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CHAPTER 1
Vibrations wracked the shuttle as it rocketed through the atmosphere. Saera Alexander gripped her harness, her stomach rising into her mouth. The force of the seemingly impossible upward trajectory had Saera pinned to her seat. Her breath was ragged from nerves and the pressure, but she was exhilarated. In that moment, she felt like anything was possible. She was about to start a new life.
With one final surge, the shuttle broke orbit. It was suddenly quiet, serene.
A grin spread across Saera’s face, igniting a spark in her jade eyes as she took in the view out the window. Earth was a glowing orb beneath her, shrinking with every second. I’m in space. I’m in freaking space!
It all felt like a surreal dream. A week before, she was trying to survive high school like any other teenager. Then the TSS came to find her, and everything changed.
The notion of intelligent life outside her home planet was considered farfetched by many. Personally, Saera was always drawn to the idea. The chance to visit other planets, to see the culture of another species—she used to daydream for such an escape. But the TSS didn’t reveal the kind of alien world she envisioned. The Agents looked just like her. Except, they possessed incredible telekinetic abilities, and they said she had them, too.
The two other passengers on the shuttle supposedly had latent telekinetic abilities, as well. Both of the boys were a year or two older than her. One was from Japan, and the other from Germany, or maybe Austria. Their English wasn’t great, so they hadn’t talked much before boarding the shuttle.
Saera glanced over and saw that their eyes were glued to the windows next to their own seats. She returned her attention to the outside.
Earth was no longer visible, but she could see part of the moon. As the shuttle approached, the terrain became more distinct—broad, pitted plains interrupted by the lips of craters plunging a kilometer or more into shadow. She was mesmerized by the foreign landscape. Looking through a telescope didn’t begin to compare to real life.
On the final approach, the shuttle turned to the side so the moon was underneath, arching around the equator to the dark side of the moon. At first, Saera couldn’t see much beyond the gray lunar surface that seemed flat and featureless in the dim starlight. Then, the edge of the TSS spaceport came into view. Her mouth dropped open.
The massive spacedock stretched for as far as Saera could see from her vantage. Ships of all sizes were berthed along long, glass-wall corridors. The central dome of the dock stood out as a delicate bubble that shined with a pearlescent sheen under lights along the perimeter and gangways.
The shuttle headed toward a wing on the far side of the dock that berthed other small ships. On the way, they passed by what looked to be armored warships that would dwarf even the largest aircraft carriers on Earth. None of it seemed possible—that such an incredible facility could be hidden behind the moon she’d stared up at her whole life. But that was just the beginning. There was a whole civilization of people living across distant worlds, and she got to be a part of it.
The shuttle shuddered as it came to rest.
Saera and the two other recruits looked at each other, not sure what to do.
After a moment, the man who’d introduced himself as Agent Franeri when they met on Earth emerged from the front of the shuttle. He reached inside his sleek black overcoat and pulled out a device that looked something like a smartphone. He spoke into it, and the device stated, “Unstrap your harnesses. Time to go,” in English, then short phrases in Japanese and German.
Saera unclipped her harness and the boys did likewise. She stood cautiously and tightened the ponytail of her auburn hair that had slipped in the jostling of the launch. 
The Agent placed his hand on the side door of the shuttle. With a hiss and a rush of cool air, the door slid upward. Franeri stepped out onto the gangway.
Saera reached under her seat to grab the bag containing her belongings from Earth. She took a deep breath and was the first to step toward the door. Her initial steps felt strange—like there was more bounce. It’s artificial gravity. I’m not on Earth anymore. The thought was both terrifying and thrilling; but, for the moment, the thrill was winning in her subconscious battle.
Saera’s breath caught when she saw the spacedock’s interior, and she heard the boys inhale sharply behind her.
In front of her was a holographic star map of the galaxy, suspended at the center of a two-story rotunda. The map rotated slowly, rendered in stunning realism that brought out the rainbow of nebulae between the star systems. The arm of the galaxy that contained Earth was illuminated with a red point, and blue points stood out across the rest of the map. Other small shuttles were docked in a semi-circle around the rotunda, and a broad corridor extended to the core of the spacedock. The seamless dome of the transparent roof offered an unobstructed view to the surrounding starscape. Windows arched all the way to the floor, with the moon sprawling several kilometers below.
Saera’s heart raced as she took it in. It’s like I’m in the future.
Still awe-struck, she followed the others down the corridor toward the center of the port. As they walked, she admired the technological ingenuity of the structure. Touch-surface consoles with holographic projection displays were placed intermittently along the hall, and interactive readouts were integrated into the transparent walls next to the gangways extending to the vessels docked on either side. The floor was a fine metal grating, interspersed with segments of dark blue carpeting.
The Agent led Saera and the boys through the port to a row of waiting shuttles. They garnered looks from the other people traversing the corridors. Most were wearing dark gray uniforms, but there were a handful of others dressed in black like their Agent escort.
Once inside the shuttle, the Agent sealed the door and directed the compact craft to the moon’s surface. Saera stared out the panoramic window with wonder at the gravity anchor securing the space station to the moon’s surface. The underside glowed with aqua light from the thrusters to keep the station stabilized, and a massive chain spanned the five kilometers to the rocky surface below. The shuttle glided down and docked at the surface port.
The port had three branches, and they walked along the upper right segment to the hub at the intersection. A semi-circle of elevator doors curved around the lobby. With an air of routine, the Agent indicated a destination on a touch-panel next to the doors. 
Saera tried to see where they were going, but the written language on the panel was completely foreign to her.
After a minute, one of the doors opened. The Agent ushered the recruits into the elevator car. A padded bench upholstered in gray fabric wrapped around the back of the car, and Saera sat down in the center next to the Agent with the boys to her left.
The door silently slid closed. There was no sense of movement, but a white light pulsed next to the door, possibly indicating travel down the shaft. After two minutes, there was a loud thud outside. Saera and the boys nearly jumped out of their seats.
The Agent made a soothing gesture with his hands. “It’s fine. We’ll explain after you can understand what I’m saying,” he said through the device in the three languages.
Are we going to learn whatever language it is he’s speaking? Saera sat back on the bench and tried to relax.
Several more minutes passed in silence. Then, the interval between the white pulses of light next to the door slowed and turned blue. The door opened.
Outside, a decorative lobby with marble-like stone was surrounded by elevator doors with openings to hallways along each quadrant. The two boys inhaled with surprise. Saera grinned. When she was told the TSS was essentially a military academy, she had expected concrete and corrugated steel. She couldn’t wait to see what else the facility had in store.
The Agent led them to a set of double doors down one of the halls. The doors slid open, revealing what looked like a medical office. The Agent spoke to someone at a front desk and gestured to the recruits.
Two men and a woman, all dressed in white uniforms, came to meet them. Each held a device similar to what the Agent had used to communicate with the recruits.
The woman dressed in white greeted Saera through her device in English, “Hello. My name is Sheila and I’ll be assisting with your orientation.”
“Hi,” Saera replied. She caught worried glances from the boys as they were all led in different directions.
Sheila took Saera into a private room down a short hall. She directed Saera to sit down in an upright chair on a pedestal that reminded her somewhat of an optometrist’s office. A contraption was suspended from the ceiling above the front of the chair.
“The easiest way to begin your integration is through neural imprinting,” Sheila explained through the translator. “We’ll give you the basic linguistic building blocks for New Taran, the standard language throughout the Taran worlds. It will take some time for your brain to map all the syntax, but your preliminary understanding of the language will be almost immediate.”
Saera’s grin returned. “Cool.”
“Now, this may be a little disorienting. It’s simple cortical imprinting via retinal stimulation. Very standard.”
That doesn’t sound simple at all. “Using light to encode data in my brain?”
“That’s right. It may not be commonplace on your world, but Tarans have used similar techniques for millennia.”
This is all amazing compared to what we have on Earth now, but it doesn’t feel like they are technologically millennia ahead. “If it’s been around for so long, then why don’t you use it for learning everything?”
“Well, it’s highly effective for encoding things like vocabulary, but each person’s brain maps things differently,” Sheila explained. “Plus, there are other sensory and emotional components to long-term cognitive formation that no amount of programming can fully replicate. We’d have to overwrite those innate patterns and unique characteristics in order to imprint larger volumes of information. Don’t want a bunch of uniform drones!”
“So, you’re saying I’ll still have to go to class the old-fashioned way.”
“Afraid so.”
Saera nodded. But what about the other technologies? In thousands of years they could have developed anything, yet all of this reminds me of what we have on Earth. “All right. Let’s do this.”
The contraption lowered from the ceiling. Saera’s chair adjusted to the proper height for her to look into the device.
At first, the device only gave a few sporadic bursts of light.
“It’s calibrating to your neural structure,” Sheila stated. “We’re about to begin the imprinting.”
The device flashed one final time. Then, it illuminated with a full spectrum of pulsating colors. Five minutes later, the device rose back up to the ceiling.
Saera blinked, dazed. The room was spinning a little.
Sheila said something without the translator. The sounds were nonsense at first. Then, words started to form as an echo in Saera’s mind. Slowly, the word jumble transformed into a sentence, “Can you understand me?”
Saera nodded. A word came into her head, and she mouthed the sounds in the foreign New Taran language, “Yes.”
Sheila smiled. “Good. Now, let’s look you over. Come with me.”
The words took a moment to process, continuing to echo as meaning gradually came to the unfamiliar tones. Saera got up and followed Sheila back into the hall and down to another room. A circular dais a meter in diameter was at the center of the space with a matching component suspended from the ceiling.
“Step into the scanner,” instructed Sheila.
Saera went over to the device. When she was standing still in the center of the platform, the upper part of the device illuminated and beams formed a web that encircled her entire body—first from head to foot and then around her. “What was that for?” she asked when the lights extinguished.
“Body scan for clothing sizing.” Sheila made some entries on a touchscreen console. “It can also run a med eval, but all of you were cleared down on Earth. Looks like you and the boys also already got your standard Taran citizen immunizations and contraceptive implants?”
Saera nodded.
“So you’re all set.”
A panel in the side wall opened, and there was a whirring of machinery. Saera watched as a stack of light gray clothes were deposited behind a transparent door.
Sheila took out the stack of clothes and handed it to Saera. “Made to order,” she said with a smile.
The material was soft and airy, like a fine cotton. Saera thumbed through the stack and saw that it contained everything from undergarments to a light jacket. “That was fast.”
“Why would it take any longer? At any rate, there’s one set for you. More will be delivered to your quarters once you’re settled in.” The machine started whirring again. “Your shoes will be ready in a minute.”
Saera looked down at her jeans and long-sleeve T-shirt. “Should I change now or...?”
“Yes.” Sheila opened the door to the hall and directed Saera to a room containing a reclining bed and monitoring equipment. “You can put what you’re wearing in your bag, if you want to keep it. I’ll get your shoes while you change.”
Saera was left alone in the room. She let out a slow breath before she started to undress. The technology wasn’t as alien in appearance as she feared it might be, but it was unnerving not knowing how anything worked. She liked having some sense of control. I’ll get used to it. Anything is better than back home.
She finished changing and crammed her old clothes into her travel bag. It was almost at capacity already, so she had to kneel on the top of the bag to get it zipped again with the extra items. She slung the bag back over her shoulder and waved at the door like she’d seen Sheila do before. It slid open.
Saera stuck her head out into the hall. 
Sheila was pacing. She thrust the new shoes at Saera. “Come on, we’re late for check-in!” 
*       *       *
“Banks, we need to talk.” Wil Sights slammed the door to the High Commander’s office.
High Commander Banks sighed and looked up from his desk. “You know there’s a buzzer by the door.”
“Yeah, well, you ignored my emails so I thought a more direct approach was in order.”
“There isn’t anything to discuss.”
Wil sat down in the one of the visitor chairs across from the High Commander. “Really? Because I think assigning me a class of Initiates to train in advanced navigation theory is something that would have warranted a heads up.”
“It’s time you get in some teaching experience,” Banks countered.
Wil crossed his arms. “That’s not what I’m debating. You should be well aware that I’m finally making progress on the independent jump, and this will only be a distraction.”
Banks folded his hands on the desktop. “Well, we’re going to need some navigators that actually know how to use the thing once you finally figure it out.”
“That can wait.”
“I disagree.”
Wil stared down the High Commander. It’s as if that agreement he made with Taelis last year doesn’t mean anything. They haven’t eased up one bit. “Do you want me to finish the independent jump drive design or not?”
“Of course.”
“Then back off and let me work.” Wil stood and started to walk toward the door.
“You’re not getting out of teaching that class,” Banks stated.
“Me teaching a handful of teenagers isn’t going to get me command experience.”
Banks steepled his fingers. “It’s a start.”
“There are more effective ways of going about this than dropping another last-minute assignment in my lap.”
“Great, then you’ll get some excellent command proxy experience figuring out that alternative approach.”
Wil shook his head. I don’t know how much more I can take. I can only do so much.
“Wil, it’s only going to get tougher from here.”
Wil stared at the floor, his chest hollow.
“The class—”
“I guess I’ll just have to find a way.” Wil retreated from the office, knowing there was one more place he could turn.
*       *       *
Saera didn’t have time to catch her breath as Sheila rushed her down the elevator to a lower level of Headquarters. Where are we going?
The elevator door opened and Sheila looked around. “They must already be gathered in the main reception room.” She set the pace at a jog.
Saera was still hauling her bag, and she struggled to keep up with Sheila.
As they continued down the hall from the elevator, the background din of voices rose in the distance. Rounding a bend, groups of ten teenagers dressed in light gray were being led by someone in dark blue.
Sheila scanned over the groups. “There we go.” She headed for a young woman in dark blue leading nine girls. “Jody?”
The girl in dark blue turned. “Is this Saera?”
Sheila nodded. “Saera, Jody will take you the rest of the way through orientation. I’ll take your bag to your temporary quarters.” She held out her hand to take the bag.
Saera handed it over. “Thanks.”
“Good luck.” Sheila headed back in the direction of the elevator.
The nine other girls examined Saera. “Hi,” she greeted. They looked her over from head to foot before resuming their conversations.
Saera sighed. Feeling out of place and alone was all too familiar. I just thought it would be different here. But why would it? What I really wanted to get away from was myself. She pushed away the thought.
Without ceremony, they filed through the door into the reception room. Saera entered the room with a slack jaw. 
Other groups of ten Trainees led by an older student of the TSS were pressed around the outer edge of the room. All of the new arrivals wore the same light grey, fitted long-sleeved shirt and pants—standing out from the dark blue of the group leaders. What seemed to be a clump of ranking TSS members were in the center of the room, running the check-in. Occasionally, a meek-looking new Trainee would run from their group and hand a touchscreen pad to the man apparently overseeing the entire operation. 
The group of Agents in the center of the room, all dressed in black, fascinated her; they all had an air that presented the utmost authority and grace while still maintaining a calm, casual appearance. She watched their subtle interaction, observing how they kept the illusion of a serious, official affair while taking an almost humorous approach to the entire situation. 
The smiles and banter were a harsh contrast to the activities of those around her, which reminded her all too much of the clique mannerisms experienced back in her high school on Earth. I thought I had left all of this behind. She sighed.
Jody noticed her exasperation. “Not quite the alien world you expected?” she asked Saera.
“I guess teenagers are pretty much the same everywhere.” Did I really think I could escape?
Jody shrugged. “Give it time. The TSS has an effect on people—brings out the best. Still, we try to keep things light.” She scanned over some information on her handheld. “But, based on this preliminary assessment, I think you’ll do well. You have what they’re looking for.”
“What’s that?”
“There are certain genetic markers,” Jody replied. “The TSS keeps an eye out for those indicators in standard medical testing on every planet. There’s one marker, in particular, that functions sort of like an inhibitor for abilities. Some have an inherently higher potential than others.”
“Is it always accurate?”
“Usually, but there are always exceptions.” 
Saera looked at the Agents in the center of the room again. 
Jody followed her gaze. “Those are some of the top-ranking TSS Agents. The one in the center there is Cris Sights, the head of the Primus Agent class and Lead Agent of the TSS.”
Saera looked with new awe at the Agents. After a long moment, she asked, “Why do they wear those tinted glasses?”
“To hide the glowing eyes—a trait of those with telekinetic abilities.” She glanced at her handheld. “Our turn.” 
For what? Saera looked at her, perplexed. 
“I need a volunteer to bring up the attendance,” Jody said, looking around at the girls in Saera’s group.
All of the girls shied away.
Saera stepped forward. “I’ll do it.”
“Thanks. Hand this to the Lead Agent. Group 7,” Jody instructed, handing her touchscreen pad to Saera. 
Trying to project confidence, Saera approached the Agents. Why do they need us to physically walk anything over? I thought they were technologically advanced.
At the same time, a door on the other side of the room slid open and an extremely young-looking Junior Agent strode into the room. He was strikingly good-looking to her eye, with well-toned physique, short chestnut hair, and cerulean eyes that glowed from across the room. Saera judged he was about her age—which made them both younger than the vast majority of the other Trainees—but she dismissed the notion as impossible, given his rank. Like Saera, he headed toward the group of Agents in the center of the room. 
The young Junior Agent reached the Agents first and engaged in conversation with the one the group leader had identified as Cris Sights, the TSS Lead Agent. As Saera neared, their conversation became audible over the unintelligible hum of voices in the room. She slowed down her pace, not wanting to intrude on their discussion.
“...This isn’t the time, Wil,” the Agent was saying. “If it’s that urgent, go see Banks directly about it.”
“I already talked to him,” the Junior Agent responded. “He’s not even listening to my side of it.”
“There’s nothing I can do right now. Let me finish up here and I’ll talk to him.”
“Class starts tomorrow, so make it quick. This,” the Junior Agent made an all-encompassing gesture, “changes a lot of things. It’s hard enough as it is. I don’t see how any of these people will actually listen to me. It’s grown progressively worse over the last few years with every new batch of Trainees. Now he wants me to head up a class of Initiates? They don’t know who I am and certainly don’t care to learn. I—” He cut himself short when he noticed Saera standing idly a few meters away. “Someone’s here to see you.”
The Agent turned around and faced Saera and she stepped forward. She felt the intense eyes of the Junior Agent on her. 
“Here is the attendance for Group 7, sir,” she said clearly despite her nerves, and she handed the touchpad to the Agent. The Junior Agent continued to watch her.
“Thank you,” the Agent said. He paused a moment. “What’s your name?”
The question took Saera by surprise. “Saera Alexander, sir.”
A fleeting expression of recognition passed across the Agent’s face. He recovered and smiled. “Welcome to the Tararian Selective Service.”
“Thank you, sir.” As she spoke, she met the gaze of the Junior Agent. His blue-green eyes glowed slightly, captivating her. She felt instantly drawn to him through an inexplicable connection. He looked at her openly, as if ready to share the pain she somehow knew he held deep inside. Saera wanted to say something, but couldn’t bring herself to. What am I thinking? You can’t. She tore her gaze away. 
They both shifted uncomfortably. “Excuse me,” she murmured, keeping her eyes cast downward, and turned to walk back to her group. For a moment, she felt the Junior Agent stir, as if about to call out to her, but no appeal came.
As she walked away, she heard the Junior Agent begin, “So you’re still making them walk up here for attendance? That’s quite a way to mess with th...”
Who was he? Shaken, Saera returned to her group of Trainees. As she approached, Jody was eyeing her. Why is everyone paying such close attention to me?

“You just met the most famous guy in the entire TSS,” Jody said as Saera approached. 
The other girls in the group, suddenly interested in what their leader was saying. They all looked at the young Junior Agent. 
“Oh, wow...” one of them breathed. “He is fine!”
Saera groaned, but blushed.
Jody laughed. “Don’t get your hopes up, ladies. Someone like that is hard to catch.”
“Who is he?” one of the girls asked.
“That depends on how you look at it,” the Junior Agent responded with a wry smile. “Some would say he is the son of Cris Sights and his wife Kate. But rumor has it that when Kate first joined the TSS, some knew her as Katrine Vaenetri. If that’s true, that means that Cris Sights is actually Cristoph Sietinen.”
“That’s impossible!” a girl exclaimed with an expression of superiority on her face. “I’ll admit there’s a resemblance, but I’m from one of the lower Dynasties of the Third Region and there has never been mention of the Sietinen heir joining the TSS.”
“What makes you think there would be?” the Junior Agent countered. “Anyway,” she continued, “they say that Wil Sights will become the sole member of a new Primus Elite class.”
Everyone but Saera inhaled sharply and they looked around at each other in disbelief. 
Should I know what that means? Saera was about to be frustrated by her lack of understanding, but she caught herself. There would be plenty of time to learn. Slowly, a smile spread across her face. There was a whole universe to explore. Her new life had begun. 



CHAPTER 2
Saera watched all of the remaining groups complete the attendance procedure, still in awe at the prospect of all of the students having telekinetic abilities. 
Jody eyed her. “How are you doing with all this?”
“Still trying to wrap my head around it, but I’m excited.”
“Did they give you any kind of briefing?”
Saera shrugged. “Not really. I figured I’d just stumble through until things start to make sense.”
Jody gave her a sympathetic smile. “We have a few minutes. Let me at least get you started on some of the basics.” She pulled out a handheld device from her pocket, identical to those that others had used for translation. The screen illuminated and she swiped it, creating a holographic projection of a menu in the air. 
Saera gaped with wonder. Having her music library sync to an online library was about as impressive as things got back home.
Jody navigated through a series of menus on the holographic projection using a data entry method Saera had never seen before, and several seconds later a picture of a planet appeared in midair. It looked like Earth at first glance, but there was a different continent configuration and there were two moons in orbit.
“This is Tararia,” Jody stated. “It’s the central world for the Taran colonies and seat of the Taran government. Six High Dynasties oversee the core infrastructure, under the Priesthood of the Cadicle. Most of the Taran worlds are against open displays of telekinesis, so the TSS tends to operate in the background.”
“What do they have against telekinesis?” Saera asked.
“They’re jealous,” one of the girl’s in Saera’s group interjected.
“There isn’t one definitive answer,” Jody went on. “All I know is that those of us with abilities who grew up in the Taran colonies were always outcasts. If our parents had them, too, we were taught to hide them and pretend like the abilities didn’t exist.”
Saera frowned. “That’s awful.”
“Well, it’s the way of things. Some of us find our way to the TSS eventually, and from that point on we’re on the outside looking in.”
I guess that makes me on the outside, too. But I suppose I already was. “Are there many people here from Earth?”
“We get two or three Agent trainees each year. They don’t bother recruiting from Earth for the Militia class.”
“What’s that?”
“The division for people without telekinetic abilities. Tactical support, administrative and infantry, mostly.” Jody returned her attention to the screen. “But anyway, it’s important that you understand all policies and regulations come from Tararia. There’s always some tension there. You’ll hear people speak out against the High Dynasties or Priesthood every so often, but don’t engage. You’re still an outsider, as much as this will start to feel like home, and you need to earn an opinion on such matters.”
“Noted.”
“Why the dour expression?” Jody asked.
“I appreciate the political overview, but what I’m more concerned about right now is the technology. Like, how do I work the computers? Do your showers even use water?”
All of the girls in Saera’s group giggled with exasperation at the statement.
“Well, do you know how to use one of our keyboards?” Saera shot back. The girl’s turned away and resumed their conversation.
Jody smiled. “I know it looks overwhelming right now, but it’s all quite straight-forward. Everyone I’ve ever known from Earth adapts just fine after a couple weeks.”
“If you say so.”
“All right,” Jody yielded, “here are a few pointers.”

She went over some of the basic gestures and data entry techniques for the handheld interface. Saera repeated her examples and did find that it was easy to pick up. 
A low tone sounded, interrupting the lesson.
“Time for the real briefing,” Jody said with a grin.
Everyone lined up around the perimeter of the room, and one of the Agents stepped forward. He ordered every five groups in numerical order to combine and proceed to various destinations. Saera’s new group of fifty—the new Group 2—was directed to Level 2 of TSS Headquarters, where they were ushered into a lecture-style classroom well suited for the group’s size. Saera took a seat in the second row near the center of the raked seating.
An Agent, whom Saera recognized as one of those in the center of the reception room, took his place at the front of the lecture hall. “My name is Scott Wincowski. I’m one of the Primus Agents and I’m here to give you an overview of the TSS training program. In the Agent training program, your first year will be spent under close observation and will consist predominantly of academic studies. This is a trial period to see if you will be able to succeed. You will be placed into different Agent classes after the preliminary testing lasting for two days—those tests will begin shortly.” 
Groans sounded around the room. Two whole days? This is intense.
“Each class has a set range for the Course Rank of its members, and the student is assigned a class according to their potential. You won’t find out your final Course Rank until after the graduation examination, but we’re pretty good at making an accurate projection.” He smiled, looking at the concerned faces around the room. “In descending order, the classes are Primus, Sacon and Trion. All of you will be in one of the upper two divisions based on your intake assessments. After the first year, you will be ‘initiated’ into the TSS if you choose to stay. After becoming an Initiate, you cannot leave until your training is complete. Choose wisely to stay or go after the first year, because anything besides the proper training sequence is uncomfortable, at best. 
“Trainees remain at the Initiate rank for approximately three years. Some instructors might push that time to two years, but it really depends on the abilities of the students. After completing this phase of the training, you will become Junior Agents. This phase will last an average of five years, though many complete their training before. The final task of a Junior Agent before graduation is to complete an internship on a planet selected by the TSS. The location will be chosen based on the cultural characteristics of the planet, to complement the remaining development needs of the Junior Agent. The trainee will meet their greatest personal challenge on their internship planet; the specific needs vary from person to person. So, after their internship—usually about a year in duration—a trainee is said to have mastered all of their skills. I lucked out and got to spend a year on a temperate island world, but I had to spend most of the time staring at supply logs indoors. So, it just depends on how you look at the situation. Most Junior Agents enjoy themselves. As with many aspects of the TSS program, that’s the best way to go: learn what you can and make the most of all your experiences. 
“After passing the internship, you will complete a final assessment, the Course Rank test. The results of the test will determine your Course Rank, CR. The test is both written and physical, designed to push the student to their limit, using an open-ended scale—there is no perfect score. The derived CR score will become an Agent’s rank within the TSS and will remain with them for life.”
He was silent for a moment as the students processed the information. “Oh, and for those of you who haven’t figured it out yet, Headquarters is located in the center of Earth’s moon in a fixed subspace position. The only way in and out is through that elevator shaft you all came through. Communications come through fine from the outside, but get used to the idea of being inside a hollowed out pocket in a big rock.” There were some chuckles throughout the room. The Agent smiled. He gazed around at the students—some looked expectant, others terribly confused. “Are there any questions?”
Oh, so very many, Saera thought to herself, but made no indication.
An older boy near the back of the room raised his hand. The Agent called on him. “What is the TSS’ foreign policy, sir?” he asked.
Saera noticed the boy’s smug expression. Must be from one of those “Dynasties” people keep talking about.
“The TSS has good relations with almost every race in colonized space,” the Agent replied. “We are often hired by those with less capable military forces to ward off the threats of those not in league with the TSS. We are here to serve.”
Another hand shot up. “Excuse my ignorance, sir, but what time measurement system does the TSS use? I’ve been hearing some conflicting information.”
“Very good question. The TSS runs on the standard twenty-five hour Tararian clock, set to the time zone of the Priesthood. The calendar is the Tararian standard 350-day year, 10 months, and seven-day weeks. That will be an adjustment for some of you, but it shouldn’t take long. The first few weeks are the hardest.” 
There were several more questions, most of which Saera deemed completely irrelevant. Instead, her thoughts drifted to her meeting with Wil Sights, the future Primus Elite Agent. She was still unnerved from the encounter, yet energized. Those eyes... Why was he so sad?

An announcement from the Agent pulled her from her thoughts. “Though you have not been fully tested, you have all been divided up by ability based on previous analysis. After the two-day testing and observational period, a more final decision will be made, but for the time being, you will house with a preliminary group. You will now be shown to your temporary quarters so you can get settled in before testing begins.”
A Junior Agent came to stand by the Agent and began reading off names. To Saera’s surprise, she was the first to be called. After a momentary hesitation, she rose and walked to the front of the room. As they were called, others soon followed. When twenty girls were assembled, the Junior Agent led them out into the hallway. 
“I’m Eilene,” the Junior Agent said. “You’re quite an elite group.” She led the Trainees down the corridor. 
“How’s that?” a girl with light brown hair in a long ponytail asked.
“You’re the Primus hopefuls. Four—maybe six—of you will make the final cut, but the rest will most certainly will make Sacon, given your preliminary analysis.”
There was a murmur of surprise. But Saera’s mind was still on other matters. Even though Wil’s parents being Agents would mean he had the chance to start training early, he’s moved through at an astounding rate. Does that mean he was pushed through, or that he is simply that talented? And the way he looked at me, that connection... Will I ever see him again? She shoved the thought aside. No, it doesn’t matter. He would never be interested in someone like me. Besides, there are way more interesting things here for me to be thinking about than some guy.
The group arrived at their quarters and immediately spread out to claim a bunk. The quarters were laid out as four bedrooms, each with two bunk beds and a single bed. In the end, Saera was on a bottom bunk in the second room on the left. Some girls tussled over who would get the single bed, but it made little difference to her. She was just happy to have a place to herself.
After claiming bunks, the students were called out into the common room. They stood around the furniture. 
“We will now proceed to the testing facilities on Level 11,” Eilene said from near the front door. “The level is well below the main Headquarters structure and can only be visited while accompanied by an Initiate or higher. Understood?” There was an affirmative response from all trainees. “Good. Now, stay close and follow me.”
The group followed Eilene out of the quarters and down the hallway to the central transportation hub, where they boarded the elevator. Saera resisted the urge to shift anxiously in the confined space. She took a deep breath to center herself as the doors closed. The white light began to pulse, indicating movement.

There was something about the way the TSS operated that told her everything over the next two days would be a test—a test that began before there was ever a formal announcement. Sure enough, when she glanced around the elevator, she spotted a tiny recess in the ceiling. A camera. We are being watched.
Soon after her discovery, the elevator came to a smooth halt and the doors opened, revealing an area much less ornate than the upper levels of the facility. The craftsmanship was still superb, but consisted of smooth metal sheeting rather than wood paneling and carpet, making for a much starker appearance. Several other groups of twenty students were visible in the hallway leading from the elevator, and doors to other lifts were opening to let out more students. This time, however, there was none of the chatter that filled the room during check-in. 
Apprehension gripped Saera, her stomach knotting. What sort of testing will this be? Many of the students looked nervous; others simply defiant. It’s a mistake to act too bold. They want people who will ask questions and listen, not those who always think they’re stronger and smarter than any teacher. 
Saera stood still in the group, projecting an image of serene calm. I am surrounded by geniuses in an alien world, but this is my chance to shine. Then, she was struck with a greater aspiration. I will make it into Primus. For a moment, she questioned where the desire came from, but it was clear. Despite her efforts, Wil Sights would not leave her mind, and Primus was her best chance to meet him again. I need to find out what that was between us.
A buzzer sounded, reverberating through the metal corridor. The testing was about to begin.
*       *       *
Wil was roused from his work by the approaching footsteps of his father.
“Wil, do you want to talk about what happened back in the orientation room?” Cris asked as he sat down on an upholstered bench next to Wil in the Junior Agent lounge on the Primus level. 
The nook in the corner was one of Wil’s favorite places to work, aside from in his quarters, but that meant others always knew where to find him.
Wil kept his eyes focused on his tablet. “Unless you talked Banks out of me teaching that advanced navigation class, there’s nothing to talk about.”
“He won’t budge on the subject. But, that’s not what I meant.”
Is he here about that girl? Wil felt his father’s eyes on him. “Fine, say your piece.”
“As you may have overheard, her name is Saera Alexander. I’d already flagged her as a candidate for Primus. She’s one of the youngest Trainees in her cohort, but she has more potential than any of them.”
Wil looked up. “Why are you telling me this?”
“To save you the time of looking her up,” Cris said with a grin.
“What makes you think I’d do that?” There was something about her… but I can’t go there. 
“Because I recognize that look in your eye.”
Wil shook his head. It doesn’t matter. I need to forget about her.

A year had passed since Wil’s encounter with the Bakzen, but he was still plagued by the raw memory. Once his injuries from the assassination attempt had healed, he had gone back to Headquarters and resumed his studies. However, when he returned, he felt like a stranger among old friends. He was regarded more seriously, but not in the way he had yearned. Rather than respect or even distant admiration, the sidelong glances in the hall showed caution. They were scared of him. It didn’t help that Caeron was always nearby, trying to stay out of sight. Many of the more senior Agents were unruffled by Wil’s growing power, but trainees and Agents of lower classes kept their distance. And it was best they stay away—no good would come from getting close to him.
“Whatever you’re implying, I’m not about to drag anyone else into the shite that’s my day-to-day life. Nothing but death and destruction lie in my future.”
“Wil, don’t say that.” Cris tried to reach out to his son, but Wil dodged him.
“You know it’s true. I was bred for a war, and it’s my duty to see it through.”
“But when it’s over—”
“When it’s over, I very well may be done for, myself.” What I must do… How could I live with myself afterward?
Cris looked away, unable to meet Wil’s stoic gaze. “I won’t let it come to that.”
If only you could do anything… “I have some design specs to finish.” Wil got up to go.
Cris stood up and took Wil by the shoulders, looking into his eyes. “Happiness and duty don’t have to be mutually exclusive.”
“I can’t give in to wishful thinking.” Wil pulled away and jogged out of the room before his father could protest.



CHAPTER 3
Saera stared with dismay at the metal door recessed in the wall. There was no way a person could step through it. That could only mean one thing. We’re about to go into freefall.
She was one of ten Trainees crammed into a compact chamber off the main corridor from the elevator. The wall between the corridor and the room was a meter thick, which only augmented her concern about what was to come. They had already been through a series of physical tests—everything from timed laps around a track, to weight lifting, to pull-ups. All of the Trainees were sweaty and exhausted.
After two minutes of standing shoulder-to-shoulder inside the sealed chamber, the air was becoming humid from the perspiration and body heat. A low tone sounded.
“Here we go!” one of the girls cheered, tightening the elastic band holding her short brown hair in a ponytail.
The other Trainees reached out their hands toward the wall. Saera was in the middle of the group, putting her out of reach from any solid surface. Another girl next to her was facing the same issue. Saera recognized her as one of the twenty girls in the group of Primus hopefuls.
“It’s not that bad,” the girl said to Saera, bringing her feet together. “Just breathe.”
Saera took a deep breath and exhaled slowly as she started to lift off the ground. Her stomach flopped and her chest tightened as she tried to get her bearings in the transition to weightlessness. She struggled to keep her breathing slow and even as her body silently screamed out in protest to the unnatural conditions.
Some of the Trainees groaned as they suffered through the first nauseating moments of reduced gravity. 
Saera kept her face as impassive as possible. I’ll stand out because of where I’m from. At least I can try to look confident.
After a full minute, the chamber was completely Zero G. The inner door slid open.
The room beyond was a dodecahedron, illuminated by strips of lighting along the seams between each of the twelve gray faces. Two Agents floated in the center, and ten other Trainees were already awkwardly clinging to the wall to the right of the entry door.
“What are you waiting for? Come in,” the Agent on the right stated. She gazed at the nervous students with her exposed luminescent brown eyes, her arms crossed over her overcoat.
Saera and the others in the middle were the first to file through the doorway. She grasped at the shallow handholds along the wall and pulled herself through.
“Line up,” the Agent instructed.
Saera’s group of Trainees formed a haphazard line along the left wall, mirroring the group to the right.
The two Agents surveyed the petrified faces. “Time to see how you perform in freefall,” the second Agent stated. “Pair up.”
Saera looked to the girl who’d been standing next to her in the gravity lock. “Want to work together?”
The girl shrugged. “Sure. I’m Allie.”
“Saera.”
“Nice to meet you.” Allie returned her attention to the Agents.
“We’ll start with basic maneuvering,” the second Agent continued. 
The first exercise involved gripping a handhold and flipping perpendicular to the wall. Though Saera had spent some time in dance classes as a child, she quickly found that moving in freefall was a completely different experience. Every movement was magnified, making it a challenge to kick to a horizontal position without swinging past the mark. After several repetitions of the motion, the Agent instructed the students to work with their partner to form a triangle with the wall, with one partner’s toes secured in a holding while gripping the feet of the partner doing the inverse. 
“How about I hold onto the wall with my hands first?” Saera suggested. That seemed like the easier position.
“Okay.” Allie flipped herself around and tucked the toes of her shoes into one of the recessed handholds. 
As Allie deftly got into position, Saera kicked off from the wall to get into a horizontal orientation. However, in her quest to find the proper sixty-degree angle to complete the triangle with Allie’s hands, she instead kicked Allie square in the face.
“Ow, hey!” Allie exclaimed, cradling her nose.
Saera brought her hands to her mouth in horror. “I’m so sorry!” The sudden movement was enough for Saera to begin drifting away from the wall. By the time she realized she was moving it was already too late. Helpless, she drifted into the center of the room toward the Agents.
“Now that’s exactly what you’re not supposed to do,” said the male Agent.
Saera’s face burned as she started to list to the side while her classmates snickered from the sidelines. Great, so much for not making a fool of myself on my first day.
“This is just a preliminary evaluation. Let’s be nice,” the female Agent said.
Saera’s skin tingled, as though she was enveloped in a static shock. Simultaneously, the air seemed to congeal around her and she started moving back toward the wall. When she was close enough, she grabbed one of the handholds.
“All right, let’s try that again,” the female Agent said. “You two can sit this one out,” she added to Saera and Allie.
“I’m fine!” Allie protested, pulling her hand from her red nose and cheek.
“We saw enough,” the Agent replied.
Saera’s heart dropped. I ruined things for her, too. “I’m really sorry.”
“Yeah, whatever. Things happen,” Allie replied as she slumped against the wall.
The other students finished the exercise. Each Agent led two more trial maneuvering exercises before dismissing the Trainees. 
Saera’s group was the second to depart. She climbed back into the gravity lock after Allie. 
“Well, you survived,” Allie said to Saera as they prepared for the transition.
“Yeah, no need to wonder which class I’ll be in.” Saera’s stomach settled as the gravity returned to normal.
Allie gave her the kind of supportive smile a mother might give a baby who hadn’t quite figured out how to walk. “Plenty of people have never been in freefall before. You’ll catch up eventually.”
“I hope so.”
The Trainees filed out into the main corridor. Saera spotted Eilene, the Junior Agent who had escorted her group of Primus hopefuls to the temporary quarters several hours before. Three of Saera’s roommates were already standing next to Eilene, along with fourteen of the other girls in the rest of the bedrooms. Saera and Allie walked over to join them. As they approached, the fifth occupant in Saera’s bedroom approached from down the hall.
“Time for dinner, ladies,” Eilene said once they were all together.
They took the elevator back up to Level 2 and proceeded to the Primus cafeteria. 
The cafeteria was busier than it had been at the lunch break earlier in the day. Saera looked on in wonder at the groups of Agents sitting together. On her previous visit, the room had been filled primarily with trainees at various stages in the TSS program. Having so many Agents in close quarters, there was a palpable energy in the room.
“Do you feel that?” Saera whispered to Allie.
“Feel what?”
“It’s like the air is electrified,” Saera replied. 
“I think you’re just excited.” Allie grabbed a tray for her dinner.
I hope I’m not going crazy. Saera took a tray for herself, trying to shake off the feeling. Everything felt strange and different; maybe it was just nerves. Only hours before she had boarded a shuttle to leave Earth for the first time. That already felt like another lifetime.
Saera filled her plate and went to sit down with the other Trainees in her quarters. She took a seat at the end of the long table, with Allie to her left and the Eilene at the head of the table to her right. She began eating in silence. 
Halfway through her meal, Saera noticed that Eilene was watching her. “What?”
The Junior Agent looked surprised, but pensive. “You feel it, don’t you?”
“Ma’am?”
“The energy,” Eilene clarified.
So it’s not just in my head. “I feel something. I’m not sure what.”
“Most don’t develop any sensitivity until at least Initiate level,” the Junior Agent said. “Have you ever had signs before?”
“No. I only found out about the TSS a week ago. I was on Earth this morning.”
Eilene froze. “You’re human?”
Allie looked over with surprise along with the girl across the table from Saera.
Saera flushed. “It’s not an affliction, geez.”
“It’s just surprising,” Eilene said. “I’ve known some trainees from Earth, but their abilities are normally pretty minimal. Trion class.”
“You hardly have any accent,” Allie commented.
“I guess whatever neural imprinting they did worked.” I’m still different, even here. I don’t think I’m ever going to have friends.
Eilene pursed her lips. “If you make it into Primus, you’ll be the first human ever.”
“I’m just happy to be here, regardless of where I’m placed.”
“Well, you’ll know by tomorrow night.”
I guess I will. She could still hardly believe where she was. Everything ahead was an exciting unknown.
Saera hurried to finish her meal, realizing that everyone else’s plates were already empty.
Eilene checked her handheld. “Bedtime, ladies. You have another busy day tomorrow.”
Saera smiled to herself. It couldn’t possibly be as exciting as the day she’d had already—leaving her home planet, learning a new language, entering into an ancient culture. If that start was any indication, amazing things were ahead.
*       *       *
Wil opened the door to his quarters and found Caeron waiting on the couch.
“You really shouldn’t wander around without me,” Caeron stated.
Wil held in a sigh. He owed Caeron his life, but he could never adjust to having a guard. “I’m sorry, but sometimes I need time to myself so I can work.”
Caeron crossed his arms. “I’ll stay out of your way. You just really shouldn’t be out on your own.”
“Being alone after curfew hours is one thing, but I’m not too concerned about getting attacked in a well-populated hallway.”
“It’s that kind of thinking that puts you at risk,” Caeron countered.
“No, what puts me at risk is being in a position where people want me dead.”
Andy, one of Wil’s roommates, emerged from his room at the back right of the common area. “Not again, guys. Don’t make me send you to your rooms.”
Wil took a deep breath and headed for his room at the back left. “That was already my plan.”
“Come on, don’t sulk. What’s wrong?” Andy asked in his kindly mock older brother voice.
The attitude had annoyed Wil when he first moved into the Junior Agent quarters a year and a half before, but he’d come to value Andy’s advice. “Banks just gave me a teaching assignment for an advanced navigation course. It starts tomorrow.”
“Bomax. That’s not a lot of prep time.”
“Not to mention the annoyance of reviewing homework assignments, coming up with lecture material...”
“If you don’t want to grade homework, then don’t assign any,” Andy said.
“I can’t not give homework—”
Andy raised an eyebrow. “Says who? You’re the instructor. You can do whatever the fok you want.”
“You have a point.”
Andy shrugged. “Worst case scenario, they take away the teaching assignment you didn’t want in the first place.”
“I don’t think it’s wise for you to intentionally fail,” Caeron interjected.
“I wouldn’t do that,” Wil countered. “But I guess there’s no reason I shouldn’t try to have a little fun with it.”
“That’s the spirit!” Andy exclaimed and gave Wil a nod of approval. “Now stop bickering so I can finish my report.” He returned to his room and telekinetically slid the door shut behind him.
Wil sighed. “I’ll let you know if I’m going back out,” he told Caeron and went to his bedroom.
“Thank you. Have a good night.” Caeron headed toward his own room at the front left of the common area, next to Wil’s.
Wil closed the door and settled into his desk chair. Sleep was a rare luxury over the last several months.
Quality sleep, in particular, was almost non-existent. The nightmares that began after he was shot by Haersen persisted. Some nights it was easier to stay up and work rather than endure waking up in a cold sweat with a racing heart and headache. Just thinking about the images of Tek’s sneering face and fields of charred bodies was enough to turn his stomach.
To distract himself from the nightmares, he’d taken to late-night work on the independent jump drive design. His initial efforts were dead ends—rehashing the same issues he’d always encountered from other angles. Then, three months before, the Junior Agents had launched the annual competition for an independent jump drive design.
Most of the Junior Agents formed small workgroups, which Wil had joined in previous years, but he had elected to continue working alone for the latest competition. He had scrapped everything he’d assembled before and spent a week playing mindless video games. When he returned to the problem with fresh eyes, suddenly things started to come together. He saw connections he couldn’t believe he’d missed and solutions started to pop out from the chaos. After a month of roughing out the new structure for the theory in the late-night hours, he’d given the first presentation to Banks and his father. He was on the right track, and they knew it. The late-night work had continued and he was still making progress—even if it was incredibly slow going.
Regardless of his new class in the morning, he couldn’t afford a night off from the incremental forward progress. There was work to do.
*       *       *
Cris breathed a sigh of relief as he walked in the door to his quarters. What a day. Another Trainee arrival completed, another Wil blowout, and another issue to confront Banks about.
“How’d it go?” Kate asked from the couch. She got up and came to greet Cris with a kiss.
He pulled her close. “You know it’s my favorite day of the year.”
“And now you have 349 days of anticipating the next,” Kate said with a grin.
“And a shiteload of other things to deal with until then.” Cris eased onto the couch with a groan.
“What now?”
“More of the usual. Wil butting heads with Banks again.”
Kate curled up next to him. “Oh dear.”
“Apparently Banks has assigned him to teach a group of Initiates advanced navigation related to the new independent jump drive.”
“The design isn’t even complete.”
“But the foundation is there. It’s close enough to start explaining.”
Kate entwined her fingers in his. “I’m worried about Wil. He seems stressed all the time now.”
“I’m concerned, too. But Banks does have a point—he needs to start getting some hands-on leadership experience. And maybe if he has others who understand the design he’ll get some reprieve. Right now, he’s... it’s not good.”
“I feel like we should be doing more as parents,” Kate said, looking down. “He pulled away and we haven’t fought to get him back.”
“He’s fifteen. I wasn’t exactly a model child at that age, either.”
His wife frowned. “You know full well that’s not all of it.”
“What are we supposed to do? He’ll barely even talk to me.”
“Dinner tomorrow night,” Kate suggested. “The first day of class will make for the perfect occasion.”
“And if he doesn’t show up?”
“Then his mother will track him down and make a scene in front of all his classmates. Avoiding that should be sufficient motivation.”
Cris smirked. “You have a bit of a sadistic streak, don’t know?”
“I’m just committed to getting results.”
“I love you a little more right now.”



CHAPTER 4
Wil entered the advanced navigation class already convinced it would be a disaster. There were fifteen Initiates enrolled in the course, and all of them blinked with confusion when he stepped through the door. “I’m Wil and I’m your instructor.”
He activated the console at the front center of the room, and nametags illuminated in front of each desk.
“You’re a Junior Agent?” one of the students, Jordan, asked. His dark hair was buzzed almost to his scalp and his lips were contorted into a mocking sneer.
“Yes, just starting my final year. Why?”
Jordan looked to his other classmates. Wil was younger than all of them by at least two years. “You don’t look like it.”
“Yeah, well, you don’t look like you’re smart enough to be in this class,” Wil shot back. “But I don’t think they would have given you this assignment if you were an idiot, so maybe looks are deceiving.”
The smug grin melted from Jordan’s face. The other students snickered and sat up straighter in their chairs.
“Now, let’s talk about advanced navigation,” Wil said as he manipulated the holoprojector at the front of the classroom. A map of the SiNavTech beacon network illuminated around him. “Who’s familiar with the concept of an independent jump drive?”
The Initiates looked confused. 
“Isn’t that a myth?” Caitlyn, one of the six girls in the class, asked.
“It was considered a scientific improbability,” Wil stated. “But I cracked the code.” The room fell still and silent. Wil surveyed the shocked faces. “I’m currently finalizing the design for the first independent jump drive, and you get to be among the first to learn how to plot a course.”
“Where do we start?” Greg questioned from the second row of desks.
“That’s a very good question.” Wil examined the star map of the SiNavTech network. That way of thinking would eventually be obsolete. “We need to start over,” he said under his breath.
“What do you mean?” asked Greg.
Wil sighed. “I want to tell you to forget everything you know about standard navigation, but you’ll still need to use those systems. I need to find a way to make it a consistent user experience, even though the underlying assumptions are completely different.”
“Then how does it work?” Bianca asked from the front row, one of her blonde eyebrows raised with uncertainty.
“Well, I’m still working out the interface,” Wil admitted. “The equation to calculate the jump is really the only thing that’s final. There is no navigation system for the independent jump drive as things stand now, only some initial sketches.”
“So how are we supposed to learn how to use it?” Jordan asked, the flush of embarrassment finally fading from his cheeks.
Wil thought for a moment. “Maybe we could start with you telling me how you’d want to use it and I can come up with something that fits within those parameters.”
The students looked at each other. Clearly it wasn’t going to be a normal class.
“What does this equation look like, anyway?” Caitlyn ventured.
“You probably don’t want to know…” Wil deactivated the star map and instead brought up the independent jump drive equation from his personal files. The three-dimensional model of the interconnecting modules looked like a chaotic jumble of numbers and notations to the untrained eye.
The class stared at it with open mouths.
“Fok me…” Bianca breathed.
“I’ll take that as an expression rather than an invitation,” Wil said. His mind flashed to his brief encounter with Saera, but he hurriedly pushed it away. “So, I don’t think we’ll get anywhere if I try to explain this.”
“You came up with this whole thing?” Greg asked.
Wil looked over the equation and rotated the model with his hand. “Yeah, somehow. I had to stare at it until I saw a pattern, then it looked like complete nonsense again, and then finally re-solidified into something I could understand. It’s pretty headache-inducing, isn’t it?”
The class nodded slowly.
“Forget about this.” Wil swept the equation from the holoprojector and brought up a blank projection as a background for taking notes. “Now, what do you like to see in any navigation interface?”
“Destination list,” “Beacon map,” “Transit times,” “Lock stability factor,” “Spaceport locations,” the students called out.
Wil made the notations on the holoprojector. “Great. But imagine your destination could be anywhere. No beacon needed.” He crossed off the items that weren’t applicable to the independent jump model.
“I’d still want to know how long the transit would take, since that dictates supply needs,” Bianca said.
“And knowing the position of spaceports is always important in case there are complications,” Caitlyn added.
“Excellent points. So we for sure need a star chart with applicable landmarks,” Wil said as he made the appropriate notations on the projector.
“We might not be limited to a destination list,” Jordan cut in, “but having some pre-programmed common destinations would be handy.”
“Okay, so maybe like a ‘favorites’ list of sorts?” Wil clarified.
Jordan nodded. “Sure.”
“Regardless of if the destination is pre-programmed or not, you still need to know where you’re going relative to everything else,” Greg pointed out.
“Yes, you do.” Wil thought for a few moments. “Maybe the key is to make it graphical. One interface—just pick your destination on a map and let the computer do the work on the backend. It can activate the protocol for an independent jump if it’s outside of beacon range, or follow beacons if it’s on a standard route.”
“Graphics are always nice,” Caitlyn agreed. The others murmured agreement.
“Hmm.” Wil pondered the suggestion. It just might work. It would solve the problems. The existing projector with the SiNavTech consoles is capable—it’s just a software upgrade and retrofit to the jump drive. 
“The challenge will be to come up with a visualization format that takes into account subspace flow,” Wil mused. “Any pilot will need to learn how to read a map so they don’t drop the ship out of subspace in the middle of a planet.”
“Can’t the computer do that?” Greg asked.
Wil smiled. “You’d be out of a job as Navigators if the nav computer could do everything. There’s always going to be that 10 percent of the work only a trained person can do. The part that’s art, not pure science.”
“Except with an independent jump drive there aren’t the safeguards of the beacon network,” Bianca added.
“Right. The equation works—it’s been fully vetted. But there’s still the chance for operator error. This is serious business.” And I somehow need to make it safe enough for a pilot to use under pressure.
“Are we talking about an application for navigation systems in just cruisers, or jets, too?” Caitlyn asked.
“Both,” Wil replied. “And obviously, a graphical interface would be challenging to use in the middle of a battle.”
“Well it’s not like we’ll find ourselves in that situation too often,” Jordan commented.
Shite, I need to remember they don’t know about the war in the rift. Or even about the rift’s existence. “We need to design it for a worst-case scenario. Quick in, quick out in the heat of battle.”
“What about a direct neutral link?” Caitlyn suggested. “For the jets.”
Wil grinned. “Now we’re talking.”
*       *       *
Saera answered the final question on her test and looked around. All of the other Trainees were still furiously making entries on the touchscreen surfaces of their desks. Did I miss something? She had thought she was taking her time and answering thoroughly. It wasn’t nearly as difficult as some of the other written tests over the last two days, especially not compared to the haphazard freefall acrobats.
Eventually, other Trainees finished the exam and sat back in their chairs, looking worn and worried. The early finishers made note of each other.
When everyone was finished, the Agent at the front of the room set down his tablet and stood up. “Thank you for your hard work and attention throughout this testing. I’m pleased to report that your intake evaluations are now complete.”
There was a collective sigh of relief from everyone in the room. Finally! 
“We will now divide you into preliminary training groups. Six months from now, you will have one final evaluation that will determine which Agent class and training track you will ultimately follow if you decide to stay with the TSS beyond the first year. So work hard, because your performance over the next few months will play a large part in determining your future.”
Three other Agents, two women and one man, entered the room. 
“You will see a group number displayed on your desks. Group 1 will be with me, Agent Poltar. Group 2 with Agent Reylae. Group 3 with Agent Morwen. And Group 4 with Agent Katz.”
Saera looked down at her desk: Group 4. The Agents held their handhelds in front of them with their group number projected out front. Agent Katz was the blonde woman on the end. Saera lined up with the other Group 4 members near Katz. When all of the Trainees were with their trainer, Saera saw that her group was much smaller, composed of only five girls compared to the twenty or so Trainees in the others. Two of the groups were all boys and another was all girls.
Agent Katz led them down the hall and into a small conference room, where she had them sit around the table in the middle of the room. When everyone was seated, she began, “I’m Agent Marsie Katz. I’m a Primus Agent and will be your instructor for the next several months. Your scores have earned you conditional designation for the Primus class.”
Really? Saera’s eyes were as wide as those of the other girls.
“This is a great opportunity for you, but it’s not without its challenges. While all of the other groups will live and train together, you’ll need to integrate with others. For starters, you’ll share quarters with some Sacon girls, but you’ll do most of your training with the Primus boys.”
We’re going to be training with the men? Saera quickly suppressed the wave of unease. No, it’s not like it was back home. 
The girls looked around the table, sizing each other up. Saera assessed that all of the girls looked normal enough. They were attractive in their own ways, and each had brightness in their eyes that hinted at intelligent, inquisitive natures. She was relieved to see that none of the girls with the blatantly haughty attitudes had made it into her group. We’re the best of the best.
“I’m sure many of you have already talked over the last few days, but why don’t we go around the table and make some introductions,” Agent Katz proposed. “State your name, age, where you’re from, and your favorite academic subject. Let’s start over here.”
“My name is Leila Gradis,” stated a slim red-head with blue eyes. “I’m sixteen, and I’m from the Fifth Region of Tararia. My favorite subject is applied astrophysics.” 
The next girl was shorter and had dark coloration. She appeared to be studying everyone. “I’m Elise Patera, seventeen. I’m from the planet Maerdan, and my favorite subject is interplanetary biology.”
“Hi, I’m Nadeen Farilae, and I’m also seventeen-years-old. I grew up on Eridon II. My favorite subject is computational science.” She had brown eyes, fair skin and short, dark hair. Her voice quavered just the slightest measure as she spoke.
What’s with all these subjects? Most of those things wouldn’t be offered until college. “My name is Saera Alexander, and I’m fifteen. I’m from Earth, and my favorite subject in school was math.” Saera could have sworn the other girls exchanged glances at the mention of Earth.
“I’m Caryn Tharinaeu and I’m sixteen,” said the last girl. She had platinum blonde hair and light-blue eyes. “I grew up on Aeris, one of Tararia’s moons. My favorite subject is navigation.”
Agent Katz smiled. “Please to meet all of you. I won’t tell you my age since I’m old enough that it’s no longer polite for anyone to ask, but I will say that I’ve been an Agent for almost twenty years and have trained two groups before you. I was raised on a merchant ship, so I don’t have a planetary home. My favorite subject was socioeconomics, but now I’m all about training bright young ladies like you to control things with your mind.” She tapped the side of her head with her index finger. “Do you have any questions for me?”
“How does the training program account for the different development rates of telekinetic abilities?” asked Elise.
“We’ll do a lot of work in small groups,” Agent Katz replied. “It’s my job to ensure that each of you reaches your potential. But, it’s also important for you to help each other.”
Elise nodded.
“Is it really true that outside social standing doesn’t mean anything within the TSS?” questioned Leila.
“Yes,” Agent Katz replied. “And that rule is strictly enforced.”
Leila must be someone of note on the outside.
“Yes, ma’am,” Leila said with too much emphasis on the honorific.
“Let me be clear, ladies,” Agent Katz went on, “any respect you gain within the confines of the TSS will be earned. The standings for Trainees will be determined by your own merits. I didn’t have you state where you are from so you can boast or look down on anyone, but rather so you can see how talent can come from the most unlikely of places. Your lives may depend on each other one day, so I recommend you learn what each of you can offer and how you can best work together. If I do my job well, you’ll all be besties by the time you graduate.”
I like this Katz. Saera and the other girls, except for Leila, smiled. Leila looked to the side, a touch of color on her cheeks. 
“We could stay here chatting all day, but I’m sure you’re all anxious to get settled into your new home for the next year,” Katz said. There were eager nods around the table. “Your personal possessions will be transferred to your room, but it’s up to the five of you to figure out your bunks. Breakfast will be at 7:30 tomorrow morning and training will begin at 8:00. I will meet you at your quarters at that time. Rest up.”
Katz led the group to their quarters. The fifteen other Sacon girls were not yet back from their orientation, so the five Primus girls had the place to themselves for the time being. 
The common area was filled with several plush couches, various lounge chairs and tables. Saera thought it felt rather homey. The girls popped their heads into each of the four bedrooms, identifying that their possessions had been gathered in the room accessed through the door to the front right of the common area. 
“I would like the single bed,” Leila declared as soon as they were in the room.
“I think all of us would,” Caryn countered.
Elise eyed the lower bunk closest to the door. “I certainly wouldn’t want to climb up and down to the top bunk unless I had to.” 
“Of course not,” Nadeen added. “It’s mean of them to design a room in this way, with one clearly superior position.” 
“Probably to spark just this sort of discussion,” muttered Elise.
Does it really matter? “Well, I really don’t care either way,” Saera said and started heading toward the lower bunk bed on the wall across from the door. No one seemed to notice. 
As the others continued their discussion, Saera began to stow her minimal personal possessions in a locker at the foot of the bed. The door was touch-activated, with a palm scanner and PIN for security. She set up the new user account using the interactive interface. When she opened the locker, she found a handheld inside like the ones she’d seen other members of the TSS carrying around. 
It was thin and the size of her palm. At first glance, it appeared to be solid. She tugged the edges like she’d seen Jody do, and the device slid open, displaying a screen on one side with an opaque backside for privacy. Using the screen, it had her key in a thumb print and a retinal scan for security. She tested the holographic projector with the swipe of her hand, still fascinated by the technology. Her smartphone back home was sufficient for web browsing and playing games, but the TSS handheld was something else entirely—wondrous and almost magical, even if it was commonplace to those around her. 
When she finally looked up from her study of the device, she saw that Elise had claimed the other lower bunk, Caryn was up above Saera, Nadeen was in the other upper bunk and Leila had taken the single bed. Leila had a smug look of triumph for her petty accomplishment.
The other girls were exploring the area around their new bunks, and Saera noticed that Elise was looking at what appeared to be a screen along the wall behind her bed. Saera turned around and examined the screen by hers. She placed her hand on the screen and it illuminated with a welcome addressed to her. It must have been coded when I set up the locker. When she looked over the options on the screen, she noticed that the bottom right corner stated: “Pop Out.” She tapped that corner, and the screen came forward from the wall, revealing a handhold. Saera gripped the handhold and pulled forward gently, and the screen came off in her hand. It was half a meter wide and a little more than half as much as tall. Though far thinner and lighter than anything she’d seen back home, it reminded her of a tablet. She scanned over the various desktop icons and widgets—access to the TSS Mainframe, modeling programs, composition. This must be our main computer for classwork.

Voices erupted in the common room. The Sacon girls had arrived.
“Shall we go say hello?” suggested Caryn.
“Naturally,” affirmed Leila as she rose from her bunk.
The Primus girls followed Leila out into the common area. Most of the Sacon girls were jostling to make it into one of the other rooms and claim a bunk. A few of them paused to glance at Saera and the others, but they quickly returned to the mission at hand.
“I guess we’ll give them a few minutes to get settled,” Leila decided for everyone and sat down on one of the couches. The other Primus girls followed her lead. Saera took a seat on the end of the sectional next to Elise, perpendicular to the others.
“After we make some introductions, should we go exploring?” asked Nadeen. “I overheard some of the Initiates mention some sort of lounge or game room.”
“That would be fun,” Caryn responded.
“Are you sure that’s a good idea? Katz told us to rest up,” Saera reminded her roommates.
“You’re under no obligation to go with us,” said Leila.
So much for making friends. Saera leaned back on the couch.
“You should really come with us,” Elise whispered. “We deserve a break after all that testing.”
“I just want to start off right.”
Elise contemplated the position for a moment. “Another time, then.”
Not a complete dismissal. Maybe I’ll have at least one friend.
They went through a round of introductions with the Sacon girls—and Saera retained almost none of their names—before the other Primus girls ventured out to find the game room. Despite another plea from Elise, Saera remained resolute and stayed behind. I won’t make stupid mistakes just to be accepted. Not again.
*       *       *
Wil gazed back at his parents sitting across the table. They were watching him intently, concern evident in their glowing eyes.
“Why did you really ask me here?” Wil asked.
“Just checking in,” his mother replied, her tone a bit too forced for the statement to be completely innocent. She looked to Cris.
His father nodded. “You seemed pretty upset about getting assigned to teach that navigation class. How did things go today?”
“It was okay, I guess.” Wil looked down at his emptied plate. He had figured the family meal was a trap, but he came anyway.
“If it’s too much, I can assign someone else,” Cris offered.
Except there is no one else. “That didn’t seem like an option when I voiced my concerns yesterday.”
“You caught me by surprise. I was kind of busy at the time.”
“Trainee orientation. Right.” And then he was all too eager to set me up with someone. A relationship is the last thing I need right now.
“You were looking at the new Trainees like the enemy,” Cris said.
Wil scoffed. “No, the enemy is a physically and technologically superior master race with advanced telekinetic abilities that can destroy us the moment we let our guard down.”
“Wil, don’t—” his mother began.
“I know you mean well, but there’s nothing you can do. I’m in an impossible position and that’s just the way it is.”
Cris frowned. “It’s like you’ve just given up on having a life.”
“No, I’ve just accepted the life I was dealt. There’s no sense in getting upset about what could have been. The TSS and Priesthood decided our fate well before any of us were born. I’ll do my part.”
Cris’ brow furrowed. “You’ve let it consume you.”
Wil crossed his arms. “Maybe I’m now my real self.”
“I don’t believe that at all,” Cris replied.
Wil shook his head. It’s the same plea over and over again. Do they want me to do my job or have a normal life? I can’t do both. 
“You need to let some people back in, Wil,” his father insisted. “If not us, then someone.”
“You mean a certain someone.”
Kate looked to Cris with a quizzical smile. “What’s this, now?”
And that’s my cue to go. “Thanks for dinner.” Wil stood and headed for the door. 
“Wait.” His father stood and stopped him with a telekinetic tug. “I’m sorry for intruding.”
They’re the last people I should be pushing away. They’re the only ones who’ve been manipulated as much as I have. Wil took a slow breath. “I know you’re only trying to help.”
“The only way we’ll get through what lays ahead is if we stick together,” Kate said.
“One fight at a time.” Wil sighed and rubbed his eyes. “It feels like everything has been stacking up recently.”
“Take some time to unwind, Wil,” his father urged.
“Maybe once I’m done with the jump drive interface.” Wil glanced at the door. “And on that note, I do need to work on some of the things we discussed in class today.”
Cris nodded. “Okay. Don’t be a stranger.”
“I’ll try.”
Kate glided over to Wil and gave him a hug. “We’re here for you, whenever you need us.”
Wil nodded, grateful for the warmth of her embrace taking the edge off of his stress, even if it was just for a moment. “Thanks.”
*       *       *
“I’m worried that we may have broken him,” Banks stated.
The Priest’s red-brown eyes gazed coolly at the High Commander from under the shadow of his hood. “So fix him.”
It’s not that easy. “He hasn’t been the same since his encounter with the Bakzen. I’d hoped he’d work it out on his own, but it’s not getting any better. If anything, it’s only gotten worse.”
“I thought that the backup plan was already in motion.”
Banks sighed. “It didn’t take like we hoped. He’s still withdrawn and unhappy.”
“This was never intended to be a happy life for him.”
“With happiness comes strength and creativity—”
The Priest’s eyes narrowed. “So fix him. If our plan didn’t work, try something else. Whatever it takes.”
Banks nodded. “He needs to feel like a part of something again. That he’s not alone.”
“He is alone. But if you think he must feel otherwise, then do it.” The Priest looked at something out of the range of the viewscreen. “He must be ready to graduate within the year.”
Only a year? It will destroy him if he can’t come to terms before then. “Why so soon?”
“He’ll need time to establish himself as a leader before he’s given officers to train. Our campaigns are already yielding positive results, as you’ve already seen with the volume of training applications. Those who never would have revealed their abilities before are now coming forward. Within a few years, you should have a sufficient pool from which to select a full group of Primus Elites.”
“We can’t push him too hard.” Any of them. These are people, not pawns.
“You have your mandate.” The Priest ended the transmission.



CHAPTER 5
A person can only endure so much, and Arron Haersen was at the end of his patience. Being on the run was so undignified.
Haersen shook his head and scoffed. A year of covert travel and trying to blend in—not what an Agent deserved. Well, former Agent, he had to remind himself again. But he knew he was on his way to becoming something even better, if he could only reach his destination.
With a sigh, Haersen pulled himself to his feet. His back ached from another night sleeping on metal grating. Like many nights before, he’d found a secluded hollow behind some mechanical equipment in a maintenance corridor to rest. Such passages in the various space stations he’d visited on his journey almost always housed others in equally dire situations. He could have easily read their minds to find out what had led to their circumstances if he cared, but he didn’t. At best, they were of a genial nature and could be persuaded to offer up a meager meal. At worst, they were already occupying the best spot on the floor and Haersen had to stake his claim. In either event, it was easy for him to get the upper hand. Though he was no longer a part of the TSS, he still possessed all the abilities of an Agent. People were eager to let him have his way, without knowing why; even if they resisted, it was no effort to persuade them through other means. And soon, the Bakzen would give him even more power.
At least, that was the plan. It was what drove Haersen on when he was hungry and tired and running. There were moments when he wanted to give in, but the promise of becoming as powerful as the Bakzen kept him moving forward. So he advanced, bit by bit, along his course halfway across the galaxy to the Kaldern System where he would be taken in by the Bakzen. Where he would find a place to become everything he dreamed of being.
Waiting for that time was agony. It never should have been that way, hiding and sleeping in mechanical rooms. He resented being put in that situation. Haersen would have already been his fully actualized self if General Carzen hadn’t failed to contain Wil when he was in the Bakzen’s possession. Turning Wil to their side, as Carzen desired, would have been the best use of Wil’s extraordinary telekinetic power, but it was shortsighted to think it would ever work. Haersen saw that now. If he had only followed Tek’s plan, he would have avoided so much pain and inconvenience. He regretted ever encouraging Tek to heed Carzen’s suggestion. If only they had used Wil as a subspace bomb—ripping the rift to create the final pathways that would allow the Bakzen to capture the Taran worlds before anyone could see them coming. It would have all been over already. The Bakzen would have secured their victory. Haersen would have been aligned with the victors, and all his aspirations would have been within reach. But, they allowed Wil to escape. Haersen was left to clean up the mess, and Wil had died in vain by Haersen’s own hand—all of his potential bleeding out with his life. Such a waste.
Haersen grimaced as he plodded down the passageway with his single travel bag, his ears numb from hours of being subjected to the endless drone of engines. From Agent to outlaw. He deserved so much more, and it would be his. He would right his mistakes and rebuild himself as someone even greater. As the person he was always meant to be.
All he had to do was find Tek and affirm his loyalty. For doubting Tek, the last year was fitting punishment. But, he felt his dues were more than paid after what he had endured, and he had pledged himself to never show such doubt again. He was worthy of receiving the Bakzen’s gifts.
Several other travelers packed up their belongings along the corridor as Haersen passed. Others were just arriving for the night on their own home clocks. Most didn’t have more than a small pack with them, but Haersen spotted an elderly man arriving with a full bedroll. The man smiled as Haersen walked by; he was one of the generous types. Haersen took note. Those sorts were so easy to exploit.
Haersen exited the mechanical room through a squeaky door off one of the main corridors in the central mall of the space station. No one in the mall seemed to noticed his emergence, or didn’t care. The pair of sunglasses he’d stolen from another refugee was the only thing that set him apart from the other tattered travelers looking for a new home, but most passersby would assume such an accessory hid a drug addiction. No one would see an Agent in disgrace.
He merged into the flow of traffic along the mall, looking for a terminal where he could access the manifest of ships at the port. He had been on a dozen freighters already, each one offering a new definition of humiliation. The last thing he wanted was yet another voyage scrubbing toilets to earn his passage, but he was in no position to be picky. He tried to put it out of his mind.
The Orilan station resembled most others out so far from the central worlds—scrappy, eclectic, and unpredictable. It was still several jumps from Haersen’s destination in Kaldern, but he was getting close. He could almost feel it. However, finding ships willing to take him aboard was becoming increasingly difficult the farther he traveled from the central colonies. Finding ships heading to the outermost worlds was an even greater challenge.
Haersen followed the central mall to one of the hubs with access terminals. There were three terminals arranged in a triangle and all were unoccupied. So far from civilization, most people at the port were already attached to a vessel.
He took the terminal at the back of the triangle, leaving him with the best view of the corridor. No place was exempt from a sudden attack in that part of space.
As he brought up the ship manifest, Haersen kept an eye on the corridor. Looking over his shoulder was habit. TSS loyalists could be anywhere, and there was no doubt he stood out at the top of their watch list. The killer of the Primus Elite. Not his first choice of title, but it was more prestigious than Mission Coordinator.
The manifest was useless. No ships were heading in even remotely the right direction for his needs. He would have to continue his wait. Something would come along eventually. At least there would be the old man’s bedroll to make the remaining stretch of Haersen’s stay more comfortable.



CHAPTER 6
The dreaded freefall chamber. Saera clung to the wall, remembering her last unfortunate experience with Allie from a month before. The rest of her classes were going well, but she feared this new addition to her course schedule would be her undoing.
One by one, her classmates pushed off from the wall and landed on an opposite face of the dodecahedron. They made it look so easy, gliding through the air with their hands to their sides and touching down lightly on the far wall.
Saera was the sixth to go. With all eyes on her and her heart pounding in her ears, Saera pushed off toward the other side of the room. The moment she left the wall, she realized her flight was doomed.
With her tuck position off-balance, Saera was only three meters from her launch point when she began an uncontrolled tumble to the side. The forward momentum carried her across the room, but her feet were parallel to the wall and she had no way to soften the impact.
She slammed hard against the metal plating and ricocheted off at a forty-degree angle toward the side wall.
Agent Katz looked on with a frown but made no effort to intervene. The other Primus girls and boys covered their faces with their hands to hide their amused smirks.
Saera’s speed had slowed after the first impact, and she was able to grab a handhold on the side wall when she landed.
Her face burned. She kept her gaze down, not wanting to meet the eyes of her other classmates.
“What are you doing over there?” Katz called out. “Get back in line.”
Saera wanted to protest, but instead she took a deep breath and lightly pushed off the wall to head back to the group. Her speed and trajectory were better than the first attempt, and she was able to land safely with some help from her comrades.
She kept her head down for the rest of class, too embarrassed to talk to anyone.
As they filed out into hall after class, Caryn came up and put a hand on her shoulder. “Are you okay? That was a pretty hard hit.”
“Yeah, I’ll be fine. Thanks.”
“Freefall really isn’t your thing,” Caryn commented.
“Well, I grew up on a planet that barely had a space program. It’s not like I had a lot of opportunity to practice.”
Caryn shrugged. “At least you don’t suck at math.”
“That’s something.” But I’ll need to be a lot more well-rounded if I’m going to get anywhere within the TSS.
Done with all of their classes for the day, they returned to their quarters to unwind for the night.
Saera took a shower before collapsing on her bunk. It was starting to feel like home after a month. The dynamics in the group were shaking out, and she was beginning to feel like part of the TSS community. Trying to blend in as much as possible, she was comfortably at the middle of the social structure. As promised, she was adapting to the foreign Taran technology. All of the advances that were only fantasy back home were right at her fingertips—gravity manipulation, galactic travel, telekinesis. It was nothing short of thrilling to wake up every day and have such limitless possibilities.
She only had fifteen minutes before the standard dinnertime, but it was the perfect opportunity to get in a quick nap so she’d be ready to tackle homework after dinner. Across the room, Elise was also resting on her bottom bunk.
As soon as Saera’s eyes were closed, Leila barged in.
“Early dinner tonight,” Leila announced.
Saera cracked her eyes open. “Now?”
“Yes, if you want to join us,” Leila said and left.
Saera looked over at Elise. “I guess we should go.”
Elise swung her legs over the edge of her bunk. “I don’t know why you bother to get along with her. She’s a tyrant.”
“We’re part of the same team. They expect us to get along.”
“Well, I hope ‘they’ take her personality into consideration before putting her on the Command track. I think she’d eat her crew alive. Possibly literally.”
Saera smiled. “Best we keep her fed, in that case. Come on.”
Saera and Elise met up with the others in the common room before heading to the cafeteria.
Being earlier than normal, the crowd was different than Saera had observed before. The people who were normally getting ready to leave as her group arrived were just sitting down for their meal, and other faces were entirely new.
Saera got in line with the others behind Caryn and worked her way through the buffet. As she was exiting the queue, Caryn froze.
“It’s him!” she hissed.
Saera followed Caryn’s gaze toward the door. Wil Sights had just walked in and was heading toward the cases with pre-packaged meals.
Saera instantly blushed, even seeing him at a distance. What’s wrong with you? Stop it. She took a slow breath.
The other girls were openly ogling. Wil seemed to be in his own world as he perused the refrigerated case.
“He has to be Sietinen. Just look at him!” Caryn whispered.
“I’m still not convinced the Dynasty would allow it, but he’s definitely highborn,” Leila whispered back.
Saera groaned silently and stared at her plate, not wanting to engage in the conversation. The same arguments were rehashed every time one of the Primus or Sacon girls spotted Wil—or “Sightings” as Caryn had coined, which Saera found to be disrespectful to puns everywhere. The girls from the inner colonies seemed particularly obsessed with the notion of a High Dynasty bachelor roaming the halls of TSS Headquarters. Whenever the topic came up, Saera made a point to keep her head down. She had been warned that an opinion on Taran political matters must be earned, so she could only imagine commentary on the relative attractiveness of Tararian nobles fell into the same category. No good would come of her mentioning what passed between them in their brief meeting. Besides, that had probably just been some bizarre side effect from the neural imprinting.
Still engaged in a heated whispering debate over whether Wil was High Dynasty or not, the girls started making their way toward a table at the center of the room.
Saera kept her focus on her plate. It’s all in your head. You’re invisible to him.
In her intent focus, Saera neglected to watch where she was going. When Caryn stopped at the table, Saera ran smack into her.
Caryn cried out in surprise as Saera’s tray struck her back.
Saera watched in helpless horror as her food launched into the air, heading directly into the path of a Junior Agent. No!
Before she could blink, the food froze in midair. The Junior Agent had his hand up. He flicked his wrist and the meal returned to her plate, though the items were mixed.
“I’m so sorry!” Saera exclaimed.
“Eyes up,” the Junior Agent said and continued on.
Caryn flashed Saera a dirty look and took her seat.
Face burning, Saera looked toward the cafeteria door and saw that Wil had turned to see what the commotion was about, watching her. Their eyes locked for a moment, but he tore his gaze away and exited.
Saera felt breathless. My luck, of all the people to witness that… She sighed and sat down next to Caryn. “I’m really sorry,” she reiterated.
“You’re becoming a danger to yourself and others,” Caryn quipped.
“Quite graceful,” Leila added.
“All right, all right,” Saera said as she stabbed her fork into her food.
“Well, look at it this way,” Leila continued, “she just improved the chances for the rest of us to attract a guy.”
Saera sighed loudly. “Not that I was trying to.”
“We saw you looking over at him, too” Elise chimed in. “No need to be bashful.”
“I—” Saera started to protest, but resumed eating instead, her face still warm.
“At least you have good taste,” Leila said. “Have anyone back home on Earth?”
Not that I’ll talk about with any of you. “No.”
“Please tell me you’ve at least been kissed!” Leila exclaimed.
“None of this is relevant,” Saera stated keeping her eyes cast down.
Leila finally started eating her own meal. “I’d pegged you for a prude.”
“You know nothing about me,” Saera retorted.
Caryn and Leila looked at each other, surprised. “She has some fight in her,” Caryn commented.
“Now if only we could direct that same passion to freefall maneuvering…” Leila said in her signature tone that straddled insult and friendship.
“That’s enough!” Elise interjected. “We’re supposed to get along.”
“Calm down. It’s all in good fun,” Leila countered.
“Easy for you to say,” Saera shot back.
Leila scoffed. “Don’t be so sensitive.”
I don’t need to take this from them. Saera stood up. “I’m going to bed.”
“Sorry, we were just joking around,” Caryn said. “Stay.”
Reluctantly, Saera sat back down. I need to let the past go.
“Fine, change of subject,” Leila said, her face brightening. “Now what about that new TA in our astrobiology class?”
*                 *       *
Wil felt a twang of sympathy as he ducked out of the cafeteria. Was I the one distracting her?
He couldn’t refute that there was something between them. His father was right about that. But, that was all the more reason he needed to stay as far away from Saera as possible.
Caeron was waiting right outside the door. “I heard shouting. Everything okay?” he asked, following Wil down the hall.
“Just a minor collision leaving the buffet line. Nothing to worry about.”
Caeron looked at the pre-packaged meal in Wil’s hands. “You’ve been eating alone an awful lot recently.”
Wil sighed. “Did my mother talk to you?”
“No, why?”
Wil shook his head. “Nothing. I’m just busy. I need to finalize these design specs. We’re coming up on the end of the competition.”
“I thought the competition didn’t matter?”
“It doesn’t, really,” Wil said. “But having a firm deadline makes me work harder.”
“Sometimes too hard…” Caeron said quietly.
“So my parents have talked with you!”
Caeron looked torn. “They may have approached me.”
Wil groaned. “Why can’t everyone just leave me alone?”
“We care about you.”
Wil shot him an exasperated look. “You barely know me. A year of following me around doesn’t count.”
“I care for Tararia’s well-being. I might not know you as a close friend, but I know what you mean to the world I love.”
He doesn’t know the half of it. “I’m perfectly fine. Tell my parents to back off.”
“I can’t exactly speak to them that way. A Lord and Lady—”
Wil groaned. “Not literally, Caeron.” He took a deep breath.
“I’ll leave you be.” Caeron dropped back five paces.
I can’t let anyone get too close. I need to be able to do what I have to in the war. Wil hurried the rest of the way back to his quarters. He was getting close to a breakthrough for the jump drive interface, he could feel it.
His dinner resting on his lap, Wil brought up the simulation files for the new jump drive interface. He stared at the model as it slowly rotated in front of him.
Looking at it with fresh eyes, he realized that half of the previous night’s work was wrong. “Ugh!” He deleted the code with a swipe of his hand.
Maybe I am working too hard. I shouldn’t be making mistakes like that. He felt drained.
Wil took a deep breath, letting the frustration dissipate. As he let his mind wander, he found himself thinking about Saera and the inexplicable connection between them. A spark just waiting to be unleashed.
“That’s it!” he murmured to himself. He swung the model around with his hand. The neural interface can send a flash to the pilot when the jump parameters are met. There was no need for jet pilots to use a graphic interface—they could just feel their way through it. He grinned. Now I just have to make it work.
*                 *       *
“Thank you for seeing me on such short notice,” Banks said to Agent Volar, one of the navigation instructors. He sat down at his desk and gestured to the guest chair.
Volar took a seat. “Of course, sir. What can I do for you?” The Agent had put in his time with the Bakzen war and was one of the rare few who had been able to return to the primary Headquarters. Understanding the rift and the underlying structure from a mathematical standpoint was an asset when it came to educating the next generation, even if most of the principles were presented as theory rather than actuality.
“I’d like you to identify some students to train for plotting using the independent jump drive,” Banks requested.
“Isn’t Wil already training a group?”
“Yes, but it’s only fifteen. And you’re one of the only people here who knows that’s what they’re working on.”
Volar raised an eyebrow. “Are they picking it up?”
“Slowly. But fifteen Navigators isn’t nearly enough. I’d like you to see if there’s anyone in your Trainee class that might be able to take it on. Before the working design is announced in the design presentations.”
Volar looked pensive. “There might be a handful. What should I tell them?”
“We’ll just start out with some side assignments, see who shows aptitude. I’ll have Wil look over their work.”
Volar nodded. “Yes, sir. Anything else?”
“No, that’s all,” Banks replied. “Please do continue to keep this discrete.”
“Of course, sir. I’ll pass on the assignments.”



CHAPTER 7
Wil rushed into the classroom. “Sorry I’m late.” 
The Initiates were swiveled around in their seats talking to each other.
“Is there any kind of policy where we get to go if the instructor doesn’t show up?” Bianca asked as she turned around.
Over the last month, she had proved herself to be one of the more forward students, never afraid to speak her mind.
“No, you’re expected to use it as study time,” Wil replied. “And I’m late because I wound up working all night and didn’t realize it was morning. I think I finally got it.”
“The nav system interface?” Greg asked.
“Yeah. What we went over in the last class clicked. I wanted to get it down while it all still made sense.” Wil glanced at the deactivated holoprojector. “You want to see it?”
The students leaned forward expectantly in their seats. “Yes!”
He smiled. It was gratifying to see them genuinely invested and interested. 
Rather than a lecture format like most of the TSS navigation classes, Wil’s course had turned into more of a group brainstorming think tank. He found it surprisingly rewarding to share each new development with the students. They didn’t understand the deeper layers of the math—no one else did—but their questions forced him to assess problems from alternate angles. As a result, he’d been able to break through issues that had been plaguing him for months.
“Check this out,” Wil said, bringing up his latest model.
The simulated navigation interface hovered at the front of the class. Wil started a mock programming demonstration, showing how the system would work.
The students grinned. 
“You got it,” Caitlyn said.
“Are you going to present it at the Junior Agent competition next week?” Jordan asked.
“It seems unfair,” Wil replied.
“You have to!” Greg encouraged. “Even as first year Trainees we heard about the Junior Agent design competition. After all the work you’ve put in, you need to just walk in and own it.”
“It’s a little more complicated than that when it comes to TSS politics,” Wil said.
“Come on!” Bianca encouraged. “We’ll back you up.”
They would, too. But their support would only take him so far. They were comrades, but there was a limit to their place in his life. Students—colleagues, even. But not true friends. Unexpectedly, he felt a sudden pang of emptiness in his heart. It was easy to keep himself distant and alone, but he wasn’t happy. He realized the only time he’d felt fulfilled in recent memory was in the two brief moments he shared with Saera. No, I’m on my own.
Wil swallowed and surveyed his class. They all looked so excited for him. Admired him. He couldn’t let them down. “All right, I’m in. Now let’s work out the final kinks in the design.”
*       *       *
Cris eyed Banks. His motives were questionable. “Special assignments in advanced navigation, huh?”
“It seemed like the best way to proceed,” the High Commander confirmed.
“Why not wait until after Wil presents the independent jump drive in the Junior Agent’s competition next week?”
Banks shook his head. “We need to get ahead of it—maintain control over who learns the technology first. Some very well intentioned people with very low aptitude will likely volunteer if we wait. No need to hurt any feelings by turning them down.”
“Saying we pre-selected a group won’t avoid hurt feelings.” 
“But people do understand protocol. We’ll keep the upper hand.”
“I think you’re overlooking the interpersonal dynamics,” Cris insisted. “The other Junior Agents take the annual competition as lighthearted fun. As it is, Wil walking in with an actual solution is going to rub a lot of people the wrong way. Once we add on a group of pre-selected Navigators—”
“They’ll just have to get over it.” Banks steepled his fingers. 
Cris sighed. “I suppose they always do.”
“Just like Wil always finds a way to adapt. He’s really stepped up. After that initial fuss about the advantaged navigation class, he turned it around into quite a high-functioning group.”
“Yes, it worked out.” I suppose he was right to push Wil. This time.

“I’m curious what he’d do with a dedicated group to train.”
“That’s way too much to take on right now,” Cris said, firm.
“Not now, but in a few years…”
Cris crossed his arms. “Let’s take it one step at a time.”
“All right,” Banks yielded. “I’ll let Wil take the lead for now.”
Cris sat in thought for a minute. “Everyone’s going to want that jump drive once the announcement is made.”
“We’ll need to engage in patent proceedings. It’ll all be in Wil’s name.”
Cris scrutinized the High Commander. “I’m glad you’re upholding the agreement, even such a monumental discovery.”
“After everything I put you through, it’s the least I can do. I’ll deal with the higher ups.”
“Make sure you do. The Priesthood already controls enough.”
*       *       *
Saera’s brain felt like mush. The navigation theory class had taken things to a whole new level of confusion and tediousness. The last several sessions were a series of nonsensical exercises, and everyone seemed completely lost. Even Caryn, who was normally jumping out of her seat with enthusiasm to answer Agent Volar’s questions, was sullen.
Agent Volar dismissed the class.
Finally, the torture ends. Saera grabbed her handheld from the docking pad on her desk and stood.
“Saera, will you stay behind for a few minutes?” her instructor asked as she headed for the door.
What now? Saera tensed. “Of course, sir.” 
Caryn gave her a quizzical look as she passed by toward the door.
Saera swallowed hard and walked to the front of the class. The last thing she needed was to be singled out in front of her peers. That never ended well.
Volar perched on one of the desks at the front of the class. “So,” he began after the other students had departed, “how have the last few classes been for you?”
“Honestly? I feel pretty out of my element,” Saera replied.
The Agent crossed his arms. “Your work says otherwise.”
Saera hesitated. “It does?”
“You’re the only one to figure out how to solve those bonus questions at the end of the last two classes,” Volar said, eyeing her.
Saera flushed slightly. “I was just guessing…”
“A good portion of navigation is intuition, which isn’t all that different from guessing. You have a natural knack for it.”
I’d really rather follow the Command track. “That’s nice to hear.”
The Agent examined her. “I sense some reservation.”
“It’s just that I’m not entirely sure I want to be a Navigator,” Saera admitted.
“Well, you still have plenty of time before you a pick a specialization. The Navigation track would be lucky to have you.”
“Thank you, sir. I’ll think about it.”
“For now,” Volar said, “I’d like for you to work on something outside of class. Think of it as a special assignment.”
“What for?”
“It’s a chance to be at the forefront of some exciting new work.” Agent Volar grabbed the tablet at the front of the class used for controlling the holoprojector and speaking notes. He made some entries. “You won’t be graded on the answers, but take it seriously.”
More homework. Great. “Yes, sir.”
“See you in two days,” Volar said with a smile.
“See you then, sir.” Saera headed for the hall.
Caryn was waiting outside the door. “What was that all about?”
“I have some sort of extra homework assignment.”
“Falling behind already? Too bad,” Caryn said and sauntered away.
It wasn’t worth it to correct her.



CHAPTER 8
I should have known better. Wil darted around another corner, staying just out of sight of the other Junior Agents. I should never have followed through with the presentation. What did I think they’d do—thank me?
Wil couldn’t blame them for being upset. They’d been working feverishly for the last five months on theoretical models for an inter-dimensional jump drive, and everyone was worn down. And, despite their efforts, Wil’s work outside of class had rendered it all moot. It’s not my fault that mine is the only model that works. But the model didn’t just work: it was a definitive answer to the issue of relying on fixed gates for inter-dimensional jumps. Before the announcement, most people hadn’t even thought it was possible.
The other Junior Agents would be even more upset if they realized the implications of Wil completing the design in his free-time within his personal files—only because night was the only time he could work without interruption. He owned all the intellectual property and would license his work to the TSS; a benefit from the arrangement proposed by High Commander Taelis a year before. It would make him even more absurdly wealthy than he already was as a Sietinen heir, but the money didn’t matter. Nor did the prestige of finally cracking the formula that had stumped the brightest minds for generations. Taran victory over the Bakzen was Wil’s sole motivation. His fleet needed to travel freely, precisely, between the dimensional planes if they were to be victorious. 
Wil could hear the voices behind him. Their intentions were innocent—they were simply desperate to understand how he’d come to a conclusion that was impossible for anyone else to see. But he didn’t have an answer for them. What could I possibly say? “I just know things. It comes to me without trying.” And because he didn’t have an answer, Wil would rather avoid the conversation. It would be a waste of time trying to explain, and everyone would just end up more upset than they started.
The hallway up ahead was lined with doors. A study room—that will work. Wil jogged along the hall until he came to a door with a green indicator light, signaling that it was empty. He rapidly entered in a reservation for two hours and ducked inside, locking the door behind him.
Wil breathed a sigh of relief. He closed his eyes and leaned against the wall.
“Um, hi,” said a female voice. The voice roused a suppressed memory in an instant.
Shite. 
Wil’s eyes shot open. Before him was Saera Alexander—the very girl he’d met only for a moment, but who had made a lasting impression he couldn’t explain. She was the one person he was even less prepared to talk to than his classmates. That just figures. 
“I’m sorry,” Wil responded through a forced smile. “I thought this room was empty.”
Saera made a little tisk of self-disciplining that Wil couldn’t help but find adorable. “No, it’s not you. I have a horrible habit of forgetting to set the room to ‘busy.’ If you have a reservation, I’m happy to find somewhere else.”
Of all the places I could have chosen… “Not at all, I’m sorry to have disturbed you. But,” he glanced at the door, knowing the Junior Agents must be right outside, “would you mind if I stayed for a few minutes?”
Saera gave him a quizzical look. “Hiding from someone?”
“Something like that.” So much for hiding from you.
“Sure.”
Stars! How to pass the time? He looked to the open chairs around the study table. Then he noticed calculations on the desk’s touch surface. “What are you working on?” Sit down. You’re being awkward. He took a seat across from Saera.
“My instructor gave me a torturous assignment for long-range subspace navigational plotting.” Saera sighed. “I feel like I’m missing something. I know the Taran math is a little different than what I grew up with on Earth, but there’s something else that’s not fitting.”
She’s from Earth? I never would have guessed. Her delicate features, auburn hair and jade eyes would stand out in any crowd, even among Taran nobles. “They’re already having you work on long-range navigation?” And brains to match. 
“It’s more like ‘attempting’ at the moment.” Saera glared with distaste at the calculations on the surface in front of her.
Wil examined the equations and coordinates on the desktop. Her work was exceptional, if somewhat incorrect—especially for an assignment that most wouldn’t tackle until they were a Junior Agent in one of the advanced navigation courses. She doesn’t even realize how brilliant she is. “Would you like some help? I may as well make myself useful rather than be a distraction.”
Saera looked surprised for a moment, then her face relaxed into a smile. “That would be great.”
“What seems to be the hang-up?” Wil asked, despite already knowing the errors. Let’s see how she thinks.
Saera grabbed the equations on the desktop with her hand and swiveled them around ninety-degrees, giving Wil a better vantage. “This part here,” she pointed to a particularly convoluted part of the math, “seems to be referencing a fixed spatial position. However, a ship is moving through subspace.”
Wil smiled. Most need to have that pointed out. “Exactly.”
Saera looked confused. “Pardon?”
“The ship is moving, but the physics in subspace don’t behave in the same way as in normal space. From a mathematical standpoint, the ship remains in a fixed location and subspace moves around the ship.”
Saera didn’t seem convinced.
“Think of it, instead, as the ship attracting the navigation beacons to it. Really, it’s only the last beacon that matters, because that gives you the exit point into normal space. The path within subspace is irrelevant, aside from being limited by signal range. You just need to maintain a lock on three beacons at any given time.”
“Why three?”
“To maintain relative directionality. A beacon gives you a specific point in subspace, with a corresponding location on a standard dimensional plane. However, when up, down, forward and back are all arbitrary based on your point of origin, you need three beacons to give you a path. The only exception is the final exit beacon, in which case you’d just have two locks. Otherwise, you’ll always have one behind, and two in front.”
Saera studied the equation again. “That still doesn’t explain the math. Why the ship appears to be stationary.”
“It’s because of the flow of subspace. The ‘speed’ of the ship while in subspace is a constant, but the natural movement of subspace is somewhat variable.”
“So… it’s like a boat going upriver. If the speed of the boat matches the downward water flow, it looks stationary, but the actual water it’s encountering at any given moment is different.”
Wil grinned. “Precisely.”
“And if buoys were floating downriver, they’d pass the boat by, even though an observer on the bank would see the boat as staying still.”
“You’ve got it.”
“Huh.” Saera looked over her work. “Well that changes things.” She made some quick adjustments to her math, correcting the errors Wil had identified.
“Close, but you’re missing one thing.”
Saera looked again. “Oh, of course! The entry.” She made the final corrections.
“Perfect.”
Saera sighed. “Why doesn’t the literature on this topic just use that analogy in the first place?”
“The flow of a river is a little far-removed to someone who’s lived their entire life in space.”
Saera smirked. “You have a point there.”
“But, you’re right. There are plenty of people who either grew up on a planet, or at least have spent time on one. I’ll suggest it for the next revision.”
Saera laughed at what she took to be a joke. When Wil didn’t join her, she faded out. “You’re serious.”
“I… consult on some of the TSS curriculum,” Wil said.
Saera examined him. “You do a lot more than that, if any of the rumors are true.”
“What rumors?”
Wil could see Saera trying to settle on a diplomatic answer. “That you’re a very important individual,” she answered at last.
The rumors can’t possibly touch on most of it. But the fact that she’s talking this casually to me means that she hasn’t been swept up in it like the rest. This is the easiest exchange I’ve had with someone close to my age… ever. “I am… unique.”
Saera tilted her head. “You understand all of this math much better than most, don’t you?”
“That’s a fair statement.”
“Why take this time to explain it to me?” she asked.
“You were rather kind to let me intrude on your study time. It was the least I could do.”
Saera smiled. “Well, thank you. It was very helpful.”
She didn’t need much help. She would have figured it out on her own with some more time. “How are you doing in your other subjects, if you don’t mind my asking?” What are you doing?!
Fleeting surprise passed over Saera’s face. “Pretty well. Aside from navigation, I’m in a bunch of remedial classes this term about Taran politics and the like. The only course that’s given me much trouble so far is freefall training.”
“That does take some getting used to.” There’s so much I could teach her. “Would you be interested in some outside study?” Why are you asking that?!
“What are you suggesting?”
“I could tutor you. Freefall, and advanced navigation. More than you’d learn in any class.” Now you’ve done it…
Saera’s mouth dropped open a little, but she quickly regained her composure. “Is that even allowed?”
“It’s rare, but there’s nothing to forbid it.” As long as it stays professional… 
“I—” Saera looked into Wil’s eyes. There was understanding, compassion in her gaze. She needed a friend just as much as Wil did. “I’d love to.” 
There’s no staying away from her now. But I can’t believe I ever wanted to. “Great. I’ll find a time for us to get started next week. I’ll send you a message later today.”
“Awesome, thanks.”
Wil eyed the door to the hallway. “It’s probably safe for me to go now.” Though now I don’t want to leave.
“Right, of course.” Saera shifted in her chair. “Thank you again for your help.”
“Anytime. See you again soon.” He bobbed his head in farewell and left the room before he could make up an excuse to stay longer. I’m in trouble.
*       *       *
Saera was still reeling from her unexpected encounter with Wil Sights. He’s going to tutor me… It was surreal. After their initial meeting in the orientation room, she’d built him up as someone who was unattainable, and she had found a strange comfort in that. Now she felt conflicted. Why did I ever agree to get close to him? He’ll just reject me in the end. Yet, it felt so effortless while they were together. She couldn’t bear the thought of not seeing him again. 
She made her way to her quarters and collapsed on her bunk. I can’t tell anyone about this. Wil had said nothing about keeping their arrangement secret, but something in her gut told her it was implied. She still knew very little of the TSS, but it was clear Wil had stepped outside of normal protocol for her. Why me? She thought back to their first meeting, what had passed between them. Did he feel it, too?
Nadeen came into the room and sat down on her upper bunk across the room from Saera. “Hey. Where were you this afternoon?”
Saera sat up and detached her tablet from the wall. “Studying.”
“I heard you had some sort of special assignment.”
Saera nodded while signing into her tablet.
“You’re the only one.”
Saera looked up at Nadeen. She wasn’t sure what to make of Nadeen’s expression—if it was awe or animosity. “I’m just doing what I’m told. Just like everyone else.”
Nadeen’s mouth twitched and she grabbed her own tablet from the wall, turning her back to Saera.
Saera sighed inwardly and returned her attention to her tablet. She opened her inbox and scanned through the unread message. Her heart skipped a beat—a message from Wil, with details for the training. Maybe I’m not so alone after all.
*       *       *
“The independent jump drive is officially announced within the TSS,” Banks informed the Priest.
“If only they knew the true reason for the invention,” the Priest mused.
They’d all be running far away from here. “The details about the war will remain confidential, as always.”
“As for the new jump drive, see to it that we receive favorable licensing terms.”
“This was never about the financials or intellectual property.”
“Of course not, but we need to make sure we are well positioned for after the war,” the Priest stated.
“I can urge Wil to make some concessions, given his close ties with the TSS, but any contract will be directly with the Priesthood. You’ll need to negotiate your own terms.”
“Then he must come here.”
“He’s too busy for a trip right now,” Banks countered.
“Two days won’t make a difference. We look forward to meeting him.”
The image of the Priest changed to the TSS logo on a black background.
Banks groaned. He couldn’t go against the Priesthood’s instructions without risking his own well-being, but he didn’t like the idea of Wil being at their mercy, either. All he could do was trust in the Priesthood’s need for Wil. He’ll be safe there. He’s who they wanted. But for anyone else, good favor was on borrowed time.



CHAPTER 9
Clinging to the handhold, Saera felt completely lost in the weightlessness. The black walls of the room and pinprick lights provided no sense of orientation. 
Wil floated out from the wall, appearing comfortable and relaxed. His eyes glowed blue-green in the dim room.
“You make it look so easy,” Saera said.
“You’re just overthinking it.” Wil drew himself to the wall telekinetically.
“Well, there’s no way I can do that.”
Wil grinned. “Not yet.” 
“Ha.” Saera clung more firmly to the handhold. This was a terrible idea.
“You’re never going to improve that way. Here,” Wil held out his hand, “come on.”
Is he serious? Saera tentatively reached out to take his hand. A spark surged through her as they touched for the first time, as if she had been shocked by an electrical current. It spread throughout her body, warming her from within. She looked into his eyes, mesmerized, and felt complete trust. I never thought I could trust a guy again.
Wil gently pulled her from the wall toward the middle of the room. Larger than the chamber where she trained with her class, the spatial awareness chamber was an icosahedron. The twenty facets of the wall were almost invisible from the center, blending together in the darkness. 
“It looks like a starscape,” Saera observed.
“That’s the point.”
“Why? What’s this all about, anyway?”
“You mean, doing somersaults with your eyes closed doesn’t thrill you?” Wil smiled.
Saera groaned, trying to settle the queasiness in her stomach. “Very funny. But really, where is all of this ‘spatial awareness training’ heading? I don’t see the point.”
Wil’s grin faded, but the playful glint didn’t leave his eyes. “It’s all about piloting, in a word. You first must gain awareness of your own body, then simple objects that extend your body, then a craft. Good piloting is all about being one with the craft, knowing exactly what size of an opening it can fit through. Freefall training is the best simulation to flying, to build awareness of surroundings in three dimensions.”
“And what if I have no interest in being a pilot?”
“Even commanders and navigators use those same skills. Regardless of what track you follow, you still need to learn how to sense your surroundings, know your place in the environment,” Wil explained.
“Okay, so what do I do?”
“First, we need to get you comfortable just floating here.”
Saera realized she was clinging to Wil and that he had been patiently letting her nails dig into his palm. “Sorry,” she muttered.
 “You’re doing fine. I can teach you. Of course, there are certain things that require telekinetic abilities that you don’t yet possess, but you’ll get there in time.”
Saera nodded. “Okay, let’s try.”
Wil ran Saera through a series of exercises for the rest of the session. She still flailed around awkwardly for most of it, but by the end she was able to complete some basic maneuvers without making a complete fool of herself. 
“I guess this isn’t that bad,” Saera commented after an hour of practice.
“See? You just have to get over the initial learning curve.” Wil telekinetically drew them to the wall.
“I think I still have quite a ways to go before I crest that curve.”
Wil smiled. “It will all come in time.” He opened the door to the gravity lock and they climbed in. 
“I really appreciate you taking the time to work with me like this.”
“It’s good experience for me, too,” Wil said as the gravity started to return to normal.
Saera gave him a coy sidelong glance. “I doubt that.”
Wil smiled. “In any case, I’m happy to do it. It’s a nice break from everything else.”
“I’m glad I could offer you an entertaining diversion.”
“Oh, definitely. I might steal some of your signature moves. Like that one where you sort of flap your arms while spinning sideways…”
Saera faked her best death-glare. “If you say anything—”
“Hey! I’m only joking. It was pretty adorable, actually.”
Their eyes met, but Saera hastily looked away.
The main door to the hall opened. 
Wil cleared his throat. “So, want to go over some advanced navigation theory next session?” he asked as they exited the gravity lock.
I guess I didn’t scare him off. “Sounds great.”
“Good. I’ll see you in three days.”
Saera felt giddy on the walk back to her quarters. It seemed like Wil had actually enjoyed their time together, which caught her completely by surprise. But, she knew she had to be careful. It was never a good idea to get too attached to someone.
She found the other Primus girls on their bunks when she entered. They looked up with surprise.
“Where have you been?” Leila asked.
“Does it matter?” Saera asked as she slipped onto her own bunk.
Caryn peered over the edge of her bunk. “That might be sex hair.”
Leila tilted her head. “Did you find a nice guy to fok?”
Saera glared at Leila. “Is that all any of you ever think about?”
Caryn settled back on her top bunk. “No way she got laid. Wound way too tight.”
Leila scoffed. “No need to get all defensive.”
“I’m not being defensive. I just don’t feel the need to report my every move to you.”
“Then stop giving us reason to think you have something to hide,” Caryn said as she grabbed her tablet from the wall.
“You’re not my commanding officer or my mom,” Saera retorted. “My whereabouts aren’t your concern.”
“Well with that kind of attitude, maybe it should be. For the good of the group,” Leila shot back.
“Ladies, hey!” Elise cut in. “Leave Saera alone. She’s right—we all deserve some privacy.”
“Suit yourself. Just don’t come crying to me when he breaks your heart.” Leila turned her attention to her tablet.
Saera lay back on her bunk and tried to ignore Caryn’s giggles above her. After a minute, she got a message on her tablet from Elise: “Ignore them. They’re just jealous. I hope he’s cute.”
Saera smiled to herself and wrote back: “He is.”
*       *       *
“I learned something interesting today,” Cris said to Kate as he entered their quarters.
“What’s that?” she asked, coming to greet him.
“Wil has taken to mentoring a Trainee.”
Kate tilted her head with interest. “Really? After all that fuss about the navigation class.”
“Well, the thing I find most interesting about it is who she is.”
“She?”
Cris nodded. “The very one I mentioned to you earlier.”
“Well that is quite interesting. Do we approve of her?” Kate asked.
“Well, I do. I think you’d like her, too.”
“I should probably meet her…”
Cris gave her a wary glance. “Wil would have none of that.”
“True.”
“However, Marsie is her primary instructor,” Cris said. “I’m sure you could get some inside intel on her.”
“Does Marsie know about them?” Kate asked.
“I just looked at her reports, and it seems like she does. She at least says that Saera is now engaged with a mentor outside of normal training hours.”
Kate squinted. “Think Wil told her?”
“Maybe.”
“I’m surprised she wouldn’t have said anything.”
Cris shrugged. “The first training session was yesterday. Maybe she was waiting to see if it worked out.”
“Perhaps.”
“In any case, I’m glad Wil is finally getting some social time. He’s been cooped up in his room working on the jump drive for way too long.”
Kate nodded emphatically. “Definitely.”
“I guess we’ll see what happens.”



CHAPTER 10
“That’s much better,” Wil complimented Saera as she completed her somersault.
I think I’m finally getting it. Saera grinned back from across the spatial awareness chamber. “Pretty soon I’ll be flying across the room!”
Wil smiled. “Well, let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”
They had been meeting twice a week for a month, with one session dedicated to freefall training and the other to advanced navigation. Saera had stopped trying to make up excuses to tell her roommates about how she spent the training evenings. The benefits of the training time were clear and there was no sense hiding it. 
They had come to the end of the lesson and Wil was putting away some electronic spheres he had deployed throughout the room.
Saera watched Wil make the simple inputs on the control panel to the storage locker. All the touch-panels and biometric scanners were starting to seem commonplace, but it was still so unsophisticated compared to what it could be. The same incongruity she noticed when she first arrived at Headquarters still tickled the back of her mind.
“I’ve been wondering about something...” she began.
“What?” Wil asked her.
“It’s going to sound silly.”
He smiled. “I’m used to those questions by now.” He opened the door to the gravity lock.
Saera shot him a playful glare and sighed, climbing into the lock after him. “So, Taran civilization is tens of thousands of years old, right?”
“More like millions.”
“All right, even better. So why isn’t this millions of years old civilization more advanced?”
“It’s pretty advanced,” Wil countered as the gravity lock activated, pulling them toward the floor.
“No, I know. I mean...” Saera searched for the words. “Like, there’s the gravity manipulation and subspace travel, and all sorts of other things I’d expect. But, you’re still entering things by hand on touch-panels and using what’s essentially a smartphone. I guess I just expected it to be a more distinct contrast compared to the state of things on Earth.”
“Like a bunch of cyborgs that have evolved beyond the need for the spoken word?”
Saera blushed. “When you put it that way, it sounds ridiculous.”
“No, it’s a valid question. I see where you’re coming from.” Wil thought for a moment. “I think what it comes down to is that you’re thinking of it from a scientific perspective, but really it’s a question of sociology.”
“Go on.”
“What you have to understand is the Taran society of today isn’t the result of following a linear path. That kind of technological integration was vogue at some point in the past—probably multiple times—but it’s swung back to where things are now.”
“Why go backwards?” Saera asked. 
The gravity had equalized, but Wil leaned against the wall, lost in thought. “I wouldn’t consider it backwards. Now this is just my opinion, but I think there’s an ideal balance between person and technology. Those that elect to become one with machine—such ‘tech heads’ are certainly around—take it beyond what I would consider that balance point. When it comes down to it, preference eventually takes over above scientific capability.”
“So you’re staying it’s a societal choice to not have more advanced technological integration?”
Wil shrugged. “In a sense. But nothing is constant—it’s still our nature to want things to change and evolve. Take our handhelds for example. There have been devices of all shapes and sizes over the years, but it keeps coming back to this form factor; it’s large enough that it doesn’t get misplaced, but compact enough that it’s easy to carry around. The features cover everything that you need without added clutter. Yet, there are little aesthetic changes every year. People want new—not because it’s actually better, but because it makes them feel like they’re at the forefront of the trend-setting curve.”
Saera pursed her lips. “Hmm.”
“What we have now in the core Taran society is a recognition of the individual within the connected community,” Wil continued. “The technology enhances the individual experience while facilitating communication and integration with the larger social framework. I’d consider it close to the ideal balance, but I know it won’t stay that way. Nor should it. Stagnation is bad for everyone. But, swinging too far to the extremes can be disastrous.”
“What happens when it swings too far?”
Wil sighed. “Complete collapse. It’s happened innumerable times, though no one wants to talk about it. Some of the colonized worlds were established two million years ago. Yet, due to subsequent collapses, launching an expansive colonization campaign would have been unthinkable just five thousand years ago, due to the state of Taran culture at the time. Just because technology exists, that doesn’t mean society is in a position to use it. We’ve had advanced technology in one form or another ever since Tarans first set out from Tararia—assuming that’s even where our species originated. But, with each collapse, certain things are lost, and certain lessons are learned that set the new standard for future generations. The species changes and evolves, searching for that new ideal balance of individual and society with technology and our larger universe. It’s all cyclical—expanding and collapsing. Greed and ambition bringing down the powerful.”
I can’t even imagine that kind of restructuring on a galactic scale. “That all sounds pretty chaotic.”
“Look at your own history on Earth. Is it really any different?”
Saera shook her head. “No, of course not. Many empires have come and gone over the last 12,000 years.”
“It’s no different in the rest of the worlds. We’re still the same species at our core. It’s in our genetic programming to always seek what’s new and better. But each time we go too far, we’ll revert to the tried and true.”
“How many scientific advances are sitting in a vault somewhere because they aren’t supported by the modern society?” Saera pondered.
Wil looked indifferent. “It’s hard to know. A lot was lost in the last collapse.”
“When was that?”
“A thousand years ago, in the last Taran Revolution,” Wil replied.
“Oh, I heard that mentioned before!”
Wil nodded. “That’s when the Priesthood came into power, and the High Dynasties reorganized. Politics aligned with the corporate objectives, merging infrastructure needs with the quest for profit. It’s a stable system, but it’s not necessarily best for the people.”
“What were things like before that?” Saera asked.
Wil smiled. “You’d think I could answer that. It was just a thousand years ago, right? Well, the collapse around the last Taran Revolution resulted in a massive loss of historical records. Almost everything on Tararia was purged, so most of what we know is disjointed accounts assembled from remote colony words.”
Saera’s brow furrowed. “How could so much be lost? There must be data backups.”
“Of course. But someone wanted it lost.”
A cover-up? “What do you think it was about?”
“Something swung too far and everyone paid the price,” Wil conjectured.
“How do you even go about rebuilding millions of years of history?”
Wil shrugged. “However you want to. With a collapse like that, you can build whatever future you want.”
“So that’s what the Priesthood and High Dynasties are doing?”
Wil looked down. “Some questions it’s best not to ask.”
Saera examined him. “No theories?”
“Topics for another time, perhaps.” Wil opened the door to the hall and stepped out.
I guess that’s all I’m getting for today. “Well, this has been very enlightening.”
“Just a word of caution, I wouldn’t go around repeating what I said. I have a somewhat skewed perspective on the whole thing.”
“Because of the TSS?”
“Because of a lot of things.”
Saera nodded. “Okay. Well, thanks for giving me some insights outside of the official history texts in class.”
“Yeah, all of that is glossed over shite,” Wil stated, suddenly somber.
He definitely keeping something from me. Saera smiled, trying to lighten the mood again. “I’m always game for some good conspiracy theorizing if you want to corrupt me.”
Wil softened a bit, but was still rigid. “We’ll see.” He checked his handheld. “It’s late, I need to get back.”
“Right. Thanks again.”
“Sure. I’ll see you in a couple days.” He headed off down the hall toward the elevator.
Saera leaned against the corridor wall and let out a long breath. What’s the deal with the Priesthood? Wil clearly doesn’t like them. The whole society was still baffling to her. Having access to technology and choosing not to use it as part of everyday life—it was a completely different way of thinking. But, she had come to trust Wil, and especially his judgment on matters. If he was wary of what was unfolding in the outside Taran society, there was a good reason to be cautious.
*       *       *
Wil collapsed in his desk chair. Saera’s too inquisitive for her own good.

He was always reticent to share his own opinion about political matters, given his delicate position between the TSS and High Dynasties, but Saera was a friend—really, the only one he had. He wanted to be honest with her and share the feelings that constantly burned him, but it wasn’t fair to bring her into that dark, inner world. 
It was the same reason he’d tried to stay away from her initially. Yet, they had been brought together all the same. Is it worth fighting it? We could be happy together. For a while, anyway… before the war becomes my whole life.
Thoughts of the war and the secondary Headquarters—H2—within the rift crept into his mind. His stomach knotted. He couldn’t bring Saera into that, even as things were. The best thing he could do for her was keep his distance. As soon as she was confident with freefall and the advanced navigation math, that would have to be it. To drag things out any longer would be unfair to both of them.
He sighed and turned his attention to his desk, opening up the files for the independent jump drive interface yet again. All of the late-night work had paid off. All he had to do was put the final touches on the system architecture to put the new graphical interface into practice.
The final step would have been next to impossible without access to the classified SiNavTech information afforded by his status as an heir. In some ways, working on the independent jump drive undermined the family business. However, he wasn’t concerned about the Sietinen Dynasty or civilian applications for the jump drive. All that mattered was giving the TSS an edge in the war. If he couldn’t master simultaneous observation, at least he could deliver the improved jump drive navigation system they needed.
Code for the jump drive interface illuminated above the desktop. The three-dimensional rendering showed the interlocking web of variables to make the system function. He selected one of the two remaining modules that still needed finalization, and zoomed in on the blank code segments. 
Wil settled in for another long night of work. Only a couple more weeks and it would be complete. Then there would be the licensing negotiations, training others how to use it, overseeing deployment to the TSS fleet… He groaned. One step at a time.
*       *       *
Cris closed the holograph of the report projected from his handheld. It was like countless others he had presented to the High Commander in his time as Lead Agent. “Anything else?”
Banks steepled his fingers. “We’re getting close to prototype assembly for the independent jump drive.”
“That’s a polite way of saying we need to get the licensing terms established, isn’t it?”
Banks smiled. “You know me so well.”
But never as well as I think. “How will this even work? I guess Wil is essentially an independent contractor.”
“That’s a fair characterization, given the agreement he made with Taelis. And TSS technology holdings are handled by the Priesthood.”
Cris sighed. “Of course, that figures.”
“I know you’re wary of the Priesthood.”
“With good reason. They did try to kill me, after all.”
“Well, you’ve certainly demonstrated you’re worth more alive than dead.”
“How reassuring.” And I’m sure that opinion can change at a moment’s notice if I say the wrong thing.
“And without a doubt, Wil means a great deal to them. He’ll come to no harm.”
Cris groaned. “You’re not suggesting he go Tararia?”
“I don’t need to explain business custom to you,” Banks replied. “They must have a chance to woo on their own home turf.”
“Then the question is, do I go with him or not?”
Banks nodded. “I’ll leave that up to you.”
Wil might be safe, but I’m not sure I would be. “I won’t send him in there alone.”
“All right, then make your travel arrangements,” Banks instructed. “The sooner we can get going on production, the better.”



CHAPTER 11
Wil realized he had been staring into space when Saera cleared her throat. He straightened in his chair and looked back at the equation they had been working through on the study room’s desktop. “Right. So—”
Saera tilted her head. “You seem distracted.”
“Sorry.” Wil sighed and slumped back in his chair again.
“What is it?” Saera asked.
“I won’t be here for our next session.”
Saera looked almost hurt by the news. “Where will you be?”
Does she value our time together that much? “I need to go to Tararia. Preliminary licensing negotiations for the independent jump drive design.”
“That sounds… really tedious.”
Wil smiled. “Yeah, it’s going to be awful. Believe me, I’d rather be here with you.”
Saera flushed. “Well, business. I understand.”
I need to watch my wording. “Well, anyway, just keep working through these scenarios. You’re getting it.”
She nodded. “Thanks. Have a good trip.”
“I’ll try.”
*
Wil stared out the window of the shuttle at the island of the Priesthood. Few had ever stepped foot on the island. It was an honor to be invited, but Wil didn’t consider himself lucky. It’s just another way for them to use me. The independent jump drive is a tool of war for them, not something to benefit Taran society.
The rock cliff on the island’s western coast rose from the expansive ocean, forming a jagged gray wall two-hundred meters tall. Sea birds circled in the air as the shuttle swung around to the southern side of the island. The land sloped downward toward the sea, forming an open valley that looked out to the east. A sandy beach curved along the southern coast, and white stone one- and two-story structures were perched on stilts along the waterline, connected by ornate bridges.
The shuttle passed over the beachfront buildings and headed into the valley. Manicured gardens of tropical trees and flowers were terraced up either side of the broad ravine. Nestled at the crest of the valley at the center of the island, a white stone castle towered above the hills. Large windows with arched tops lined open breezeways connecting the different spires. Figures in light gray robes roamed along paved paths through the lush gardens.
Wil looked over to his father, who was staring out the window on the other side of the shuttle. “How many people are out here?” he asked.
“I have no clue,” Cris replied. “The Priesthood may be in charge, but there isn’t really a face to the organization. Maybe we’ll have a better idea after this meeting.”
Wil shook his head. “We’ll be meeting with legal reps. Whoever is really in charge here won’t be debating licensing terms.”
“Good point. They’re too busy controlling our fate.”
Wil noticed that the shuttle pilot shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “I hope we get a tour. It’s a beautiful island,” Wil said aloud. Then, telepathically, “We need to be careful what we say around here.”
“All about appearances, right.”
Wil swallowed. The Priesthood had made him. They had a plan for his life and what they wanted him to do. History had shown the Priesthood would do anything necessary to make sure their plans came to pass. He and his father needed to tread cautiously.
Cris took a deep breath and nodded. “Well, I’ll let you take the lead on the discussion since it’s your invention, but I’m happy to jump in if you want me to. I’ve been through enough of these types of negotiations to know how to get a good result.”
Wil smiled, forcing back his nerves about being face-to-face with the Priesthood. “That’s precisely why I was happy you agreed to come along.”
The shuttle landed on a paved square to the eastern side of the main castle. Wil and Cris unstrapped from their seats.
Cris reached inside his jacket as he stood, producing a pair of tinted glasses supplemental to those he was already wearing. “I’ve been meaning to give you these. It’s far overdue.”
Wil’s heart leaped. Receiving a pair of tinted glasses from a TSS officer was a rite of passage for a Junior Agent. My training is almost complete. Normally there would have been more ceremony for the occasion, but his father knew him better than that. It was perfect. 
Wil took the glasses from Cris’ outstretched hand. “Thank you.” He barely felt the lightweight frames as he put the glasses on. The tint of the lenses was such that his eyes were completely invisible from the outside, but his vision was unimpaired as though he wasn’t wearing anything. 
“Now you look the part,” Cris said, looking him over with approval.
Wil nodded. “Let’s go.”
They exited the shuttle through the door in the side wall. As they came down the shuttle ramp, three men in suits came forward from the garden path.
“Welcome back to Tararia,” the man in the middle greeted. “I’m Allen Verni, and I’ve been asked to represent the Priesthood regarding licensing the independent jump drive to the TSS.” His perfectly combed hair and tailored gray suit fit the part.
“Hello,” Cris replied. “Wil and I are eager to hear your offer.”
Allen inclined his head. “Very good. Let us proceed to a more private setting for our discussion.”
“Thank you.” Wil followed Allen toward the main castle.
The gardens were even more impressive up close. There was incredible variety to the types of plants, with similar species grouped together so at first it wasn’t obvious that each segment was a slightly different type. The beds flowed into each other seamlessly, showcasing the spectrum of natural beauty. 
The garden path led to an arched opening of carved white stone. Beyond, a breezeway ran to either side along the bottom floor of the castle, with openings branching off to other paths into the gardens and doors to inside the castle.
They entered the first door that led into the castle. Inside, the coved ceiling was three meters tall and adorned with ornate inlays of stars and flowers. Though clean and well maintained, there was an ancient aura to the space.
Wil looked around in wonder. The craftsmanship was breathtaking, but it all seemed empty—like it was just a shell. It made Wil uneasy.
The halls were unoccupied. They made their way to a grand staircase and took it up one level. At the top of the stairs, there were tall double doors into a conference room. The broad window on the back wall afforded a sweeping view of the fertile valley below.
“Please be seated,” Allen said, gesturing to two chairs on the side of the wooden table facing the window.
Wil and Cris sat down across from Allen and his companions.
“To business,” Allen stated. “Edwin Spaera, to my right, and Tim Bolaen are two of the liaisons between the TSS and the Priesthood on technology licensing matters. Their role will be to document the terms we agree upon during this discussion.”
“All right,” Cris said,” so what do you have to offer?”
“The Priesthood requests an exclusive license for the independent jump drive,” Allen replied. “We understand that an arrangement was in place between Wil and the TSS that any technology developed outside of standard operating hours would be retained by him as an individual. For that reason, we recognize that additional financial accommodations are necessary to justify an exclusive arrangement. The discussions here will only be for use by the TSS and all civilian applications will be disallowed until the expiration of the exclusive licensing term.”
“What kind of financial structure will go along with that?” Wil asked. “A fixed-fee term for the technology, or a per-system royalty?”
“Given the nature of the war and unknown future military needs,” Allen continued, “a fixed-fee license would be preferred.”
“For what duration?” Cris asked.
“A ten-year initial term,” Allen stated. “Unlimited number of systems based on the independent jump drive architecture you designed, exclusively for military use.”
“And what would be the fixed fee?” questioned Wil.
Allen folded his hands on the table. “750 billion credits.”
Wil looked to Cris, barely able to keep a straight face. “That’s insane. Why would they offer that much?”
“Because of the exclusivity,” Cris replied. “They’re trying to buy you off.”
“I don’t feel comfortable keeping this technology strictly for military use,” Wil replied. “Complete exclusivity for a ten-year term is off the table.”
Allen frowned. “That’s very important to us.”
“Well, it means a great deal to me, too,” Wil countered. “I began working on this technology out of necessity for the war, but I never intended for it to be held strictly for military use.” 
“It’s only ten years,” Allen said.
Wil gazed back coolly. “Hopefully the war will be over well before that term is up.”
Allen cocked his head. “So the length of the term is what’s unacceptable, rather than the idea of exclusivity in general.”
Wil sighed and glanced at his father. “I guess.”
Edwin and Tim took notes on their tablets.
“Then what length of term would be acceptable?” asked Allen.
“Two years,” Wil replied.
Allen chuckled. “That’s not very long at all.”
“That’s more than enough time for the TSS to complete the R&D process and get production underway,” Cris chimed in. “If you can’t agree to two years, then we may as well just stop talking now.”
Allen looked alarmed. “Let’s not jump to any hasty conclusions.”
“We’ve presented you with a mandatory term. Do you accept it?” Cris asked, gaze steady.
Wil watched Allen squirm ever so slightly in his seat. He hadn’t seen his father in action before, but it was the perfect introduction to his negotiating prowess.
After a five second pause of drumming his fingers on the tabletop, Allen bowed his head. “Yes, we can agree to a two-year exclusivity term. After two years, you will be free to pursue civilian licensing.”
“Agreed,” Wil said.
Edwin and Tim made additional notations on their tablets. Edwin nodded to Allen.
“Given the shorter term, we need to look at an alternate fixed fee,” Allen continued.
“Naturally,” Wil said. “What’s your offer?” I really couldn’t care less about the money. I just don’t want the Priesthood to have complete control.
“Well, proportionally, 150 billion would be fair,” Allen offered
Cris shook his head. “There’s more value than that for the exclusivity, especially without any per-unit royalty. 200 billion.”
Wil took a slow breath. The dollar figures were only a fraction of his total assets related to SiNavTech as a Sietinen heir, but the number was still staggering—especially knowing it would all be his. He’d be able to buy an entire small planet if he wanted.
Allen consulted his tablet. He bit his lip and then nodded. “Fine. 200 billion credits for two years of exclusivity.”
Cris looked to Wil for his approval.
“Done,” Wil said.
Edwin and Tim made entries on their tablets.
“Now, to the details,” Allen said.
And the details were endless. For three hours, Wil actively engaged in discussion of minutia surrounding the licensing terms. By the fourth hour, he was slumped in his chair, bored and annoyed by covering the same ground over and over. Eventually, he sent out a telepathic plea to his father for a break, and Cris called a recess.
With reluctance, Allen allowed Wil and Cris to step into the hall.
“Thanks. I couldn’t hear ‘conditional modifier’ one more time without throwing him against the wall,” Wil commented as soon as they were away from the negotiation room.
Cris smirked. “This guy’s a real charmer for sure.”
“Aside from the unendurable tedium, I think it’s going pretty well.” 
Cris eyed the door with suspicion. “Well enough. They’re offering concessions now, but I think they’re gearing up to hit us hard in the second half.”
“Second half?” Wil groaned. “I was hoping we were almost done.”
Cris stretched his legs down the hall and Wil followed. “That’s how they get you… Lure you into a false sense of finality only to bombard you with a whole new wave of demands. At that point, they hope you’ll agree to anything just to make the torture end.”
Wil shook his head. “I don’t know how you deal with this all the time.”
“Just have to keep the goal in sight.”
They reached the end of the hall, which terminated in a set of double doors. To their left, the hall opened to a balcony overlooking an atrium. The glass ceiling three stories above was etched with vines and foliage, and planters on the ground level contained assortments of flowers in deep red hues. Centered on one of the walls between the planters, Wil spotted two panels that resembled elevator doors.
“Where do you think that goes?” Wil asked, stepping over to the railing.
His father looked down to inspect. “Probably the Priesthood’s secret lair,” Cris replied in a tone that was only half joking.
As they leaned against the railing of the atrium, the doors below started to part. With the opening came a sudden hum of electromagnetic energy, almost as if an Agent was nearby.
Wil looked to his father. “Do you feel—”
“This area is off-limits without an escort,” Allen said from behind.
Wil and Cris wheeled to face him.
“Doesn’t status as a High Dynasty heir grant access to anywhere?” Cris retorted.
“We still have much to discuss,” Allen replied, dodging the question. He headed back toward the negotiation room.
Wil glanced back over the balcony but the door had resealed. The energy buzz was gone.
“Something isn’t right here,” Cris said telepathically.
“Problems for another time. Come on.”
They plodded through another three hours of negotiations. Though several of the remaining items would require finalization after Wil had completed the jump drive designs, most of the contract terms were in place by the end of the discussion. Wil and Cris signed some preliminary paperwork to solidify the terms, and they were escorted back toward the shuttle parked in the gardens.
As they returned to the shuttle, some of the figures robed in light gray were returning from the gardens. Of the three groups Wil and Cris passed, all of the robed individuals were men varying in age from early-twenties to elderly.
“Have you noticed there aren’t any women here?” Wil asked his father telepathically after they passed the third group.
Cris frowned. “Yes, I was thinking the same thing. It’s strange.”
“I wonder why.”
Cris shook his head. “Very little about the Priesthood makes any sense.”
They passed another group in the gardens near the shuttle, also all men. Wil and Cris exchanged glances as they passed. The group of men paid them no more than a subtle glance.
When Wil and his father arrived at the shuttle, Wil relaxed into his chair with a deep sigh. “Thanks for your help today.”
Cris smiled. “Of course. Finally a negotiation I could really get my heart into.”
Wil chuckled. “I don’t know what I’m going to do with all of that money.”
“I’m sure you’ll think of something.”
*       *       *
Saera stared at the equation on the study room’s tabletop. It just wasn’t the same without Wil. Though it was scheduled to be a freefall training day, she didn’t have the clearance or the skill to practice in the spatial awareness training chambers alone. Working on advanced navigation was the next best thing.
She sighed, staring past the equation. Her heart wasn’t in it. I miss him. I actually miss him.
Wil had become a genuine friend to her. He was patient and kind, and he pushed her to learn and grow in ways she’d never imagined possible.
Saera wasn’t ready to admit that she wanted the relationship to be something more. Just having a real friend was enough. All the same, she wondered if Wil was thinking about her, too.
She hastily returned her attention to the equation in front of her. There was no sense thinking about what could never be. Wil was her friend and her commanding officer. That’s the way it had to stay.
After struggling to focus for another half-hour, Saera finally gave up and returned to her quarters.
When she arrived, all of her Primus and Sacon roommates were gathered in the common room around the main viewscreen examining a list of names and numbers. Everyone looked at her as she closed the door behind her.
“You made the Top 10,” Leila stated.
“Top 10 what?” Saera asked.
“Trainees, based on test scores and grades,” Elise clarified. “You’re Number 8.”
I didn’t even know they did that. “Nice.”
Leila scoffed in disgust and stomped into their bedroom with crossed arms.
“She was Number 16,” Nadeen said. “She’s just jealous.”
Based on the faces of the other girls in the room, Leila wasn’t the only one jealous of her. “I wasn’t trying to upstage anyone.”
“Don’t apologize,” Elise said. “Be proud of yourself.”
Though Saera hadn’t known about the leaderboard, the development was too great of an opportunity for her to not embrace. With that kind of ranking, maybe Primus Command was actually within her reach. If she could accomplish that, she could do anything—a challenge she readily accepted. This was my chance to start over and be my best.
She looked around the room. “I’ll make it to Number 1.”



CHAPTER 12
Wil held in a yawn as he opened the door to the study room. A late return home had left him dragging all day. Knowing he had a study session with Saera in the evening had been just enough to keep him going.
Inside the room, Saera perked up the moment she saw him. “Hey! How was your trip?”
Wil eased into his usual chair across the table from her. “I guess it went well enough. Mostly it was boring, but also a little infuriating.”
“That sounds like a terrible combination.”
“It was.” Wil sighed. “I feel like I can’t win, no matter what I do.” Even demanding a two-year term, the Priesthood will still find a way to use and control the technology, just like they manipulated me.
“Do you want to talk about it?” Saera offered.
I wish I could. “No, it’s okay. Let’s get back to it. How did you fare without me?”
“Pretty well with this stuff, I think. But I definitely missed our freefall session.”
Wil smiled. “Now we can get back to our normal routine.”
“You’re sure this still works for you? I know you’re busy—”
Wil looked her square in the eye. “Saera, I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t want to be. In fact, these tutoring sessions are the only parts of the week I look forward to.”
She smiled. “Okay.”
“Now, where did you leave off?”
*       *       *
Cris felt an instant surge of energy as the stim strip dissolved on his tongue. He hadn’t slept well, even after returning home two days before. Any contact with the Priesthood always left him angry, and it was draining to pretend like everything was fine. They killed my brother. They tried to kill me. They’ve manipulated our whole lives. And I had to sit across the table from them and talk business like they’re civilized. He felt like running a few laps around the track, but he was already getting too late of a start to the day.
Still dragging, he made his way to the High Commander’s office for his weekly morning briefing with Banks.
The High Commander was reviewing a report projected from his desktop when Cris entered. “How did it go?” he asked as he minimized the report.
“Well, I think.” Cris sat down in one of the visitor’s chairs across from Banks. “We have some initial terms documented, but nothing will be finalized until Wil completes the model of the jump drive interface.”
“Taelis and I are anxious for production to begin.”
Cris nodded. “You’ll have it soon. Wil’s been working on it almost nonstop.”
“Taelis’ plan didn’t save him from any extra hours,” Banks said with a frown.
“No, but it did keep the Priesthood from getting complete control.” And that was entirely worthwhile.
The High Commander eyed him. “I’m not sure if Taelis cares about that as much as you do.”
“Regardless, I hate to think what the Priesthood would have done, having complete authority. They wanted ten years of exclusivity as it was.”
“Did you grant it?” Banks asked.
“Fok no! We held firm at two.”
Banks steepled his fingers. “And what about after that? Bring it to SiNavTech?”
Cris shrugged. “Maybe. But the intent of the shorter term was just to keep leverage over the Priesthood.”
“The TSS needs that technology.”
“And they’ll have it,” Cris assured. “Wil knows it’s needed for the war. The licensing is all about making sure he has what he needs—use by the Priesthood beyond war applications is where we draw the line.”
Banks frowned. “You need to be careful, Cris. The Priesthood doesn’t like to have enemies.”
“You report to them, but I know you don’t blindly follow.”
“Still, this isn’t the time to make a move against them.”
“No, but I’m always at the ready.” Cris paused and examined Banks. “Have you ever been to their island?”
“Once, a long time ago.”
“It’s not like I expected.”
Banks tilted his head. “What did you think it’d be?”
“I’m not sure exactly. But, more… ‘administrative,’ I guess. Instead, it felt like a monastery.”
“The Priesthood did begin as a theological institution, remember.”
“Right, but it’s been a thousand years since it began governing. I’d think the culture would have shifted quite a bit since then.”
Banks steepled his fingers. “Many in the Priesthood still hold firm to the core ideals.”
“Even so, it just didn’t fit. We barely saw any people there—and certainly no one that looked like a government official.”
“I’m sure you only saw a fraction of the facility.”
Why is he still hiding things from me? “Banks, what do you know about them?”
“Enough that I know better than to dig too deep.”
Cris crossed his arms. “Why weren’t there any women?”
Banks was caught off-guard. “What?”
“Of the few people we did see, none were women. That doesn’t seem strange to you?”
“It is, certainly,” Banks said, choosing his words carefully. “I’m sure there are some, perhaps elsewhere. It’s a large island.”
Cris groaned. “You’re never going to be completely transparent with me, are you?”
“Not until I need to be.”
Cris shook his head. I can’t truly trust him, even when he claims to be my friend.
“I’ll tell you this, though,” Banks continued. “You’re in a position to do something that no one else can. Wait until the time is right.”
Is he actually on my side? “And what is it that needs to be done?”
“You already know. When that time comes, you won’t need to question my allegiance.”
“So until then, we need to play our parts?”
Banks nodded.
Cris let out a slow breath. Patience… I never was good with waiting. 
*       *       *
Wil completed his lap around the Primus residential wing, panting for breath. It felt good to run after a full day working at his computer.
As he started his cool-down walk, he saw his father approaching.
“Hey,” Cris greeted.
Wil gave him a little wave. “Hey.”
Cris fell into step with him. “I heard those representatives wanted to come from Tararia to finalize the licensing terms.”
Wil groaned and sighed. “I was really hoping we’d be able to finalize everything over email.”
“We’re never that lucky.”
“At least it won’t be for several months,” Wil said. “I need to finish all of the prototype schematics.”
Cris nodded. “The work is never-ending.”
“Tell me about it.” Wil sighed.
“How are things going otherwise?”
“Good.”
Cris gave him a quizzical look. “And you’re still tutoring Saera, right?”
Wil’s heart leaped and his face felt warmer. “Yeah, why?”
“No reason. I’m just glad it’s working out.”
 Wil doubted his father didn’t have any ulterior motives behind the question. No reason to give him any fuel. “She’s very smart and capable.”
“I can see that.”
She’s also turned into a good friend. And she’s not bad to look at, either… “I think she wants to make a run at Primus Command.”
Cris nodded thoughtfully. “I’m glad to hear it. I think she’d be a good fit.”
“I’ll do what I can to finish preparing her for the evaluation.”
“Excellent.” Cris looked Wil over again. “You seem happy.”
There it is. “I’m coping a little better, I guess.”
His father gave him a coy smile. “All right. Well, I’m glad to see it.”
Wil shot him a slide-long glance. “Anyway, I should get to my evening work.”
“Very well. Find some time to say ‘hi’ to your mother.”
Wil sighed. “I know, I know. I will.”
*       *       *
Something has definitely changed. Cris sat in his office reflecting on the conversation with his son. Wil’s entire demeanor was different. There was an excitement and sense of purpose in Wil that Cris hadn’t seen in over a year. He’s finding himself again.
The reason behind the change was not a mystery—his relationship with Saera. On the surface, Wil was just upholding their organization’s tradition of mentorship, much in the same way Scott had guided Cris when he first joined the TSS. Of course, the reason they had been drawn together was quite different. Saera was much more than a friend to Wil, even if he wouldn’t admit it yet. Wil may deny that he had any deeper feelings, but it didn’t take telepathy to know it was on his mind. I called that months ago, Cris thought with a smug smile. I’ve never been so pleased I was right.
There was, however, the matter of the relationship advancing beyond its current state. Especially once Wil was an Agent—all too soon—he would be held to a code that strictly forbade any fraternizing with TSS trainees outside of official business or mealtimes. I won’t let them keep her from him. He needs her.
Resolute, Cris strode down the hall to Banks’ office. Banks was studying a report displayed on the surface of his desk when Cris entered.
“Banks, we need a plan,” Cris said.
Banks closed the open work on his desktop. “Regarding what?”
Cris sat down in a chair across the desk from the High Commander. “Wil and Saera.”
“That Trainee he’s been tutoring?”
“Yes. I think it’s pretty obvious where things are heading.” And at any time now.
Banks sat back in his chair, genuinely surprised. “I didn’t realize they had gotten that close.”
“Neither had I. At first I was just relieved for Wil to have a friend, but seeing how happy he is now… I don’t see things staying as they are now for much longer.”
“Hmm.” Banks steepled his fingers. “This would be a major exception to the regulations.”
“I know, which is why I’m coming to you now.”
Banks examined Cris. “And you’re sure you’re okay with this?”
This goes beyond any Tararian pedigree. “Why wouldn’t I be?”
Banks looked at the desktop. “The affairs of your Dynasty are none of my concern, forgive the intrusion.” He paused. “As for the TSS, there’s a lot to consider.”
“I didn’t say anything before, but I was there when they met for the first time,” Cris said. “There was an astounding resonance reaction. It made what I experienced with Kate seem like nothing.” 
Banks’ eyebrows rose. “I had no idea.”
“So even if I was concerned with Tararian bloodlines, I could never deny him that kind of connection with someone.” That would make me even worse than my own parents. At least they never stood in my way when I said I wanted to be with Kate.
“That kind of bond presents an extraordinary opportunity. If we can train her as a Second…” Banks withdrew in thought.
So even love is a tool for war in Wil’s life? “She does have the potential, but I’m afraid the military application of their would-be relationship isn’t my top priority.”
“Of course. The emotional support means far more.”
Cris wasn’t convinced Banks really felt that way. “So, where do we go from here?”
“I will sanction a relationship between them if it comes to it. We’ll need to keep it confidential, of course.”
“Then let things unfold as they may.”



CHAPTER 13
Wil watched Saera complete her flight across the spatial awareness chamber and land deftly on her feet. As she touched down, she completed a somersault and pushed off the wall to return to her target spot next to Wil.
She landed lightly and grabbed the handhold. She grinned at him. 
Wil smiled. “You’re a master.”
“Yeah, I know,” Saera replied with exaggerated smugness.
In the four months they had been training together, Saera had grown confident in the maneuvers that had once seemed far out of reach. Based on what she’d told Wil, the other students had actually started inviting her to be on their practice teams rather than finding any way to avoid a pairing. It pleased Wil to see her succeeding, both as a friend and because of the confirmation in his ability as an instructor.
“What’s next?” Saera asked.
“I’m running out of moves that don’t require telekinesis,” Wil admitted. The last several weeks had entailed lots of experimentation just to maintain the training momentum. However, he could only take it so far.
“I’m sick of waiting for these abilities to emerge. We’ve been practicing mental blocks with Agent Katz in preparation, but I’m only feeling the hum of energy so far, nothing tangible.”
“Be thankful it’s coming to you slowly,” Wil said. “I wasn’t so lucky.”
Saera scrutinized him. “I’m ready for it now.”
“You say that, but… I don’t know, I guess things may have been different for me if I hadn’t been so young. It was too much to take on at once.” It nearly killed me.
“How old were you?”
“Eleven.”
Saera’s brow furrowed. “I guess that is pretty young.”
“It just sort of hit me one day. Voices in my head, this oppressive hum of energy. I didn’t know how to block it out. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone.”
“But you made it through.”
“I did.” And I’ve been a freak ever since.
“Well, I do hope it starts to come to me soon, but I’ll try be patient if it comes more gradually.”
Wil nodded. “Okay, well, in the meantime, I guess I can give you some prep on stances.”
“For what?”
“Basic levitation. Once you get proficient, there’s no need for any external gesture—you just think about something and it will happen. But when starting out, it’s easier to make some motions to go along with your visualization,” Wil explained.
“Okay.”
Wil let go of the wall and held out his arms, with one bent ninety degrees at the elbow and the other horizontal and slightly bent. “This is a good resting position for most exercises. Use your dominant hand like a baton, directing the object you’re trying to manipulate.”
“It doesn’t seem like I’ll be able to get very far without abilities.”
“Well, I can help you out. Come here.” Wil gestured for Saera to let go of the wall. He looked at one of the metal probes in the center of the chamber. “Say we want to bring that here.”
“All right…”
“You need to focus on it and command it to you. Wave it toward you with your hand,” Wil explained. He demonstrated the motion to Saera without the accompanied telekinetic output.
“Like this?” Saera mimed the gesture.
“Right, but with a little more conviction,” Wil said. “Here.” He moved over so he could put his arms around her to match her stance. He placed his hands over the back of hers and gripped her lightly. Holding onto her, he went through the proper motion. 
Saera was relaxed in his muscular arms, following his direction. “Okay, I see.” She did the motion again, this time leading him.
“Perfect.”
Saera turned her head around to look up at him. Their eyes locked, mere centimeters apart. 
Wil found himself transfixed by her. Her jade eyes drew him in as her breathing slowed to match his. The floral smell of her hair was intoxicating.
Her lips parted slightly and she leaned toward him, almost imperceptibly. Wil tightened his arms around Saera as she leaned back into him, bringing her face closer.
Then, she hastily looked away and pulled out from his embrace. “So, right. Thank you.”
Wil’s heart pounded in his ears. Was she about to kiss me? He suddenly yearned to be close to her. To taste her and feel the warmth of her pressed against him. What are you thinking?! He snapped himself out of the reverie. “Yeah, anytime.”
Saera looked a little flushed, but it was difficult to tell in the dim light. “I guess we’re about done for today, then.”
Wil cleared his throat. “Right.” His pulse was still racing. He struggled to suppress the unexpected ache of desire.
Saera reached out for the wall and pulled herself up toward the door. Wil followed her at a slight distance and climbed into the gravity lock after her.
“Good work today,” Wil said to break the silence as they waited for the gravity to restore.
“Thanks.” Saera wouldn’t meet his eye.
Wil took a slow breath, regaining some control of himself as he was drawn toward the floor. “So, I might be a few minutes late to our next session. I’ll be meeting with some reps about licensing for the independent jump drive beforehand.”
Saera finally looked up at him. “You finished it?”
“Close enough to sign contracts, anyway,” Wil said. “Get started without me if I’m late.”
The door hissed and opened to the corridor. 
“Okay,” Saera affirmed. “Well, good luck with the meeting.” 
“Thanks.” 
 Saera flashed him a meek smile and hurried away into the hall.
Wil let out a slow breath when she was gone. How much longer can I hide my feelings for her? But he knew he wasn’t fooling anyone.
*       *       *
Saera stared at her tablet but wasn’t getting any work done. She had become the star student of all her classes. She had the respect of her peers, if not their friendship. But still, everything felt like it was about to fall apart. 
Her last practice session with Wil kept replaying in her mind. Am I imagining that glance, that touch? Or did it really happen? The line between study session and date had begun to blur some time ago, but their interactions had never crossed the line into unprofessional conduct.
“Is everything all right?” Elise asked from across the room. They were alone.
Elise had proven herself to be the only remaining friend in Saera’s cohort, always lending an ear when Saera was having a difficult day. Observant and inquisitive by nature, she always knew when something was wrong.
I wish I could talk about it with her, but I can’t. “I’m fine.”
“It’s about all of those evenings you spend away ‘studying,’ isn’t it? Like tonight.”
Saera looked down.
“Who is he?”
“I never said anything about a person!”
Elise gave a coy smile. “You can’t spend that much time with someone and not develop some feelings. If you were studying alone, you’d just be here in the room like any other night.”
The logic was too sound for Saera to refute. “Nothing will ever happen between us.”
“But you’d like for there to be something,” Elise pressed.
Saera nodded. I’d be lying to myself if I said I didn’t. I wish that weren’t the case.
“So go for it. You already said it will never happen, so what do you have to lose?”
“Our friendship, for one.” He’ll never accept me. Not with my past.
“Could you really stay friends, as things are now? If you already feel this way, how will it be after years of pretending like there’s nothing there?”
Saera’s stomach knotted. “You’re right.” What am I going to do?
*       *       *
Wil drummed his fingers on the tabletop. Are they ever going to stop talking?
Next to him, his father looked equally irked.
The representatives from Tararia were exactly the kind of dry business cogs Wil detested. Unlike Allen, the initial negotiator, these representatives got hung up on the minutia without seeing the big picture. At every juncture, they attempted to overturn agreements that were already signed in writing. The discussion had already been underway for three hours and they were getting nowhere. The cramped conference room in the TSS spaceport suspended above the moon was never intended for such lengthy conversations.
“I’ll oversee all applications within the TSS. And, exclusivity or not, I won’t even consider a civilian model until after the technology has been thoroughly tested in the field,” Wil reiterated for the fourth time.
“We’d like to have the terms for the civilian system documented. Two years is not a very long lead time,” Kaven, the representative, asserted again.
Wil crossed his arms. “I’m not making any decisions about a potential civilian navigation system at this time. That’s final.”
Kaven looked like he wanted to swear under his breath. “The initial agreement—”
“The initial agreement stated 200 billion credits for two years of exclusivity,” Cris interrupted. “Nowhere did it say anything about the Priesthood having a say after that two-year term. If you want to void that, we can go to SiNavTech right now.”
“No, no,” Kaven hastily cut in. “We will honor the original terms.”
Cris’ eyes narrowed behind his tinted glasses. “So what’s the holdup? Let’s sign.”
Kaven looked at the holographic model of the independent jump drive projected above his tablet. “This technology is going to change the nature of space travel as we know it. Don’t you want to be prepared?”
“I think we’ll manage,” Wil replied. “We have a pretty good family history to fall back on.”
Cris smiled. “The Priesthood isn’t in a position to make demands.”
Kaven shifted in his chair. He stared down at the tablet, his face drawn.
“So do we have an agreement?” Cris asked.
Kaven looked to his colleagues. They nodded. “Yes, agreed.”
Wil leaned back in his chair, relieved the discussion was finally over. “Where do I sign?”
Kaven minimized the jump drive model projected from his tablet and brought up a text file. “Here are the final terms for you to review,” he said as he handed the tablet to Wil.
Wil read through the file with his father looking over his shoulder to make sure everything was in order. It was exactly as they discussed. “All right.”
Wil tapped on the signature box and input the code for reading his Dynastic ID chip. A purple light projected from the bottom edge of the tablet. He exposed his left wrist and passed it under the light, illuminating the serpent Sietinen crest invisible to the naked eye. The crest and his full birth name appeared in the signature box. He handed the tablet back to Kaven.
Kaven inspected the seal. “Very good. The funds will be wired to the specified account within twenty-five hours.”
“Thank you.” Wil inclined his head and rose alongside his father.
Kaven stood and bowed to them as they exited.
Two Militia officers went to retrieve the representatives as Wil and Cris headed toward the transport hub of the spaceport.
“Thank the stars that’s over!” Wil exclaimed.
 His father smiled. “Congratulations. You just became very rich.”
“I was already rich.”
“It’s different when you earn it rather than inheriting.”
“I don’t feel like I earned anything. I was just doing my job,” Wil said.
“Regardless, you solved a problem no one else could. That’s something worth celebrating.”
“Celebrating anything right now doesn’t seem right, knowing what’s coming.”
Cris sighed. “It’s like your birthday all over again.”
Wil frowned. “Turning sixteen might mean something on Tararia, but I already had the privileges that came with being of ‘legal age’ through the TSS. All it meant was being another year closer to the war.”
“I don’t want to get into it again.”
“Well, I’m late for my study session with Saera, anyway.” Wil headed for one of the waiting transport shuttles to the moon’s surface.
“I’ll see you around,” his father said.
“You’re not coming down?”
“I need to check in on the Vanquish. They were doing some sort of systems upgrade with the rift drive nav.”
“Okay, see you,” Wil said as he boarded the shuttle. Saera was waiting.
*
Wil jogged down the hall toward the study room for his tutoring session with Saera. Some quiet time was exactly what he needed after the nightmare he’d just been through with the licensing negotiations. It had forced Wil to face the reality of what production of the independent jump drive signified. The TSS was building a fleet. A fleet he would command. And that time was approaching all too quickly. 
He came around a corner just in time to see Saera entering their usual room. The glimpse of her was enough to lift his spirits. I never thought someone could have that effect on me.
Wil slowed to a walk as he approached the room. He palmed open the door.
Inside, Saera was slumped in her usual chair, absently staring at the wall.
“Hey, sorry I’m late,” Wil said as he entered.
Saera came to. “I just got here, myself.”
Wil sat down across from her. “I’m glad I didn’t keep you waiting.”
She shook her head. “Actually, I almost cancelled on you.”
That’s never happened before. “Why, is something wrong?”
She shrugged off his question. “I just have a lot on my mind.” 
“Well, I’m glad you didn’t. I really need some time away from… everything else.” Wil sighed. “But truth be told, going over jump drive navigation is the last thing I want to do right now.”
Saera looked relieved. “You too?”
“Do you want to just, I don’t know, ‘hang out’ instead of studying?” Did I just ask her out?
Saera’s shock was apparent. “Uh… what did you have in mind?”
“We could just go back to my quarters and watch a movie or play some video games.” That certainly sounds like a date.
“What about your roommates?”
“I’m the only one there right now. One just graduated, and Andy is away on his internship. The other one… won’t bother us.”
Saera paused in thought. “Okay, sure. Why not?”
“All right. Meet me at room JAP-234. If anyone gives you trouble about entering the Junior Agent wing, just say that you’re getting help from your TA on an assignment.”
Saera nodded. “Okay.”
Wil smiled. “I’ll see you soon.” Stars! This is getting dangerously close to that line I’m not supposed to cross.
Wil made his way back to his quarters, with Caeron following at some distance behind in his usual fashion. When they arrived, Wil called Caeron inside.
“Saera is coming over,” Wil explained, “and I’d like you to stay away for the evening.”
Caeron looked glum. “I hesitate to distance myself too much.”
Wil held back his annoyance and patiently replied, “I know, but I assure you there’s nothing to worry about. And I promise I won’t leave here without you.”
Caeron gave a slight bow. “As you wish.” He exited to the hallway.
Wil took a quick survey of the common room and decided that it was in sufficient order. Though he rarely had company over, the room was set up well for socializing with plush couches oriented around a coffee table and viewscreen.
A moment later, there was a buzz at the entry. He checked the screen next to the door and saw Saera standing outside. Seeing the image of her there in the hall, Wil’s nerves set in. Outside the context of a classroom, Saera looked far too lovely for Wil to trust himself around her. 
“Hi, thanks for coming,” he greeted her while opening the door. This was a terrible idea.
Saera smiled. “Thanks. This was a great idea.”
Stars! Wil stood aside to let her in. “It’s been far too long since I’ve just had a mellow evening like this.” He closed the door.
“I know the feeling.” Saera looked around the room. “So this is what Junior Agent quarters look like.”
“It’s nothing too fancy. There are four private bedrooms, and the bathroom is at the back.”
“I’m looking forward to it. Having roommates sucks.”
Especially when they’re all jealous of you. “I know what you mean.” Wil shifted on his feet, realizing they were still standing by the door. “Please, have a seat.” 
He motioned Saera over to the couch. Saera sat down on one end of the couch facing the viewscreen on the side wall. Wil was tempted to sit right next to her, but elected to remain at a respectable distance on the opposite side of the couch. He removed his tinted glasses. 
“So, what kind of entertainment selections do you have?” Saera asked.
Wil beamed. “Pretty much anything you can imagine. The TSS Mainframe has access to all of the media that was ever digitized—quite literally. No matter where the data is stored, we can call it up here in an instant. Subspace com relays are pretty amazing.”
Saera’s eyes widened with awe. “I’ve never come across the library. I had no idea.”
“Well, you need to have the right clearance level, of course. I just happen to have the access… by which I mean, I figured out how to hack the Mainframe when I was about nine-years-old, and they haven’t yet found a way to keep me out.”
Saera folded up her legs on the couch. “You can hack the Mainframe? I thought it was impossible to crack.”
“Not impossible. But, as far as I know, I’m the only one who can do it.” Except for the Bakzen, if they are given a backdoor. He pushed aside the thoughts of what had happened over a year before. “I am respectful about it, of course. I never go into personal files or anything that’s above my security clearance.”
“I’m impressed.” She looked Wil over. “How did you come to know so much about everything?”
Wil looked down. That question I can never answer… “I’m not like most people, Saera. I don’t try to show off—these skills just come naturally to me. When someone watches me master something after I see it demonstrated one time, they back away. No one knows how to act around me. You’re… you’re the only person I’ve met who treats me like a regular guy.”
Saera studied him. “Should I be treating you differently?”
“No! Please don’t. When I’m around you, I feel like I’m in control of my life. I feel like I can be… normal.”
Saera sat back on the couch. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I don’t at all think of you as ‘normal.’”
“What do you mean?”
Saera laughed. “Don’t be so serious all the time, Wil. I’ve seen you let go in some of our study and practice sessions. I know you have the capacity for fun.”
“Well, yes. But—”
“What I meant,” Saera went on, “is that you should be happy you’re not ‘normal.’ I’ve known a lot of regular people over the years, especially guys, and trust me—you don’t want to be associated with many of them.”
“I get the impression you’ve never really fit in, either.”
Saera looked down. “You could say that.” She paused in thought. “I’m on a different track than most of the other Trainees, aren’t I?”
Certainly if you keep spending time with me. “You have the talent for the Command track, if that’s what you want. Very few women ever follow the Primus Command track. It’s been at least five years since the last.”
Saera was incredulous. “Why is it so uncommon?”
“It requires a rare diversity of telekinetic and telepathic skills. But moreover, the Command track requires someone to make tough calls. Life or death decisions. Whether it be from social conditioning or some kind of innate predisposition, many women don’t want to make those kinds of choices. Shite, most men don’t, either, but there are enough societal pressures that they’ll more readily take it on.”
“In that case, what makes you think I’d have any interest?”
“Because you see alternatives. So many view a head-on conflict as the only solution, but you’re creative. You bring the kind of perspective that can balance out other leaders. Whether you’ve noticed or not, you’ve taught me a lot in our time together.”
Saera looked taken aback. “I have?”
“Absolutely.” And you’ve made me feel whole again. “But, I’m afraid that there isn’t a lot more I can teach you until your telekinetic abilities are more developed. You’re adept at basic freefall maneuvers now, and you’ve already learned more about navigation than most specialists.”
Saera drooped. “I don’t feel that way at all. We’ve hardly scratched the surface!”
“That’s true. But for now, I’ve done just about as much for you as I can.”
“But what about our time together?”
So it means something to her, too. “I don’t want that to stop.”
“So more nights like this?” She smiled cautiously.
“I’d like that.” But can we have it?
Saera looked at the viewscreen on the wall. “Well, anyway, I think we were going to watch something…”
“Yes, right. What did you have in mind?”
“Oh, I know…” Saera got a mischievous glint in her eyes.
*
Wil and Saera had gravitated toward the center of the couch over the course of the movie, their shoulders touching and their feet propped up on the table in front of the couch.
“I’ve never seen so many blatant inaccuracies!” Wil exclaimed.
Saera laughed. “That’s the point. It was a parody.”
“So, you’re telling me you watch terrible things on purpose, for fun?”
“Precisely.”
“Why do I find that so weirdly charming?”
Saera grinned. “I knew you’d come to appreciate it. I told you to trust me.”
“I do.”
Their eyes met. It was the closest they’d been for any meaningful length of time, and they were at ease with each other. But the line was still there, keeping them apart as teacher and student. Wil wanted to lean in, to caress Saera, but he stopped himself. 
She relaxed against him, her head nearly resting on his shoulder as they gazed at each other. “I trust you, too. More completely than I ever thought I could.” She looked at the blank viewscreen and pulled away a little.
Wil sensed a hurt in her. “Did something happen back on Earth?”
Saera drew into herself. “More than one thing. A series of misfortunes and bad decisions.” She shook her head. 
“Tell me, Saera.” Wil took her hand. She flinched at first, but then entwined her fingers in his. The contact sent an energizing surge through him, fueling his desire to be close to her. “I want to understand how you came to be the person you are.”
Saera hesitated. “It’s not something I ever talk about.”
“Then some other time, when you’re ready.” I do want to know everything about her, the bad and the good.
Saera bit her lip, in thought. “No. I need to tell you, as much as I hate to admit it. You deserve to know.” She reoriented on the couch to face Wil, keeping a hold on his hand. She trembled as she took a slow breath. “I’ll give you the short version. My dad was married and had two kids. When the younger one was about four-years-old and the oldest one was six, he had an affair.” 
Wil frowned involuntarily.
“I know, right?” Saera sighed. “Anyway, that affair was with my mom, and that’s how I came into being.”
“Wow, that’s—”
Saera shook her head. “Oh, just wait. So, my mom kept the pregnancy to herself, and raised me on her own at first. But when I was four, she decided that she was done with me, and she dumped me off on my dad. Naturally, his wife didn’t take too kindly to this. Here I was, proof of his infidelity, and I had to go live with them. They eventually reconciled somewhat, and had another baby after I’d lived with them for a year. The two older kids hated me for the rift I’d caused in the family. To top it off, I was precocious and had a knack for stealing the spotlight without meaning to. It made me an outcast among my own family.”
Bomax. I know all about being a precocious kid. “That must have been difficult.”
“It gets much worse,” Saera said through a pained laugh. “They skipped me two grades, but even then nothing at school was challenging for me. None of the girls wanted to be friends with me. In time, the guys around me became interested in only one very specific thing, but I was still too young to be noticed by most.”
You’re beautiful and smart. Many find that intimidating.
“Eventually, I lost control. I guess it started when I was eleven. My older brother had this friend who often slept over at our house. One night, the friend snuck into my room and got in bed with me. He made me feel wanted in a way I never had been in all my life, and before I really knew what was happening we were having sex. I felt completely ashamed afterward, like I’d given away a part of myself with no meaning at all. I didn’t tell anyone about what had happened.”
“Saera…” That’s so young… And to feel so alone.
Saera shook her head, tears forming in her eyes. “But, part of me felt like I deserved that kind of violation—after the mess I’d caused in my own family.”
“None of that was your fault. Your father—”
“I know that now.” Saera sniffed back tears. “But I didn’t see it that way then. So every time my brother’s friend came over and wandered into my bedroom, I gave in. As I got older, others began looking at me in that same way. I came to think of it as a way to get acceptance where I’d never been able to find any before—I was pretty, I knew it, and I used it get the wrong kind of attention. And, of course, once you freely give away something enough, others will start to take it through coercion or force. I lost all respect for myself, if I ever had any. Over the next four years, only one guy ever looked at me as a real person. I think he had admired me from a distance for some time, but to me he was just a pity-fuck. I realize in retrospect that I was a miserable, bitter person who felt unworthy of anything good in my life.”
Wil looked down, unsure what to say. I can’t believe that’s the same person who’s sitting here with me. Is that what happens when someone is pushed to the limits of their endurance? Will I one day break, too?
“So, when I got the invitation from the TSS, I at last saw an opportunity to start over. I threw myself into studying, and I swore off men.” She swallowed. “But then you came along. Now...” 
She’s expecting rejection, I can see it in her eyes. But what we have together… Wil felt completely heartbroken for Saera, that she’d been to such a dark place she’d given up hope. But Wil thought of himself—how he’d spent the last year so preoccupied with his future facing the Bakzen that he’d tried to shut out everyone who cared. If things were a little different, I’d be in that dark place, too. As much as he resented how his own life had been planned out for him, he never doubted the love from his parents or the support from his extended TSS family. I can’t imagine feeling like I had to give myself away just to gain others’ affection. Wil looked Saera straight in the eye and gently touched the side of her face. For very different reasons, we need each other. Nothing in our pasts could change what we can have in a future together. “You can leave all that behind.” Now you have me.
“Still, I need to live with that past for the rest of my life. I’m disgusted with myself.” Saera looked away, her eyes glistening. “You’re probably repulsed by me now, too.” 
“No.” It’s not something I expected, but we all have regrets. If anything, being able to overcome that history makes me respect her even more. “Your past only has as much hold over you as you let it have. It doesn’t change anything for me. I promise you, this really is a fresh start.”
Saera’s lip trembled. “With you, or here with the TSS?”
“Both.” 
Saera sniffed back tears. “Please don’t give me false hope.”
“What?” 
Saera jumped to her feet. “It’s really late, I should go. I never should have come here.”
Shite. Wil followed Saera toward the door. “Saera, what’s wrong?” 
Saera wiped her eyes. “I thought I could, but I can’t do this.” She took an unsteady breath. “I already care about you way too much. Even if you accept my history, I know who you are, and that you’d never stay with a nobody like me. You’ll end up breaking my heart. I may as well just save us both the trouble and leave now.”
I guess it’s time for that talk… “Do you think I’ve been leading you on?”
“I don’t know. Or maybe it’s all been in my head.”
“No, Saera. I do care about you. There’s something between us that’s deeper than where we’re from or what we’ve been through.”
Saera looked at him, her eyes searching for understanding. “If it’s not my past or that I’m from Earth, then why are you still holding back?”
The truth I don’t want to face… “Because whatever self-loathing you may have experienced, mine for myself runs far deeper. Not for anything I’ve done in the past, but for what I will do.” Wil paused, trying to swallow the lump in his throat. “Saera, I have a duty to do terrible, terrible things. I can’t imagine bringing anyone I love into that. I don’t want anyone to see what that will do to me.” How it will destroy me until I can’t live with myself anymore.
Saera caught herself, processing. “That’s not for you to decide,” she said at last, taking Wil’s hands. “You need to let others in if they want to be there with you.”
Wil’s eyes stung. She doesn’t know what it would mean for her. That she’d be left alone to inherit my responsibilities. “That’s what scares me the most—knowing that others would give up the pure part of themselves just to stand by me. To be tainted by all those awful things I must do. It feels selfish to accept such a gift.”
“Well, I’m far from pure.” Saera slid her hands to Wil’s hips and looked him in the eye. “There’s a lot of bad out there. Embrace the gifts when they’re given.”
“And if you can’t accept me? Once you know who I really am.” That I’m really a weapon
waiting to be unleashed.

“I’ll find a way.”
Wil shook his head. “It’s not that easy. I— I never thought I’d find someone who could look at me the way you do. I couldn’t take it to see you ever look at me any differently, but I know that that day would come eventually. Yet, at the same time, I’ve seen a glimpse of what it could be like to be with you. Now I don’t know if I can face a future alone.”
In one motion, Saera rose up and locked her lips on his, drawing him toward her. Without thinking, he kissed her back, relishing the taste and feeling of her soft lips. It was tender, but there was an electrifying spark with the contact. They drew closer to each other, feeling a surge of energy release—fully activating the resonance connection that had been kept at bay since their first meeting. For that moment, Wil felt completely at peace. He had found a part of himself he hadn’t even known he was missing, and he never wanted to return to the way things were before.
Breathless, Saera pulled back. “What was that?”
“Confirmation of everything we haven’t wanted to admit.”
Saera bit her lip. “How would this even this work? You’re graduating soon, and—”
Wil looked her in the eye and cupped her face in his hand. “It won’t be easy, Saera, but I can’t ignore what we have.” We each carry burdens, but perhaps we can bear them more easily together.
She nodded. “Me either.”
“I need you to think about this. Once we go down this path, there’s no turning back.”
She held him close. “I’ve wanted this since the day we met. I just didn’t realize how much until now.”
Wil touched her mind as they embraced—feeling her thoughts and intentions. She really means it. “There’s still so much you don’t know about me.”
Saera looked up at him. “The way you look at me, that’s all I need to know.”
Will I be able to look at her that way after I’ve annihilated an entire race? “Just think on it. Let it settle. I wish we could just date like normal people, but being with me at all is a life-long deal.”
Saera smiled and was about to reply, but she was stopped by the seriousness in Wil’s gaze. “I’ll think about it.”
“Okay. Now, you should probably get back. I’ve kept you out far later than I intended.”
Saera took a step toward the door. “When will I see you again? The midterm secondary exams are in three days when we would normally have freefall training.”
Shite, the exams! I never should have invited her here tonight. “Saera, do you want to pursue the Command track?”
She thought for a moment. “Yes.”
“Then I can’t talk to you until after the exams.”
“Why?”
He looked at the clock: it was already 23:07. Stars, this is cutting it so close. I need to check the details. “I can make sure you get a good recommendation, but you need to go right now.” He gave her a quick kiss.
Saera held his hand for a moment longer before opening the door. “I won’t let you down.” She slipped into the hallway and Wil closed the door behind her.
Wil felt an emptiness as soon as she was gone. I don’t know what I’ll do if she changes her mind… Regardless, there were more immediate concerns. He sat back down on the couch. “CACI, bring up the TSS rulebook.”



CHAPTER 14
Saera observed the alien world around her. At first glance, the surrounding landscape could have passed for the Sierra Nevada mountains in California back on Earth, but there were subtle differences in the plants and the small animals running through the tall grass. She caught a glimpse of a creature that resembled a rabbit, but the wispy shape of the ears was unlike anything she’d ever seen. 
The TSS contingent was gathered in an expansive clearing at the base of a tree-covered hill. Transport shuttles were lined up on the far side of the meadow, and the hundred Trainees were facing the tree line, organized by training group. Just over a hundred Junior Agents faced the Trainees. There was only a single Agent present, whom Saera recognized as Agent Wincowski from the orientation six months earlier. She searched the faces of the Junior Agents, and while some looked familiar, none were the one she wanted to see.
While her roommates had spent the last three days studying for the written portion of the secondary exams that had concluded the previous afternoon, Saera had found her mind mostly wandering to thoughts of Wil. The more times she replayed their last night together in her mind, the more convinced she became that she would do anything for him. Hopefully all the earlier tutoring with Wil paid off and I didn’t fail the exams. Her heart skipped a beat thinking about him. Gah! Get control of yourself.

“Attention!”
The shout was as much in her mind as it was heard by her ears. She wasn’t used to feeling the unrestricted use of telekinesis and telepathy allowed outside Headquarters.
The Trainees all straightened and clasped their hands behind their backs.
“We will begin shortly,” Agent Wincowski announced. He looked around at the Junior Agents then checked his handheld. “At ease.” He kept glancing in the direction of the shuttles. 
Some of the Junior Agents looked annoyed. It was approaching mid-morning, and the sun was warming up the field. Everyone was dressed in long-sleeves and pants, and some began to shift in the heat. They had all been given a backpack when they filed onto the transport shuttles, and many Trainees began rummaging for water bottles. What are we waiting for?
Several minutes passed, and Wincowski left his post by the stack of handhelds on a maglev cart to talk with a Junior Agents. Saera couldn’t hear what he said, but she saw the Junior Agents shrug in response. Wincowski sighed and returned to his previous position. He again looked toward the line of shuttles. Eventually, he straightened and again called everyone to attention.
Saera glanced over her shoulder to see what the Agent had been waiting for, and she was surprised to see Wil making his way across the field. Why is he here so late?
Everyone stayed at attention until Wil fell into line with the other Junior Agents.
“Thank you for joining us,” Wincowski said to Wil as he passed, just loud enough for the Trainees to know it was a reprimand.
“Sorry,” Wil muttered.
That isn’t like him. Saera tried to catch his eye, but he avoided her gaze.
“As promised,” Wincowski went on, “this is the field portion of your midterm examinations, which will determine your training track within the TSS. The top-scoring Trainee will also get to attend our annual party in three days, in case you needed any more incentive.” He smiled. “You will be paired up with a Junior Agent, who will perform a one-on-one evaluation of your capabilities and submit a recommendation. Use any resources at your disposal. Your packs contain supplies for two days, but the exam is designed to be completed before nightfall. You may ask any questions you like, but your tester is not allowed to give any direct answers. The entire evaluation will be recorded, but you may request to speak to your tester ‘off the record’ for up to five minutes during the evaluation, but may do so no more than four times. Even during those times, the tester is not allowed to divulge any privileged information about the exam. A committee of Agents will review the recording, the written recommendation, an assessment from your Agent trainer, and your class grades to make a final decision about your placement.” Wincowski glanced at the Junior Agents. “Each Junior Agent has had time to review the Trainee files and select an individual to score. The selection will be made in the order of Junior Agent standing. When your name has been called by your assigned Junior Agent, take your backpack and meet them by the tree line.” He paused while the Junior Agents gathered their own backpacks. “As the top-ranked Junior Agent, you’re up first, Sights.”
Saera’s heart fluttered as Wil stepped forward from the line of Junior Agents.
“Given that standing, it’s only fitting that I take the Trainee with the highest score on the written evaluation,” Wil stated. “For that reason, I selected Saera Alexander.”
I scored the highest? Though caught off-guard, she was relieved that Wil had picked her. She grabbed her backpack and jogged forward. As she made her way toward Wil, she sensed everyone’s eyes on her. Do they know about us? She felt better as Junior Agents began calling out other Trainees by name, but she still felt exposed.
Wil was waiting casually as Saera approached him. “Shall we begin?” he asked her.
“I’m ready.”
Two Junior Agents were standing behind Wincowski next to the cart with the handhelds. One of them picked up a handheld from the stack and made an entry before handing it to Wil. “Good luck.”
Wil took the handheld and led Saera up the hill into the trees. He made a few entries of his own on the handheld before handing it to Saera. “This will record the evaluation,” Wil explained. “A set of coordinates has been loaded onto the map. There is no direct path to the destination, and it is up to you to determine how to best meet the objective. Each scenario has its trade-offs. There is no one ‘right’ answer—do what you feel is most appropriate. Are the parameters of the examination understood?”
Saera nodded.
“Verbal confirmation, please.”
“Yes, understood,” Saera stated.
“The assessment is now underway. Please proceed.” He handed the handheld to Saera.
She took the device from him, feeling awkward with the formal interaction. Remember, this is a test. He’s evaluating you.
Saera took a moment to clear her mind, then brought up the holographic projection of the map on the handheld to survey their surroundings. The marked destination was on the other side of the hill, approximately eleven kilometers away. It was on the other side of a river, and several areas were marked in red on the map. A key indicated that the red denoted a hostile territory, and there were several red stars in the nearby neutral territories. There appeared to be no route to the destination that would avoid all the hostile territories, and the river would need to be crossed. “What are those red stars?”
“Weapons caches.”
Saera frowned. “Is that really necessary?”
“That’s up to you,” Wil replied.
“I guess I could check it out.” Saera oriented herself on the map and set out toward the nearest red star. It was only half a kilometer away, so it seemed like a worthwhile detour.
Their path took them up the hill and then off to the side down a shallow ravine. Saera kept her eye on the map as they progressed, making sure they were on course. Along the back wall of the ravine she spotted an arrangement of rock slabs that didn’t appear natural; its location aligned with the red star indicated on the handheld.
“That must be it,” she said, stepping over to the rocks.
On the far side of the formation, a slit was left open to allow access into a cave. Saera activated a light on the handheld and flashed it inside. Nothing was visible beyond the smooth gray stone. Cautiously, she stepped inside with Wil following a pace behind.
The walls curved to the side, directing her into an alcove. A sliver of light shone through a crack in the surrounding rock slabs, illuminating a two-meter-tall rack filled with an assortment of weapons.
Saera inspected the rack more closely using the light on her handheld. “I don’t even know what some of these do.” The pulse rifles and handheld blasters were familiar from her intro tactical classes, but some black spheres on the bottom rack were a complete mystery.
“I’m afraid I can’t offer any insight due to the test parameters,” Wil said from behind her.
“I guess I’ll stick to what I know.” Saera picked up one of the blasters from a middle shelf. It was heavier than she remembered from class. 
She aimed it toward the empty wall, testing the feel. She pictured lining up the enemy in the scope, pulling the trigger—
No, there has to be another way. I don’t want a firefight. She set the blaster back on the rack. “Never mind. Let’s go.”
Wil looked surprised, but he held out his hand to gesture for her to lead the way.
Once back outside, Saera brought up the map again. There needs to be a way through without violence. She stared at the map, confounded. They had to make it through the hostile territory one way or another. Wait, what if… “Are all of the ‘hostile territory’ indicators referring to the same enemy group?” she asked.
The corners of Wil’s mouth twitched toward a smile. “No.” 
Oh, so there is a trick! “Do I have access to intelligence on which territories belong to which group?”
“Yes, that information can be provided.” Wil took the handheld from Saera and made some adjustments. The red territories broke into three different color groups: blue, green and yellow. Saera saw an open path with no hostile territory that would take them as far as the river, but they would need to cross through at least one hostile territory once they got to the other side.
“Are the territory lines firm, or is there a neutral zone along the borders?”
“The borders are firm on land.”
Saera studied the map. “And in the river?”
“Water is neutral.”
There was still no way to get to the destination coordinates using a strictly water route. “Is there a precedent for a diplomatic arrangement with any of the hostile groups?”
“The Green territory has previously granted passage through their territory.”
The Green territory wouldn’t provide the most direct route to the destination, but in conjunction with travel across the river, it was feasible. “What is the location of an appropriate representative for the Green group? I would like to request permission to pass through their territory.”
Wil appeared to be holding back a smile. “Because this is only a simulation, a console has been set up for that purpose at this location.” He illuminated a point on the map.
Saera beamed. “Then that’s where we’ll go.” She oriented the map to the landscape around her and took off up the hill. Wil followed her.
After walking for some time, Saera stopped. “May I speak to you off the record?”
“Yes.” Wil took the handheld and paused the recording, which simultaneously started a five-minute countdown clock.
“So this exam is why you had me leave so abruptly,” Saera said.
Wil relaxed, taking a step closer to her. “I’m sorry to have pushed you out like that. But, this was the only way I could guarantee you placement in the Command track. Your scores are high enough that it would all come down to this field exam. I was worried that the other Junior Agents wouldn’t take you as a serious candidate.”
“But why the late arrival today?”
“We will both need to sign affidavits at the end of this examination stating that there was no unprofessional conduct during the testing period. Let’s just say I found some loopholes with the timing so that the other night wouldn’t void my recommendation. I know it was awkward, but I needed to make sure it had been 75 hours since we last talked.”
Saera wanted to hug him, but she held back.
“You did that for me?”
“I’d do a lot more than that, but, you know…. Rules.” He gave her a playful grin.
“I don’t want you making any recommendation that you don’t support. If I make it into the Command track, I want it to be because I earned it.”
“I would never have it any other way.”
Saera looked at the countdown on the recorder. “Well, there’s no reason to max out the time here. We may as well get this over with. You can resume the recording.”
Wil took the handheld and un-paused the recorder. “Recording resumed. Three off-the-record conversations remain.” He handed it back to Saera.
She checked her course on the map. “This way.”
*       *       *
Wil followed Saera across the forested terrain. Regardless of his feelings for her, her performance was impressive. By identifying a diplomatic workaround, Saera’s approach would save them a long walk around the perimeter of the “hostile territory.” Others would surely just take up arms at a weapons cache and fight their way through. I’ve never seen someone pick the right questions to ask so early on.
She’s the kind of person I need by my side.
Saera’s navigation was accurate, and they were making excellent time over the hills. According to the map, they were in the final descent toward the river. In the distance, Wil could hear rushing water. Eventually, the trees opened up to reveal a shallow canyon with a river ten meters wide at the basin. 
Saera stared at it with dismay. The river was too deep to wade across and far too wide to jump. There were no natural forms to function as a make-shift bridge. “We should be directly across from the Green territory, close to the communication console.” She looked at the water and then back at Wil. “We were instructed to use any resources at our disposal. Are you, as the tester, considered a resource?”
Where is she going with that? “Yes. I am considered a member of your team.”
“Then please create a bridge over the river.” She smiled at him.
That’s an odd request. “I can’t build you a bridge.”
“I didn’t ask you to build a bridge. I asked you to create one. Can’t you use your abilities to freeze the water or something?”
Brilliant! No one has ever asked their tester to do that before. I suppose it’s not against the rules… “Yes, I can do that.”
“Please proceed.” Saera stood aside and made a grand gesture toward the water.
She can bend the rules almost as well as me. Wil walked up to the edge of the water and sent out a small telekinetic stream toward the river. The water crystallized where he focused. “Have you ever been around unrestricted telekinesis before?”
“No more than in practice sessions.”
That was good wording on her part—no hint that it was practice sessions with me. “This is an open place, but you may still feel some pressure.” Wil focused on the water and envisioned a bridge arching just above the water’s surface over to the other bank. He pictured the beginnings of the bridge—a white glowing band of water, a meter across, spanning the width of the river. He commanded the glowing water to rise into the air, letting the river flow on beneath it. With the framework for the bridge set, he redirected the thermal energy from the water, freezing it in place.
Saera staggered back as the energy released, and she brought a hand up to her head.
“Are you okay?” Wil asked, keeping his attention on maintaining the ice bridge.
She lowered her hand. “Show off,” she said with a smirk.
“This was nothing.” She’d never be standing this close to me if she knew what I could really do.
Saera tested the bridge with her foot. “Is it safe to cross?”
“As long as I maintain the hold.”
“Then let’s get going.” She took a deep breath and stepped onto the ice bridge. It was slick, but she found her footing.
Wil followed behind, ready to catch Saera if she slipped. The bridge looked fragile under foot, but the bonds holding it together wouldn’t break until Wil released them. Water manipulation was one of the first skills Initiates would practice, and it came effortlessly to him.
Saera sighed with relief when she stepped onto solid ground on the far bank of the river. 
Wil jumped off the bridge behind her. As soon as he was on the ground, he released the bridge and the ice liquefied, splashing back into the flow of the river. 
Saera shook her head with wonder. “Well, that was fun! Now let’s find that console.” She consulted the map and led the way into a stand of trees.
They wove their way through the maze of trunks. It was difficult to follow a straight path, but Saera deftly compensated for every detour. It was a peaceful walk, quiet and still aside from dried leaves crunching underfoot. 
Saera paused at the opening to a small clearing. “There’s the console.” In the center of the clearing, a black four-sided column was planted in the ground. The edge of a computer terminal was visible around the corner on the right side. “Wait here,” she instructed, extending the handheld toward Wil. 
He grabbed it from her. She’s taking this very seriously.
Saera set down her backpack and slowly stepped into the clearing, holding her hands away from her body so they were visible. “I am here to request passage through your territory,” she said to the terminal. The terminal didn’t respond. “My intentions are peaceful.” Nothing. “May my companion and I continue on our journey?” She stared at the terminal, then glanced at Wil. “Is this thing even active?”
You just have to touch it. But this is far more entertaining. He kept his amusement to himself. “The terminal appears to be functioning properly.”
Saera studied the terminal for another moment, and then placed her hand on a glossy rectangle at chest-level. 
“Authorization granted,” the terminal announced, and a memory chip popped out from a thin slit.
The color on Saera’s cheeks was visible even from a distance. “Oh.” She took the chip.
Wil gave her a reassuring smile. Better to overdo it than the other way around.
Saera jogged back to Wil and retrieved the handheld from him. She placed the memory chip in the handheld’s expansion slot. The Green territory on the map turned beige.
“Free travel is now allowed through this territory,” Wil informed her.
Saera smiled. “Let’s do this.”
The rest of the hike passed quickly. The terrain was flatter on that side of the river, and the trees were less dense the further they went. They walked in silence, hearing only the occasional bird. By the time the sun was approaching the horizon, they were nearly at the coordinates for their destination.
“It should be right up ahead,” Saera announced.
We should see something by now. “May I take a look at the map?” Wil asked.
Saera handed it to him. Sure enough, the coordinates were no more than ten meters ahead. “Hmm.”
“What is it?” She looked concerned. “Did I do something wrong?”
“No, not at all.” Maybe they put the camp underground this time so it couldn’t be spotted from a distance. “Proceed.”
Saera led the way to the exact position of the coordinates. “We’re here.”
Wil confirmed on the map. “So we are.” He looked around. Where is everyone?
“What are you looking for?”
There definitely was nothing here. Wil couldn’t sense the presence of anyone. “Anything. The end point should have someone to receive us, or at least a beacon to activate.”
The alarm was apparent on Saera’s face. “I led us to the wrong place? But the map…”
“No, it wasn’t you. Were the coordinates wrong?” They wouldn’t…
“Can you find out?”
Wil logged into the handheld and went through several layers of authorization code. It did look like something was overwritten. He dug deeper into the system memory and found a data archive from immediately before the examination commenced. “I can’t believe it.”
“What?”
Wil shook his head. That bastard. “Trintar, that Junior Agent distributing the handhelds, changed the coordinates when he handed it to me.”
Saera looked ill. “What does that mean for the exam, exactly?”
“You did everything correctly. As far as I’m concerned, you have completed the assignment. You navigated to the coordinates given to you.” And I won’t let someone’s issues with me screw up this evaluation.
“Why would he do that?” Wil looked at the recorder. “Off the record,” Saera added.
Wil paused the recording. Did I have this coming? “That day I came into your study room, and you asked me if I was hiding from someone? Well, I had just presented my design for the independent jump drive. Trintar was the head of the reigning champion team. Unfortunately, that was just the start of a string of failures for him, and it would seem that he has come to resent me. It’s stupid for him to take out his frustration in this way, but here we are.”
Saera bit her lower lip and took a breath. “Where does that leave us exactly?”
“Resuming recording.” Wil un-paused the recording and showed Saera the map. “Two off-the-record conversations remain. Here are the real coordinates.” The destination was seven kilometers to the west, on the other side of a jagged hill. “Let the record show that from this point forward we are outside the parameters of the examination,” Wil stated. “But, since the exam hasn’t officially concluded, you are still in charge. How shall we proceed?”
Saera looked lost for a moment but gathered herself. “We are outside of hostile territory, so we should stay here. It’s about to get dark, and I’d rather stay here where we know it’s safe than try to negotiate those cliffs at night.”
“Recommendation confirmed.” This will make for an interesting report.
“Will they come looking for us?”
“I honestly don’t know.” An extraction might void the test, but it’s a risk to leave us planetside overnight. Especially given how protective they are of me. But how far will they go?
“Well, let’s just proceed like we’ll be here for the night. Do you know how cold it gets here?” Saera looked up at the clear sky.
“Not below freezing. We’ll be fine outside with a fire.” Spending the night outside—this will be a first.
Saera took a breath. “Okay. I saw a clearing with some rocks back the way we came. I think it would make a good campsite.”
“Lead the way.” Keep it together, this is still a test. It’s just one night… under the stars next to a campfire, left with no choice but to huddle together for warmth… Wil swallowed.
The campsite Saera had identified was serviceable, with a cluster of boulders to provide shelter and a clear area to safely build a fire. They gathered firewood, and Wil started a blaze as dusk set in. Knowing that the recorder was still running, they engaged in idle small-talk while eating some rations from their backpacks for dinner. The evening wore on, and the temperature dropped under the clear sky. They retrieved some emergency blankets from their backpacks.
Wil compulsively checked the temperature on his personal handheld, but it remained above 5 degrees. Just a little colder and we don’t need to stay apart like this.
“So, you said Agent Katz was your mom’s roommate when they first joined the TSS?” Saera asked, changing the subject from the tedious discussion of Saera’s introductory class on Taran politics. 
Wil grinned. “Oh yeah, they go way back. And Wincowski and my father were roommates, too.”
“Oh really? I guess that makes sense. I got the impression they were buddies.”
“They are. They’ve been through a lot together.”
She looked at him thoughtfully. “So, the other TSS Agents are probably like family to you.”
Wil nodded. “They really are. I’ve never had a life outside the TSS. Though I’ve met some of my extended family, I don’t know them. As strange as it is, Headquarters will always be ‘home’ to me, no matter where I end up living. The halls, the freefall chambers—those were my neighborhood, my playground. Being here on a planet with real gravity, fresh air… it feels strange to me.”
“And those are things I just take for granted.” Saera stared into the fire. “I can’t imagine what it must have been like growing up the way you did. Did you ever have a chance to just be a kid?”
I barely even know what that means. “I was trained in combat techniques since I was old enough to walk. My bedtime reading was on military strategy. I officially entered the TSS when I was twelve, and by that time I’d already completed my first dissertation on applied astrophysics. It’s only recently that I’ve slowed down enough to recognize everything that I missed along the way.”
“Do you ever regret not taking time for yourself?”
“How could I? Regret is for when you had an alternate choice. For me, things couldn’t have been any different.” Wil checked his handheld again. Finally! “It has dropped below 5 degrees. You can join me over here to stay warm, if you like.” Wil patted the ground next to him.
Saera hesitated, but then crawled over. “It is getting pretty chilly.” She sat down immediately next to Wil, and they adjusted their blankets. After a moment, Wil brought his arm around her shoulders, and Saera leaned her head on his chest. “That’s much better.”
Her warmth was comforting and she fit perfectly in his arms. Wil wanted nothing more than to stroke her hair and hold her close, but he resisted. This is still a test. Just a few more days and you won’t need to hold back any more.
“You can still make your own future,” Saera said.
“Some of it, perhaps.” Maybe, just enough.
They sat quietly together, enjoying the time away from the demands and stress of everyday life. This was perhaps the best gift Trintar could have given me, Wil thought in retrospect. He checked the time on his handheld. “It’s 22:00 now. We should probably get to sleep.” 
Saera looked up at him with questioning eyes. 
“We should stay close. It will only get colder as the night goes on.”
Saera smiled at the affirmative answer to her unspoken question, and stretched out on the ground between Wil and the fire. 
Wil kept his back to the rock he had been leaning against and lay down next to Saera with her back pressed against him. His body wanted to respond to her every movement as she struggled to get comfortable on the lumpy ground, but he confined the reactions to his mind. If only every night could be like this. Basking in the warmth of the fire and the soft light of the stars, he drifted off to untroubled sleep.
*
Wil blinked in the morning light. The fire was only smoldering ashes. Saera was still asleep under his arm. It’s morning already?
Saera stirred. She rolled to her back and blinked up at him. “Hi. How did you sleep?” 
“Really well, actually.” This is the first night I haven’t had nightmares since my time with the Bakzen. “But now I’m hungry.”
Saera sat up and smoothed her hair. “Let’s eat and then we can head out,” she suggested.
They ate some more of the bland rations and then broke camp. The trek to the proper coordinates took them over more difficult terrain than they had encountered before, but there was no hostile territory to block their path. They helped each other over the more difficult rock formations and descended into rolling hills with young trees.
This time, there was no mistaking the camp. It was in a clearing up ahead, and only a single shuttle remained. They’re waiting for us.
“We made it,” Saera breathed.
“We did.” Wil smiled. “You performed admirably under difficult circumstances. I will make sure that my report reflects your decisiveness and professionalism.”
Saera stopped. “Before we go, may I speak to you off the record?”
“Yes.” Wil paused the recorder.
Saera looked him in the eye. “Thank you.”
*       *       *
Wil walked into Scott Wincowski’s office. Wil had already submitted his report electronically, but the Agent had requested to meet with him in person.
“Thank you for coming,” Scott greeted. “I’m still annoyed about your late arrival to the test, but under the circumstances I’ve decided to let it go, whatever it was about.” He folded his hands on the desktop. “I asked you here so I could personally apologize for the mix-up with the coordinates. We almost sent a shuttle to come get you, but we didn’t want to invalidate the exam. In the end, we decided there was no reason to pull you out. After all, we use that planet for testing because it is so safe. ”
Is it possible this was intentional, just to let me spend time with her? “Thank you for giving me the opportunity to conclude my evaluation, sir.”
“And what is your recommendation?” Scott looked expectant.
“Primus Command track, sir.”
The Agent raised an eyebrow. “Primus Command?”
“Yes, sir. The basis for my recommendation is included in the report. She exceeded all of the metrics.”
“I see. The committee will take it under advisement.”
“Thank you, sir.”
Scott pulled out a tablet. “Here is the affidavit that the evaluation was unbiased and followed TSS protocol. Do you have anything to disclose?”
“No, sir. The evaluation followed all TSS regulations.” I made sure of it.



CHAPTER 15
The Primus lounge was packed. All of the Junior Agents had gathered to get the first glimpse at the track assignments for the Trainees, and everyone was anxious to see if their recommendation had held. Eyes were fixed on the massive viewscreen at the back of the room.
Wil was the most anxious of all. Saera earned placement in Command. And I need her—not just as a partner, but as an officer I can trust. He checked the time on his handheld. Any moment now…
The viewscreen changed from the TSS logo into a list of a hundred names. Wil had to dart around one of the taller Junior Agents to get a better look at the screen. A smile spread across his face when he saw the name at the top of the list: “Saera Alexander: Primus Command.” She was one of only six Trainees in her cohort to have placed on the Command track. She did it.
Other Junior Agents around the room had mixed reactions, ranging from a nod of satisfaction to a disappointed shrug. The crowd thinned as everyone looked over the results. 
Wil hung back in the room with the intent of reviewing some engineering diagrams. Just as he was getting settled with his tablet on the couch in his favorite corner nook, a message from his father popped up on the screen. “Meet me in Banks’ office.” Wil sighed. What now?
He reluctantly rose from the couch and tucked the tablet under his arm, then made his way through the halls to the High Commander’s office.
Wil knew something was off the moment he walked into the office. Cris looked uncharacteristically tense, and Banks was standing completely rigid with his hands behind his back. Wil stopped in the middle of the room and looked at the two officers.
“Thank you for coming, Wil,” Banks said.
“Of course, sir.”
“There are a few matters we’d like to discuss with you,” Banks went on. “Why don’t we have a seat?” He gestured to the chairs by his desk, and Wil and Cris sat down across from him. “First, I’d like to congratulate you on the success of your training efforts with Saera. It would seem you were able to tap into every bit of her potential.”
“She put in the work, I did very little.”
“Knowing how to guide is still an important skill,” Banks countered. “At any rate, she was at the top of her class. As you know, that’s earned her entry into the annual party tonight.”
“Yes, she’ll have a good time.” I wasn’t planning on going, but since she’ll be there, I suppose I could make an appearance…
“Well, we thought that you might like to go with her as an escort,” Cris added.
What are they doing? “Isn’t that a little…. unusual?”
“Maybe so,” Banks responded, “but you helped her in the accomplishment. This way you can celebrate together.”
“That would be nice, thank you.” They’re still so serious. Why? “Is there something else?”
Cris looked down and slumped forward in his chair.
Banks took a deep breath. “Wil, you’ve become eligible for graduation.”
No, not yet… “Sir?” Wil took a calming breath, but he felt panic setting in. Will they send me away from here to the other Headquarters? Is this night at the party just consolation?
Banks cleared his throat. “However, there is one mandatory part of your Junior Agent training that you have yet to complete. The internship.”
Stars, no! “Sir…”
“The planet that’s been selected is Orino. Most of the world is covered in an ocean and there are several groups in civil war. We were approached by a neutral community requesting TSS assistance for settling the conflict. The specifics have been uploaded to your Mainframe account.” 
Wil activated his tablet and looked over the details of the assignment. The file included information about the culture and customs of the world, and he felt more nauseated the further he read. They were a primitive people, living on the sea in floating colonies, only very rarely setting foot on land. Men were the providers and their women and daughters were little more than property. Raping and pillaging was commonplace, and any commander had the pick of the community’s women—and was expected to, if he were a man worthy of leading. 
Wil was horrified. Fok, what are they thinking? “I can’t go here. These customs, they go against everything—”
Banks stood up. “That is for you to figure out. This is a matter of strategy and diplomacy, and it is your task to find a solution.”
I can’t… He looked to his father, pleading. “Dad?”
“This was decided without me.” Cris responded telepathically. “Just remember, there’s always another way.”
“You leave first thing in the morning,” Banks announced.
Tomorrow?! “But we’re supposed to get two months to prepare!”
Banks was unruffled. “The nature of this planet’s need is urgent, and it was too perfect a fit for your skill set to pass up. If all goes well, you may be back in time to graduate in the ceremony with the other Junior Agents who are already away on their internships.”
Wil worked his mouth but didn’t know what to say. Stars! How do I begin to explain this to Saera? Six months, or even a year, apart?

Cris gazed at Wil with compassion and sympathy, but underneath was the unwavering support that Wil could always count on from his father. “It’ll be okay, Wil.” 
Wil’s mind raced. “What about Caeron?”
Banks exchanged glances with Cris. “He cannot accompany you on the internship,” Banks replied. “As we agreed, he would stay with you until you graduated, which will happen as soon as you return. We may as well send him back to Tararia now.”
“Yes, sir.” No more shadow. “So that’s it, then? I just leave here for a distant planet and I’m all on my own?”
“Not on your own, Wil,” Cris said. “We’ll always be here to back you up.”
“Agents will be standing by at a TSS ship in orbit to extract you if there are any issues,” Banks added.
“And what about the fact that I’m eight years younger than the average Junior Agent going on their internship?” They must really want to test me, to move up the timeline like this.
“You’ve been overcoming others’ preconceptions about age and ability your whole life,” Banks said. “You should go get ready for the party.” He stood up, signaling the end of the conversation.
This is really happening… Wil rose slowly.
Cris got to his feet and placed an encouraging hand on Wil’s shoulder. “We’ll be at the party tonight and then see you off in the morning.”
Wil nodded and left for his quarters. I can’t believe this time has come. It was always sometime in the future, years away. What if I fail?
*       *       *
The dress was beautiful, but it hardly seemed worth all the dirty looks from Saera’s roommates. As if being the top-ranked Trainee wasn’t enough, there was also the party. And Wil as my escort? It was all too much for her to take in.
Elise, as usual, was the only other Primus girl to seem happy for Saera’s accomplishment. But, Saera could still see her envy beneath the outer mask. “You look lovely,” Elise said as Saera looked herself over in front of the mirror.
“Thanks.” Reaching almost to the floor, the dress was a dark blue and had silver embroidery that cascaded down the side. It reminded Saera of a shooting star. The dress had been made to her measurements, like all other TSS clothing, and it hugged her figure. After so long in casual attire, it felt strange to be in a dress and heels again. She ran a finger through her long, auburn hair that fell in loose waves past her shoulders. I need to do something with this.
Saera rummaged through her locker and found some pins and clips she’d brought with her from Earth. She began twisting sections of her hair into an up-do, struggling to keep track of the different sections.
“Do you want some help?” asked Elise.
“Yes, please! Thank you,” Saera sighed with relief. She handed off a section of hair to Elise as she secured another.
“Are you nervous?” Elise questioned. “I couldn’t deal with being in a crowd surrounded by so many unfamiliar faces. Let alone a bunch of Agents!”
I guess I hadn’t really thought about it. “Maybe a little. I’ll manage.” I’ll have Wil.
“The Junior Agent who evaluated you is taking you to the party, right?”
How did she even know that? “Yes, I believe so.”
“Wasn’t that Wil Sights?” Elise’s reflection looked expectantly at Saera from the mirror.
“Yes, it was. He’s actually pretty easy to talk to once you get to know him.”
Elise was thoughtful for a moment, and then her face lit up with understanding. “Wait, is he…?”
Saera’s heart dropped. Someone was bound to find out eventually. “Please, don’t say anything.”
Elise shook her head with wonder. “I won’t.” She chuckled. “Stars! So that’s who it was all this time.”
“It just sort of happened. I never thought…” ...that I could care so much for someone, in so little time. Even a few hours apart is too long.
“This will be a night to remember, I’m sure,” Elise said.
Saera secured the last few strands of hair. She admired herself in the mirror. “There.” 
*       *       *
Wil was still reeling from his conversation with Banks. Leaving in the morning?
His TSS dress uniform felt far too formal for his mood. He wanted to curl up in bed and forget all of his responsibilities. The only thing that got him through dressing for the party was knowing that he’d see Saera, but even then, he felt sick from the news he needed to give her. 
The hallways of the Trainee wing were empty, with everyone confined to their quarters for the evening while nearly every Agent, Junior Agent, and senior Militia officer attended the party on Level 11. Wil arrived at Saera’s quarters and pressed the buzzer. After a moment, the door opened.
Wil’s breath caught when Saera stepped into view. She stood framed in the doorway, her hair arranged in pretty twists and braids, wearing a dark blue gown with a wide V-neck and thin straps that exposed far more skin than he was used to seeing. At first, he was simply taken in by seeing her for the first time in makeup and with her hair styled, but as his eyes moved downward, he felt a sense of awe. After having grown so accustomed to seeing her in standard Trainee clothes, he hadn’t even thought about what alternate attire might do for her. 
“You’re absolutely stunning,” Wil said just loud enough for only Saera to hear.
She smiled and blushed. “You clean up pretty well, yourself.”
“Have fun!” someone called from inside the common room.
Saera hastily closed the door.
“Shall we?” asked Wil as he presented his elbow to her. Saera took his arm and they strode down the hall. 
Saera smiled up at him. “You accompanying me came as a pleasant surprise.”
“Me too.” A last-minute kindness before I’m thrown out on my own, away from you for who knows how long.
“I never would have made it this far without you. You’ve been a true friend.”
Wil smiled back at her. “I feel the same way.”
They arrived at the central lobby, where several Agents and Junior Agents dressed in formal clothes were waiting for the elevator. The Agents gave nods of respect to Wil and Saera—after the release of the Trainee scores, everyone could recognize Saera as easily as they could Wil.
Wil and Saera were silent as they rode down the elevator to Level 11 with the others. It gave Wil’s mind a chance to wander, and he was soon fighting back anxiety about what he would face for his internship. What will they ask me to do on Orino? What if they won’t accept me? His pulse quickened, a dull buzz filling his head. I’ll be there on my own, away from everyone I care about. A vice clamped around his chest. Will Saera be here when I return? Will she still want me? His head swam, pulsing with every heartbeat as the buzzing magnified.
Wil closed his eyes, clenching his fists. Get a grip.
As soon as they were off the elevator, Wil took a few rapid breaths and tried to center himself. He was starting to feel a little better when he felt a tug on his arm. Saera pulled him aside as the others passed by. 
“Are you okay?” Saera asked in a low voice. She seemed to see right through him.
No… Wil managed a smile that he hoped didn’t seem too forced. “Don’t worry yourself. We have a party to attend.”
Saera didn’t seem entirely assuaged, but she let Wil lead the way. 
The largest training room had been converted into a ballroom for the evening. For decoration, blue and silver streamers spanned the walls, a holographic projector gave the illusion of a starscape on the ceiling, and dazzling lights had been erected around the perimeter of the room. Along one wall was an extensive buffet with fine foods and drinks. Several dozen tall tables were placed around the room for placing food and drinks while socializing. An impressive sound system had also been set up, where the bass could be felt without the volume being oppressive. The party was already well underway, and people were moving to techno dance music.
Saera gawked. “This is… elaborate.”
Wil grinned. “Yeah, they go all out.”
“I can’t believe this is actually part of the TSS budget.”
“Wherever the funds come from, it’s been an annual event for as long as I can remember.” They’d never admitted it, but Wil was pretty sure his parents sponsored much of it.
They wandered over to the buffet and each grabbed a plate of finger food.
Saera eyed the drinks. “Are those alcoholic?”
“Some of them. I’ve heard stories of some epic hangovers after the party. A lot of people around here never drink alcohol, though.”
Saera made a quizzical expression. “Why is that?”
Wil shrugged. “I guess there’s just a culture that an Agent is never really ‘off duty.’ Some are more lax about it than others, but stims are a much greater vice for most.” Myself included. He looked down at this plate. “Let’s find somewhere to eat.” He headed toward to one of the open tables.
As they ate, several people came up to the table and congratulated Saera. Wil was pleased to see that she handled each encounter gracefully, comfortable even talking to multiple Agents. After they were done eating, they grabbed some sparkling juice in fluted glasses and milled through the crowd.
“Do you know everyone here?” Saera asked Wil.
Wil thought for a moment. “I know pretty much everyone’s face, at least. And having been here my whole life, I probably know more of their names than I even realize.”
They had a few more friendly exchanges with some Agents they encountered in their wanderings before Wil noticed his parents approaching. 
This will be interesting. “Saera, have you ever officially met my parents? Cris and Kate.”
Saera came to attention. “Sir, ma’am, it’s a pleasure—” Saera began.
“Please, that formality is unnecessary,” Kate said with a smile. Her eyes darted to Wil, but she returned her attention to Saera.
“Congratulations on your placement. It’s been wonderful to watch your progress over the last several months,” Cris commented. “We’re very fortunate to have someone of your talents here with us.”
Saera looked surprised. “You’ve been watching me?”
Cris nodded. “As Lead Agent, part of my responsibility is to ensure we’re supporting our most promising trainees. You’ve certainly made a name for yourself. By now, everyone here is aware of your accomplishments. Both of you.”
“We’re so very proud,” Kate murmured as she looked over her son, on the verge of tearing up.
“Both of us? Do others know I’m leaving on my internship tomorrow?” Wil telepathically asked his father.
“Many do, yes.”
As if I needed any more pressure. “Great,” Wil muttered. 
Kate gathered herself. “We haven’t had a woman take the position as highest scoring Trainee for a decade,” Kate added. “It’s a great honor.”
“Yes, it is,” Cris confirmed.
Saera blushed slightly. “Thank you.”
“You certainly earned a night off,” Cris went on. “I hope you’re having a good time.”
“Yes, this is lovely,” Saera beamed.
Kate examined Saera. “I’m pleased to see that they gave you something suitable for the occasion. You wear that dress well. Who did your hair?”
Saera absently reached up to touched her hair at the temple. “I did, with a little help from one of my roommates.”
Kate smiled. “It looks very nice.”
“Thanks. It’s a style my mom used to do on me when I was little...” Saera trailed off.
Wil saw her fumble, knowing that her mother was a sore subject. He jumped in, “It’s nice to see so many familiar faces at these events. Lots of catching up to do.”
“Hint taken. We’ll leave you alone now,” Cris told Wil. He pretended to spot someone on the other side of the room. “Oh, I wanted to talk to Larsaen,” Cris said aloud and took Kate’s hand. “Please excuse us.”
“Enjoy the rest of your night,” Kate said as she and Cris wandered back into the crowd, giving one last glance toward Wil.
Knowing that his imminent graduation was becoming common knowledge, Wil began to feel the other Agents watching him from all sides. Judging, evaluating. He wasn’t sure how much of it was in his head, but he grew increasingly more uncomfortable. What are they thinking, seeing us together like this? “This isn’t really my scene. Do you want to get out of here?” he asked Saera
Saera nodded. “I’m sick of feeling like I’m on display.”
“Welcome to my world.”
*       *       *
“They make a cute couple, don’t you think?” Cris remarked to his wife as soon as they were out of earshot from Wil and Saera.
“They do.” Kate shook her head. “I can’t believe he’s leaving tomorrow. It’s all gone by so fast.”
“I know, it really has.”
“I like Saera for him. But, there’s no way she’s a full-blood human, even if she is from Earth,” Kate mused as she looked back at their son and his companion.
Cris nodded. “Her abilities are rather strong.”
Kate looked up at Cris. “It’s more than that. I mean, just look at her!”
Cris was pensive. “There’s something about her, but I can’t place it…” He trailed off.
“She has a kind of poise that’s rare to see.” Kate tried to spot Wil and Saera again in the crowd. “Where did they go?”
*       *       *
The halls were deserted. All of the Junior Agents and Agents were still at the party, and the younger trainees appeared to be following the instructions to stay in their quarters for the night.
Wil and Saera strolled down the Primus corridor hand-in-hand. Wil was trying to focus on the contact, savoring how it felt to be together, and hold onto that feeling. This is our last night together. Everything will be different when I return… will this ever be possible again?
“You’ve been preoccupied all night.” 
Saera’s voice pulled Wil back into the present. “I’m sorry. Something came up today.”
“Is it anything you want to talk about?” 
I wish we didn’t have to. “Yes, I—” Wil stopped in the middle of the empty hallway and looked Saera in the eye through his tinted glasses. “I was informed this afternoon that it’s time for my internship, in preparation for graduation. I knew it must be coming up, but… I leave in the morning.”
Saera stiffened. “For how long?”
Wil shook his head. “I don’t know for sure. Sometime between five months and a year, most likely.”
Saera’s eyes glistened. She staggered toward the wall. 
Wil wrapped his arms around her, and she buried her face in his chest. “I don’t feel at all ready. I’m terrified,” he admitted.
Saera hugged him back. She took a breath and gazed up at him. “I’ll be here waiting for you, when you return.”
“Saera…” Wil stroked the side of her face.
Saera put an arm around Wil’s neck and pulled him in for a kiss. He eagerly kissed her back, leaning her up against the wall. For a few moments, they forgot their surroundings and lost themselves in each other.
“I know you have to, but I don’t want you to go,” Saera whispered into Wil’s neck.
“I don’t want to, either.” She’s willing to give herself to me, but she doesn’t even know who I really am. I can’t leave like this. Wil pulled away slightly. “We need to talk about some things before I leave.”
“Sure, anything.”
Wil looked around. “Not here.” But where? He thought through all the places within Headquarters, and nowhere seemed appropriate. Ah, fok regulations. “Go change into regular clothes. Meet me by the main elevator near your quarters in fifteen minutes.”
They parted ways with a kiss. Wil jogged to his own quarters and changed before heading to the elevator lobby. He was waiting for no more than a minute before Saera arrived. He waved to her as she approached. 
Saera smiled and gave a little wave back. “So where are we going?” she asked as she walked up.
How can she always look so beautiful? “I need to get out of here for a while. Are you up for a field trip?” Wil called the elevator.
Saera hesitated. “Is that allowed?”
Wil laughed. “Certainly not. We’ll be breaking at least a dozen policies. What I can guarantee, however, is that you’ll be excused from any indiscretion.” The elevator door opened and Wil stepped inside. “Are you game?”
Saera relaxed. “I don’t have it in me to say ‘no.’” She joined Wil in the elevator. “I’ll take every last moment with you I can get.”
Wil directed the elevator to the spaceport on the moon’s surface, and the doors closed. “I’m feeling kind of angry with the universe right now,” Wil admitted. “Just as I started to feel like everything was falling into place, now I’m being torn away.”
Saera leaned up against him. “I know what you mean.”
When the elevator doors opened at the moon’s surface, Saera breathed a sigh of awe as she took in the spectacular view of the stars. “This is incredible. I was too nervous on my way in to pay much attention.”
Wil smiled. “Oh, it’s nice, but wait until you see where we’re going,” he said as he set to cracking the security safeguards on the door to the shuttle terminal. Thanks to his intimate understanding of the Mainframe, he was able to bypass the system in less than a minute. “All right.” The door slid open.
Once through the door, they made their way to one of the empty shuttles waiting in a long row. Wil entered in a few commands, and the autopilot in the shuttle navigated to the spaceport fixed above the moon’s surface. 
Like the interior part of Headquarters, the spaceport was deserted. Wil led Saera to a section of the port with smaller shuttles designed for transporting two Agents on a short-duration mission. They entered the shuttle through the main living cabin, which contained two beds and a table with chairs fixed to the floor. At the front of the ship, they buckled into the two chairs in the miniature Command Center. 
“This is my first time in one of these,” Saera said as she secured her harness. 
“There’s no need to be nervous,” Wil assured her. “I practically grew up flying.” 
Saera settled deeper into her seat.
Wil quickly ran through the startup sequence and then maneuvered the shuttle far enough away from the spaceport to execute a jump. “Spatial jumps can take some getting used to. Hold on.”
A vibration spread throughout the ship. With a flash, the space outside turned to shifting blue-green for a moment before the stars outside winked back into existence.
When he looked over, Wil saw that Saera was gripping her harness with white knuckles. 
She took a moment to recover, but then grinned. “That was awesome!” She looked around with wonder at the view outside. “Wow…”
Wil had directed the shuttle into the center of a nebula, with gasses of every color swirling in incredible clouds. He dimmed the lights to give a better view of the surroundings. Light bounced around colossal gas sculptures in flashes like fireworks, illuminating sections of the clouds in purple and blue with splashes of pink. Shadows danced along the shuttle’s walls with each flashes. 
“It’s safe for us to talk freely here,” Wil explained. “The composition of this nebulae interferes with communications through regular space.” He unbuckled his harness.
Saera undid her own harness. “Did you really bring me here just to talk?” She placed a hand on Wil’s thigh.
His skin tingled under the gentle touch of her hand. I have so much to say, but she’s right—this comes across as such a ridiculously romantic backdrop. “Yes, I really did.” But, if this goes well… No, stay focused! “Come on.” 
Wil took Saera’s hand and led her back to the main cabin. He directed her to the edge of one of the beds and sat next to her.
“You’re not exactly helping your case about innocent conversation,” Saera said with a smile. She leaned in for a kiss. 
Don’t give in. Wil pulled back. “Really, Saera, this is important.”
She nodded and propped one arm back on the bed, expectant.
Wil ran a hand through his hair. Where to begin? “Now, you said earlier you’ll wait for me, but I can’t leave in good conscience without explaining some things. There are a lot of rumors floating around about me, and I need to set the record straight. But, you have to promise that you won’t repeat anything we discuss here.”
“I promise.” 
“Okay. I’m going to be pretty blunt, so please bear with me.” Wil took a deep breath. “My life is in two major parts: my responsibility to Tararia, and my role within the TSS. As for the first part, it seems to be common knowledge that my mother is Katrine Vaenetri—the fourth child to the Head of the First Region.”
Saera nodded.
“I’ve heard some say that there’s no way she’d marry outside of the High Dynasties, and for that reason my father has to be someone of note. Now, they’re right and wrong about that. She would have gladly married outside of the Dynasties for love, and for most of the time she was dating my father that’s exactly what she thought she was doing. But, in actuality, my father is the heir to Sietinen.”
Saera’s face drained and she went taut. “So you’re…”
“I am second in line to Sietinen, yes. Heir to SiNavTech and to the Third Region of Tararia.”
Saera flushed and tried to pull away. “Why—” 
Wil firmly held her hands. “Now, before you go down some self-deprecating path of questioning why I’d ever be interested in some lowly Earth-born girl like you, I’d like to make something very clear. I took an interest in you based on your own merits, and we wouldn’t be here now if I didn’t have some hope for a future together.” Saera softened. “However unlikely it may be that two people from such different lives would find themselves together, here we are. That’s all that matters now. And when it comes to you gaining acceptance from others in the High Dynasties, the truth of the matter is that we need some diversity—the highborn bloodlines on Tararia are so intertwined that I’d be hard pressed to find someone who wasn’t a cousin. Besides, there’s something nicknamed the Advancement Act for that very purpose. But more than that, we have a resonance connection that no one could deny—it’s one in a hundred billion. Simply put, we are the perfect complements to each other. I felt connected to you the moment we met, even though I tried to tell myself there was no room in my life for a relationship. You just make me so very happy, Saera. I never thought I could find the kind of peace that I feel when I’m with you.”
Saera squeezed his hand. “I feel exactly the same way.”
“I can’t express how important that kind of support is when it comes to the second part of my life.” Wil paused. What can I even say? I can’t get into the details about the war with the Bakzen… that’s one rule I won’t break. She needs to be able to make her own choice about staying with the TSS. “In a few months, at the end of your first year with the TSS, there will be a disclosure about the TSS’ role in combating a mounting threat. You will be given the choice to stay with the TSS or go your own way. I don’t want you choosing to stay with the TSS strictly because of me—if you want to go, that doesn’t mean we can’t still be a couple. We could always find a way for you to stay in Headquarters as a civilian contractor. So, when the time comes, I want you to really consider if you can give yourself to that life.”
Saera was resolute. “I can’t imagine they could say anything that would deter me at this point.”
If only I could tell her the whole truth. “You say that now…” 
“I committed when I told you that I wanted Command track. Now that I have it, there’s no turning back,” Saera declared with conviction.
I hope she never has any regrets. “Regardless, I want to preserve your ability to make as unbiased a decision as possible, but I do need to delve a little deeper. You’ve probably heard ‘Primus Elite’ tossed around at one point or another, and that I’ll be in a special Primus Elite class after I graduate.”
“Yes, they’ve been talking about it since the day I arrived.” 
“Well, suffice to say that my abilities surpass the normal distinction of rank. What only a handful of people know is that I have already successfully handled a 9.8 intensity by the CR measures.” 
Saera seemed un-phased. “Okay…”
She should have recoiled with terror at that statement—does she understand the implications? “That is above the capabilities of any other living Agent. But, what’s key is that I haven’t strained in doing so—let alone reached an upper limit. If anything, the higher I go, the easier it’s getting for me.” 
Saera started showing the hints of worry, but still she didn’t pull away. 
Wil went on, “However, that also means I’ve been largely on my own in figuring out how to handle that power. My father is one of the few who can ‘stop time’ and was able to coach me through that, but I’ve begun experimenting with full spatial displacement. At this rate, I think un-aided inter-dimensional travel may even be possible.”
Saera looked at him with skeptical wonder, but didn’t say anything.
Stars! She almost seems excited by that prospect. “The training of these skills has been deliberate, to shape me. I have a role to play in a major conflict that will one day concern all of us. In several years, I am to assume the role of Supreme Commander of the TSS and settle that conflict. Such duty will very likely take everything I have, and I honestly don’t expect to make it to the age of 30.”
Fear was now evident in Saera’s eyes—the fear that Wil had come to expect when others learned the extent of his power. Then, Saera tenderly reached up and stroked the side of Wil’s face, looking him straight in the eye. “I’d rather have a short life with you than no time at all.”
No, it was fear of loss. Can she truly accept me? This life? “Me too. But it’s not that simple. The fact of the matter is, I might not live to see through my responsibility to Tararia, as an heir. Which means, whoever I choose as my partner would need to carry on my bloodline without me.”
“How?”
“There’s a genetic archive for all the prominent Dynasties, holding all the material necessary for reproductive purposes,” Wil explained. “It exists only as a backup, but it is the single most closely guarded facility in known space.”
Saera was quiet, processing.
“Now, aside from all that, we can’t even just have one fun night together and then part ways if you change your mind. My ability level combined with the predisposition from our resonance connection means that any amount of intimacy will result in a permanent telepathic bond. So, given everything, it means a lifetime commitment for us to ever be together at all. Making that kind of lifelong choice—it’s not a fair decision to ask of you after so little time together, especially at the age of barely sixteen.”
Saera was solemn. “I was ready to make that decision from the moment we met. I’ll do whatever needs to be done.” 
How can she be so confident? So trusting? Wil reached out to touch her mind—there was no hesitation from her, no doubts. Then it was all so clear. She knows, just the way I do. There is no reason to question, because being together is the only option. Here, finally, was someone with whom he could be completely open and not have to hide the inner part of himself. 
Wil was overcome with a feeling of elation. “I don’t know what will happen on my internship, but I’d like to go away knowing that I’ve given myself to you fully.”
The invisible barrier between them broke. Instinctually, they drew together in a passionate kiss, their hands working under clothing. They lay back on the bed as shirts and pants came off, hands and lips exploring the newly exposed flesh for the first time. Breath quickened with anticipation and they pressed together with almost nothing between them. Soon, they could resist no longer and the final undergarments were stripped away. 
Wil lay on top of Saera, reveling in finally being able to express the desire that he’d suppressed for so long. Through this one act, we’ll be bonded forever. “Are you sure about this?”
“More than anything.”
Eyes locked, they joined together in body and mind. Moving as one, every worry and burden in the outside world was cast aside as they made love in the starlight. And at the moment of climax, their connection was sealed. 
Afterward, they lay entwined on the bed, tracing along the curves of each other’s naked bodies with their fingers. 
A chirp from the viewscreen intruded on the moment. They startled.
“What is it?” Saera asked, sitting up.
Wil looked at the screen. “A call.” The subspace communication was coming from his father’s quarters. “Trying to check up on us.”
Saera looked concerned. “Do we need to get back?”
Wil reached up and declined the call. “Not yet. I’m not ready for this night to end.” He pulled Saera back down into bed.
*
It was nearly 06:00 by the time they made it back to Saera’s quarters. Wil and Saera stood in the hallway, knowing the goodbye was temporary but still struggling to find the words. They held each other in silent understanding. Already, Wil could feel the bond between them, born from deep love. The connection would span any distance and any time.
“Send Katz to my parents if there’s any trouble about you being out all night,” Wil told Saera.
“I will.” Saera held him closer.
I don’t want to go… “I have a ship to catch.”
She smiled up at him. “I know. Good luck. I know you’ll do great.”
“I’ll try.” He tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “With the bond between us, you’ll be able to know I’m okay, no matter where I am, just as I will for you.”
Saera looked up at him, tears in her eyes. “Still, be careful, okay?”
“Of course.” Wil leaned down and kissed her, holding onto the moment as long as he could before duty pulled him away.



CHAPTER 16
Wil carried a single bag. It felt strange to consolidate his life into such a small space, but he didn’t need anything more where he was going. His handheld—loaded with the mission details—and a solar charger were the only electronics, along with a few changes of clothes, some toiletries, and a pulse gun stashed in a hidden compartment that would only be used in a dire emergency.
As he walked through the halls, Wil felt a twinge of homesickness like he’d never felt before. His departure on the internship was much more than an extended stay from home—it was the beginning of a new stage in his life. As a graduated Agent, he would have senior rank to everyone who had been a friend and mentor for as long as he could remember. Will our history be enough to sustain that friendship, or will I become just their superior officer?
On his way to the spaceport, Wil saw few people yet up and about for the day. He stifled a yawn as he exited the elevator. The lack of sleep from the night before was catching up to him. 
“There you are.”
Wil looked up to see his father waiting. “Hi.” 
“I hope you made the most of your little excursion,” Cris said as Wil approached.
“Dad, please don’t start. I know I shouldn’t have gone out on my own like that, but I couldn’t take it anymore. For just one night in my whole entire life, I needed do something for me.”
Cris shook his head. “I wasn’t going to reprimand you. You are very much my son. I would have done exactly the same thing in your situation.”
Wil relaxed on the surface, but he was ready to go on the defensive. “I didn’t expect you to be so understanding.”
His father eyed him. “Me, or a senior TSS officer?”
Wil thought for a moment. As my dad, he’s never failed me. “The TSS.”
“Well, Banks certainly wasn’t pleased with you running off,” Cris acknowledged. “It is dangerous out there.”
“Not that it’s completely safe here, either.”
“True enough,” Cris admitted. The Bakzen infiltration would never be forgotten. “However, I do have to say that you’ve done yourself a bit of a disservice by bonding to someone so soon before departing. It will make being apart that much worse.”
Is it that obvious? “On the contrary, it will give me a tie to the only home I’ve ever known. If I start to feel lost, I’ll have that grounding.”
“So you did,” Cris said with a slight smile. “I had my suspicions, but I wasn’t sure.”
Tricky. Wil stood his ground. “It seemed like the right thing to do, given the circumstances.”
“I agree,” Cris replied. “I have always found my bond with your mom to be a source of strength when I needed it.”
He’s taking all of this so lightly. I not only disobeyed TSS regulators but also went against every Tararian tradition related to partnering. “You’re not mad?”
“About Saera?”
Wil nodded.
“No, not at all. She’s an incredible girl—I couldn’t imagine anyone more perfect for you. It means everything to me to see you so happy.”
“I know there’s TSS protocol…”
“It’s already been taken care of. Don’t worry, we’ll look out for her while you’re away.”
Did they want this? “Thank you.” Is nothing in my life of my own design?
Cris checked the time on his handheld. “Banks and your mom should be here any minute to formally send you off.”
Wil’s chest tightened. “What happens if I fail this mission?”
Cris was caught off-guard. “That won’t happen.”
“But what if it does?”
“Then we’ll figure it out together,” Cris assured him.
The elevator doors opened and Banks emerged with Kate. It was time to go.
Kate silently walked up and embraced Wil. He hugged her back. After a few moments, she released him and held back tears as she went to stand next to Cris. Cris, likewise, gave Wil a heartfelt hug.
Banks waited patiently for the family exchange to conclude. When Cris nodded his assent, Banks began, “Junior Agent Sights, due to your exceptional performance record, you have become eligible for early graduation from the TSS training program. This internship is your one remaining task, and you have been offered a far greater challenge than any other aspiring Agent. However, I am confident that you have the experience and skills to be successful.”
“Thank you, sir.”
“Your mission is to reach a treaty among the people of Orino. Agents will be monitoring your progress from orbit. They will send a message to your handheld when the mission parameters have been met. Otherwise, they will intervene only if you are in imminent danger. Do you accept this mission?”
As if I have a choice. “Yes, sir.”
*       *       *
Saera groaned when the alarm went off. She’d been in bed for maybe an hour, and the pitiful amount of rest had only made her feel more tired.
In her weariness, it took her a few moments to realize that all of her roommates were watching her. She looked around at the expectant faces. What do they want?
Elise finally broke the silence. “So? How was it?”
The party, of course. She forced an excited smile. “It was awesome. They had one of the training rooms all done up with decorations, and there was every kind of food and drink you can imagine.”
“Was everyone all dressed up?” Nadeen asked.
“Oh yes. It was funny to see some of our instructors in dresses,” Saera replied with a more heartfelt smile.
Leila observed from her bed. She seemed disinterested in the party details. “How late were you out last night? I heard you come in at some point and I thought you were going to bed, but then you left and I didn’t see you again.”
“Yeah, I noticed that, too,” Caryn added. “Where were you?”
Elise and Nadeen paused in thought, and then seemed to realize the others were correct. They looked at Saera quizzically.
“I came back here to change out of the dress and heels.” Saera got out of bed and made for the door to the common room. “I met up with some Junior Agents at the party who invited me to join them in the game room. You must have not heard me come back in.” She stepped out of the bedroom.
Her roommates followed her out. “No, I remember waking up at around 04:00 and you weren’t back yet,” insisted Leila.
“What does it matter? My curfew was lifted for the night,” Saera said.
Leila was about to respond but was interrupted by a buzz at the main door. 
Nadeen went to investigate. “It’s Katz,” she announced.
Saera swallowed hard.
Nadeen opened the door. “Good morning, Agent Katz.”
“Good morning, ladies.” She looked around the room. “Saera, may I speak with you?”
Oh no… “Yes, ma’am.” Saera looked down at her pajamas, wishing there were time to change. She shrugged off the feeling and followed Katz into the hallway. They entered a study room.
When the door was closed, Katz began, “I heard you left Headquarters last night without permission.”
Wil said everything would be okay. Stay calm. “Yes, ma’am.”
“Did you tell anyone about what happened after the party last night?” Katz implored.
“No, ma’am.”
Katz relaxed. “Good. They can’t know what’s going on.”
Saera didn’t say anything.
“Cris and Kate Sights pulled me aside this morning and informed me about your relationship with Wil,” Katz explained. “I knew he was tutoring you, of course, but I understand that the… nature of things has changed.”
Saera took a shaky breath. “Yes, ma’am, you could say that.”
Katz sighed. “This has placed all of us in an awkward position. Normally, any consorting between Agents and trainees is strictly forbidden. But, they have decided to make an exception for you.”
The tension in Saera’s chest dissipated. “Thank you, ma’am.”
“Don’t thank me. Only the High Commander can make that sort of call.” Katz paused. “He knows it’s not his place to stand in the way of succession for the High Dynasties,” she added.
Saera remained silent.
Katz looked Saera in the eye. “The other students will forget about this night eventually. You just have to be more careful once he’s back.”
“Yes, ma’am.” If only all of this didn’t have to be so secret.
Katz placed a hand on Saera’s shoulder. “Saera, off the record, I want you to know that we’re here for you. Kate is one of my best friends, and I’ve known Wil his whole life. He has chosen you as his partner, so that makes you part of our adopted family, too. I’ll do whatever I can to support you being together once he returns from his internship. Likewise, Kate and Cris are quite fond of you, and they wanted me to pass on that you should reach out to them if you ever need anything.” 
Saera exhaled with relief. “Thank you, ma’am.” They approve of me? They’re really letting us be together? She couldn’t help but grin. 
*       *       *
Water stretched all the way to the horizon. The shuttle was flying low across the vast sea, leaving a wake in its path. 
Wil stood in the open doorway of the shuttle, breathing in the salty air of the strange world. It stung his eyes and nose. At first, he thought it odd that anyone would choose to eke out an existence in such an inhospitable environment, but then it occurred to him that life in space was far stranger. At least they don’t need advanced technology to keep themselves alive when they step outside.
The shuttle flew above a floating city. It was a ragged civilization, thrown together with scrap metal and twine. No land was anywhere to be seen. Around the perimeter of the tethered structures were various small boats and watercraft.
Wil’s stomach rose into his throat. This is where I have to spend the next several months? I didn’t even know people still lived like this.
The shuttle stopped two meters above an area of open decking.
“We can’t land on this,” Agent Aeronen said to Wil from the pilot’s chair. “You’ll have to jump down.”
Can’t even land the shuttle? What kind of place is this? “Yes, sir.” He grabbed his bag and swung it over his shoulder.
“We’ll be in orbit watching your progress,” Agent Merdes said from the other chair at the front of the shuttle. “You are to use your handheld only for making status reports and sending an emergency communication to us, if necessary. Otherwise, you must rely on the information systems used by this culture.”
“Yes, sir.”
“We’ll notify you when the mission parameters have been met to our satisfaction,” stated Agent Aeronen. “Good luck.”
Wil nodded and jumped out of the shuttle. He landed lightly on the metal deck plates. The platform was small enough that even though it was tethered to the larger structure, it swayed slightly under the impact and groaned as rusty couplings rubbed together. He took a moment to find his balance on the unfamiliar footing. The shuttle departed.
When Wil looked around to get a bearing on his new surroundings, he saw people encircling the platform. He straightened to his full height and examined the questioning faces. “My name is Wil Sights. I’m here from the TSS.”
A grizzled man stepped forward. He was perhaps in his late-forties, but all the years stood out on his weathered face. He favored his right knee as he moved, but he tried to hide it with a swaggering gate that seemed well suited to a life on the sea. “When they said they were sending someone for their Junior Agent internship, I thought they’d be sending a man—not a mere boy.”
“Don’t let my age fool you,” Wil responded. “The TSS doesn’t make exceptions for their performance standards. Reaching this position by my age just means I had to work all the harder to prove myself.”
“And you’ll have to prove yourself all over again to us,” the man replied. “But we reached out for help, and you’re who we got. I’ll try to keep an open mind, because we need you.”
“I’m here to serve.” There was fear in the eyes of the onlookers. They were just as ragged as the structures, their eyes dull from spirits broken long ago. How did they get to be this way?
“My name is Marlon,” the man said. “I am the leader of this community. As a sign of our thanks, we have a welcome gift for you, as a fellow warrior.” Marlon beckoned behind him, and a girl stepped forward. “This is my daughter, Mila,” Marlon went on. “It is time for her to know what it is to be a woman.”
Mila was around fourteen-years-old based on her face, but she looked at Wil with an air of maturity. She knew why she was being presented to him, and she had accepted that fate.
Shite, I was afraid of this. Wil’s stomach knotted. I don’t want anyone but Saera. “Thank you, I appreciate your generosity.”
“Mila will assist you with anything you need,” Marlon said. “She’ll show you to your room now.”
Mila stepped up to Wil and bowed her head before him. She was tall for a girl—close to Wil’s height—and her brown hair was cropped to chin-length. “I am yours,” she murmured. 
Fok, I need to find a way out of this. “I will try to prove myself worthy,” Wil replied.
Mila led Wil through the crowd toward one of the stout structures adjacent to the central platform. She took him down a staircase into a low room just below the surface of the water. Only a slit of a window near the ceiling illuminated the room. There was a small bunk, a washbasin and a rickety table in the corner. All of the furnishings were worn, permeated by the smell of sea salt.
“Do you wish to have me now?” Mila asked. She reached for the tie at the bosom of her dress.
Never. “Mila, you don’t have to.” Wil held up his hand to stop her.
“It is our way,” she insisted.
I can’t do this. “I—”
“Are you dissatisfied with me?” she asked, her brow furrowed above her tawny eyes.
“No, it’s not that…”
She reached forward and took off Wil’s tinted glasses. Doing so was a great taboo on other Taran worlds, but Wil let her. She gazed into his glowing blue-green eyes. “Your heart belongs to another.”
“Yes.”
Mila sat down on the bed, contemplating. “Mine does, as well,” she admitted, looking down.
“Then what are you doing here with me?”
She avoided Wil’s gaze. “My father doesn’t know of it. He thinks me to still be innocent, but I am not.”
Thank the stars! “I won’t tell anyone, Mila.” Wil crouched down in front of her so they were at the same level. “You can say whatever they will want to hear—that you pleased me. But, there is only one I want to know in that way.”
Mila’s eyes narrowed. “They will think you less of a man for having only one woman.”
What a different world this is. “So we both have a vested interest in keeping each other’s secrets,” Wil pointed out with a reserved smile.
“I guess we do,” Mila agreed. Her face softened, but an inner fire showed through. Whether she was fueled by anger or just an inner strength that few could ever find, she stared back at Wil with the kind of dedication he knew he could channel to win whatever fight they were up against.
“Now,” said Wil as he stood up, “I do need your help in other ways. I know very little of your culture and customs. I would like for you to advise me on how to proceed with my mission.”
“I’m not qualified—”
“You’re a native here, aren’t you? That makes you more informed than me.”
Mila inclined her head, causing her hair to fall forward on her face. “As you wish.” She picked at a callous on her hand. “What did they send you here to do?”
Wil took a breath. “I was informed that there are warring groups around the planet. Your community is considered one of the more ‘neutral’ parties, so you’re the best bet for brokering a treaty between the different peoples.”
Mila let out a coarse, bitter laugh. “Oh, that’s a good one.”
“Pardon?”
“I don’t know where you got your information, but it’s nothing like you said.”
“Then what’s going on?” Wil asked her.
“It’s easier if I show you.” Mila rose from the bed. She led Wil back up the stairs and down several rickety walkways to the other side of the village. They came to a structure that stood several meters above the deck, attended by a single guard. The man inclined his head to Mila and let them pass. Mila swung open a massive rusty door set on the front face of the structure. Inside, a handful of partially filled plastic crates were positioned around the room.
“What is this?” Wil asked.
“These are the food supplies for the rest of the month,” Mila said.
“What about the shipments from Makaris? Orino is one of the recognized—”
“These are the shipments from Makaris,” Mila explained. “First, the price started going up. Then, the quantity declined. Now, we’re lucky if we get half as much as we need.”
“I don’t understand. It should be subsidized.” Something is seriously amiss here.
“Akka happened.”
“Akka? Is that a person?”
Mila hesitated. “You will help us, right?” There was desperation in her eyes. She was strong, but she had her limits.
“That’s what I’m here to do,” Wil assured her. “Tell me everything.”



CHAPTER 17
Kaldern, at last. Haersen stepped off the gangway from the cargo freighter. The station was surprisingly nice, given its location. But, he knew the TSS was one source of funding. He would need to be on guard.
Finding someone who could take him to the Bakzen would be tricky. No one would openly advertise their traitorous allegiance. Fortunately, Haersen’s telepathic skills gave him a distinct advantage. 
It was no trouble to look the part of a weary traveler after spending so much time without proper facilities. He had allowed a beard to grow, helping to mask his face from recognition by the cameras found throughout every spaceport. Coupled with his sunglasses and mussed hair, he doubted he would even recognize himself had he not witnessed the transformation.
Haersen set out toward the main mall of the port. He needed information and there was no better place to ask questions than in a bar. His funds were limited, but he had enough to cover a drink—especially since his travels were almost over.
There were several establishments to choose from. Haersen waited along the wall of the corridor, sending out a subtle probe to get a feel for the type of clientele at each bar. He needed to keep the reading to general impressions, just skimming the surface of consciousness. Too deep a sweep and he risked accidental interception by any Agent that may be stationed nearby.
Quieting his mind, Haersen focused on the thoughts of those around him. Most were complaints about present circumstances, reflecting on one loss or another. Hearing the pathetic weakness and sorrows of so many people at once would have been a nuisance if Haersen’s own troubles hadn’t already consumed him. He tried to focus in on those with the rawest hurts, attempting to glean any hint about a recent Bakzen raid. 
If Haersen could place himself in an active zone, he could arrange an encounter. It was a risky move, but he had no other way to get in touch.
After listening to various internal monologues for several minutes, Haersen eventually cued in on a man at one of the bars farther down the corridor. He was more withdrawn than the others, but an anger burned just beneath the surface of his mind. There was hurt there, loss—directionless and all-encompassing. Few things could fuel such emotions. 
Haersen moved closer to investigate. 
The man was sitting alone at the back end of the bar. He was disheveled like many of the other travelers, but his clothing also bore several dark stains that resembled dried blood. He had nothing with him, and his stare was one of someone who had nothing left to lose. His hand shook as he went to pick up his glass. 
Haersen took a seat at the bar one chair away from the man, tucking his bag between his feet as he sat down. The other man didn’t acknowledge his approach. Haersen kept his eyes down, but sent his probe deeper into the man’s mind.
The vicious anger immediately pierced Haersen’s own mind as he reached out to the man. The image of a horrific explosion looped over and over, the cry of a woman holding a dead child amid the ruins of a town, other explosions drawing near. The image and visceral feeling of grief overtook him. Haersen tried to dive deeper, but the man’s mind was so occupied with the thoughts that any further exertion from Haersen might give away his position. But if only he could get a little more—
“What can I get for you?” 
Haersen was jolted from his telepathic assessment by the bartender, a larger man who looked well suited to keeping order if any of his patron’s overindulged. 
Haersen shook off the cries he’d heard in the other man’s mind. “Whatever is the cheapest and will get me drunk the fastest.”
The bartender nodded and grabbed a bottle of a light amber drink. He poured it into a square glass. “Three credits.”
“Thanks.” Haersen grabbed the chips from his pocket and set them on the bar. 
The bartender collected the chips and scowled when he saw that there was no tip. He brushed it off and went to tend to his other customers.
Haersen took a sip of the drink. It was strong and vile, but it fit with his specifications. He waited for a few minutes, watching the other man. As he waited, he kept his more general telepathic sweep active in the background, looking out for potentially useful thoughts from other passersby.
When he saw that the man’s drink was getting low, Haersen looked directly at him and tried to catch his eye. “What brings you to these parts?”
The man didn’t acknowledge him at first, but then noticed Haersen watching him. “I’m from near here,” he replied, his voice faint. “Not that there’s anything left.”
“What do you mean?” Haersen asked, already well aware of a recent tragedy.
The man shook his head. There was a sheen to his eyes, on the verge of tears. “It all went to shite, just like everything else in my life. Every last good thing is gone.”
Haersen took another sip of his drink. “I’m sorry to hear that.” He wanted to ask more, but pressing too much wouldn’t get him anywhere. He had learned a long time ago that people were all too willing to talk if he just sat back and let them speak their mind.
The man finished off his drink. “I just don’t understand how they could let it happen. They knew our shield was down, but they left us there to fend for ourselves, completely helpless.”
“Who’s ‘they’?”
“The TSS.” The man sniffed back tears. “Shite. What were we supposed to do?”
It was a more perfect scenario than Haersen could have imagined. “Can’t trust any of them. What happened?”
“The Bakzen came, and the TSS stood back and let them take our world. They offered relief to the teenage kids after it was over, but they left the rest of us to clean up the dead.” The man took a pained breath. “I had to bury my little girl, right next to my wife. I watched them die. They were my whole life.”
Haersen feigned horror. “Where was this?”
“Aleda, next system over.”
“I didn’t realize the Bakzen had ventured out that far.”
“They’ve been all around here, raiding everything they can. As soon as a shield goes down, which they’re prone to do in these parts, the Bakzen are there before you know it. It was only two hours… Stars! I couldn’t save them.” He buried his face in his hands.
Taking out a planetary shield—that would be an easy way to draw the Bakzen’s attention. But which planet? Haersen swirled the contents of his glass. “The authorities keep pretending like the Bakzen aren’t a threat, but they can wipe us all out. Tararia should be afraid.”
“The leaders don’t care about anything until it’s on their doorstep.”
Haersen smirked. The Bakzen would be there soon enough. “Eventually there won’t be anywhere to run.”
The man’s despondent gaze turned to Haersen. “Where do you go when you have nothing left?”
Haersen sighed inwardly. The poor man actually thought he cared. He was about to dismiss himself, having gathered the information he needed, when his background telepathic probe suddenly struck a wall of silence. Haersen froze. An Agent was nearby.
Without hesitation, he stopped the scan and secured his own mental blocks—leaving just enough trivial thoughts on the surface to give the illusion of daydreaming. He cursed under his breath.
Haersen slid over to the seat directly next to the other man, bringing his bag with him. The conversation offered a measure of cover. “You do like the rest of us and keep moving forward.” As he spoke, he tried to identify the location of the Agent. Hopefully it was only one.
The man hung his head. “As it was, we were barely getting by on the supplies from Makaris Corp. Now, the whole world is burned.”
“Then it’s time find to find a new home.” Haersen covertly looked to the side, eyeing the hallway through his sunglasses in an unsuccessful attempt to spot the Agent.
“I barely have enough money to cover this drink. Everything was wrapped up in my farm. The evacuation ship dropped me here, but with no fare for passage, I’m stuck.”
Haersen groaned under his breath. The man was clearly asking for help, but he was asking the wrong person. “I’m in no better a position. Find a ship that will let you work.”
“Just forget any of this happened?” The man was still close to tears.
The conversation was going nowhere, and the Agent’s location was still unknown. Haersen couldn’t take the waiting anymore. “If that’s too much for you, then help yourself to an airlock.”
The man looked appalled. His face flushed and eyes narrowed. “You’re a monster.”
It likely wouldn’t be the last time he was called that. Haersen could only imagine what they said about him within the TSS—all the more reason to get as far away as he could. “I just do what I must to survive.” He stood and grabbed his bag from the floor.
Slinging the strap of his bag over his shoulder, Haersen set off toward the main corridor. The empty void of the Agent’s mind was still close. He had to risk it.
The crowd of travelers in the corridor had thinned, and those that remained bore expressions of wonder and apprehension. Haersen skimmed their minds, gleaning variations of, “I’ve never seen so many of them,” and “What do they want?” Haersen tensed. Only one “they” would solicit that kind of reaction: TSS Agents.
On guard, Haersen slinked along the wall of the corridor, ready to flee down a side passage if needed. As he approached the corridor’s intersection with the central hub of the space station, he spotted the source of the passersby’s wonder. Not one Agent, but four. Haersen felt the power emanating from them—they were sustaining a telepathic link with other Agents elsewhere in the station.
His pulse raced. The directionless void he had detected was only the secure conduit for their communication, not one individual’s mind. He was surrounded.
Haersen ducked behind a bulkhead. “Fok.”
He bolstered his mental blocks and the decoy thoughts on the surface. The persona was a homeless traveler with a broken mind—thoughts jumbled and incoherent. He already looked the part, so with any luck no one would pay him any notice. It just needed to be enough to buy him time to find a transport to a planet near Aleda. The Bakzen would still be nearby.
To keep with his persona, Haersen took up a shuffling step through the corridor and began muttering nonsense to himself. It was a thin disguise, but without fail people would always try to avoid a seemingly crazy person.
His eyes hidden behind his sunglasses, Haersen scanned the overhead signs to locate directions to the nearest computer terminal so he could access the docking log. The signs indicated there was one thirty meters up ahead.
Haersen continued his shuffling stride for the remaining distance. It was agonizingly slow progress, but his plan to be given a wide berth worked perfectly.
When he reached the docking manifest access station, he took the kiosk farthest from the corridor in his usual fashion. He brought up the list of ships, keeping careful eye for any approaching Agents.
He sorted the outbound ships by destination to search for local traffic that would take him the final stretch to his objective. Only two eligible ships were scheduled to leave that day. He groaned when he saw their docking locations. Both were in a separate wing of the spaceport, and the only way through was past the checkpoint of TSS Agents.
“Bomax. Foking TSS,” he muttered while shuffling away from the kiosk.
His likelihood of getting past the Agents would be largely dependent on their reason for setting up the checkpoint. If they were searching specifically for him, he didn’t stand a chance. But if it were a routine exercise, then maybe. He considered trying to find a place to wait it out, but it seemed too risky. Knowing how the TSS operated, they would likely conduct a thorough sweep of the port before leaving, and anyone trying to hide would immediately be taken into custody for vetting. Trying to blend in seemed like the better option.
Haersen shuffled back toward the central hub of the port. As he approached, interference from the Agents’ telepathic network formed an oppressive hum in his head. Maintaining his multi-level mental guard was draining enough without the added pressure. On his final approach to the hub, the first level of mental guards started to slip.
Up ahead, the Agents snapped to attention, recognizing the presence of another telepath nearby.
Haersen strained to maintain control, perspiration on his brow.
The Agents continued to scan the crowd, but their concealed eyes passed over Haersen without recognition.
Blockades in the corridor funneled travelers toward the waiting Agents. Haersen shuffled closer, driven straight toward them. Only steps away, the telepathic net was stifling. His mental guards were meant to conceal, not stand up to a full-on assault.
“Sir, could we have a word with you?”
Haersen froze. There was no doubt the Agent was speaking to him. “Me? Uh...” His mental mirage wavered.
“Please step over here,” the Agent directed. He was older than Haersen and exuded the authority of someone with command experience.
Haersen prepared to run. Other travelers were allowed to pass by without any acknowledgement from the Agents. He had been singled out. They had found him. He needed to get away. If he acted quickly, he could catch the Agents by surprise—
“He’s symptomatic,” the Agent called to someone beyond the blockade.
Haersen halted his escape plans. “What do you want?” he stammered, straining to speak while maintaining the mental blocks within the heart of the telepathic net.
“No need to be alarmed, sir,” the Agent replied. “Just a routine check-up.”
“I’m fine,” Haersen tried to protest.
The Agent ushered Haersen around the blockade. “This will only take a moment.” 
On the other side of the temporary fencing, medical personnel at six stations were tending to travelers. Each station consisted of a monitor, a table with case of vials on top, and a chair.
A female medical attendant came forward from her station to greet the Agent. “What are his symptoms?” she asked.
“Hallucinations, shortness of breath, stiff muscles,” the Agent responded, turning Haersen over to the attendant.
“That sounds like the neurotoxin,” the attendant replied.
“Where are you traveling from?” the Agent asked Haersen.
“Aleda,” Haersen stammered, figuring it would be the least conspicuous.
The medical attendant and Agent exchanged a knowing glance.
“Well, after the attack on Aleda three days ago, we found traces of a neurotoxin in the surviving population,” the Agent explained to Haersen. “Some people were evacuated before the first symptoms appeared. We’re just trying to get treatment to those who need it.”
Haersen held in a laugh. They were so stupid, thinking he was poisoned. Any halfway decent Agent should be able to tell the difference between a telepathic decoy and the effects of a neurotoxin. But, it was the perfect opportunity. He looked at his hands with wonder. “Such pretty colors. I want to taste them.”
The medical attendant looked to the Agent. “I’ll take care of him.” She led Haersen back to her station and sat him down in the chair. 
The Agent returned to his post by the blockade.
“I’m sorry about your planet,” the attendant said as she prepared a swab. She held it toward Haersen’s mouth. “Open.”
Haersen eyed the swab. He knew she wanted to check for presence of the toxin, but if the test included any genetic identification, he’d be flagged. The Agents were only four meters away. He gripped his head. “It burns.”
“Sir, this won’t hurt. Just a quick test.”
Haersen shook his head and whimpered as he rocked in the chair. “My home. It’s all gone. The burn...”
The attendant paused. “I’m sorry.” She set down the swab. “I’ll give you something to help you feel better.” She loaded one of the vials from the case on the table into a metal syringe with a finger trigger. She placed a fresh needle on the tip. “Turn to the side, please.”
Haersen swiveled to the side in his chair. 
The attendant pulled down the collar of his jacket to expose the back of his neck. She cleaned a patch of skin at the base of his skull with a sanitizing wipe and readied the syringe. “This will sting.”
With a squeeze of the trigger, the needle pierced between Haersen’s vertebrae. He grit his teeth.
“The injection should alleviate your symptoms within the next two hours,” the medical attendant said. “We’ll get you on the next transport to Grolen with the other refugees.”
“Where’s that?” Haersen asked.
“It’s the closest colony to Aleda, so you won’t be far from home,” she soothed. “Don’t worry, you’ll be safe there.”
Haersen nodded. Grolen. It wouldn’t be safe for much longer. Not once he arrived.



CHAPTER 18
Wil looked around the circle of village leaders. Their meager meal was complete, leaving only business to discuss. Everything he had been told by Mila and over dinner with the village council about the situation on Orino pointed to a massive breakdown of the control systems. Akka, the representative from Makaris Corp, was operating outside of the corporate system and the people of Orino were suffering.
“It’s a serious problem,” Wil said. The grim expressions on the faces of the village council had his stomach in a knot. Never before had he seen such desperation and defeat.
“Now that you understand our situation, what do you suggest?” Marlon asked. “We reached out to Makaris for aid, and the TSS responded. We can’t withstand more raids from the other villages.”
“The villages aren’t the problem. It’s Makaris. You’ve only confirmed what Mila already told me,” Wil replied.
Marlon frowned. “But Makaris is who sent you.”
“Then Akka is up to something.” What’s his aim?
“So what do we do? They give us everything we need to survive.” Marlon and the other leaders had their full attention on Wil.
“We have to show Makaris you won’t let them push you around any longer.” Under any other circumstances, Wil would have reported the issues to the oversight committee within the Priesthood. But this was his internship; the mission parameters were clear. He was tasked with resolving the conflict, and that was exactly what he was going to do. He needed to equip the people of Orino to take control of their own well-being. Reporting Akka to the Priesthood would be a short-term solution, but Orino as a whole needed to be unified as a people. There was no better way to bring them together than to unite against a common enemy.
“We have no way to stand up to them,” Olan, the eldest member of the leadership council, said.
“You have numbers and you have heart,” Wil pointed out. “But, we need to work with the other villages. We can’t do anything alone.”
Olan scoffed, tossing the white mane of his hair around his shoulders. “They want nothing to do with us. Nor us with them.”
“And that’s how Akka has gotten away with what he’s done,” Wil continued. “You’re too busy fighting each other to notice what he’s doing.”
Marlon nodded. “You speak the truth. We’ve been so preoccupied with our day-to-day conflicts we have lost sight of the root of our troubles.”
“No one from the other villages will trust our intentions,” Olan protested.
Wil looked the old man in the eye. “They’ll listen to me.”
“Maybe,” Olan conceded, “but it’ll take months to track down everyone.”
“What do you mean?” Wil asked.
“The villages drift. They could be anywhere,” Olan clarified.
Wil’s brow furrowed. “Can’t you just ask them for a GPS reading on the comm?”
The elders looked at each other. “We live a simple life here without such technology. If we wish to communicate or trade with another village, we sail on the wind until we find one.”
When the mission brief said they were primitive, I thought they’d at least have a radio… “There’s really no other way?”
Marlon shook his head.
Wil held in a groan. “Then I guess we set sail.”
“You’ll need guides,” Olan said.
“Take my son Tiro,” a man named Ricon offered. “He’s a fine sailor and can read the winds.”
“I will go, as well,” Petre, the youngest man on the council, chimed in. “We will need a representative from our village leadership.” His brown shoulder-length hair was pulled into a ponytail, and amber eyes stood out under a heavy brow.
Marlon nodded. “Very good. The three of you will be able to man a boat.”
I guess I’m learning how to sail. “Can we leave in the morning?”
Olan rose. “Yes, we will gather what provisions we can spare for your journey. You should head north first, to find the Northern Seafarers. If you gain their support, the others will follow.”
Wil stood and inclined his head to Olan and then to Marlon. “I will do my best.”
“The winds are best at dawn. We will see you off at sunrise. Get some sleep,” Marlon said, inclining his head to Wil. “Now, find Tiro. We must finalize arrangements.” He turned his attention to the rest of the council.
“Good night,” Wil said and exited the circle as the leaders began to discuss the supply needs.
Wil swung open the door to the hall and sighed as he closed it behind him. Sailing aimlessly around the world. This’ll be something.
Mila was leaning against the rusted metal wall outside the door. She took an eager step forward when she saw Wil. “What did they say?”
“We’re going after Makaris. Now we just need to get the other villages onboard.”
She grinned. “When do you leave?”
“First thing in the morning.”
“Alone?”
Wil shook his head. “Petre and Ricon’s son are coming with me.”
Mila’s eyes widened. “Tiro is going?”
“Yeah. Why?”
Mila motioned for Wil to follow her, and she took off down the grated walkway. She yanked open a door to a storage room and stepped inside.
Not again. Wil reluctantly followed her inside. “What are we doing in here?”
Mila closed the door. It was complete darkness. Wil pulled out his handled to light the three meter square room.
“I’m going with you.”
Wil crossed his arms. “You’re not really in a position to make that kind of demand. This is an official diplomatic engagement.”
“It’s my only chance to be with Tiro.”
Wil thought for a moment. “Is he the guy you mentioned?”
“Yes, and the council has plans to pair him with Celine,” Mila said with a scowl. “But if we got married in another village, my father couldn’t stop it.”
“Mila, I don’t want to get in the middle of your customs. If your father doesn’t want you with Tiro, it’s not my place to help you cross him.”
“Then I promise we won’t get married. Just let me spend some time with him,” she pleaded. “Maybe if Petre sees us together, he can convince the council that we’re a good match.”
“If you can convince your father to let you go, then you can come along,” Wil yielded.
Mila nodded. “I’ll be a good soldier for you.”
“Hopefully it won’t come to a fight. We just want to get Orino back from Akka’s control.”
“And all I want is justice,” Mila said, the fire Wil had glimpsed earlier returning to her eyes. “I’ll go talk to my father.”
Wil opened the door to outside. “Good luck.”
Mila smiled. “I don’t need it.”
I have no doubt she can get her way. It was going to be a long trip.
*       *       *
Saera barely heard a word Agent Katz had said during the lecture. Wil was somewhere on the other side of the galaxy. She could feel the bond between them and knew he was okay, but it felt like part of herself was missing. What’s he doing? Who’s he with?
“What’s your opinion, Saera?” Agent Katz asked.
Saera froze. Shit! What were we talking about? She looked around the class; all eyes were on her. “I think…”
A voice came into her head. “As long as those with telekinetic abilities are treated like outcasts, Tararia and the colony worlds will remain divided.” Maybe someone was giving her a hint?
“There’s always going to be a divide between the different Taran worlds if those with telekinetic abilities and everyone else can’t get along,” Saera stated aloud.
Katz nodded. “Leila, you’re from the inner colonies. What do you think?”
“I was going to say the same thing,” Leila said, glaring at Saera.
The help definitely wasn’t from her. Saera slouched in her chair.
“It makes you wonder,” Katz said. “Someone from Earth—outside of the Taran governance—and someone from the inner colonies saying the same thing. Could the Taran worlds be on the verge of a perspective change?”
“It’s already changing,” Caryn chimed in. “By the time I was leaving to join the TSS, I was seeing active recruitment ads. As a little kid on Aeris, no one even wanted to mention the TSS in public.”
“So what’s different now?” asked Katz.
They’re gearing up for something—whatever it is they want Wil to command, Saera realized. She kept her head down.
“We can do things that others can’t,” Leila stated. “Everyone can’t continue to deny the benefits of our gifts.”
“Now, that notion of ‘gifts’ is interesting,” Katz said, pacing at the front of the room. “It’s a ubiquitous term, but telekinesis is outlawed. ‘Gift’ hardly seems like the right term for something that’s so feared.” Katz checked the time. “But, that will have to be a topic for future discussion. Have a good evening, ladies.”
Saera grabbed her tablet and exited the classroom. The end of the day was always the loneliest time, since it was historically her twice-weekly training time with Wil.
As she walked down the hall with her classmates, Saera thought she heard the echo of voices. When she looked around, no one was speaking aloud. I need to get some quality sleep tonight. I’m losing it.
They reached their quarters and filed into the main living room. It was quiet; the Sacon girls weren’t back yet.
The echo of voices filled Saera’s head again, accompanied by an oppressive buzz. “Do you hear—?” She pressed her hand to her temple.
“Are you okay?” Elise asked.
The buzz crescendoed, blocking out the swirling voices. It burned her ears. Saera collapsed to the floor, gripping her head. Pressure crushed the back of her eyes. She felt a warm trickle down her lip and tasted iron. The buzz and voices overwhelmed her. There was no escape. The blackness closed in.
*
Faint light filtered through Saera’s eyelids. She was laying on something soft, propped upright. Cautiously, she opened her eyes.
Medical monitoring equipment surrounded her. She was alone in a small room with light gray walls. Voices were coming from the hall, indistinct.
“She’s awake,” someone said.
An older woman with strawberry-blonde hair and tinted glasses entered the room. She was wearing a white uniform and walked with authority. “How are you feeling?”
“What happened?” Saera asked, sitting up straighter in the bed.
“You just experienced a sudden Awakening,” the doctor explained. “Only ten percent of people have their abilities activate in rapid succession like that. If you’re not physically ready for it, it can be pretty traumatic.”
So my abilities have finally emerged? Of course, right after Wil goes and can’t work with me. Saera thought for the moment. “I don’t hear the voices anymore.”
The doctor nodded. “We have a telepathic bubble set up around you right now. It will diminish gradually so you have time to acclimate.”
Saera let out a slow breath. “How long will that take?”
“We like to give it two days in these cases,” the doctor replied. “The field encompasses the entire room, so feel free to get up and move around.”
“Okay.” I’m stuck here for two days? What will everyone think?
“Are visitors allowed, Irina?” Cris Sights stood in the doorway.
Startled, the doctor turned around. “What are you doing here?”
Cris smiled. “A new Trainee has just Awakened. That’s worth a visit.”
The doctor looked over at Saera. “Fine, but keep it quick. The net is fragile.” She left them alone.
Saera tensed as Cris entered. “Sir, you didn’t need to come see me.”
“I’m not here in an official capacity,” Cris said as he sat down in the guest chair next to her bed.
“Then why?”
“Because I promised Wil I’d look after you while he’s away.”
Saera looked down.
“And I’m very happy to welcome you into the family,” Cris continued. “I apologize in advance for the crazy drama.”
Saera relaxed. “Your family can’t be any crazier than mine.”
“You might be surprised.”
Saera smiled. “Well, I guess we’ll see.”
Without warning, she felt the pressure in her head again. She pressed her temples with her hands and the pressure receded.
Cris noticed her pain and stood. “I won’t keep you. I know you’re acclimating.”
Saera looked up at him. “Did this happen because of my bond with Wil?”
“Possibly. Everything with him is uncharted territory.”
Saera’s throat tightened. “I wish he were here.”
Cris placed a reassuring hand on her back. “The time will fly by.” He took a step toward the door. “Rest up. You’ll have to make up for the missed class when you’re better.”
Saera frowned. That’s not fair.
“I’m kidding! Enjoy the break,” Cris said with a playful smile.
Saera smiled back. “Thanks.”
*       *       *
Haersen stepped off the transport to the surface of Grolen. It was a plain world, flat and lacking any interesting focal points. The transport station was at the outskirts of what residents of the outer colonies would consider a city, but it was a pathetic collection of buildings from Haersen’s perspective.
He looked around with disgust. Such a miserable existence. 
Yet, the refugees from Aleda smiled as they saw the new world. They looked upon the open fields and saw land for cultivation. To them, the city offered a connection with the other colonies—a chance to get their favorite fruit as a rare treat. Their life was simple, but they could live it the way they wanted.
Haersen trudged toward the city, ignoring the others from the transport. He could never share in their joy over such a planet. 
Fortunately, he wouldn’t have to. The planet was just a stopover, a suitable sacrifice toward what he really wanted. All he had to do was disable the planetary shield. Then the Bakzen would come for him.
*       *       *
Wil felt stiff and sore after a night on the thin mattress of his cot. Even so, it was a night in civilization compared to what was coming.
He grabbed his bag and headed toward the main dock where he’d arrived. The sun was just peaking over the horizon, and the pink-tinted sky was dotted with wispy clouds.
A twelve-meter-long boat was moored to the foot of the dock, and Petre was loading on supplies with another man. At the center of the boat, a six-meter-tall mast supported a main square sail and two stabilizing secondary triangular sails to either side.
The two men looked up as Wil approached.
“Good morning!” Petre called out. “Are you ready to set sail?”
“Can’t wait,” Wil replied with a somewhat forced smile. Where’s Mila?
“This is Tiro, Ricon’s son,” Petre said, pointing to the other man.
Tiro gave a single nod to Wil. He looked to be a couple of years older than Wil, and his skin was well tanned from a life of labor outdoors. The bottom portion of his hair was shaved, and the chin-length upper portion was pulled into a ponytail.
Wil hopped over the chain railing around the dock onto the deck of the sailboat. The craft hardly seemed seaworthy—its deck plates pitted with rusted holes. But, Wil knew his perspective was skewed after a life surrounded by high technology. There would be no polished chrome or touchscreens in any villages.
“What can I do to help?” Wil asked.
“We’ve got a handle on the supplies,” Petre said. “Get yourself settled in below deck. You get first pick of the hammocks.”
“Thanks.” Wil took his bag and headed for the hatch into the heart of the boat. There were no lights inside, so he could only see a short ladder descending to a metal grated floor two meters below.
He climbed down the ladder and gave his eyes a minute to adjust. There were shelves along the side walls, stacked with crates like those Petre and Tiro were piling on the main deck. At the aft of the boat, five hammocks were strung between support beams. Wil frowned at the tattered cloth when he saw it, but then, upon further reflection, realized that the hammock would likely be more comfortable than his cot from the previous night. People live with a lot worse. I can cope. He set down his bag next to the hammock at the back left.
Shouts sounded outside. Startled, Wil dashed up the ladder. He popped his head out of the hatch. On the deck of the boat, Tiro’s and Petre’s mouths were hanging open while Mila yelled at her father on the dock.
“You gave me away, so I’m leaving!” Mila shouted.
I didn’t think she’d make a scene! Wil ducked back into the hatch, staying just high enough so he could watch the altercation.
“Mila, there’s no place for you on their voyage. Quiet down,” Marlon hissed.
“No! I’m his. He needs me.” Mila spotted the top of Wil’s head and beckoned to him. “Tell him!”
Shite! I don’t want to be in the middle of this. Wil wished he’d just stayed hidden so they could work it out on their own. But, since Mila had seen him, he couldn’t leave her hanging. Wil finished his climb up the ladder. “She’s free to do as she likes. If she wants to come, she may.”
Tiro flashed Wil a glare of seething jealousy, but was quick to hide it.
“See?” Mila said to Marlon.
Marlon scowled and looked Wil over. “I never intended for either of you to leave the village.”
“It’s what the mission calls for,” Wil replied. “Without a radio, this is the only way.”
Marlon sighed. “I wish your mother were here to talk you out of it,” he said to his daughter.
Mila stared her father in the eye. “It’s because she’s not that I need to do this. I need to make things right.”
After ten seconds of quiet contemplation, Marlon nodded. “Look after her,” he said, looking first to Petre and then to Wil.
“Are you sure about this?” Petre asked to no one in particular.
“I’m coming,” Mila insisted and tossed a small travel bundle onto the deck of the ship. She hopped over the railing.
Tiro stood tense as Mila strode past him without so much as a glance. He shot Wil another glare of more concealed jealousy.
Petre swallowed hard and grabbed the last crate off the dock. “When we return, everything will be right again,” he said to Marlon.
Marlon bowed his head. “May the winds be always at your back.”
“Ready the main sail!” Petre instructed Tiro.
Tiro leaped into action, adjusting the rigging to orient the sail toward the wind.
“Cast off the line to the dock,” Petre told Wil.
Wil looked along the edge of the boat facing the dock and saw two lead lines tied to posts. He went to untie the knot.
“No, not like that,” Mila said with a hint of exasperation. She nudged Wil aside and took over. “I wasn’t lying when I said that you needed me.”
“Maybe so,” Wil replied, standing back to let her work. He took note of her technique and then turned his attention to Petre and Tiro’s manipulation of the sails and rudder.
Slowly, the boat pulled away from the dock and picked up the morning breeze to take them northward. Petre stayed at the rudder and Tiro tied off the sails.
After tying the final knot, Tiro came over awkwardly to Mila. “Why are you really here?” he asked her.
She beamed at him. “To be with you, of course! Sorry about the show earlier.” 
Tiro visibly relaxed. “I thought maybe…” He shot Wil an accusatory look.
“I didn’t touch her!” Wil assured him.
Petre was watching the exchange from the aft of the ship where he was working the rudder. “What’s going on?’ he called out.
Tiro sighed. “Do you promise not to turn the boat around?”
Petre frowned. “Why?”
“Mila and I are in love. We’ve been seeing each other for some time now,” Tiro admitted.
Petre slumped. “I should have figured.” He sighed, then looked to Wil. “You knew about this?”
“Mila told me last night,” Wil said. “I have someone waiting for me back home, so it was a relief, actually.”
Petre nodded. “Well, what’s done is done. I was never much for the council arranging marriages, anyway.” He sighed. “We have a long voyage ahead. Just don’t break up.”
Mila took Tiro’s hand. “You don’t have to worry about that.”



CHAPTER 19
Disabling the planetary shield sounded easy at first, but it was more protected than Haersen hoped. The nearest station was located four towns over from where he initially arrived on the planet. It had taken him a month to find passage, and he cursed the pathetic inhabitants of Grolen for delaying him so long. Since arriving in the town several days before, he had been casually staking out the grounds for the shield generator compound. He had yet to identify a covert way to gain access.
At first, he thought that a subtle sabotage was the only reasonable course of action. However, the longer he observed the mundane existence of those who called Grolen home, the more he became convinced that there was nothing worth saving. The entire purpose of lowering the shield was to draw the Bakzen to the planet. No one would be left to identify him as the perpetrator; but even if there were, he would already be safe with the Bakzen.
Haersen stood in the shadows of a low, cinderblock building. Across the street was the structure that housed one of the field generators that in aggregate shielded the planet from enemy attack or meteor impacts. The generator itself was deep underground inside the fortified compound—one of the few technologically sophisticated structures he’d seen on the world. It would be powered by a geothermal converter, if it followed standard colonization construction standards. Remove the power source, and the field would be weakened. He would have to bring down additional generators for the shield to lose a meaningful degree of integrity, but Haersen was confident he could handle that through the computer network once he was inside.
He chuckled to himself. To think he had been trying to find a way where they wouldn’t know it was him that brought the enemy within their walls. Walking through the front door was so much easier.
It was several hours into the shift for the guards at the front gate. Through his observations, Haersen had noticed they were a somewhat apathetic lot and not terribly attentive, relying instead on the sophisticated biometric scanners safeguarding entry to the inner operations. Presenting a cover story wasn’t even worth the effort.
His mind made up, Haersen strode out of his cover beside the building, heading straight for the main gate.
The guards straightened as he approached, readying their blast guns.
“Who are you?” one of the guards asked.
In response, Haersen telekinetically cast him to the side with a flick of his wrist. It had been years since he’d been able to wield his power so freely, and it sent a wave of exhilaration down his spine. The second guard cried out as his colleague was thrown against the wall, but Haersen disposed of him before he could complete his warning.
Haersen’s skin tingled from the energy, sending an electrical surge through his fingertips. Craving more, he set his eye on the entry gate. Well-fortified by most standards, the gate was no match for a telekinetic assault. He gripped the hinges with his mind and twisted the metal bars from their fastenings. The metal shrieked as the gate wrenched apart to form an opening.
He stepped through the twisted remains, tossing aside the metal scraps that stood in his way.
Inside the gate, voices called out from the main building on the surface of the compound. Two men and a woman emerged to investigate the commotion. The moment they came into view, Haersen lashed out at their minds, bringing them to their knees with cries of agony. They collapsed unconscious on the ground. He sensed there were others nearby, just inside the building’s entry door, but they remained hidden after hearing the screams of their colleagues. They weren’t worth the effort of a detour, so Haersen let them be. The Bakzen would deal with them soon enough.
The entrance to the lower level housing the field generator was at the back of the compound, just inside a small structure that appeared to only be a single room from the surface. A desk topped with a computer console stood along the side wall, and a single door occupied the back wall. Haersen headed straight for the back door, telekinetically swinging it open as he approached. Stairs led downward. There was likely a lift somewhere, or surface opening to enable equipment replacement, but the stairs would do for his purposes.
He raced down the stairway, taking two steps at a time. At the bottom, he abruptly met a solid door with an electronic keycard entry. With an exasperated sigh, he realized he should have grabbed a keycard from one of the casualties along his way. Still, the door was not insurmountable by other means.
Haersen stepped midway back up the last switchback in the stairs and gave a telekinetic yank on the door. Despite its smaller size, it was more stubborn than the entry gate. He ramped up the intensity, vibrating the casing of the door. It groaned as the seal was breached, loosening dust from the surrounding concrete walls. With a final groan, the door swung inward.
A pulsating hum filled the stairwell. Haersen jogged down the steps and slid through the open doorway.
The door opened onto a grated platform suspended at the edge of an open chamber. There was a single observation computer station along the back railing. More stairs to the left of the platform led down to the field generator below, situated next to its geothermal energy source. The pulsating energy hum echoed through the chamber, creating an oppressive fog in Haersen’s head. 
Distracted by the sound, it took him a moment to realize there was a technician cowering in the back corner of the platform, behind the observation station. She winced as Haersen stepped forward, her breath ragged and hands trembling. Her eyes silently pled for him to spare her, but she was far too useful for him to let her run away.
Haersen removed his sunglasses and placed them in his pants pocket. He fixed his luminescent brown eyes on the terrified technician and sent a telepathic spire into her mind. She convulsed at first, trying to fight the intrusion. It only took a few seconds for her to succumb, and she relaxed against the railing, staring directly at him, but into the distance.
“Where are the generator controls?” Haersen asked her.
“Down below,” she replied, her voice flat.
“Show me.”
Her movements stiff and forced, the woman rose to her feet and descended the stairs on the far side of the platform.
At the bottom of the stairs, the woman headed to a workstation adjacent to the generator. Readouts filled three monitors positioned above the touch-surface desktop. “Here,” she said.
“Disable the planetary shield,” Haersen instructed.
The woman gasped, trying to resist the instruction. She choked and stuttered her protest, her eyes tearing as her mind was overpowered by the intrusive command. Compelled to comply, she accessed the computer terminal.
Haersen watched her navigation and inputs. The final screen displayed the active status for the planetary shield. The generator in front of him was one of five stations distributed around the planet—three on the equator, and one at each pole. If he really wanted to get the Bakzen’s attention, he needed to bring down the entire system. “Where are the controls for the network?”
“Don’t have access,” the woman stammered.
Haersen sensed that there was truth to her statement, but she knew something she was trying to hide. “How do I get access?” he demanded. 
She took a shaky breath, tears running down her cheeks. “Override codes. In the manuals.” She looked toward a shelf under the stairs.
Haersen stepped over to the shelf. There were electronic components of various sorts in clear storage boxes. On the top shelf, he spotted a thin book and took it. The gray cover was unlabeled, but the opaque plastic interior pages were printed with scenario labels and corresponding alphanumeric codes. Haersen smiled. He had figured he would have to hack into the network, but he’d just been handed the operations manual.
“Scenario Gallantry,” the woman replied to his unspoken question.
Haersen flipped through the book and located the entry. The access code was a string of twenty characters. “Bring up the authorization,” he instructed.
The woman’s hands jerked as she prepared the system to accept the codes. She entered her personal authorization, and looked to Haersen for the final entry from the book.
He entered in the code, giddy with excitement. Soon the Bakzen would come to the world, and he would be welcomed as a hero.
As soon as he tapped “Execute,” the hum from the generator wound down. The command window closed, returning to the graphic of the planetary shield. In unison, the graphic of the shield disappeared from around the simulated planet and the five generation stations flashed red.
“Have to destroy this station,” the woman stammered. “Can’t re-establish shield without the full network.”
Haersen grinned. “Thank you, you’ve been very helpful.” With a flip of his wrist, he cracked her neck and she dropped to the ground.
He stepped over her lifeless body toward the network hub. With telekinetic lashes, he ripped out the wires connecting the station to the rest of the defense network. He doubted her statement was completely true—there would be a workaround to restore the shield without that station—but it would be a delay and that’s all he needed. 
The Bakzen were out there, watching and waiting for any vulnerability. The world would be theirs for the taking. It was his gift to them, for everything he was about to receive. His trials were almost over. At last, he would be complete.



CHAPTER 20
Wil squinted in the sun. He was tan after a month on the open ocean. The warm glow of the radiant heat soothed the chill that had entered the air as they traveled north. Their progress was slowed by inconsistent wind and only a vague knowledge of their destination.
The creak of metal sounded behind Wil, and he restored his tinted glasses.
Tiro and Mila emerged through the sealed hatch to the living quarters below the deck of the small sailing ship. It was the only place to get any privacy. 
“Any sign yet?” Tiro asked Wil.
Petre came to join them from his perch midway up the central mast where he’d been on lookout, as well.
“No,” Wil replied, looking back at the horizon. For days Tiro had been saying they were nearing the Northern Seafarers village. Aside from some cast-off buoys floating in the dark green water, there was no sign of any civilization.
“I feel it, we’re close,” Tiro insisted. “There’s a smell in the air.”
“We’re down to a weeks’ worth of food stores, unless we find fish,” Petre said. “We can only keep wandering for so long.”
Wil gazed out at the empty horizon. “Turning back won’t do us any good, either.”
“No, Tiro’s right. There is a smell in the air—like smoke,” Mila said.
Wil focused his senses and concentrated on the air. Sure enough, there was a hint of smoke on the breeze. He couldn’t identify the direction. “Where—”
“Look!” Mila exclaimed, pointing toward the southeast.
Two compact watercraft were speeding toward them. The crafts were too low and traveling in the wrong direction to be carried by the wind.
Tiro beamed. “It’s them.”
As the crafts neared, Wil saw that each was driven by a single rider. They slowed as they approached the sailboat. Both riders wore cloth wrappings around their faces and were bundled in outfits suitable for blocking out the cool sea breeze at night. Five meters from the sailboat, they halted.
The jet skis looked to be powered by a compact steam engine, and based on the smell, the engine was fueled by burning treated blubber.
The rider on the left, a young man in his early-twenties, removed his head wrap. “What is your business here?” he called out.
 “We have come to speak with the council of the Northern Seafarers,” Petre replied.
The other rider removed their covering, revealing a pretty young woman with red hair. “Why?”
“To unite against a common enemy,” Petre stated.
Wil stepped to the edge of the sailboat. “I’m here as an official representative of the Tararian Selective Service. It came to our attention that there’s been an injustice on your world. We seek to repair the wrongs done to you by Makaris.”
The young man scoffed. “A TSS representative? What kind of joke is this?”
Wil removed his tinted glasses, exposing his glowing cerulean eyes. “It’s not a joke.”
The two strangers exchanged a wary look. “What proposition do you bring to the village council?” the man asked.
“That’s for us to discuss with them,” said Wil.
“We don’t know you. We’re not taking you anywhere,” the woman retorted.
“My name is Wil and I’m a Junior Agent with the TSS. Makaris Corp is operating outside of official procedure, and I wish to place the head of operations for this planet under arrest. However, my escorts and I can’t take on a fortified supply outpost without additional assistance. We’re coming to you without village borders, as citizens seeking to improve the quality of life for everyone on Orino. Our hope is that your leaders will be sympathetic to our cause and lend aid.”
The man and woman scrutinized Wil and the others on the sailboat.
“He speaks the truth,” Petre said. “My village council reached out for help as a last resort. We couldn’t survive another year on the supplies we receive.”
“It’s not much better for us,” the woman said. “Something needs to be done.” She looked to the man and he nodded. “I’m Daela, and this is my brother, Rod.”
“All right, come with me. We’ll let our council decide.” Rod turned to Daela, “Continue on to the outpost. I’ll meet you there.”
Daela readied to head off on her jet ski.
Tiro licked his finger and held it in the air. “The wind isn’t in our favor. We’ll need a tow.”
Daela hesitated.
Rod frowned. “Do you have rope?” 
Tiro ran to grab two coils of rope from inside the hatch to below deck. He tossed Rod the end of one length.
Rod secured it to his jet ski and tried to pull the boat. The jet ski groaned and the boat barely moved. “It’ll take both of us to tow them,” he said to Daela.
“What about the supplies?” she asked.
“It’ll have to wait,” Rod replied. “Grab the other rope.”
Daela frowned but nodded her consent. Tiro tossed her the second length. “You completely passed the village, you know,” Daela said as she begrudgingly tied off the rope to the back end of her jet ski. “It’s half a day’s travel back the way we came.”
“I told you we were too far west!” Mila said as she gave Tiro a little shove after he secured the knot on his end of the rope.
“We’re on the right path now,” Petre cut in. “Let’s go.”
*       *       *
The world was surprisingly quiet as Haersen stepped out of the shield generation compound. He had expected a flurry of panic as people realized their world was exposed to attack, but perhaps there were bunkers where they were holed up in a futile attempt to seek shelter.
The next phase of his plan was a dangerous bargain. Bakzen invasion protocol tended to follow a broad sweep attack as the first pass, and it would be easy for him to be killed in the fire. He needed to make his presence known.
A field stretched out to the back side of the generation station, and Haersen jogged a hundred meters into it. The grass reached to his knees and danced like a silver wave under the moonlight. He matted down a patch of grass and sat at the center of the clearing. With a slow exhale, he cleared his mind and opened up his consciousness. He strained to extend himself, brushing the edge of the world—listening and waiting for the Bakzen to approach.
It felt like an eternity to be so far extended and exposed. But eventually, he felt the presence of a single mind at the distant reaches of his consciousness. He called out to the mind, “I am here. I give you this world.”
There was no response.
For a moment, Haersen panicked. Perhaps the scout did not find the world worthy. Or the shield had been restored. He tried to reach the mind, but then it disappeared. He called out, but there was no one to hear him.
Suddenly, a thousand voices crashed forth into Haersen’s mind. He wanted to withdraw from their power, but he forced himself to remain a beacon, calling them to him. “I am one of you. Accept my gift.”
One of the minds came forward from the deafening din. “Who are you?”
“Arron Haersen. I was from the TSS. I have been working for Colonel Tek.”
The mind was silent for a minute before it returned. “Stay. We will come for you.”
Haersen pulled back into himself. He panted from the exertion and wiped sweat from his brow. There had been so many of them. All of that power… He wanted to be a part of it.
In the distance, the sky erupted in flame as shots rained down through the atmosphere. The bombardment of the world had begun.
Nervously, Haersen waited in the field, unsure when, or if, the Bakzen would actually come to retrieve him. The horizon glowed red with the flames of burning cities. A faint scent of smoke wafted by on the breeze.
Twenty minutes passed with no further contact. Then, a small shuttle appeared in the sky above. 
The design was aerodynamic and practical for atmospheric entry, but the aesthetic was foreign to his eye—dark and ragged. The shuttle slowed as it approached him and landed fifteen meters away. A hatch opened in the side of the craft, and a figure with rough, orange-tinted skin wearing a beige flight suit emerged from the doorway. The muscular soldier stared at Haersen. “Come here.”
Haersen jogged over. “Thank you for coming,” he said aloud as he approached. 
The soldier surveyed him with what appeared to be a mixture of confusion and disgust, his glowing red eyes narrowed and cold. “We take you to Tek. He wants to see you.” 
Haersen bowed his head with thanks and ducked into the shuttle. He was directed to a seat next to the door and strapped in.
The soldier who had greeted him took a seat at the controls next to another identical soldier, the only other occupant in the shuttle. As soon as Haersen was seated, they lifted the shuttle into the air and took a steep course back into space. Haersen gripped the edge of his seat as the shuttle shuddered on its way through the atmosphere. His stomach was knotted with nerves and excitement—for so long he had waited to be welcomed into the folds of the Bakzen. He could hardly believe it was finally happening.
Several minutes passed in the stillness of space before the shuttle entered the hanger of a substantial warship in orbit of the planet. The pilots powered down the shuttle and came to retrieve Tek.
“We take you to Commander now,” the original soldier stated.
Haersen nodded and followed the two Bakzen out of the hanger. They wove through a series of unadorned hallways and took a lift upward. Outside the lift, they walked a short distance down the hall, and then passed through a door into the Command Center.
Haersen was immediately struck by an awe-inspiring panoramic view surrounding the room, as though he had stepped into open space. Beneath his feet, the scarred planet still smoldered from the assault, and Bakzen ships were beginning to descend to the surface to commence their raid. 
“So you are responsible for delivering this world?”
Haersen looked up to see who had asked the question. A decorated Bakzen officer stepped forward, likely the ship’s commander.
“Yes, sir. I hope it is a worthy gift,” Haersen replied.
The commander nodded, thoughtful. “I alerted General Tek that you reached out to us. He agreed to meet with you.”
So Tek had received a promotion. Not surprising, given the vacancy in the command ranks after Carzen’s untimely death. “I look forward to it.”
“We must finish our business here, of course,” the commander continued, clasping his hands behind his back. “You will be confined to the brig until we return to our homeworld.”
The accommodations couldn’t possibly be worse than most of the places he had spent the last year, Haersen reflected. He nodded his consent. “I patiently await further instruction.” 
The commander dismissed Haersen with a wave of his hand and returned his attention to the planetary invasion unfolding below.
As an escort led him away, Haersen was filled with the warm glow of success. He had done it at last—he was with the Bakzen. He was finally going home.



CHAPTER 21
Saera blocked out the hum of energy encroaching on her consciousness. Her roommates were home from their social hour. The tranquility of her alone time was over.
In the month since her Awakening, she had learned to control the intrusions. None of the others in her training group had experienced any emergence of their abilities, so they didn’t bother to keep their minds guarded, despite the urging of their instructors. Beyond it being rude to listen in to private thoughts, Saera didn’t like what she heard. Whenever one of the other students noticed she was watching, they would pretend like everything was fine, but their minds revealed otherwise. They were cautious of her. She had changed, and they were still the same.
She knew she was different. She was bonded to someone who was about to be an Agent—an elite Agent with the kind of power no one could predict. Their connection had changed her. She could feel it. Other Trainees were looking at her differently, even though they didn’t know why. The Agents seemed to recognize her transformation more readily, but most seemed to brush it off as impossible. Only a select few close to the Sietinens knew the truth.
“What are you doing here?” Elise asked. “Don’t you have those evening practice sessions with your secret tutor anymore?”
Saera didn’t look up from her tablet. “We’re taking a break.”
“I think she means they broke up,” Caryn interjected as she entered, catching the end of the question.
They can think whatever they want. She gave Caryn a coy grin. “I’m top ranked, with or without a tutor.”
Leila groaned with the statement as she sat down on her bed. “Thanks for the reminder.” She had been unable to break into the Top Ten, despite her best efforts.
“Wouldn’t you rather have one of us be at the top than none?” Saera asked her.
“Well yeah,” Leila replied. “But I still wish it were me,” Saera heard the thoughts echo in her mind.
“We’re a team. If one succeeds, we all do,” Saera said.
“Do you really believe that?” Caryn asked.
Saera nodded. “We need to work together if we want to make it through the next couple of months. Help me and I’ll help you.”
“Want to go over my navigation homework with me?” Nadeen asked.
Saera smiled. “Gladly.”
“I’ll sit in, too,” Caryn said, grabbing her tablet off the wall by her bed.
Elise also grabbed her tablet.
“You in, Leila?” Saera asked.
“No thanks,” Leila replied and put in her headphones.
The other girls looked to Saera for guidance. Now who’s the leader?
*       *       *
The sky was dark and a chill filled the air by the time Wil and his companions could see the glow of lights on the horizon.
Rod and Daela’s jet skis sputtered on the final approach to the North Seafarers village, running on the last of their crude fuel. The extra energy needed to tow the sailboat had pushed the crafts to their limits.
The village was easily six times the size of Marlon’s, and the structures of the town looked to be in better repair. Some buildings rose two or three stories above the water, and a five-story watchtower stood in the center of the community. All of the lights had a slight flicker from the burning of natural fuels—a strange contrast to the electric lights Wil had known his whole life.
Rod and Daela towed the sailboat to the end of a rusty dock extending from the outer town walls. A group of men carrying spears were running up to the dock to meet them.
“Who’s this?” one of the men called out from the dock.
“They’re from one of the southern villages,” Rod replied. “They’re here to talk about Makaris. Assemble the council.”
“It’s late. Everyone is already in bed for the night,” the man protested.
“Then wake them,” Rod instructed. “We can’t invite strangers here overnight without the council’s blessing.”
The man sighed and ran off to the main gate.
Rod leaped from his jet ski and tethered it to the dock. “Wait here. I’ll talk to the others.” He ran off after the guard.
Daela helped Tiro secure the sailboat to the dock and then followed her brother’s path to the village without a word.
“Do your people ever come here?” Wil asked Petre quietly, watching the guards on the dock with caution.
Petre shook his head slowly. “It’s been at least a decade since there was any peaceful meeting. These days, we only see the Northern Seafarers on a raid. The last time we crossed paths, they dragged four women away from our village”
So some of the information in my mission brief was accurate, Wil realized. And now we’ve essentially just knocked on the enemy’s front door. “At least Rod seems to be on our side.”
“Well, they’ll either let us in, or they’ll kill us,” Tiro interjected.
Wil’s heart leaped. “You never said that before!”
“They won’t kill us,” Petre assured. “At least, I doubt it.”
What the fok have I gotten myself into? Wil took a deep breath and stood poised to act. The mission parameters for his internship banned him from using telekinesis, but there was a definite exception if his safety was on the line. 
Ten minutes of uncomfortable silence passed as they waited for the other guards to return and let them into the city. The four men on the dock watched the sailboat vigilantly, their spears at the ready.
Wil shifted on his feet as they waited, anxious to know if their arrival would be welcomed.
The scuffle of footsteps sounded behind the main gate. A group of a dozen men with spears stomped through, with four carrying oil lanterns.
A middle-aged man strode at the front of the group. “Where are the others?” he demanded.
What others? Wil stood his ground.
“It is only us,” Petre replied.
“Lies! You prepare to attack us,” the man accused.
Rod came running up the dock from the village. “Ben, they’re on their own, I told you!”
“How do you know? And you led them straight here!” Ben shot back.
“That one is with the TSS,” Rod said, pointing to Wil.
Wil removed his tinted glasses. “We’re here to make peace. Please, let us address the council.”
Ben shook his head. “The central worlds abandoned us long ago.”
“You were neglected, but not forgotten,” Wil said, restoring his tinted glasses.
“We don’t want your kind here,” Ben sneered.
“Should I go too, then?” came the voice of an elderly woman from behind the guards. The guards parted and she stepped through, a cane supporting her weight.
Wil hadn’t noticed her approach, but as soon as he saw her, he felt a subtle hum of energy radiating from her and her eyes had a subtle inner light. In another life, she could have trained as an Agent.
“Let me have a look at you,” the woman said, shuffling to the edge of the dock. She looked over all the passengers on the sailboat, but lingered on Wil.
Wil felt her assessing his mind, a tingle passing through him as she peeled back the layers. Her technique was rudimentary, but she had a natural aptitude. He let her dig, but he kept his inner mind locked. To think what she could have become were there different feelings toward people like us.
After three minutes of probing, the woman stepped back and leaned on her cane. “They do speak the truth.”
Ben’s mouth twitched, his eyes narrow. “Are you sure, Frea?”
Frea raised an eyebrow. “Have you ever known me to be wrong?”
Ben looked down, and the guards lowered their spears. 
“Gather the rest of the Council,” Frea instructed. “Please, come.” She beckoned to Wil and his companions.
 Wil hesitated, unsure about whether he should leave his travel bag and handheld unattended on the boat. He hadn’t yet checked in for the day. It’ll look suspicious if I go to grab anything now. He decided to leave the bag and followed Petre onto the dock. Mila and Tiro followed close behind.
The guards led the group toward the main gate into the village. The rusted metal walls and gates rose three meters above the waterline, cobbled together from scraps of what looked to be former ship hulls. The walkways were all metal grating of a tight mesh. 
Wil felt wobbly on the semi-stable ground after a month at sea on a small boat.
After getting his footing, he adjusted his stride to walk abreast with Frea. “You’re a telepath,” he said to her.
“To these people, I am an Intuitive,” she replied, looking straight ahead.
“You have their respect?”
“They appreciate my ability. But you know how others always fear what they can never fully understand.”
Wil nodded. “I do.”
“Your abilities are unique. I’ve never felt anything like it,” Frea stated, still keeping her gaze on the path ahead.
“It’s always set me apart.”
“Others will exploit your power, if you let them.”
It’s a little late for those warnings. “I have a role to fulfill that I can’t avoid.”
The hint of a smile touched Frea’s lips. “Your destination may be set, but you can always choose how you approach the journey there.”
The group passed through an open plaza inside the main gate and turned toward a two-story building adjacent to an interior canal of ocean below. Large double doors opened into the structure, with light from oil lamps pouring into the plaza. They passed through a foyer and went down a short hall.
Frea stepped to the front of the group and led the way into the council chambers. She shuffled across the room and took a seat at the end of a broad table topped in a red cloth. Four men occupied the other seats behind the table.
Two guards remained on either side of the door, and the others departed when the elderly man at the center of the table waved his hand. 
Wil bowed to the members of the village council. “Thank you for agreeing to meet with us. I apologize for our late arrival.”
The five council members looked him over with suspicion. “Who are you to speak for this group?” the man at the center asked.
“I’m Wil Sights and I’ve been assigned to resolve the conflict on Orino as part of my pre-graduation internship with the TSS.”
“The TSS? Why would the TSS get involved?” the man at the end of the table asked.
“My council requested the assistance,” Petre cut in. “We’ve been at odds for too long. Stealing from each other will get us nowhere. Let us go to the source and make sure that Makaris won’t abuse us any longer.”
“We’re listening,” Frea said.
Wil stepped back and let Petre take the lead. After all, it was a fight for his village; Wil was only the facilitator for the discussion. The members of the council listened to Petre’s prepared statement for unification and nodded thoughtfully when he finished.
“You suggest a bold action,” the center councilman said. “But it is something we’ve been considering for a while. Still, bringing together all of the villages will take time.”
“And with your resources, that can be accomplished so much faster,” Petre urged. “Please, join us.”
The old man nodded. “Let us deliberate.”
Wil and the others were directed into the hall. Tired and hungry after their long journey, they stood in silence waiting.
After ten minutes, the door opened and they were permitted back into the council chamber.
“We will send fifteen people to assist you,” Frea announced.
Wil smiled with relief and gratitude. Next to him, Mila and Tiro clasped their hands, and Petre bowed his head.
“You have our heartfelt thanks,” Petre said.
“We will send five pairs of two to recruit from the other villages,” Frea continued. “Five others will accompany you now on a sail ship, including Hal from our council.” She acknowledged the middle-aged man to the right of the center councilman. “The Makaris outpost is on the opposite side of the world. It will take you months to travel there.”
We could do it in minutes with the technology used anywhere else. “Then let us pick the date for us to meet with the other recruits,” Wil said. “We will make the preparations.”
“What about meeting at the Tower of Aestra?” Petre suggested.
“A suitable location,” the center councilman agreed. “And the time?”
“The winter solstice,” Petre stated.
Isn’t that over four months from now? Wil groaned inwardly but kept his face neutral. Saera will still be waiting for me. It’s okay.
“The winter solstice at the Tower of Aestra,” the center councilman agreed. “We will gather the other northern villages. You will need to recruit from the south along the way.”
“Thank you.” Wil bowed to the council with his companions.
“We will refresh your supplies in the morning,” Frea said as she rose from her seat. “But now, it is late and we must get back to bed.”
After some parting pleasantries, Wil made his way back to the sailboat with Petre, Tiro and Mila. “What is the Tower of Aestra? Some sort of castle?” he asked them.
Petre grinned. “It’s a big rock. But when most of the world is water, any rock may as well be a castle.”
*       *       *
Four Bakzen soldiers escorted Haersen down the bleak hall of their ship. It had been nearly a day since he’d been retrieved from Grolen and he was anxious to finally have his meeting with Tek.
Though Haersen had been in communication with the Bakzen for nearly two decades, ever since he was first approached during his internship, he had only had a face-to-face meeting with a commander once before. His stomach knotted with anticipation. He could feel the unrestricted power of the menial soldiers around him—a fraction of their leader’s abilities. But just that small taste was liberating for Haersen after the years spent in subspace, shielded from his greatest abilities.
They passed through several corridors that took them deep into the Bakzen command compound. It was rough and plain compared to everything found within the realm of the TSS, and it came as a refreshing change.
The soldiers stopped outside a door at the end of the last hall.
“General inside,” the lead guard said to him.
Haersen nodded and inclined his head before passing through the doorway.
Tek was waiting in the center of the room. 
Haersen bowed to him as he entered. “General, it is an honor to finally be in your presence.” 
Tek scowled at him, his red eyes intent. “You have a lot of nerve coming here.”
Haersen’s chest tightened. That wasn’t the welcoming he had envisioned. “Why wouldn’t I? We had a deal.” 
“But you failed to deliver.”
Haersen shook his head, his pulse quickening. “I did everything you asked.”
Tek evaluated him. Suddenly, burst into laughter, a sinister gleam in his eye. “You don’t know, do you?”
Haersen gulped. “Know what?”
“The Primus Elite survived.”
It wasn’t possible. Haersen fell to the floor, quivering from fear and rage. He’d shot Wil—he was bleeding out, there was no way he could have survived. But if he had… 
Haersen could barely breathe, a cold chill gripped his chest. The Bakzen would never let him live after such a failure. There would be no sanctuary. He had brought himself to his death.
Unable to rise from his hands and knees, Haersen looked up to Tek. “I’ll find another way.”
“It’s too late for that. He’s already discovering his true power.” Tek took a step closer, looking down with what was almost a touch of pity. “You are no longer any use to me.”
Haersen cowered. “Please, I’ll do anything.”
Without warning, Tek gripped Haersen in a telekinetic vice and whipped him to his feet. Tek’s luminescent red eyes locked onto his captive suspended in midair.
Haersen squirmed, helpless, his toes barely brushing the ground. The vice cinched tighter around him, crushing his neck and chest. He gasped for air. “Please!”
“Why would I spare you?”
There wasn’t a compelling reason, really. Haersen searched for a reply that would keep him alive, but his mind was blank. It took all his focus just to draw a breath through the telekinetic vice. “I’ll help you get others,” he gasped.
Tek loosened the vice ever so slightly. “We have no difficulty gaining support. Why do we need you?”
“I can help you get the most out of them. I know how the TSS works.”
Tek considered the proposition, but tightened the vice again. “We already have other insiders.”
Haersen labored to breathe, feeling the end drawing near. “Then spare me because you gave me your word.”
The vice released, dropping Haersen to the ground. He stumbled, falling to his knees. He gasped for air, cradling his bruised ribs. 
Tek stepped forward, towering over him. “Others may have run away in your position, but you made your way here, against all odds. Never before has someone shown such dedication.”
“I believe in what you’re doing,” Haersen said, gazing upward. “Tararia needs to fall.”
“You’ll never truly be one of us, you know,” Tek cautioned.
“I could never expect to be. I only hope to be my best.”
Tek sighed. “You’re pathetic.”
Haersen scrambled to his feet. “So make me better.”
Tek evaluated him. “It will change you.”
“I want nothing of my old self.” There was so little left, as it was. His last remaining shreds of identify had be shed over the months of weary travel.
“Don’t forget all of your old life.” Tek took him by the shoulder. “I may find some use for you yet.”



CHAPTER 22
Banks reviewed the latest report from Agents Aeronen and Merdes. Wil’s months at sea had done him good. The tone in his journal entries had become more relaxed, upbeat. He needed a break from all of this back home. I’m glad it’s been an escape for him.
More importantly, the internship was a window into Wil’s inner motivations. Banks was pleased to see that Wil was very much like his father—rallying to support the common people and to stand up to unjust authority. It was the trait Banks valued most in them. That kind of dedication would be crucial after the war.
First things first. Banks closed out of the report. He was overdue for his weekly check-in with the Priesthood.
CACI arranged the secure call.
Banks bowed his head in greeting to the Priest when the call connected. “Hello. I hope you are well.”
“Do you have any news?”
Straight to business, as always. Banks clasped his hands behind his back. “He’s still sailing with his companions, but they are close to their destination.”
“And he continues to perform well?” the Priest asked.
Banks nodded. “Yes. The internship is almost complete. Then we will be able to test his limits.”
“If we did our job correctly, he won’t have those same limits,” the Priest countered.
“Everyone has a limit.”
“Perhaps. But let’s hope he never finds his.”
*       *       *
Cris climbed into bed and gave Kate a kiss. “Sorry I’m late. All this final exam shite keeps stacking up.”
Kate snuggled up to him. “I know. It’ll be over soon.”
“Thankfully.” Cris put his arm around her. “Oh, and Banks said Wil should be home in time for the main graduation ceremony.”
Kate looked up at him. “Five months is pretty short for an internship.”
“I’m surprised he wasn’t done in three.”
“True,” Kate said, settling back into the crook of Cris’ arm. “I suppose there have been some travel limitations.”
“Well, extra time away isn’t a bad thing. I can’t begin to imagine what it’s going to be like after graduation.”
Kate shook her head. “How do we keep him from burning out before things really get bad?”
“I hope Saera will help with that.”
“And Banks is still okay with them…?”
“He seems to be. I’d bet he’s willing to make any concession if it keeps Wil functional.”
Kate frowned. “Now even you’re talking about him like an asset.”
“I don’t think of him that way, but they do. That’s all any of us are to them.”
“I’m not convinced Banks is one of them,” Kate countered. “Some of the things he’s said haven’t been particularly glowing about the Priesthood.”
“But he’s playing along with them.”
“Aren’t we doing the same thing?”
“Fair point,” Cris conceded.
“It takes wisdom to recognize the right time to make a move. And that time isn’t now.”
“After the war.”
Kate nodded. “After the war.”
“Let’s hope we still have enough of ourselves left for one last fight.”
*       *       *
Just two more weeks to go. Saera was anxious for the end of the term. Maintaining her position as the top-ranked Trainee was exhausting, but she wanted to ensure the recommendation for Primus Command was confirmed. Anything that would keep her closer to Wil would help them in the years ahead.
She had just completed a practice session with the Primus girls and boys. Her roommates already had their tablets on their laps for some last-minute refreshers before the written exams, but Saera didn’t have any concerns about the tests. All that she cared about was Wil coming home. Five months was too long to be apart.
Saera sat down on her bed and grabbed her own tablet. No new messages. She sighed inwardly. When is he coming back?
“Ugh, I can’t wait for finals to be over,” Elise said as she set aside her tablet and laid down on her bunk.
“Then we’ll be Initiates!” Nadeen interjected with rare outward excitement.
Caryn shot her a sidelong glance. “If we decide to stay, that is.”
“What could they possibly tell us in the debrief to make anyone want to leave?” Leila asked.
Whatever it is, Wil didn’t want to tell even me. Saera kept the thought to herself and clicked her tablet back into the wall.
“Well, I’m staying regardless,” Elise stated.
“Same,” Leila agreed.
Nadeen and Caryn murmured their agreement, as well.
“What about you, Saera?” Nadeen asked.
“I’m in. I can’t go back to Earth after this.”
Leila nodded with satisfaction. “So the Primus girls will remain united.”
“We already are. You finally want to join the club?” Nadeen shot back.
Leila tensed. “Yes, well, we’re a team. All of us.”
Hopefully she’ll start acting like it. Saera got up off her bed. “I’m going to take a shower.” She grabbed her pajamas and went into the bathroom. With everyone else in study-mode, she had the room to herself.
She took her time to relax under the hot water, savoring the gentle rhythm of the water splashing onto the tile floor.
The timer in the shower beeped with two-minute warning for automatic water shut-off. Rarely did she max out the fifteen-minute limit. She finished washing her hair and shut off the water.
With a towel wrapped around herself, Saera stepped over to the mirror to comb out her wet hair. As she gazed at herself in the mirror, a stream of water snaked down her face to the tip of her nose. A single drop dripped down.
Saera watched the drop fall. It stopped in midair an inch below her nose. Her mouth parted with surprise. The drop of water continued to hover. Am I doing that?
Her concentration broke and the drop splashed down into the sink.
She let out a giggle of happy surprise. I just levitated a drop of water! No one had witnessed the feat, but that was okay. The act itself didn’t matter—but it meant she was getting control of her abilities. A smile spread across her face. When Wil returned, he could really start training her. She couldn’t wait.
*       *       *
The rendezvous point was easy to spot from a distance. Wil was on watch halfway up the mast of the sailboat when he saw the giant rock peeking up from the horizon. The Tower of Aestra. Finally! Other boats were already anchored around the island.
Wil smiled down at his companions. “They came through.”
Petre looked up at him and nodded with satisfaction. “I had no doubts.”
“Now we just have to get everyone to work together.” And that’s all on me. Wil slid down the mast to the deck of the ship. A length of hair struck him in the eye and he tucked it back into the tie holding back the rest—grown out after five months at sea.
In the nearly four months since the meeting with the Northern Seafarers, Wil and his companions had visited six other villages on their south-easterly journey. All but two of the villages had promised to send soldiers to help with the conquest of the corrupt Makaris operation on Orino. But more importantly, each was sending a diplomatic representative. With the feud around inequitable supply distribution resolved, peace could once again return to the people of Orino. Getting that truce in writing was ultimately the objective of Wil’s mission. I need to keep my sight on that. These people are my friends, but this isn’t my home.
Mila scaled the vacated central mast of the boat, peering out at the land up ahead. “Land! It’s so… solid.”
Wil looked up at her with surprise. “You’ve never seen land before?”
“No. I’d never left the village until I set sail with you,” she replied, still fixated on the rock monolith before her.
My perspective is so different. No wonder they have such distaste for Tararia—the other side of the world is a distant realm, let alone a whole other planet. “On most other worlds, people only live on land.”
Mila grinned. “They’re missing out.”
Petre directed the sailboat toward a natural jetty along the southern edge of the rock. The escort boat sent from the Northern Seafarers followed through the choppy water swirling around the monolith. Half a dozen other boats slightly larger than their own were moored in the shallow bay. A crescent-shaped black sand beach curved along the inner face of the rock. Gray rock spires that suggested the location’s name stretched a hundred meters toward the overcast sky—pitted columns separated by vertical crevasses lost in shadow.
They dropped anchor in the center of the bay. Based solely on the beach, it was difficult to determine the fluctuation in tides, and they didn’t want to become trapped at low tide—if there was one.
Along the shore, a group of people were beginning to congregate. Most were young men around Tiro’s age, but several elders were among them.
“Swim ashore?” Wil asked Petre.
“That’s the way of it.”
The four of them dove off the bow of the boat into the murky water, churning with sand and silt.
Wil’s breath caught in the sudden chill of the water. Shaking off the initial shock, he took up an even stroke and followed the others toward the shore.
Eight meters from the shoreline, the water was shallow enough to stand. They waded the rest of the way to the beach under the scrutinizing eye of the strangers.
Wil took the lead as they exited the water, thankful to feel the warming rays of the sun on his back. “Hello. I am the representative from the TSS.”
One of the elders stepped forward. “I am Samuel. I am here on behalf of the Sunwatcher village of the south.”
“Pleased to meet you,” Wil replied. “Have you spoken with the other representatives?”
Samuel nodded. “Some. We have been awaiting leadership. It looks like that has now arrived.”
“I’ll do my best,” Wil said, looking around the group. “Now, let’s see who’s here.”
The younger members of the group on the shore scattered to gather representatives from each of the villages.
“Come, dry yourselves.” Samuel beckoned Wil toward an inviting fire high up the beach adjacent to a rock overhang.
Two dozen bedrolls were laid out around the campsite—a mixture of tanned hides from the native sea creatures on the planet and Baellas-branded items from the inner colonies. Primitive spears and bows made of bone and sharpened metal were piled next to some of the bedrolls. Wil took inventory of the items as he passed by. The weapons would be no match for the blast guns and incendiary cannons scouts from other tribes had spotted at the Makaris station, but they would have numbers on their side. Several dozen people could easily overwhelm the small Makaris installation, especially with a surprise strike. The key would be to capture the facility before the guards could call for reinforcements. If Wil could proactively explain the corruption to Makaris before Akka had a chance to speak his case, the people of Orino were far more likely to have a favorable outcome.
Wil dried his clothes for fifteen minutes next to the fire while he waited for the village representatives to arrive. He was surprised how strange it felt to once again have solid ground under foot. Petre, Mila and Tiro were visibly uncomfortable on the rock, stepping cautiously as though they expected the land to give way at any moment. He smiled to himself, remembering the same look on Saera’s face when he first started working with her in freefall. His heart leaped. I’ll be home soon.
The last of the village representatives took their seats around the fire as the sky tinted orange with the approach of dusk. Each person gazed at Wil with their full attention.
“Thank you for coming,” Wil began, looking around the circle. “We are here together now because Orino is in trouble. Only as a united front can we make sure that your people aren’t ever in this same situation again.”
“I know many of you don’t trust the TSS,” Petre stated. “But Wil has proven himself to be an advocate and ally. My village had it worse than many—”
“You think you had it bad?” one of the young men cut in. “I watched people starve so I could live!”
Mila jumped to her feet. “You think we didn’t? My mother—”
The crowd burst into cacophonous shouts.
That didn’t take long to deteriorate! “Calm down!” Wil yelled over the side arguments. He was struck by the anger and bitterness of the group, faces twisted into snarls. They were a people living on the edge, fighting for their very survival. Years of isolation and competing for resources had forced them to build a society where only the strong and tough survived. Wil struggled to maintain composure, seeing the pain of those around him. I didn’t know anyone lived like this. The way they spit and yelled at each other was a shocking testament to how quickly people could turn savage when their well-being was on the line. This is what life could be like. This is why we can’t let the Bakzen tear us apart.
Wil climbed up on a rock to stand above the crowd. “We’re here to make things better, remember?” he shouted. I need to bring them together, to end these feuds. No one should have to live in fear. 
With a few final spats, the crowd fell silent. “Now,” Wil continued when he had their attention, “Akka is our target at the Makaris outpost. What do we know about the facility?”
The group refocused on the objective, providing Wil with the details he would need to formulate a solid plan of attack. What they told him fueled his motivation. Having everyone together and hearing the different sides of their experience with Makaris, Wil started to see what had been going on all along. Akka definitely had to go.
Wil was confident in their ability to overtake the Makaris station, but the willingness for the different villages to work as one remained to be seen. It they were successful in their mission, perhaps it would be enough to show that a peace treaty was the best path forward.
With Wil acting as facilitator, the group agreed to a tentative organizational structure for the attack force. Wil would serve as the commander until the mission concluded.
“Anything else for tonight?” Samuel asked when the conversation wound down.
“No,” Wil replied as he stood. “We should go retrieve our gear. It’s going to be a cold swim.”
Samuel shook his head. “We have a canoe for ferrying supplies from the boats. We will help you.”
Petre’s face lit up. “Thank you, that is very kind.”
It was nearly nightfall by the time Wil and his companions were settled at the campsite for the night, their gear safely ferried to the shore. The ground beneath their bedding was uncomfortably firm after the hammock Wil had grown accustomed to over the past several months. However, he was too tired to care. We have a plan. And soon I’ll be back with Saera.
Next to him, Mila shifted around in an attempt to get comfortable. “How do you sleep with the ground so still?”
“It took me weeks to get used to the lack of a background mechanical hum.” Still, she has a point. The hammock itself was more comfortable, but Wil had found the gentle rocking of the boat to be smoothing. In his time on Orino, he had slept better than he had in the previous year back home. But, that was largely because the dreams about the Bakzen had receded—at least for the time being.
“Loud and still. I don’t know how you do it.” Mila rolled over again.
Wil settled into his own bedroll. “Try to get some sleep. Tomorrow we begin planning our attack.”



CHAPTER 23
Wil perched at the edge of the boat, focused on the front gate of Makaris outpost. The cloud cover hid the moon and made the night unusually dark.
The plans were set and Wil had coached everyone through the attack. Months of recruiting, two weeks of intensive training, and hours of planning had all come down to that moment. Their night of action had come.
“Capture, not casualties,” Wil reminded everyone.
The first wave of Orino warriors, led by Tiro, nodded and began to slink along the dock, staying low to the ground and seeking cover behind crates as they inched toward the entry gate.
The guard outside the front gate never saw the warriors coming. In one swift motion, he was pulled from his feet and gagged.
Wil watched from a distance as Tiro took the keycard from the guard and opened the front gate. Silently, Tiro and the other warriors crept into the facility.
Sounds of a single blaster shot and a cry of pain broke the night.
Shite! Wil leaped out of the boat and ran toward the main gate. The plan had called for stealth, but they had been over all the contingencies. It’s okay. They know what to do. 
Wil could barely make out the doorway ahead in the dim light. He kept his footsteps silent as he dashed along the metal deck. When he reached the door, he heard light footsteps coming up behind him; without turning, he knew it was Mila. “Go back to the boat!” he hissed. She wasn’t part of the backup plan.
“Tiro’s in there! He may be hurt,” Mila protested in a whisper.
There wasn’t time to argue with her, and he knew she wouldn’t listen. “Stay behind me.” Wil pressed his back against wall next to the open gate and chanced a glance inside.
The entryway was empty, but it smelled of scorched metal. Red lights down the side hall illuminated just enough for Wil to see evidence of the blaster shot on the wall. His warriors and the guards were nowhere to be seen.
Without hesitation, Wil slipped through the door and followed the signs pointing to the main office down the left hall from the entry. Even if they couldn’t take the outpost quietly, they at least needed to keep the guards from calling for reinforcements before Wil had a chance to arrest Akka. Otherwise, a firefight would be unavoidable.
The office was three doors down. Wil tried the handle. Locked. The electronic lock couldn’t be cracked without using his handheld and that would violate the internship terms. “Shite,” he muttered under his breath.
“Are they inside?” Mila asked.
“I don’t know. We need to sever the communications regardless.” Wil pressed his ear against the door, but he couldn’t make out any voices inside.
“The guards must be—” Mila was cut off by the creak of a door opening between the entry and their place in the hall.
Wil flattened against the wall, pulling Mila to his far side. He held his finger to his mouth for her to be quiet. She crouched, one hand on the hilt of her dagger.
The door swung open the rest of the way with a groan, accompanied by low whispers.
Wil relaxed and pushed off from the wall, recognizing the voice. “What happened, Tiro?”
Tiro startled at the sudden question breaking the quiet, but he smiled when he saw Wil with Mila. “One of the guards spotted us inside the door. He clipped my arm with the blaster.” He looked down at his left arm, which was wrapped in a length of tan cloth.
Mila frowned at the wound. “And the guard?”
“Tied up inside.” Tiro swung the door shut and locked it with the keycard.
“We need to get Akka,” Mila said to Wil.
“Soon,” Wil assured her. “But our cover was blown. Taking out communications is our first priority.”
“But the secondary team is supposed to—” Tiro began.
“We went to the backup plan the moment shots were fired.” Wil held out his hand to Tiro for the keycard.
Tiro relinquished the keycard, and Wil ran back to the office door. He swiped the card across the lock. Red. “Bomax.”
“It didn’t work?” Mila asked.
“Those guards must not have clearance to this room. But others might.” This just got dangerous. Wil groaned to himself. Time for Plan C. “Tiro, your team needs to hold this door. Don’t let anyone through. We’ll get Akka’s card—that’ll work for sure.”
Tiro acknowledged his understanding with a nod, and the five other warriors took up positions facing either end of the hall.
Wil slipped past them with Mila at his heels. At the entry, he turned outside and jogged a couple of meters down the dock. He gestured for the second wave of warriors to advance.
“What happened?” Rolan, the group’s leader, asked as he padded up to Wil ahead of his warriors.
“Change of plan,” Wil explained. “Help Tiro secure the first level while Mila and I go for Akka. One guard is in custody, but others may be hiding. Hopefully they haven’t been able to call for reinforcements.”
“You can trust us,” Rolan replied, and he motioned for his warriors to follow.
Wil turned his attention to the heart of the mission: capturing the man in charge. “Let’s get Akka.”
Wil and Mila snaked their way through the lower level toward the staircase. He checked that it was clear, then waved Mila up the stairs. Only dim red light illuminated the narrow passage.
A short hallway with two doors was at the top of the stairs. One was cracked open, revealing it was a washroom. 
Mila pointed to the door on the opposite wall and Wil nodded. She mouthed a countdown. On “one,” she barged through the door with Wil.
A man with dark hair was hunkered behind his bed, grasping a blast gun in his tanned hands. Akka. “Who the fok are you?” He charged the weapon.
“Put the gun down,” Wil instructed.
“I heard you shoot the guard downstairs,” Akka’s brown eyes narrowed with spite. “I’m not doing a foking thing you say.”
“They fired on us.” Wil positioned himself between the gun and Mila, readying a telekinetic shield. “On authority of the TSS and the High Dynasties, I am placing you under arrest for suspicion of racketeering, abuse of power, and professional negligence.”
“You’re out of your minds! Do you know who I am?” Akka protested.
“Do you know who I am?” Wil countered.
“Tie him up,” he said to Mila and tossed her a length of metal twine from inside his jacket pocket.
Mila pulled Akka’s hands behind his back, making no effort to be gentle. “You’re filthy scum,” she spat into his ear.
“Let’s just get our job done,” Wil said, hoping to calm her. He scanned the surfaces of the room and spotted a keycard on the nightstand. Wil clipped it to his pants.
Mila finished securing Akka’s hands and shoved him to his feet.
“Come on,” Wil said and directed Akka down the stairs. At the base of the stairs, Wil turned out toward the courtyard, where he spotted a mesh metal fence. “Up against there.” He pulled out additional lengths of metal twine from his pocket and secured Akka to the fence.
“Keep an eye on him. I’m going to disable the communications,” Wil said to Mila and headed back inside.
He was about to enter the hall toward the central office when he heard a shout from outside. Wil spun around and rushed back out to where he’d left Mila.
Wil froze in horror when he stepped into the courtyard.
Mila was standing over the prisoner, a knife gleaming in a thin beam of moonlight peeking through the clouds.
Heart racing, Wil ran forward to stop her. “Shite, Mila, no!”
The knife plunged into Akka’s chest. Thick, dark blood poured out. He gasped twice before slumping against his restraints.
Wil pulled her back as she tried to stab him again. “Fok! Why? We—”
Mila stared at the dead man, tears streaming down her face. “He killed my mother.”
“What?” Wil’s gut wretched. He’d been forced to kill, himself, while escaping from the Bakzen, but seeing death up close… the vacant eyes and pooling blood—it was a gruesome glimpse of the casualties of war that awaited him.
“My mother starved to death so that I could eat.” Mila dropped the knife to the ground and fell to her knees sobbing, directly in the puddle of blood spreading out from the body. “He was a foking bastard and he deserved to die!” 
He did. Wil pulled her to her feet and away from Akka’s corpse. “They’ll arrest you. You’ll spend the rest of your life in a prison colony.”
“I don’t care,” Mila said, wiping her tears with her blood-stained hands. “It was worth it.”
Footsteps sounded from the entry. Wil turned to see Tiro approaching.
“I heard shouting. The rest of the facility is secure,” Tiro began. He noticed the body slumped against the wall. “Fok, what happened?”
“Mila stabbed him,” Wil said. “He’s dead.”
Tiro’s face contorted with alarm and horror. “Fok! Everything was coming together, Mila. Petre had given us his blessing. We could have had a life together!”
She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I had to. He needed to die. I couldn’t let anyone else be hurt because of him.”
Tiro looked to Wil, his eyes pleading. “You can’t let them take her away to prison.”
I don’t want to see her end up like that, either. Wil’s mind raced. “The Communications room is still locked down?”
Tiro nodded.
Wil assessed Akka’s body. “Okay, get the others. We need to clean this up.” 
*       *       *
Saera and the other Trainees filed into the lecture room. It was the one hall she’d seen at Headquarters that could accommodate the whole group. 
High Commander Banks stood behind the front podium, calmly surveying the young, inquisitive faces of the students. Cris Sights and Scott Wincowski stood to his right. 
Saera settled into her chair in one of the middle rows next to the other Primus girls. 
“I thought they’d talk to us in smaller groups,” Elise whispered to her.
“It’s more efficient this way,” Saera replied. And more peer pressure for us to stay.
Banks held up his hand to quiet the room. When all eyes were on him, he began, “You’ve reached the end of your first year. Tradition holds that we offer you a choice: stay with the TSS and continue to grow, or go your own way. We will now give you the context to make that choice.”
Saera leaned back in her seat, arms crossed. Or half-truths, anyway. I want the real story from Wil. 
“Some of you may have heard of the Bakzen,” Banks continued. Several members of the audience nodded. “The Bakzen are becoming an increasingly greater threat as time goes on. We fear that war is coming. And if—when—it does, our Agents will need to be on the front lines. If you don’t have it in you to join that fight, this is your one chance to get out.”
A murmur of surprise rippled through the Trainees. 
Saera was more interested in Cris’ reaction at the front of the room. His expression was impassive on the surface, but his posture was rigid. Something about Banks’ statement wasn’t genuine.
“We tell all the Trainees at the end of their first year. We’ve been telling them for a long time. With every new cohort, the likelihood of war increases. You have to ask yourself: are you ready for that commitment?” Banks surveyed the faces in the room. “That is all. You have one week to decide if you will stay. Thank you.” He hurried out of the room.
Cris stepped up to take his place. “Some of you might have questions. I’ll hang back if you want to talk.”
Saera couldn’t be sure, but she thought he looked right at her for a moment. If Wil knows he’s going to step up as a commander, that war has to be coming soon.
The students rose to go. At the bottom of the side aisle, Saera hung back from the others.
“Aren’t you coming?” Nadeen asked.
Saera shrugged. “I don’t know anything about the Bakzen, being from Earth. I just have a couple questions. I’ll catch up with you.”
Nadeen nodded and left with the rest of the Trainees. Saera was alone with Cris and Agent Wincowski.
“I can handle this, Scott,” Cris said.
The other Agent departed and closed the door behind him.
“What wasn’t the High Commander saying?” Saera asked. “Wil hinted that there’s something going on, but he wouldn’t say what.”
“You are quite perceptive.” Cris sighed. “If I tell you anything, you have to keep it to yourself.”
Saera nodded. “Of course.”
Cris took a deep breath. “So, there’s another division off the TSS codenamed ‘Jotun’...”
*       *       *
The fire crackled as Petre tossed on another fuel block distilled from whale blubber. Wil had come to find the scent comforting over the last several months. His chest tightened thinking about his impending departure and what was to come.
“The terms are agreeable,” Petre said, nodding to the representative from the Northern Seafarers. The other representatives nodded their consent, as well.
“Then it’s settled.” Wil laid out the official treaty Petre had penned on a piece of leather. The document established terms for equal supply distribution going forward, proportional to population size and access to the natural resources on the planet. Each of the village representatives had contributed to the terms, and all had approved the wording.
Wil passed the parchment around the circle for all of the representatives to sign. One by one, each took the pen and signed their name and the name of the represented village. Petre was the last to sign his name. He handed the parchment back to Wil.
Wil took the parchment with a heavy heart. It was the remaining criterion to meet the parameters for his internship mission. He laid it out on the metal deck plates and pulled out the handheld that was his only link to the Agents monitoring him from above. He took a picture of the signed document and saved it as an attachment to his final daily journal entry. As soon as he hit “send,” it would only be a matter of hours before the Agents came to retrieve him. 
“What does your report state?” Petre asked, glancing at a nervous Tiro and Mila sitting just outside the representatives’ circle.
Did I call Mila out as a murder? “What happened at the supply outpost is on all of us. They can’t blame everyone, and so no one can be punished,” Wil replied.
The village representatives nodded slowly. Hal, from the Northern Seafarers, looked Wil in the eye, “You have truly shown you take our best interest to heart. I only wish the High Dynasties showed us that same favor.”
Wil swallowed. Not all of the High Dynasties are the same. “I have long known there are issues with the current governmental system, but my experience here has only highlighted those problems. I hope to one day right those injustices.”
“You have already done so much for us,” Petre said. “We don’t expect you to do more.”
But who else can? Wil took a deep breath. “I want to be honest with you. You put your trust in me, so I want you to know it’s not ill-placed.” He looked around at the faces watching him with renewed interest. “So I speak to you now as an heir to Sietinen.” A low murmur spread throughout the group. “What Makaris did to you is not the way of the High Dynasties. I will use whatever influence I can to make sure it doesn’t happen again.”
“You are heir to Sietinen?” Samuel asked, mystified.
Wil ventured a small smile. “Well, second in line.”
Over Petre’s shoulder, Mila looked shocked. She gripped Tiro’s hand tightly a mixture of confusion and awe in her eyes.
“And why do you reveal yourself to us now?” Hal asked.
“Because I couldn’t leave with you thinking that no one in the High Dynasties cared.”
“So you are leaving us?” Petre asked.
“I’ve accomplished what I came here to do.” Wil looked down at his handheld. “As soon as I send this report, my mission is complete.”
Petre looked to the other council representatives. “He has shown himself to be one of us. We should extend him the respect we would one of our own.”
Hal nodded. “Can you delay sending your report?”
Wil hesitated. “For a while. Why?”
Hal rose. “It is time we honor you.”



CHAPTER 24
“Saera, I’m really impressed,” Agent Katz said, leaning back in her chair. “I can’t believe you didn’t say anything sooner.”
“It was only a drop of water.” Saera looked around Katz’s office. It was small compared to the Lead Agent’s office where she sometimes visited Cris, and very simply decorated with a single holopainting, two chairs and a touch-surface desk. She always felt antsy during these monthly check-ins. 
“Still, most don’t begin experimenting with object levitation until their second year as an Initiate.”
Saera returned her focus to her instructor. “Well, you gave me a great foundation. It just came to me.”
Katz nodded. “Nonetheless, it’s quite an accomplishment. I’m glad you decided to stay and continue your training—I’d hate to think about you experimenting too much on your own.”
I couldn’t turn my back on a war. Especially not when Wil needs me. “I look forward to seeing what comes next.”
Katz smiled. “Yes, me too. Well, unless you have anything else to discuss, we can adjourn early and both get a few minutes back in our day.”
“No, there’s nothing else, ma’am. Thank you.” 
“All right. I’ll see you at practice tomorrow morning.”
Saera left the office and made her way down the administrative wing toward the central elevator lobby. As she entered the lobby, one of the elevators opened and a cluster of several men stepped out. She was about to ignore them, but she felt a pull in her chest. What…? 
Then, Saera looked closer. Wil! He was a bit taller and his hair was shaggy, but it was him. He’s finally back!
As if sensing her thoughts, Wil looked up from the floor and met Saera’s gaze. It was impossible to read his expression behind his tinted glasses. One of the men walking with him said something, and without another glance Wil turned away and went down a hall.
Saera’s heart dropped. He looked right at me but didn’t seem to care. Did he change his mind about us?
*       *       *
Wil eyed the two men across the table. Colren is an Agent, but who’s this other guy?
“Thank you for your patience as we got everything for the interview sorted out,” Colren said. “We had to go a little outside of standard protocol, given the circumstances.”
“Of course. Quite all right.” Now can we get on with it? You’re keeping me from something far more important.
“Mr. Stelsin will be joining us for your debrief interview,” Colren explained, gesturing to the other man.
Stelsin nodded absently and looked over some notes on his tablet. He was wearing a charcoal dress suit, calling him out as a civilian.
Wil waited for the questioning to begin. It should be two Agents interviewing me. This is strange.
“So, Wil Sights,” Stelsin said finally. “I understand that you were on Orino for the last five months.”
“Yes, correct.” I don’t think he has any idea who I am.
“And the two Agents overseeing your internship were Aeronen and Merdes?” Colren asked.
“Yes, correct.”
“Excellent. Now please state for the record your mission objective,” Colren continued.
“In short, my mission was to facilitate a treaty between the various communities on Orino. I was assigned a ‘neutral’ group to live with while completing the assignment.”
“And, for the record, did you fulfill this objective?” Colren inquired.
Wil picked his words carefully. “The mission parameters for completion were satisfied.”
“But did you fulfill the objective?” Colren pressed.
Wil leaned back in his chair. “Well, that requires a little explanation.”
“We’re listening.”
“When I arrived on Orino, I was greeted by a community leader named Marlon. He presented his daughter, Mila, to me. I identified that Mila would be an asset in terms of helping explain the community structure, so I briefed her on my mission. It was then that I realized that reality didn’t quite match up to what the TSS was told.”
“How so?” Colren asked.
“Mila took me to one of the storerooms,” Wil explained. “The food supplements were extremely low. According to Mila, they often ran out by the end of the month.”
“Was it poor rationing?” Stelsin questioned.
“No, quite the opposite. It was only by making adjustments to the prescribed rations that they were able to make it through the month.”
“So what was going on?” Stelsin asked.
“The planet’s liaison for Makaris Corp decided to take the business into his own hands,” Wil explained. “A man named Akka Kerwein.”
Stelsin looked horrified. “No, that’s impossible!”
Oh! Stelsin must be a representative from the Dynasty, here to get the story on what happened. “Mr. Stelsin, I am simply giving an account of my personal experiences. If you’ll let me finish, I believe your doubts will be put to rest.”
“Yes, Mr. Stelsin,” Colren emphasized. “This is a formal debrief. The TSS extended a courtesy to let you sit in, but you are here as an observer.”
“I’m sorry, go on,” Stelsin muttered.
“So anyway,” Wil continued, “Akka went rogue. Apparently about ten years ago, he started making unauthorized price increases to the food shipments. Orino has an abundance of edible aquatic life, and certain fish are considered a delicacy on other worlds. However, the meats have a relatively limited nutritional spectrum, making the Orino colonists highly reliant on the supplements from Makaris Corp for actual dietary needs. Because of this reliance, they scraped together what they could in trade goods—mostly fish—to make the higher payments, but then the volume of supplies began declining. Some of the concentrates were even diluted with water.”
“What did the people do?” Colren asked.
“They did the only thing they could,” Wil responded. “They couldn’t get the supplies they needed through Makaris, so they went to the only other source at their disposal: other communities. That conflict mentioned in my mission briefing? Those raids were fueled by people just trying to get their hands on what they needed to survive.”
“How was the TSS so misinformed about what was going on?” Colren asked. 
“That’s where things really get interesting. The request for TSS intervention originated in Akka’s office,” Wil said.
“How…?” Stelsin seemed completely taken aback by the whole account.
“It appears that Akka identified Marlon’s group as one of the weaker communities. Akka told Marlon that times were tough everywhere, but he could arrange for TSS protection for Marlon’s community. What Marlon couldn’t know is that Akka intended to use the TSS to quell the growing opposition against Makaris, which was being orchestrated by other communities with enough strength left to fight.”
“What did you do when you found out about all of this?” Colren asked.
“I set about fulfilling the parameters of my mission,” Wil replied. “With assistance from Mila and others from Marlon’s village, I began reaching out to the other communities on the planet so we could organize a rebellion against Akka.”
“That’s deviating pretty significantly from the mission parameters,” Colren said.
“No, not really,” Wil countered.
Colren was firm. “The mission parameters were quite clear—for you to form a treaty between all the people on the planet.”
“And I did,” Wil clarified. “But, for a treaty to be possible, I needed to eliminate the source of conflict. That conflict could all be traced back to one person: Akka Kerwein. Once Akka was removed from power and the shipments resumed, everyone dropped the battle for resources. I then simply facilitated an agreement between the community leaders for all resources to be equally distributed based on population, and we identified a group of village representatives to address any future conflicts.”
“Sorry if I’m jumping too far ahead here,” Stelsin interjected, “but how exactly did Akka, an employee of Makaris Corp, end up hanging from a crane boom with thirty stab wounds?”
Quick thinking to take the blame off of a single person seeking justice. “He brought that on himself,” Wil replied.
“Details, please,” Colson urged.
Wil took a deep breath. He’d prepared his cover story and confirmed it with the others who knew what really happened to Akka. As long as they stuck together, Mila would be free to start her life with Tiro. It was a gift Wil was glad to give her. “Well, as I was saying,” Wil continued, “I reached out to the various communities across the planet. This took nearly five months, because our only mode of transportation was sailboats. Moreover, though some of the communities were anchored, others drifted with the tides so we had to hunt around. But, it was important for me to make contact with at least eighty percent of the known communities in order to ensure that any agreement we reached would be defensible. The biggest challenge was organizing the whole thing without any reliable mode of communication between the different groups. So, when I made contact with the first group, the Northern Seafarers, we decided to just set a date in the future for all of us to rendezvous near the Makaris outpost with armed forces.”
“Armed forces!” Stelsin blurted out. “Makaris Corp is an unarmed civilian operation.”
“Technically, the High Dynasty corporations are more governmental than civilian,” Wil countered. “But regardless, Akka had made himself a nice little fortress. His staff were armed with blast guns and the outpost was equipped with incendiary cannons.”
“I don’t see how he could have come to be in possession of that sort of equipment,” Stelsin objected.
“That’s for you to take up with internal affairs,” Wil retorted. “So anyway, the community leaders were good to their word, and we convened at the agreed upon rendezvous point. We had about a hundred men total, but most of the weaponry was little more than bows and knives tied to poles. In my time on the planet, I came to understand that the people of Orino are fisherman at heart, despite all their talks about proving themselves as warriors. Their most revered ‘battles’ are against sharks, not other men. But, I had to work with what I had. It took me two weeks to get everyone organized and working together. I broke them into basic tactical teams and taught them how best to take cover against the cannons and pulse guns. They weren’t ready for an assault, but our supplies were almost exhausted so we had to try.”
“And so you attacked,” Stelsin said.
Wil met his dour gaze. And now I have to lie to save my friend. “Yes. We made our move at night. We were able to take out the guards on the outside of the store facility and work our way inside. It wasn’t my position to directly involve myself in the fighting, so I stayed on the sidelines and gave tactical advice when it was asked of me. By the time the area was secured and I made my way inside, Akka had already been strung up on the boom lift.”
“So you didn’t see it happen?” Colren confirmed.
Wil secured his mental guards against the Agent. “No, sir, I did not.”
“Okay,” Colren nodded. “I think that’s all you need, Mr. Stelsin.”
“That’s hardly everything!” Stelsin objected.
“The TSS will file a formal report. Now, if you’ll please excuse us, we have official business to conduct.” It was clear from Colren’s tone that the matter was not up for discussion.
Stelsin stomped out of the interview room.
“I apologize for all of that,” Colren said to Wil once they were alone. “Makaris Corp is pretty upset over this whole thing.”
“That’s understandable.” I can still see the look on Akka’s face as he bled out.
Colren sighed. “So, what happened after you found Akka?”
Wil gathered himself. “I decided it was best to leave his body where it was so any authorities could proceed with an investigation,” Wil explained. “I immediately filed my daily report to Agents Aeronen and Merdes. The following day, I met with the representatives from each of the Orino communities and we had drafted the treaty by that evening. They all signed an agreement for the fair distribution of the Makaris stores and any future shipments. At that time, I made a calculated decision to reveal my ties to the High Dynasties.” Colren raised an eyebrow. “The people of Orino had been through a lot,” Wil continued, “and it was important for me to show them that they hadn’t been abandoned by Tararia. They were surprised, but they accepted me. Within half an hour of filing the report on those activities, I received the message that the mission parameters had been satisfied. Aeronen and Merdes picked me up the following day.”
“Regardless of the impetus, leading an attack against a corporate outpost was never part of the mission specifications. You do realize that this has caused a great deal of tension between the TSS and Makaris Corp. There’s even talk of other High Dynasties getting involved.”
“Which is precisely why I told the people of Orino who I really am, so they know they will always have an ally. I was given a mission, and I did what I felt needed to be done,” Wil contended. “Whatever tension exists now was brought on by Makaris’ embarrassment over their own negligence. I advise that Makaris Corp conduct an audit of all of their outposts to make sure that this kind of activity isn’t going on elsewhere.”
“That’s already underway,” Colren replied.
“Good.”
Colren cleared his throat. “Now, as a matter of record for your impending graduation, what did you learn from this internship experience?”
Wil thought for a moment. “Things aren’t always as they seem—you can’t just rely on the intelligence you’re given about a situation. You need to be adaptable and responsive to conditions as they unfold. Your enemy isn’t always who you think.”
Colren took some notes on his tablet. “And how do you feel about yourself now as a leader?”
Wil took a deep breath. I know what they want me to say—that I believe in myself and am ready to face anything. But I still don’t know if I can do what they expect of me. “The people of Orino named me as one of their legendary warriors. When they asked me what I wanted as my emblem, I told them ‘Dragon.’ It’s what the Bakzen call me, so that is how I must see myself as I stand up to them. My final night on the planet, before I sent in my report, the village representatives tattooed a dragon on my back—such a ceremony is their highest honor.”
“I’ll just let you tell your parents about that part,” Colren said. 
“I was proud to receive it. I need to embrace who I am. I have to be the bridge between worlds.”
Colren nodded. “I think we’re just about done here. We’ll need you to write up a full report, of course. And, I suspect there may be a few follow-up questions from Makaris for the investigation. We’ll need to keep you sequestered for a few days until everything is in order.”
As if five months weren’t long enough to be apart. Now I’m back but I still have to wait days to be back with Saera? “Let’s get this over with.”
*       *       *
The tremor in Saera’s hand wouldn’t go away. She had to concentrate to keep from shaking as she gripped her tablet. Ever since she’d caught the glimpse of Wil two days before, she couldn’t stop thinking about what it might mean that he still hadn’t reached out to her. I know he’s back. Why is he avoiding me?
She was curled up on her bunk, pretending to study but really just staring into space past her tablet. The preceding five months had been hard enough, but this new type of waiting was far more stressful. 
A message indicator popped up on the screen. Saera brought her eyes back into focus and she saw the sender. Wil! She opened the message: “I’ve missed you so much. Meet me in the hallway.” Then what took him so long to message me?! She tossed her tablet on the bed and dashed into the hall.
Wil was standing down the hall in the doorway of a study room. His hair had been cut back into his normal crew cut and he was wearing his typical Junior Agent attire. He waved her over. Saera jogged to the study room, and Wil ducked inside as she approached. She closed the door behind her.
“Where have you—” She didn’t have time to get the words out before they were locked in a passionate kiss. She relaxed into Wil, casting aside the apprehensions she’d felt over the last two days about his feelings for her.
“I missed you, too,” she said when their lips finally parted.
“I know you saw me when I first got back,” Wil said. “I’m sorry I couldn’t message you sooner.”
“I was getting worried,” Saera replied, downplaying the real extent of her insecurity.
“Things got a little tense at the end of my internship, and the debrief process took longer than normal.”
“You couldn’t even tell me that?”
“There are strict ‘no contact’ protocols in those situations. This is the soonest I could be with you, I promise.”
No one could kiss me that way and be lying about where they’ve been. She took a deep breath. “Well, I’m glad you’re back now. I don’t know how much more separation I could take.”
“Me either. I was thinking about you the whole time.”
While you were in bed with someone else?
Wil may as well have read her mind. “Despite the cultural norms on Orino, I found a way out of participating in their more questionable customs. I remain fully and faithfully yours.”
Saera felt more relief than she’d anticipated. She’d been bracing for the worst. “I’m glad to hear that.”
“I would want it no other way.” Wil stroked her hair.
How could I have ever doubted him? Saera was about to drift into happy thoughts of togetherness when she caught herself. “So what happened with your internship?”
Wil smiled. “It was a success. Just not in the way anyone was expecting.” He gave her an abbreviated account of the events.
Saera took it all in. I hope mine isn’t like that! “I’m glad you made it back safely.”
“It’s good to be home.” He paused. “And, you’ve been through the Year One disclosure by now, correct?”
Oh that… “Yes, though they hardly said anything more than what you’d already told me.”
Wil took a deep breath. “Saera, there are some other things—”
“Yeah, I figured as much, based on how you were acting. So afterward, I talked with your father. He told me what’s really going on. Jotun and the whole deal.” 
Wil looked shocked. “And you’re still here?”
Saera looked him in the eye. “I told you before, nothing could make me leave.” She frowned. “But I do understand why you had pulled away from everyone. What they’re asking of you…”
Wil nodded solemnly. “My time in the war is coming far sooner than they’d ever let on, Saera. And I’ll be at the heart of it.”
That’s why I have to be here for you. “I know, and I’ll be there, too. I’ve made my choice.”
Wil took Saera’s hand. “That means everything to me.”
Saera threw her arms around Wil again and held him close. “I’ll stand by you no matter what.”
“It’s going to be hard for us to be together, but I love you so much. Whatever the future holds, I can face it knowing that I’ll have you by my side.”
A happy tingle warmed Saera to her core. “I love you, too.”



CHAPTER 25
Haersen admired himself in the reflection on the polished steel wall outside Tek’s office. It was next to impossible to find a proper mirror in any of the Bakzen facilities, to his irritation. Being hairless, there was no need to shave or style hair—two of the most practical purposes for a mirror. And, as clones, there was little individuality to notice in a reflection that a glance at a comrade couldn’t provide. But Haersen, on the other hand, wanted to watch his transformation.
The gene therapy began soon after his reunion with Tek. It was something of an experiment, but thus far the results were positive. In only four months, he felt stronger, tougher. There were few external changes yet, but they were coming. In time, he would become one of the Bakzen if the experiment was successful. Though only a test, it would mean a chance for the Bakzen to expand their ranks in a way they never imagined.
Transforming the Taran population was a lofty goal. The neurotoxin administered to survivors of the Bakzen’s planetary invasions over the last two years was a first step to prime the bodies. Whatever treatment the Taran doctors thought they were giving to those affected only treated the symptoms of the side effects, not the root cause. The neurotoxin opened up the subjects’ minds, making them susceptible to suggestion for easy telepathic networking. The Tarans would go about their lives, not realizing there was any change. Then, once activated by telepathic command, those Taran bystanders would be turned into effective Bakzen drones. 
It was a start, but Tarans were physically weak and frail compared to a Bakzen soldier. The experiment with Haersen offered a more advanced alternative transformation. If he could be made into a more effective physical vessel, his telekinetic ability could flourish. 
Taking a kernel of potential and nurturing it into fully developed abilities was the real dream—a race of ideal beings, always refining and growing stronger. Though that future was quite a leap from Haersen’s type of transformation, he was excited to be a test case for how far he could evolve. Gaining greater ability was his sole aspiration—never again did he want to feel a wall, to be limited by how much power he could draw into himself.
Still, those limits remained his reality. It would take time, and he would have to be patient.
Haersen shifted on his feet, anxious to meet with General Tek. He was told ahead of time that the General had some kind of update to share—hopefully evidence of some move against the TSS.
Another five minutes passed with no sign of the general. Then, the door swung open. 
Tek stepped out into the hall. “Good, you’re here. I want to show you something.”
Haersen came to attention. “Yes, sir.”
Tek led him down the hall to the transport hub for the central command facility. The network of high-speed maglev transports connected the core operations for the Bakzen world. The military presence was the most prominent on the planet, followed by the bioengineering operations. Strictly administrative proceedings, under the Imperial Director, took only a fraction of the society’s resources. The Imperial Director was a figurehead rather than anyone who yielded true power—an individual to unify the disparate aspects of Bakzen society. In actuality, the commanding general—the position Tek had claimed for himself—held the true power. But, Haersen suspected that Tek had his eye on making the military command and Imperial Directorship one in the same.
The transport hub consisted of maglev tracks crossing over each other at different levels, with a boarding platform at each level along a broad column at the central intersection. Some of the train lines terminated at the station, while others continued on after a brief stopover. Most of the maglev tracks supported small cars suitable for six individuals to travel together, but three larger tracks carried trains capable of transporting hundreds at a time. The trains ran infrequently during most of the day, reserved for accommodating mass movements related to shift changes. The smaller cars, conversely, were always on the move.
Haersen and Tek stepped into one of the cars on the track headed toward the central bioengineering operations. 
The bioengineering facility was a familiar location for Haersen. He had made the trek dozens of times over recent months for his gene therapy, though he had just received a treatment and wasn’t due for another until the following week. He gave Tek a questioning glance as they sat down on the plastic bench seats to either side of the car.
“No, this isn’t for you.” Tek said. “There’s something else for you to see.”
Haersen nodded, knowing better than to press the issue. Tek would reveal what he wanted on his own schedule.
The car detached from the docking platform and descended along the sloping maglev track. The track reached ground-level at the edge of the enclosed hub structure, where the car exited through an archway.
Haersen stared out of the transparent top dome of the car at the parched landscape of the Bakzen world. The surface suffered extreme temperature variations throughout the day and night, so only the most hardy vegetation survived. Most of the landscape was covered in a mixture of grainy sand and worn boulders, interspersed with scrubby brush and occasional rock outcroppings. Rock bluffs broke up the horizon, standing out as russet monoliths against the gray sky. 
At the base of the red rock towers, Bakzen laborers lived in camps outside underground mines. The settlements were only a faint spec to Haersen as the transport car sped by, but a plume of smoke rose from the mine regardless of what time he passed. There was a never-ending need for metal ores to support the Bakzen’s fleet and developing infrastructure. The planet’s rich concentration of iron and chromium yielded much of the required supplies to support the Bakzen throughout their occupied worlds.
The maglev track carved a straight path across the open plain between the central command base and main bioengineering facility. At the outskirts of the destination, low buildings dotted the landscape. Each building contained the maturation tanks for Bakzen soldiers and laborers, a hundred in each.
Haersen had been shocked the first time he saw inside the maturation buildings—the growing bodies twitching in their chambers, tubes feeding their bodies with nutrients. It seemed like such an unnatural way for life to begin. However, the longer he reflected on it, he realized it was simply efficient. The Bakzen came into the world a fully formed physical vessel ready for cognitive imprinting with everything they would need to fulfill their function: rudimentary language, understanding of applicable technologies, and the willingness to self-sacrifice for the greater Bakzen good. Though new clones were always being produced, the resource investment in maturation and training was significant enough to warrant salvaging a clone whenever possible. It was important for all members of the society to remain functional and whole, but in Bakzen fashion, differentiating scars were always left as evidence of restorative procedures.
The track led into the heart of the main bioengineering facility, inclining to the third story of the seven above-ground levels. Like most of the structures on the Bakzen world, the building was constructed of poured concrete and metal fittings. Very few widows broke up the walls, since the Bakzen placed little value on having a view. Any openings were purely functional, for lighting or access.
The car came to rest next to a platform that curved around the center of a four-story atrium topped in translucent glass. Haersen and Tek exited the car as it looped around the platform on its way to the return line.
“We’ve been working on a new project,” Tek said as they crossed the atrium.
“What?” Haersen asked.
“A solution to one of our greatest issues.”
Haersen followed Tek across the polished concrete floor to an elevator at the back of the atrium. The glossy floor was the most decorative aspect of the building, a striking contrast to the rough concrete walls rising above. Translucent windows on the upper floors lined the atrium, bringing natural light to the inner rooms of the building. 
On the touch-panel next to the elevator, Tek selected a destination in the basement of the facility. He swiped his wrist along the panel for authorization.
Haersen looked at the selection with interest. He had never been to parts of the building below the planet’s surface. Most of the upper levels housed medical facilities to treat lost limbs or other serious injuries the soldiers and laborers sustained, but the purpose of the lower levels was unknown. 
They entered the elevator, and it descended into the depths. Several seconds passed in silence.
When the doors opened, Haersen was surprised to see a natural stone corridor approximately three meters wide. It looked like the tunnel had been bored directly through the bedrock. The walls were slightly damp, and water dripped into a narrow channel carved on either side of the corridor. A cool breeze ruffled his hair.
“What is this place?” he asked Tek.
“Our most secure research area,” the general replied. “I think you’ll appreciate the latest development.”
Tek led the way through the dank tunnel. A row of lights along the ceiling illuminated the passage in an orange glow. Metal doors were inset along the walls at irregular intervals.
Haersen eyed the doors. Anything could be in there.
The tunnel branched twice along their route. Both times, Tek headed to the left. Twenty meters after the second branch, the corridor terminated in a metal door identical to the others they had passed.
Tek activated a panel next to the door with a swipe of his wrist, and the door shot into the ceiling.
Inside, overhead lights illuminated rows upon rows of maturation tanks. The clones were still only infants, fed by a single tube to their gut. Neurosensors monitored their cognitive development, displayed on panels next to each tank.
Haersen looked on with astonishment. The clones were so tiny and helpless. All the others he had seen were close to maturity, but these—something was different about them. He stepped toward the tank closest to the door. Upon closer examination, he noticed that there was a fine hair growing on the infant’s head. He looked to Tek for an explanation.
“These are the next stage of Bakzen evolution,” Tek stated. “We took some marrow from the Primus Elite. What we learned in the analysis of his genetic profile was quite interesting.”
Haersen swallowed. “I didn’t know you did that.”
“Why wouldn’t we? He’s supposed to be so special, after all.”
“So what did you find out about him?” Haersen asked.
Tek watched the infant squirm in its tank. “He had a genetic marker we’ve never seen before. A mutation of sorts. It’s on the segment of code that normally denotes the limit for telekinetic strength.”
Haersen’s breath caught. “He doesn’t have a natural inhibitor?” 
Tek shook his head. “Not in the traditional sense. While the rest of us hit a barrier eventually, it appears he could keep focusing the energy until he burned himself up.”
Maybe the Primus Elite really was special after all. Haersen looked at the tanks. “So what are these?”
Tek smirked. “Hybrids. Soldiers without the inhibitor.”
“What will you do with them?”
“They’ll make the perfect instrument for completing the rift.”
“But I thought the pathways are almost complete?” Haersen said. “It has to be years before these will be mature.”
“Eight years, to be precise,” Tek clarified. “But they aren’t for the pathways. They’re to widen the rift across the entire galaxy.”
“Why? The rift is a place to hide and move covertly. What would you—”
“The rift is our home!” Tek interrupted. “We can’t feel complete without touching the two planes. Normal space… it’s so confining.”
Haersen nodded. He had only spent a little time in the rift, but he knew what the general meant. The energy was intoxicating. “An entire galaxy… tailored just for you.”
Tek laughed. “Oh, this galaxy is just the beginning.”



CHAPTER 26
Wil took a deep breath. It’s just the Course Rank Exam. Everyone takes it. The knowledge did nothing to settle his nerves.
The testing facility was suspended below Level 11. Its sole purpose was to test Agents-to-be to the limits of their abilities. Wil had watched exams in the past, but it was very different being inside the chamber.
He looked up at the window to the observation room. His parents and Banks were watching, along with half a dozen other senior Agents. Their faces were drawn and serious.
Everyone has been waiting for this. It’s finally time to see what I can do uninhibited.
“We’ll begin whenever you’re ready,” Banks said over the intercom.
Wil took a deep breath. “Ready.”
“Good luck.” The intercom disconnected.
Wil poised himself to act. This part is easy. Just focus.
Holographic opponents illuminated all around him. The goal was to dispatch as many as possible within one minute, and any extra time would be added to the score. 
Wil centered his mind and generated a spatial distortion. Within it, time appeared to stand still. He flipped and kicked his way through the first wave of a dozen opponents within the distortion. Each image shattered as he dealt a blow. As the last one dissolved, he returned to a normal state. Only a fraction of a second had passed.
The next wave of opponents appeared—twenty. Wil restored the spatial distortion and swept through the wave, twisting and tumbling to strike each as quickly and efficiently as possible.
He dispatched wave after wave in the same manner, each wave gone in the blink of an eye to the observers watching from above. 
After seven seconds in real-time, the waves suddenly ceased.
Wil looked at the clock counting the remaining seconds in the exam, seeing how little time had passed. “Why did you stop?”
“That was one-thousand opponents. The system is only programmed to send that many,” Banks said over the intercom. “You have fifteen minutes to rest until the next stage.”
Wil nodded. Maxing out the test already. What’s next?
*       *       *
Banks looked to Cris and Kate. “I’m concerned about how the rest of the examination is going to go.”
“We don’t have to proceed,” Cris said. “I checked the rulebook. Senior officers can assign a suitable rank if it’s deemed the traditional CR exam will not yield an accurate rank assessment.”
“No, we need to see it through.” Too many are awaiting the results. We need to know how strong he really is… to see if it will be enough.
Kate took Cris’ hand. “What good will it do anyone if he hurts himself?”
“Better to know a limit now than to find out when he’s in a battle,” Banks replied. “He’s taking the test for the same reason as anyone else.”
Cris looked down at Wil pacing in a circle around the testing chamber. “Can this facility even withstand that magnitude?”
“The sphere will bear the brunt. It will be fine,” Banks assured him. At least, it should.
 “I’ll intervene if I have to,” Cris said. 
“I wouldn’t expect anything else.” Banks let out a slow breath. 
At the bottom of the testing chamber, Wil was waving his arms. Banks activated the intercom, “Is everything okay?”
“I was just wondering if I have to wait fifteen minutes between the stages. I’m ready for the next whenever you are,” Wil said.
“All right. We’ll proceed shortly,” Banks replied. Today is going to be a wild ride.
*       *       *
Wil made a couple more impatient laps around the room before the low tone sounded, indicating that the testing was about to resume. The next stage of the test would be the easiest of them all for him, and he was anxious to get it out of the way. 
Holographic targets appeared around the room—red boxes suspended at varying heights, some in groups and others standalone. Blue boxes were intermingled with the red. The objective was to destroy all of the red with a telekinetic blast as quickly as possible without hitting any of the blue. It was a more complex version of the training exercises any TSS trainee did early on in telekinesis practice. 
Wil shot a telekinetic spire toward the first dozen red boxes. Each shattered and disappeared as it was struck. Then, the boxes started to move around the room, slowly at first, but gaining velocity as the test progressed. Soon, there was no direct line of sight between Wil’s position and the red boxes.
Wil smiled to himself. This is where it gets fun. He queued in on the red boxes and started weaving the telekinetic spires through the tangle of blue cubes, sending four at a time like heat-seeking missiles locked onto a target. Early on, he’d discovered that others had difficulty with attacks that broke line of sight, but it had always felt natural to him—each spire an extension of himself.
The one-hundred red targets shattered four at a time, and all were gone in a matter of fifteen seconds.
He looked up at the observation room. “Next.”
“Hold on,” Banks said over the intercom.
Wil crossed his arms and waited. There were two more stages until he would face the testing sphere. Everything before that was procedural filler. The question on everyone’s mind was not if he would break the elusive Course Rank of 10, but by how much.
He waited two minutes before the tone sounded again.
The lights abruptly cut out, leaving Wil in complete blackness. He took slow, steady breaths. Even though he already couldn’t see anything, he closed his eyes. The third stage focused on spatial awareness. Any moment, his perception would be put to the test.
An energy pulse drew his attention to his left side. It was the starting point to an invisible maze. He walked through the darkness, sensing the exact location. Once standing at the center of the energy pulse, he stuck his arms straight out in front of himself. Tendrils wound around his forearms, fusing artificial wings to his limbs. The material was lightweight and made it easy for him to maneuver, but he needed to concentrate to make the new wings truly part of himself.
The room buzzed with static electricity as a maze activated in the darkness. Electronic walls formed, providing just enough clearance for Wil to traverse the maze with the artificial wings stretched out to either side. The channel for the wings required him to keep his arms perfectly level, with only a three centimeter variance in the vertical position. He would need to navigate through the labyrinth using only his telekinetic senses to keep him on course and prevent him from touching the edge of the channel through the walls with the wings. He needed to be in complete synch with his surroundings, aware of himself and his domain.
He took a moment to gather himself before stepping into the start of the maze. Eyes closed, he focused on what he felt around him. The walls hummed in his mind, and he created a mental picture of where he was and where he needed to go. The wings were mere centimeters from the walls as he stepped forward, careful to keep his balance and spacing perfectly centered.
The further he progressed in the maze, the less clearance he had between the walls. Seven minutes of careful navigation passed. He wasn’t sure exactly how much clearance he had, but he focused on staying exactly centered. There was no room for error. He needed to be perfect. Everyone was counting on him.
Wil’s arms ached from being outstretched for so long. But he couldn’t rest. He needed to finish and show them what he could do. They trusted him, they needed him.
The maze took a sharp turn to the right, and his arm dropped for an instant.
A harsh buzzer sounded and the lights restored.
Wil groaned. So close.
The artificial wings disintegrated around his arms.
“I’m sorry,” Wil said to the observers. So much for getting a perfect score.
 The intercom clicked on, but Banks didn’t say anything at first. Several seconds later, he said, “We’ll proceed to the fourth stage whenever you’re ready.”
“Okay, give me a minute.” Wil swung and rubbed his limbs to clear the lactic acid buildup. His arms still ached, but felt somewhat better after the short rest. At least the following exercise wasn’t as physical. “Let’s go.”
The fourth stage was tailored to the area of specialization for each prospective Agent. For Wil, this meant a focus on command decision-making. Focused on optimized reactions, he needed to find a balance between being patient and proactive.
The lights in the testing chamber dimmed.
Wil looked around the room as a holographic starscape took form throughout the chamber. A single solar system materialized in front of him, with four planets around a red sun. The planetary configuration wasn’t familiar to Wil, most likely an invented world for the testing scenario. Ships popped up in orbit and outposts dotted the surfaces of the all the planets. A single, sprawling space station rotated in a geosynchronous orbit of the third planet. Each of the assets was surrounded by a blue glow.
The view rotated ninety degrees. On the far side of the sun, a fleet was approaching, glowing red. An instant later, red ships appeared above each of the planets and the view rotated back to its original orientation.
“Destroy the enemy leader,” Banks said over the intercom.
Where’s the leader? Before Wil could finish assessing the conditions, the simulation erupted into full-blown battle.
The red ships opened fire on the planets and surrounding space station. Protective shields illuminated under the blasts, a strength indicator hovering next to each.
Wil reached up and rotated the view with his hands. The enemy envoy swinging around the sun was arranged in a defensive formation that might indicate the presence of a leader. Somehow, he needed to intercept the enemy with his own fleet.
With that thought, he realized that his fleet was only responding with automated defenses. He needed to command the counterattack.
Wil ran across the room and tapped on the deep space cannon on the second planet to activate the counter-strike. The cannon took out two of the enemy bombardment ships before the others broke orbit to evade.
Turning his attention to the third planet, Wil mobilized three armored ships docked at the space station and directed them to take on a defensive position. The ships opened fire as the enemy vessels came into range.
Back on the second planet, the cannon had exhausted its charge and was regenerating. Without the suppressive fire, enemy ships were closing in to target the cannon.
Wil dashed to the first planet and reallocated one of the ships to defend the cannon on the second planet.
Behind him, the fourth planet was surrounded. He had neglected to activate the units to counterstrike. He sprinted across the room, his heart sinking as one of the two outposts was captured by enemy forces. There were two armored ships sitting dormant in orbit of the planet. Wil directed the two ships to assault the enemy forces on the planet’s surface. Slowly, his forces regained the lost ground.
The deep space cannon on the second planet was ready to fire again. Wil ran back toward it, but froze midway. The enemy envoy was rounding the sun.
There was no way to protect all of the planets and take on the envoy. Destroy the enemy leader. Wil’s first instinct was to pull back from the fourth planet, which had the fewest resources. However, that put his troops the greatest distance from the envoy containing the leader. He needed to take a different approach.
Without hesitation, Wil re-fortified the units on the fourth planet and ran to the first planet. He activated all of the units that had been defending the four outposts on the surface and directed their fire toward the advancing envoy.
Under the heavy fire, the ships in the envoy bunched closer together and fired back. One ship at the center remained completely guarded and didn’t make any offensive actions. There’s the leader.
Wil ran to the second planet and aimed the deep space cannon directly at the envoy. Two blasts from the cannon took out the forward ship, leaving a vulnerable hole in the fleet’s defensive wall. The cannon’s energy was spent—it was useless until it recharged.
He sped the combat ships that had been in orbit of the first planet toward the envoy. As his ships approached, the enemy vessels redistributed to close the gap. He had his ships open fire, but the blasts had no effect against the shields. The deep space cannon was still recharging. There was no time to wait.
 Wil sent his lead ship on a collision course with the envoy. Three agonizing seconds passed as the ship careened toward its target. With a flash, the ship crashed into the front of the envoy. The enemy ships broke formation from the concussive impact, defensive shields flickering. The leader ship was left exposed.
He opened fire on the leader with all his remaining ships as they spend toward their target, the enemy ship’s shield weakening with every strike.
The enemy ships from the envoy began to recover and opened counterstrike fire, taking out of Wil’s approaching ships. He kept all of his ships on the same heading. Only one needed to make it through.
He was within striking distance for his final assault. The enemy shield was only at ten percent. Wil sent everything he had at the leader’s ship. The shield weakened, but held at two percent.
Off to his left, Wil saw that the deep space cannon was recharged. One blast would take out the leader, but his own ships were in the cannon’s path. Destroy the enemy leader.
Wil activated the deep space cannon. The leader’s ship incinerated, along with Wil’s remaining ships from the first planet and half the enemy envoy.
The lights returned to full brightness and the holograph dissolved.
Wil let out a slow breath, his heart racing.
The intercom clicked on. “You lost twenty-seven percent of your units,” Banks said.
 “The objective was to destroy the enemy leader. The mission parameters didn’t set a target for casualties,” Wil replied.
“The objective is always zero casualties.”
“That was impractical in this scenario. Some sacrifice was needed.”
“Yes, but simulations on this scenario had necessary loss at only thirteen percent.”
Wil gazed up at the observation window. “So I failed?”
There was a pause. “No, you met the requirements. It was only a point of critique.”
“Noted.”
“Are you ready for the final test?”
Wil’s stomach knotted. He swallowed hard. “Yes.”
A tile in the floor slid to the side and a pedestal raised up. Atop the pedestal was the testing sphere.
Wil stared at the golden sphere, a chill gripping his chest.
It was such a plain object for being something so unique and powerful. Made of a rare mineral that oscillated between a physical and subspace state, it allowed unmitigated channeling of electromagnetic energy. The sphere had been used to test the upper limit of thousands of Agents throughout TSS history. It was Wil’s window to enlightenment.
“Begin,” Banks said over the intercom.
Wil placed a hand on either side of the sphere. It tingled his fingertips, feeling a cool static charge pass between his hand and the shiny surface. Slowly, he began feeding energy into the sphere. He closed his eyes as he savored the exhilaration of such free use of his abilities. Finally, he was out of the invisible cage. He could fly.
The sphere warmed as it was filled with pure energy. It felt incredible to draw so much through himself, to tap into all that was around him. There was so much more, and no limit in sight.
*       *       *
Cris paced back and forth as the readings ticked upward.
“9.5,” the attending Agent called out as the electronic readout continued to creep upward.
“9.7. That’s where I maxed out,” Cris said. But he’s not slowing down.
“Here it is…” Banks said, eyes glued to the readout.
“10.0!” the attendant exclaimed.
Banks shook his head, incredulous. “He did it.”
“Like we had any doubt,” Kate said. She crossed her arms and frowned as the reading ticked upward.
“11.0!” the attendant announced. “Still climbing.”
Fok, how high will he go? Cris bit his lower lip as he watched Wil continue to feed energy into the sphere. As the readout approached 12.0, the sphere started to vibrate. “What’s happening?”
Banks looked closer at the sphere. “Stars! Is that a crack?”
Cris and Kate ran forward to the window. “Fok, it is!” Cris exclaimed.
A hairline fracture was forming along the side of the testing sphere. Golden light was pouring out from the crack, growing brighter.
“Stop the test!” Cris yelled. Stars! This can’t be possible.
“We need to find his limit,” Banks protested.
“The foking sphere is cracked! There’s no telling what will happen if it breaks completely.”
Kate rushed to the intercom. “Wil, stop!”
Below, Wil continued to feed energy into the sphere. Another crack started to form down the side.
“He’s too focused. I’m going down,” Cris said and ran toward the door.
“You can’t go in there! If the energy spikes from the sphere—” Banks protested.
“Then come with me. We can contain it.”
Cris ran down the stairs to the entrance of the testing chamber with Kate and Banks close behind. He summoned a telekinetic shield and felt them feeding it behind him. He palmed open the door.
An intense wave of telekinetic energy flooded out from the testing chamber. Cris felt his shield shudder under the force, but it held. He stepped into the room, pressing forward toward Wil.
The sphere quaked atop the pedestal. A blinding golden light radiated through the widening cracks.
“Wil, stop!” Cris yelled, but Wil didn’t acknowledge him. There was a blissful grin on his face.
“Get him away from the sphere!” Banks shouted.
Together Banks and Cris pulled Wil back.
A powerful wave radiated from the sphere as he separated, knocking everyone to the ground. The entire chamber shuddered with the impact. Above, the glass to the observation room crunched as a crack spread from corner to corner.
The sphere stopped glowing immediately. A deep gouge marred its side, with several smaller cracks radiating outward.
Wil sat up on the floor. “What happened?”
Cris scrambled to his feet. “The sphere was cracking. You didn’t hear us.”
Wil looked in wonder at the damaged sphere. “I guess I was somewhere else.” He rose to his feet. Sparks of electricity jumped between his fingers. “Did I break 10?”
“I ran down here at 12.” Cris couldn’t meet his son’s eye. He almost killed us without meaning to.
Wil smiled. “Wow, not bad.”
“Yeah.” Cris felt faint. He could see Kate and Banks were drained, too.
“I did well, right?” Wil asked, looking to his parents and Banks.
“Yes, very well,” Banks said, straightening his uniform. “You did everything we asked.”
Cris caught Banks’ eye. Even through the tinted glasses, he saw the fear. 
*       *       *
Wil grabbed his tablet and sat down on his bed. He saw that Saera was online.
“Hey,” he wrote to her.
“Hey! How’d it go?” she replied.
“I felt like they were mad at me.”
“Why?”
“I did everything they asked. But, I broke the sphere.”
“What? How?”
“I guess it couldn’t withstand the force.”
Saera took a few seconds to reply. “What did you score?”
“Somewhere over a 12.0. I don’t have the final number yet.”
Another pause. “Wow.”
Wil bit his lip. “They’re all afraid of me.”
“I’m not.”
Wil smiled, even as the tears came to his eyes. “Thanks.” He sniffed the tears back. “I’ll talk to you later.”
Wil set down his tablet and curled up on the bed, burying his face in his pillow. He was a weapon. A living weapon. All he could do was cry.
*       *       *
Banks returned to the observation room, still shaking. He looked at the worried faces of the other Agents. “What were the final results?” he asked the Agent who’d been monitoring the readings.
“The last reading before you pulled him from the sphere was 13.7,” the Agent stated.
“Stars…” Banks breathed.
“That’s a factor of forty above Cris.”
Fok… we’d need fifty Agents to contain him at that level, and that wasn’t even his max. “Thank you.”
The Agent looked to the others in the room, then to Banks. “Sir, will this become a matter of public record?”
Banks nodded. “It has to be. No way around it.”
“It’s, um… a bit alarming,” the Agent said, caution evident in his tone.
“I know. We’ll all have to get used to the idea.” Banks took a deep breath. “Thank you for your professionalism today.”
“Of course, sir.”
Banks took the central elevator up to his office. The Priesthood was awaiting his report.
The Priest looked expectant when he answered the call. “Well?”
“13.7,” Banks reported.
“Impressive, but we expected more.”
“We had to cut the test short,” Banks said. “He cracked the testing sphere.”
“Well, that was unexpected.”
Banks shook his head. “We almost lost containment. That kind of power… it could destroy an entire planet.”
“Oh, we’re counting on it,” replied the Priest. “If we are not victorious through intellect and strategy, we’ll have raw power on our side.”
But how will Wil direct that power? “He is the ally we want and need.”
“Let him grow. We’ll see what he can become.”



CHAPTER 27
Wil’s new black uniform felt strange. The clothing itself was comfortable, but its symbolism came with a great weight. He was now an Agent. His word was no longer an opinion, but a command. His CR placed him above even his father in the chain of command, if he wanted to exercise that right. It was an extraordinary responsibility. Yet, even that didn’t compare to what lay ahead. Commanding both divisions of the TSS as Supreme Commander was just around the corner.
The graduation ceremony was being held in the largest lecture hall on Level 4. Twenty rows of raked seats formed a half-circle around a small stage and podium at the lowest level. A holoprojector cast a starscape on the ceiling of the hall.
Wil filed into the front row with his colleagues, with additional graduates taking the second row. On the left side of the stage, Cris and four of the other senior Agents were lined up while Banks stood at the center podium. As he took his seat, Wil spotted his mother sitting in the row behind the graduates.
All of the Trainees who’d elected to stay with the TSS beyond the first year were at the back of the auditorium. The top-scoring Initiates and Junior Agents for the year occupied the middle section of the audience, along with the Agent instructors. The rest of Headquarters would be observing the ceremony from a video feed to the lounges and other common areas.
Banks waited for the audience to get settled before he began. “This has been an exciting year for the TSS. We had a higher number of new Agent Trainees join us than we’ve seen in more than a century, and that’s set us on a path to make a positive impact on all the Taran worlds. The TSS might not be accepted everywhere, but we play a vital role. We have the opportunity to help shape the future of Taran civilization. That’s an opportunity we can’t take lightly. The commitment we’ve made to the TSS is one that will define the rest of our lives, and our work here will be our legacy.
“One of the most tangible contributions the TSS offered to the rest of Tarans is an independent jump drive design. This new navigation system will enable space travel in a way that’s never been possible before. Travel times will be drastically reduced for civilians, opening up commerce opportunities that had only been a distant dream before. The goodwill from those kinds of contributions will enable the TSS to flourish in the years to come.”
Wil’s jaw dropped. He knows I own the personal licenses to that tech. “The TSS” didn’t deliver anything. It was me.

“Another noteworthy accomplishment is the record highs in test scores for trainees at all levels. I am pleased to say that the trainees we have now will become the greatest group of Agents and Militia officers the TSS has ever seen. I’m excited to be the High Commander who got to know each of you as you found your calling within this great organization.” 
Wil shook his head. Who’s listening in on this speech? This isn’t how he normally talks.
“To each of our newest Agents, I say thank you. Thank you for your dedication to the TSS, and thank you for everything you will accomplish throughout your careers. You are leaders and visionaries.” Banks paused as the audience applauded. “And now I’d like to acknowledge a particularly unique graduate,” Banks said, looking directly at Wil. “Wil Sights has been designated in a new Primus Elite Agent class. He’s only sixteen years old, but he scored an unprecedented CR of 13.7.”
There was a murmur of surprise from the crowd.
“We hope to never test the limits of that power in the outside world,” Banks continued, “but I know we can all rest easier knowing that we have him on our side.”
Wil surveyed the audience. Many of the younger trainees were whispering to each other, and the Junior Agents and Agents were sitting in defensive positions, arms crossed and jaws set. If they were only cautious of me before, now they’re outright scared. Even I’m afraid of myself.
“Wil, would you like to say a few words?” Banks asked.
“If you’d like me to, sir.”
“Please,” Banks said and stepped back from the podium.
Wil walked over to the center of the stage. All eyes were fixed on him. It was so quiet the slightest shift in a seat or sniff carried across the auditorium. “Hi,” Wil said, almost jumping at the sound of his own amplified voice. “I’m not sure what to say exactly. It’s been a tough journey to get to this point.”
He scanned the audience. Near the back center, he spotted Saera. Seeing her smiling with support set him instantly at ease. I know what I have to say. “It’s been a tough journey getting here, but the road ahead is going to be even harder. All of you are here because you’re committed to the TSS, just like me. You’ve been through your debriefs, and you have pledged yourself to fight on behalf of the TSS when and if you have to. Well, I’ll tell you now, you can throw out that ‘if.’ The war is here, and soon we’ll find ourselves on the frontlines.”
Off to the side of the stage, Banks was overcome with a look of horror. Next to him, Cris smirked. The audience members erupted in urgent conversation with their neighbors.
“The Bakzen are a powerful enemy. One that the TSS has been fighting in secret for a very long time. We’re the lucky ones who’ve been able to live in relative peace thanks to the sacrifice of our brethren. But the war is coming to a head. I have personally been charged with ending the Bakzen threat through any means necessary. Total annihilation.”
The room fell silent again. Banks looked ill—like he wasn’t sure if he should tackle Wil or chase him away. But the damage was already dealt.
Wil looked out at the crowd. Saera nodded, a slight smile touching her lips, so subtle that only Wil would notice. “I’m telling you this not to scare you but because I can’t do it alone. I need help from each and every one of you for us to win this fight. Tarans may be distributed across hundreds of worlds, each with its own ideals and aspirations for where we should go as a species. But we are united in one common principle: we respect what it is to be an individual, and we want every citizen to have a happy, fulfilling life. Now, that doesn’t always happen. While I was on my internship, I saw the darker side of life that no one ever wants to acknowledge. But seeing those things, I realized that we do need to eliminate the Bakzen or else we’ll never be able to address the other issues facing Tarans near and far. The longer we ignore what’s going on, the more people will be hurt. We can’t let that fight rest solely on those brave few willing to dedicate their lives to protecting the rest of us. We all need to start pitching in.
“High Commander Banks would have stopped me already if he disagreed. We kept the war a secret because we needed to have a reserve force that would be fresh and ready to jump in and finally end the war with the Bakzen. Well, we are that reserve force. And I’m going to lead you. Not right away, but soon. I’m telling you now so we have a chance to really know each other, to build the kind of trust and respect it will take to get the job done. I hope when the time comes for me to lead you in those final battles, you’ll be there to help me. Thank you.”
Wil hurried away from the podium, heading straight for the back door off of the stage. His father ran over to follow him as the audience broke out in a mixture of cheers and questions.
Banks glanced at Wil as he rushed over to reclaim the podium. “That isn’t exactly what I had in mind.”
“You know it was necessary. We can’t keep hiding the truth,” Wil replied.
Banks nodded and turned to address the audience. “That revelation has undoubtedly left you with a number of questions. I will give you some additional context now to hopefully set you at ease, but we’ll roll out a more comprehensive communication over the next several days.”
Wil exited the back door from the stage with his father close behind.
“That was a gutsy move,” Cris said as soon as the door closed. “I’m proud of you.”
Wil let out a long breath. “I really just did that, huh?” He laughed to himself. That’s going to unleash quite a shitestorm.
“Fok, I’m never going to hear the end of it from Banks,” Cris said, chuckling. “But I couldn’t be happier.”
“I was thinking about it, and no good will come from keeping it a secret from them. Waiting until the moment we need to go to the frontlines will only result in a bunch of scared people that want nothing to do with a war, even though they said they’d fight. If we can get them rallied and united now, we’ll be that much more effective.”
Cris nodded. “I couldn’t agree more. And though Banks won’t be happy in the short term, he’ll understand that this works to our benefit.”
“It’s always been the Priesthood that wanted to keep it quiet, not the TSS.”
“The Priesthood is all about keeping the public placated. If word gets out that there’s a war, there’ll be riots, strikes.”
“Or maybe,” Wil countered, “we’ll be able to unite against the enemy. Come together as a people in a way that we haven’t since the last revolution.”
“The last revolution brought down the entire system.”
“Is that always a bad thing?”
Cris nodded thoughtfully. “Let’s take it one step at a time.”
Wil looked back down the hall in the direction of the auditorium. “I should probably go hide somewhere to wait out this initial outcry.”
“Not a bad idea. I’ll gather some others to keep watch on your quarters.”
Wil shook his head. “I don’t think that’s necessary.”
“You can never be too careful—”
“Banks just told them I scored a CR of 13.7. No one is going to mess with me, even within the subspace bubble. Guards will just make it look like I’m afraid of something, but we need to show them I’m on their side. I’m a person just like them. That interpersonal connection—that’s what sets us apart from the Bakzen. That’s why we’re going to win.”
Suddenly, Cris embraced Wil. “You have grown into such a fine young man. I’m so thankful to have you as my son.”
Wil hugged him back. “Thanks, Dad.”
*       *       *
Saera snuck up to the entrance of the Primus Agents’ wing. The message from Wil had told her exactly which halls to follow to avoid potentially prying eyes.
She hurried down the hall and located the door to Wil’s quarters. After checking to make sure the hall was empty, she placed her hand on the biometric scanner. The door slid open and she darted inside, closing the door behind her.
Wil was sitting on the couch. He rose when she entered. “Hey.”
“Hi. Wow, this is way better than meeting up in a study room,” Saera said as Wil came over to her. She put her arms around his neck. “I can’t believe you did that at graduation.”
“Bad?”
“No, amazing.” She pulled him in for a kiss, melting into his arms. “So, this thing with us is totally illicit now, huh?”
“Well, it’s technically sanctioned. But yeah, stepping pretty far outside of convention.”
Saera smiled up at him. “I’m in if you’re in.”
“I was all in the moment we met, even if it took a while to admit to it myself, let alone anyone else.”
“I’m glad you came around.”
“Me too.” Wil looked her in the eye. “Thank you for standing by me through all this craziness. There’s no way I could face it alone.”
“I had some demons to face, too. I know this is just the start, but we’ll get through it together.”
Wil leaned down to kiss her, a tender caress that called to the bond that united them. In that moment, their connection was all that mattered. Together, anything was possible.
*       *       *
Banks slammed the door to his office, heart racing. Shite.
There was no containing the information. He told all of the trainees to keep the truth about the war confidential, but it would seep out into the general populace. It was only a matter of time. None of the safeguards were in place, as with those in the Jotun division. He had failed as High Commander, and the Priesthood was not forgiving.
Banks wet his lips. He could run. It might save his life, but he’d be abandoning everything he’d worked for his whole career. All of the sacrifice would be in vain. The only thing he could do was face the development head on. He instructed CACI to call the Priesthood.
The Priest answered after several seconds. His glowing red eyes assessed Banks from the viewscreen. “What happened?”
Banks swallowed hard. “He just started talking. I had no idea he’d disclose the war like that.”
The Priest’s eyes narrowed, his grimace partially hidden by the shadow of his hood. “There’s no going back.”
“No. I’d advise you to prepare a communication.”
“We have all the messaging in place. This was… anticipated.”
Banks breathed an inward sigh of relief. Perhaps this isn’t the end for me. “I know I let you down by allowing such a breach.”
The Priest scoffed. “We have survived far greater setbacks. We’ll do what needs to be done.”
They always do. “I will be standing by for further instruction.”
“Keep an eye on the Primus Elite. We don’t need any more surprises.” The Priest ended the transmission.
Banks let out a shaky breath. The Priesthood was confident in their ability to keep the war contained, but they greatly underestimated Wil. Banks was content to let them keep thinking that way. So long as they were focused on the Bakzen, the Priesthood wouldn’t notice that other plans were already being set in motion. Change was coming.
Banks smiled to himself. Now we begin.
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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. All Bakzen are clones, with individuals differentiated by war scars. Officers are highly intelligent and possess extensive telekinetic abilities. Drones are conditioned to follow orders but still possess moderate telekinetic capabilities.
 
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.
 
Independent Jump Drive - A jump drive that does not rely on the SiNavTech beacon network for navigation, instead using a mathematical formula to calculate jump positions through normal space and the Rift.
 
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.
 
Makaris Corp - A corporation run by the Makaris High Dynasty responsible for the distribution of food, water filters, and other necessary supplies to Taran colonies without diverse natural resources.
 
Rift - A habitable pocket between normal space and subspace.
 
Sacon - The middle tier of TSS Agents. Typically, Sacon Agents will score a CR between 6 and 7.9.
 
SiNavTech - A corporation run by the Sietinen High Dynasty, which controls and maintains the subspace navigation network used by Taran civilians and the TSS.
 
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.
 
Primus Elite - A new classification of Agent above Primus signifying an exceptional level of ability.
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