not at all,” Taelis interrupted. “It was inevitable that you would come here. In the end, it’s better sooner than later. This encounter with the Bakzen has undoubtedly left you with many questions.”
“Yes,” confirmed Wil, “but even this glimpse of your facility has already answered some.”
“Good. The briefing room is this way.” Taelis again gestured toward an elevator down the hall, but then paused. He looked at Cris standing calmly behind Wil. “Er… Cris, you’re welcome to join us. You are just as much a part of this as the rest of us.”
Cris came to attention with the acknowledgment of his existence. “Thank you, sir.” He fell into step with the entourage following Wil and the High Commander.
I wonder which one of them is Taelis’ Lead Agent. When Wil examined the rank markings, he found that they were all 9.5, which in his home Headquarters was reserved only for Lead Agent. Well, that narrows it down.
Wil looked on in wonder as the procession walked further into the space station. He could tell from the outside that it was laid out differently than the Headquarters where he had grown up, but that was especially apparent from within. Though the overall shape was roughly cylindrical, it was wider in the middle and then pointed at either end. Like most space stations, the different sections were joined by a central axis—a homage to the times before the advent of artificial gravity when centrifugal force was still a key function in space structure design. All around the outside middle region were docking ports for larger vessels. Though it was different than what he was used to, it seemed just as logical and efficient a format as the Headquarters he knew so well.
Wil glanced back at his father and saw his own awe, but also that he looked uncomfortable. Wil slowed his walk and fell into step next to his father. “You can wait on the Vanquish, if you want. I think Taelis is including you as a courtesy rather than by necessity.” I didn’t mean for it to come out that bluntly. “Sorry,” he muttered quietly. “I meant, I know you don’t want to be here,” he clarified telepathically. “I’ll be fine on my own if you want to go.”
Cris looked lovingly at his son. “Thank you for the concern, but I want to know what they have to say. I’ve been waiting a long time for this.” He looked over at Taelis, who was eyeing them. “You better go back to your new friend. I think he suspects we’re conspiring amongst ourselves.” He smiled playfully at Wil.
Wil shook his head with exasperation, but smiled slightly. “All right.” Wil jogged two steps to catch up to Taelis.
When Wil was once again abreast with the High Commander, Taelis continued, “I’m anxious to hear about your time with the Bakzen, but we thought it best to give you some orientation before holding a formal debrief.”
“Thank you, sir. I’ll answer your questions as best I can.”
Taelis nodded. “I’ll give you a tour of the fleet tomorrow. We have the new TX-80 jets that you designed under construction at a nearby shipyard.”
“I didn’t realize those would go into production.” Only a handful of people ever saw those files.
“Oh, a great many of your designs end up on the production line,” Taelis revealed. “I think you’ve become something of a celebrity to the engineering staff. Anyway, I’d like to first introduce you to my highest-ranking officers. Many of them are walking with us right now, but I have requested that others meet us in the briefing room.” He led Wil into an elevator. “None of us thought that we would be meeting you anytime soon, but after you entered the rift, there was no sense in delaying any longer.”
“It was all unexpected for me, as well,” Wil replied as he examined the ceiling and walls of the elevator. Like many things in the space station, it seemed very different than those of the other Headquarters, though he could not quite place in exactly what way.
“Here we are,” Taelis stated when the elevator stopped. Directly across from the elevator were large double metal doors set in a very substantial-looking wall. Taelis stepped off of the elevator first and walked toward the door, which was opened for him by the sentries on either side.
As Wil stepped into the conference room, he saw that the far wall consisted of an expanse of windows. The panoramic view of space was breathtaking, and Wil exhaled slowly with awe; he could hear his father doing the same behind him. In the center of the room was a broad oval table that already had four Agents sitting around it. Five of the people following Wil and the High Commander also dispersed around the table.
Taelis gestured for Wil to take the seat at the far head of the table as he took the one closest to the door.
Cris paused at the door and blinked with surprise as he scanned over the other Agents. “Hi, Jon,” he said after a moment when he recognized his former roommate.
Jon Lambren inclined his head politely. “Cris, it’s been a long time. I’m glad to see you did so well for yourself.”
“You too.” Cris sat down in the one remaining empty chair, located directly to Taelis’ right. “That’s right, you were assigned to Jotun.”
Jon nodded and turned his attention to the High Commander, waiting expectantly.
Wil could tell that his father was still uncomfortable, but he was starting to hide it much better having a familiar face around.
Taelis waited for everyone to get settled. He removed his tinted glasses and the other Agents did likewise. “I suppose formal introductions are the best way to begin. As I’m sure you have surmised, this is Wil Sietinen, our future Primus Elite Agent.” When Taelis paused, everyone in the room directed their gaze toward Wil.
Wil held his poise as the eleven pairs of glowing eyes looked him over. I have no idea what I’m supposed to do.
“And this is Cris Sietinen, Wil’s father,” Taelis continued. “He is the Lead Agent of the primary TSS Headquarters, and second in command under Jason Banks.” The Agents in the room nodded with understanding.
Taelis then acknowledged the person on his left. He was tall and slim with black hair, and looked to be the sternest of the group. “Connor Ramsen is the Lead Agent of this Headquarters, and my second in command. Though I know Banks doesn’t run things this way, Ramsen, as Lead Agent, takes care of many things that you consider the High Commander’s duties. Of course, he is also commanding Agent of Primus.” He introduced the other officers, including Jon, who was the logistics officer in charge of coordinating fleet movement.
“None of us are old enough to have seen the beginning of the war, but we have all seen its effects firsthand,” the High Commander went on. “I know I speak for everyone here when I say that we will faithfully follow you, Wil, when it comes time to end this war that has destroyed so many lives. Though it is still years off, we all look forward to the day when we will no longer be plagued by the Bakzen.” Taelis stopped and everyone nodded solemnly at his last words.
Wil looked for the deeper meaning implied by Taelis’ phrasing. What haven’t they said yet? “How did the war begin?” Wil asked when the soberness in the silence had begun to fade.
“The first skirmish was 487 Tararian years ago,” Taelis explained with renewed gravity. “But we’ve been in an official state of war for 364 years. They say the true war began when a Bakzen vessel opened fire and decimated an unarmed Taran freighter. The TSS was far from the military service that it has become, and it was unprepared to handle attacks from an enemy with advanced telekinetic abilities. Because of this, diplomats were brought in from Tararia and sent to meet with a so-called Imperial Director of the Bakzeni Empire. The details of what happened next are unclear. To the best of our knowledge, when the diplomats asked why the freighter had been attacked, the Imperial Director claimed that it had violated Bakzeni Territory. The Taran government had no knowledge of such a territory. According to our sources, the Director then said that Tararia’s laws were unjust and our tyranny would not be tolerated. What we know for sure is that the heads of the diplomats were returned to us, mutilated almost beyond recognition. Along with the heads was a message: ‘Do not deny perfection. Truth will prevail.’”
Wil’s stomach turned over. Such hatred for us… I saw that in Tek.
What is the truth the Bakzen hold? “They will do anything to be the victors.” He looked down at the smooth surface of the table. But Tarans feel the same way about ourselves. How can we pass judgment? 
Hovering just above the thoughts, Wil sensed someone observing his mind. He pushed back and identified the intruder as Taelis. He closed him out and shot a brief glare toward the High Commander. No one back home would make such a violation of privacy. 
The High Commander looked taken aback for a moment when only emptiness met his attempt to probe deeper, but then appeared pleased that Wil had been able to block him. He brushed off Wil’s accusatory gaze. “We must trust in our own right to survive,” Taelis said in response to Wil’s unspoken question. “Though we may never know our enemy’s mind, some actions stand on their own. Could you honestly say that the Bakzen’s violence is valid in any context?”
“No,” Wil responded. “You’re right, we must take a stand for ourselves—retaliate if we must. In such dichotomies, we have to make our own survival the priority.” He paused, testing his mental guards against further observation. He wasn’t used to TSS officers being so openly distrusting. “Still, that was one event centuries ago. What’s happened since then?”
“It’s only gotten worse.” Taelis sighed, pain and weariness in the exhale. “The Bakzen continue to force their way out from the rift, tearing it wider. They’ve overtaken several planets, killing anyone who stands in their way. We’ve offered treaties and resources—anything to end the fighting—but they’ve made it clear they won’t stop until Tararia falls.”
What do they have against Tararia? “And eventually you won’t be able to hold them back any longer.”
Taelis nodded. “Which is why it is so imperative that the war end.”
“Of course.” But why is everyone looking to me?
Taelis leaned forward in his chair. “Wil, we believe that you will have the gift of simultaneous observation—the ability to perceive the events of both spatial planes at the same time. You can be the bridge that we’ve needed—to hover in subspace between the rift and normal space, able to guide us to match the Bakzen maneuver for maneuver. It can finally end the war.”
How can I possibly learn to do that? “If you say so, sir.” Simultaneous observation… Is that what Carzen was going to tell me?  
“We will guide the rest of your training in any way we can,” Taelis said. “But we will ultimately look to you to tell us how to defeat the Bakzen, when the time comes.”
Wil nodded, trying to keep his face neutral as the knot in his stomach tightened. I may not know on which side of the moral good I am acting, but they need me. I have a purpose to fulfill, whether I agree with it or not.
Taelis folded his hands on the table. “You need to understand that there is no diplomatic solution. We passed that possibility centuries ago. The Bakzen want us gone, completely.”
Where does that leave us? He can’t be saying… “Sir?”
Taelis looked at him levelly. “We need to eliminate the Bakzen. That order has come down from the highest authorities. We need to settle the conflict once and for all.”
No… they want me to kill all of them? Wil struggled to maintain his composure. He couldn’t let them see his torment. “There’s no alternative?”
“We’ve tried, Wil.” Taelis shook his head, withering as he slumped back in his chair. “I can’t even tell you how many people we’ve lost trying. It sickens me that it’s come to this, but this is the way it has to be.”
Down the table next to Taelis, Cris looked like he was trying to hold in his horror at what they must face. The color drained from his face.
Wil nodded. That is the final piece they were keeping from me. They want me to lead the annihilation of an entire race.
When Wil didn’t make any outward response, Taelis continued. “There is still much more to be discussed, but I think it’s best that we show you around now. Though things are very different here, I’d like to think that this will become a second home to you in time. I’m sure you are very anxious to see the full extent of our offensive capabilities, so we can go to the engineering lab first. The team there is equally anxious to meet you.”
“Whatever you think is best,” Wil replied, and stood up simultaneously with the Agents around the table. He felt weak, detached from himself—still reeling from the new understanding of his purpose. Am I truly destined to do something so terrible?
The TSS officers all restored their tinted glasses before filing out into the hallway. Taelis waited alongside Cris as Wil made his way from the far side of the table. The three of them stayed in the room after the others had left.
“You have a much better understanding of this situation than I thought you would,” Taelis told Wil.
He’s only saying that because I didn’t run out of the room screaming. “I’m just trying to take everything in stride.” I saw one side of it while with the Bakzen, but what they’ve told me now… Do I have it in me to do what needs to be done?
“I know it’s a lot to take in. It’s admirable that you are able to be so objective, especially at such a young age. Many people can spend a lifetime with the war and never understand why we must do the things we do,” Taelis responded.
Wil looked over at his father at this last statement. Does he see it the way I do? Does he know what this will do to me?
Cris gave his son a supportive smile. “Under the right leader, not everyone needs to understand the details. Just know their part.”
Taelis nodded. “Indeed.” He fell silent for a moment and then took a deep breath. “Come, we have many things to see.”
 



CHAPTER 13
Cris was finding it increasingly difficult to remain composed. It was draining enough to maintain the necessary mental blocks to keep out the obnoxious probes from the other Agents, but the revelation about Wil’s role in the war threatened to put him over the edge. It’s too much to ask of someone. Too many lives to be responsible for—to protect, and to end.
The constant feeling of anxious nausea from the past several days had risen to an almost unbearable level by the end of the briefing with Taelis. While they made their way down the hall from the briefing room, he trailed behind as Wil talked with Taelis.
“How long has Banks been sending you my design specs?” Wil asked the High Commander.
“It’s been years,” Taelis replied. “At first it was just to see how you thought about things. But when the engineering team took a look—not knowing where the designs were from—they said the technology was leaps ahead. That generations-old technical roadblocks had been overcome with elegance.”
“I wouldn’t go that far,” Wil said, sounding a little bashful.
“Well, that’s how they saw it, anyway.”
Cris felt momentary relief. I’m glad he’s getting some credit, at least. He’s always been so modest about his abilities.
“And what do you think, personally?” Wil asked.
Taelis evaluated Wil. “I think you can finally give us an independent jump drive.”
Wil laughed. “Right.”
He can’t be serious? Cris jogged a couple steps to catch up with them. “None of the math works.”
“That we’ve been able to figure out, anyway,” Taelis responded, turning to look at him.
“SiNavTech has been working on it for generations. There just isn’t any scientific basis for executing a jump with any degree of accuracy without fixed beacons for reference.”
“But it is theoretically possible,” Taelis countered.
Cris sighed. “Theoretically, but—”
Taelis looked smug. “So we want Wil to try.”
This guy is starting to piss me off. Cris’ eyes narrowed behind his tinted glasses. “And when, exactly, is he supposed to find the time to make what would be the single greatest advancement in space travel since the discovery of subspace? He already doesn’t get enough down time as it is.”
“Dad, I can manage my own schedule.”
“Actually, as Lead Agent, I’m responsible for overseeing your training. In my opinion, the rate you’re going isn’t sustainable.”
“So you’ve said so many times…” Wil muttered.
“Burnout is serious business. Don’t be so flippant,” Cris countered.
“You do have a valid point,” Taelis admitted.
Of course I do. “Let’s go over the demands you’ve made so far today.” Cris extended a finger for each point. “Master simultaneous observation. Solve the equation for an independent jump drive that’s stumped all of the greatest minds in history. Oh, and annihilate an entire sentient race.”
Wil froze. He scowled at Cris, and then turned to Taelis, inclining his head. “Excuse me, sir. May I have a moment to talk alone with my father?”
Taelis looked between Wil and Cris. “By all means.” He gestured them toward a meeting room down the hall.
Wil led the way. The room was small and minimally furnished, with a touchscreen desk and four chairs. Wil stood by the door and slid it closed as soon as Cris was inside.
“What are you doing?” his son hissed.
Protecting you, because you won’t protect yourself. Cris shook his head. “None of this is right. They’re using us.”
Wil’s gaze was hard and stern. “There’s a war to fight! Me getting enough sleep is hardly the most critical issue.”
Cris swallowed. “Wil you don’t have to do this. I can get you out. We can go—”
“Running away can’t be your solution to everything.”
Cris felt like he had been stabbed. “Is that what you think of me?”
Wil looked down, his face twisted with regret. “No, I’m sorry.”
“I know I haven’t always set the best example. But this… What they’re asking of you isn’t right.” If I had known signing up for the TSS meant this future for my son, I would have stayed far away.
Wil searched for words. “I wish I could leave all of this behind.” He sighed and slumped against the wall, allowing himself to be vulnerable. “Stars, I want to! So badly. But I can’t. You heard them.”
“I did, but they don’t know everything. Maybe there’s another way.”
Wil hung his head. “Right now, I’m all they have, as far as they’re concerned. And though this isn’t the TSS we know, they’re still our people. We can’t just abandon them.”
If they need us so badly, they should have just asked. I learned the hard way that deception makes for a poor start to a relationship. “It’s hard to trust anyone who would treat us like that.”
“I know.” Wil looked like he wanted to cry. “But… it feels so unfair to be tempted to leave. I know you’re only trying to help, but telling me I have a choice—that I can go—only makes this harder. We both know I have to see this through.”
Cris felt sick. I’ve failed my son. He’s trapped, and I led him here. “I’m serious, Wil. Fok them. We can go.”
Wil straightened, steeling himself. “No. You can go if you want, but that’s not an option for me.”
“I would never abandon you.”
“Well right now, you’re not helping by being here.”
“Then what can I do?”
“Stop pretending like all of this will go away if we ignore it!”
Cris crossed his arms. “Okay.” How could he give in to them so easily?
Wil sighed and tousled his hair. “Look, this is already difficult enough for me without having a chaperone around to contradict me.”
Cris tried to look impassive, but it felt like the knife in his gut was twisting deeper. “Maybe it’s best I just wait on the Vanquish.” I went from “trusted advisor” to “nuisance” overnight.
“That’s for the best,” Wil said. He opened the door and strode back into the hall toward Taelis.
Cris calmly approached the High Commander. “Sir, I need to check in with Headquarters. I’ll see you and Wil later, I’m sure.”
Taelis glanced at Wil. “Yes, certainly. Attend to your business.” He inclined his head.
Cris gave a slight bow and turned to go.
“Sorry about that,” Cris heard Wil say as he walked away. “He means well, but he gets overprotective sometimes.”
“Quite all right,” Taelis replied. “Your well-being means everything to us. I’m glad you have someone looking out for you.”
Cris took a slow breath. I’ll never stop caring for you, Wil. You might not want me by your side now, but I’ll always be there when you need me. 
After going to such lengths to rescue his son, Cris wanted to stay close and keep watch. Being asked to stay away was torture. There was only one other person who could possibly understand.
He hurried back toward the Vanquish so he could confer with Kate. 
Cris kept his gaze down with the hope of avoiding the other Agents he passed in the halls. However, Jon was coming up the hall as he neared the location of the briefing room. 
“Heading out already?” Jon asked as he neared.
“Wil is with Taelis,” Cris replied. “I’m checking in with my crew.”
Jon nodded. “This all must be a shock to you.”
“Yeah, well, it also explains a lot.”
“I know it’s a lot to take in,” Jon said. “And getting used to the rift itself takes a while.”
There is a weird energy here. “What is it about this place?”
“The concentration of electromagnetic energy is greater in the rift. I don’t know why—one of the astrophysicists would have to explain it. But I can tell you, after being here for a while, normal space feels dull. Once you have a rift assignment, you don’t want to go back.”
“Not that anyone has a choice to leave the Jotun division once they join,” Cris countered.
“True,” Jon conceded. “You’re lucky it’s taken you this long to get pulled in. I immediately thought of you as a Jotun candidate.”
Cris looked at him quizzically. “What makes you say that?”
Jon shrugged. “After all that special treatment when you first joined the TSS, it was clear they had something in mind for you. And you fit the standard profile. Most of the Agents here are from the Command track—the most independent thinkers.”
Apparently the Priesthood thinks I’m a little too independent. “Well, I now realize they had other plans for me.”
Jon nodded. “It’s an important part to play. Wil takes after you.”
 “Lucky for you, he’s more forgiving than I am.”
“We did what we had to do, Cris. It was important to protect Wil for as long as possible,” Jon said.
Cris scoffed. “Right, because lying is a great way to protect people.”
“Everyone here with the Jotun division was in the dark at one point,” Jon said. “And no one here asked to be a part of it, but we were called upon. We’re here because it’s our duty.”
Just because it’s always been that way doesn’t make it good. “People have a right to know what’s going on.”
“Why? If we do our job, this problem will go away before it ever affects them. Why cause unnecessary worry?” Jon asked.
“There are always ripple effects.”
“Well, we’re doing our best.”
“And I’ll do the same.” Cris sighed. None of this is his fault. Unloading on him isn’t fair. “It’s been a tough day.”
Jon gave him a sympathetic nod. “I understand. I’ll see you around another time.”
“Yeah. Oh, and Scott’s with me. The three of us should catch up,” Cris suggested.
“That would be nice.”
Reminiscing about old times is as close as we’ll get to carefree again. “See you later.” Cris continued on his way back to the Vanquish. 
As soon as Cris was back onboard his ship, he went to his quarters to call up Kate on the viewscreen. Thankfully, she picked up right away.
“Hey,” Kate’s image greeted him. 
“Hey. Kate, I’m sorry I didn’t call you sooner. “I miss you so much. I wish you were here.”
“It’s okay. I figured you’d be busy all day.”
“Apparently I’m just a liability,” Cris replied. He buried his face in his hands for a few moments. “How are you?”
“I’m okay. I’m glad to see you.” Kate looked down. “Banks told me about the war.”
We should be together as a family right now. Cris shook his head. “I can’t believe what they’re asking of Wil.”
Kate looked confused. “What?”
Stars! Don’t tell me Banks only told her part of it… “What did he say?”
“That the Bakzen live in some sort of spatial rift and have been at war with the TSS for centuries. There’s another division of the TSS, coded ‘Jotun.’”
“That’s all he said?”
Kate nodded. “More or less. Why?”
Bomax! “Kate, there’s so much more. I don’t know where to begin.” Cris’ stomach wretched. Why did Banks leave it to me to tell her?
Kate let out a slow exhale. “I knew something about it wasn’t right. You talked about how Banks would hedge on certain issues, but I’d never seen it before. What have they been keeping from us?”
Do I tell her? Cris hesitated. I’d rather not know, myself.
“What is it?”
I promised her a long time ago that we’d have no more secrets. “Kate, the Priesthood genetically engineered us.”
She blinked, dumbfounded. “What?” Her voice shook.
“Nanotech. Generations ago. It made sure we’d end up together and that we’d produce the perfect little soldier to do the Priesthood’s bidding.”
Kate shook her head. “What are you talking about?”
“They expect Wil to lead the war against the Bakzen. He’s supposed to have some sort of special ability to give the TSS an edge and finally end the conflict.” Cris eyes burned, it hurt to swallow. “But it’s not just that, Kate. They want total annihilation. And they want our son to do it.”
Kate looked away. She shook her head slowly, tears wet her cheeks. “What have we done?”
“It was out of our control. They’ve been plotting this for Generations.”
“We never should have raised him here!” Kate cried. She took off her tinted glasses and wiped her eyes. “He could do anything, but we set him up to be a soldier.”
“It wouldn’t have mattered. The Priesthood is behind all of this. They oversee the TSS.”
Kate shied away. “No. That’s not—”
“We would have ended up here no matter what we did. They killed Tristen because he didn’t do what they wanted.” Cris felt breathless. His brother’s death had always been considered an accident, but knowing what was behind it—his own life seemed so precarious.
Kate’s mouth fell open a little. She took a deep breath and swallowed. “I don’t even know what to say to that.”
We should be terrified. “We probably shouldn’t talk about this now.” Who knows if the Priesthood is listening in. Is there anywhere they don’t control?
Kate nodded, understanding his meaning. She looked pale, her face drawn. “There’s no one else I can trust here. When are you coming home?”
Cris’ heart broke, seeing her pain. “Stars, I wish I knew!” He took a shaky breath. “Wil’s just going along with all of it like he’s already one of them. Nothing makes sense anymore.” He met his wife’s eyes on the viewscreen. “Kate, I love you. I know that’s real—regardless of how we were brought together.”
“I love you, too.” Kate became distant, staring at something unseen off to the side. “There’s no escape, is there?”
“Whatever plan was set for us, we’re fully embedded now. As long as Wil is committed to staying, this is our place.”
Kate straightened. “Don’t let him push you away. You know how he can be. He wants you there, even if he says otherwise.”
Cris nodded. “I know. I’ll give him space today, but I have no intention of going anywhere.”
Kate crossed her arms and hugged herself. “This all feels so surreal. The war was hard enough to comprehend, but genetic engineering… And the Priesthood’s involvement! Stars, I always thought the TSS was so far away from them. But being part of it?”
“I can’t quite wrap my head around it, either.” I always thought the TSS would give us leverage to bring the Priesthood down, but maybe the TSS is the very thing keeping the Priesthood safe.
“I wish we were together.”
“Me too. I can’t wait to be back home, even if I’ll need to resist the urge to punch Banks when I see him.”
Kate cracked a smile. “I think he’d understand.”
Cris sighed. “I should probably check in with my crew and let them know what’s going on.”
“Okay, I’ll be thinking about you. Give my love to Wil.” Kate paused. “Learn what you can while you’re there.”
“I will.” 
“I’ll be anxiously awaiting your return. Love you.”
“Love you, too. I’ll check in again soon.” Cris ended the call. At least we have each other. We’ll find a way to get through anything the Priesthood has in store for us.
*       *       *
Wil pushed down his irritation over his father’s behavior. What was he thinking? He turned his attention to Taelis. “So, you were saying about the independent jump drive…?”
The High Commander nodded, continuing down the corridor. “Right. One of the biggest tactical challenges we’ve encountered in the war is an inability to reliably travel in and out of the rift. Getting a stable beacon lock takes time and also makes our ships’ locations easier to identify. Essentially, the Bakzen always know we’re coming.”
“Whereas you don’t know when and where they’re going to strike.”
“Precisely. But with the combination of an independent jump drive and simultaneous observation, we would know where they are at all times and have the maneuvering precision to respond.”
They’re counting on two things they don’t have right now, and want me to deliver both. “What’s your backup plan?”
“We don’t have one.”
What if I can’t do it? Wil took an unsteady breath and bit his lower lip.
Taelis softened. “Wil, I know we’re asking a lot. You do have some time to get everything in place—I’m not expecting a solution overnight.”
“To my father’s point, people have spent their whole lives trying work out an independent jump drive design without ever getting anywhere.” Running into the same blocks I have every time I’ve looked at it.
“Even if it’s not possible, simultaneous observation alone may be enough to turn the war in our favor.”
Wil shook his head. “An act you claim no Taran can currently perform.”
Taelis hesitated. “That’s not exactly true.”
“Sir?”
The High Commander stopped mid-stride. “Have you heard of the Aesir?”
Wil stopped next to him. “No, I don’t think so.”
“Most haven’t. Some know them as ‘The Ascended.’”
“I’m sorry, I’m not familiar.”
“Well, they are capable of something resembling simultaneous observation—only, it’s more like seeing the fabric of subspace, not so much observing real-time events.”
I didn’t even know that was possible. “How can they see the fabric of subspace?”
Taelis gave a dismissive flip of his hand. “I’m not sure exactly. They claim to be seeking enlightenment by reading some sort of larger pattern to our existence. But the point is, they can disconnect consciousness from physical self, so we know it’s possible. You’ll just need to take it to the next level.”
Is that even more than the Bakzen can do? “Why don’t I go train with the Aesir, then?”
The High Commander became rigid. “That’s not possible.”
“It sounds like they might be able to give me a leg up on learning what I need to succeed.”
“Though they are of Taran origins, they now live in the furthest depths of explored space and like to keep to themselves,” Taelis replied. “I barely even know they exist. And from what little else I know about them, I don’t think they’d take kindly to a training request, however well-intentioned.”
So the only Taran people who could help me won’t. I guess the Bakzen were right that the TSS couldn’t give me what I need. Wil pushed aside the thought. “It’s a lot for me to take on by myself.”
“You’re largely self-taught, aren’t you?” Taelis asked, resuming his stride down the hallway.
Wil followed. “Simultaneous observation sounds a little more complicated than reading a book.” But I guess I have no choice other than to figure it out on my own. But how?
“One step at a time,” Taelis assured. “Let’s get back to the tangible. The engineering team is waiting for us.”
Wil nodded. Machines that already exist in real life—what a refreshing change. “I look forward to meeting them.”
“Come on.” Taelis picked up the pace and led the way to an elevator at the central hub of the space station.
Like the previous sections of the space station, the designs of the remaining hallway and elevator were plain and utilitarian. Largely metal on metal, everything gleamed cold and sterile. With a shudder, Wil was reminded of the Bakzen’s facility. Both are built for war, not for comfort. Wil stood in silence as the elevator descended to a lower structure within H2.
Taelis pulled out his handheld, his brow furrowing as he read a message. He wrote a response.
Wil almost asked what the message was regarding but decided against it. I don’t think they get much good news around here.
The elevator slowed and came to a rest. As the doors opened, Wil saw that the elevator had taken them directly to a cavernous room resembling a hangar. There were rows of jets on the far side, and various ship components occupied rows upon rows of shelving near the elevator doors. When they exited the elevator, Wil saw that the hangar wrapped all the way around the central axis of the space station, forming one continuous open area on the entire level. He couldn’t make out what was behind the central column, but it appeared that there were similar clusters of jets all around the perimeter.
“As you probably guessed, this is our main berthing for H2’s defense jets,” Taelis explained. “We have nowhere near enough pilots stationed here to fly all of them, but they are here as a fallback defense. I know it looks rather exposed here, but this entire station has redundant electromagnetic shielding, and there are blast doors for all windows in case we need to fortify against direct attack. The most critical operations are on levels that can rotate ninety-degrees within the ring so we can achieve centrifugal gravity through spin around the axis, in case we ever need to shut down the artificial gravity.”
Wil nodded with satisfaction.
“You really planned ahead.”
“I hope we never have to use any of those features,” Taelis replied solemnly.
It’s all meant to be used as a last resort, if all else is lost. “I’ll do my best to make sure it doesn’t come to that.”
“Right, well, let’s see what you’re working with,” the High Commander said. He set off between the rows of shelves toward a far wall.
As they approached, Wil realized that they were headed toward an enclosed room within the hangar—one of several throughout the sprawling space. The double doors to the room were slid open to either side, and half a dozen people were huddled around a craft inside. It was the Bakzen jet Wil had commandeered for his escape. Studying it already.
Everyone came to attention as Taelis neared. “Commander on deck,” a female engineer announced.
I think Banks would laugh if anyone did that for him. Wil dropped a pace behind the High Commander, waiting to be acknowledged.
“At ease,” Taelis said. “Laecy, I want to introduce you to Wil Sietinen.”
A woman stepped out from around the back side of the Bakzen jet. She looked to be around her late-thirties, with copper-colored eyes and light brown hair that was pulled up into a ponytail. Her mouth fell open a little as she caught sight of Wil. “No way.” She caught herself, and hastily wiped off her hands and held out her right hand, palm up, in greeting. “It’s an honor, sir.”
A murmur of surprise passed through the other engineers, and they also presented the formal greeting.
“Deena Laecy is our Lead Engineer,” Taelis explained. “She’s provided the final specification reviews for your production designs.”
“Not that I ever had any changes to make,” Lacey said with a smile. “I was pretty shocked to find out those old TX-70s were designed by a ten-year-old.” She bowed her head a little, “Sir.”
Wil returned her smile. “And I was pretty shocked to learn they went into production.”
Laecy lit up. “The integrated thruster design was pure art. All the pilots love it. And the lines! You have an eye for designing a sexy spacecraft.”
Taelis scowled. “Laecy, Wil may be young, but he’s dressed in black.”
The engineer bowed her head. “I’m sorry, sir, I meant no disrespect.”
Taelis needs to loosen up. “It’s quite all right. No need for formality here,” Wil said to Laecy, but glanced at Taelis.
Laecy and the other engineers tried to contain their excitement, but their smirks came through.
Wil felt Taelis try to voice a protest telepathically, but he blocked him out. “So, I guess you’re the lucky bunch that gets to dissect this,” Wil continued, looking over the Bakzen vessel. The engineers had opened the belly of the jet and there were several components resting on the ground.
“Yes!” Laecy said, resting a hand on the nose of the vessel. “We just started. This is the most intact Bakzen ship we’ve ever had to study. Either they’re destroyed in battle, or the pilot will initiate a self-destruct as soon as they’re captured.”
Good thing I didn’t accidentally trigger that! Wil stepped toward her, studying the components on the ground. “I’m glad I could provide something useful.”
“We were just about to extract the jump drive. Want to take a look with us?” Laecy offered.
That sounds way more interesting than whatever else Taelis has in store for me. “I’d love to.” He turned to Taelis. “Sir, do you mind?”
Taelis’ displeasure was quite evident, but he inclined his head. “That’s fine. Probably best you get to know each other, anyway.” He checked his handheld. “I’ll have someone come retrieve you in a few hours. We still have a lot to cover.”
“Of course, sir,” Wil acknowledged with a bow of his head. “Thank you for the opportunity to look this over. I think it will be helpful for my work on the independent jump drive.” The engineers glanced at each other with the last statement.
“As you wish,” Taelis said, and strode off.
“Are you really working on an independent jump drive design?” one of the young men on the engineering team questioned.
What was a fun side project has become a real assignment. “Apparently I am.”
“Do you think it’s possible?” Laecy asked.
“We’ll find out,” Wil replied, turning his attention to the ship. “Let’s see how the Bakzen do it.”
*       *       *
Cris wandered into the Command Center, having nowhere else to be. To his surprise, he found Alec and Kari still at their stations, and Scott was sitting on the ledge of the command platform talking with them.
They looked up with surprise when Cris entered. Kari hastily pulled a graphic data display down from the front of the viewscreen.
“Hi,” Scott greeted. “Why aren’t you with Wil?”
“No chaperones allowed,” replied Cris. “You look like you’re up to no good.”
Alec and Kari eyed each other, and Scott shrugged. “Just investigating,” Scott said.
“Investigating what?” Cris asked, coming to sit next to Scott.
Scott glanced at the others. “The cost of the war, basically.”
“Banks said they have an entirely separate budget for this Headquarters and the associated operations” Cris told them.
“We figured as much,” Scott said. “But we were especially curious about the resources cost.”
It has to be enormous. “Did you find anything?”
Kari returned the content to the front of the viewscreen. There were several trend charts and data tables, but the labels were vague. “Well, I was especially curious about the fleet,” Kari said. “Building and stocking an interstellar ship is just about the most costly undertaking there is—both in terms of labor and raw materials. So, I decided to cross-reference docking records with the most recent inventory to get a sense of scale.”
“I won’t ask how you got those files.” That hacking ability is one of the reasons I love having her around.
“What I found is a little alarming,” Kari continued. “I was just sharing my preliminary findings.”
“And?” Cris asked. There’s more they haven’t told us?
Kari grimaced. She glanced at the files on the viewscreen. “I think they are losing ships on at least a weekly basis. Not jets, but cruisers.”
“Which would explain why all the Bakzen carriers looked so scrappy—they’ve been salvaging pieces from our ships they destroy,” Alec added.
Cris’ stomach turned over. There are dozens of people onboard each TSS cruiser—if not a hundred. “If that’s the case, how is the TSS even still functioning?”
“That’s an excellent question,” Scott responded. “Near as we can tell, they keep their Agents pretty spaced out—just a Captain on each ship, likely for direct telepathic communication to avoid interception by the Bakzen. There’s a much higher Militia contingent for the rest of the officers compared to ours. There aren’t even Agents as Navigators on most ships.”
“Stars!” Cris looked down. Taelis wasn’t exaggerating when he said the situation was dire. “I always knew there were other Militia training facilities outside of our Headquarters. But they must have way more recruits than I ever imagined, to keep up with casualties on that magnitude.”
Alec sighed. “It must be a massive operation. I don’t know where they’d keep finding people—maybe recruiting in the outer colonies?”
“Little do the recruits know that a Jotun assignment may as well be a death sentence.” How many students do I know who’ve ended up here?
“Well, it’s not quite that bleak,” Alec replied. “But knowing these statistics, I wouldn’t want an assignment here.”
In a few years, we won’t have a choice. “How are they even supporting a fleet that size?”
“There are a lot of supply deliveries with pretty sketchy transit records,” Kari said. “I think they are diverting resources from the outer colonies.”
Cris learned back and crossed his arms. That would explain a lot. “Things have been bad in the outer colonies at least since I was a kid. I saw the supply distributions firsthand so I know the colonies get deliveries, but I guess there’s no knowing what happens after that.”
“But stealing from civilians?” Alec questioned. “That’s wrong on so many levels.”
“Not to mention, how has no one heard about this?” Scott added.
Anything is possible, knowing the Priesthood is involved.
Win the war at any cost. “It’s not that hard to conceal information when you know the right people.”
“I feel gross.” Kari slumped back in her chair.
“There’s nothing we can do right now,” Cris said. But after the war, I’m going after the real enemy.
“So, we just try to forget and get on with it?” Kari asked.
If only we could forget. “Like I said, there’s nothing we can do right now. But, forward me these files. This is going to be important information when the time is right.”
“You’re not talking as a TSS officer right now, are you?” Scott asked.
All of Cris’ commanding officers knew his position outside of the TSS, but it wasn’t something he liked to discuss directly. “As a member of the Taran race, I promise that I will do everything in my power to make sure our people are never treated this way again.”
“I guess that will have to do,” Kari said. She made some entries on her console. “Everything is locked up in a secure file for you.”
“I’m glad you looked into this, but keep it to yourself,” Cris instructed.
“Will do,” Scott assured.
Alec and Kari nodded.
“We’re going to fix this.” I’m not entirely sure how yet, but I’ll find a way. The Priesthood needs to go.
 



CHAPTER 14
Wil couldn’t help grinning as he examined the benchmarks for the Bakzeni jump drive. A blue-green field swirled around the drive secured within a translucent containment chamber several meters away. “Do you see the way it’s verifying its relative location?”
“Just brilliant!” Laecy exclaimed, her eyes glued to the monitor. “I never would have thought they piggybacked on our beacon pings.”
So even the Bakzen use the SiNavTech network. “And I’m not even sure we could block them. The signal can only be encrypted so much.”
“I guess we can dismiss the theory that the Bakzen have an independent jump drive. It’s just really good pilots with a fluid nav system.”
Wil nodded. “But it does give me some ideas. I’ve never tried working the math with the ship being a fixed point.”
“I’ll leave that part up to you.” Laecy grinned.
The final benchmark results displayed on the screen as the hum of the jump drive wound down within the containment chamber. It was an impressive system, and the implications were concerning. A Bakzen ship was completely invisible while traveling through the rift.
I need to figure out how to make this work. Wil’s excitement evaporated as he was reminded of his task. “Can you send me a copy of the analysis?”
“Of course,” Laecy affirmed. “Thanks for your help getting the drive hooked up.”
Wil smiled, though it was half-hearted. “This was great. I spend most of my time tooling with design schematics, so it’s fun to finally play around with some real equipment.”
“You’re welcome back any time.”
If only I got to spend days like this back home. Especially after recent events, those times were almost certainly over. “I might take you up on that.”
Wil heard a shuffle of footsteps behind him, and turned to see the other engineers hastily straightening up the lab. In the distance, an Agent was approaching. As he came closer, Wil saw that it was Ramsen, the stoic Lead Agent for H2.
So much for having fun. “Hello, sir,” Wil greeted as Ramsen entered the lab.
“Looks like they put you to work,” Ramsen said.
“It was a pleasure. You have a fine crew here.” Wil made sure to look at Laecy with the statement. I get the impression they don’t get a lot of credit.
“Well, time to get back to business,” Ramsen said.
As if this work isn’t important. “Of course, sir. Lead the way.” Wil turned to Laecy and her engineers. “Thank you again for your hospitality. I hope we can do this again sometime.”
“You’re welcome, sir,” Laecy said with a little bow.
“Shall we?” Wil said to Ramsen, who was already looking far more impatient than the situation warranted. All of the commanders here are wound way too tight. I hope they can be flexible with me.
“The High Commander asked me to go over our tactical positions with you,” Ramsen said as he led Wil away from the engineers. “The TSS outposts under the purview of your home Headquarters are only a fraction of the TSS as a whole.”
“How are the outposts staffed?”
“It’s mostly Militia,” Ramsen replied. “We don’t have the Agents to spare.”
“What’s your ratio of Agents to Militia?” Wil asked.
“Around 2 percent of the Jotun division is Agents.”
That’s a pretty big disparity compared to back home. “I think it’s closer to 10 percent Agents for us, with a pretty even split at Headquarters itself if you include the trainees.”
Ramsen eyed Wil. “Be careful with language that differentiates between the two. We’re one and the same.”
“I didn’t mean—”
“Don’t worry, I know it will take some time to adjust.” Ramsen led them out of the hangar and back into the elevator. He set their destination two levels up. “To your point, Agents make up approximately 5 percent of TSS forces in aggregate.”
“So the Jotun division is 60 percent of the TSS?”
“In one way or another, yes.”
Well over half—and we didn’t know they were here. That’s crazy. “That’s a lot of people to manage.”
Ramsen nodded. “Well, we have a big leadership team. We all share the responsibility.”
The elevator stopped and Ramsen stepped into the corridor. It was yet another passage of only bleak metal surfaces.
Wil accompanied the Lead Agent down the corridor, which curved around the central column of the level. “I can only imagine the operations are far more complex than what I’ve seen, considering the overlay of combat strategy and fleet management.” And they want me to eventually have authority over all of it. His chest tightened with the thought.
“It’s a way of life for us. We always find a way to get the job done.” They arrived at the door to a conference room. “Here we are.”
The room was unadorned. A round table surrounded by six chairs occupied the center of the space, and a viewscreen spanned half the width of the wall across from the entry door.
Ramsen placed his hand on the conference table as he entered, and a holographic display appeared above the surface. He manipulated the touch-surface, bringing up a map of the Taran colony worlds. “As you know, we have TSS outposts throughout the Taran territory.”
He really doesn’t waste any time. Wil examined the map. It was similar to others he had seen. “Yes, along most of the major trade routes.”
“Correct. We also have several armories in strategic fallback positions, were it to come to that.” Ramsen brought up an overlay of the posts on the holographic projection. The armories showed up as blue dots, and most were along the border of the rift.
But we’re fighting the war on a subspace plane. “Those fortified positions are useless if the Bakzen jump right past.”
“It’s not for that. These are all within jump range to the primary Bakzen planet using a single nav beacon,” Ramsen explained.
Wil perked up. “You have a beacon there?”
“No, I wish,” Ramsen replied. “But we’ve hoped that one day we’ll be able to activate one—or have an independent jump drive—and be able to jump the fleet all at once, overwhelm their defenses.”
That’s one way to approach it. Can’t say I agree. Wil crossed his arms. “So many of your offensive strategies sound like last resort moves.”
“We’ve been pretty beat down.”
“That’ll change.” Stars! I need to be careful what I promise.
“Well, we’re building up forces as best we can in preparation for you coming in to end the war. Resources are tight, but…” Ramsen looked down and sighed. It was the first expression of emotion Wil had seen from him.
They’re wearing thin. One day after another of the same battle, never making progress. Do they have another decade of this in them while they wait for me? “Why don’t you go over the specifics for each post? These maps don’t really give a clear picture.”
Without hesitation, Ramsen drilled down into the detailed supply and fleet manifest for each of the locations. It was tedious, but Wil made a point to memorize as much as possible. What he found was an interesting contrast of impressive fortifications matched against even greater Bakzen forces. Wil’s heart sank as he took it all in. It’s like the Bakzen have an endless supply of soldiers. Our fleet is picked apart and theirs grows stronger. How do we compete?
It took hours to cover all the information. By the end, Wil felt like curling up in the corner until everything around him disappeared.
“Do you have any other questions?” Ramsen asked as he returned the display on the table to the overview map.
I wouldn’t want to ask them even if I did. “No, I think that covers everything for now. Thanks for the overview.”
“Gladly—”
Ramsen was interrupted by the door sliding open.
Taelis entered. “When I said to go over tactical positions, I didn’t expect you to cover the entire history of the TSS.”
Was that a joke? I didn’t think he had it in him. Wil inclined his head to the High Commander. “We were being thorough. I’m grateful for the orientation.”
“I’m glad it was productive,” Taelis replied. “It’s been a full day. Why don’t we break here, and you can join us for dinner.”
Wil noted that the invitation was more of a statement than a question. I’ve had enough conversation for one day, but I can’t turn him down. “That would be wonderful, thank you.”
“Excellent.” Taelis looked to Ramsen. “Let’s go.”
Wil accompanied Taelis and Ramsen around the ring of the space station, back to the elevator. They took the elevator up four levels, where they were greeted by several of the officers Wil had met earlier in the day.
The party made their way to a room labeled “Officers’ Mess,” which struck Wil as a somewhat strange concept—in his home Headquarters, mealtime disregarded the distinction of rank. There were six square tables with four chairs around each. Without any verbal agreement, several of the Agents telekinetically rearranged the seating to form one large table surrounded by ten chairs. It’s going to take some time to get used to free use of telekinesis—I’m so used to being in subspace most of the time.
The Agents gestured for Wil to take one of the seats toward the middle of the table. He complied. Where do we get food? There was no buffet area, as he was accustomed to seeing.
“Enough business for the day,” Taelis announced, taking a seat across the table. “So, Wil, we’re familiar with your official record, but why don’t you tell us about yourself—the parts outside of work.”
Wil was irritated by the request. “That’s a difficult distinction to make.” I was raised at Headquarters. I started training as soon as I could walk. Do they honestly think I have a life outside the TSS?
“There have to be some things you do for fun,” Taelis said.
“Sure. I like flying and mechanics, but those are still work assignments. I don’t know what you want me to say. I’m a dynastic heir who grew up at a military training facility. Everything I’ve ever done was part of my training as a TSS officer with a political bent. There isn’t any free time for me to do what I want.” Wil knew his tone was terse, but he was too worn down from Ramsen’s briefing to care. I wouldn’t be here at all if I had any choice.
Taelis looked pensive. “Your father indicated that you have too many obligations. You dismissed him earlier, but do you actually feel that way, too?”
Is this a trap? Wil thought for a moment before replying. “As I’m sure you read in my file, I always follow through on my commitments.”
The High Commander leaned forward with his elbows on the table. “That doesn’t answer my question.”
Stars! I feel like I’ll be in trouble regardless of how I respond. “As long as I am affiliated with the TSS, I can’t imagine spending my time any differently than I already do.”
“But that’s still dodging the heart of the issue.” Taelis sighed. “I’ve been thinking about what your father said, and he’s right. We’ve put you in a position where you’re always on duty—even though others are afforded leave. Headquarters is your home, so even on breaks between terms you have nowhere to go.”
What does he care? “I could go if I wanted to.” At least, I always figured I could.
Taelis cocked his head. “Yet, you haven’t. The number of training hours you’ve logged has to be twice that of any other trainee, and you haven’t even graduated.”
Wil looked around the table at the Agents. All eyes were on him. “I don’t look at it that way.”
Taelis examined him. “You’re trying to hide it, but I see some resentment under the surface.”
Is he trying to get a reaction out of me? “That’s not the term I’d use.”
“No need to argue semantics. My point is, you’ve put in a disproportionate amount of effort compared to anyone else and we’ve done nothing but pile on more.” Taelis folded his hands on the table. “Going forward, I think it’s appropriate to define some expectations around ‘work’ versus ‘personal’ time.”
Where is this coming from? The TSS never makes that kind of distinction. “That’s not necessary, and I don’t think it’s appropriate.”
Taelis straightened in his chair. “We need you, Wil. This is the only way I can offer you any relief.”
“I didn’t ask for it.” He wants something from me. He’s not offering this out of the goodness of his heart.
“But others have spoken on your behalf. I trust that you will continue following through with all of your assignments, as you have indicated. But, I’m proposing that you have the opportunity to choose what you do during work hours and what’s above and beyond. Everyone but you has had the chance to make those distinctions—I’m only trying to right an inequity.”
That hardly makes up for it. They’re just trying to buy my favor. “Thank you.”
“I’ll talk with Banks about making it official,” Taelis said. “I know it’s a small gesture, but I hope you take it in good faith for us working together.”
Wil nodded. “I appreciate it.” It still doesn’t feel genuine.
Taelis looked around the table. “I said no more talk of business, and yet that’s all we’ve talked about. Forgive me.” He cracked a smile at the group and the Agents shifted in their chairs, giving little nods and shrugs in response. “Where is our meal?” He checked his handheld.
Wil tried to sink into his chair, wishing he were anywhere else. I’m just a commodity to them. Any offer they make is just to placate me so I’ll do what they want.
After a couple minutes of uncomfortable quiet, the door slid open. Attendants entered the room carrying trays of food. It was a veritable feast—a roasted meat main course, with potato and vegetable sides. There was even a dessert tray with what looked to be chocolate cake.
Wil made no attempt to hide his surprise. This doesn’t fit with the rest of the facility. As the food was placed in front of him, he realized he was ravenous, having only had a snack while working on the Bakzen ship with the engineers.
“We might be out at the edge of civilization, but we like to eat well,” Taelis said.
I imagine by “we” he only means the officers. There’s no way everyone gets this kind of treatment. “It looks delicious.”
“Please, help yourself,” Taelis said, gesturing to the spread on the table.
Wil took his portion. He waited for the other officers to fill their plates before he started eating. The first bite was bliss.
“You made some interesting comments today about our tactical positions,” Ramsen commented to Wil after everyone had begun eating. “Since it seems like the topic will inevitably come back to work, would you be willing to share some of your thoughts with the group?”
That doesn’t leave me with a lot of room to decline. Wil swallowed his mouthful. “Sure. For starters, you’re only fighting the war on the frontlines.”
Taelis looked to Ramsen, then back to Wil. “Can you elaborate?”
“I mean, your main offensive strategies revolve around attacking the Bakzen homeworld. Which is the ultimate goal, yes, but they can do a lot of damage elsewhere in the meantime.”
“Our forces surround the rift.” Taelis countered.
“Yeah, but the rift is one of three habitable planes. There’s nothing to stop the Bakzen from making a direct play for other worlds in any part of space.”
“They already do raid the outer colonies on occasion,” Ramsen said.
“And what’s to keep them to the outer colonies?” Wil replied. “Shite, they could just go straight to Tararia if they wanted to.”
Taelis shook his head. “We’d see them coming. Any travel in normal space or subspace would have a trail we can trace.”
“Yes, but the rift is the blind spot,” Wil said. “My point is, there’s opportunity to bolster the forces along the main beacon corridors.”
“They could just go around whatever blockage we set up,” Taelis said.
“Maybe, but from what I learned today down in Engineering with Laecy, the Bakzen piggyback on our nav beacons. They don’t have an independent jump drive either.” Not that they need one to travel more effectively than any of our ships.
Taelis eyed him. “So you’re saying, let them spread a little, but hold them at key choke points?”
Wil shrugged. “Something like that.”
“An interesting notion,” Taelis mused.
“I only looked at it for a few hours. It might not be the best solution,” Wil continued. “But, giving up a little ground would allow you to reallocate your resources to where it really matters.”
“I guess we really do have the right person for the job,” Taelis remarked. He grabbed his handheld from his jacket pocket and brought up a spatial map on the holographic display. He set it in the center of the table. “Now, what are we going to do about those vulnerabilities?”
Wil sighed inwardly. Now I’ve done it. He grabbed a piece of chocolate cake. I’m going to need this in order to get through the rest of the night.
*       *       *
Banks was already settling into his quarters for the night when he heard the unwelcome notification chirp of an incoming high-priority communication. He glanced at the alert window on the viewscreen in his living room and saw that it was from Taelis. Reporting about his day with Wil, no doubt.
He answered the call. “Hello, Erik. How did it go?”
The image of the other High Commander resolved on the viewscreen. “It went well. Mostly.”
That wasn’t very enthusiastic. “Mostly?”
Taelis looked pensive. “Wil is… very impressive. But, your Lead Agent—he isn’t afraid to speak his mind, is he?”
Banks looked down. I should have figured they wouldn’t get along. “No, he’s not. However, I’ve seen him navigate some very tricky situations. He speaks his mind, but he also knows when to sit back and listen.”
“I’ll just have to take your word for it,” Taelis replied.
This isn’t about Cris. “So, how is Wil taking everything?”
Taelis shrugged. “It’s tough to say. I have no comparison for his demeanor.”
“You must have had some impression about him. You said he was ‘impressive.’”
“Without a doubt. He’s somewhat quiet and serious, but strong—none of us have been able to break through his mental blocks. And he’s poised, though I did expect that giving his lineage and upbringing.”
Banks tensed. Stars! If Taelis knew Wil at all, he’d know that he’s probably freaking out. I never should have pushed for a meeting right away. “He’ll make a superb leader. But we need to be careful with him. It’s a lot for anyone to take in, even if it doesn’t show.”
“We’re not really in a great position for subtlety.”
Banks raised an eyebrow. “So you told him everything?”
“As much as anyone aside from us knows.”
“That might not be enough.”
“It’ll have to be,” Taelis replied, firm. “It’s far too dangerous.”
“Dangerous for whom, exactly?” Does he truly believe the lies we tell ourselves?
Taelis scowled. “Do you want to break down the entire foundation of the society we’re fighting for?”
That was already broken when we compromised our morals as a people. “Of course not. I just think a far greater danger will be from Wil himself once he realizes what all of this is about.”
“Which is why we have gone to such lengths. Only a few of us know the truth about the war.”
“So do the Aesir. Just think about it. If Wil hears it from them and not from us, what will he do? Or not do?”
“That’s a risk we have to take. The Aesir might never get involved.”
They will. They have to. Wil is who’ve they’ve been waiting for. Banks crossed his arms. “Fine.”
“You still disagree.”
“I know better than to continue engaging in a losing argument.” I’d just end up dead otherwise.
Taelis sighed. “We’re on the same side, Jason. We have to remember that.”
But can both of us be left standing in the end? “Yes, of course. And now it’s even more important for us to be unified.”
“It is,” Taelis agreed. “I know we walk a delicate line, but we have to do what’s best.”
Banks nodded. He’s doing what he thinks is right. I can’t fault him for that. “Thank you for looking out for all of us.”
Taelis hinted at a smile. “It’s habit now. I couldn’t stop if I tried.”
I just hope he’s worrying about the right things. “Well, let me know if you need anything. I know resources are tight for you.”
Taelis nodded. “Well, I’ve given Wil some tasks. Just give him what he needs to follow through.”
“What tasks?”
“Mainly, solving the independent jump drive equation,” Taelis said.
Stars! “That could be a major waste of time.”
“Or it might be the solution we need,” Taelis countered. “I know you have your little design competition among the Junior Agents, but I want Wil to take it seriously. He just might do it.”
Banks shook his head. We have entirely too much riding on one person. “I think he’s already been working on it.”
“I’m not surprised. Which brings me to my next point,” Taelis continued. “I also proposed a new arrangement between Wil and the TSS.”
Without consulting me first, naturally. Banks held back a wave of frustration. “Which is?”
“Drawing a distinction between work and personal time.”
That’s uncharacteristic. What’s his aim? “Our schedules aren’t quite that neat. You know that.”
Taelis looked surprised. “I thought you’d embrace the idea.”
Coming from someone else, maybe. “What are you suggesting—have an arbitrary start and end time for each day?”
“Not arbitrary. Talk with Cris and come up with something that seems fair,” Taelis replied. “You two have made such a big deal out of how much pressure we’ve put on Wil, this is a chance for him to set his own priorities. Anything on TSS time goes to us, and everything else he can maintain the rights.”
“You’re really ready to relinquish the rights for anything he develops on that personal time?” Banks asked. Why would he make such a generous offer?
“Invention patents aren’t our primary revenue stream. What’s more important now is to make sure he stays useful.”
“Oh, so you just want to give him the illusion of control?”
Taelis looked a little smug. “We get everything we need, but it’s on his terms.”
And hopefully slow the coming of his inevitable burnout. Banks sighed. It was a minor change—and while not entirely innocent in its intentions, it would ultimately be to Wil’s benefit. “Agreed. I’ll come up with a schedule.”
“Good.” Taelis let out a long breath. “I should get to bed.”
“So you do sleep?” Banks quipped.
“Only sometimes.”
“Well, I hope the rest of the visit goes well. I’ll send Cris a message about this new arrangement—it’ll set him at ease. Give him a chance.”
Taelis nodded. “I will. I’ll send you a copy of my official report on Wil’s encounter with the Bakzen when it’s complete.”
“Thank you.” I wonder how much of it will be the real story. 
“And Jason, don’t forget who we answer to. We can be replaced.”
And we’re not the first ones in these positions. “I know. You won’t hear my concerns about the Aesir again.”
“Good.” Taelis ended the transmission.
Banks leaned back on his couch. He massaged his temples. It was such a delicate position he must maintain, but it had become second nature. The hurdles were necessary; there was greater work to accomplish in the end. I’ll play my part, but I won’t forget how we got here.
*       *       *
It had been a long day. The dinner had gone much later than Wil had anticipated, and he was at capacity for how much information he could absorb in one day. He felt like he could fall asleep right on the floor of the corridor, but the presence of two Militia escorts drove him to keep up appearances. At last, they made it to the gangway of the Vanquish.
“Have a good night, sir,” one of the escorts said.
I guess I should get used to this “sir” thing. “Thanks, you too.”
Wil dragged himself up the gangway. The rest of the week was going to be brutal.
When he reached the top of the gangway, Wil realized he didn’t have a room to go to, having stayed with his father on the previous leg of the trip. It was a good excuse to stop by the captain’s quarters. I didn’t leave things on a very good note.
Wil took the lift down a level and pressed the buzzer by his father’s door. After a few moments, the door slid open.
Cris stood in the doorway. He seemed surprised. “I didn’t expect you’d be back here tonight.”
“They offered me a room, but I thought I’d be more comfortable here.”
Cris nodded. “Well, Scott’s already in the Delegate’s Suite, so I’m afraid all that’s open is crew quarters.”
“Wasn’t Roland Purteud the last one to stay in the Delegate’s Suite?”
“Oh, stars, yes! I had half the room incinerated after that visit. How he found four women to follow him everywhere is beyond me.”
“Yeah, I’d rather not think about what went on in there. Crew quarters will be just fine.”
Cris cracked a smile. “Take your pick. And, don’t mention Roland’s visit to Scott, okay?”
Wil returned the smile. “I won’t.” That’s not the only reason I came here. He sighed. “Hey, do you have a few minutes to talk?”
Cris looked almost relieved. “Of course. Do you want to come in?”
“Sure.” Wil took a seat in one of the chairs by the window in the main room. He relaxed into the plush seat.
“How are you doing?” Cris asked.
Wil stared out the window. “I don’t know. None of this feels real.”
“It’s that way for me, too.” Cris sat down across from him. “I talked with your mom, and it sounds like Banks filled her in.”
“How did she take it?” Wil asked.
“As well as any of us.”
We’re all coping as best we can. Wil returned his attention to inside the room but couldn’t quite meet his father’s gaze. 
“She misses you and sends her love,” Cris added.
“I’ll call her when I can.” Wil took a deep breath. He looked up to his father. “I’m sorry about earlier.”
Cris softened. “Me too. I know I lost it. But the way Taelis was being so cavalier about what they expect from you…”
“He is pretty unlikeable, isn’t he? I get that they’re living in a war zone, but having a little personality never hurt anyone.”
Cris smiled. “All right, so it wasn’t just me.”
“Stars, no! But he’s still a High Commander. You can’t expect the same frankness you enjoy with Banks. You don’t have the history together.”
“I know. It needed to be said, though.”
And it couldn’t come from me. “I appreciate it. Now whenever I say ‘no’ to something, I’ll just pin it on you.” Wil grinned.
“Oh, is that how you want to play this?”
Wil shrugged. “Just saying…”
Cris eyed him, feigning suspicion. “Uh huh. Just don’t forget who sets your training routine. I can add in all kinds of extra laps.”
“That would be kind of counterproductive to your point earlier about effective use of my time, wouldn’t it?”
Cris smirked. “It’s amazing what you can get away with when you brand it ‘character building.’”
Wil chuckled. “Duly noted.”
Cris leaned back in his seat. “And what was with all the telepathic probing?”
“I know! I get that they’ve never met us, but that’s not a very friendly welcome.”
“I may have thought a thing or two in their direction as I was leaving…” Cris said with a smile.
“Good. War or not, manners are important.”
Cris nodded. “Do you know what else Taelis has planned for you?”
Wil ran his hand through his hair. “He rattled off a crazy list of places to visit. I’m not sure what he’s trying to accomplish, but it doesn’t feel very helpful.”
“Maybe it will all make more sense in retrospect. But be careful, Wil. You can’t take everything they say at face value.”
Wil studied his father. I know that look. He knows something but doesn’t want to tell me. “What did you find out?”
“Enough to know that the war needs to end as soon as possible.”
That’s a change from earlier. “No more trying to talk me out of getting involved?”
“Being in a position of influence means that you can’t think only of yourself. I just needed a reminder.”
I’m glad he’s back on my side, regardless of his motivation. “I’ve been getting more perspective than I can handle.”
“Clearly they kept you busy today.”
“I thought they’d never stop talking.” Wil suppressed a yawn. “And, I have an early morning tomorrow.”
Cris stood. “Yes, of course. Thanks for stopping by.”
“I’m glad I did.” Wil rose. It won’t be good in the long-run if he’s considered an outsider here. “You should come tomorrow. We’re going to tour the shipyards—and who knows what else.”
“Are you sure you want me tagging along?”
Wil smiled to set him at ease. So long as you don’t embarrass me again. “Absolutely.”
Cris tried to conceal his gratitude. “All right. What time?”
“Breakfast at 07:15?”
“Perfect, I’ll meet you at the mess hall.”
Wil nodded. “All right. I’ll see you then. Good night.” He walked to the door.
“Sleep well.”
Wil let out a deep sigh as soon as he was in the hall. Helping his father feel included and secure might turn into a full-time job. But he’s one of the best Agents out there. And he’ll look out for me, even when it’s inconvenient. With what’s ahead, I’m going to need all the help I can get.
 



CHAPTER 15
The rest of the week was a sickening blur. Engineering labs, shipyard, weapons systems, control centers—all of it exceeded Wil’s expectations. However, what should have been an impressive display was overshadowed by reminders of the Bakzen. The references were subtle at first—sporadic questions, or a side comment—but over the next few days the questions about Wil’s time behind enemy lines transitioned into full-blown interrogations. He knew that even the most minor observations might be important, so he kept answering as best he could and made no indication that he was uncomfortable. But, his brave face was a façade; inside he was breaking down.
The familiarity of the Vanquish offered a modicum of comfort when Wil returned each night after spending the day with Taelis and his officers, though he still found himself feeling increasingly removed from everything. The more he saw of H2 and further evidence of the war, the more the reality of his future responsibilities weighed on his mind. Even when he was told that they were finally going home, it felt like just another trial with no end. I’m now involved in the war whether they admit it or not. No matter when I go, this will be my life. There’s no room for anything else.
Wil was trying to get comfortable on his bunk in the Vanquish’s crew quarters when his father walked in.
“We’re underway,” Cris said as he sat down on the other end of the bunk.

“Yes, I felt the docking clamps release.”
“Of course you would.” Cris smiled. He took off his tinted glasses and relaxed against the wall of the bunk. “Forgive me. It’s just all these years of having to explain every bomaxed little thing to people less familiar with ships.”
“No apology needed. I know how cruel some of Banks’ assignments have been.”
“Oh, but only if you could have experienced the pain firsthand!” Cris leaned back against the wall. “I’ll never forget that time when those dynastic delegates came to visit and they asked what was happening every time a light flashed or there was any sort of sound—which, of course, was constantly. I swear, they thought the ship was going to spontaneously combust in any moment.”
Such petty insecurities. I envy them. “You’d think they’d never been off-planet.”
“I’m convinced they were all hand-selected for their various anxiety disorders with the express purpose of making my life miserable,” Cris said with a rueful grin. “The higher authorities of the Tararian government have a strange way of showing their appreciation. Despite all that the TSS provides for them, they seem to enjoy giving us a hard time whenever the situation presents itself.”
Or maybe it’s a little more personal, since you left them. “So I’ve noticed.” Wil rolled onto his back and stared up at the ceiling.
“Just a few hours until we’re home,” Cris said, trying to pull Wil from his funk.
Wil was already too worn out to be roused so easily. “Hopefully they’ll just read the reports from H2 and leave us alone.” I want to be excited about going home, but I know things will be different around Headquarters from now on. I won’t ever be able to look at myself the same way, knowing what my future holds.
Cris gave him a sympathetic smile. “I know it’s been a tough week. They put me through the gauntlet, too.”
His experience doesn’t begin to compare to mine. No one told him he’d have to single-handedly lead the annihilation of an entire race. “I hope we can move on.”
Cris nodded. “Well, everyone is going to be happy to see you.”
Wil looked away. They’ll expect everything to get back to normal, but I’ve changed. Everything has changed.
“Wil—”
Wil sat up and stared his father to silence, a focused gaze of authority that few ever attained. “I’ll be happy to see them too, but we can’t pretend like everything is normal.”
After a moment, Cris nodded. “You’re right, I’m sorry.”
“I’ll be an Agent by the time most Trainees are just starting out, and who knows what kind of CR I’ll attain.” Wil hung his head. “People will run in fear as soon as they realize what being around me means—a front row seat to death and destruction.”
Cris was taken aback. “I’m not going anywhere.”
The words rang true, but Wil could see that there was a hint of fear even in his father’s eyes. “I believe you.” He’s struggling. He wants to comfort me as his child, but I’m past that.
Cris looked down. “I wish you would also believe me when I say that you can take it easy. It’s much too early for you to feel so much pressure.”
How can I ever relax again? I hold the fate of so many people. It comes down to me… what I must do. Wil shook his head and looked away. A deep ache gripped his chest. “I’ll try.”
“If I can do anything better to help you—”
Wil forced a smile to set his father at ease. “It is not a question of support. How you’ve taken all of this… anyone else would have turned to run.”
Cris smiled back. “Well, I did want to.”
“But you’re here with me now. And I know that you will always love and support me, but you can’t know what the weight of this responsibility feels like.” Even if I am successful in defeating the Bakzen, there won’t be anything left of myself.
Cris sighed. “The weight of responsibility isn’t completely unknown to me, but I won’t pretend that what you’re facing is the same thing. All I can offer is that I’ll try to be there for you whenever you might need me.”
Wil repositioned on the bunk and looked intently at his father. “This must be so hard for you… knowing what I’m up against, but also knowing there is nothing you can do. Your strength is something I admire.”
Cris nodded and hung his head, his forearms rested on his knees.
“I’d like to spend some time alone before we get back,” Wil requested, breaking the silence. “I don’t imagine I’ll have much time to myself after we return. There’s a lot to discuss.”
“A fair assumption.” Cris got up. “One day, we will have to talk again without the conversation turning to a somber note.”
“Definitely,” Wil replied with a faint smile.
“Rest up.”
Wil lay back down on the bunk when his father had left. He stared at the ceiling. At least I’ll have someone with me to remind me of myself. If only it didn’t have to be this way… but this is the life I was born into and I have to do my part. They made it my destiny.
He closed his eyes and emptied his mind of all thoughts. There would be other times to think.
*
Wil sensed a change in his surroundings, rousing his mind. He opened his eyes. The stars were still, familiar. Home.
He rose from the bunk and removed his new black overcoat from the locker at the back of the room. Nerves had his stomach in a knot. So much for a joyous homecoming. He suppressed the thoughts about his new reality that kept creeping into the corners of his consciousness.
After putting on the coat, Wil took a deep breath to calm and reassure himself, then stepped out into the hallway to face those who knew the true reason behind his absence.
Wil met up with his father some ways down the hallway, and they took the lift up to the gangway. 
Cris still looked drained, but he was in good spirits. “We’re home, Wil. Now we can finally relax.”
Wil returned the smile, but his was not heartfelt. “Yes, we are home.” But I don’t know if I’ll ever feel at ease again.
The two Sietinens walked down the gangway into the spaceport and took a shuttle to the surface port. The elevator ride down to Level 1 felt excruciatingly long, but Wil was relieved his father didn’t try to make smalltalk. When the elevator doors opened, Wil saw his mother standing alongside Banks at the center of the lobby. They both looked as though they had gotten little rest in recent days, but their faces brightened as Wil and Cris approached.
Kate ran forward and embraced Wil. Silent, she held him close. Wil was nearly as tall as her, and he hugged her back easily as she cradled his head to her shoulder. Normally he would resist such a public display of affection from his mother, but he needed it as much as she did.
After a full minute, Kate released Wil from the hug, but continued to hold him at arm’s length. Gently, she brushed his hair from his forehead and searched his eyes.
“I’m okay, Mom,” he responded to her unspoken query.
Kate continued gazing into his eyes. “I know.”
Wil swallowed. I can’t let her see how much I’ve changed. It’s just not fair for her. But at the same time, I cannot hide who I am… “I assume you would like to speak with me, Banks?” Wil asked, turning from his mother to the High Commander.
Kate looked pained, but quietly accepted that there were still official matters to discuss. Cris took the opportunity to embrace her, which she didn’t hesitate to return.
Banks glanced at Cris, then back at Wil. “I’ve already read through the reports you filed with Taelis,” Banks responded, “but there is another matter we should address. Cris, I’d like you to you attend, as well. Shall we go to my office?”
“Wherever is most comfortable,” Wil replied.
Cris gave Kate a kiss and then pulled himself away from her.
“Stay close,” Kate said to Cris.
Banks led the way down the main corridor of the administrative wing with Wil and Cris following close behind.
It felt good to be back in the halls of Headquarters, but Wil still felt anxious. I fear the good times are all behind me.
Once in the High Commander’s office, Banks faced Wil and Cris in the middle of the room. “Wil,” Banks began as he shifted on his feet, “you handled yourself exceptionally well, but you never should have been in that position. It was a failure in TSS security, and I take responsibility. I wish I had an answer. Your mother and I have been over all the security logs and I still can’t definitively tell how the Bakzen got in.”
So I’m still not safe here. “I’ll just have to be more careful.”
Banks nodded. “Well, you know the security system inside and out, so maybe you can see something I didn’t. At any rate, I’m just glad you got away.”
“There was a lot of luck with my escape.” Wil looked to his father. “And a lot of help.”
Banks smiled. “Luck, skill—it was an admirable effort all around. The important thing is, you’re back now, and I will do everything in my power to keep you safe.”
Wil examined Banks. “If there’s anything I learned, it’s that I need to be responsible for my own safety. I can’t count on someone having my back.”
Banks nodded slowly. “Maybe so, but that doesn’t mean we can’t take precautions.” Banks glanced at Cris and shifted restlessly again. “To that end, after you arrived at H2, I reached out to your grandparents—”
“I thought you were going to keep this quiet?” Cris interrupted. “The last thing any of us need is my parents butting in—”
“Cris… just let me finish.” Banks refocused on Wil. “Since we don’t know the nature of the security breach within Headquarters, I wanted to go to an outside resource. I kept it vague, but your grandparents were naturally concerned about your well-being. They were eager to make a contribution.”
“What sort of contribution?” Cris asked.
“Your grandparents have sent a personal bodyguard,” Banks told Wil, leaving Cris at the fringe of the conversation. “Though he is now formally a member of the Tararian Guard, he was TSS trained through the first year, as is customary. From what I hear, he would have made a very good Militia officer—”
“How could you?” Cris blurted out, all but ignoring Banks’ disapproving stare. “I thought we had all agreed to keep Tararian governmental society out of Wil’s life.”
“Dad, I—” Wil began, but was ignored.
“It was my idea,” Banks stated. “You don’t have to like it.”
Cris fell silent.
“I’m not sure I like the idea of someone constantly trailing me,” Wil asserted, taking advantage of the pause.
“I know,” Banks said, “but your safety is becoming increasingly more important.”
Wil shook his head. “Still, I’ve been trained far more than any guard. I don’t know what good one would be.”
Banks sighed. “Wil, sometimes it’s not the action, but the thought that matters. Just having someone else around can be a major deterrent.”
“True. But that still sounds like an awkward arrangement.”
“Well, I’m not comfortable with you walking around on your own anymore. There’s no telling what might happen. And, instead of thinking of him as a guard, just treat him as a friend who would do anything for you,” Banks said.
“Are you sure there aren’t any hidden motives?” Cris asked.
The High Commander examined his Lead Agent. “Cris, though you may not have the best relationship with your parents, I hope you know that deep down they do care for you. I don’t see why you’re so quick to judge their feelings toward Wil—”
“Because I spent the early years of my life growing up in their world, and I have come to know they don’t care about individual people. They care about bloodlines, and that’s the only reason they show the slightest interest in Wil. I utterly disgraced my parents by running away from the life they set out for me, and I will never be completely forgiven. I’m afraid some of that resentment has been transferred onto Wil, as my son.”
“Dad, you’re talking like I can’t hear you.”
“You have already figured out that much for yourself, Wil. It’s no secret that I don’t get along with them. Surely you remember that one trip we took to Tararia when you were four. I don’t believe our animosity requires any explanation. At least Marina wasn’t around, for once, to exacerbate matters.”
“Yes, I remember. Still, don’t expect me to have the same problems with your parents that you do. I get along with you, after all.”
“Yes, Wil, we get along. But that’s because I’ve played an active part in your life so I could understand you. My parents never offered me that courtesy.”
Wil felt a twinge of pain. “It’s not your actual understanding of me, it’s your desire to.” Otherwise, now we would be more distant than you could possibly imagine.
Banks cleared his throat and the two Sietinens fell silent and looked at him. “We have digressed far from the original matter at hand. Wil, you are getting a guard whether you like it or not. As we speak, he is waiting to meet you.”
Great, all I needed was something else to make me stand out. “For how long?” Wil asked.
“At least until you’re an Agent,” the High Commander responded.
Wil nodded. That’s so soon now. It always seemed so far off.
Banks telekinetically cracked open the main door to the office with a whip of his hand. “Send him in,” he told the sentry outside.
The door swung open the rest of the way and a tall, muscular man walked in. His dark hair was cut short and he wore the gray uniform of the Tararian Guard. The firm angles of the uniform gave him a stiff appearance, but it was obvious from the way he walked that the illusion did not correspond with his disposition. He quickly looked over everyone in the room with silent respect and then bowed deeply. “My lords,” he murmured in a warm bass voice as he straightened and stood at attention with his arms at his side.
“At ease,” Banks told him and turned to Wil. “Wil, I’d like you to meet Caeron Reccaros.”
Wil looked Caeron over. There’s no arguing that he’s fit, but I’m skeptical of his ability to deal with me. “Pleasure to meet you,” he said, though he wasn’t necessarily in the mood to be friendly to anyone potentially encroaching on his independence.
“The pleasure’s all mine, my lord,” Caeron replied.
Cris looked sick. He shot one fierce glare in Banks’ direction. “I can see that none of this concerns me.” He walked out the open door.
Caeron’s impassive face suddenly became alarmed. He opened his mouth to say something, but immediately closed it, remembering his place.
“It’s nothing you did,” Banks assured, seeing his concern. “Why don’t you two go get acquainted.”
Wil sighed. “Come with me.”
*       *       *
Kate exhaled slowly. Wil wasn’t the same person she had seen only a week earlier. Her heart ached for her son—seeing the burden he carried. But, they had all changed with the knowledge of what brought them together. Yet, they were still family. In time, they would learn how to support each other in their new roles.
Kate made for the elevator to take her down one level to her quarters. While she waited, Haersen passed by her on his way across the lobby.
“I’m glad to hear Wil is home safely,” Haersen said without breaking stride.
“Thank you. It’s been rough,” Kate replied. “I wonder if we’ll ever get back to normal.”
“It’ll all be over soon.”
“Not soon enough.” We have years to go until the war will end. Kate entered the elevator and made her way to her quarters. There was no telling how long the debrief with Banks would take. She was just grateful to not be a part of it. She couldn’t look Banks in the eye after he’d kept so much from her even as he professed to be telling the whole story. She didn’t trust anything he said, even if Cris did.
Kate was just getting settled on the couch when Cris came through the entry door in a huff.
Kate looked up in surprise. “I didn’t expect you so soon. Why aren’t you with Wil?”
“Banks made some sort of deal with my parents for a personal guard. The nerve.”
Kate jumped to her feet. “You left Wil alone with him?”
“If Banks vetted him, he must be trustworthy.”
“It’s not the guard I’m worried about,” Kate said. “There’s still a traitor somewhere in Headquarters. I told you to stay close!”
“The Bakzen aren’t getting in again. Everything’s fine.”
“You think they’ll let this go? If they can’t have Wil for their plan, then…” Better dead than an opponent.
Their eyes met as Cris made the connection. He yanked open the door. “Stars! Where is he?”
*       *       *
Wil left Banks’ office with Caeron in tow. Once near a somewhat private alcove along the hallway, Wil looked squarely at his new guard. “First of all, I would like to make it clear that I’m not enamored with the concept of a ‘guard.’ I have expressed that position to Banks, but he doesn’t care much for my opinion on the matter. Don’t take any of my hostility toward you personally. As far as I am concerned, I will be looking forward to the day I no longer need to be followed everywhere and can travel on my own without an unwanted escort.”
Caeron stood quietly for a moment before responding, “When I accepted this assignment, I didn’t expect any special treatment, my lord,” he began, “I took it to help ensure the safety of someone of great importance—”
“Please, don’t address me formally,” Wil requested. “It’s not appropriate here. Within the TSS, no social rank in the outside world applies. As a general rule, nothing more than ‘sir’ will ever be used. Even then, it is reserved for official occasions and not used in everyday speech, at least between Agents of the same rank. As a Junior Agent, I have absolutely no seniority, even as a Sietinen heir, so I should not be treated any differently.”
“I understand, s— I’ll refer to you any way you wish,” Caeron replied.
“Thank you. Now, I have a lot on my mind, and I’m going to my room. I have no idea of where they intend for you to sleep, given that I’m in Junior Agents’ housing, but you can walk me to my quarters, if you want.”
“My living arrangements are not an immediate concern. I’ll follow you at a distance.” Caeron ventured a small smile, but Wil wasn’t paying enough attention to catch it.
Wil nodded absently and continued down the long hall toward the central elevator. The hall seemed more vacant than he remembered, but perhaps that was just his disquiet from recent events.
Caeron followed Wil at a fair distance, but Wil could feel him watching. He tried to put his new shadow out of his mind, just looking forward to sleeping in his own bed again. There was a lot to process, and he needed time alone.
As he approached the central elevator lobby, Wil was brought to attention by a familiar voice.
“Welcome home.”
Wil spun around to see the Mission Coordinator standing behind him. “Yes, it’s nice to be back finally.” Go away. I just want to collapse on my own bed.
“I have been assisting Banks with the investigation into your capture,” continued Haersen. “He informed me that you played a key role in programming the latest security protocols.”
“I did.” Please, not now.
Haersen nodded. “I think I may have found a point of entry for the security breach, but I need some assistance deciphering the underlying algorithms. Could you give me a quick orientation to the system? I should be able to take it from there.” He seemed flustered.
“This isn’t a good time.”
“It should only take a few minutes. We will all be able to rest easier once we get to the bottom of this.”
“Where did you spot the breach?” There are no holes. Even I’d have a difficult time hacking the system from the outside, and I know everything about it.
“Come with me, I’ll show you.” Haersen smiled. “If you do, I can get you out of filing an extra mission report. I’m sure you’d rather take the day off tomorrow.”
That’s tempting… “This won’t take long?”
“Not long at all.”
Wil nodded his consent. He followed the Mission Coordinator into the elevator, and Haersen closed the door before Caeron could enter. He’ll catch up.
Haersen set the elevator to Level 10.
“Level 10?” Wil asked. “Can’t we go over the logs in Comm Command?”
“Yes, but it’s more private down there,” Haersen replied. “Don’t want anyone listening in.”
Fair point. Wil leaned against the side wall while the elevator descended.
When the doors opened, Haersen led them a short distance down the hall to Secondary Communications. When they entered the spacious room, it was dimmed and vacant.
Haersen walked toward the center of the room—lined with screens and consoles—and suddenly looked at Wil with a strange gleam in his eye. “This is an excellent place to work undisturbed. I come here sometimes, and sit in the dark to see what I can see.”
“Oh.” I’m not surprised. He’s always been a little strange. “So about the security system…”
“Sometimes, I even receive some communications all on my own.” Haersen continued into the back recesses of the space.
Wil tensed. “You do this in secret?”
“Oh, yes. No one else knows. I know the system quite well. That’s how I was able to spot the breach. I’d like to show you now.”
“What is it that you want to show me, exactly?” Wil’s pulse quickened.
“Over here.” Haersen gestured Wil to the far side of the room.
As Wil hesitantly approached, Haersen accessed a computer terminal and activated the large viewscreen on the back wall. “I have this friend, you see…” Haersen opened a video file. “I think you’ll know him.” The video took several seconds to begin playing. “He definitely knows you.”
It took Wil a moment to accept who he saw in the video, not wanting to believe. He glanced at Haersen and back at the face. There was no mistaking Colonel Tek of the Bakzeni Empire.
Wil stepped backward, every muscle poised for action. Haersen is working with them? He let them in! Why? His mind racing, he missed the first few words of what Tek was saying. Then, he began listening as he continued to back up toward the door.
“…Carzen, the incompetent fool, didn’t see Dragon’s true value to us, and he will ultimately pay the price. Even the Imperial Director can’t be trusted anymore, after he let Carzen’s political experiment persist for so long. And to think I carry those same genes—it’s heinous! If only the Director fulfilled his potential as well as I, perhaps he would have followed my plan for your Primus Elite from the beginning. While using Dragon to expand the rift toward the Taran colonies would have assured us a quick victory, at least we can still eliminate him. As soon as he returns, see to it that he will not be a problem.”
He’s going to kill me! Wil was in full panic. The door was on the other side of the room. Too far to run.
Haersen stopped the recording, and looked at Wil with disgust. “You may think yourself powerful, but you are nothing! So frail next to them. You, Cadicle, are the best Tarans have to offer, and you are still no comparison. Flaws—the Bakzen fix them, improve. But our race… we let the weak survive, coddle them. The Bakzen have shown me the true way to perfection, have been making me better. Stronger. Tararia doesn’t understand, but they will learn.”
Wil continued to back up. He reached out telekinetically, but the shielding within the main Headquarters structure prevented him from doing anything useful. A cold chill gripped his chest. 
The Mission Coordinator eyed him with the same contemptuous glare, but remained silent. 
Wil kept eye contact with Haersen as he backed away. When he reached the threshold where the door should automatically open, nothing happened. No! Wil took another step to be sure, but there was still no movement. Locked in. If he was to get out, the door would have to be opened manually.
Haersen reached for something inside his coat, agitated.
Wil returned his full attention to Haersen. “With all due respect, sir, I think you need to reconsider what you’re saying. If I heard correctly, you are in league with the enemy, who have just made a death threat against me. It’s a serious offense—”
He was cut off by a low laugh from the Mission Coordinator. “Oh, no!” His hand emerged from inside his coat holding a rare bullet handgun. “This is much more than a threat.”
Haersen pulled the trigger before Wil had time to react.
The bullet caught Wil right below the ribs, and he felt it lodged deep inside. He collapsed to the floor, radiating pain replaced by numbness. The room dimmed. He lay on his back gasping for air as he pressed on the wound to try to stop the freely flowing blood.
Haersen walked to Wil and stood over him, looking downward with his gun still in hand. “The time of weakness is over. Now, all will be immortal.” He aimed the gun at Wil’s head and a slow smiled spread over his face. His finger tightened on the trigger for the final lethal shot.
The door flew open. Wil couldn’t see clearly, but it appeared a single shot from a standard blast gun struck Haersen in the shoulder. The bullet gun fell to the ground and Haersen dodged to the side to avoid a lunging figure. He tore out of the room. The other man was about to follow, but halted.
Caeron knelt beside Wil. Wil looked up at him briefly, but closed his eyes again when he was unable to focus. His thoughts became detached from his consciousness and he began drifting toward blackness. He worked his throat to say something, but nothing came out. Even as his last physical strength gave out, thoughts continued to drift through his mind. I can’t die yet, came forward through the jumble. This can’t be the end. Further down, Haersen’s betrayal cut him. How could he do this to his own people? Why help the Bakzen?
There were words spoken out loud, but Wil couldn’t make them out. He wanted to answer, but still couldn’t speak. Gentle hands picked him up, but he barely felt the movement. Some of the voices sounded familiar, but he couldn’t place them. The lighting changed outside his closed lids, and then again. He was placed on something comfortable with firm support. He released and felt no more.
 



CHAPTER 16
Cris was slumped over on the bench outside Wil’s medical room, hands over his eyes. After everything, his greatest danger was at home. I’ll kill Haersen myself if we ever find him. At first Cris had stayed inside the room by his son’s side, but it had become too painful to see him in a comatose state. So, he waited vigilantly outside his door, hoping.
Wil had been rushed to the medical facilities on Level 1 immediately after he was shot—thanks to Caeron—but he had not awoken in the two weeks since. The bullet had lodged in Wil’s spine, shattering the bone and ravaging the nerves. The accompanying blood loss had been substantial, limiting crucial oxygen to his brain as he was taken from Level 10 to the top floor of Headquarters. Medical science could repair his wounds, but tests could only show so much. There was no way to confirm if the reconstruction had been successful until he was awake. If he wakes up.
As time dragged on with no change in his condition, Banks had stopped visiting. It’s only a matter of time before they’ll give up on him. Before they’ll want to replace him. But I won’t. I can’t.
Cris sensed Kate approaching. He pulled his hands from his eyes and looked blearily around the infirmary.
Kate was a shell of herself, devastated by the loss of her son who wasn’t yet gone. Though despair had consumed her, Cris was trying to hold out. Yet, his heart had been steadily sinking as the days passed.
Kate sat down on the bench next to Cris without her usual grace, and leaned against her husband. “Banks almost said something to me today. You’ve seen the way he looks at us. They won’t let it go on like this…”
I’m done taking orders from the Priesthood. “I’m not giving up on him.” Cris put his arm around her and rubbed her back.
Kate tensed under his touch. “I am trying not to… but you’ve heard the odds of him making a full recovery. It’s possible he won’t even wake up. In the event he—”
Cris pulled away and looked at his wife with disbelief. “How can you even go there?”
Kate searched his eyes then hung her head. “Nothing about this is easy, Cris.”
“I know.” He straightened, resolute. “But I refuse to give up on him. Ever.”
“I haven’t given up.” Tears filled Kate’s eyes. “I just can’t continue to ignore reality.”
“And I can’t ignore my son, as my parents once did.”
Kate sat back. “You think they abandoned your brother?”
“Never mind.” What happened to Tristen isn’t the same.
“Your parents had to look to their future. There were forces beyond their control.”
“Kate—” I can’t hear this. Not now. Not from her.
“As much as you don’t want to admit it, you now find yourself in a similar position. An injured son, with everything depending on him. Tristen was killed—it was tragic. And then your parents had you, because they had no other option. But your existence doesn’t diminish his memory.”
But there’s one important distinction. “Wil isn’t dead.”
Kate looked down. “No, he’s not. But they won’t let us wait around forever hoping he’ll recover.”
“I’ll wait.” Cris crossed his arms. I won’t bring another child into this, not to be used by the Priesthood and TSS. “They can’t force us to do anything.”
Fresh tears filled Kate’s eyes, both mourning her son and for their impossible position. “What about our people?”
It shouldn’t all fall to us. Can’t hide the war forever. “It’s too soon to think about any of this.”
Kate nodded and collapsed against the wall behind the bench. “I shouldn’t draw any comparison to what happened with your family. There’s no sense dwelling on the past.”
But there are similarities. Tristen’s death was no accident. Neither was what happened to Wil. “I know my brother was gone, but still—my parents were so quick to conceive another… a replacement. As long as there is any hope for Wil, however slim the chance may be, I won’t give up.”
Kate took Cris’ hand. “I’m sure they would have waited if they could. With their age, time was not on their side.”
Cris slumped against the wall. “Of course, and I understand that. I guess it’s not really about the timing.” He searched for the words. “It was the expectation for me to be exactly like him—that was within their control. That is what I can never excuse.”
“How were you so different from him?”
Cris shook his head. “I lack the one key personality trait they so desperately desired: that I would want to be who I am—businessman, politician, aristocrat. And for that, I am their greatest disappointment.”
Kate looked down.
The Priesthood took away my parents’ perfect son and they got me in return. I’d be bitter, too. “What if Tristen’s death was a signal that the Sietinen line should end, that Sietinen and Vaenetri should never join? Perhaps I wasn’t meant to be here.”
Kate looked appalled. “How can you say that?”
“I’ve never felt I belonged. I thought I had a place here in the TSS, but now I know that was all a ruse.” The Priesthood carrying out their plan to win their secret war.
“Wil would never have been born at all,” Kate ventured. “But on the other hand, perhaps Tristen had to die so that you would have a chance at life.”
But, am I the right one to be here now? “My point is that events depend on each other. What will happen will be. Let’s not decide anything until we have facts rather than layers of supposition.”
Kate nodded and leaned against Cris’ shoulder, linking her arm around his. “You’re right. It’s not over yet.”
*       *       *
Wil felt detached from himself, drifting. He was surrounded by darkness, devoid of any feeling. It was peaceful at first, but a gnawing began at the back of his consciousness, like he was forgetting something important. As he thought about what he might have lost, he realized he wasn’t alone in the darkness.
Whispers swirled around him, fleeting as though carried by an unseen breeze. Wil tried to catch the words, but they drifted past. Determined, he fought to find the source. As he probed into the darkness, he felt a sudden presence in his mind. The whispers enveloped him, separate voices becoming one. “We see you.”
Startled, Wil pulled away. The movement was met by crippling pain that seemed to emanate from the very core of his being. He tried to retreat from the fiery burn, but there was nowhere to go. As the pain threatened to consume him, he noticed a faint red glow.
Desperate for any escape, Wil focused on the light. It was so close, but just beyond reach. He opened his eyes. His surroundings seemed like they should be familiar, but he couldn’t place them. He tried to roll his head to the side to look around the room, but he couldn’t move. Gripped with fear, he attempted to sit upright. A shock of searing pain shot from his back to the rest of his body. The very tensing of his muscles was unbearable. He consciously relaxed as he lay on the bed, holding in a cry of anguish. Breathing alone was almost too painful to tolerate.
What happened to me? He probed his memory. For a moment, he couldn’t remember anything. Then, images and information began trickling back—slowly at first, then accelerating to faster than he thought he could take in at once. He somehow caught every detail through the flood of information. The entire experience lasted no more than a few seconds, but it left him breathless.
When the memories had settled, Wil focused on the present. He set the pain aside, becoming no more than a dim ache in the background of his consciousness. As he evaluated himself, his condition took on a new light. He knew he was not paralyzed, but rather that his nerves were still healing and movement would disrupt the process. He was able to comprehend that his entire nervous system had undergone a change. At the edge of his consciousness he was aware that he was processing thoughts differently, but everything was so much more ordered and coherent that it felt natural.
Just as he was about to slip deeper within himself to further assess his neurological transformation, he became aware of movement outside. The door opened.
Irina stepped in, her expression a mixture of confusion and relief. “Wil, you’re…” She rushed to the console next to his medical bed and brought up the details of his vitals.
They didn’t expect me to wake up. Wil nodded. It took effort. I’ve never felt so weak.
Cris came into the doorway, looking just as perplexed as Irina. “Wil!” He almost choked.
“Hi,” Wil managed.
“How do you feel?” Irina asked.
Wil swallowed, feeling parched. “I’ve been better. But, okay, I guess.”
Irina smiled. “You gave us quite a scare.” She beckoned Cris into the room,
Cris came forward, but looked like he was about to faint. He collapsed in a chair next to Wil’s bed.
“We weren’t sure what happened,” Irina continued. “Your brain activity was barely registering for days. Suddenly, it flat-lined for ten seconds, and then shot up to higher than anything I’ve ever seen. The percentage of simultaneous utilization is…”
“I feel it.” Wil looked inward. “Whatever you did to repair my injury, I feel like I’ve been rewired. And, I guess I had to ‘reboot,’ if you will. It’s like… like everything is now running at optimum efficiency.”
Irina looked to Cris, but he was at a loss for words. “Wil, I’ll try to put this delicately,” she continued. “There was significant damage. Your spinal column was virtually shattered. The blood loss resulted in major oxygen starvation to your brain.”
Wil paused for a moment. But I’m here. “I know. I’ll need to learn how to walk again.”
Irina came forward and took his feet lightly in her hands. “You have feeling?”
Wil twitched his toe, sending radiating pain he was careful to hide.
Irina smiled with relief. “Well, in that case, I suppose your recovery can just go down in history as a medical miracle.”
Except, I was engineered to be this way. “I’m much more than that.”
Cris pulled himself together and stood up. “Can you leave us alone for a few minutes?” he asked Irina, but his gaze rested on his son.
She hesitated. “I suppose. But I would like to run a more thorough examination soon.”
Cris nodded. “Of course.”
The doctor took a disconcerted breath and walked out of the room.
Cris eased onto the edge of Wil’s bed. He ran his fingers through his hair and took a deep, shaky breath. “Thank the stars you’re okay! We weren’t sure you’d…”
How am I supposed to do anything? It hurts to even think about moving. “This recovery won’t be easy.”
Cris cast his eyes downward for a moment before bringing his gaze back up to meet his son’s. “I’m so sorry, Wil. I just can’t stop thinking if Caeron hadn’t arrived. Just seconds later and…”
Banks was right, after all, to insist on having someone with me. Wil took a moment to respond. “As terrible as this all seems now, it’s let me come into my true power.”
“What do you mean?”
“I don’t know exactly. But something in me has changed. I feel stronger somehow.” Is this the power Carzen wanted to help me harness? 
Wil froze, remembering what Tek had said in the video recording. If Tek kills Carzen, then any lingering chance of a peaceful end to the conflict with the Bakzen—however slim it may have been—will die with him. He tried to sit up straighter, setting his nerves on fire. “I need a tablet! I need to warn Carzen—”
Cris held him still. “Wil, no.”
“But in the video, Tek said—”
Cris nodded. “I know, I saw it. But whatever is going on with the Bakzen, we need to let it play out. There’s nothing we could say to Carzen that would make a difference.”
Wil shook his head, tears filling his eyes. Complete destruction is my only option.
“I’ll be here for you, as best I can.” Cris took Wil’s hand. He looked pensive.

“What is it?” Wil prompted, fighting back the tears.
“I want to get you away from here for a while. As soon as you’re well enough, let’s go to Tararia.”
 “But you hate it there.”
“It doesn’t matter how I feel about it. The family estate might be the safest place there is right now. And it’s peaceful. Wil, you need real sunlight, fresh air and solid ground underfoot. I won’t let my troubles with my parents get in the way of your recovery. You’re old enough to make your own choices about them.”
Their intervention is the only reason I’m alive now. Wil nodded. “All right. I guess it would be nice to get away and just relax for a while.”
Cris smiled. “You deserve it.”
“And you.” Wil forced a smile back.
“I’m glad someone else feels that way.” Cris looked over his shoulder at the door of the medical room. “I should let Irina have a look at you now. Besides, I need to let your mom know you’re finally awake—she’s been worried sick. We both have been.”
“There’s one other thing.” Wil glowered. “Did they ever catch Haersen?”
Cris flushed. “No, they didn’t.”
Wil looked away. Are there others working with the Bakzen? As if our fight wasn’t already hard enough.
His father caught his gaze. “But I swear to you, Wil, I will see to it that he is killed and forever remembered as a traitor for what he did.”
Wil nodded. He picked the wrong side.
*       *       *
Cris stood in a palatial hall of the Sietinen estate. Despite the warm air wafting through the corridor, a chill gripped him from within. He had been back to his family’s compound on Tararia several times since he ran away as a teenager, but it never felt comfortable. He had too many unpleasant memories to ever be completely at ease there. However, he knew it was the most secure place for Wil, and that meant far more to him than his own peace of mind.
It had been over a month since Wil was shot, and his recovery was going exceptionally well. Wil was able to walk, though still slowly and for short periods, but he was making steady progress. In the week they had been on Tararia, Wil’s spirits had lifted greatly and Cris was glad he had set aside familial conflict for the sake of his son.
Cris looked around at the ornate details of the building; he never ceased to wonder at the craftsmanship of the estate. However, studying the stone and wooden carvings throughout the room, he was overcome with an urge to be outdoors. 
He made his way down the hallway and turned out onto a large stone balcony. The terrace overlooked the beautiful gardens of the compound with fountains and streams intermingling in the foliage. Moonlight reflected off of the landscape, and Cris felt instant relief as he overlooked the scenery. He stared upward and admired the two moons of Tararia floating low on the horizon above the mountains that sheltered the city of Sieten.
Cris breathed deeply, taking in the night air. He leaned up against the railing of the balcony, closing his eyes. Just as he was beginning to drift off, he became aware of someone coming up behind him.
He turned around to see Wil hobble out onto the balcony. “What are you doing up, Wil? I thought you were asleep.” He noticed Caeron watching them from just inside the doorway.
“I was, but I woke up and couldn’t get settled again,” Wil replied. He became distant for a moment. “I’m still having the nightmares about the Bakzen.”
Cris felt a sharp pang in his chest. “I was afraid of that.” It’s been every night since he woke up from the coma. When will it end?
Wil shrugged and looked up at the moons. “It’s a beautiful night.”
Cris smiled, but he had to force it through worry. “Yes, it is. It’s good to see that you’re able to move about more freely now.” At least that’s some improvement.
Wil made a vague gesture with his hand. “It still hurts, but I try to ignore the pain.”
He’s so resilient. I don’t think I’d be coping half as well. “I wish you didn’t have to go through this, Wil, but I’m so happy to see you recovering.”
Wil nodded. “Yes, it’s nice to be out of bed finally.”
“I can only imagine.”
Wil was silent for a few minutes. “Thank you for taking me here. I needed some time away before we face all the changes back home.”
Cris took a moment to respond. “Of course. You know I’d do anything for you.”
“I know you would.” Wil paused. “It’ll be okay, dad.”
“I have no doubt.”
They were silent for a long time.
“There’s one thing that’s still unclear,” Wil said, breaking the silence.
“What’s that?”
“Who are the Bakzen, really?”
Cris smiled. “Oh, Wil… Someone knows, but they have gone to great lengths to keep it from us.”
Wil paused in thought. “I can’t help but wonder why.” He stared up at the moons again.
“Right now, you just need to concern yourself with healing and completing your training.” Cris looked his son over. He’ll be grown up the rest of the way before I know it.
“That’s just the beginning. There’s still much more to come after that.”
More than any of us anticipate, I’m sure. “You’re strong and have good morals, Wil. As long as you don’t lose sight of yourself, everything will work out.”
Wil gazed at the star-speckled sky. “I’ll try. I’m part of something bigger than myself, and I have to succeed. I have no other choice. There’s too much at stake.”
*       *       *
General Carzen stared back, unflinching under the furious gaze of his subordinate. “So it’s confirmed? The Primus Elite recovered?”
“Yes. And it’s time I do what I should have done long ago. You’re not fit to lead us,” Tek replied.
“Is that so?” Carzen leaned forward in his chair.
Tek’s eyes narrowed. “First your ill-conceived ‘plan’ to turn the Primus Elite to our side, and then you let him escape… Now he grows stronger on Tararia as we speak.”
“The potential value of his military alliance was worth the risks. We’re in no different a place now than if we’d never captured him.”
“Except now he’s seen our forces! You were always too narrow-minded to see his real value,” sneered Tek. “We could have used him to rip the rift wide open, and we wouldn’t even need his cooperation. Just throw him out into space and let his instincts take over as he tried to cling to life.”
“Which is precisely what I was going to do after he made it clear he wasn’t going to cooperate,” Carzen countered. “I tried to recapture him for that very reason.”
“A failure, just like all your other ventures. It needed to be done carefully and in the right place, but you rushed things and all our preparations have gone to waste. Now it will take the sacrifice of thousands of our drones to tear the space in the way we could have with his singular destruction.”
“That was the only way you ever saw it,” continued Carzen. “I had other hopes.”
Tek was appalled. “Your diplomatic solution? We should have just killed him while we had the chance.”
Carzen sighed. “I had to try another approach first. I’m tired of all this fighting. It needs to end.”
“I was trying to end it!” Tek spat at his superior officer. “Everything was in place to create the final rift pathways we need to take out the Taran colonies. What could have been done already if you’d just let me use him…” His face twisted with rage. “How can you even stand to be in a room with one of them after what they did to us? We have worked far too long to free ourselves from them only to let it all go to waste. We cannot let them taste such an immoral victory!”
Carzen was stoic. “Is it really our right to rebel against our creators? Perhaps we should have listened to them before it came to this.”
Tek shook his head with disgust. “Just give up? It would go against our very genetic programming to deny ourselves life. Tarans must acknowledge their actions and live with the ramifications. Passing laws to disallow our existence—the Priesthood started this conflict. Making a creation suffer for its creators’ mistakes is the most unjust action of all.”
“They will never admit they were wrong. We are superior to them and should not stoop to their level,” replied Carzen despondently. “The way they see it, the only way this will ever end is with our destruction.”
“Which is why we must destroy them first,” Tek insisted
“Then we are no different.”
Tek scoffed. “They made us to be the vessels of their evolution. We are only fulfilling our destiny.”
“What kind of future would that be? Genocide is not the act of an evolved race.”
Tek reached inside his uniform. “I’m afraid you are the only one left who feels that way.” He pulled out a compact blast gun and pointed it at the general’s head.
“Do you mean to eliminate me?” Carzen folded his hands on his desktop.
“You are weak, Carzen. You do not live up to the Bakzen name, and you will be the last of your line. I’ve erased your genetic code from the archive.”
Carzen stared levelly at Tek. “You were the greatest failed experiment of them all. We let you grow up and learn on your own. All the genetic memory of the Imperial Director at your disposal and you still see violence as the only solution. No wonder Tararia abandoned us, if these are our ideals.” He hung his head, looking at Tek from under his heavy brow. “You will face Dragon one day. It will all come down to you two—whose side will be victorious. He is your equal, created through different means. Only one of you will be left in the end.”
“And then this will all be over.” Tek charged his weapon. “Goodbye, General.” He pulled the trigger.
 



Next in the Cadicle series
Volume 3: Bonds of Resolve
A year after his encounter with the Bakzen, Wil is still grappling with his upcoming role in the war. Weighed down by his sense of duty and a grim vision of his fate, he has withdrawn from friends and family—focusing only on his official assignments. However, Wil finds unexpected support when he befriends a new TSS trainee from Earth, Saera. Through their budding relationship, Wil comes to terms with the purpose he was born to fulfill and gains comfort in the knowledge that he won’t have to face the future alone.
 
This novel follows Wil as he completes his training to become the youngest and most powerful Agent the TSS has ever known.
 
Thank you for reading!
Please take a moment to share your thoughts and reactions. As an independent author, customer reviews are a critical part of building awareness for this series. You can help make it a success!
Review on Amazon:
http://bit.ly/VoR_Review

Review on Goodreads:
http://bit.ly/VoR_Goodreads
 
Get information about upcoming titles and release dates:

Newsletter signup: http://eepurl.com/bg0_Qf
www.facebook.com/authoramyduboff
www.amyduboff.com
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Glossary
Agent - A class of officer within the TSS reserved for those with telekinetic and telepathic gifts. There are three levels of Agent based on level of ability: Primus, Sacon and Trion.
 
Bakzen - A militaristic race living beyond the outer colonies. Little is known about the Bakzen, other than they are alien in customs and appearance compared to Tarans.
 
Cadicle - The definition of individual perfection in the Priesthood’s founding ideology, with emergence of the Cadicle heralding the start to the next stage of evolution for the Taran race.
  
Course Rank (CR) - The official measurement of an Agent’s ability level, taken at the end of their training immediately before graduation from Junior Agent to Agent. The Course Rank Test is a multi-phase examination, including direct focusing of telekinetic energy into a testing sphere. The magnitude of energy focused during the exercise is the primary factor dictating the Agent’s CR.
 
Earth - A planet occupied by Humans, a divergent race of Tarans. Considered a “lost colony,” Earth is not recognized as part of the Taran government.
   
High Commander - The officer responsible for the administration of the TSS. Always an Agent from the Primus class.
 
High Dynasties - Six families on Tararia that control the corporations critical to the functioning of Taran society. The “Big Six” each have a designated Region on Tararia, which is the seat of their power. The Dynasties in aggregate form an oligarchical government for the Taran colonies.
 
Initiate - The second stage of the TSS training program for Agents. A trainee will typically remain at the Initiate stage for two or three years.
 
Jump Drive - The engine system for travel through subspace. Conventional jump drives require an interface with the SiNavTech navigation system and subspace navigation beacons.
 
Junior Agent - The third stage of the TSS training program for Agents. A trainee will typically remain at the Junior Agent stage for three to five years.
 
Lead Agent - The highest ranking Agent and second in command to the High Commander. The Lead Agent is responsible for overseeing the Agent training program and frequently serves as a liaison for TSS business with Taran colonies.
 
Lower Dynasties - There are 247 recognized Lower Dynasties in Taran society. Many of these families have a presence on Tararia, but some are residents of the other inner colonies.
  
Sacon - The middle tier of TSS Agents. Typically, Sacon Agents will score a CR between 6 and 7.9.
 
Tarans - The general term for all individuals with genetic relation to Tararian ancestry. Several divergent races are recognized by their planet or system.
 
Tararia - The home planet for the Taran race and seat of the central government.
 
Tararian Selective Service (TSS) - A military organization with two divisions: (1) Agent Class, and (2) Militia Class. Agents possess telekinetic and telepathic abilities; the TSS is the only place where individuals with such gifts can gain official training. The Militia class offers a formal training program for those without telekinetic abilities, providing tactical and administrative support to Agents. The Headquarters is located inside the moon of the planet Earth. Additional Militia training facilities are located throughout the Taran colonies.
 
Trainee - The generic term for a student of the TSS, and also the term for first year Agent students (when capitalized Trainee). Students are not fully “initiated” into the TSS until their second year.
 
Trion - The lowest tier of TSS Agents. Typically, Trion Agents will score a CR below 5.9.
 
Priesthood of the Cadicle - A formerly theological institution responsible for oversight of all governmental affairs and the flow of information throughout the Taran colonies. The Priesthood has jurisdiction over even the High Dynasties and provides a tiebreaking vote on new initiatives proposed by the High Dynasty oligarchy.
 
Primus - The highest of three Agent classes within the TSS, reserved for those with the strongest telekinetic abilities. Typically, Primus Agents will score a CR above 8.
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