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One

 

“Where did this footage come from?” the Inlor military leader asked through my earpiece translator. 

Terrance stood at the table and pressed a finger onto its surface. “We’ve said it already. These aliens have attacked Haven not once, but twice now.”

The tall, slender uniformed Inlorian didn’t change his stoic impression. “But… they haven’t attacked in how long?”

Terrance was obviously growing tired of this charade. I raised a hand, and he sat down, shoulders hunched over. 

“Etar Nine, we appreciate all you and your people have done for the Alliance of Worlds, we do, but Haven is the linchpin to our success as a team. We’re leaving soon… I’m leaving, and I need to ensure the safety of Haven in our absence. The Bhlat and Keppe have already offered a substantial number of vessels to defend the planet. Will Inlor do the same?” I was perched in a chair inside the professors’ lounge at the Gatekeepers’ Academy. 

There were only a few of us in the room, and I glanced at the Supreme of the Padlog. His tiny hands rubbed together like a fly’s, and he spoke before Etar Nine could. 

“Dean Parker, we were there for the attack some time ago and apologize for not helping more since then. We’ll send six Padlog vessels from Volim at once,” the small Padlog ruler said. 

I smiled widely. “Thank you, Supreme. That’s amazing. We appreciate the assistance.”

“This Alliance is in all of our best interests. We would like slots in your school for twenty of our brightest, instead of the ten we’d agreed to, in exchange,” the Supreme said. 

There was always a catch when dealing with intergalactic aliens. Terrance tensed beside me, but I shook my head slightly. “Deal.”

The Supreme appeared surprised, like he’d thought I was going to negotiate. The truth was, if we lacked the proper protection for Haven, there would be no school to speak of. 

“What of us?” Etar Nine of the Inlorians asked. His six arms crossed in pairs across his chest and abdomen. The four lower arms ended with clawed hands, and I wondered, for a moment, how strong they were. 

“From my records, you haven’t enrolled any of your people into the Academy,” Terrance suggested. 

“We would like to. We’d like… twenty as well,” Etar said, blinking at the small insectoid leader beside him. 

Before I accepted, I had to try one more thing. “That is most reasonable, but we’re still trying to pay off the repairs from the attacks. Would you be willing to ship one case of Inlorian bars with your first batch of students?” The bars were the thing wars started over; they were so valuable. The Inlor were being helped by the Alliance to ensure their production safety, and it was time for them to scratch our backs a little. I glanced at the claws again, and knew I needed to rethink my metaphors. 

Etar Nine stared hard at me, his eyes small and dark. “Very well. You have a deal.” 

“Thank you for coming.” I stood, and glanced at the hologram projection we had playing at the end of the table. It was paused on one of the black V-shaped ships that had attacked us, and I cringed as I thought of the very human-like aliens inside. Who were they?

Etar Nine left the room, and the Supreme started away, his guards flanking him. He stopped and turned to face me. “When are you departing?”

“In a week. Will you be attending the send-off?” I asked. 

He shook his head. “I regret I’ll be almost home by then. Perhaps we shall see one another again, Dean Parker. Are you sure you’re up for the boring life of a ship’s captain?” 

I laughed. “I’m not the captain. Magnus is.”

“Magnus… the one who won’t stop going on about the nectar from home?” he asked. 

“The one and the same,” I said with a grin. 

“In that case, enjoy your holiday. You’ve done something special here. Let’s make sure we keep it that way,” the Supreme said, glancing past me at Terrance, who nodded. 

When the tiny insectoid leader was gone, I flung myself into a chair and sank into it, feigning exhaustion. “That was trying,” I said. 

Terrance was laughing. “Dean, you’re unbelievable. You gave away forty slots to our school,” he said. 

“I know. Is that bad?” I asked. 

“No. I was going to offer them thirty each. Room isn’t a problem. We have dorms for up to a thousand,” he told me. “And you somehow snuck a case of Inlorian bars in the deal, along with a veritable defense fleet to protect us. I’m going to miss having you around.”

“A fleet, and enough money to continue your trade and work here on Haven. That’s all in a day’s work. What do you think? Are they returning?” I asked, not having to say who they were. 

He nodded. “You know we’ve spotted scouts over the last year and a half. They’ll be back. But we’ll be ready for them when they come.”

“Have you learned anything more about them?” I asked. I’d recently come from Earth and hadn’t had time to be filled in before rushing to this meeting. I hated being unprepared. 

“Not much. No one knows where the hell they came from or who they are. We’ve been blamed a few times for having a rogue group of humans, but we all know these aren’t our humans attacking us. They’re… something else.” Terrance stood up and crossed the room. “What good professors’ lounge isn’t equipped with something to drink? Want a beer?”

I nodded, accepting the cool bottle. “This Academy is amazing now, and I was impressed on my first tour. Are you going to be ready for the first day?”

Terrance appeared to age a few years at the question. “There’s so much going on here. With the influx of new residents, and the refugees from Plinton’s Rock, we’re up to our gills in paperwork and planning issues. Leslie and I haven’t had a night to ourselves in weeks. Maybe months.”

I took a sip and set the bottle on the table. “You know you can still come with us on the Horizon.” 

“Dean, you know we can’t. Haven is our home, our baby, and there’s no one else to pick up the slack,” he said. 

“You’d be surprised how resilient people can be. I know you’re working on completing the Board. Maybe it’s time you finish that project and delegate to them,” I suggested. 

Terrance sank into his chair. “You’re right. We need to release some of the workload. Dean, I miss having you here. How was Earth?”

I’d been there for almost a year, with a few trips to New Spero to visit with Magnus and the family. Slate and Loweck had split their time between the two planets, and in the last six months, all of them had been living on Haven for the final sprint to complete Horizon. 

“It was… really good,” I told him. 

“Really good? That’s your answer?”

“Jules has a horse,” I said, remembering the first ride she’d taken on Zebra. She’d cried, then laughed, and by the end, hadn’t wanted to go inside. 

“How’s Paul?” Terrance asked after the man I’d met in Central Park. He was in charge of our colony in North America. 

“He’s doing well. The cities are quite prosperous,” I said, taking another sip. 

“And the Bhlat?” 

“The Empress is still there. God knows why she chooses to reside in Egypt when she has twenty other worlds she could live on. She’s an enigma wrapped in a… you get my drift,” I said. 

The truth was, I’d hardly spent any time in the cities while we were back home. Mary and I had decided to let Jules be a little girl, and to rest at my parents’ old house. I’d resisted going to the storm shelter below the house to check on my time-travel device and other hidden treasures. I knew they were fine; safely tucked away. It had been one of the best years of my life, and I was mentally preparing to tell Magnus we couldn’t come with them. I wasn’t sure how he’d take it. 

“I, for one, am glad that humans have managed to not only survive the Kraskis’ attack and the Deltras’ betrayal, but also spread out among the stars. You guys have tenacity, I’ll give you that.” Terrance lifted his beer bottle, and I tapped it. 

I leaned in and spoke quietly. “Weeds have tenacity too, Terrance. I only hope we can be better than we were before the Event.”

“Things are good now,” he said. 

“I know. But people always band unanimously for a cause; then things calm down and true natures come out. Patel and the other mayors on New Spero have been dealing with a lot of trouble this last year,” I advised. 

“I heard. Riots at Terran Nine. Working conditions?” he asked. 

“That’s what I’m told. Anyway, no matter what we do, there’ll be issues, and we’ll need to have bureaucracy and rules, as well as empathy and compassion, but also a firm hand. It’s not an easy balancing act.” I took my empty bottle and accepted Terrance’s, heading for the edge of the room. 

The door slid open and I heard a familiar voice. “Dean, are you coming?” Suma asked. She was nearly bouncing off the ground. 

“Where?” 

“Just come with me. You’re going to want to see it,” she said, and Terrance smiled at me. He knew what this was all about. 

“You enjoy. I’m going to finish some work before our big dinner tonight. See you soon, Dean. And…” He stuck his hand out. “Thanks for coming today and helping negotiate. These guys love having Dean Parker in the room when decisions are being made.”

I shook it but grimaced at his words. “There’ll be a day I can’t be in the room. They know that, right?”

He might have taken my statement wrong, because his brow furrowed in a frown. “You’ll be around for a long time.”

I would be, but not as an active part of the colonies. I was hanging up my hat. I didn’t tell him that; I just smiled and nodded, following an excited Suma out of the room. 

“Suma, hold up,” I said, jogging to match her pace. “What about Mary and Jules?”

“They’re already there,” she said, leading me through the hallways toward the exit. The floors were shiny, polished white and immaculate. On the walls were plaques with each Alliance of Worlds member’s symbol from the portals, and if they didn’t have a portal on their planet, we had an artist rendition of their world. The final result was spectacular. 

“Dean, there’s no time for that,” Suma said, and I realized I had paused, staring at the symbol for Earth. 

“I’m coming.” We left the Gatekeepers’ Academy and made for a lander at the far edge of the cobblestone pathway. “Where are we going?” 

“Horizon,” Suma answered. 

Of course. The ship’s construction and modifications were completed, and they wanted to show us the finished product. Mary and I had talked long and hard about going, but in the end had decided we were better off raising Jules on Earth. At least, that was my take on it. Mary was on the fence. 

We entered the lander, and an unfamiliar man sat in the pilot’s seat. He nodded at me silently and lifted off the ground. 

“I can’t wait,” I said, but truthfully, I felt a rock settling into the pit of my stomach. This was a new chapter for the gang, and so many of my closest friends would be leaving in a week. It would be ages before I saw them again. 

“There’s something you’re going to love on board,” Suma said, her small snout flipping fervently. 

I noticed she wasn’t wearing a uniform. “Suma, you look great! What’s different?” I asked. 

She took the compliment without preamble. “Nothing. I’m not wearing a jumpsuit, for starters.”

“There’s something else,” I told her, but couldn’t put my finger on it. 

Suma pointed out the viewscreen. “Stop. We’re almost there.”

We lifted through Haven’s atmosphere, and eventually found ourselves in orbit. There was something about traveling into space in one of the landers without an EVA on that made my blood run cold, and I pressed the fear to the side, closing my eyes tightly for a moment. When I opened them, I spotted the immense ship in orbit. 

“It’s beautiful,” I whispered, unable to keep the thought to myself. It truly was a sight. 

“What do you think?” Suma asked as we neared the vessel. Horizon. It was everything I’d imagined, and more, when we’d first thought of the idea while working on rescuing the stranded Gatekeepers a year and a half ago. I couldn’t believe it was done already. Time was flying by too quickly. 

“I think this is going to be one heck of a ride for the next few years. Magnus must be thrilled,” I said. 

We moved toward the docking bays, this one labeled Hangar One, and entered the belly of the exploratory ship through a blue energy barrier. The pilot landed us on the empty side of the room, and we exited, giving him our thanks. 

I’d been on Starbound, a Keppe exploration ship, as well as Fortune, but this was next-level. The hangar was thirty meters tall, and small vessels from different races were inside on the far edge. A Kraski ship, a Padlog one, and an Inlorian vessel all sat there in a row. 

“This is only the garage, Dean. Come on.” Suma led the way, her shoes soft against the metal floor. My boots clanged out, and I noted at least three armed guards inside the hangar. One nodded to me as we arrived at the doorway, and I smiled at her. Magnus was already running a tight ship. 

The door opened onto a corridor. The walls were light gray, smooth and sleek. 

“Which way?” I asked. A man approached us, and I noticed he was in uniform. Dark blue pants, matching long-sleeved button-up blue shirt; an image of a sun rising beyond the horizon was stitched into the breast. 

“Dean Parker?” the man asked. 

“That’s me,” I told him. 

“I’m Ensign Terry Long. Pleased to meet you,” he said, shaking my hand. 

“Terry,” I said in return. 

“Sorry, right this way.” Terry was flushed, excited. 

We followed Terry down the corridors, and I noticed how each section was buzzing with activity. Uniformed crew members were spread over the halls. We walked by a commercial kitchen and the doors swung open, revealing at least twenty workers inside preparing food. The sheer effort it took to feed, maintain, and run a starship was immense. 

“Is the ship fully loaded with crew already?” I asked. 

Suma took this one. “Already? It’s been full for a month now. We’ve been living here like we’re traversing the stars. Think of it as a test run in orbit. It’s better to have any issues here than in the middle of dark space.”

We were still moving, and we eventually entered an elevator. It was round and had glass walls, allowing us to look out at the floors as we lifted. We stopped a minute later, the doors sliding open upon our arrival. 

Terry led us forward, and I could hear voices carrying throughout the level. The corridor ended, and we entered a huge open space in the center of the ship. It was unlike anything I’d ever seen. The air was humid, and plants circled the entire edges of the space. The ceiling was clear, giving us a view of the stars in the distance, and the room was at least a hundred meters tall. To my right was a water feature, pouring from halfway up the wall into a calming pool; a concrete bench ran along beside it. 

My breath was stuck in my throat. “What do you think?” Suma asked. 

“It’s… how did they do this?” I choked out. It was better than great. It was the nicest courtyard I’d ever seen, let alone on a spaceship. 

“We figured the crew would need a comforting place to relax if we’re going to be away for a few years,” a voice boomed from behind me. I spun around to see Magnus, wearing a crisp blue Horizon uniform. Little Dean ran over to me and gave me a hug, and Patty was right behind him. 

I lowered to the ground and took them in. “You guys are so big!” Dean was in a suit, and Patty was wearing a floral dress. She was five now, with a striking resemblance to her mother, which wasn’t surprising. 

“What do you think? Pretty cool, hey?” Magnus’ son asked me. 

“I think this is the coolest. What’s your favorite part?” I asked the kids, noticing Natalia chatting with someone near the door. 

“I like the plants,” Patty told me, pointing to the greenery. 

“I like that too. Dean?” I asked. 

He stuck a finger upwards. “I like the stars the best,” he told me. 

“A man after my own heart. Have you guys seen Jules?” I asked, and Patty nodded.

“She’s over there,” Patty said, and I followed her gaze to the far end of the courtyard. 

There was my little girl, getting bigger by the day. She was in a green dress, and her mother was nowhere in sight, but there was her protector, Slate, nearby. He was unmistakable even from this distance. Loweck was at his side, as usual. The two of them had become inseparable. 

“Mr. Parker.” Magnus set a hand on my shoulder. “Would you like a minute to change?”

I glanced at my jeans, boots, and flannel shirt. Everyone else was either in uniform or formal attire. “I didn’t bring anything with me.” 

“Follow me.” Magnus turned his attention to his kids. “You two stay with Mom, okay?”

“Yes, Father,” Patty said, rolling her eyes. 

“Cute,” I told him, and he grimaced. 

“She’s developed a little bit of an attitude. I’ll show you your room.” Magnus strode from the room, and I followed, giving Natalia a quick nod, not wanting to lose my big impatient friend. 

We veered right, onto a different corridor, and Magnus walked through a glowing barrier. I attempted to follow but was stopped by the blue light. 

“Sorry. Biometrics… your DNA hasn’t been programmed yet.” He tapped a code into a console on the wall, and the blue field flashed off. It flickered on after I stepped through. 

“Is the security that important over here?” I asked, thinking it might be overdone. 

“This is where the main crew’s cabins are. It’s a lesson I learned from the Keppe. They’ve had mutinies before, and one of their captains was killed in his sleep. I’d prefer to avoid that at all costs.” 

Magnus was smiling, and I couldn’t tell if he was goofing around with me or not. We entered a round foyer with ten doorways inset around the perimeter. 

“These are the rooms. Three thousand square feet each for the families, and two thousand for the single cabins. You’re going to feel like you’re at home while onboard,” he said. 

I wanted to tell him about my decision to not come with them, but held back. He was in such a great mood, so proud of the vessel he was going to lead. 

“This is your room.” He pointed to the far left and grinned again. 

“What aren’t you telling me?” I asked, suddenly nervous. 

“Just go inside. Get changed. Come to the party.” Magnus turned on a heel, leaving me alone in the foyer. 

“Go inside, get changed, party,” I mumbled to myself. “Check.”

The door was locked. I knocked and cursed Magnus for not letting me in. I wasn’t programmed into the ship yet. 

It slid open, revealing my beautiful wife. She was in a green dress, one that matched our daughter’s, and her hair was long and curled. I reached for her face, softly cupping her cheek, and leaned in, kissing her. They’d come a week earlier, and I’d missed seeing her every day. 

“Dean, what took you so long?” she asked, stepping to the side so I could enter the suite. 

“The negotiations. You know how that stuff can go,” I said. 

“Can we talk about it later?” she asked, and I saw the flash in her eyes. 

“What’s wrong? What is it?” I asked. 

She smiled now, tears forming, then falling down her face. “Dean…”

“Tell me.” I held her right hand and wiped her tears with my other. 

“I know you wanted to stay on Earth, but…”

“You want to stay here?”

She shook her head. “It’s not that.”

I was worried, scared something terrible had occurred. “What’s the matter?” I asked as calmly as I could, and noticed my hand shaking. 

“I think it might be better if we stay on the ship. Everyone will be here. Nick will be here,” she said, her eyes meeting my own. 

“Nick? Doctor Nick? Oh, Mary, are you sick?” I asked, wrapping my arms around her and pulling her into an embrace. 

She set her hands on my shoulders and gently pushed me away. “No. Well, I’ve had some morning sickness.” 

Her eyes glimmered, and I felt a rush of happiness course through me.

 

 

Two

 

“We’re pregnant?” I hugged her again, careful not to be too forceful. 

“We are,” she answered. 

“How did this happen?” I asked. “Don’t answer that… I know how this happened, but…”

“Dean, you’re not mad?” Mary asked. 

I laughed. “How could I be angry? This is the best news ever!” I was elated, and she laughed with me now. 

She led me into the quarters, and I took in my surroundings. The entryway had a lot of space for shoes and even jackets, though the entire ship was climate-controlled. I opened a closet door and found three custom EVA suits, one for each of the Parkers. Jules’ was so small. 

We passed by a bathroom on the way to the first bedroom. It was already set up for a little girl, and I squinted at Mary. “You’ve been planning on leaving with Horizon this whole time, haven’t you?”

She swallowed and bobbed her head in an unsure motion. “I told Magnus we weren’t certain, but he was adamant about making the room. There’s also a surprise we need to show you onboard.”

I wasn’t sure if my heart could handle any more startling today. “This place looks so nice.” There was another room, set up with a crib and a rocking chair, as well as a changing table. “How did they set this up so quickly?”

She shrugged. I wasn’t even annoyed that she’d told other people before me. I was the one who’d lingered on Earth to go over things with Paul and the Council before meeting up with them on the exploration ship. It was my fault. “How far along are you?” I glanced at her stomach, not noticing any changes. Her dress was loose, making it hard to tell.

“Ten weeks,” she said. “A long time to go.”

“Nick’s coming? Does that mean Clare’s here?” I asked, excited by the idea of joining our old friends on Horizon. 

“She’s here. She can’t wait to talk to you.” Mary’s eyes danced with excitement. Maggie barked lightly from the edge of the room, waking from a snooze in her dog bed. Little bones adorned the soft round pillow, and she ran over to me, wildly wagging her tail at my arrival. I crouched to pet the dog, and glanced up at Mary. 

“What is it with everyone? Did they make you drink some sort of Kool-Aid when you boarded?” I asked. 

The living room was large; a screen depicted a fireplace. There were long, slender windows along the side of the entire space as well as the dining room, showcasing space beyond. 

“Are these real or projections?” I asked, tapping the glass. It seemed real. 

“That’s space on the other side. They tell me it’s all up to code, and the Keppe have been using the technology for centuries without concern,” Mary advised. 

“Then I’ll trust it. Still, it’s a little ominous, don’t you think?” I asked, and she pressed a button on a wall control panel. The windows dimmed, and an image of a corn crop blowing in a breeze at dusk appeared in place of reality. 

“That’s better.” The quarters were amazing. “Mary, I know we were going to tell everyone we had pressing matters on Earth, but we agreed we needed to keep Jules away from the public. She’s…”

Mary frowned and stepped toward me. “She’s what, Dean? Special? Different? Good!”

“You know that’s not what I meant,” I said. “She is different, though, and if anyone knew what she’s capable of, she’d be in danger.”

Mary smirked, and it was unsettling. “Dean, do you think we haven’t been in danger every day of our lives since the Event? We’ve done so many crazy things, had countless beings wanting to kill us, and yet we’re here. What better place for Jules to be than on board the Horizon, among all our friends and loved ones? 

“If you want her to be protected, this is the place to do so. With Slate, and Magnus, and Natalia, and her best friend Patty. We can’t hide her forever, Dean. She needs to grow up around these people.” Mary stopped and sat on the couch, glancing up at me. “I need to be around these people.” Her hand went to her stomach and I sat beside her, taking her other hand in mine. 

“I know. You’re right,” I said. I hated to admit it, but she was totally correct, about all of it. I was so adamant that Jules’ secret remain between a trusted few that I’d misjudged what our isolation was doing to our daughter, and to us. It wasn’t fair to anyone. “We’ll go. Jules is just so young, and she lets her powers slip sometimes.”

Mary nodded, but smiled. “She’s my angel, Dean. She needs us to help her.” Her eyes went distant, like she was recalling the terror while she was in the Iskios’ possession, Jules a tiny embryo inside her.

“You’ll be at my side for this pregnancy, okay?” Last time, we were stranded on Sterona while she carried the baby, finally giving birth just as we were rescued. This time, we’d be on board the Horizon, and things would be much better. 

“Okay.” She wiped a tear and shooed me away. “Go. Freshen up.”

“I know the drill. Get changed. Party. Magnus already put me through the paces. Where’s my suit?” I asked. 

“In the bedroom.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure we don’t have a couple minutes?”

 

____________

 

“Looking good, you two,” Slate said as we entered the courtyard. They’d turned on some ambient lighting; soft yellow string lights draped around the room, over the plants, near the seating at the water features. Music played from unseen speakers, and I now recognized far more faces. 

“Slate! I’m glad to see you,” I told him, patting him on the back. He was in uniform, and I noticed Loweck was as well. “Both part of the crew?”

Loweck’s hair was pulled into a ponytail, and she smiled at us as she meandered over. She moved with the grace of a tiger, matching her orange skin. “I’m Lieutenant Loweck, in charge of security, and this is second-in-command Commander Zeke Campbell.” 

“Zeke? You’re Magnus’ number one?” I asked, not entirely surprised. 

“Who else was going to take the job? I mean… working for the guy is a nightmare,” Slate said, but his smile gave him away. “Plus the benefits are great.”

Mary nodded toward Loweck. “The benefits of working on the bridge with her every day?”

Slate laughed. “You understand me, Mary, but please, stop calling me Zeke.”

“Papa!” Jules’ small voice found me from across the room, and I turned to see her running to me from Patty’s side. 

I raised a finger to Slate and Loweck, and met Jules halfway, picking her up in a spinning hug. “And how’s my little princess?” 

She giggled as I spun one last time and set her down on uneasy feet. “Papa, you finally showed up.” She was over four, her vocabulary far more advanced and improving all the time. She was a smart cookie. 

“I told you I’d come. How do you like the ship?” I asked. 

She looked around, taking her time before answering. “Are we staying?”

I mimicked her, putting my hands on my hips, and tapping my chin. “I think we might. As long as you’re okay with it.”

“Papa! I want to stay. Patty’s here, and Dean, and Uncle Zeke, and Suma, and…” Jules kept rattling names off, and I scanned the room. 

She was right. Everyone was here. I waved at Suma and saw a tall Shimmali man beside her, clearly not her father. No wonder she was in such a good mood lately. Suma had a boyfriend. 

Nick and Clare were over near the bar, and Nick motioned me closer. “Come on, Jules. Let’s go see the doctor.”

“So we’re staying?” Jules asked tentatively. 

“Yep. Seems that way,” I told her, and she raised her arms in the air and spun around a few times. She ran off, heading for Patty, who was waiting for her friend beside Mary, Natalia, and Magnus. 

“What can we offer you, Dean?” Nick asked as I walked over to the bar. An android was behind the table, and it awaited my order. I hugged Clare first, then Nick pulled me in. “Congrats.” He let go and winked. 

“Thanks. Does everyone know?” I asked. 

Clare shook her head. “Only us and Magnus and Nat. We’re so happy for you two.”

“And you guys are joining the crew of the Horizon, just like that?” I asked, and ordered a beer. The android passed it to me without hesitation.

“We are. I’m in Engineering,” Clare said. 

“And I’m in daycare services,” Nick said. 

“Good, we can use you. Seriously, are you the ship’s main doctor?” I asked him. 

“At least for the humans. We have someone else on board that specializes in alien health care. Wait until you meet her. A real gas bag,” Nick said, and Clare laughed with his comment. It was clearly an inside joke I wasn’t part of. 

“Who else is here?” I asked, and saw a crew member move aside, revealing the short blue body of a Molariun. “Rivo?” 

She heard me and turned around, her four eyes meeting my gaze. “Dean!” She ran over. Her uniform was almost the same color as her skin. 

“You’re coming with us? That’s great. How’s your father?” I asked. Garo Alnod had been sick the last time I’d been to Bazarn Five. 

“He’s much better, thank you. He’s older now, less confident since the illness, but he’s alive and doing well. He’s glad I’m coming with you on this trip. He thinks some time near Dean Parker will be good for me,” Rivo said. 

I ordered her a drink and passed it over. “Wine, right?”

“You remembered.” She clinked my bottle. “This is quite the party. And ship. Have you seen the bridge yet?”

“I haven’t seen anything,” I admitted. 

Clare interrupted. “Dean, find us at the end of the night. A few of us have to show you something.”

I gave her a tight-lipped smile. “Can you tell me what it is now? I hate surprises, and everyone’s being super weird about it.”

“Sorry, I can’t.” Clare shot Rivo a hard stare, and Nick and Clare walked off, chatting to an unfamiliar face. 

“You know what it is, don’t you?” I started, and before Rivo could answer, a booming voice called out my name. 

“Dean Parker!” it said. The voice was loud and menacing, sending shivers through my spine. 

I almost reached for a gun I didn’t have, but was relieved when it was only the huge Keppe warrior, Hectal. He stood seven feet tall, giant armor sat under his dark skin, and he moved with ease contrary to his bulk. He picked me up and squeezed me in a bear hug. I needed to stop hanging out with such hefty aliens. 

“Hello, Hectal,” I mustered through hasty breaths. 

“Dean, how are you doing, friend?” Hectal asked in English as he set me on the floor. 

I tapped my throat. “Voice modifier?”

“Yup. You haven’t obtained one yet?” he asked. 

“Not yet. I’ve been thinking about it. But if everyone else around me has it done, then I won’t need to,” I told him. 

He agreed. “What’s your role on the ship?” Hectal scanned the room as if he was searching for someone. 

“Me? I don’t really have a role,” I admitted. 

“Moral support. I like it. I’ll catch up with you later,” he said, passing me an empty beer bottle. Another Keppe entered the room, and for a moment, I thought it was Rulo. But this female warrior was shorter, and didn’t have the scar on her cheek. I silently hoped Rulo was doing well far across the vortex we’d found Magnus inside. 

The song ended. I saw Magnus make his way to the water feature, and a spotlight shone down on him. I found a spot beside Mary and Natalia, smiling a greeting at my Russian friend as Magnus began to speak, his voice amplified and booming through the huge open courtyard. 

“Welcome, crew of the Horizon.” His smile broadened, and I could feel the passion and energy exude off him as he spoke. “We have a week before we depart from Haven’s orbit, but we wanted to have an evening before the final preparations where we could break bread and have a few beverages with one another. Is everyone enjoying themselves?” 

Magnus paused as the assembled mass cheered. The room was far fuller now, half of the group in uniform. I knew the total number of passengers was somewhere around four hundred, and it spoke to how big this topiary paradise in the middle of the ship was. Even though there were now hundreds of crew standing around, it didn’t feel crowded. 

Mary glanced over at me, her smile as resplendent as her dress, and I thought about the tiny life growing inside her. We were going to be parents again. Late nights, feedings, diaper changes… it was all worth it to see our little one grow up to become a little person. 

“Please, help yourself to more food and drink, and get to know each other.” Magnus raised a glass, two fingers of Scotch inside it. “To family. To the Horizon.”

“To the Horizon,” the guests chorused. 

The music began playing again, and I soaked it all in for a second. This was so far from where we’d come, crammed together on a Kraski ship on our first mission. Now we were about to traverse the universe in a luxury cruiser, armed to the teeth with a full crew of at least a dozen different alien races. It was monumental. This wasn’t merely a human vessel; it belonged to Haven and the Alliance of Worlds. 

Magnus came over, and I clinked my beer to his glass. “What did you think? Were you moved?” he asked.

“Very,” I told him. “Whose idea was this room anyway?”

Magnus’ gaze moved to Natalia. “My wife’s.”

“Great idea, Nat,” Mary said. “What a perfect respite from the daily grind. Your crew must love you for it.”

“Hopefully, they do,” Natalia said. “I’m not wearing a uniform for this journey. I’ll be a passenger like you. We’ll have to find something to occupy our time, Mary.”

We chatted for a while and ate some food while mingling. I had a chance to meet some of the crew, and in a couple of hours, my head was swimming and my belly was full. Jules was off to the side of the room, falling asleep near the water. Most of the crew had departed, and soon it was only our close friends left at the festivities. 

“My dad would have loved this,” Suma said. We all sat in a row along the pool, staring toward the greenery across the room. 

Slate returned from the buffet tables with a plate of pizza. “I wish Karo was here.” He bit into a slice. 

“Has anyone heard from them?” Natalia asked. 

“I was there a couple of weeks ago,” I told the group. “He says hi to everyone.”

“And how are he and Ableen doing?” Loweck asked. 

“As well as can be expected. Who knew popping out four kids at a time was a Theos thing?” I said, receiving a laugh. 

“He has his hands full,” Magnus said, glancing at his own sleeping kids. 

“And his feet,” Slate said between bites. He offered the plate to me, and I shook my head. 

Nick and Clare arrived, and the mood in the room changed. I couldn’t wait any longer. “Guys, what’s going on? Can you tell me yet?”

Magnus stood first. “No, but we can show you.”

Mary smiled and kissed me on the cheek. “You go with them. I’ll take Jules to bed.”

Nat stayed behind with her, and the rest of us followed Magnus. Hectal and Rivo chatted at the edge of our group, bringing up the rear. 

It took about ten minutes to arrive at a doorway, this one with two bulky armored guards, holding heavy weaponry in their hands. They seemed familiar. Rivo greeted them, and I recalled why they’d been recognizable: the portal room on Bazarn Five. The taller frowned at me. “Dean Parker,” he said with a growl. 

“Great. You two are here. Were you fired from your other gig?” I asked, and they didn’t reply. “You’re all being overdramatic. Whatever this is can’t be that…” The door opened, and the guards stepped to the side. Magnus took the lead, but I could already tell what we were walking into. 

It was a portal room. On board the Horizon.

 

 

Three

 

The walls were clear glass, and hundreds of miniature symbols lit up as we entered. In the center of the room sat the portal table; a spectacular green-hued crystal hummed below it, powering the Shandra. 

“How did you do this?” I was hardly even aware I’d spoken. 

Clare stepped forward, the emerald light shining against her pale skin. “We relocated one from a doomed planet.”

“Doomed planet?” I spun around, suddenly feeling like the room was too small for all of us to be inside it at the same time. 

“Dean, this is a good thing. The Shandra was on some forgotten world and was about to be destroyed by a supernova. We relocated it, that’s all,” Magnus said. 

“Who’s we?” I asked. Had Mary known about this? Jules was the one who’d ensured the portals stayed functioning after the Theos were sent away by Karo and Ableen. They’d all taken on a green glow instead of blue ever since, and I hoped no one connected the dots, considering it was the exact same color as my daughter’s bright eyes. 

“Garo helped.” Magnus glanced over at Rivo, who stood up taller, proud of what her father had done. 

I let it all sink in, and Slate walked over to the table. “Pretty cool, hey, Boss?”

“You know what, this is pretty great. And it works?” I asked.

“Tried and tested. It’s a fully functional portal,” Clare told me. 

Magnus came to my side and stared at the illuminated portal stone. “With this, we can move to and from surfaces easily, and now that we have the full Crystal Map, we can identify worlds with portals much easier. Think about it. You can keep working on Gatekeeper things while you’re aboard, if you want. We even have ten Gatekeepers on the ship with us, and they can continue exploring and doing whatever Sarlun has in store from them from the comfort of the Horizon.”

Something about having a portal inside our ship set off alarm bells in my head, and I wasn’t sure why. If they considered it safe, I knew I should too. I pushed my concerns aside for now. 

“I think this is going to be fantastic. Mary’s not going to let me go anywhere, though, is she?” I laughed. The truth was, I didn’t want to depart on some foolish mission, not with my family on board. 

“Probably not, but you can go have your meetings with Paul on Earth, we can check in with New Spero, we can have visitors on board like Terrance and Leslie.” Magnus listed off more benefits, and I couldn’t argue the fact that they were solid reasons to want the portal on the ship. The only nagging thought was the green light and the memory of Jules touching the stone on the Theos home world. The words We can help kept replaying in my mind. 

Slate glanced at Loweck. “We can also stay updated on those guys who attacked the Gatekeepers’ Academy. If I ever get my hands around their necks…” Slate mimicked crushing someone’s throat, and Loweck offered him a quick shake of her head. He shrugged and stopped. “You get my point, Boss.” 

“Okay, you’ve all sold me. This is going to be a great adventure.” I scanned the room, meeting Rivo’s eyes, then Hectal’s, seeing Suma without her beau, and then Clare and Nick, as well as Magnus, Slate, and Loweck, and it was almost like having the whole team together. 

There were a few missing, but I knew Karo couldn’t make this one. Rulo was gone, and Regnig was a reclusive telepathic birdman, but with the portal, I could visit him, even persuade him over here for a tour. 

“A great adventure indeed,” Magnus said, and we exited the room. I was the last to leave, and I peered over my shoulder as the lights dimmed. 

“One last drink?” I asked Magnus quietly. I was exhausted and could tell he was too, but I wanted a minute alone with him. 

“Sure. I have just the place,” he said. “Goodnight, everyone. I trust you can all make it safely to your rooms unchaperoned?”

Slate saluted him. “Yes, Dad.” The others laughed, and they all walked away from us down the hallway, leaving us alone with the immense guards. 

“Gentlemen,” I said to the two from Bazarn, and headed in the opposite direction with Magnus. 

“What do you think?” he asked me. The bravado he’d been carrying all night was gone, and I saw the worry lines in his face, along with the concern etched in his voice. 

“I think you’re going to be a great captain and leader. I also think this is the sexiest spaceship ever created.” I laughed, and he joined me. 

“You’re not kidding. Remember all those missions, the misadventures, the rescues, the losses along the way?” he asked as we went. 

“I remember,” I admitted. 

“Let’s avoid all of that this time. It’s our turn to do some good. That’s why I’ve chosen something a little unconventional for our first mission,” he said. 

“What? Unconventional?” It was as if he’d read my mind. The entire reason for wanting to chat solo was to see where our first mission would lead us. 

We walked through the corridor to the front edge of the ship, and the locked elevator opened at his arrival. “Bridge,” he said aloud. 

“Yes, Captain,” a British woman’s voice said. 

“What’s that?” I asked. 

“The woman? Ship AI. KIM. Stands for Kinetic Information Monitor. KIM’s easier.” This elevator was smaller than the others, and the walls weren’t glass or see-through. The entire trip only took seconds, and the door slid open, revealing a dimly-lit room. 

Lights flashed on as Magnus stepped from the elevator, revealing a state-of-the-art ship’s bridge. It was similar to the Keppe ship he’d commanded, but there were subtle changes. We walked inside, and I ran a hand across the top of the soft beige leather captain’s chair. It had a seat beside it about four meters away, and two helm stations near the front of the bridge, roughly ten meters from the widescreen viewer. Behind the captain’s chair was a wall of monitors, consoles, and blinking lights.

He powered up the console at the right helm station, and the viewer activated, showing Haven below. Our ship was slowly rotating around it. 

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” he asked. 

“I’ve always loved seeing worlds from above like this.” I plopped onto the helm seat beside him. 

“So have I. Dean…” Magnus started, and stopped himself.

“What? You can say it.”

“Are you sure you don’t want the honor?”

“Of what? Being Horizon’s captain? No way, bud. That’s all yours,” I told him truthfully. 

Magnus leaned over in the seat, slowly creeping lower in it. “I’ve heard the whispers. Everyone was surprised you weren’t in charge of this bad boy. Me included.”

I raised my hands in supplication. “You know I didn’t want this.”

“It was your idea,” he said.

“For you to captain. I’m done with taking charge. I never meant to become a leader of anything,” I said. 

“Some people are born leaders, Dean, even if they don’t know it. You’re that person,” he told me. 

“If it makes you feel any better, I look terrible in that shade of blue,” I said, and he barked out a laugh. 

“God, I’m glad you’re coming with us. It’ll be like old times, won’t it?” he asked. 

“I hope not. We were always being shot at,” I said. 

“Touché.” Magnus keyed in some commands on the console, and a map appeared. “This is where we’re going.” The viewer zoomed and showed a foreign system. There was a star and a few asteroids in a line, but no planets. 

“What is this? Seems a little dull,” I said. 

“You told us about that little globe-sized planet from Fontem’s collection. We did some digging, with Regnig’s help, and we think this is where they’re from.” Magnus tapped his finger on the console. 

I didn’t know what to say. “We’re going to bring it and drop it off? I don’t understand.”

“We put some feelers out among the Alliance members, and there’s a race out there that claims to have shrunk a planet. They used the globe world as proof and forced half a dozen other places to pay them to prevent the same occurrence on their planets.” Magnus raised his eyebrows.

“Mag, this had to be an awfully long time ago. I seem to recall something about thousands of years, maybe more,” I told him. 

He sat up straighter. “It was, but we located their world too.” 

He had me interested. “And what’s the plan? Head there, find some old bones, and interrogate them?”

“Dean, our mission is to explore. That’s the whole point. We’re working for the Alliance of Worlds, and there are still a lot of valuable allies to be made out in the universe. Ones we don’t know of yet. It’s our job to find them and offer them a position with us, to schmooze them and set up trade routes,” Magnus said. 

“And what does this have to do with anything you were talking about?” I asked, staring at the image of the nearly empty space where the globe-sized planet had originated. 

“Their world was chock-full of Rutelium,” Magnus said, as if that explained anything. 

I drummed my fingers on the console, waiting for him to go on. 

“It’s an element that used to be placed in drives before we harnessed singularities and backed them up with Inlorian coils,” he said. 

I was losing my patience. “And what does that have to do with our mission?”

“Don’t you see?”

I shook my head. 

“The element can still be harvested and used in drones. Clare says it will work far better than the technology we’re currently using. Once everyone shifted to a new way of building our hyperdrives, the Rutelium became obsolete,” Magnus said.

“And you want to go there, harvest it, and use it to make a bigger, better drone than the rest of them. Okay, I’m capturing your vision. What about the locals?” I asked. 

“No one’s seen them for a very long time. Could be they up and ran. It seemed to happen a lot over the millennia.” Magnus switched the viewer to a flight plan. 

I thought about Sterona and hated that I still didn’t know their fate. I had half a mind to find out. We’d cleaned the portal stone out when we forced the Iskios inside Mary to enter it, leaving us stranded, but since Jules had activated the entire Crystal Map once again, I knew we had access to return. 

“This is your planned route?” I asked as I stood up, walking in front of the viewer. 

Magnus moved to my side and pointed to the midway location. “That’s where we find what we know of as the Tri-System Station. No one has ventured past there for ages; at least, none of the Alliance members,” he explained. 

“Why is that?” I asked. 

“Dean, it’s a hard place out there in space. As we know, everyone and everything wants to kill you. They stay away because they don’t need to explore that avenue,” Magnus said. 

“Not even the Keppe?” I prodded. 

He returned to the console, and soon there were hundreds of streaks on the viewer over the zoomed-out map. It was in 3D and he rotated the view, allowing me to conceptually understand the multitude of directions and regions of space the Keppe had explored on record. I was certain there were a few they hadn’t disclosed. 

“Not even the Keppe,” he said. 

“So how do you know where the world is? The one with the blackmailing planet-shrinkers and the quarry of Rutelium.”

“It was in the database we obtained from the Kraski ships. They mentioned mining there but never got around to it, from what we can tell,” he said.

“Great. That’s comforting,” I told him. “So this is a mining expedition, mixed with hopeful dreams of sending the shrunken world back to normal, and also a diplomatic envoy?” I thought I had the gist of it.

“You bet. Are you ready for this?” he asked. 

“For what? I’m not part of the crew,” I said. 

“No, but you’re our official Alliance of Worlds ambassador.” He clapped me on the shoulder, and before I could say anything, he walked away, smiling at me from the doorway. “Have a good night, Dean. Glad to see you’re on board.”

I stood there, wondering what I’d just agreed to.

 

 

Four

 

“Are you sure we should be here?” I asked Slate from the corner of my mouth. The bridge crew on duty was mostly familiar faces to us. Loweck was behind Magnus, where she could handle the weapons systems if necessary. Slate had cut his hair to his military days’ length and had shaved his beard off, trimming off years as well as hair. He looked closer to twenty-five than his real thirty-five. Clare stood proudly for the monumental moment, her fiancé Nick at her side. 

I noticed the glint off the pilot’s clunky head, and was thrilled to see Dubs was part of the team. He’d been freshly painted and wore a blue uniform like the rest of the crew. He hadn’t seen me yet, and I was anticipating speaking with him later. 

Beside Dubs was a man I hadn’t met but had heard was Ensign Peter Tran. He was equipped with the translator modifications and was acting as the bridge’s communications officer. 

Mary and I were in street clothing, not uniforms, but we’d dressed up for the occasion: she in a long blue dress, me in a blazer and jeans. I felt out of place on the bridge of a starship. Everyone else had a place here, a position, and a duty. The two of us stuck out like sore thumbs, but no one seemed to care. Magnus glanced over and gave me a wink. 

He nodded to Ensign Tran, and the viewer changed to a picture of inside the Gatekeepers’ Academy below, on Haven. The seats were packed, and I saw members of the Alliance from all sorts of races. Padlog, Molariun, Inlorian, Keppe, Motrill, and others were in attendance, and I hoped we’d do them proud. We had at least two of every race’s members on board, representing them with honor. I was proud to be a part of this occasion. 

Magnus cleared his throat. “Greetings from the bridge of our Alliance of Worlds flagship, the Horizon.”

The crowd cheered, and he gave them a minute. “We’re about to lead this vessel into unknown space, seeking allies, protecting those in need, and cataloging everything we’re able to. This is an exploration vessel, and our contingency of Gatekeepers will ensure their high level of protocol is met with each stop we make.

“Thank you for being part of this monumental day.” More cheering, and the crew clapped in sync along with the people on the surface. “We’ll be in touch, and wish us luck as we explore new horizons.” The screen went blank, and Magnus sat firmly in his seat, nodding to Slate. 

“Dubs, bring us out,” he said softly. You could hear a pin drop as the android keyed in the commands on his helm’s console. Our ship rotated around Haven and pulled away slowly. There were at least a dozen other vessels in space surrounding Horizon, visiting friends wanting to watch the departure of the huge starship.

I was nervous, expecting something to go wrong. Was one of these ships going to attack us? Were we about to meet an enemy as we pulled away from Haven? Were the human-like aliens in the V-shaped vessels going to attack the planet as we departed? 

Mary seemed to sense my mood, and she leaned in. 

“It’s okay, Dean. This is going well,” she told me, and I gave her a smile. 

We moved away with our in-system thrusters, and once we were ten thousand kilometers from the planet, Dubs’ gaze carried toward Magnus and rested on me. He raised a hand in a wave, and I waved in return. 

“Captain…” He always called me that, so he was clearly addled by the thought of two captains on the bridge at the moment. “Captain, would you like me to set course for the Yon system?”

Magnus was sitting now. “Dubs, set course and increase speed.”

The massive exploration ship smoothly transferred to the hyperdrive, and stars stretched all around us through the viewer. 

“Very good. Dubs, how long until we reach our destination?” Magnus asked. I was fully confident he already had this information, and that he was asking for the benefit of everyone else on board. 

“Eight days, twelve hours…”

“Very good,” Magnus said, and he crossed the bridge, heading for Mary and me with Natalia beside him. His voice lost its bluster, and he whispered now. “What did you think?”

I chuckled. “I think this is pretty amazing. It’s like being on a TV show. You’ve picked a good crew here,” I told him, and he puffed up slightly. 

Natalia patted her husband’s arm. “Don’t give him a bigger head than he already has. He’s struggling to fit through our bedroom door.”

Magnus’ smile disappeared. “We’ll talk later?” 

“Sure. We’ll talk later,” I told him, and Natalia left with us. I tapped Slate’s shoulder on the way out, and soon the three of us were heading for the school. 

It was on the top level, with a balcony overlooking the garden courtyard. Even from there, you could smell the fresh greenery. It was a lot nicer than the decrepit Ohio country grade school I’d gone to, and I’d told Jules so the day before when she complained about taking classes. 

We entered the classroom, and kids sat at their desks, each with a built-in screen and keypad. Books were mostly a thing of the past out here in space, and I was a little sad Jules wasn’t going to grow up reading paperbacks and having physical textbooks. There were benefits to the new technology, and they far outweighed the old, but I was nostalgic about the things I had as a child. 

The final manifest said the Horizon held three hundred and seventy people, and forty-three of them were children of varying ages. It was so strange to see, but there were small Padlogs, one of them still in larval stages. I was told it would become something akin to a butterfly humanoid one day, but not for the first six years. 

Now it was a green caterpillar creature with a squished face and two skinny arms. Jules sat beside the Padlog, and she was talking with him, each of them needing a translator. She was pointing to something on his desk screen, and my heart melted at my daughter’s interactions with the alien child. 

Little Dean was at the other side of the room with the older kids. An energy barrier separated the two parts of the class, one that would allow them to pass through but would restrict sound. Suma stood at the front of that class, and she was pointing to complex mathematical equations on a wall screen. Dean appeared bored. 

“I hope he can grasp these lessons,” Natalia said. 

“He’s smart. He’ll be fine. Plus, it doesn’t hurt that you know the teacher. Suma will help him, I’m sure of it,” Mary assured her friend. 

Patty was on the other side of Jules: a year older, but they were in the same lessons for the time being. A Bhlat child raised her hand at the front of the class, and she asked something in English. “Why do we have to talk in your language?” She looked about five years old, if she were human, and she had short braids. She glanced over at us, and her eyes danced like the Empress’. Not all of the Bhlat had those galaxy eyes, but this one did; molten lava telling me she might be related to the Bhlat leader. 

The instructor was a rail-thin man around my age. His name was Wade Truman, and he used to be a teacher on Earth. He’d been the most qualified person that had volunteered for the position, so he’d been selected. 

“Well, Onud, we’ll be speaking all of our Alliance languages throughout the course of the school year. This month, it’s English, and next we’re speaking Shimmali,” Mr. Truman told the student. 

A petite Shimmali kid let out a squawk I understood to mean something like “awesome.” He was so tiny, a miniature version of Sarlun, with his bald head and thin snout hanging over his mouth. His legs didn’t reach the floor from his seat, and he kicked them repeatedly. 

Suma caught my eye from across the barrier, and I gave her a thumbs-up. She smiled and continued teaching. As much as it looked like she was enjoying herself, I knew she had bigger aspirations than teaching our children onboard the ship. She’d have every opportunity in life; that much was clear. 

“Shall we?” I asked, motioning to the door. We’d only wanted to stop by and wish the kids luck on their first day, but they seem to have acclimated just fine. We waved to Wade and crept out the door. I didn’t think Jules even noticed we’d been there. 

Natalia crossed the balcony, leaning against the railing. We joined her, and I took in the view. Above were the wide-spread glass ceiling panes, exposing the distant streaming stars as we cruised through space at unbelievable speeds. Below, we had the courtyard where off-duty crew members hung out. 

“Are you glad you’re doing this?” Mary asked her. 

“Da. Magnus loves it, and honestly, the kids do too,” Nat said. 

“What about you?” I asked. 

She turned, a sad expression on her face. “You remember my story, Dean. I’m happy to be alive. I’m glad to have a loving husband and two amazing children. Each day is a blessing.”

I did remember, and it was hard to imagine Nat was even the same traumatized woman, refusing to speak when we’d first met her. 

“You’re right about that,” I said. I could smell coffee from here, and my stomach grumbled. “Anyone up for a cup of joe and a bagel?” I asked.

“That sounds perfect,” Nat said. “Since I’m not really part of the crew, I’m unsure what I’m going to be doing most days. The kids are growing older, and they’re in school for five hours a day.”

We took the elevator to the lower level of the courtyard and exited, stepping onto the hard stone floor. A few uniformed crew members nodded at us as we passed through, making for the café at the end of the huge room. 

“I hear you. Our accommodations are great, but we’re going to have to find something to fill our time,” Mary said. 

I hadn’t really considered that a problem. “When have we been able to relax since the Event? We’re always on the go, living from home to home, running around on missions we aren’t sure we’ll survive. Here, we have the chance to take it slower and be ourselves for a while. I, for one, will be doing some reading,” I told them. 

“Reading? Fiction?” Natalia asked as we stopped at the café. There were about ten tables set around the coffee bar, each with four seats, and we took one closest to the greenery. 

“Is that so surprising?” I asked. 

“I didn’t know anyone was still writing,” she admitted. 

We ordered coffees, and I noted there were at least five beverage options I’d never heard of, along with the Keppe version of bean water, which we’d been forced to endure for a short time. I elected to stay with the good old Earth blend.

“There are lots of writers on New Spero these days and countless books from other worlds. Did you think humans were the only ones interested in escaping their humdrum reality on occasion?” I asked. 

Mary took over. “You’ll have to excuse Dean. He’s passionate about some things, and apparently, this is one of them.”

Nat took a sip then blew on the top of her drink. “I guess I hadn’t really thought of it. Are you going to peruse some sweeping Kraski romance novels, then?”

She meant it as a joke, but I still had a sore spot when it came to our old enemy’s name. Magnus and I had basically destroyed most of them, and Lom of Pleva had finished the job when he blew up the colony planet they’d settled on. 

“Dean, I didn’t mean anything…” Nat started, and I smiled at her. 

“Nat, don’t worry. And no, I like to think the Kraski were more into cookbooks,” I said, receiving a light laugh from the two ladies. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to use the little boys’ room.”

Mary looked worried, but I met her gaze, letting her know I was fine. 

The bathrooms were across the courtyard, conveniently near the water feature. A couple minutes later, I was heading out when I heard a hissing sound, and realized someone was trying to obtain my attention. 

“Psssst. Dean… pssst,” it said. 

I spun in a circle, searching for the source, and noticed movement behind the flowing waterfall. I marched toward it, wishing I was armed. But who would be on this ship that wanted to harm me? 

“Come out,” I said. The water rushing was loud here, drowning out my words. “Come out!” I said, louder now, and a figure emerged ten yards away. 

I squinted, trying to see who was coming toward me. It was dark over here, and water hung in the air like fat raindrops. “Keep coming,” I said. 

“No. They’re after me,” he said. The voice was vaguely familiar. 

“Who? Who’s after you?” I took a step forward and saw who it was. 

“The guards. I don’t know what gave me away, but they’re after me,” Sergo said. 

“Sergo, what are you doing here?” I couldn’t believe the Padlog thief was on Horizon. 

We met in the middle now, and I shook my head at him, frustrated with the man. His bulbous black eyes reflected a hundred versions of me, and I wondered how he saw things through them. 

“I… I needed a place to cool down. Things are hot out there, Dean,” he said, crossing his arms across his chest. 

“That’s because you keep stealing things, and that makes other people angry with you.” I said this slowly so he could comprehend each word. 

He waved a dismissive hand. “I don’t take what they can’t afford to lose,” he said.

“Sure. You’re a real Robin Hood,” I told him. 

“Robin who?” 

“Never mind. How did you make it here?” I asked. 

“You know the Supreme visited, right?” 

I did. I’d met with him on the surface of Haven, but I didn’t tell Sergo that. “Go on.”

“He came for a tour of Horizon, and I managed to sneak aboard his vessel. It really wasn’t that hard. I think the old guy has lost his edge…”

“Sergo! Why are you on board, hiding behind a waterfall?” I was losing my patience, and my coffee was getting cold. 

“Right. After you sent me off to Volim, which, I have to say, was not a very nice thing to do… I thought we were friends,” Sergo said, trying to sound hurt. 

“Who ever said we were friends?” I asked. 

“Well… there was the time… okay, I guess we’re more like business partners,” he said. 

I wasn’t going to argue with him. Sergo was clearly delusional. “What did you do?”

“What makes you think I did anything?” 

“You just said you needed things to cool down.” Talking with Sergo was frying my nerves. 

“I may have convinced the Supreme’s granddaughter to go out with me, and after a few dates, I borrowed some things from her,” Sergo said, innocently raising his hands. 

“What kind of things?” I asked, not sure I wanted to know. 

“You know… a jewel-encrusted crown, a few knickknacks… her maidenhood.” He said the last out of the corner of his thin-lipped mouth. 

“You borrowed her maidenhood?” I asked, raising my voice. Sergo was incredulous. 

His eyes darted around. “That one I didn’t borrow. She gave it to me most willingly, but it was also the same time old Gramps came over for a visit. It didn’t end well,” he said. 

“And somehow you escaped and snuck onto his ship, ending up on our exploratory vessel?” 

“Exactly. I was doing okay for the first week, but someone noticed I was sleeping in the cargo hold on floor eleven. And here I thought I was being cunning. They’re searching the ship as we speak, asking the other Padlog if they’ve seen me. It’s outrageous,” Sergo said. 

I’d thought, by ignoring his pleas to give him sanctuary after he’d stolen those Inlorian bars, that I’d never have to see him again. “What do you want me to do about it?”

“Hide me. You’re Dean Parker. Aren’t you in charge of these… humans?” He said humans like the word was sour on his tongue. 

I did laugh now. “I’m not in charge of anyone. I can introduce you to the actual leader, though. Big guy, goes by the name Magnus, you may remember him,” I said, and his eyes went wide. 

“No, that’s okay. I’ll take my chances here,” he said. 

“And why would I let you do that?” I asked. 

“Because we’re friends. Haven’t we been over this?”

I was over it. “Fine. You stay in your hidey hole, and I’ll return to my life. Great seeing you. Hope we can catch up in another two years,” I said, not meaning it at all. 

“But, Parker, you can’t leave me. What am I going to eat? I’ll be a pitiful scavenger,” Sergo said, his voice imploring. 

“Let me think about it.” I turned and walked away, leaving him desperately whispering my name. 

I returned to the table, and Mary raised an eyebrow at me. I’d been gone a long time. I sat down and took a swallow of my now cooled coffee. “See that waterfall?”

They nodded. 

“Sergo is behind it.”

 

 

Five

 

“What are we supposed to do with him?” Magnus asked me. We were in the belly of the ship, at a secure brig that only high-level crew members could access. Slate, Magnus, Loweck, and I stood down the hall from the cell that held Sergo. 

He was moaning from his new home, beseeching our compassion. “I can’t live like this. I’ll die down here!” he was shouting. 

“This guy’s giving me a headache, Dean,” Magnus said. 

“Remember, without him, we couldn’t have found Mary,” Slate said. 

“We could have. Plus, he tried to scam us. I don’t trust him,” I told them. 

“I thought the Padlog were our allies. Alliance of Worlds and all that stuff,” Loweck said. Her orange skin seemed brighter under the lighting. 

“They are, but that doesn’t mean the scummy thieves like Sergo are. They’re a great race, but we’ve been to the seedy underbelly of their capital. It’s not pretty. Drugs, drink, and fighting, and that was in our first ten minutes,” Magnus said. “But they do have that nectar…”

“Magnus, focus. What are we doing with him?” I asked, hoping we could leave him there for a while to teach him a lesson. 

“We leave him here. Teach him a lesson,” Loweck said, mirroring my exact thoughts. She was part android, and I met her gaze, wondering if she’d somehow read my mind. 

“Good plan. Dean, want to give him the news?” Magnus asked. 

“I’d rather not,” I said, raising my hands in front of me. 

“I’ll do it. I’m in charge of security, after all, and he doesn’t know me.” Loweck left us, her boots clanging, echoing through the hallway floor toward the cell. 

“You guys really went all out. This is one hell of a brig. Expecting trouble?” I asked them. 

“I wasn’t taking any chances. Mutinies are real, as are altercations on board, especially for such a long mission, with races from around the universe working so intimately. We figured better safe than sorry,” Magnus said. 

“We’ve been gone from Haven for six hours, and we already have a tenant in the dungeon. Seems like it was a good idea,” Slate said. 

“No! You can’t leave me here!” Sergo yelled in anguish. 

“I guess she gave him the news.” Slate looked proud and beamed as Loweck returned.

She wiped her hands in the air, signifying the task was done. “I’ve never seen a Padlog cry before. It’s not a pretty sight.”

We turned and headed out of the brig, one less thing to concern ourselves with. 

 

____________

 

“Papa, where’s Patty?” Jules asked. 

“They’ll be here soon, honey. How was class today?” I asked my daughter. 

“Good. They taught us about the lifecycle of the Padlog. Roopi was embarrassed,” she told me. I assumed Roopi was the larval kid I’d seen. 

Jules and I were alone in the suite, and I was starting to relax. The idea of having an actual home on a starship was foreign to me, and to most of the crew, but it was growing on me. We had everything we could need, and it was as comfortable as our house on Earth, with one exception. We couldn’t go outside for fresh air. 

“Are you having fun here?” I asked her. We were sitting at the kitchen island, Jules drawing on her tablet. I set my reader on the counter and turned to Jules. The book was good, a young author from New Spero writing a spy thriller set in Terran Ten. A hybrid was pretending to be one of us, pulling information for a mysterious race of aliens, one wanting to take over our newly constructed cities. It was well-written, but the material might have been a little close to home for me. 

“I love it, Papa.” Jules smiled at me and returned to her tablet. 

“What are you drawing?” I asked her. 

“A planet,” she said, showing me. 

It was indeed a planet, with continents and bodies of water. She was starting to paint in space behind it, and she used her pinky finger to dot bright stars around the backdrop. 

“What world is that?” I asked. 

She shrugged her little shoulders. “I don’t know. I had a dream of it.”

“A dream. Do you remember your dreams?” I asked her, and she met my gaze. Her green eyes danced in the light, and she tapped her chin thoughtfully. 

“Some of them. Not all.” She continued with the picture. 

“Don’t forget to save that one. Mom will want to see it,” I said. 

“She likes anything I do.”

“That’s because you’re her daughter,” I told her. 

“I can tell when you really like them,” she said. 

“You can?” I asked. Jules was special, and I still didn’t know what kind of powers she held in that mind of hers. We saw glimpses every now and then, but I was afraid of the repercussions, so we tried to stifle the gifts. It was the only way to protect her. 

“Yep. I can feel it,” she said, and before I could ask any more questions, the doorbell rang. 

“Hold that thought.” I kissed her on the top of the head and wound my way to the front door, finding Magnus, Dean, and Patty. An android accompanied them. Maggie followed me, barking at the sight of the newcomers. 

“Who’s this?” I asked, nodding toward the robot. 

“This is NM-19. She’s a nursemaid… or something,” Magnus said. 

“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Parker,” she said, holding out her hand. She was a brand-new model, shiny and quite humanoid in appearance. Dubs was a few thousand years old now, and technology had come a long way from his clunky shape. 

“Nice to meet you too, NM-19. Come on in,” I told them, and the kids ran inside. 

“Jules. Jules!” Patty squealed. Little Dean followed her inside with far less enthusiasm. I hoped he had friends on board his own age. Someone to get into a little trouble with and play games with. 

“We all set?” Magnus asked. He wasn’t in uniform tonight, and it was the first time since being aboard that I’d seen him relaxed like this. 

“Are we leaving the kids here alone?” I asked. 

“No. We’re leaving them with the Nanny-Bot.”

NM-19’s eyes glowed blue. “I am fully capable of caring for up to six children under the age of ten human standard years at the same time, with a ninety-eight point three percent chance of success rate.”

I mouthed the words “success rate” to Magnus, and he grinned. “See? She has it under control.”

What choice did I have? Mary and Nat were out with Loweck doing a kickboxing class, and we’d set up a meeting. A very important meeting.

I sneaked in to say goodbye to Jules, and she was already watching some animated movie with Patty on the couch.

“Dad, can’t I come with you?” Dean asked.  

“You’re too young. We’re doing important… ship stuff,” Magnus said. 

I jabbed Magnus in the ribs lightly with an elbow. “Let him come. It’ll make his week,” I told him quietly. 

“Fine. But don’t breathe a word of it to your mother,” he told Dean, and the boy ran up to us, hugging his dad around the waist. 

“Thanks, Dad!” He peered up at me. “Thanks, Uncle Dean.” This was quieter. So he had heard me pitch for him. 

“Girls, we’re off. Dean’s coming with us. Behave for NM-19,” I advised, but neither of them glanced over. 

“Where are we going?” Magnus’ son asked as we entered the foyer outside the main crew’s suites. 

“Like I said, to an important meeting,” Magnus told him. 

Five minutes later, we moved into the room on the side of the cavernous hangar on the side of the Horizon. Security was posted at the door, letting us past them.

“Are the others here?” Magnus asked the guards.

“Yes, sir. All four of them are inside,” one of the guards said. 

We moved across the metal floor, and Dean was thrumming with excitement as he scanned the room, seeing the various types of spaceships still docked inside the massive vessel we called home. 

We passed a Kraski ship, then a Padlog one, and finally made it to the far side of the hangar. The door opened at our arrival, and we found the others waiting for our clandestine meeting. 

“Boss, you finally decided to join us,” Slate said from behind the poker table. He was shuffling cards, and a fat cigar hung from his lips. The smoke swirled above as the ventilation fan kicked in with a whirring sound. 

“Wouldn’t miss the big game for anything,” I told him. 

Hectal took the end seat, his huge armored frame threatening to snap the table in half if he leaned forward. He wore a dealer’s visor. “Where did you find that?” I asked him.  

“3D printer,” Magnus answered.

The Shimmali man I’d seen Suma with was here, still in uniform. “I don’t think we’ve met.” I stuck my hand out, and his snout wagged as he shook it. 

“I’m a science officer. Name’s Silo,” he said. 

“Great to meet you.”

“I’ve heard… a lot about you. All of you. I feel like I know you guys already,” he said in English. Clearly, he had the voice translator modification as well. 

“Suma’s the best.” I didn’t want to be the overprotective father type but couldn’t help it. “How are things going between you?”

He blinked, glancing around at the others nervously. I could tell he felt like a trapped animal when Magnus stood at the doorway, arms crossed over his wide chest. 

“Good. Really well… I think,” he answered. 

“Glad to hear it. We playing cards?” I asked, pulling up a seat. 

“Magnus, you finally realized you have no skills, so you brought a ringer to play for you?” Slate asked him, nodding toward the young boy in the room. 

“I have no doubt he’d beat you, Slate, but Dean is only watching… this time.” Magnus set a hand on his son’s shoulder. 

“Nick,” I said, noticing him for the first time. He was tucked away in the corner, in a tight room with a lot of hefty personalities. “What are you prescribing tonight?”

He reached for the fridge behind him. “Cold beer. Lots of it.” He passed me a bottle. 

Little Dean took a seat between his father and me, watching with interest as we played the first few hands, strategizing one another’s styles of gameplay. I won the fourth hand, and we settled into a rhythm, bantering as we played. 

“This station we’re heading to, is it like Udoon?” I asked. 

“I’ve been there before,” Hectal said. “It really is the edge of the galaxy. Not much past it, at least not for a few light years. I haven’t seen Udoon, but I hear it’s a mess. This place is high-tech.”

“Who runs it?” I pressed, checking my freshly-dealt cards. I folded them. 

“I’m not sure. I’m more of the shoot ‘em up kind of guy. I let the Admiral Yopes of the world worry about that kind of thing,” Hectal said, sticking a cigar in his mouth. Slate passed him a lighter. 

“It seems like it’s run by some corporation, funded out of a nearby system called Oria Sixteen. Apparently, anyone is allowed to dock there, no matter who they are, but the first sign of trouble, they’ll disable you and arrest the entire crew,” Magnus said. He threw some chips into the growing pot in the center of the table. 

“And that doesn’t concern you?” I asked. 

“Why should it? We’re not going to do anything wrong. We’re also not bringing the Horizon there,” Slate answered for the captain. 

“That’s right. We’re going to remain behind a day’s travel, and use one of the ships in this hangar to head there. We figured it might be advantageous to keep our mission to ourselves,” Magnus said. 

“Then why bother going to the Tri-System Station at all?” I asked. 

Magnus stared at the visible cards on the table, and bet again. He was heads-up against Nick, who was silently assessing his next move. “Because there’s someone there we’re picking up,” he told me.

“Really? And who is this someone?” I asked. 

“The man that’s going to lead us to the Rutelium-filled planet,” Magnus said, flipping his cards over. He grinned as Nick mucked his cards, and Magnus raked the stack of chips into his corner of the table. 

“I thought you knew where the world was already?” I asked. 

Magnus glanced at me. “Close enough. This guy is supposed to be trustworthy. He wishes to be cut in on the Rutelium mines. Sounds fair.”

I didn’t like it one bit. “Did you ever think this could be a trap of some sort? That this guy has no clue where this planet is?”

“It’s crossed my mind a few times. Dean, relax, we have a capable crew, and we know what we’re doing,” he said.

I let it go. It wasn’t my show to run; I was merely a passenger and an ambassador when needed. I sipped my beer, trying to be in the moment and not worry about the future. This was part of the reason I’d chosen to come on this venture. To spend time with friends and family. 

We kept playing, and my chips dwindled. My personal communicator vibrated in my pocket, and I pulled it out. It was a message from my suite, and I stood up, moving to the edge of the room. I tapped it, and the smooth gray face of NM-19 filled the screen. 

“Mr. Parker, we have a problem,” she said. 

“What is it?” 

“Jules and Patty are missing.”

 

 

Six

 

There’s nothing in life quite like the moment you hear your young child has run away. Even if it was on a contained ship, a thousand terrifying scenarios ran through my head, each worse than the one prior. 

“What is it?” Slate asked. 

“The girls snuck out. We have to find them,” I told Magnus. 

He instantly grabbed his communicator and called someone, speaking in rushed sentences.

“We’ll find them. Don’t worry. They couldn’t have gone far,” Magnus assured me, but his expression of panic must have matched mine. 

I tried to think of where they would go, and couldn’t decide. “Let’s split up. Everyone take a floor, and keep in contact.”

We ran through the hangar, my legs half asleep from sitting for so long. We split up at the elevators, each exiting on a different floor. I checked the school first. It was dark and locked. I moved to the balcony overlooking the courtyard and scanned for any sign of the two small girls. Nothing. 

I took the elevator and searched behind the waterfall in the spot where Sergo had been hiding. They’d cleared out his garbage and blankets, and Jules wasn’t there. 

“Think, Dean, think,” I said. Maybe she was with Mary.

I video-called my wife, who answered from inside Nat’s suite. Loweck was laughing beside her, and Mary’s face turned serious when she saw my expression. “Tell me Jules is with you ladies?”

“What do you mean?” Mary asked, worry thick in her voice. 

“She was with the Nanny-Bot Magnus brought over. They left our suite,” I said. 

“Where are you? I’ll be right there,” Mary said, and I waited for her in the courtyard. 

It was late, but life on a vessel such as this didn’t go by a clock. The lights were still on, and people were ending their shifts, heading for coffee, or starting their days. It was a mixture of the weary and well-rested, and I felt out of place among them as I impatiently paced beside the green topiary. 

“Dean.” Mary hugged me. “Where would she go?”

“I don’t know. We’ve only been here a few days. She hasn’t seen the entire ship yet,” I told her. 

“Neither have we, for that matter.” Mary was frazzled, but she seemed more composed than I was. “Think. Where would she go?”

I closed my eyes, squeezing them tightly, and it came to me. “I know where she is.”

We ran through the halls, taking the elevator to the fifth floor. We were permitted entrance based on our biometrics, and the two of us stepped through the blue energy barrier leading to the portal room. A guard stood on either side of the door, one human, one Keppe. Our big friends from Bazarn Five were nowhere in sight. 

“I was so sure I had it right,” I said, and Mary stepped to the guards. 

“Anyone come in or out tonight?” she asked. 

The human acted annoyed, and he blinked at her, suppressing a smirk. “No. I’m still not sure why they even need us here. This has to be the worst posting on board.”

I wanted to grab the man by the collar and shove him against the wall. Someone could arrive through the portal inside the room they were guarding, someone or something dangerous. I imagined a creature like the one that had taken over the Shimmali man, then traveled to New Spero to nest in my home. If one of them were loose on the ship, it could be disastrous. 

“Just keep your eyes peeled and don’t let anything out or in,” I told him through clenched teeth. 

The Keppe nodded her understanding, and the man finally relented, nodding as well. 

“I’m going to check the room anyway,” I said, opening the door. 

“Listen, I told you no one has…” He cut himself off as he peered inside and saw what I did. 

Jules and Patty stood by the portal, the crystal beneath the table glowing bright green, the symbols on the glass walls illuminating the entire room. 

“Jules!” I shouted, and she glanced at me over her shoulder. She smiled; such an innocent, happy face.

“Papa! We’re going to help,” she said, her hands on her hips. She was in pajamas, and so was the slightly older Patty. They were so tiny, so young as they stood there, both basking in the glow of the portal. 

“How the hell did they sneak in here?” Mary asked, tapping the human guard hard on the chest. 

He raised his hand. “Gee, I don’t know. I swear we didn’t see anyone, did we, Yola?” 

The huge female Keppe warrior shrank and shook her head. “No one went by us. We would have seen them.”

“Then how do you…” I started, but stopped as I heard Jules giggling. 

“Don’t tell anyone about this.” I lifted a finger to my lips, frowning at the two guards. “Not a soul, understood?”

“Dean, what are you…” Mary, sensing my mood, didn’t finish her question. 

“Jules, come over here, right now.” I walked over to her and searched the table. She’d selected a symbol, one I didn’t recognize. It had four lines at forty-five-degree angles, and an oval set horizontally across them. I made a mental note to study it later. 

“Papa, don’t be angry. We were being good,” Jules said. 

“We’re going to talk about this at home. Mary, can you let Magnus and Slate know we found them?” I asked, grabbing my daughter by the hand. I gripped Patty’s in my other and walked through the doorway. The symbols on the glass walls dimmed, and the crystal stopped thrumming, going quiet once again. 

Mary caught up at the elevator, and I refused to speak with Jules until we were behind closed doors. She was pouting now, her lower lip jutting out, tears threatening to burst at any moment. Patty was way ahead of her; understanding she’d done something wrong, she cried for her mom. 

It felt like forever, but we finally made it to our suites, and Magnus stood waiting with Natalia at his side. Patty’s mom rushed to her, swooping her up. “Where were they?” Nat asked. 

I scanned the foyer, seeing we were the only ones there. “They were in the portal room,” I whispered. 

“What? How?” Magnus said, too loudly. 

“I don’t know. The guards said they didn’t see anyone come through,” Mary told them. 

“How is this possible?” Nat asked, assessing her little girl in bunny pajamas. Patty pointed at Jules, and nothing else needed to be said. “We’ll bring her to bed. Thanks for finding them.”

“Guys, I’m sorry,” Mary told them. “If you don’t want her to play with Jules…”

“Don’t be silly,” Natalia said. “They’re only kids. They’re also inseparable. Talk to her. She’ll tell you what happened.”

She was right. “Where’s NM-19?” I asked. 

“In the closet.” Magnus pointed at a door across from the rooms. “She was very apologetic.” 

“If Jules could make it past two guards, I can see how she could escape a Nanny-Bot,” Mary said. 

We said our goodnights, and when the door shut, Jules slid free from my clutches and ran away, her soft footsteps slapping against the hard-tiled floor. I heard her door shut. 

“What are we going to do with her?” I asked Mary. 

Her hand went to her stomach, and she absently set it there. “I don’t know, Dean. She’ll talk to you about it. She seems to think you guys are a dynamic duo. I’m sure she only wants to be like her dad, using the stones to help people.”

My head was throbbing, and I kissed Mary on the cheek, heading for Jules’ room. Inside, a nightlight cast a warm orange glow over her princess-themed bedroom, and her small form hid under the blankets. 

“Jules.”

Nothing. 

“Jules, can we talk?” She remained still. “I really want to discuss what you did tonight.”

Finally, her tiny head emerged from beneath her covers. “I only wanted to show Patty something.”

“Show her what?” I asked. 

“Never mind. It was wrong. I shouldn’t have done it. I’m sorry.” Her eyes blinked quickly. She was putting on quite the show for me. 

“Honey, how did you get there?” I asked. 

She scootched up in the bed, sitting now. “I don’t know. I told the guards I didn’t want to be seen.”

“That’s it?” I asked, wondering what kind of power lurked under her skin. 

She nodded. 

“Where were you trying to go?” I asked, recalling the symbol she’d chosen. 

“Nowhere. I was showing Patty the Shand-ree.” She said the name wrong and tugged harder at my heartstrings. 

“Honey, you can’t go there. It’s dangerous,” I told her. 

“But I helped make them,” she said defiantly. 

“That’s right. And one day you’ll be able to use them like I do, but you’re not old enough yet. You have to stay safe, and go to classes, and listen to Mommy and Daddy, okay?” I asked, patting her on the leg. 

“I guess. I didn’t mean to scare you,” she said, sounding so much older than she was. 

“It’s okay. Promise me you won’t do it again,” I said firmly. 

“I promise.”

“What do you promise?” I’d been tricked by her before. 

“I promise not to go to the Shand-ree room.”

“And?”

“I promise not to make people not see me,” she added. 

“Good.” I wanted her to promise never to use any of her powers, but it would be like asking her to cease breathing. Her mysterious gifts were growing all the time, and even now, the blankets moved up on their own accord. I sighed and gave her a hug. “I’m here to protect you. You remember that.”

“Okay, Papa,” she said. 

“I love you.”

“Love you.”

I left her in bed and found Mary in the living room, staring out the windows into the vastness of space. 

“What are we going to do with her?” she asked. 

“Keep an eye on her. Try to understand what she’s capable of, and see if we can curb her use of the powers.” I plunked onto the sofa. “Maybe being here wasn’t such a great idea.”

“I think it was. I’m happy to be around everyone for now. Don’t forget we have an appointment with Nick in the morning,” she informed me. 

I had forgotten. “Sure thing.”

“Dean…”

“Go ahead,” I prompted her. 

“I want you to be on the team heading to the station,” she said. 

I was shocked. “I thought I was taking a back seat here?”

“You have a level head and are always able to help in strange situations. It might be best if you joined them for this one,” she told me. 

“You don’t trust the crew?” I asked, not judging. 

She sat beside me. “I do, but I trust you more.” 

“If that’s what you think, I’ll go with them,” I agreed. “It should only be for a couple of days, but you know how that goes.”

“A couple of days turns into weeks while you’re imprisoned on a planet of googly-eyed harpoon-bearing aliens?” Mary joked. 

I wasn’t sure I was ready to joke about it yet. The thought of being in that cell, with no clue if I’d ever escape, was almost too much to bear. “I’ll try not to bring home any more cyborgs.”

“If you find more like Loweck, you have my permission. Plus, she and Slate appear to be quite close,” she said. 

“How do you think…? Never mind.” 

Mary swatted me on the arm and laughed. “Let’s go to bed. We’ve had enough for one evening.”

A short while later, I was lying in bed picturing the symbol Jules had chosen, remembering I hadn’t looked it up yet. I made a mental note to do it first thing in the morning.

 

 

Seven

 

The rest of the week flew by, and we were only a day’s journey from stopping half a light year away from the Tri-System Station. It was in the corner of three separate systems, each with their own star and clusters of worlds, mostly rocks or ice, or in gaseous states, depending on their positions. 

Jules had behaved all week, refraining from using any of her abilities, at least that I’d witnessed. I was finally having hope she could live on the ship, blending in with the rest of the children. 

“Dean, you here?” Slate asked, tapping the table. 

“Yeah, sorry,” I said, focusing on the discussion. 

“This is him. His name is Zoober Quab. He’s a Brenonid,” Suma said. A video feed of an alien appeared on the screen of the meeting room. It was a frog-like being with a squat body, legs folding up to its chest, small arms, and no neck to be seen. It was green and had white eyes on either side of its head. A tongue flicked out of the mouth in the sequence. 

“And he’s our contact?” I asked. 

Magnus stood up, clearing his throat. “I may have spoken out of turn the other day. Zoober knows we’re coming, but since you’re part of the team now, Dean, I’ll tell you the plan.”

“You weren’t going to before?” I asked. 

He didn’t answer. “Zoober is a man of varying interests, it appears. He claims to know where the world of Rutelium is located.”

Slate stuck his hand up. “If this guy’s so resourceful, why wouldn’t he go there and mine it himself?” 

“Good question. It’s one you’ll have to answer for me,” Magnus said. 

“We go to the station, dock, and make contact? What does the plan entail?” I asked. 

“He’s going to think you’re …” Magnus averted his gaze from me. 

“What?” I asked. 

“He thinks you’re a mercenary crew. It’s the way he operates,” Magnus said. 

“We’re tricking him?” I asked. 

“In a matter of speaking. We’ll cut him ten percent of all profits, when we do find the world and mine it,” Magnus said. 

“And the shrunken world. Do you really think this empty world’s previous inhabitants did that, or was that another lie?” I was becoming annoyed at the deceit. I didn’t like the plan. 

“That’s one hundred percent true, Dean. I’m not pulling a fast one on you. I told you it was a ‘two birds with one stone’ kind of a mission,” Magnus said, his face softening. I believed him. 

“Okay, so we go in, pretend to be a rag-tag crew of misfits, lull him into our trap, and obtain the planet’s location? That’s the only way?” I asked. 

“He wouldn’t trust us otherwise,” Hectal said. “This ship has our Keppe fingerprints all over it. There’s no love lost between the Brenonid and us.”

“What did you do?” I asked Hectal. 

He appeared insulted at my comment. “We didn’t do anything. The Brenonid have a way of trying to screw everyone over,” Hectal said. “Lord Crul doesn’t take kindly to that.”

I didn’t imagine he would. “That’s why we’re pulling this on Zoober? A little revenge?”

“Not quite, but if it eases your conscience, you can think of it that way,” Magnus said. 

“Fine. Who’s the crew, and what’s our story?” I asked. 

Magnus grinned wide, and Suma tapped the controls on her console, changing the image on the screen. “You’re the Ghosts. We’ve had the name spread around a bit over the last year, in preparation. Alliance of Worlds members have talked about how they’ve been taken by the Ghosts, or had valuable information and goods swiped by the skilled organization.”

“You’ve been planning for a while,” I said, not sure I liked the way they were doing this. 

“We have. Dean, this may seem underhanded, but this is how things are done out there,” Magnus assured me.

“Fine. We’re the Ghosts,” I said. “Who’s coming?”

“I’m the tech wizard of the group. Hectal and Slate are the muscle, and Loweck’s going to be the brains, and since you’re coming along, we thought you could take the role of investor,” Suma said. 

“Investor?” I prodded. 

Magnus crossed his arms. “You’re backing this venture. You can act like a snob for a few days. It’ll be great.”

I kind of liked the idea. Let them play their parts in the Ghosts, and I could be a human investor with a few Inlorian bars to barter away. “Good. What’s next?”

We sat and discussed the details, and I grew more confident it would work by the hour. If this all panned out, we’d not only have a way to mine a planet and fund our Alliance of Worlds and the Gatekeepers’ Academy, we might be able to find a way to return the globe-sized world hiding among Fontem’s collection. It was a win-win. 

Or so I hoped.

 

____________

 

The Padlog vessel hummed to life, and I scanned the bridge. Slate was chatting with Hectal. Suma sat beside Dubs, who was on loan from the Horizon for the next few days to shuttle us to the station. Loweck stood beside me, and our small cast of characters was finished off with a Padlog female resembling a wasp. Her head was pointed, her black and yellow skin stretched tight. She watched the viewscreen with interest, and small wings flicked on her back. 

“Are you ready for the role, Walo?” I asked her. 

“I’m ready. It won’t be the first time I’ve been in a sticky situation.” She smiled, her voice a melodic buzzing. 

“Glad to hear it,” I said. 

Magnus appeared on the viewer, and he wished us luck. “Make contact with us when you arrive, then go dark. We don’t want anyone connecting you to us, understand?” he asked. 

“Got it, Captain,” Slate said, and the image flipped to the inside of the hangar. 

I’d said my goodbyes to Jules and Mary earlier in the day and hoped they were safe while I was off on this adventure. Part of me wanted to tell the crew I was out, and to leave the Padlog vessel, but another portion of me was drawn to the intrigue and challenge of the mission ahead of us. My feet stayed planted on the bridge as the ship lifted off the ground, and Dubs led us through the energy field. 

Everyone had on dark clothing, though we didn’t wear uniforms that matched. It would make us stick out too much. Hectal had been to the Tri-System Station before, and he assured us it was a veneer of wealth covering a seedy underbelly, like most worlds. 

Once we were clear of the immense starship, I relaxed, easing into the role. My clothing was tailored nicely, a thin blazer with matching pants and a collarless shirt underneath. We had ten Inlorian bars, a near fortune to show Zoober if necessary. We had to convince him we meant business and had the means to start a mine. 

Once we had the planet’s location, we’d be able to trace it to the Crystal Map, and since Jules had activated and powered the entire system, it contained thousands of destinations where we’d previously only had hundreds. 

If we could travel there via portal, we could scout it out before bringing the Horizon there, saving us a lot of time. I was more concerned about finding a way to reverse the small frozen planet from its tiny scale. 

We’d been so close to helping the various creatures on the Collector’s ship, but he’d slipped away. Standing there, watching space rush past us in the viewer, I wondered if we’d ever encounter the Collector again, but since he was on the other side of a dimension through Cloud, I doubted the chances were very high. 

“Thank you for allowing me to be part of the mission,” Walo told me.

I pointed at Slate. “Thank Commander Campbell, not me.”

“I will.” 

“Why did you decide to join the crew of Horizon?” I asked her. 

She buzzed before answering. “The Supreme asked me to. I’m his… granddaughter,” she said, and my eyes went wide. 

“You don’t happen to know Sergo, do you?” I asked quietly, recalling what he’d told me about borrowing someone’s maidenhood. 

Her melodic voice lowered. “I do. Why do you ask?” 

“No reason. I’m glad you’re here. The Supreme has helped me on a few occasions,” I told her. “He’s a good…” Grasshopper? Man? “A great leader.”

“He is that.”

The trip was due to take a day, and we settled in for the journey, Dubs happy to fly nonstop since he didn’t need to sleep or eat. Before we knew it, we were arriving at the Tri-System Station.

All of us crammed onto the compact bridge, and Slate barked out orders. “Suma, can you zoom on the station?” She did, and we could see at least forty various space vessels parked at the two-tiered docking bay arms. 

“What’s that?” I asked, seeing the V shape in the far corner. It was leaving.

“Tracking.” The V-shaped ship glowed green as she traced it, and the image zoomed. 

My voice caught in my throat, and I coughed. “It’s them.”

“It appears so, Boss,” Slate said. “How many are here?” 

Suma answered. “Only the one, and it’s leaving.” 

“Damn it,” I muttered. 

“Would you rather face them?” Slate asked. 

I wasn’t sure. “I want some answers. Like how there’s a race of aliens that resemble us out here, and why are they attacking the Academy on Haven?”

“We’re not equipped to fight them. We’re a day from our starship and literally have zero allies here,” Slate said. 

I was proud of him for being the sensible one right now. “You’re right. Still… we need to find out more about them,” I told everyone. 

“We will,” Suma said firmly. 

“Suma, send a transmission to Magnus. Let him know we’re here and what we found,” Slate said. 

Loweck stood beside him, their shoulders touching. “I advise we wait for a response,” she suggested. 

“Very well. We wait.” 

We didn’t have to pause long. “It says to proceed with caution, and to do as much recon without being obvious about it,” Suma read from her console. She glanced over at me.

“Good. Take us… sorry, Slate, go ahead.” I stepped to the side, letting him take charge. It wasn’t my place.

“Take us in, Dubs,” Slate ordered, and we moved toward the station. 

I hoped this was going to be as simple as Magnus had made it sound. 

 

____________

 

We were granted clearance after ten minutes of bartering with the station’s diligent security, and I wiped my hands on my pants, trying to release some of my anxiety about the mission at hand. It didn’t work. 

Slate and Hectal played their roles from the start, heading out first, standing tall and intimidating. It wasn’t hard for them. 

Loweck hung back with me at her side. She wore a scowl, a new side of her, since she was usually quite affable. I had seen her do some serious butt-kicking martial arts before, so I knew she harbored a mean streak. 

Suma and Walo finished off our crew, with Dubs staying on board in case of an emergency. The Padlog ship’s exit ramp lowered into an arm of the station, and we were greeted by an android. 

It said something I couldn’t understand, and Loweck nodded to Suma, who spoke for her. “English.”

“Very well. Welcome to Tri-System Station. We have an assortment of levels for you to enjoy. There are the relaxation spas on level minus seventy-three, or perhaps you’re more interested in Alloria spirits, which can be found on level twenty-seven, right above the swimming pools.” The android was wearing a green uniform and spoke with a gender-neutral voice.

I realized how little we knew about the station. Hectal claimed they’d only stayed one night, and Admiral Yope had visited some dignitary or another, leaving Hectal to guard the door the whole time. He hadn’t seen much else. 

“We’re hoping for lodging,” Suma told the android. 

“Very well. Follow me.” The android turned and rolled down the hall, briefly reminding me of Lom of Pleva’s robot pirates. That was where the similarities ended. Still, Lom had a lot of resources and finances. He might be a shareholder in this station. I was glad he wasn’t around any longer to make a surprise visit. 

The lift was in the center of the station, and it was a circle about ten meters in diameter. Once we were all standing on the platform, it lowered without a sound. I tried to see what was on the levels we were passing by, but we moved too quickly to tell. 

The platform stopped, and we found ourselves in the lobby of an intergalactic hotel. The station hadn’t appeared so large from our ship, but once inside, I noticed how immense it really was. This one floor alone was forty feet high, the entire hotel lobby made of dark shiny marble material. 

Beings from across the universe were here, most of them unfamiliar to me. The more we traveled, the more I came to understand how many races existed. It was hard to keep up with. 

A few of them watched us with interest, others not caring in the slightest about our arrival. Another android greeted us, taking us to the front desk where a hologram appeared. Since they took Loweck to be our leader, the image appeared like a male of her kind, orange with short green hair. 

Suma had taken on the role of intermediary, and in no time, we were told to follow the path. 

“What path?” I asked, and a tiny drone floated behind us, moving toward a corridor, leaving a trail of light for us to follow. 

“Cool,” Slate said quietly before glancing around and frowning again, taking on his role as the big dumb guard. 

I was obviously gawking because I didn’t see the being until I was squished flat against its side. It was at least twelve feet high and resembled a giraffe with a humanoid head. The face bent over to scowl at me before returning to conversing with its partner. 

“Sorry,” I said, backing away to catch up to the others. 

Our rooms weren’t far, and I saw we’d settled on three suites, each with several bedrooms. Just enough space for all of us to share. 

“Loweck has the biggest room. I think it would be fair for Slate to guard her, since he’s her private protector,” Suma whispered, and Slate nodded his agreement. 

“I guess that means you’re stuck with me, Hectal,” I told the Keppe warrior. 

“And you and I can get to know each other, Walo,” Suma told the female Padlog. 

“How are we going to find this Zoober character?” I went to the door and tapped my code into the screen. It slid open, revealing a spacious entrance. 

“You don’t find Zoober. Zoober finds you,” a voice croaked from across the hall. The amphibian man was flanked by three Brenonids, each holding what I could only assume were guns.

 

 

Eight

 

Before I had a chance to register exactly what was happening, Hectal and Slate had guns in their hands, and Loweck was holding a throwing knife. 

Zoober raised a webbed hand. “Put them away. Don’t make a scene. I thought the Ghosts would be smarter than this.”

“You surprised us, Zoober,” Loweck said, taking the lead. 

“You must be the head of the Ghosts, none other than Phantom herself.” Zoober looked pleased with his powers of deduction. 

“That’s me.” Loweck slid the knife away so fast, I didn’t see where it went. “Come inside. Let’s talk.”

“Very well,” Zoober said, motioning for his guards to lower their weapons. “If you don’t mind, I’ll bring them in with me. Strictly precautionary, of course,” he said in English; his neck billowed after speaking, releasing a light croak. “You” – he pointed at the smallest of the three Brenonids with him – “stay out here.”

Loweck nodded to Hectal. “Stay here with him.”

“Yes, Phantom,” Hectal returned, playing along. 

I tapped my door shut as we entered the largest suite. Part of me was relieved we didn’t have to waste time searching for Zoober, but I also found it disturbing how quickly he’d found us. On this station, the frogman clearly had the home field advantage. 

The suite was immaculate: more of the same dark marble, veined with glimmering gold and silver. I tried my best to appear sure of myself and walked past Zoober, securing one of the large solo chairs in the living space. 

“I’ll take an Alloria and nectar,” I said out loud to no one in particular. I hoped that made sense. 

Everyone looked at each other, and Zoober made a waving motion with his hand to one of his people. The frog-guard croaked and gently hopped across the room, finding a bar at the edge, near a window exposing the suite to the image of space. 

From here, I spotted a vessel arriving at the station. They flew vertically along the space station for a moment before veering away. The room didn’t shake in the slightest at the powerful thrusters activating near it. 

“Who are you?” Zoober sat in the living room on a dark chair meant for one. His second guard stood behind him, small arms twitching as if he expected trouble. 

I pointed at my chest in an exaggerated motion, as if to say “who…me?” His tongue flicked between his lips, and returned to its resting place. “I’m Reginald Vanhoutte,” I told him. 

“Never heard of you. Where’s the tattoo?” he asked, and my breath caught in my throat. 

“Why do you ask?” I accepted the beverage from the hopping guard, and he gave Loweck one as well before heading toward his boss. 

“Because I don’t see many Kold people, and here… I’ve now seen two today,” Zoober said. 

“I’m afraid I don’t know who you speak of. I’m human,” I told him, sipping my drink, trying to appear casual. 

“Hooman? Oh, the pesky new race everyone’s been going on about. Kind of an ugly bunch, aren’t you?” Zoober asked, a smile spreading across his warty face. 

I’d just been insulted by a giant frog. Where had I gone wrong in my life to end up here? “Can we focus on business?” I wanted to press him about the Kold, because we now had a name for the V-shaped ships attacking Haven. This was good. 

“Yes, business. This is why we’re all here, isn’t it?” Zoober’s gaze snapped to Loweck, who’d stayed quiet. I was mentally urging her to speak, since she was playing our leader. 

“Zoober, quit messing around.” She stood up tall, seeming as picturesque as a superhero. “We want the same things, Rutelium being on the top of the list. You know where the planet is. We have the means to travel there and scope it out, find out what makes it tick, and we have the financial backing to set it up.”

Zoober’s eyes rotated around in his head. “And why should I bother working with the Ghosts?”

“If you were capable of doing this on your own, you wouldn’t be sitting in this room on a distant space station. You’d be overseeing the mines from a mansion on the world right now,” Loweck said point-blank. She was doing a great job. 

“You’re not as dumb as that one looks.” Zoober pointed at me. “I’ve tried, but a few recent… misgivings have set me back a few years.”

“I’d be careful who I insulted, Zoober,” Loweck said. “That ugly human is your only hope of funding this expedition. He’s our money man. A private investor from New Spero.”

“New Spero. That god-awful place where everyone’s supposed to live in peace and harmony and all that crap?” His tongue forked out a few times in distaste. 

“My home offends?” I asked. 

“It’s not natural. A space station like this, yes, I understand the value. We come, we go, we leave the aliens to their business, but living among one another on a single planet? That’s calling for disaster. I give it five years before the entire world is nothing but rubble orbiting a star,” Zoober said. 

“Then we’d better get to work so I can find a new home,” I told him with a smirk. 

“You’re growing on me, Reginald,” he said. “Still, I can’t trust you guys have the tenacity to reach the planet and do what needs to be done.”

“Why?” Loweck asked. 

“Because all I’ve heard are rumors, and I don’t operate on rumors. I need proof.”

“And how do you obtain proof?” I asked him, and took a sip of the drink. It was sweet and sour at the same time, but surprisingly a good combination. 

“You do a job for me. Return in one piece with the object, and you earn the planet’s coordinates,” he said, far too satisfied with himself. 

“A job?” Loweck asked. “You have to be kidding. We’re not some low-rent mercenary group.”

“That’s the deal,” Zoober said. 

We’d talked about some options on the ship as we’d traveled to the Tri-System Station, and I decided now was as good a time as any to try the bribe. 

“We’re low on time here, Zoober.” Slate had set a pack behind the couch, and I went to it, unclasping the top. The energy field allowed me inside, since I was programmed to have access, and I wrapped my fingers around an Inlorian bar. I held it up. 

Zoober’s eyes popped out even more, and his guards looked at their boss. “Is that…?”

“An Inlorian bar. You cut the crap and give us the planet’s coordinates now, and we give you two of these today,” I said. 

“Two… that’s only…” It was a lot of credits’ value, and he knew it. The price of the bars had skyrocketed after the Inlor withheld production to create demand. Their cost had doubled since I’d used them to buy a ship from the Traders on the way to find Magnus and Natalia. 

Loweck took over. “It’s a lot of credits, and you know that. We’ll give you two more when we’re satisfied the planet is the right one.” 

Zoober stood quickly, and his guards had guns appear in their hands with the blink of an eye. “Or we can take that bag and dispose of your bodies,” he said with a laugh. 

“I don’t think so,” Loweck said. 

“And why’s that?” Zoober asked, the mirth still in his voice. 

“Because your guards aren’t going to be able to help you,” she said. Seconds later, the two frog people slumped to the floor, and Walo stood behind them, a weapon akin to a wasp’s stinger in her hand. 

Zoober shuffled off the chair and surveyed the bodies. “Are they…?”

“Dead? No. But they’re going to feel like they drank a keg of nectar tomorrow,” Loweck said. 

“Fine. You win. But the original bargain stands. You do a job, I give you the location, and I want fifty percent of the mine,” he said. 

“Five,” I told him. 

“Five! That’s ridiculous. You have to be out of your mind! Forty,” he countered. 

“Seven.” I took another sip and over-admired the flavors for his benefit. “This is good. Do you want one? You’ll have to pour it yourself. It seems your little serving boy is having a nap.” I nodded to his guard on the floor. 

“Reginald, I thought we were becoming friends,” he said to me with a scowl. “Thirty. I want thirty percent.”

“Tell you what. You tell us what this job is, and then Phantom will make the call,” I said, pushing the negotiations over to our leader. Loweck grinned. 

Zoober did get that drink, and he spoke while his back was to us. “Nothing really. There’s an abandoned space fleet around the bend.” He turned, and his eyes were bright as he finished the description. “Rumors say there’s a device inside one of the vessels. I want it.”

“A device? Why haven’t you retrieved it yet?” Loweck asked him. 

“As I’ve said, I’m no longer a man of means like I once was.  It’s rare to make it off my home world… no one. They’re all content to hop from one pad to another in the Pond of Life, eating oversized insects… no offense.” He glanced at Walo, and she buzzed quietly. “I’m not going back there. This device is special.”

“What does it do?” I asked. 

“I’m not really sure, but there was a battle centuries ago, and no one has been able to salvage the fleet in all these years. This device could change the way wars are won,” he said. 

“Does the device keep scavengers away?” Loweck asked. 

“Perhaps. As I’ve said, it’s merely a rumor.” His eyes were bouncing inside his head. It was hearsay, but I could tell Zoober believed the story. 

“So you want us to head to an old battle site, where a device may or may not be waiting to kill us?” Loweck asked. “You have to be kidding.”

“I’m not. Not if you want the Rutelium,” he said. 

“And this… this device is worth more than two Inlorian bars today. Right now?” I asked. 

He nodded, his throat flaring as he croaked nervously. “Far more. I’ll never have to worry about anything in my life when I sell it to the right bidder.”

This had me curious. I needed to see what this device was, if it was real. I didn’t like his thought process. “Where do we find it?” I asked. 

“Does that mean the Ghosts will take the job?” he asked gleefully. 

“Do we have a choice?” Loweck asked with a growl.

“I suppose not. Not if you want the coordinates, that is,” Zoober said. He pulled a tiny drive from his pocket and drained the rest of his drink, setting the empty cup on the countertop. “This has everything you need. Bring the device to me, and you have the coordinates. And I have my thirty percent.”

Loweck grimaced. “Twenty. For all the charades you’re putting us through. Twenty.”

Zoober nodded. “Fine. Twenty. When I sell this device, that’ll be spending credits.” He nodded to his men on the floor. “What do we do about them?”

Walo knelt beside them and poked their skin with another tool, this one obviously an antidote. They groggily came to, shaking their heads and croaking. 

“Stand up. We don’t have all day. Letting a bug get the best of you? You should both be ashamed of yourselves,” Zoober said, going on as he left through the hallway. A minute later, they were all gone, and Hectal was catching up with us inside the suite. 

“What’d I miss?” the Keppe warrior asked. 

I flipped the small information drive in my fingers and looked Slate in the eyes. “It seems the Ghosts have a mission.”

 

 

Nine

 

“You have to be kidding!” Slate watched as Suma took us through the information again from the meeting room on Horizon. “He wants us to head into that? It’s guarded by robots. It has to be.”

“You’re right.” Suma tapped her chin with a finger. “I have a plan, though.”

The image showed well over a hundred vessels, dead in space. Over half of them were circular: shaped like donuts, hollow in the middle. The picture was taken from a distance, because as soon as anything came within range of the fleet, the ship’s system was killed. Instantly, the power was cut, no matter what anyone tried. 

“What about the power source problem?” Loweck asked. 

“I might even have a solution. It’ll take a few days to reconfigure the Padlog ship, but I think we can do something about the energy issue,” Suma said. 

“Okay, so let’s say we do manage to sneak past the sensors that kill every other ship. Then what?” I asked. 

“Zoober doesn’t know which ship the target device is on, and he didn’t tell us what it was, other than the fact it wiped out an entire enemy fleet in minutes. Or so his rumors advise him,” Slate said. “Could we run a scan of the area and find out where the confluence of energy is coming from? That would mark a ship, right?”

Suma nodded. “That would work, and it appears like someone thought of that in the notes here, but no one has been able to breach the wall before. If we can pierce through the barrier, we’ll run the scan, find the ship with the fabled device, and board it.”

“What about the robots?” Hectal asked. 

Loweck tapped a tablet, and a holographic image appeared, talking about the race of Maev from thousands of years ago. They’d created robots, putting their own consciousness inside the husks in an effort to live forever. 

“These robots will be waiting for us on the ship we track? Guarding the device Zoober wants?” Slate asked. 

“It seems that way,” Suma said. 

“What could this life-changing device be?” Walo asked, and I leaned forward, contemplating Zoober’s comments. 

“He wants to know how the Maev put themselves into the robots. He wants to sell the ability to live forever.” I cringed at the idea of placing my mind into a metal man. 

“I’m more interested in the barrier that cuts any energy source, like a powerful EMP in space,” Suma said. 

“You’re right. Imagine if we could use it against an enemy invader. If those Kold returned to Haven, we could have a surprise in store for them,” Slate said, clapping his palm hard on the table. 

“We have a plan. Suma, you find a way to avoid detection on our ship. We run a scan, find the ship they’re centered on, board it, download what information we can about the Maev and their creepy technology, and take whatever’s killing the energy from any approaching vessels. Sounds easy enough,” I said sarcastically. 

“We need someone good at sneaking around. I wish we really were the Ghosts, because I don’t imagine Hectal here would be a great team member to infiltrate the robot vessel,” Loweck said. 

“I wish we had Sergo onboard,” Walo said with a glimmer in her eye. “He can steal anything.”

I laughed out loud. I hoped I wasn’t going to regret this. “Of course he can. What would you say if I told you I knew where Sergo was?” 

 

____________

 

“Finally came to your senses, hey, Parker?” Sergo was walking with a hop in his step as we exited the ship’s brig. He froze when he saw the entire Ghost crew standing there, cross-armed. 

Walo was tapping her foot, as if awaiting an explanation from a husband home far past his bedtime. 

His antennae jerked from side to side. “Walo, what a pleasant surprise.” 

“Save it, Sergo. You were here all this time and didn’t think to reach out to me,” she said. 

“Butterfly, you’re the only reason I came here in the first place. Your grandfather wouldn’t let me near you, so I risked everything to sneak aboard Horizon so we could be together,” he said, and I assumed all of that was a lie. Most of the things from his mouth were, but Walo seemed to eat it up. 

“Oh, Sergo, do you mean it?” She hugged him, and I turned away as the wasp woman kissed Sergo. 

“If you two don’t mind keeping it in the hive, we have work to do,” Slate said. He was now in uniform, no longer a goon for the Ghosts, but the commander of a starship. “Magnus is waiting.”

We made our way to the meeting room off the bridge. Magnus was already inside, scanning over the materials we’d sent him. I stopped Sergo at the door. “Don’t say a word, understood?”

“You don’t have to be so hostile, Parker. I comply,” Sergo said. 

“I don’t like it,” Magnus told us as we approached. 

“Which part?” Loweck asked. 

“Any of it.”

“We’re supposed to be extracting the Rutelium world’s coordinates, and here we are gallivanting on some side hustle for a frog,” Magnus barked. 

“What choice do we have?” I asked him. 

“We could have grabbed Zoober and brought him here. Forced it from him,” Magnus said. 

“Is that really how you want to operate?” I glanced at the door, making sure it was shut. “This is an Alliance of Worlds starship, Magnus, not a rogue vessel that beats up minor criminals for juicy gossip.”

Slate stepped back, afraid to be caught in the crossfire. I didn’t flinch. 

“You have some nerve,” Magnus started, and shifted his stance, running his hands over his red hair. “You’re right, Dean. I’m sorry, everyone. It’s…”

“What is it?” Loweck asked. 

“It’s running this damned ship. On Fortune, it was like a well-oiled machine, but here, with the new crew, it’s a mess. The other day, the kitchen schedule was all sideways, and no one ate for twelve hours. Can you imagine? Then we have bunking issues, noise complaints, officers sleeping at their posts, and some virus has been spreading among the Keppe on board, sending half of them into Medical,” Magnus said, spouting off the long list of issues. 

“Sorry, Captain. We didn’t know it was so bad,” Slate said. “What can we do?” 

“You can go on this mission and get the coordinates so we can stick to the plan. But be quick about it, and be careful. I have enough on my mind. I’m not ready to deal with anything happening to half of my bridge crew,” he ordered. 

I felt for Magnus. At the same time, I was selfishly grateful they were his headaches and not mine. 

“We’ve already started on the ship modifications,” Suma said. “We should be ready to leave in two days.”

“Good. You’re dismissed,” Magnus said, but I stayed behind while the others left. 

I took a seat beside Magnus and saw how exhausted he was. “You can delegate things, you know. Mary would be pretty good at helping with some of the scheduling stuff. She has a knack for that kind of thing.”

Magnus sat up straight. “Do you mind asking her about it?”

“Sure. I’ll do it right away. Is there anything else?” I asked. I’d known Magnus a long time, and it was clear there was more going on underneath the surface. 

“Dean was in a fight,” he said.

I was surprised. “Where? How?”

“After school. Kids were playing in the gym, and they bullied him into the corner, and he hit one of the Keppe kids.” Magnus smiled. 

I grinned at the thought of his small, skinny son punching one of the huge Keppe youngsters. “Is he okay?”

“Sure. He took a bit of a licking, but the supervisor saw them and broke it up pretty quickly. I just hope he can get past this. He has to go to class with these kids,” Magnus said. 

“Life among the stars isn’t much different from life in the suburbs, is it?” I asked, and he laughed, a good sound from my old friend. 

“You have that right, Dean.” He stared at me. “You sure you want to do this mission? What does Mary say?”

“She’s not happy, but she’s not mad at me over it,” I said. 

“Who, then? Me?” Magnus pointed at himself.

“No, she loves you. I have to make sure this is my last solo adventure for a while, though. Why do I always let you get me in trouble?” I asked him. 

“Ha. I think it’s the other way around, compadre,” Magnus said. 

I recalled meeting him and Natalia on that dirt road while Carey and I walked along it, after escaping the ship that had chased us away from Mary, Ray, and Vanessa. It was so long ago. 

“I’d better go.” I patted him on the back and left him to his own thoughts. 

 

____________

 

“Papa, what’s this?” Jules asked, poking a Molariun vegetable with her fork. 

“It’s… good for you,” I said, and she stuck her tongue out. 

“Dean, you can’t say that. Then she’ll never eat it,” Mary whispered. 

“Mom, I’m not a little kid. I can hear you,” Jules said, but still refused to try the stringy orange food. 

“I never thought I’d let you talk me into working in HR… well, I guess it’s technically not human resources. What do we call it?” Mary asked. 

“Alien resources? That might offend. You better check with the department director on that,” I said, trying the vegetable. It was awful. I chewed it, forcing a smile while Jules watched with a vested interest. “Mmmm, that was good.”

“Papa, you’re lying. I can tell,” she said. I didn’t know if she really meant it or if she was merely reading my expressions. 

“Fine. I’m skipping this and going straight in for dessert,” I told her, pushing my plate away. She did the same thing, and Mary rolled her eyes. 

“You two are peas in a pod, aren’t you?” Mary feigned being exasperated, and Jules giggled. 

“Peas in a pod, right, Papa?” Jules asked. 

“You bet.” I waved to the server and asked for three ice creams. Horizon had a family-friendly restaurant, complete with servers and cooks. It wasn’t the universe’s best cuisine, but it was nice to be in a different environment for dinner tonight. 

The ice cream came, and Jules became quiet as she ate it. 

“How long is this going to take?” Mary asked. 

“The ice cream?” I asked. “Not long. I’m almost done.”

“Dean, can you be serious for a minute? How long is the mission going to take?” she asked. 

“The fleet wreckage is a full system past the station, which is going to take three weeks in the newly spruced-up Padlog ship,” I said. 

“Three weeks in each direction, plus whatever time you spend there. You could be gone for two months.” Mary sighed. 

“Papa, can I come?” Jules was done with her dessert, and she stared over at me with her big green eyes. 

“No, honey, you have to stay and take care of Mommy for me,” I said. 

Two months of Mary’s pregnancy. She was thinking the same thing as me. I’d promised to stay with her while we did this tour on the Horizon. “It’s okay, Dean. I’ll keep busy with starship business, and Jules is in class every day. We’re going to be fine. I’d much rather be here than the alternative.” She didn’t have to mention the last time she was expecting, and where she was for much of it. Our special-powered daughter was enough evidence of that time’s effects. Mary’s were there, but less visible on her surface. 

“I’ll be careful. When we return, we can expect a few months’ journey to find this Rutelium world.” I smiled at the server as he took the empty dishes. I couldn’t help but notice Mary’s was still full. 

Mary’s voice lowered. There were full tables on either side of us, and we were surrounded by members of Magnus’ crew. “Do you think there’s even a connection to the globe-planet there?”

“I really can’t say. Magnus claims there’s reference to it. I believe him,” I said. 

“Good. I hope we can help them. I’m going to visit Karo and Ableen while you’re gone too,” Mary said. 

I glanced over at Jules, who was paying close attention to our conversation. “Are you sure you should be using…” I covered part of my mouth to hide my words from Jules. “...the portal?” I mouthed the last two words. 

“I think it’ll be fine. She can come too; I’m not leaving her. Plus, we can bring Karo and the kids with us. They’d love to see Horizon,” Mary said. 

I was a little upset I wouldn’t be there to see my friend and his new little family – or not so little. Four kids were a lot to handle, and I expected Karo was likely stressed out by the whole ordeal. 

We left the restaurant after making Jules wash up and found ourselves in the courtyard. Dubs was sitting at a table in the coffee shop, alone. “I’ll catch up with you two. Movie night?” I asked, knowing exactly what film Jules would choose. It was always the same one. 

Mary peered over my shoulder to see the android, and she smiled at me. “We’ll set it all up. See you soon.” She kissed my cheek and walked off with Jules beside her. Jules was talking her ear off about something, and Mary was nodding along. 

“Dubs,” I said as I approached. “What are you doing here?”

He motioned for me to have a seat. “Captain… is it all right if I still call you that? It may be a difficult habit to break.” 

“I don’t mind.” I sat opposite him at the round bistro table and ordered a decaf coffee from the server. 

“I find it strange to have these conveniences aboard a starship,” Dubs said, his voice monotone. 

“So do I. We have a swimming pool, a courtyard with a waterfall, a gymnasium, three restaurants on top of the mess hall, and a full-sized library. It really is a marvel,” I said. 

“Do you enjoy it?” Dubs asked. 

“I’m not sure. So far I do. I haven’t had much time to explore,” I said. 

“Would you care to go for a walk? The captain gave me the day off. I needed to recharge, and he placed a human at the helm since we’re not currently moving.”

“Sure.” I took my to-go coffee cup and let Dubs take the lead. “Where to?”

“If you haven’t seen the library yet, I’d like to show you,” he told me. 

“Great. You were sitting alone. Thinking about anything in particular?” I asked the robot. 

He turned to me, his face unreadable as always. “Not really. I know that’s what people do. I don’t know many of the crew yet. Most of them view me as a machine,” he said. 

I didn’t remind him he was a machine. Truth was, I enjoyed talking with him, and had since we’d found him on Larsk a few years earlier. “You’re a good friend, Dubs. I’m glad we’re all together on the ship.”

“Me too, Captain.” 

We walked in comfortable silence for a few minutes, and eventually found the library on the fourth floor, near engineering. Clare walked through a door and bumped into me while she kept her head down, scrolling through a tablet. “Sorry, Dean. Didn’t see you there. Hi, Dubs.” Dubs had spent some time with Clare at her research facility on New Spero, and the two were well acquainted with one another. 

“Hello, Clare. What are you working on?” he asked. 

“Suma has me running tests, but I’m missing something. I hear you guys are departing soon?” Clare asked. 

“If everything goes smoothly, we’re leaving tomorrow. Are these tests for our mission?” I pointed to the tablet, and Clare nodded.

“I think we have it, but I don’t want there to be any uncrossed t’s.” Clare held the device up. 

“Can I take a peek?” Dubs asked. 

“Of course.” She passed him the tablet, and his metal fingers darted across the screen, so fast they turned to a blur. “There it is.” He showed her an equation, and her eyes sprang wide open. 

“Dubs, how did you do that?”

“It was quite simple, really… I…” 

I zoned out, having no clue what language they were speaking. By the end of it, Clare was hugging the metal man and thanking him profusely. 

“Wait until I show this to Suma. Maybe you should go with Dean on this mission,” she suggested. 

“I would appreciate the involvement,” Dubs said. 

It sounded like a good idea to me. “If you want, I’ll talk to Magnus. I don’t think he’d mind, especially if it helps our chances at success.” 

“Very well. I’ll await his decision.” Dubs seemed excited, but it was hard to tell. 

Clare bustled into the hall, talking to herself and staring at the tablet again. 

“The library is here,” Dubs said, leading me to the end of the corridor. A few off-duty crew members loitered, talking quietly inside the doorway. 

I let a low whistle out. The library was huge. I’d been worried Jules couldn’t experience reading paper books, but I was wrong. There were thousands of volumes lined on metal shelving, the racks going to the ceiling twenty meters up. “Where did this all come from?”

“I supposed he had many of them transferred from Earth. There were hundreds or perhaps thousands of unused libraries on your home world. Magnus had them curate quite the collection, I’m told.” Dubs walked deeper into the library, and he picked up a book from a non-fiction section about our second world war. He flipped through it quickly, his eyes whirring as he took in all the information. The entire process took all of one minute, and he set the book down. “That was a trying time for humans.”

“You read the whole book?” I asked, realizing he now knew more about the war than I did. 

“I did. Fascinating.” He picked up another, this one on the Roman era, and I left him to his devices as I strode through the countless aisles, happy to exist among so many books. 

I eventually found the fiction section and plucked ten or so books. One thriller for Mary and two kids’ books that I thought Jules would like. I checked them out from an automated machine that sensed which ship inhabitant I was, and I said goodbye to Dubs for now. It appeared he’d be there for a while. 

With an armful of reading material, I went home. Home. The word was strange here onboard a starship, but it was quickly becoming just that. And in the next day or two, I’d be leaving it once again. 

I showed my family the library books, and Jules was far less impressed with a paper book than I’d hoped. We settled in for a movie on the couch, and soon I was nodding off between Mary and Jules.

 

 

Ten

 

“Engines are a go. Everyone ready?” Suma asked, and we all confirmed we were prepared for takeoff. The ships had built-in gravity and inertia dampers, but we erred on the side of caution after all the recent modifications to the Padlog ship. 

The Ghosts were off on their first dangerous mission. 

“Taking us out,” Dubs said, piloting the vessel out of Horizon. We moved away from the giant starship, and Suma brought up a 3D map on the viewer. She plotted in our path, and a yellow trajectory line appeared, along with a countdown. At this in-system speed, it would take us three years to arrive. 

The moment Dubs kicked us into hyperdrive, the math changed, and it said slightly over twenty days. Much better. 

We had a full ship for the adventure. Slate and Hectal. Loweck and Suma. Walo and Sergo, which I still wasn’t sure was a good idea, and me and Dubs, our robot pilot. 

The Padlog ship was still larger than the Kraski versions we were used to, and Slate said he intended to train while we were here. I’d told him I’d join, generally because I’d fallen out of the routine of keeping in fighting shape. Most of my days on Earth over the last year had involved riding horses and telling my daughter stories at bedtime. 

“Suma, we’re sure this is going to work?” I asked her as she joined me in the kitchen. I was making coffee, and she stuck an empty cup out.

“Definitely. We aren’t sure what they’ll be sending our way, but this shield should keep it from frying anything inside the ship. Dubs really helped. It increased our power by twelve percent.” Suma slurped from the cup. 

“Is that a lot as far as shield power goes?” I asked. 

“It could be the difference between returning to the Horizon or starving to death among the wreckage of a hundred other alien ships,” Suma said.

“Well, if you put it that way, I’ll buy Dubs a beer when we make it home.”

Suma laughed. “So will I.”

“How are things going, Suma? We haven’t had a lot of time to talk.”

She sat on a stool, and I joined her, glad for the few minutes alone with the Shimmali girl. Woman, I corrected myself. She’d grown up right in front of my eyes. I still pictured her as that little girl Slate and I had encountered our first time through the portal on New Spero. 

“Things are going well. Busy on the ship, and, you know…”

“Silo?” I raised an eyebrow. 

“Yes, Silo. Do you like him?” she asked. 

“Honestly, I only met him once and didn’t talk a lot with him. Does your father know about him?” I asked. 

She nodded. “He does.”

“Does he approve?” 

“Only as much as a man like Sarlun could, I suppose.” Suma smiled, warming the room. 

“Good. You deserve the best, remember that,” I told her. 

“Thanks. How are things with Jules?” she asked. Suma was one of the few people I trusted enough to tell about Jules’ growing powers. She didn’t know the full extent, but she understood enough to keep quiet about them. 

“She’s doing okay. I think being on the ship will be good for her,” I said. 

Sergo and Walo walked by the doorway, chatting away in their own language, and I leaned in. “Suma, do me a favor.”

“Anything,” she said. 

“Keep an eye on Sergo, would you?”

“You don’t trust him?”

“Do you?” I asked. 

“Not as far as I can throw him,” she admitted. 

“I really wish we didn’t need him here,” I told her. 

“I’ll watch him.”

“If this business with Zoober is real, there’s no way Sergo won’t try to weasel his grubby fingers into our prizes,” I said, forming an idea. 

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Suma asked, and I laughed with her. 

“Great minds.” We didn’t elaborate; instead, we talked more and drank coffee.

We had a lot of time to kill before the three weeks were up. 

 

____________

 

“We’ll be arriving in ten minutes, Captain,” Dubs said. Everyone had accepted that I was in charge of the mission, even if I wasn’t an appointed leader. Loweck admitted she wanted to take my lead; that she would play Phantom for Zoober, but not on board our ship with our team. 

It felt good to be thrown into the mix, as much as I didn’t want to admit it. “Let’s bring it to in-system thrusters and zoom in. We don’t know where their energy-draining boundary begins.” I watched as the stars slowed from streaking lines to solid pinpoints in the distance. 

Suma zoomed, and we spotted the first dead ship five thousand kilometers away. There were far more after it in every direction. “It appears we’ve found the border,” she said. 

“When can I do my thing?” Sergo asked, rubbing his hands together vigorously, like a fly. He must have noticed, because he cleared his throat and set his arms awkwardly to his sides. 

“Soon enough,” I told him. “Bring us in slowly, and Suma, start the scans if you think they’ll reach.”

“Starting scans,” she parroted. We watched on the viewer as the scans illuminated a radar map of the region. It pinpointed over two thousand objects larger than ten feet in diameter, many of them debris from the battle so many centuries ago.

“It’s faint. We need to be closer,” she said. 

We waited while our vessel neared the first ship we marked, and Dubs brought us to a halt. “I suspect they will attempt…”

The ship rocked lightly, swaying from side to side like a boat in the water before we slowed to normal. 

“Was that it?” I asked. 

“We can only assume that was the Maev sending their automated energy emitter,” Suma said. 

“It worked! How about that, Boss?” Slate pumped his fist in the air. 

The celebration was short-lived as the power cut out, leaving us in the dark. 

“Dubs?” I asked, but he gave no reply. 

We couldn’t see a thing, but a moment later, the lights flashed on, and the viewer showed an image once again. 

“It kicked us out temporarily, but the system held up. We should be safe,” Suma said. We had life support ready and in place, and I was very glad to not need it. 

Dubs whirred and clanged before his eyes powered up again. “Hello, I am W…”

“Dubs, are you okay?” I asked the robot, and he beeped and booped a few times before turning to face me. 

“Captain, I am fine. I merely went through a reset. The systems appear operational. Would you like me to continue?” he asked. 

“Yes. Make sure the cloaking shield is activated as well,” I said, not wanting to be a flying target in the enemy’s back yard. 

“Do you think the Maev are still alive on one of these ships?” Loweck asked. 

Recalling the details of them transporting their minds into machines, I cringed at the question. “I don’t think they’re alive per se, but I expect we’re going to meet them.”

“The cloaking shields are activated, and with the doubling of the new Inlorian cores, we should have enough juice to fuel all our layers,” Suma said. 

“Meaning?” Sergo asked. 

“Meaning we can stay hidden and avoid being shut off by their powerful blasts of energy-crushing technology,” Suma said. 

“That’s… good,” Sergo said. 

We moved deeper into the old battlefield, and I wondered what the war had even been about. Here we were, thousands of years later, thrusting through the wreckage of a battle no one remembered. Had it all been worth it? 

“My sensors are picking them up, Dean,” Suma said. The viewer zoomed on the localized mapping sensors, highlighting an intact vessel eight thousand klicks from our current position. 

“That’s it.” I stepped forward, knowing we now had a destination. “Now for the fun part.” 

“Those of us heading aboard, suit up. Make sure to test Clare’s new surprises before we set boots to the ground,” I ordered. Sergo was moving for the cargo hold, and Slate was behind him. Loweck and I followed. 

“These suits are sick, Boss,” Slate said, slipping into his armored EVA. I fully expected danger on the other side of the wall when we docked, and we needed to be prepared. 

“They are solid, aren’t they?” I clicked my gray suit on, and activated the earpiece. “Suma, can you hear me?” 

“Loud and clear,” the Shimmali’s voice said into my ear. 

“Good. How about video?” I asked. 

“Tell Slate he needs to brush his hair,” Suma said. 

Slate ran a hand over his helmet. “Hey.” 

Loweck patted him on the arm. “You look great, baby.”

Once we ran through each person’s sound and video feeds, confirming they worked, we tested the next thing: the cloaking. We’d had the technology for a while and had used various versions of it over the years. 

Slate went first, and he stepped back, becoming camouflage with the wall behind him. We could still see him if we looked closely, but it was hard to tell where Slate ended and where the wall began.

Sergo’s eyes were wide. I could only imagine him wanting to take a suit like this, thinking about all the thefts he could pull off while being invisible. He tried his next, and it worked. 

Soon we were all ready. “Suma, these suits have the same built-in shield against their emitters, right?” I asked, knowing they did. I wanted to be sure. If we dropped into the ship only to have our suits incapacitated, it would all be for nothing. 

“Roger roger,” she said, making me smirk. 

“We’re set,” I said, seizing a pulse rifle from the cabinet. Once we were all armed, we waited for Dubs to let us know we were docked. 

The inhabitants of the vessel we were heading for might learn we’d arrived, and I didn’t know what to expect. I felt like an old-school pirate docking on a supply boat, using grappling hooks and advancing on the people with curved scimitars; only we were in armored suits, with cloaking devices. This was far more advanced. 

I felt a slight rumble under my feet and knew this was it. 

“We have clamped to their side. You should be able to use the Jaws to enter,” Dubs said. 

We entered the airlock, separated by an energy field, which would keep anything but us from entering our ship. 

Slate held a tool in his hand and used it to cut an opening in their hull. As soon as it spread wide, five feet up and to the sides, another energy barrier linked from each edge of the hole. We had our entrance. 

I peered inside and found a dark room. I flipped on the infrared setting on my visor, and everything glowed green. Crates lined the near wall, and a door sat closed a short distance away. We were in some kind of storage room, and I counted our blessings that there were no enemy robots inside ready to attack us. 

“Everyone in,” I said, letting them pass. I was the last to leave our ship, and Slate tapped the opening as we went by, turning it dark. We knew it was still there, but it wasn’t visible to the naked eye. I didn’t know if that meant the Maev wouldn’t be able to see it. It depended on their construction. 

We piled into the room, and Slate moved for the doorway, holding his rifle up. Controls sat embedded in the wall, and he lifted a finger before pressing a button. The metal slab slid wide. The corridor beyond was pitch black. 

“I guess they don’t need lights,” Loweck said. 

“Robots,” Sergo muttered. “Never liked them.” 

Slate frowned at them, and they ceased speaking. He waved us forward. 

“Slate, the sensors are picking things up more clearly now that we’re so close. The room with the emitter is to your left, below about two hundred meters or so, then across the ship.” Suma’s voice was calm. 

“Got it,” Slate whispered, and started moving away from us. I let Loweck take the rear and kept Sergo ahead of me where I could monitor him. His head darted around as he searched the empty hall. 

The walls were welded metal, rough along the edges. The Maev didn’t seem to care about aesthetics, especially if they didn’t need lights. I really hated going in blind like this. We had no idea how many of them there were, if any. For all I knew, the emitter was automated, and the Maev had left this desolate wasteland in space long ago. 

That felt the most likely. Why would they stick around with nowhere to go and nothing to see? It didn’t seem likely, especially given that the Maev had gone so far as to download a cerebral cortex into an android. They wouldn’t perform such calculated precision so they could sit idly by as years went on. 

It didn’t take long to reach the end of the corridor. It gave us one option, and we veered right, entering a vast open room. We were on a grated metal bridge that expanded across the space below. A few lights blinked from consoles and screens along the walls, and I tried to see which the Emitter might be. 

“It appears to be under you, twenty meters to the left,” Suma told us. We were invisible, and the shields around our armored suits were supposed to suppress any electrical or energy emissions we were giving off, but I was still nervous as we moved along the bridge. I kept glancing behind us, expecting an attack. 

“If we locate the Emitter, where do we find the data for Zoober?” I asked quietly. 

“One thing at a time.” Slate’s even voice cut through my earpiece. “I’ll take the lead.” 

He’d reached the end of the hallway, and he stepped down a ladder, taking him toward the floor. This ship must have once been used by a bipedal race, given the construction. As curious as I was to see the type of robot the Maev had entered into, I was glad to not have encountered them so far. 

Slate hit the ground and waved Sergo forward. The Padlog began his descent, and they attacked. Pulse beams shot from the far wall, their brilliance nearly blinding me in my night vision. I flipped it off and set a hand on Loweck, moving away from the ladder. 

“I can’t die like this!” Sergo shouted, and I heard his footfalls across the floor, heading away from the source of the pulse fire. 

“Sergo!” Slate hissed through my earpiece. 

Slate fired, and I saw sparks as he hit his target. He didn’t stop there. He ran toward the far edge of the room and kept firing. 

“Slate, to your left,” Suma said through our common channel, helping as she watched his livestreaming feed. He heeded her advice and fired, striking another robot. I flipped the night vision on, and raced to the ladder on the opposite end of the bridge. Two tall robots spread out on the floor like eight-foot-tall skeletons. They were light-colored, maybe white. It was hard to tell when the visor made everything green. 

“There could be more,” I said, and Slate nodded. We cleared the room, finding no more signs of Maev robots. 

“It’s a shame. Do their minds live on inside there somewhere?” I asked as we regrouped in the middle of the room. 

“They shot first, Boss,” Slate said, as if I was upset that he’d destroyed them. 

“I know. I’d have done the same thing. To be fair, we did board their ship like space pirates,” I said grimly. 

“Let’s focus on the Emitter, take one of these” – Slate pointed to the robots – “and get out of here. This place gives me the creeps. Especially with skeletal killer machines wandering around in the dark.”

“Agreed,” Loweck said. “Where’s Sergo?”

 

 

Eleven

 

“I knew we made the wrong call bringing that pest on our team.” I spat the words out. 

Loweck was already unscrewing the Emitter from its position on the table. Its lights kept blinking, and we saw it was powered on the underside by a glowing red stone. I had no idea what it was, but I’d bet Suma and Clare would be excited to see it. 

“Secure it,” she told us, and I saw Slate trying to carry the robot up the ladder. It was too heavy. He dropped it to the floor with a clatter, and I scanned the room for signs of attack. When none came, I ran over to Slate, assessing the still robot.

“We could take its head?” I suggested. 

“A little morbid, but it might have to do. Suma, thoughts?” Slate asked the Shimmali woman patiently waiting on our ship. 

“Dubs agrees that might be the best course of action. He also suggests we check for any panels beneath the chest or back. The processors could be inside there,” Suma said. 

We flipped it over and scanned the posterior frame, then checked the front. There was a line directly in the center of its ribcage. I pressed it and it hinged open, revealing another red stone, this one not glowing. My night vision was off now, and I searched with my helmet flashlight as we detached the head from the body. It wasn’t pretty work. Wires dangled loose as Slate shoved the head into a pack, draping it over his shoulder. 

“We have the Emitter, a robot head, and some red rock, and that’s going to have to be enough for Zoober,” I said. “Now we need to find Sergo.”

“Sergo, come in.” Slate said it again, but we had no response. 

“Where the hell is he, Suma?” I asked. 

“His feeds are dark. He’s not replying,” she told me. 

“Do you think he was killed?” Loweck asked. 

“I searched the feeds. He was running, then it went blank, but I couldn’t see anything,” Suma advised. 

“Let’s go. He went this way.” I found a doorway in the direction Sergo had bolted, and it slid open as I pressed the icon on the screen. “Which direction?”

“I’m sensing a light reading in the corridor, toward the bridge. He must have gone that way,” Suma told us. It was as good a lead as any. 

We strode through the halls, a little less stealthily than we wanted. If there were more Maev on the ship, I expected them to know we were here already, especially after all the racket in the central room, and with Sergo running like a madman through the corridors. 

The bridge of the ship was ahead, and the door opened, revealing a cockpit not unlike our own. This vessel was about ten times the size of our Padlog ship, and the bridge appeared to have positions for around eight crew members. 

A robot sat slumped in the middle chair, clearly meant for the captain. Sergo was in the corner of the room, a hand-held device in his palm. 

“What do you think you’re doing?” Slate asked the insectoid. 

“What any good thief would do on board an alien vessel. I’m scavenging,” he said. “And trying to stay alive. Good to see you all made it.”

“No thanks to you.” I crossed the room to stand beside him. “What is it?”

“It’s their star maps. I can make a fortune with these. There’s some seriously dark space stuff on here. I can’t wait to dig into it,” he said. 

“Sorry, Sergo. That’s now property of the Ghosts.” I saw it was finished downloading and I took the device from him, tossing it to Slate. 

“Hey, you can’t do that!” Sergo began to argue, but he saw the device in Loweck’s grip. “Is that… the Emitter?” His bug eyes grew wide at the sight, and I half-expected him to lick his lips. 

“That’s not for you either. If you’ve had enough, I think it’s time to return.” I nervously glanced at the motionless robot in the seat and kept my rifle up just in case. 

It only took a few minutes to retrace our steps and enter our ship, and I was thrilled with how smoothly it had gone. I was waiting for the other foot to fall. 

“Good work, Ghosts,” I told them as Slate deactivated the opening between our two vessels, and we decontaminated ourselves before exiting the airlock. We had no idea what kind of toxins or viruses might have been living on that ancient ship, and I didn’t want to take any chances. 

My helmet clanged loose, and I set it down, removing the armored suit. Hectal was there, helping us return them to their place. “I wish I could have shot a robot,” he told us, and Slate clapped him on the shoulder. 

“Next time, buddy. I promise,” Slate said with a grin. 

We moved for the bridge, and Dubs sat there awaiting instructions. “Any changes?” I asked. 

“Nothing. So long as we keep the Emitter running, we should be good,” Suma said, and a second later, over a hundred icons appeared on our radar sensors. 

“What is that?” Walo asked with a buzz. 

Suma’s voice was a whisper. “Someone shut the Emitter off.”

Every dead ship in the system sprang to life at the same time. “There can’t be anyone behind the wheel,” I said, calming my nerves. “It’s been…”

Two dozen of the previously dead space vessels surrounding us commenced movement, heading directly for our position. 

“Take us out, Dubs,” I ordered, and we broke free from the Maev ship, which wasn’t quite as dead as it had been moments ago. 

“There are too many of them, Captain. If we stay on this course, we will be intercepted in under two minutes,” Dubs said.

“Think. Think,” I muttered, tapping the side of my head. 

“Dean, we need to activate the Emitter. It will kill them again!” Suma was moving for the rear of the ship. 

“Loweck, where did you put it?” I asked as we moved, and she followed after me. 

“I set it beside Slate’s pack. Sergo…” 

“Sergo,” I hissed. 

We found him staring at the device, holding it and flipping it around. He grinned as we approached, and I stopped a few feet short of him. I stretched my arm out. “Sergo, hand it over.” 

“What? I was only admiring it.” He set it in my grip, and I passed it over to Suma. 

“Sergo, what did you do? How did you turn it off?” Suma asked, and I saw the red crystal was no longer glowing. 

“Uhmm, I tapped the… on the top,” he stuttered, and our ship rocked. 

“They caught us,” I said. “Hurry.”

“Who caught us?” Sergo asked; then his face twisted as realization struck him. “Oh no. I didn’t mean… I was only…”

Suma tapped it a few times, bringing a screen to life on the top. She squinted, and her snout wagged as she attempted to power it up once more. The ship rocked again, this time sending us sprawling. The Emitter bounced from her grip and landed on the floor of the hangar with a clatter. We all scrambled for it, and Sergo found it first. He hit the screen with panic, and the crystal began to light up. 

“Dubs, talk to me!” I shouted, and his voice carried into the hangar’s speakers. 

“We’ve taken fire,” he said, and the ship trembled. “They’re beginning to fall back.”

The crystal glowed bright red now, and the entire device appeared to vibrate in Sergo’s grip. 

“The icons are disappearing. The Emitter is turned on?” Slate’s voice asked. 

“Yes.” I stood up, helping Suma to her feet, and Loweck ripped the Emitter from Sergo’s hand. 

“I wish we had a brig on board,” she said, glaring at the Padlog man. 

“I didn’t mean to do that. I was only inspecting it,” Sergo said. 

I pushed Sergo ahead of me, forcing him to the bridge. “If it’s fine by you, I’d like you to sit quietly and not touch anything for the duration of the trip.”

Sergo raised his hands and nodded. “No problem,” he said, but I found that hard to believe.

We watched in silence as Dubs carried us away from the old battlefield, and I wondered how many Maev minds were still active around the region. We moved past it, and an hour later, we were heading toward the Horizon.

 

____________

 

“This is amazing.” Suma scrolled through the data, and I tried to keep up. 

“What is it?” I asked.

“I don’t think we’re going to need the robot head, but it will make a nice mantel piece for Slate and Loweck at home,” Suma said with a laugh. 

“This has all the information we need to convince Zoober to play ball?” I asked. 

“Play ball?” Suma asked, and shook her head. “Never mind, I think I get it. It does, but this is dangerous stuff, Dean. Showing someone how to store their mind inside a machine could lead to all sorts of philosophical issues and ethical questions.” 

“What about the map Sergo was going on about?” I asked. 

She accessed the file, brining the 3D image to life. She moved through it, uncovering hundreds of systems beyond the boundaries any of the Alliance of Worlds members had record of. “This appears to show over one thousand worlds that could be teeming with life. How have we never seen this before?”

“Because,” I traced a finger through an immense dark patch on the screen, “there’s nothing for something like a hundred light years. That’s a long way to cross.”

Suma leaned back, staring at the image. “Dean, we need to cross-reference the Crystal Map with this.”

I tapped the screen, feeling excited. “You mean… we can learn which worlds on the Maev map show life, and which ones link to the fully expanded Shandra network.” I let out a laugh. “This could be a great way for the Gatekeepers to make contact with other worlds across this dark space.”

Suma beamed. “Wait until my dad sees this!”

“What’s all the enthusiasm for?” Slate asked from the doorway. 

We explained the theory to him, and he nodded along. “It sounds fine, but it’s also a good way to stick your head into a hornet’s nest.” Walo appeared at his side. “Sorry, I didn’t mean that in a bad way.” 

“What is a hornet?” she asked, and Slate suppressed a laugh. I could tell from the smirk on his face it was a challenge. 

I took over. “Walo, it’s an insect from Earth. They… well, they look a lot like you. The same markings… the… stinger.” I forced myself not to let my eyes wander behind her, where a stinger was nestled under her uniform. 

“I understand. And they’re dangerous?” she asked me. 

“They like to attack,” I told her, and she buzzed a laugh. 

“So do I,” she said. 

“How’s Sergo doing?” I asked her. 

“He’s fine. I’m sorry he’s so stupid. He really means well, he’s just…” Walo was cut off by each of us. 

“Self-absorbed,” I offered. 

“Brain dead?” Slate asked. 

“A terrible thief,” Suma finished. 

Walo cocked her head to the side. “I was going to say a buffoon, but you guys covered it. He is sorry, if that’s any consolation.”

I doubted that was true, but let it slide. “We’re venturing to the Horizon. We can deal with him there.”

“Actually, I spoke with Magnus. He thinks we should go straight to Zoober on the Tri-System Station to make the swap,” Slate said. 

“Did he say why?” I asked. 

“Because we’re losing two days, minimum, by passing it. I guess it’s been a long couple months being stationary,” he told me. 

I didn’t blame Magnus. I was growing weary of being crammed on this Padlog ship. Slate, Hectal, and I were sharing a room with two bunks, so we had to sleep in shifts, and there wasn’t much to do on board. 

“We’ll be there in less than a day, then?” I asked, and Slate nodded. 

“I’m off to bed,” he said, and Walo sat with us in the small room. 

“Suma, why didn’t the Emitter render us powerless too? I never understood that,” I said. 

“When it was on the other side of our shields, we were blocking it,” she said. 

“I can see that part… but inside. Dubs wasn’t affected. How did it work?” I asked, and Walo leaned in with interest. 

Suma appeared to search for an explanation. She knew I wasn’t an expert and wouldn’t take well to technical jargon. “From what I understand, the Emitter sends pulses that create barriers to charges and currents. Basically, the resulting fields cause any energy devices to fail, but here’s the tricky part. It has a window around it, a sphere if you will, and the pulses emit fifty feet out from the device in all directions.”

I nodded. “This is why the Maev androids were functioning inside the ship, but not on the other vessels.”

“Exactly.”

“How far can the range extend, and do you think Clare could duplicate or expand the reach?” 

Suma drummed her fingers. “I’m not sure. It was a few thousand kilometers in space. I suspect that could be boosted.”

“How about targeting one specific ship? Could you affect one type of drive or system?” I asked, picturing the V-shaped alien vessel we’d been studying on Haven. Clare had all the data on board the Horizon, so she could begin working on it right away. 

“I understand what you’re saying, Dean. And yes, I think we could do that, given enough time,” she said. 

“I have a feeling we’ll be sailing through space for a few months with nothing but time,” I told her. “I better hit the hay too.”

“My grandfather was right about you guys. You’re ambitious,” Walo said. 

I smiled at her. “Self-preservation is important.”

“Good night. I’ll check on Sergo, then rest as well.” Walo left us alone, and I stood by the doorway. 

“Suma,” I whispered when the female Padlog was down the hall and out of earshot, “do me a favor.” I told her my plan, and she broke into a smile. 

“I’ll start right now,” she told me.

 

 

Twelve

 

I wanted to stop by the Horizon, but Magnus told us we needed to finish with Zoober first. We had everything ready, and we docked at the Tri-System Station, searching for anything resembling a V-shaped Kold vessel, not finding one parked nearby. 

Loweck stood at the lead, donning her black uniform again. I put my suit on, and Hectal and Slate returned to their roles as our muscle. Suma and Walo left with us, leaving Dubs alone with Sergo. 

Against his wishes, I tied Sergo up, asking Dubs to guard the bedroom we threw him into. Sergo protested, but not enough for me to believe him. 

“Let’s get this over with,” I told the group, trying to snap into my role as Reginald Vanhoutte. I stuck my nose up as we entered the station, pretending that everything about the place offended my senses. 

“I’m not going to bother with the hotel this time,” Loweck said. 

Suma scanned a directory of the station as the same android, or perhaps one that was identical, appeared and spoke to us. “Can we find you a room again? Perhaps a dining experience on the lowest level? You will have a vibrant underwater experience you didn’t even know you needed.” This robot loved its job. 

“Sure, let’s do that,” Loweck said grimly. The elevator arrived once again, and we lowered to the center of the station, passing floors in a rush of blurry images and smells, eventually stopping on what was, we were told, the deepest level. 

We stepped off the elevator and were faced with a gigantic underwater tank, separated by a clear energy barrier.

Another android appeared, this one coral pink in color. “Welcome to Paradise,” it said in English. “Please follow me.” It waved a hand, and a passageway opened up in the barrier. Suma went first, and a coating surrounded her as she stepped through. She waved at us from inside the water, and I could tell she was still breathing effortlessly. 

“Cool, Boss,” Slate said quietly, stepping forward to go next. He was covered in the same casing, and we each took our turns. I entered last and felt the pressure build around me as the breathing skin attached to me. It spread out, giving me a reprieve from the weight of the water. I had no problem breathing, and when I tried to talk, I was amazed anyone could hear me.

“This is bizarre,” Walo said. Her small wings flicked to and fro. 

“Right this way.” The robot swam smoothly toward a table near the outer window of the station. Here we had a view of space beyond, thousands of stars blinking in the distance as we sat at a table under water. Everything was warm, and brightly-colored alien fish swam by us. I didn’t remark, because for all I knew, they were vastly intelligent creatures visiting the station like we were. 

“I can’t believe we don’t float around,” Suma said. 

“The skins have an added weight, keeping your feet planted on the bottom,” the pink android explained. 

“How are we going to find Zoober here?” Hectal asked. He seemed panicked under the water, his gaze darting around.

“You don’t find Zoober…” a familiar voice started. 

“Zoober finds you,” Loweck finished, and I had to chuckle, forcing a straight face as the frog man hopped over to our table. 

“See… you get me, Phantom. You were fast. Too fast. There’s no way you found what I was after, not with all of you still intact,” Zoober said. 

“Have a seat,” I said, motioning for him to join our party at the ten-person table. 

He glanced to his guards, who were surrounding him, and he nodded, accepting a seat beside me. 

Loweck pulled something from her pocket. “We have what you’re after, right here.” She flipped the data drive between her fingers. 

Zoober’s throat pushed out, sending a croak through the water. “You really did it?” He sounded shocked. 

“We’re the Ghosts. We told you there are none better. Now, are we done playing games? Give us the location of the Rutelium world,” Loweck said. 

“If that has what I hope it does, no problem. You will be granted the coordinates.” He tried to stick his small hand out and realized he couldn’t reach her from there. 

“Give the coordinates to us, or I destroy this. I’m fed up, and we almost lost our ship acquiring this.” Loweck was exaggerating a little, but Zoober was buying what she was selling. 

“Don’t… I said I’d make the trade, and I will.” 

The server came, and Loweck glanced at me, then at the frog. “Deal. But first… we eat.”

 

____________

 

We were eagerly on the lift two hours later, with the planet’s details in hand. The Rutelium was on a world named Mion V9. “It’s not close, but we should be able to find it,” Suma said. 

Zoober had disappeared as soon as the transaction occurred, making an excuse. He gave us an account linked to a credit broker on Bazarn Five, where we were to send statements and his twenty percent shares, after the mine was set up. From the way he was eyeballing the data drive, I didn’t think the mine was a pressing matter to him any longer. 

“You did edit the files, right?” I asked Suma, and she nodded slightly. “Good. We don’t need that kind of information being sold to the highest bidder. I almost feel bad for the guy.” We’d changed the formula slightly, so that any tests of mind transference would fail at the last moment. The information Zoober held was useless.

“I don’t. I think he’s scum,” Walo said. 

My earpiece buzzed, and Dubs’ voice carried through. “Captain, we have an issue.”

“What is it?” I asked. 

“Sergo. He… escaped.”

“What? How?” I asked. 

“I’d rather speak in private,” Dubs said, and the call ended. 

“Time to board. Sergo’s gone,” I told the gang, and Walo buzzed in anger. 

It wasn’t long before we were on the Padlog vessel, where we met Dubs pacing back and forth. “I’m sorry, Captain. He told me he had to use the bathroom. I didn’t know what else to do,” he said. 

“What happened?” Slate asked. 

“I untied him, and he shut the door on me, barring it closed. By the time I broke out, he was gone. It appears he took the Emitter with him.” Dubs’ eyes dimmed as he spoke. 

“That low-life piece of…” Slate was fuming. 

Walo was already moving for the exit. “Where did he go? We can still catch him.” 

“He couldn’t have gone far, but I honestly don’t care. Dubs, take us out. Before Sergo realizes he took the fake,” I said with a smile. 

Slate was about to object when my words registered in his brain. “Fake? Did you say fake?”

Suma crossed the cargo hold and pressed one of the hidden compartments open, revealing the real Emitter. The red crystal was dark, since we’d shut it off once out of the danger zone weeks ago. 

“And the one Sergo had?” Walo asked. 

“Suma made a duplicate. I knew he was going to do something stupid like this. I’m sorry, Walo. He’s not quite a stand-up man,” I told her. 

Walo bristled, buzzing as she muttered to herself. “Grandfather was right. He is terrible. He abandoned me. After all we’ve been through.”

The ship detached from the station, and we left, finally with the coordinates for our next stop in hand. I still hadn’t learned anything more about the Kold aliens, but with this new weapon in our hands, I hoped we could at least help protect Haven. 

 

____________

 

“Welcome back, Dean Parker,” a British voice said as I emerged into the hangar. I glanced around, seeing no one. 

“Who said that?” I asked the empty room. 

“KIM,” she answered. “The captain would like to speak with you when you have a moment.” 

I wasn’t sure I’d get used to an AI watching over my every move. “I’ll stop by his office when I get a chance.”

The hangar doors opened, revealing Mary and Jules. The moment my daughter spotted me, she ran for me, and I lowered to the ground, bracing for her jump into my arms. 

“Hi, honey,” I said, kissing her firmly on the cheek. 

“Hi, Papa! You’re home!”

“I am.” Mary arrived and passed me the sweetest smile I’d ever seen. I knew I’d missed my family, but seeing them up close and in person reminded me just how much. 

Loweck and Slate said hello to my family and kept moving, walking hand in hand to the hallways beyond. 

“Are you guys a sight for sore eyes. I’ve been staring at Hectal too long,” I said, bumping the big Keppe in the stomach with my elbow. It was like hitting stone. 

“You’re no prize to share a room with either, Dean. Mary, does he always complain about messes that much?” Hectal asked my wife. 

“Yes. And he’s loosened up over the years, can you imagine?” Mary laughed.

Hectal shook his head, and he gave Jules a high five on his way through. 

Walo walked by, saying hello, and Mary glanced at me with worry. “Where’s Sergo?” she quietly asked when we were alone. 

I shrugged. “You mean he’s not with you? I’ll tell you about it in a while.”

Mary slapped me on the arm, and I held Jules, giving her a few more sloppy kisses on the cheek. “What have you been up to, my petite princess?”

I set her down, and she tugged on my pants. “Papa, why were you gone so long?”

Mary frowned. “She’s been like this for weeks. All she wanted to know was where you were. When you were coming home. She has something important to tell you, I guess.”

I crouched low, and Jules stared me in the eyes. “I’m sorry, honey. They needed me to help. You understand that, right?”

“Yes. I want to help.” 

“You can help us by going to school and learning, okay?” I asked. 

She nodded. “Papa, we can help the tiny people.”

“What?” I asked. 

“I see them. They need our help,” she told me. 

“Dean, it’s been like this for a few days now. She’s drawing them too.” Mary unfolded a piece of paper from her pocket and passed it over. 

The drawing was consistent with a four-year-old’s, which she was, and I couldn’t really tell what it was supposed to be. Then I saw the symbol on the corner of the page. Four lines at an angle, with an oval overtop.

“It’s the symbol she was trying to show Patty when we caught them in the portal room,” I whispered. 

“I forgot about that. We should investigate it,” Mary said. 

“We will,” I told her. “Jules, what does this mean?”

She took the paper, her face scrunched up as she analyzed it; then she shrugged, passing it over to me. “I told you. They need our help.” 

I was crouched beside her, and I gave her a hug. “We’ll help them, then. Sound good?” I glanced up at Mary, who was likely annoyed at the promises I was making our daughter, but she didn’t voice anything about it, at least not now. 

“What do you say we go home and see Maggie?” I asked. 

“Maggie!” Jules said, walking for the door. I passed the folded page to Mary. 

“Seriously, where’s Sergo?” my wife asked as we strolled the corridors. Jules was saying hello to everyone we passed, and they all greeted her politely. 

“He tried to steal the Emitter. I guess he thought he’d procure some serious credits on the black market, which I’m sure he would have if he didn’t take the fake Suma made,” I said. 

Mary smiled. “You two make quite the team. Did you shoot him out of the airlock?”

“We didn’t have to. He abandoned ship at the Tri-System Station, and we left him there,” I told her. 

“He doesn’t know he has the fake?” she asked. 

“Nope.” We laughed about it, and Jules joined us, even though she wasn’t paying attention to our conversation. “It’s good to be with you. How’s Junior? How are you?”

She ran a hand to her belly, and I could see the outline of her expanding womb. As corny as it sounds, she was glowing. This time, her pregnancy was showing up faster, and she wore it well. 

“I’m doing very well. Nick says everything is perfect, and we have nothing to worry about. He knows the sex, but I couldn’t ask without you being with me,” she said. 

We arrived at our suite, and Jules ran inside to see Maggie, who rolled around the front entrance as my little girl stroked her collar. 

“What do you think? Should we find out?” I asked. I wanted her opinion before I threw mine out there. 

Mary nodded. “I want to know, Dean.” She grabbed my arm and settled in close as we walked down the hall to the room awaiting the new arrival. At this time, it was gender neutral, the crib and rocking chair matching dark wood. 

“Then so do I,” I told her, and we stared into the room. I knew that in a few months it would be the home of a new baby, another extension of Mary and me introduced into the universe. I wondered how Jules was going to react. She understood that Mommy was pregnant, and that another child was coming, and she acted happy about it. Would that change when the attention shifted to a needy screaming baby?

“I wonder how Karo’s doing,” Mary said. “We never did make it to see them.”

“So do I. Why don’t we visit them?” I suggested. 

“What…through the portal?” she asked. We hadn’t used it yet, but a few of the Gatekeepers on board had, and it was working flawlessly.

“Sure, why not? We have the Emitter. We have the location of this Rutelium world, which they’re working on mapping from here. The Horizon will be traveling for months to get there. Let’s take a few trips. How about we head to see Karo, Ableen, and their tiny Theos babies, and then go see Regnig?”

“Regnig!” Jules said, flapping her arms around as she ran through the hall. She had an affinity for the little bird man. I think she enjoyed the fact he could talk to her with his mind only, and that she was now taller than him. 

“What do you say, Jules? Do you want to see Karo and the babies too?” Mary asked. 

Jules stopped in the hall, Maggie sitting on our daughter’s feet, her tongue lolling out to the side of her mouth. Jules went dead serious and nodded. “Yes. I want to see the babies.”

Mary smiled at me, eyebrows raised. “I guess that settles it. Jules is in.”

“How’s the new job coming along?” I asked her, and she let out a sigh. 

“Pretty well. It’s running a lot smoother than it was before you left,” she told me. 

I showered, and we spent the rest of the night playing games and reading before heading to bed. I had a meeting with Suma and Magnus in the morning and didn’t want to be late. I fell asleep picturing the four slanted lines with the oval and told myself to remember to research them when I woke up.

 

 

Thirteen

“The process has taken more time than we expected,” Magnus said. An android came in, bringing jugs of water and carafes of coffee. It moved quietly and efficiently, and I poured myself a cup of steaming brew when it was gone. 

“You’re saying we’re having issues superimposing the Crystal Map on file with the star map from the Maev vessel?” I asked. 

Suma tapped a console, and the image on the screen changed. “Yes. The Maev information was from a long time ago, but not long enough for the universe to have shifted too much. You know the theory of the ever-expanding universe?” she asked. 

“That the distance between two points within space expands over a period of time,” I said. 

“Right. Or at least, at the most basic level,” Suma said without a hint of insult. “There have been enough variations from their map to not line up exactly as we’d hoped. We’re working on it, but we won’t know if Mion V9, in the Utib Three system, will have a portal for a while.”

“Mion V9 is the world with Rutelium?” Slate asked from his seat beside Magnus. He’d shaved and wore a crisp blue uniform. On his other side was Loweck, and she was leaning forward, observing with interest. 

“That’s right,” Suma said. 

“The same place where we’re supposed to find out what happened to the globe-world, correct?” I pressed. 

“The one and the same,” Magnus said. 

I was still finding it hard to believe the two were related but kept my distrust to myself. “I’m going to obtain the globe-world from Regnig. Mary, Jules, and I will visit Karo, then head to Bazarn… if that’s okay with you.” I hadn’t run the plan by Magnus, and he was, after all, the captain of the starship. 

Magnus squinted at me for a moment but nodded. “That’s perfect. We’re on a course for Utib Three now,” he said, and Suma switched the screen to show our trajectory through space. “We’ll arrive in nine months and twelve days.”

“Space… no wonder the Keppe ordered three-year missions at minimum,” Slate said. “We’ve been spoiled by the use of the portals.”

“Too bad we can’t bring spaceships through the crystal Shandras,” I said. They were effective and amazing, but also limited. 

“Yes, it is too bad, but could you imagine if a fleet of enemy vessels could appear through a portal into your planet? It’s probably better this way,” Magnus said. 

“You could still bring an army, especially on a planet that isn’t even aware they have a portal tucked away in a mountain range,” Loweck said with a frown. 

“Good point. Dean, do you mind if we ask the Gatekeepers on board to update us? I feel so disconnected from their venture,” Magnus said. 

“Sure.” I crossed the room and tapped a message into a console on the wall. I sent it to Loo-six and her partner in crime, Weemsa, the two Gatekeepers we’d rescued from the Misters over a year ago. 

We drank coffee and chatted about the next nine months while we waited, which wasn’t long. The two Gatekeepers entered the meeting room, wearing their matching white uniforms. Sarlun would be proud of them. 

Weemsa was tall, at least seven feet high, but the ceilings on board were built for beings of his stature, especially with the Keppe on board. Loo-six smiled at us, her green face pulling tight at the gesture. 

“Greetings, Captain,” she said to Magnus, and he motioned for them to have a seat across the table. “Hello, Dean Parker.”

“Sorry I haven’t had much time to talk with you and the rest of the Gatekeepers,” I told them. “How are things going?”

Weemsa stretched his long arms out on the table, reaching for a cup of coffee. He talked while he poured. “They’re remarkably well, Dean. We’ve been working through the Crystal Map, and here’s what we’ve found so far.” He plugged a drive into the tabletop console, and a hologram appeared in the center of the table. Suma dimmed the lights, and we stared at the sharp blue lights emitting from the projection. 

“Here we have the Map in its entirety. This is a vast area, billions of light years. It would take you thousands of years to traverse using our regular hyperdrive engines.” Weemsa highlighted one planet near the lower right edge, and one by the upper left. “As you can see, these are the worlds we have on record and cataloged.” Out of the thousands of new worlds uncovered when Jules had fixed the web of portals once powered by the Theos, fewer than two hundred lit up. 

“There are so many dangers when going to a new world, and we’re trying to mitigate the risk as well as we can,” Loo-six told us. 

“How are you doing this?” Slate asked. 

“We go in pairs, as always, wear armored EVAs, and scope the planet from the portal entrance before stepping foot onto the world. We’ve utilized the new drones Chief Engineer LeBlanc gave us, and they’re working very well. We’re able to rotate around each world within twenty-four hours, scanning and recording images so we can add to our database and decide later which planet we’d like to further examine.”

“For now you’re only arriving, scanning, recording, and leaving, then?” I asked. 

“That’s correct. That’s what Sarlun has asked of us,” Weemsa replied. 

“How many of the new map locations have you explored so far?” Suma asked. 

The new sites were highlighted in yellow, and at least twenty were glowing that color. 

“We’ve marked five of these as thriving with life, some clearly intelligent.” Loo-six tapped the console, and she pointed to the screen on the wall. A video feed of a world from a hovering drone’s point of view appeared. “This is what we’re calling Thirteen, for lack of a better designation system. We’ve assigned each new planet a numerical value, and are using them until we have a better basis for naming them.”

It showed a civilization below, hundreds of beings in the streets. The land was desert-like, dunes stretching far beyond the city, but a large lake glimmered in the sunlight beside a castle and walled metropolis. It wasn’t futuristic; instead, it seemed to be built of rocks and stones, much like our ancient Egypt. 

“We estimate over fifty thousand of the locals live within this walled complex, which appears to be over ten kilometers in length, and half that in width,” Loo-six said. 

“Why the walls?” Slate asked. “Enemies nearby?”

“We think,” Weemsa started, and waited for his partner to find the right section of the footage, “that they’re protecting themselves from these.” The image zoomed, and from far away it appeared to be a herd of elephants. As they neared, they had a startling resemblance to horned dinosaurs. 

“Dinosaurs!” Slate exclaimed. 

“I wouldn’t get too excited about it,” Suma said. “If they built hundred-foot walls to protect themselves from the beasts, I wouldn’t want to see them in action.”

“Still… it’s kind of cool,” Slate said quietly. 

“Especially from an aerial view, watched on board a starship,” Magnus said. 

“This is some really great stuff. No injuries or anything to report?” I asked. 

Weemsa shook his head. “Nothing like that yet. We’re trying to be diligent.”

Sarlun had reiterated how vital it was to be safe, especially after those groups had vanished on the other side of the portals when they were failing. We’d lost two of them because of the shapeshifter, and we couldn’t let that happen again. 

“I’m impressed with what you’ve been able to accomplish,” I told them, and they both sat up higher in their seats. “I’ll be using the portal for the first time. Anything I should know?” 

“Business as usual. I’d been feeling… I don’t know how to explain it… something before. A hunger, or a longing, as I traveled through them, but that’s gone,” Loo-six said. Weemsa cleared his throat, and she continued, pointing a thumb at him with her short arm. “He doesn’t believe me.”

I smiled. “Weemsa, I understand your trepidation, but I’ve seen too many things while traveling through the portals to dismiss her explanation.” I didn’t tell them that I’d been paused in a vast white purgatory, while a twenty-year-older version of myself spouted vague warnings at me. Because I hardly believed them myself. 

“Thank you, Dean. See?” She slapped Weemsa on the arm. “I told you.”

I had an idea. “Can you guys send me copies of all the footage you’re compiling?”

“I’ll ping you the access codes. You can receive notifications any time we’ve uploaded a new world’s information. Suma too?” Loo-six asked, and Suma nodded.

“That would be wonderful,” the Shimmali woman said. 

“Thanks for the update,” Magnus said. “Keep doing what you’re doing, and let me or the crew know if there’s anything else you need.” 

“Thank you, Captain. We’re grateful for your time.” Loo-six appeared to understand they were being dismissed, and she pulled the drive then yanked Weemsa away from the table, grinning at me as they exited. 

Slate rubbed his chin. “I wonder what else they’re going to find out there. It’s exciting to see.”

“Can you imagine how many worlds we’ll explore? Do you remember when we were home, arguing about whether or not intelligent life existed outside of Earth? It’s so hard to believe we’re here now, aboard a starship, discussing the thousands of potentially life-sustaining worlds,” I said. 

“Also… dinosaurs,” Slate added. 

“And those are just the ones with portal destinations on them. Imagine how many more there are among the stars,” Magnus said, staring toward the now-blank screen on the wall. 

“I grew up with the knowledge of numerous lifeforms. It must be strange to come to the information so late in your existence,” Suma said. 

“Who are you calling ‘late in your existence’?” Slate asked, and I threw a sugar cube at him, hitting him in the chest. 

“My people didn’t know about life on other worlds until we were invaded and destroyed. Our paths mirror the humans’ in more ways than one,” Loweck said. Other than the fact she had orange skin, she appeared quite human. Her eyes were slightly larger, and her nails were thick and green, but that was where the variances appeared to end.  

Slate reached over and took her hand. She’d been rescued after her family and town had been attacked, and they’d fitted her with robotic parts to keep her alive. Later, she’d joined the crew of an Udoon ship, which unluckily was destroyed outside of the Rescaps’ world. Her story was tragic, but she appeared happy enough now with Slate at her side, and the title of Lieutenant Loweck, Chief of Security, aboard the great Horizon starship. 

“We have a lot to be thankful for. All of us,” Magnus said. “Dean, things are running way smoother now that Mary has joined our team, and I don’t expect much to go wrong while you’re off seeing Karo and Regnig. Bring the globe, and we’ll figure this task out. In the meantime, I’ve asked that Slate and Loweck run our crew through a full fitness regiment over the next nine months. 

“We’ve also developed an education program donated by Sarlun and the Shimmali people, which will teach our entire crew more about the universe around us.”

This was all new to me, and I applauded his forward thinking. “Great ideas. I told you you’d make a better captain than me,” I told him, and he laughed. 

“I can’t wait to move these people into shape. I’ve seen too many of them taking the easy way out: eating too many donuts in the courtyard after their shifts are over,” Slate said, cracking his knuckles. 

“Just remember, you have to work with these people, Slate. Make sure you’re on their side while you help them, okay?” I pushed my coffee cup away. It was time to go. 

Loweck stood up. “Thanks, Dean. That’s what I’ve been telling him, but maybe if it comes from you, he’ll finally listen.”

“Hey, I’m the commander. I don’t need to be their friend,” he said, but I knew he didn’t really believe that. He loved getting along with everyone, and seemed to realize it. “But… maybe you’re right, Dean… and Loweck.”

“Good. When do you leave?” Magnus asked as we headed for the meeting room’s exit. 

“Right now. They’re waiting for me,” I said. 

In the hallway, we went separate directions, and Suma stayed behind. “I’ll have the Map lined up by the time you return.”

“Thanks, Suma. Hopefully, it works,” I told her. 

“Say hi to Ableen and Karo for me,” Suma said, and I watched her exit towards the hall. A door opened near the science wing, and Silo, her boyfriend, emerged. I stood and watched them interact for a few seconds, and saw the way her snout wagged as they talked. I was happy to see her flourishing aboard the Horizon. 

I checked the time, hurried past the corridors filled with busy crew members, and down the elevator. It was time to use a portal from the center of the starship.

 

 

Fourteen

 

The guards let us enter without delay, and we arrived in the ship’s portal room. It was still strange to see it here, where it shouldn’t belong. It was the first ever portal, to our knowledge, that wasn’t affixed to a planet, and even though everyone had been telling us how safe it was, I couldn’t shake the niggling doubt that it was risky to use. 

Mary didn’t seem to hold any of these feelings, and she strode right up to the glowing green crystal. The glass walls illuminated hundreds of symbols, and Jules tugged on my sleeve as I set our bags to the floor. Maggie was with us, and she walked the perimeter of the room, checking it out for signs of other dogs, presumably. 

“Papa,” Jules said calmly. 

“Yes, little one?” I asked. 

“Are we going to help?” she asked. 

I looked down at her, those piercing green eyes matching the color of the large crystal. “Help what?”

“You know,” she said, and suddenly, I did. 

“Dean, I think she’s talking about that symbol again.” Mary was at the table, scrolling through the icons. She landed on the one Jules had been drawing for us, the one with four angled lines and the oval. 

“Jules, we’re not going there. Not yet. I don’t know enough about it.” I’d been so busy. All I’d done was check the Gatekeeper logs and saw that no one had visited the world. It was unmarked, and I wasn’t about to bring my family there into a potentially dangerous scenario. I didn’t know which place it mirrored on the Crystal Map, but once Suma finished her project, I might be able to decipher it. 

“But… Papa, I thought we helped people,” she said, pouting. 

“We do, honey, but not yet, okay?” Mary told her. 

“Okay, Mom. Can we see the babies?” Jules asked. 

She’d been really into babies lately, especially with her own little sibling coming. “We are going to go see them now,” I told Jules, and she beamed, forgetting about helping the people of a faraway planet for the time being. I was relieved for now. Her ability to even comprehend that someone so far away needed our assistance was unsettling. 

Mary kept telling me we needed to embrace her gifts, but I wasn’t there yet. I could only see the danger, the exploitation potential if everyone knew she alone had fixed the portal network. Jules would be an attractive being to exploit, and I wouldn’t let that happen. 

“Are we ready?” Mary asked, and I glanced at the table, seeing the symbol for the Theos home world. I grinned to myself as I remembered the protection they’d placed against that symbol to keep anyone away from their planet. I’d found a way around it, and that was when the guards from Bazarn Five had really started to dislike me. They still did. They were loyal to a fault, only not to me. To the Shandra. 

“All set,” I said, grabbing Maggie’s leash, making sure she stayed in the vicinity of the portal’s reach. 

Jules held my hand as the green light grew until we were basking in its glow, and when it receded, we were safe on the Theos world, in the very same room where Karo’s father had been set free before Jules had touched the stone and erupted the entire network to life. 

We left the room behind, Mary and I with packs slung over our shoulders. Jules was holding a notebook, one she’d been scribbling drawings and practicing her letters in. 

“It’s beautiful,” Mary said as we emerged onto the streets of crystal. Tall buildings rose from the ground, up into the clouds. The skies were covered today, no sunlight peeking through. I’d never seen the city like this, and it was odd to not witness the resulting prisms cast around the streets from the clear crystal reflecting the sun. “You remember the way to Karo’s?”

I nodded, but Jules was already in the lead, humming a tune I wasn’t familiar with. I glanced at Mary, who shrugged as if this was totally normal. Maggie pulled on the leash, sniffing the alien world. She stopped to pee on the side of the road.

The walk didn’t take long. This was only Mary’s second time here, the first since Ableen gave birth, and she was excited to see the bundles of joy. I’d already visited them once, when they were first born, and Mary and Jules had left me on Earth to reach Haven before me. 

We arrived at their home, the same squat building as before, and I went to knock on the hard stone slab, when it slid open, my hand passing through air. 

“Dean, what a surprise,” Ableen said. She held one of her children to her chest and hugged me cautiously. I unclipped Maggie’s tether, and she bounded inside excitedly. 

“Oh, Ableen, she’s beautiful,” Mary said, stroking the tiny gray-skinned baby’s forehead lightly with a thumb. The little girl’s hair was already longer than before, a pure white mane mirroring her parents. 

“Ableen?” I heard Karo’s voice call from the next room. 

“Karo, we have company,” Ableen said, and Karo emerged holding two of the babies, one in each arm. I glanced to the floor, where another was sleeping soundly in a hovering bed of light. Maggie was sitting beside the baby boy, as if guarding him. 

“Dean! Mary! And sweet little Jules. Come in,” Karo said. He tapped the floor with his left foot, and two other beds of light appeared. He nestled one baby, then the other, onto the surfaces, and they happily accepted the comfortable positions. 

The door closed behind us, and we set our things on the floor. The place was still clean, but I saw little toys and devices stacked on the tables and couches. 

“How’s things?” I asked, one eyebrow raised. 

Karo smiled, but I could see he was exhausted. “We couldn’t be happier.”

Jules tugged on Ableen’s dress. “Hi, Ableen. Can I see the baby?”

“Sure, Jules,” Ableen said. She crossed the room to sit on the couch, and Jules hopped up beside the Theos woman. “You have to be careful, okay?”

Jules sat still, holding her arms outstretched as Ableen passed the little girl over to her. 

My daughter held the tiny Theos so carefully, and kept glancing over to her mother to see if she was doing a good job.

“You’re being so great with her, Jules,” Mary told her. “Make sure you keep her head upright.” 

Jules did and smiled as she stared at the little baby. The Theos were a tall race, Karo seven feet tall and Ableen not much shorter. I’d been surprised to learn their children were born about half the size of humans. 

Even now, a few months after they were born, they were still only around six pounds each. “Which one is this again?” I asked Ableen. “Noom?”

She nodded. “You’re right!”

“Good guess,” I admitted. I went to the now sleeping remaining three, and pointed at the feminine one. I always found judging the sexes of human babies difficult, but the Theos offspring were noticeably different. The males’ heads were slightly wider, their eyes deeper. “This one must be Paleen, and this one is Barl?” I asked about the middle boy.

“Yes, that is Barl,” Karo said proudly. It was his father’s name, and Paleen was Ableen’s mother’s. “And that is little Karo Jr.”

“Do they stay this tiny?” Jules asked. 

“No, dear,” Ableen said. “They’ll grow up like you are, and eventually, they’ll be as large as me and Karo, just like you will grow to be much like your mother.”

Jules nodded and beamed at her mom. “I’d like that, Mom.”

“Me too, honey,” Mary said. 

“What brings you all? Weren’t you going on the starship? I didn’t expect a visit for some time,” Karo said. 

We all sat down, and Jules handed Noom back, and Karo set the child into a fourth bed of light. They all slept soundly within minutes, Maggie lying in front of them all on her side. 

I explained the portal on the starship, and Karo’s eyes went wide. “That’s spectacular. Who would have thought?”

“Your people are very inventive,” Ableen told us. 

“What have you been up to?” Karo asked. 

I told them about the mission we were on, and talked about the Ghosts, pulling a job for Zoober at the Tri-System Station, and then about Sergo sneaking on to our ship, and his eventual attempt at betrayal. 

“I shouldn’t have trusted him,” I admitted. 

“It doesn’t sound like you did,” Karo said. “I can only hope he gets what’s coming to him at some point.”

“I have a feeling he already has,” Mary said. 

“And what’s next for the Horizon?” Karo stood up, bringing us beverages from his kitchen. 

“We’re heading to the coordinates we received from Zoober, and Mary and I are going to Bazarn to talk with Regnig, and ask for the frozen world,” I told them. 

“The shrunken one?” Karo asked with a shudder. 

“The very same.” He’d been the one to pluck it from the shelves, last time we’d been to Fontem’s collection with Regnig. “I was thinking about stopping by and seeing Garo Alnod while we were nearby. Rivo says he’s healthier now, and it’s been a while.”

“We do have nine months to kill,” Mary said, and as if the time period reminded her, she made the announcement. “Speaking of nine months. I have a few left to go.” She stood up and ran a hand to her stomach. 

“You’re with child?” Ableen asked. Mary was in baggy clothing, and it was impossible to tell.

“Congratulations! Pretty soon, you’ll catch up!” Karo exclaimed. 

“I don’t know about that, but we’re excited about it,” Mary said. 

Jules was sitting quietly, and she scribbled in her notebook, using a crayon, her tongue sticking out the side of her mouth. 

“Do you know if it’s a boy or girl?” Ableen asked, and we shook our heads. 

“We’re going to, but we didn’t consult with Nick before we left. I kind of like the suspense,” Mary said. 

“If you ever feel the need to practice with a baby again, feel free to borrow one or three from us,” Karo said. 

“Don’t listen to Karo. He loves his litter,” Ableen said, shooting a glare at Karo. 

“Is anyone hungry?” Karo asked. 

I found I was, and Jules put away her notepad and raised her hand. “I’m hungry, Karo.”

“Then pizza it is,” Karo said. 

Ableen rolled her eyes. “What is it with him and pizza? I assume I have you to blame for this.” She looked right at me. 

I shrugged. “He took the recipe from me when I first met him. How was I to know?”

The Theos had remarkable technology, and a minute later, the smell of a fresh pepperoni and mushroom pizza floated through their home. We washed up, and Maggie found her perch under the table as dinner was served. The babies stayed where they were, soundly sleeping in unison. Tiny planets decorated the blankets wrapped around them, and they were lit up; images moved on the woven material.

Ableen noticed me staring at the covers. “A gift from Regnig,” she said softly. 

“Are they like this all the time?” Mary asked. 

Karo laughed, and Ableen joined him. “I think this is the longest they’ve stayed quiet since they’ve been born.”

“I guess we’ll have to visit more often,” Mary told them, and Jules agreed. 

We had dinner and chatted like old friends for another hour, and eventually, Ableen and Karo fed the babies and loaded them into a lightweight cart, custom-designed to carry four Theos children and any supplies they might need along the way. 

It was still daylight outside, and the entire group went for a stroll through the evacuated city as the sun began to set. Karo slid a device from his pocket and pressed a few icons, and the streets along our path began to emit a soft blue light, guiding our way. 

“That’s handy,” I said. “Can you control the entire city with that?”

Karo handed it to me. “See these bars? Lift to increase the light, and each of these icons controls another section of the city. You can illuminate as much or as little as you choose.”

I fiddled with it and selected all the icons, keeping the light levels dim. The entire city lit up as far as we could see, and Jules gasped. “Papa, that’s pretty.”

“It is. Do you ever imagine this city being full again?” Mary asked. 

It was a sensitive subject, the whole Adam and Eve scenario. Could the Theos repopulate with only the two of them to start the species again?

“We’ve been doing some digging, and with Lom of Pleva’s hybrid technology, we could find a way to create Theos,” Karo said. “There is a race that creates their entire population from a lab, after their reproductive organs were affected by an incurable sickness. I know there are moral gray areas about the subject out there, but we do want to see this city thriving once again. The people created in their labs are every bit as real as you and me.”

“Garo might know how to secure those details. I’ll ask him,” I told Karo. 

“Thank you, friend,” Karo said, and we continued on our walk. Maggie stayed close by, off leash, and Jules watched everything with the innocent curiosity I’d grown accustomed to seeing from her. 

Karo and I lingered behind, me matching the slower pace of my white-haired friend. 

“What is it?” I asked him when we were out of earshot from the others. 

“The world you’re visiting…”

“What about it?” 

“Be careful. Many races came and went, often destroying themselves or being destroyed by others as they each gained interstellar travel abilities. If this race is gone, truly gone, there was a reason. And the fact that they were attempting to blackmail entire planets because they successfully shrank the globe from Fontem’s collection tells me they weren’t one of the good ones,” Karo explained. 

“I understand your concern, but if they’ve been gone for this long, what harm can there be?” I asked. 

“There are always lingering dangers, Dean. You, of all people, should know this. Also…” He stopped in the middle of the street, and met my gaze. 

“Karo, we’ve known each other a long time now. Tell me,” I urged him. 

His eyes spoke of a distant memory, an unfocused train of thought. “It’s Jules.”

My blood ran cold, and I almost grabbed him by the collar to shake it out of him. “What about her?” I forced myself to ask as calmly as I could. 

“I think my hypothesis is true. Jules is Iskios,” he said. 

My heart pounded in my eardrums, and I instantly felt unsteady on my feet. Karo’s hand snaked out, steadying me. “Dean, it’s not as bad as it sounds.”

“How so?”

“I don’t mean she’s fully Iskios, only that their essence is in her blood. She carries a lot of power in that tiny vessel of hers. You saw my people’s history. You know that the Iskios and Theos once lived among each other in peace.”

I cut him off. “Until the Iskios couldn’t stop doing torturous acts to other races, and they were forced to leave.”

Karo nodded. “They weren’t all terrible. Do you remember the vision I shared with you? We counted numerous Iskios as friends. Many mourned the moment we exiled them from this planet,” he said. 

I peered around the city, recalling how they’d both once coexisted here. “You killed them all. The Theos expertly hunted them and destroyed them all,” I told him, mindful not to sound accusatory in my tone.

“We did, and look what happened to our great race as a result. I think Jules being here means my family can grow and live on. She’s the counter to the Balance,” Karo said. 

It was starting to make sense. “The Theos couldn’t exist in the portals, not after I banished the Iskios vortex Mary was controlling into another dimension using Garo’s Shifter.” I crossed my arms as I pondered this. 

“Correct. They faded from the portals, causing the failures. They had to move on. Perhaps I could no longer exist if there were no remnants of the Iskios left.” Karo’s eyes were green too, and I wondered about that as well. They were different from Jules’, not quite as luminescent.

Maggie barked, stealing my attention away, and she ran to me, jumping onto my legs. Her head cranked sideways and her droopy cocker spaniel ear hung freely to the side. I searched my pockets and found a treat. She sat and stuck a paw out, waiting to trade a trick for the cookie. I crouched to her level and scratched her ear. Up ahead, the others waited at the edge of the street, chatting amongst themselves. Jules was walking around in circles, touching every surface she passed. 

“Because Jules is here, you can survive.” I said the words, feeling the power and pressure behind them. 

“I believe so. Without her, my children might not exist,” he told me. 

“We can’t be sure,” I said. 

“No. You’re right. We cannot be sure of this. As I said, it’s a working theory.”

“Should I be worried? About Jules?”

“I don’t think so. She’s as sweet a child as I’ve ever seen. She has your tenacity, and she runs head-first into danger when she thinks it’ll help someone. Even when she was yet three years old, she fixed the portals. She knew she could help. It’s astounding,” he said. 

“Karo, she’s been drawing a symbol for a portal world. I’m working on finding out if we have any useful information on it, but she’s adamant we need to help them,” I said. 

“Interesting. What are you going to do?” Karo asked. 

“That’s a good question. I can’t risk leaving and running to danger anymore. As you said, she’s exactly like me, and I need to teach her patience and level-headedness, two things I’ve never been good with. I want to see the world, but I need to make sure nothing bad will happen first. I might know more when we return to Horizon.” I stepped forward, and he followed. 

“What else is there? I can tell there’s something you’re withholding from me,” Karo said. 

“She… she snuck into the portal room and brought Patty with her. The guards didn’t see a thing. It’s becoming dangerous. She could have left. They’re five and four!” I said, and lowered my voice when Jules turned toward us from up the street. “She’s also… she can move things. I’ve seen her do it when she doesn’t think I’m watching. It started on Earth. Only little things so far, like a pencil or a water glass, but where is it going to end?” I asked. 

“This is most bizarre. The Iskios were powerful, and a few of them did have telekinetic abilities, but it lay dormant in most of them, and eventually, it was almost bred out of their race,” he explained. 

“I think she’s able to convince someone she’s not there. She said something about not wanting the guards to see her. I don’t know. I try to tell her to not use them, but she doesn’t understand. It all seems so natural to her,” I said. 

“That’s because she was born to it, and it’s simply part of who she is. She’ll grow older, and she will understand the value and importance of safety. You and Mary are great parents and role models. She’ll make the right decisions in life,” Karo told me, smiling widely. 

That lifted my spirits. “Thanks, bud. That means a lot.” We were catching up, and Mary glanced over, as if she was trying to read my mind. I winked, letting her know everything was okay.

Ableen set a hand on Karo’s forearm, and the tall Theos man took over pushing the cart with his four sleeping children inside. “I think it’s time to call it a night. Jules, what do you say?”

“I think we should stay up late,” Jules said, making us all laugh.

“Not this time, honey. We’re going to go see Regnig tomorrow, and you need to get some sleep,” Mary told her daughter. I was glad for it, because I hated to always be the enforcer. 

“Regnig!” Jules started flapping her arms again, and she ran out in front of us, leading the way to Karo’s house. The Theos city dimmed behind us, and I took in the view before entering their house, hoping that one day it would be full of life, laughter, and love once again.

 

 

Fifteen

 

We slept in their guestroom, which was spacious and warmer now that Ableen had taken hold of their household. The bed was stacked with blankets, and instead of cold blue lights, she’d added in some soft glowing orange crystals to the walls. 

Karo had tapped the wall, a second bed extending from it, and that was where Jules slept, more soundly than normal. I didn’t hear her talk to herself once or flail about like she did most nights. She was calm, and Maggie curled up between her feet, contently snoring the night away. 

Morning came, and the lights activated, slowly brightening to wake us. I heard the little Theos’ cries through the doorway, and Mary rolled over, flopping an arm on me. 

“Good morning,” she said, smiling at me. A piece of her dark hair hung over her right eye, and she blew it away. 

“Good morning to you too. What has you in such a good mood?” I asked. Usually, she was the first one up, always ready to start the day. She was different here; more relaxed. 

“This place. I like it. It’s almost as if the vibrations from all the crystals and stone this planet is built on are good for the mind. What do you think?” she asked.

“You’re probably right.” I nodded toward our daughter across the room. She was a sleeping angel. 

“She likes it here too. What were you and Karo talking about last night?” she asked. 

I’d been waiting for the question. I didn’t want to worry her, but I wasn’t going to keep Karo’s theory from her. “He thinks Jules has some Iskios in her.”

Judging from the look in Mary’s eyes, this didn’t come as a surprise. “We knew that,” she said. 

“We’ve never said it out loud,” I told her. I had suspected it from the moment she was born, and I saw those glowing green eyes. Now I wasn’t sure what to think about the news. 

“What does it mean for her to have some of their traits? Should we be worried?” Mary asked. She was still lying down, and we turned to the center of the bed, facing each other. 

“He doesn’t think so. He sees the wonderful person Jules is becoming… has always been. You remember the two races were extremely close, right?”

“I remember the stories,” she said. “What else did he say? I can tell there’s more.”

“He…” I paused, making sure Jules was still sleeping. “He thinks she’s the yin to their yang. She Balances him and his family.”

“No pressure there,” Mary said, letting out a sigh. “So nothing changes.”

“What do you mean?”

Mary jumped out of bed and moved toward the guest bathroom, pulling her tank top over her head. She turned to me and smiled. “It means we go on like we always have. If anything arises, we deal with it.”

“You’re okay with it all, then?” I asked, sitting up on the bed. 

“It doesn’t mean I’m okay with the fact that the Iskios tricked us and lured us into their trap, and it doesn’t mean I’m okay that they possessed me while I was pregnant with Jules.” Mary spoke quietly, and surprisingly, she was bereft of anger as she talked. “But I’m not going to let it affect me like it used to. I have other things to think about. Like this baby I’m carrying.” 

“You’re right,” I said, and she stepped into the bathroom. I heard the steam shower turn on, and I walked to the doorway. “Do you want any company?”

Mary was about to answer when I heard Jules sit up in bed. “Good morning, Papa.”

With one last look toward the fogged-up crystal walls in the shower, I returned to our room. “Hello there, my sweet princess. How did you sleep?”

“Very well. I had a lot of dreams.”

“You did? But you were so still all night,” I said. 

“You watch me?”

“Not all night, but I make sure to watch over you,” I said. 

She rubbed her eyes with her hands, clearing the drowsiness away. “I like that, Papa. Thank you.”

“I’ll never stop watching over you.” I leaned over and kissed her on the top of the head. Maggie rolled around, and she sneezed a couple of times, landing on her back. Jules gave her a tummy rub, and I threw some pants on. 

“Do we see Regnig today?” Jules asked, and Maggie’s head cocked to the side. She never knew what to make of the tiny bird-man. 

“Yes. We’re going to see Regnig. Why don’t you go see Mommy, and she’ll help you get ready?” I left her in the bedroom, and called Maggie to follow me. The dog hopped off the bed and clattered across the stone floor, joining me down the stairs, and into the main living space of the house.

“Hello, Dean,” Karo said. The four kids were hovering in chairs made of energy barriers, and four robotic arms emerged from the table, each with a bottle of milk. Two of them were crying but quickly went silent as the food arrived. 

“Good morning, guys.” I took Maggie outside, and she ran across the street to do her business. The skies were clear today, the sun bright already, shining through the local crystals. The Theos had built a wonderful city. 

“Thanks for having us over. Why don’t you make a visit to Horizon soon?” I walked to the kitchen and wrote a message on the digital board they had notes written on. I drew the symbol for our ship, so they could know which icon to press to find us. 

“Thank you, Dean. We’ll try to make it,” Karo said. “But we might wait until the little troop is older. As you can see, they’re a handful.”

“We’d love to come,” Ableen said. “Maybe in a couple of months.”

“How does the growth of your children work? Similar to that of a human?” I asked, seizing a cup of coffee. Karo seemed to have picked up a few of our habits. 

Karo shook his head. “They stay smaller for the first year, making it easier on the parents to handle them all. Theos have been known to give birth to ten children at once.”

“Ten!” I nearly spat out my coffee. 

Ableen nodded. “That’s how I feel about it. I think four is plenty, right, Karo?”

“Four is perfect,” he said in answer. 

“What happens after the first year?” I asked. 

“They begin to develop at a faster rate. By the time they’re two, they’ll be around the same place as a three-year-old human. By the time they’re ten of your years, they will be teenagers by all counts of the word,” Karo explained. 

“I can’t believe it. When does it slow?” I asked. 

“They’ll reach maturity at around fifteen of your years. I haven’t changed much since then,” Ableen said. It was very interesting. She appeared to be in her mid-twenties, if I were to guess. Karo seemed a little older, but he’d been gifted extended life as the guardian of his people and their world. 

“They’ll catch up to Jules in no time, then,” I said, glad for it. She’d have more friends, people she could trust around her. “Maybe one day they can all go to the Gatekeepers’ Academy together.”

Ableen didn’t seem to appreciate the suggestion, but Karo smiled at me. “Perhaps, Dean. Perhaps.” And that was the end of the discussion. 

Mary and Jules entered the space, ready to go, and I took my opportunity to use the steam shower. Minutes later, I emerged from the guest room and was overwhelmed by the smells of human breakfast food. 

The babies were still drinking from their bottles, slowing by the minute. One of them was dozing off, and Jules watched her with interest as she ate a piece of toast. 

A while later, we all walked to the portal room, the four children in their pushcart, and Maggie led the way this time, probably excited to be heading home. I knew she’d get over the disappointment once she was running around Regnig’s library. 

Karo and his family stopped short of the portal building, and we said our goodbyes. If Jules really was their counter to the Balance, then I tried not to think what would happen to them if Jules didn’t exist, or vice versa. It wasn’t worth the speculation. 

Minutes later, we were inside, the portal table glowing, and Mary pressed the icon for Bazarn Five, basking the room in light. 

 

____________

 

The ship came quickly after I asked the guards to reach out to Garo Alnod on behalf of Dean Parker. These sentries were much the same as the ones we’d hired to work on Horizon, only not quite as imposing. They were a similar race, though: tall, wide, and armored. 

We walked up the steps out into the promenade, where people migrated toward food stands and transportation to their final destinations on the tourist world of Bazarn. 

“It appears the planet is back in running order,” Mary said. 

“They’ve recovered nicely since Lom’s attack.” I picked Jules up and set her inside the ship with Garo’s company logo on the side of it. The blue Molariun pilot smiled at us, and the door shut. 

We strapped in, and I watched the promenade as we lifted from the edge of it. So many people, so many races of beings, all here for a vacation. There were numerous vessels docked on the space port in orbit above the world, reminding me of those Caribbean cruise liners. They’d go from port to port, ferrying in tourists to each destination so they could see the sights and shop. This wasn’t much different. 

“Excuse me, can you take us to see Garo, please?” I asked, and he nodded. 

Mary raised an inquisitive eyebrow. “First?”

“We haven’t seen him in a while, and I’d like to have a quick talk… to make sure he’s doing all right,” I said. 

Maggie stood at the edge of the small ship, watching out the side window with interest. We moved across the landscape, desert below, and then over the mountain ranges we’d first stayed on at the hotel. Rivo had surprised me there, hiding in the suite. That was when we’d learned of Lom of Pleva. It felt like so long ago.

“Are you okay?” Mary asked.

“I am. Just reminiscing,” I said. 

We arrived at Garo’s floating island, far above the surface. The pilot opened the doors, and we poured out, carrying our packs as we headed toward the mansion. It was quiet there, no one visible on the premises. Maggie stayed close, as if she sensed danger.

“Something’s wrong,” Mary said quietly, and she was right. 

“Stay here with Jules,” I said, reaching into my pack for a pulse pistol. I wished I had the rifle, but we hadn’t been planning on running into any trouble. 

Mary shook her head. “We go together.” She pulled out a gun I didn’t know she had and told Jules to stay behind her. I went to wave the pilot down, but he was already gone. 

“Why is it so quiet?” I asked.

We moved toward the home but still didn’t see or hear anything. Each time I’d come to see Garo, the place was always teeming with people: either visiting dignitaries, or staff hustling and bustling around, cleaning, gardening, cooking. 

I entered the courtyard outside the home, and the flowers were smashed, the grounds desolate. “I don’t like this place,” Jules said sadly from behind her mother. 

“Neither do I, kiddo,” Mary told her. 

We arrived at the entrance, massive double doors, and I stopped. “Do we knock?” 

Mary shook her head and pushed on the left door. It swung open with the smallest of creaks, and I went in first, gun raised. The place was ransacked. Furniture was flipped over, sheets and pillows were strewn about across the ornate marble floors, and art was torn from the walls. 

“This is horrible,” Mary whispered. 

Something broke upstairs, and I waved Mary to stay put. She didn’t argue with me this time; she just held Maggie’s leash and pushed Jules behind her, holding her gun at ready. 

I pointed up the stairs, and Mary nodded hesitantly. Another object shattered, and I ran as softly up the steps as I could, making minimal noise as I approached the second level. It overlooked the grand foyer, and I glanced down at Mary to make sure they were safe before moving toward the room all the noise was emerging from. 

I pressed my back against the wall and listened. Everything was silent, and I heard sobbing now. This was it. I stepped into the doorway, gun raised, and I nearly pulled the trigger when I saw the form in the corner. 

“Garo!” I shouted, and ran to the man. He was beaten, crouched at the edge of the room. 

“Stop. I told you everything!” he shouted through a moan.

I was at his side, and he cowered from me. 

“Garo, it’s me. Dean Parker,” I told him, and he opened his eyes, searching my face. 

“It is you,” he said. “Dean Parker. How is it you’re here?”

“What happened, Garo?” My heart was beating fast. “Are they still in the house?” I thought about Mary and Jules downstairs. 

“I don’t know,” he said. I helped him to a sitting position. This was his office, and it was ripped apart. The desk was in pieces, large chunks of wood spread around the room. 

“Where’s your wife?” I asked. 

“She wasn’t here. She’s off planet, thank goodness,” he said. 

Garo Alnod was a rich and powerful man, and even though he was small, he’d always carried himself in such a way that made most people intimidated by him. Now he was a shrunken husk of that man, thinner from his illness and recently beaten so badly, I hardly recognized him. 

“Tell me everything,” I said. “But first, I’m going to clear this place.”

“Be careful,” he warned. 

“Who are they?”

Only one of his eyes remained open; the rest of his face was swollen and puffy. “It appears Lom may have some allies.”

“Lom’s gone,” I told him. 

“But his people aren’t. His resources didn’t disappear with him,” Garo said, and I understood. 

“Stay here.” I left him there and moved through the house stealthily, like a cat on the hunt. I ended up outside at the rear of the house, and there were no signs of Lom’s people. I found the bodies of at least ten of Garo’s staff as I went, all dead. It was a bloodbath. 

I wound my way to the lobby where Mary and Jules stood. Maggie barked, the sound echoing loudly in the open-air room. 

“What’s happened here?” Mary asked. 

“Garo. He’s upstairs. Mary, can you call the guards at the portal? Let them know he was attacked and raided,” I said, and she moved to the wall, accessing the console. 

I ran upstairs, hearing Mary tell the guards exactly what she knew, and found Garo passed out in the office. I needed to find out what they were after, and why they’d left Rivo’s father alive when they killed everyone else.

 

 

Sixteen

 

The Peaks at Bazarn accepted us without hesitation. The gigantic Duupa people that worked there approached us as we exited the ship, guards flanking Garo the entire way toward the hotel. It was still as beautiful as ever, and I watched as the sun nestled behind the grand Peaks of Duup, mountains brought to Bazarn from a dying world, the ten-foot-tall people along with them. 

I noticed smoke rising from their village, and under different circumstances, I would have loved to have made time to see their town, to more accurately learn their history. I had more pressing matters now. 

“Greetings. Welcome to the Peaks at Bazarn. Can we assist with anything?” one of the locals asked. If I recalled correctly, this was the exact speech they’d given last time we stayed here. The immense Duupa’s voice still sounded like gravel rubbing against itself. I wondered if they ate stone for breakfast. 

The guards carried Garo into the hotel, beyond the torch-lit lobby and toward a massive vacant suite. Apparently, Garo owned half of the hotel, and they fussed about, trying to accommodate our needs. We had a Molariun doctor with us, and he urged us out of the bedroom while he attended to Garo’s needs. 

“This is insane,” Mary said. “We came for a nice visit with Regnig and we ended up in the middle of this.”

“It’s strange. What are the chances?” I asked. 

“With you, pretty high, I guess,” Mary said. We were in the suite’s living room, and two of Garo’s bulky guards stood at the bedroom door. 

“Why hadn’t his guards been at his house? I didn’t see any,” I told Mary.

“I don’t know. Maybe he doesn’t always have them around,” she said. “Let’s get some air. Come on, Jules.” 

Jules had Maggie’s leash and we all exited the room, heading outside. Maggie barked at one of the Duupa workers, and it bent closer, reaching out a tree-trunk-sized arm toward the dog. Maggie sniffed it, and he stroked her far more gently than I would have expected from the huge being. 

“Would you care for the use of our amenities? Perhaps a hot stone meditation?” the Duupa asked. 

“I don’t think that will be necessary,” I said, and he turned, leaving us alone.

“Mom, why is Rivo’s papa hurt?” Jules asked. 

“We don’t know, sweetie. Some bad people did it,” Mary told her. 

“I don’t like bad people. Can we stop them from hurting him again?” she asked. 

“Maybe. We hope so,” Mary said. 

“Good.”

We stood outside, watching the sun set beyond the peaks, and eventually, the doctor came outside, heading over to us. “He’ll be okay. With his illness, this has taken a lot out of him. I’ve sedated him for the time being, and it will help him recover faster. You should be able to speak with him in the morning. I’ll be staying next door if anything comes up.” 

“Thank you,” I told the blue doctor, and he shuffled off, heading inside. 

“It seems we’ll be staying the night,” I said. 

“At least we have a nice hotel room.” Mary was right. She hadn’t been there when I’d last visited. It was right before I’d met Regnig for the first time, and had finally started to track Mary and the Iskios’ location. 

“I prefer the company this time,” I told her. 

“Come on. Let’s find something to eat,” Mary said, and Jules nodded. 

 

____________

 

“Tell me what happened, Garo.” I sat in a chair beside his bed and glared at a guard watching me from the corner of the room. 

“I’d sent everyone home. I wanted some peace and quiet for once. With Rivo’s mother on a trip, I was going to have an easy week away from work, so I cut the staff to the bare minimum and sent my guards home for the day. 

“They must have been watching…. waiting, because it wasn’t even an hour later that the group arrived. They had a man with them. He looked… like a human. Markings on his face,” Garo said, running a hand across his own bruised cheek. 

“Tattoos? Looked human?” It had to be a Kold, one of the same people that had been attacking the Gatekeepers’ Academy. 

He nodded. “That’s what he appeared to be.”

“Have you seen them before? The Kold?” I asked. 

“I’ve heard that name, but only in passing. I haven’t seen him before,” Garo said. 

“What were they after?” I asked. 

“They wanted the details for my company’s ground shield,” he said before a coughing fit took over his body. 

I waited for it to subside and passed him a glass of water. He drank a sip and set it down with a shaky hand. 

“Garo, that’s the same shield you’ve donated to our Academy on Haven, isn’t it?” I asked, the entire puzzle coming a little clearer. 

“That’s right. You don’t think… they’re related, do you?” he asked. 

“I’m absolutely sure they are. We don’t know much about the Kold, only what we have from their damaged ship that landed on Haven. We also ran tests on the bodies and found they were indeed human, or as close as you could imagine. They’ve gone through different evolutionary steps, since they come from another environment. We have no idea where they came from or how we’re related. 

“All we know is they were attacking Haven, and more specifically, the Gatekeepers’ Academy. If they came to obtain the shield details, they’re going to use it to mount another attack. Did they get it?” I asked. 

Garo averted his gaze and stared at the wall. “I’m ashamed to say, they took what they wanted.”

“But they left you alive,” I told him.

“They did that. I only hope you can relay the message to Haven,” he said. 

“The Kold ships flew in from out of system. They won’t be attacking for some time. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure Haven knows to expect a coming battle. They’ve already prepared for it. We also have a large contingency of Bhlat, Padlog, Keppe, and Inlorian vessels nearby.” I sat forward in my seat.

Garo met my stare again. “You’ll also have a fleet of Molariun fighters. I’ll send them now. We’ll join the fight. It’s the least we can do.”

“Hopefully, it doesn’t come to that, but we’ll take all the help we can get.”

There was a knock on the door, and the doctor came in. “I apologize for the intrusion. Garo, it’s time for your medication.”

“Right. Come in.” 

“Garo, Rivo told me you were better. How are things really going?” I asked. 

He glanced at the doctor, then returned his gaze to me. “I’m dying, Dean. I won’t be around much longer.”

I tried to stay calm, but the news shocked me. “Isn’t there anything you can do?” I asked the doctor, a fruitless hope. 

“Dean, they’ve tried everything. I’ve already extended my life by decades. Rivo was a miracle child, and my wife is far younger than I am. It’s time.” Garo looked so small then, so withered and fragile, a vast difference from the first time I met the virile man.  

“Does Rivo know?” I asked softly. 

“Yes and no. I didn’t want to tell her how soon it would be coming. She mentioned your ship, and I urged her to take a spot on it. Rivo wanted to stay with me, but I didn’t want her to sit around with her dying father either. I did that with my own predecessor, and I wouldn’t wish it on her,” Garo said, a tear falling down his bruised cheek. 

“What will happen to Alnod Industries?” I asked. 

“It will continue. We have capable people running the companies now, and I hope Rivo will take over as head of the corporation. All of this will become hers. She keeps her head in the clouds, and since her fiancé was killed by Lom’s robots, she hasn’t been the same. I can only hope she’ll push through all the loss and thrive in her lifetime.”

“I know she will. I’ll keep an eye on her for you too, if that eases your mind,” I said, meaning it with all my heart. I’d been the one to rescue the emaciated blue girl from the robopirates, and I could still hear the sad song she sang from the confines of the cage on board their dilapidated ship. 

Garo patted my hand. “Thank you, son. Thank you. Please make sure you take care of Regnig and the library as well. He’s important to the entire universe.” He went into another coughing fit, and the doctor asked me to leave. 

“I will,” I said more to myself than to him as I closed the door, wondering if I’d ever see the man again. I doubted I would. 

With a heavy heart, I gathered my family, and we climbed aboard one of Garo’s ships, heading below the surface toward Regnig’s home. The journey only took half an hour, and we stayed silent for the duration of the trip. 

“Papa, are you okay?” Jules asked me as we neared the landing pad outside Regnig’s. 

“I will be, sweetie,” I told her. 

“Good,” she said, smiling an infectious grin at me. I couldn’t help but mirror her joy, and I hugged her close. 

“I needed that,” I told her, and she squealed, shaking out of my grip as the ship touched down. 

“Regnig!” Jules said, running out the ship’s exit toward the wooden entrance to Regnig’s secret library. 

I hated dropping by unannounced, but I didn’t have a way of reaching him otherwise. I’d suggest we find a way to communicate better. I was sure Fontem’s collection would have some sort of tool for that purpose. 

“Can you come for us in one day’s time?” Mary asked the pilot, and he said he would be there. 

Jules was already knocking on the door, and Maggie was barking at the noise. 

“I hope he wasn’t sleeping,” I said with a laugh, and the door flung open to reveal our tiny feathered friend. 

What’s all the fuss about? he asked, his thoughts pressing into our minds. His expression softened when he saw who was standing there, and he hopped in shock as Jules ran to him, wrapping her arms around his small body in a hug. 

“Regnig, how are you?” she asked, sounding so grown up. 

I’m fine. Stop squeezing so hard. Regnig was set to the ground gingerly, and he straightened his vest out in the middle of his chest. Dean and Mary. What a pleasant surprise. Won’t you come in? He paused. Can you make that dog pee before she enters? She went on a five-thousand-year-old map from Gnattes Nine last time, and it’ll never be the same.

I stayed behind, making Maggie go, and entered the library, shutting the door after us. It smelled familiar, a cozy, happy place to visit. It was as cluttered yet organized as ever, and at least twenty books were flopped open around the main living area, each with a distinct purpose, I was sure. 

“Sorry for dropping by like this. We were in the neighborhood,” I told him, and he motioned for us to have a seat. 

Tea? he asked. 

“Sure, thank you,” Mary said, and Regnig disappeared for five minutes, Jules tagging along near him. I heard her talking to the bird man, and Maggie wandered around the shelving, sniffing everything in sight. She loved any place new, and I expected the dog would be happy to smell each book if given the opportunity. 

Regnig entered carrying a tray, and Jules had the empty cups in her grip. 

It’s convenient timing. Regnig glanced at me with his one large eye. 

“How so?” I asked. 

I found some information on the Kold you requested. I’ve taken every inscription I gathered from the library and compiled it into an electronic version for you. I know you prefer that over a hand-written document, Regnig said through my mind. 

“Do you know where their home planet is?” Mary asked, her voice hopeful. 

I’m afraid they don’t have one.

“How can they not have one? They must be from somewhere,” I said, confused. 

They’re nomads. A race for hire, by the sounds of things. Regnig took a sip of his tea from his beak, his tiny tongue flicking out. 

“Mercenaries. Dean, they’ve been hired to ruin the Gatekeepers’ Academy. That’s why one of them was there with Lom of Pleva’s men at Garo’s,” Mary explained. 

This is very plausible. They are expensive, from all accounts I’ve seen. Rarely do they emerge, because it isn’t often someone can meet their criteria for a job or have the excessive amount of funding needed to hire them. Regnig glanced over at Jules, who was listening quietly from her seat. She sipped her tea with loud slurps but held the cup like a lady. This wasn’t her first tea party, and she was on her best behavior. What’s this you said about Garo Alnod?

“Garo’s been attacked. He thinks it was Lom’s people. He’s also not going to be around long, for all intents and purposes,” Mary told Regnig, who nodded at the news. 

So he told you. The public has no idea, but I’ve met with him a handful of times. He’s set in contingencies to ensure the library goes on at his eventual passing. Regnig stopped and tapped a claw to the edge of his seat. Garo’s been a good friend. I hope he passes quietly. I fear I may not be long behind him.

“Are you sick?” I asked.

No. But as a people, we don’t often make it this long. I wouldn’t be surprised if I expired any day now.

I hated to hear this. First I’d watched as Kareem had passed on Haven in the portal room, and now Garo was on his way out. Hearing Regnig talk about his own mortality was too much. “You’ll have a lot of years left. You look…” I searched for the word to describe the tiny birdman. “You look great.”

Jules watched with interest but didn’t say a word. Her eyes were glowing green as she slurped her tea, and I wondered what she made of all this. Did she understand the subject matter? 

I’m not sure. I’ve lived a good life. A solitary one until recently, but it’s been rewarding. I’m grateful to have done this work and to have met a Recaster near the end. Regnig lifted his beak up, as if he were sniffing something. 

“Stop it. You’re going to make me all emotional, Regnig,” I told him. 

How is Rivo Alnod taking all of this? Also, were you not supposed to be aboard a starship? 

We’d invited Regnig to come along, but he’d declined, saying he couldn’t be away from the library for that long. 

“We have a Shandra portal on board,” Mary explained. 

A portal? On the starship? That’s incredible!

“We thought so too. They saved it from a world under duress of a supernova and installed it into the middle of Horizon,” I said.

That’s miraculous. I must come with you to see this. Would that be acceptable?

“You’re more than welcome to return to the starship with us. Everyone would love to see you,” Mary told him. 

We will see about that. I’m not sure I’m up to the task at the moment. What is your current mission? Regnig set his teacup on a dusty end table.

I talked him through our trip to the Tri-System Station, and our meeting with Zoober, playing along as Ghost mercenaries, and our adventure out to the old battlefield. He ran off when I mentioned the Maev and passed a book to me. 

They finally did it? They put themselves into the machines?

I flipped through the pages, seeing images of the Maev people and their home world. They were the color of rust with round midsections, with thick tufts of hair sprouting from their bodies. “They don’t quite appear like what we’d expect from a superior intelligent race, do they?” I asked. 

Are you so quick to judge a book by its cover? What of me? Regnig asked.

“That’s not what I meant… I thought…” Mary set a hand on my forearm, forcing me to stop my rambling.

I kept talking about the rest of the mission, leaving out Sergo’s role to save time. 

“And now we’re heading to the Rutelium world in search for answers about what they did to the globe-sized world hiding on the other end of the portal sticks you have with you,” I told Regnig, and he sat up straighter. 

This is a big win. I’ve been visiting Fontem’s collection with less frequency, but I always stop and see the planet, advising them we’re working on a solution. I know it’s silly, that they’re frozen in time and shrunken, but it appeases my conscience. Regnig poured himself another tea, offering the pot to us. Jules accepted more, and she held the cup in two small hands. 

“Regnig,” she said, pursing her lips in thought. 

Yes, small one?

“We can help them,” she said. 

He nodded his agreement. I think so too, child. I think so too. 

Regnig didn’t know all the details about Jules, but I knew he had his suspicions. Jules, are the portal stones still green like your eyes? 

She beamed. “Yes.”

Good. Good. Dean and Mary, would you like to retrieve the globe now or wait until we dine and rest?

“I’d say we can afford to wait a night,” Mary said, and there was our answer. We knew we needed to make a pit stop on Haven before going to the Horizon, but there was no way the Kold could use Garo’s shield information against us in only two days. They didn’t have access to the portals. 

Then it’s settled. We’ll eat, and you can tell me all about this starship of yours. Regnig hopped off his seat and waddled out of the room. I could still hear his thoughts as he left through a corridor. A portal on a space vessel. What will they think of next?

 

 

Seventeen

 

Maggie barked as soon as we walked through the energy barrier leading us to Fontem’s collection. 

“Maggie, it’s okay,” I said, doing nothing to stop the dog from growling and yelping toward the creature in the room with us. 

I’d forgotten about Bool, the monkey-like animal that had made a home on the ship in the middle of space. The portal on the tropical world had led the beast there, and evidently, he came and went as he pleased. 

“This must be Bool?” Mary asked. I crouched by Maggie as Mary coaxed the startled creature toward her. 

Jules stood by her mother’s leg and held tight, eyes wide at the strange animal sharing the space with us. 

Bool. Stop playing the jester and come greet our visitors. Regnig’s thoughts had the desired effect, and the four-legged monkey tentatively crossed the room. Its big eyes took up half its undersized head, and it blinked curiously as it reached out toward Maggie. The cocker spaniel didn’t like it, but she only let out a low growl instead of barking or snapping at the fingers. 

“Bool, this is Maggie. Maggie, Bool.” I introduced them. Once everyone was playing nice, we walked around the collection. It was the first time Jules had stepped foot here, and she didn’t leave her mom’s side. 

“There’s so many things here. Have you documented each one yet?” Mary ran a hand over a small square black box, and Regnig rushed to her. 

You don’t want to touch that. It’s… dangerous. He didn’t expand on it, and Mary snatched her hand away like she’d been bitten. 

“How about a warning first?” Mary said. 

Assume everything inside here is riddled with danger. Then we’ll all stay safe. 

“What about the monkey?” Mary asked. “Doesn’t he put his paws all over everything?”

“Technically, I think they’re hands,” I said, receiving a glare from my wife for my trouble. 

Bool has been trained to not touch. He learned the hard way. 

Bool nodded and echoed high-pitched noises, like he was laughing. 

“There it is,” I said, pointing at the globe on the shelf. It had a glowing barrier around it. 

“Papa! That’s them,” Jules said, finally breaking away from Mary’s side. She stretched her hand toward it, and Regnig stepped between her and the object.

If we’re to transport it, we’ll use something a little more protective. Regnig motioned to the side of the room, where a stack of empty crates stood along the wall. Please, Dean, take one of these. They’re lighter than they appear.

I picked a box up, similar to solid iron and black as midnight. It weighed no more than a few ounces. 

We’ll use a Stabilizer, and the planet will stay at the center of the package the entire time. Regnig searched the shelves, and a few minutes later, he returned with the device of choice. He dropped it into the box, and it began to blink. Place the globe inside, please, Dean.

I lifted the tiny planet, carefully moving it across the room. It was almost impossible to believe this was a legitimate world. Were they still alive on the surface? So much time had passed. I set it into the box and felt the buoyant nature of the small device Regnig had used. The globe hovered in the exact center of the container and stayed there. 

Regnig shook the box, jostling it from side to side, startling me. The planet stayed in the middle, not moving an inch. 

“Neat trick,” Mary said. 

A thought crossed my mind, and I wanted to check with Regnig before we left Fontem’s collection again. “We have communicators, but very few work between more than five light years, at least not in real time. Is there anything here we can use to communicate with? Preferably over vast spaces.”

The small man stood still, and I could almost hear his thoughts combing over the cataloged items lining the shelving. 

He had nothing so advanced, but there is something that you might be interested in. His tiny foot kicked a stool across the room, and he scuttled up the steps, reaching for a white object near the top. He brought it over and separated the pieces. There were six in total, each with a different-color frame. 

“What are these?” I asked, flipping the top object in my hand. It was the size of a tablet, and I noticed a button on the bottom. I pressed it, and a stylus clicked out. 

You write on one, the others see it. Or you can send a message privately to a single unit. See? Regnig grabbed the green one, and they all displayed the message. He took the pen and scrawled something across the screen. I watched as the drawing appeared on my tablet. It looked like a cartoon version of Bool. 

“What do you think, Mary? This could do the trick in a pinch,” I said. 

Mary took one and started drawing on it. The stick figure appeared on the screens, and a name appeared below it. Dean Parker. Mary laughed, and Regnig showed her how to erase it with the quick press of a button. 

Jules held one, and she stuck her tongue out as she drew an image. At first, I wasn’t sure what she was drawing, but then it came clear. Four angled lines, finished off with a horizontal oval running overtop. 

What’s the relevance? Regnig asked. 

“Jules, why do you keep drawing this?” Mary asked, crouching beside her. 

“Papa said we can help them, and I want to go and make them better,” Jules said. 

Dean, I think she may be sensing something about this world. I take it this is a Crystal Map symbol?

“It is, but we haven’t been able to track it yet. And we’re not going to make a trip like that until we know more,” I said. 

“Maybe we can ask the Gatekeepers to go investigate it for us? They could run their scans, drones, and tests, and find out what’s happening,” Mary suggested. 

Bool, bored from the looks of it, left the room, and Maggie finally let herself relax. “That’s a great idea. Is that okay, Jules? We can ask Weemsa and Loo-six to investigate first, and then we can help.” I hated promising something like that, but I was curious to learn what had grabbed such a firm hold of my daughter’s attention. She used to draw things like puppies and unicorns, but now it was always the same thing: this symbol. 

Will these work for you? Regnig asked. 

“They will. We’ll leave one with you at the library so we can stay in touch,” I told him, and he nodded excitedly. 

That would be ideal. I can ask you more questions for the book I’m compiling on your life.

“You’re still working on that?” I asked. 

Of course. It’s not often we have a Recaster changing the universe with every passing movement. Regnig turned around and stepped through the barrier, sending him straight to the library, far away from our position on this hidden ship. 

“I’m worried about her,” Mary said quietly. She didn’t have to tell me she was talking about Jules. 

“So am I, but we’ll get to the bottom of it. Soon,” I said. 

We headed out, Maggie only too happy to be leaving the room that had Bool’s odor throughout it. Jules held one of the devices and was actively doodling on it. I took the rest, and soon we were all squared away, safe in Regnig’s library with the globe world. 

“Did you ever learn what this place is called?” I asked Regnig, and he shook his head. 

Jules raised her hand, as if she was in the classroom on our starship. “Papa, I know. They’re called Scary-eels.”

 

____________

 

“Where did she get this from?” I asked Mary. Jules was tucked away in her bed aboard the Horizon, and she’d been unable to explain how she knew anything about them. 

“She’s a kid. She might have made it up. She has quite the imagination, kind of like you. And you’ve been reading to her every night, fanciful stories about space princesses and all that. Jules probably picked up on that and improvised,” Mary said from her side of the bed. 

“I don’t know. Scary-eels. It doesn’t quite feel right. But she’s close, I know it.” I sat up, shoving the blankets away from me. 

“Dean, it’s late. Get some sleep. We’ll investigate tomorrow,” Mary said, and she rolled over, tapping her light off. I shut mine off too and stared at the ceiling until I heard my wife’s breathing slow. When I knew she was asleep, I slid out of bed, my feet landing softly on the carpet.

I walked by Jules’ room and peeked in the door. She slept soundly, and Maggie lifted her head for a moment. Seeing it was only me, she dropped it with a huff and went back to sleep. 

I threw a robe on from the hanger of my bathroom door and found my slippers. If I was going to move around in the middle of the night, I might as well do it in comfort. 

The door slid open as I tapped the console adjacent to it, and I stepped into the foyer of the officers’ suites, quickly moving through. I’d nearly forgotten the ship ran on a twenty-four-hour clock. I was receiving a few odd remarks as I continued through the corridors with purpose, almost everyone glancing down to see my white-slipper-covered feet. 

I eventually made it to Engineering and buzzed the door. An exhausted man answered, ushering me inside. 

“Dean Parker, as I live and breathe.” He jutted his hand out, shaking mine intensely. “Clare told me you were friends, but I almost didn’t believe her.”

He finally let go of my hand and I smiled at him. “Hello. What’s your name?”

“Ensign Howard Desota,” the man said. He was younger than I’d originally pegged him, maybe thirty-five years old. He sported a beard, and gray hairs were speckled around it; a vision of what was to come. “What can I do for you?”

I felt so out of place in my robe and slippers, and glanced around. “You don’t have a spare uniform or something I can wear, do you?”

He smiled, pointing to the side of the room. “Sure we do. What size?”

I told him my best guess, and I changed in the bathroom, leaving my belongings folded and piled inside a cubby. 

“You asked what you could do for me.” I glanced at a computer screen on a desk. “Do you know if Suma finished the Crystal Map integration with the new details we brought from the Maev vessel?”

“That’s quite the exciting project. I was involved.” He rushed over to the desk and grabbed a second chair, motioning for me to sit. His fingers flew over the touchpad, and an image flashed onto the screen. It was the Crystal Map in its entirety. Thousands of pinpricks of light, showing so many unexplored worlds we could travel to through the Shandra portals, even from this very ship. 

It was mind-boggling to consider the possibilities. 

“So we have this one, then…” His fingers moved again, and the first map slid to one half of the large screen, making way for the Maev map. He added a command, and the left map overlapped the right, shrinking and transitioning until they matched. It flashed three times, and there it was.

“This is it? The real time map?” I asked. He moved out of the way, offering the controls to me, and I zoomed in, seeing a planet two light years from our current position with a symbol hovering above it. We could travel there through the portal if we wanted. It was off-putting to know one was so close, but miraculous at the same time. 

“We already checked the Rutelium world.” Desota used the controls to show me. There was no symbol nearby. We’d have to travel there by starship after all, which we needed to do anyway to set up the beginnings of the mine for the Alliance of Worlds. I had been hoping on securing a head start to search for clues to help the globe-world. Scary-eels. Jules’ word for them stuck in my mind, and I blinked to wash it away. 

“What about this symbol…” I went to the cubby, pulling the piece of paper from my robe pocket. Inside, the drawing from my daughter sat on the center of the page, and Desota stared at it for a moment before accessing the symbol lists. There were so many of them, approximately fifty per section on the screen, and he scrolled through each quickly until we finally found it. 

“There it is!” I said, pointing at the list. “Can we find where that is?”

Desota nodded and selected the symbol, dragging it to a map icon. The screen’s image went blurry while it searched, and moments later, we had our answer. I focused at the image of the map, and saw the symbol in mid-space, no planet nearby. 

“This can’t be right,” Desota said, typing more information into the system. He tapped something else, and I noticed he was calling Suma’s room. 

“What is it?” I asked. 

“The symbol. It’s following the Horizon. There has to be a mistake,” he told me. Suma’s face appeared on the screen, and it appeared we’d interrupted her sleep. 

“Desota… Dean?” she asked. 

“Can you meet us in Engineering? We have something strange going on with your program,” Desota said. 

“Be right there,” Suma answered. I watched as the symbol moved slowly through the map image, simultaneously with our own ship.

 

 

Eighteen

 

“There’s no error,” Suma said. “We’ve checked this program every way we can. What do you think, Clare?”

The Chief Engineer tapped her chin with a finger. “I’d say there’s nothing wrong with it, but I’m not sure how this can be. Unless…”

I leaned forward. “Unless what?”

“Unless the portal stone we brought on the ship has two entry points. Two symbols for it. It could be possible, theoretically,” Clare said. 

Suma leaned sideways in her chair and yawned. “How so?”

“Maybe the original creators had to repair the stone, and they used pieces of crystal from another site.” Clare suggested. 

“Would that work?” I asked. 

“Theoretically, it would, as long as they linked the two of them so anyone attempting to use either symbol would end up traveling to the same place. It has to be the only way,” Clare said. 

We’d been there for hours, and I still hadn’t slept. “Well, there’s nothing we can do about it right now. Maybe keep working on it, to see if anything changes, but I’ll take that explanation as a possibility.” I left out the fact that my daughter kept drawing the symbol, talking about wanting to help the people there. Did she want to help our ship? Was something going to happen to the Horizon?

“Thanks for your time, everyone. Nice to meet you, Desota.” I shook the man’s hand, and he beamed at me, still excited to be spending time with Dean Parker. I would have assumed that after hours beside me, the luster would have worn off, especially after he noticed how little I knew about anything we’d discussed tonight. 

My trip to the room was quick, the halls slightly busier as the shifts changed. Jules and Mary were at the kitchen table when I entered, and instead of heading to bed, I sat with them to talk. 

“What’s cooking, good-looking?” I asked, smelling bacon. 

“Papa, we’re making your favorite,” Jules told me with a smile. 

“Where were you?” Mary was clearly worried, but she hadn’t tried to call me. 

“Engineering.”

“What for?”

I glanced at Jules and kept my voice quiet. “The symbol. It’s emanating from our ship. Clare thinks our portal must have two pieces of crystal in it, or something. It’s strange.”

“You did remember that Terrance and Leslie are coming in an hour, right?” Mary asked. 

I’d completely forgotten. I mopped a hand over my face and glanced at the coffee pot. “I guess a nap is out of the question, then.” 

Mary rolled her eyes and rose to bring me a cup of steaming coffee. 

“Think they’ll mind a bit of a tour? I still haven’t seen all of the ship,” I told my wife. 

“Remember, they were present while it was being built. They probably know it better than we do. Also, Jules will be in class, and we’re going to leave Maggie at Natalia’s to play with Carey and Charlie,” Mary advised, and I smiled, thinking about Carey. It had been so nice to have him nearby again, and I’d been walking all three of them around the ship a couple of times a week. They all loved the courtyard, and Carey always plopped down near the fountain, enjoying the calming sounds of flowing water. 

We ate as a family, discussing mundane things. I asked Jules about the book she was reading, and I told her about mine. Eventually, Mary took Jules to school, and I showered and changed. By the time Mary finished, I was at the front door, ready to greet our old friends at the portal. 

“They might beat us there,” Mary said as we strode through the corridors. The huge guards from Bazarn were watching the portal doors, and I nodded to them. 

“Good morning, gentlemen.”

“Mr. Parker. Mrs. Parker,” one of them said. I was glad they were done with the hostility.

We stood there, waiting for Terrance and Leslie, and we didn’t have to wait long. The doors slid open, revealing the two hybrids. It was hard to believe we’d ventured to Long Island searching for them so many years ago, only to chase them halfway across the country, and it turned out they weren’t even the ones responsible for the deaths on campus. It had been Mae. 

“Guys, you look great,” Mary said, and she was right. They appeared well-rested and healthy. My own eyes were bleary from a lack of sleep last night, but they were kind enough not to comment. 

“I’m happy to finally use the portal. How awesome is this?” Terrance asked. “Being able to come visit you guys while you’re so far away. It’s amazing.”

“There hasn’t been any trouble?” I asked. 

“From the V-shaped ships?” Leslie asked. 

“That’s right. They’re called the Kold. We learned a little about them,” I told them. 

Terrance’s eyes widened. “You did? What can you tell us?”

We walked away from the portal room, entering the elevator. I was going to take them to the top level first, show them around. “They’re mercenaries, or at least that’s what they’re known as. I don’t know where they live, but we’re told they’re expensive to hire.”

“Who’s hiring them?” Leslie asked as the elevator doors opened. 

I glanced at Mary, and then to the hybrids. “Lom of Pleva,” I said quietly. 

“Lom of Pleva!” Terrance shouted, his words echoing down the hallway. 

I ran a finger to my lips. “We prefer not to shout his name around, in case there’s anyone working for him on board. You never know.”

Terrance leaned in, whispering, “I thought you… took care of him.”

“I did. Or at least I think I did,” I said. 

“What makes you think it’s Lom?” Leslie asked. 

“Garo Alnod was attacked. They knew exactly when to do it. They intercepted the details for the shield he donated to Haven, the one for the Academy. One of them was a Kold,” I told them.

“And you think it’s Lom?” Terrance asked. 

“Garo thinks it’s Lom, or more specifically, Lom’s people. He had a vast organization. It’s not unrealistic to think they’d still have a lot of resources, access to his fortunes, potentially,” Mary said. 

“Why do they want the Academy destroyed?” Terrance asked. “Well, I guess I can assume they aren’t fans of our Alliance of Worlds, or the fact that you’re involved with us, Dean.”

“And the Inlor are part of our group now, and that paints a larger target, given the value of their relationship. They’ve refrained from selling to non-members, and that’s been angering a lot of races out there,” Leslie added. 

“Exactly.” I led them through the hall, and toward a huge open room in the far end of the top floor. “Here’s the gymnasium.” The space was huge, with five full-sized basketball courts. A group of ten was playing full-court. A few people were playing tennis on the far end, and more were running track around the entire area. 

“This is top-notch,” Terrance said. 

“How’s the Academy going?” I asked. It had been three or so months since we’d left, and the classes should have begun. 

We kept walking, this time in the direction of the courtyard. “It’s going well. We really need some new instructors, though. I’m hoping Suma will consider coming to teach there when this adventure is over,” Leslie told us. 

“She’s doing a wonderful job here, I’m told,” Mary said. 

“We have a few other ideas too, but I’m not sure they’ll be interested,” Terrance added. 

“You never know. Everyone getting along nicely?” I asked. 

“There are three hundred students in total so far, and we expect to have twice that by next year. Considering the fact that we have over ten races of aliens under one roof, I’d say we’re doing very well.” Leslie laughed as we leaned over the railing to the courtyard far below. 

“Do you think we could go for a cup of coffee?” Terrance asked. 

“Of course,” Mary said, leading us to the elevators. 

Five minutes later, we were sitting near the café, with four hot cups on the table. “Did you ever think you’d be on board a starship like this?” Terrance asked me. 

I shook my head, smiling. “No. It still doesn’t feel real.”

“Do you guys miss home?” Leslie asked. 

Mary stared at me. “I do. We were so used to being on Earth in Dean’s old farmhouse. But to be honest, I prefer being near friends and loved ones. Jules needs this.”

“How is the little one?” Leslie asked. 

I let out a breath of stale air. “She’s great and trying at the same time. She’s so strong-willed, and with everything that’s going on, it’s been hard to keep her under wraps.”

They knew some of what she was capable of, but not all. I still didn’t know everything she was able to do, and suspected I never would. 

“It must be tough. There’s not much safer of a place than here, I bet,” Terrance told me.

“We’re hoping so. She’s loving school. I’m already anticipating her enrolling in the Gatekeepers’ Academy one day,” I said. 

“I agree with that. It’ll be great when you guys are there. Magnus too,” Leslie said. 

“We’ll look forward to returning to Haven one day,” Mary said, and I nodded, meaning it. 

“On to business,” I said, lowering my voice. “The Kold stole the details of the shield from Garo Alnod, so we need to be prepared. We might have something to fend them off, should they attack again.”

“Please continue,” Terrance said from the edge of his seat. 

I told them about the Emitter we found on our mission to prove to Zoober that the Ghosts were legit. 

“You guys sound like a real mercenary crew. Nice work,” Leslie said. “I wish I’d been part of that. Sounds like fun.”

“I wouldn’t call it fun, but it was an adventure. Anyway, this Emitter can incapacitate everything in range, and that’s a few thousand kilometers. Clare is working on a switch we could press to isolate only the Kold V-ships.” I took a sip of my coffee. 

“Seriously? That would be perfect. How soon will she have it ready?” Terrance asked. 

“I’m not sure. She’s been testing it on a wide assortment of energy patterns, but she thinks she’s close. We’ll stop by there in a while, if you like,” I said. 

“Even if they have a way to bypass our Academy shield, we still have a fleet on standby to prevent them from ever reaching our surface,” Leslie said. 

“I agree, but I don’t think these guys are that stupid. I suspect their first incursion was an assessment, and the second I stumbled in on was more of the same. They were testing the strength, and now they know they aren’t dealing with a primitive world with no defense. When they mount an offense, and I do believe it will happen, it won’t be a dozen ships in solidarity, it will be a war,” I disclosed quietly, glancing around to make sure no one was listening. 

“You’re likely right, Dean. I hope it’s not any time soon. We’re still working on cohabitating with all the races. We’re having a little trouble with putting everyone on the same page out there. Having a hierarchy between Keppe, Bhlat, Padlog, and the others is like walking on eggshells. You have to be very careful or you’ll end up cut.” Terrance drained the rest of his cup and slid it to the center of the table. 

His analogy was accurate for so many things we’d had to deal with, and I wondered how tough the looming battle for Haven was going to become. 

 

____________

 

“Forty – love,” Slate said, wiping a bead of sweat off his forehead with an arm. 

“Why did I agree to this?” I asked. He served and I rallied it over, sending it to his backhand. He hit the fuzzy yellow ball into the net and muttered a curse. 

“Because you love to lose to your good buddy Slate, that’s why.” Slate served again; this time, it hit the edge of my racket, flying behind me. He stood there smiling at me like he’d won the Wimbledon. 

The gym was empty except for us, and I was enjoying the time with Slate. He’d been so busy lately, and when he wasn’t working long shifts on the bridge, he was spending a lot of time with Loweck. They’d quickly become serious. 

“Things are good?” I asked him, meeting him at the net. We each grabbed our water bottles and drank deeply. 

“Great. You?”

“Perfect,” I said. We were only four months away from reaching the Rutelium world, and it couldn’t come soon enough. The first few months of traveling on a starship seemed nice. You settled into a calm routine of breakfast, family time, Jules going to class, Mary heading to work for the ship’s administrative office, and that left me a few hours a day to just be. I ran in the gym, read books, and studied the Crystal Maps and the reports by the Gatekeepers. 

The worlds they’d been exploring ranged from dead rocks with no atmosphere to worlds teeming with thriving life, both intelligent and wildlife-dense, to habitable planets with no signs of anything living there larger than a mouse. It was fascinating, and I’d spent nearly two hours a day for the last month scanning over these details. There were a couple I planned on going to for a quick reconnaissance, since they were deemed safe by the Gatekeepers. 

Mary didn’t like the idea, but I was bored, and she understood that. She was almost ready to stop pushing papers and join me, but Magnus had told her he couldn’t survive without her people skills, plus she was only three months away from giving birth to our second baby. 

“What do you think of Loweck?” Slate asked me as he bounced the ball between his racket and the hard gym floor. 

“She’s great, Slate. Without her, we’d still be stuck in that prison, you know?”

“I know. She doesn’t let me forget it either. But… then I remind her she’d still be stuck there too, and we laugh. She’s not going to … be like the last one, is she?” he asked, his voice low. 

“Denise was a hybrid created by Lom to screw us over. Loweck isn’t like that, Slate. She loves you. I can see it,” I told him. 

“She told me she does.”

“That she loves you?” This was news to me, and I was thrilled for my friend. 

“Yeah. She said it, and I didn’t say it back…” Slate was still bouncing the ball, and he stared at it as it moved. 

“Why not?” I pressed. 

“I don’t know. Probably because I’m a big dummy. She’s perfect for me, Dean. I know she’s a cyborg, but she has a heart. You know what I mean.” 

“How did she take it?” I asked. 

“She didn’t seem to mind. She told me she was just happy being with me, and that if I needed time, she was willing to wait it out,” Slate said. 

“And… do you love her?” I asked. 

He moved his racket, and the ball settled to the floor after a few hops. “I do. I really do.”

“Then what are you waiting for? Go tell her instead of telling me!” I laughed, and he stared at me. 

“Seriously? Right now?” he asked, seeming to consider his sweating body. 

“Right now!” I ordered. 

He was about to leave when the alarms sounded. Red lights flashed along the exits of the gymnasium, and my heart raced. This was the first alarm since we’d been on board, and it was a new experience for me. 

“What’s happening?” I asked. 

“All executive officers report to duty on the bridge. All executive officers report to duty on the bridge.” The AI voice repeated the phrase a half dozen times, and Slate took off, me right behind him. 

We ran, arriving at the bridge a few minutes later. Loweck was at the door, along with a few other familiar faces, and we entered. The large room was full of people, the stations doubled in staff as everyone coalesced on the bridge. 

Red lights flashed slowly, and the alarm still sounded, but was muted as Magnus stood up to fill us in. “We’ve approached an unexpected asteroid field. It wasn’t on our sensors, for some unknown reason. Dubs thinks the composition of the rocks is something our system hasn’t encountered before, therefore they’re hidden. Now that one hit us…”

“One of them hit us?” I asked, cutting him off. 

“Yes, Dean. Our shield was struck, but we’re fine. Now that we’re amidst the field, we can use our localized sensors to determine where the asteroids are located,” Magnus explained. 

Dubs tapped his console, moving his screen view to the main viewer. It displayed a map showing multiple asteroids of varying sizes. 

“We contemplated going around, but that would add a lot of time to our journey,” Magnus said. “Dubs, can you explain what you’ve done?”

“Surely, Captain. I’ve created a trajectory plan that involves weaving the starship through the field.” Dubs tapped his console, and a line appeared on the screen for us all to see. “We have a ninety percent chance we will come out the other side with over eighty percent shields if we take this path.”

The odds didn’t sound too bad, but any chance we’d be destroyed or damaged was too high for me. 

“KIM, what are your thoughts?” Magnus asked the AI built into Horizon.

“I almost agree with the pilot’s analysis, though I’d say the odds are more a ninety-one percent chance we emerge with eighty-three percent shields, given no other variances,” KIM answered. 

“Then proceed,” Magnus said. 

“Captain, may I speak with you?” I asked. 

“Of course,” Magnus said, waving me to his side. 

“Remember my journey to locate you on Fortune?” I asked.

He nodded. “You came across a distress signal and ended up on an asteroid, correct?”

“That’s right. There’s a high probability a few insidious things are hiding in a field like this one,” I told him. 

“Good idea. Dubs, did you hear Dean?” Magnus strode behind the android, setting a hand on the back of his chair. 

“Yes, Captain. What would you have me do?” Dubs asked. 

Suma was beside him, and she glanced up. “I’ll run some telemetry-boosted scans to see if there’s anything other than rock in the vicinity. Since these rocks are so alien to our sensors, I suggest we use the tractor beam and bring a piece aboard.” 

Magnus contemplated her suggestion. “Alien rocks on board. This sounds like the start of a bad movie. Do it, but bring it to Hangar Seven.” That was our hangar specifically for quarantine or emergencies. It required an EVA and pressurized decontamination on the way in and out.

“Perfect. Dubs, before we go, can you find a section of rock smaller than ten feet in diameter?” Suma asked, and he used the sensors to search the localized region around the ship. 

“There’s something within our range. It’s nine point oh seven feet in diameter. Will that suffice?” he asked the Shimmali woman. 

“That’s exactly what we need,” Suma said. 

“Why can’t the sensors read the rock enough to pull composition from them?” I asked. The truth was, I didn’t know the first thing about geology, or the current technology we had to deal with it. 

“They can determine some of the base minerals, but there’s too much that’s unfamiliar to our database. We need a core sample to have the right information. From there, we’ll be able to do a scan of the entire system and find anything that doesn’t match. If there’s anything hiding inside the field, we’ll know.” Suma stood up, moving for the exit. 

“I’ll go with her,” I said, and Magnus appeared relieved. 

Magnus grabbed my shoulder. “Dean, be careful. Bring Silo along too. He’s good with this kind of testing, or so I’m told.”

Suma’s boyfriend was a science officer, and I asked Dubs to call him to Hangar Seven, where we’d meet. Magnus barked orders to the crew, and Slate was already heading to the rear of the bridge, where I expected he kept a spare uniform. 

I caught up to Suma, and we arrived at the hangar a short time later. Two guards stood at the doorway, nodding at us as we approached them. The alarms stopped ringing, and the red lights were no longer flashing along the corridors. I could still hear the warning klaxons ringing in my ears. 

“Science Officer Silo is inside already,” the woman told us. 

“Thanks. Don’t let anyone else in, do you understand?” I asked, and they both acknowledged the command. 

We passed by them, entering the first room connecting the hallway to the hangar. I hadn’t been to this hangar yet and had questioned the need for such a space. Now I understood. Armored EVAs hung alongside regular ones, these all white. I found one close enough to my size and greeted Silo. 

“Dean, great to see you again,” Silo said in English. Suma beamed over at the man, who stood half a head taller than his girlfriend. 

“Likewise. What do we need to do?” I asked, clasping the last of my seals shut tightly. 

Suma took this one. “We need to drill into the rock, gather the sample, and stick it into this scanner.” She pointed at the briefcase Silo had brought with him. 

“Sounds easy enough,” I said, clicking my EVA helmet closed. When my suit gave me the green light, we walked into the next room, and I carried the core driller in my right hand. The door closed and a blue light glowed in a circle on the wall beside us. It flashed, and we were doused in a mixture of air and gases. It hissed to a stop, and the lights turned off. 

The circular door leading to the hangar opened, rolling to one side. We stepped through, Suma first, followed by Silo, then me. My briefcase clipped the edge of the door frame as we entered, sending a clanking noise through the empty hangar. 

The lights inside the hangar bay flipped on as we marched inside; one by one, they became brighter. 

“We’re in place,” I called to the bridge from my earpiece. 

“Very good, Cap… Dean,” Dubs replied from the bridge. “Opening the hatch now.” 

The wall groaned and clattered as it spread apart from top to bottom, revealing dark space through a light blue energy barrier. 

“Bringing the sample in now,” Dubs told us. We saw the yellow tractor beam pulling the tiny chunk of asteroid into our hangar. The barrier glowed brightly as the hunk of stone passed through the energy field, and the beam placed the rock gently in the center of the floor. 

“We’re going to leave the bay open while you take the sample. I want that rock off the ship as soon as you’re done,” Magnus said through our earpieces. 

“Roger,” I said, and we moved for the section of asteroid. It was black, speckled with gray and silver. 

Silo was the first to arrive, and he ran a gloved finger along the edge of the stone. It was tall, almost ten feet, and just as wide. A flat spot on the bottom allowed it to stay in one spot without concern it was going to roll away. 

“This is what it’s all about,” Suma said, grinning toward her boyfriend. 

I didn’t understand the fascination, but since the alloy was new to our database, that did make it quite the scientific discovery. Suma used a handheld device, and it beeped repeatedly as she waved it around a foot from the asteroid. 

“Small amounts of radiation emanating from the rock. We wouldn’t want prolonged exposure,” she said. 

Our suits were made to handle a decent amount of rads, but the idea this was radioactive made my skin crawl. Basically everything in space could elicit that feeling, and I pushed the concern from my mind. 

Silo opened the briefcase I’d carried inside and pulled out a device. He placed it at the edge of the asteroid, and it stuck to the edge with unseen grips. It powered up, and red light poured from each corner of the square, centering into a circle. The beam grew in intensity, and I could hear it as the laser dug into the sample. 

The entire process took mere moments, and I almost expected a gas or something nefarious to emerge from the asteroid. I’d been reading too many science fiction books. 

Silo flicked it off, setting the device to the ground, and grabbed hold of the sample, sliding it from the asteroid. It came out in a smooth two-foot cylinder. 

Suma had the next step ready, and he placed the core slice into it. She closed it and tapped it to life. “This should give us what we need to know.” She stood further away while it worked its magic. “Dean, do you think this is all necessary?”

“It’s hard to say. The trip through the field is going to take a few days, by the looks of it. Better safe than sorry,” I told her. 

“Good call,” Suma said. The scanner blinked, an indication it was complete, and she sent the results to the bridge. “Use this. Scan the system, and you’ll have a better idea where the asteroids are within the field. You’ll also see what isn’t made of similar material.”

“Acknowledged. Wait, this can’t be right,” Magnus said. “Dubs, check again.”

The hair on my arms rose beneath my space suit. “What is it, Mag?”

“Something’s moving here. Fast,” Magnus said. “Ensign Tran, attempt communication.”

We couldn’t see what was happening, only hear them through our earpieces. It sounded tense. 

“Captain, there’s no response,” Tran quickly said. 

“Loweck, prepare to fire,” Magnus said. 

Suma gawked up at me. “Should we move out of here?”

I nodded, and we began to clear out our supplies when Magnus shouted the warning. “It’s coming for Hangar Seven. Get out of there! Dubs, close the doors!”

“Captain, it vanished!” Loweck shouted. 

“Find it!” Magnus yelled through my earpiece, and I gulped, pointing to the energy barrier. It flashed blue as something invisible passed through it. 

“I think we found it,” I said through my mic. “Magnus. Something snuck past the doors. It’s in here with us!”

The doors closed with a thud, and Silo, Suma, and I glanced over to the exit.

 

 

Nineteen

 

“Get out of here, Suma. Go!” I shouted as the small ship flickered, becoming visible. 

She moved, and I shoved Silo after her. I was unarmed and cursed myself for not being more prepared. How could we have anticipated this? They reached the first door, and I joined them, watching through the window. It wouldn’t open. 

“What’s the holdup?” I asked. 

“Dean, it’s jammed!” Suma shouted. 

The vessel that had entered our starship rocked and jerked from across the hangar. A ramp lowered, and I pushed Suma behind me. “Keep trying.”

I heard her pressing buttons, and a soft denying beep repeatedly sounded. “Dubs, we’re having issues with the door to the decompression room. We have been invaded; I repeat, there is an alien vessel aboard the Horizon.”

“The guards have been notified. They’re coming in to assist,” Dubs explained through my earpiece. 

The room was silent for a moment, my ragged breath the only sound I could hear until one of them emerged. It walked slowly onto its ship’s ramp, moving methodically and with purpose. From here, it was hard to tell, but they appeared humanoid. Maybe taller than humans, thin… wearing all black, matching the asteroid sample sitting in the center of the hangar. 

The door hissed open behind us, and I urged Suma through. Silo went next, muttering under his breath. 

The beings kept coming, three of them in total. Their ship was larger than I’d initially thought, but it was difficult to gauge in the wide-open hangar. 

“Inside, now!” the guard shouted, pulling me away. The door to the hangar swung shut, and I watched through the viewer as the three invaders ran toward us. They were terrifying, moving faster than they should be able to. One moment they were fifty yards away, the next ten and still running toward the door. One of them hit it with a bang, and the blue lights began to flash on the wall next to us. 

“Come on, come on,” I said, knowing the only way onto our ship was by this room forcing us through the decontamination cycle. “Magnus! Open the hangar. Cut the energy barrier. It’s the only way!”

“He’s right, Captain,” Dubs said, his voice as even in tone as ever. 

One of the invaders was at the door, slashing at it with hands or a weapon, I couldn’t tell. The gases and air pressed against our suits, and the lights stopped. 

“Prepare for airlock evacuation of Hangar Seven,” Dubs said. 

“Go go go,” I whispered, wanting them to shoot the invaders out already. 

The door between them and us was shaking on its hinges now, rattling with their ferocious attacks. Our guards weren’t in EVAs, and they stood at the doorway, trying to hold it closed. 

“Evacuation in progress,” Dubs said at the very same moment the door tore away from us. The vacuum of space sucked at us, and I grabbed for Suma as we pulled away toward the hangar. Our guards had nothing to grip, and they were tugged away quickly. Silo was at the door, clutching the frame with a glove. 

“Silo!” Suma shouted.

I fought hard to keep hold of my handhold at the edge of the room, and my feet were pulled toward the doorway, so I hung there horizontally, with Suma grasping my arm. She was trying to climb down my torso, then my legs, attempting to reach Silo. 

“Suma, I can’t hold on! Stop moving! Dubs, shut it off. Are they gone?” I shouted. 

“The rock and ship are gone from the hangar, but I’m picking up a lifeform still inside,” Dubs said. 

“That must be us. There’s no way…” I started to say, and saw the long, thin black arm reach into the doorway and grab Silo’s arm. With a single tug, Silo went flying away with the invader, and we heard his screams through our earpieces the entire way into space. 

Suma looked up at me, and I felt what she was about to do before she did it. “No,” I whispered to her, but it was too late. She let go of my leg and shot from the room, sucked out by the vacuum. I couldn’t leave them to do this alone. I thought about Jules and Mary, and closed my eyes. I had to act quickly, before Dubs shut the energy barrier again. 

Suma had always been there for me. I couldn’t abandon her out there alone. 

I let go. 

The force of pull was tremendous, and it sent me reeling through the vacuum straight through the empty hangar, into the dark space beyond. I saw our huge ship race away from me as inertia kept me moving outwards. 

“Suma! Where are you?” I asked. “Silo!”

I couldn’t see anyone, and I activated my suit’s lights, hoping to act as a beacon. The bad guys were out here too, but I didn’t have a visual on them either. 

“Bridge, come in,” I said. 

“Slate here, Dean. We’re picking up a life sign about a thousand feet from your position. I’m pinging it to you now. We’re sensing no response from the others,” he told me. 

I checked the arm console and spun to face the location it showed. There was a blinking light, then two. Close proximity. “That’s them.” I remembered the first time I’d flown in space with nothing but an over-sized Kraski suit on. This was far less terrifying than clasping tethers to immense ships, trying to prevent them from being burned up by the sun, but dread still managed to seep through my veins as I activated the mini-thrusters built into the suit. 

I started off moving slowly toward the targets and picked up speed as I went, finding the blinking lights closer and closer. 

“Dean!” I heard Suma’s frantic voice call in my helmet. 

“Stay tight. I’m coming!” I said. 

“They have us. They’re bringing us…” Her words cut off, and I saw the black round ship that had been evacuated from the hangar a short distance away. The thin aliens were taking Silo and Suma, whose bright white suits stood out against the backdrop. 

I had no weapons, nothing to fight them with, but I couldn’t let them escape. I saw one of the guards nearby, floating there, clearly dead. I flew to her side, silently hoping it had been as painless as possible, and seized her weapon, a newly-designed pulse rifle. I left her there, knowing we’d come for her body later. If there was a later. 

“Dean, we can tractor-beam the ship. Move inside,” Magnus called to me from the bridge. I wondered how much of this they could see. 

“Not if they cloak again. You didn’t see them coming, you won’t see them leave. I have no choice. They’re almost there,” I said, and raced forward. 

The five shapes moved through space toward the round waiting vessel, and I hurried, pushing the thrusters faster than I would have liked. I raced like a torpedo toward my target, recalibrating my trajectory as I calculated the path on my arm console. 

The black-clad aliens pressed my friends into their ship through the open cavity to their airlock, and I knew there was only one shot at this. The rifle clasped in my grip, I took a deep breath, and headed for the ramp as it began to close. Three things could happen here. I could miss the ship, and with it my chance to save Suma and Silo. I could be squished by the ramp, chopping me in half. Or I could enter unscathed and attempt a violent rescue. I was hoping for the third option.

The ramp was closing, like the gaping mouth of a whale, and I raced through space as the maw was about to disappear. I flicked my rear thruster, cutting the other, and went into a horizontal spin. It worked. I breached their energy barrier as the doorway sealed shut. 

I rolled along the metal floor of the ramp and came to a halt as their gravity took over. The three beings were surprised to find me there, and I had the advantage. I quickly assessed the situation, finding their vessel larger than expected. The tall creatures had enough head room, and two of them each held one of my friends. The third broke out of his confused state, shouted something in another language, and rushed at me. 

I fired the pulse rifle. It hit the alien in the chest, sending him flying away. But he appeared to have an energy shield on, and the blow merely deflected him. 

“Stop!” Suma shouted. 

The alien lay on the ground, and I aimed my rifle at him. 

“Who are you?” Suma asked them. She was encouraging them to speak, to see if their language would translate. It was a good move. 

They remained silent, and we were at an impasse. The two held tightly to Suma and Silo, and I noticed Suma’s boyfriend struggling to break free. I lifted a hand when his gaze met mine, letting him know to calm himself. 

I tapped my arm console and whispered, “Bridge, come in.”

No reply. 

“It doesn’t have to go like this,” Suma told them in Shimmali. The one on the ground stared up at me behind a black mask, its head tilting over at the woman. “Let us go, and our ship won’t destroy you. If you take us, they won’t stop until they find you, and they will seek vengeance on your entire race.” Suma shifted from diplomat to threatening force in the snap of a finger. She must have been reading the room. 

The two holding the Shimmali looked at one another. Their shoulders shook vigorously, and I could tell they were laughing at Suma’s words. 

One of them pulled a blade from a sheath on its thigh, and my eyes went wide. Suma must have noticed, because she dropped, quickly evading her captor’s grip. I shot the shielded alien on the floor. Three blasts were all it took to break through the protective barrier around it; the fourth killed it. 

Suma shoved the one behind her away, and Silo tried to evade the long grasping arms around him, but he was too slow. The knife glowed with an unknown energy and penetrated his suit near the thigh, cutting it open. Silo rolled away, freeing himself, and I took the chance to fire at both of the aliens. Their shields shone red as my pulses hit them, and one fell face-down with a thunk, while the other raced away from the cargo room. 

Suma was at Silo’s side and I ran past them, my boots clanking loudly on the hard floor. There was a high, narrow corridor here, leading to what I imagined would be the compact ship’s cockpit. I slowed, pressing against the wall as the hallway bent. The alien might be around the corner. We weren’t carrying weapons, because we’d only planned on analyzing the rock sample. I would have loved a concussion grenade or something similar right now. 

“What would Slate do?” I asked myself quietly. He’d try to distract the alien and kill him, that was what he’d do. I searched for something to throw, anything, and my gaze settled on a small rectangular object across the hall. 

“Here goes nothing,” I said, and crouched low to the floor. With efficient movements, I traversed the corridor, grabbing the box, chucking it as far past the hall as I could. If the alien was around the bend, hopefully, he’d turn to the sound. 

I had no time to ponder this as I sprinted down the corridor, finding the tall being exactly as expected, facing my distraction. I fired at him three times, his shield fading with each pulse. When I knew the next shot would kill him, I stepped closer. 

“Hands up!” I shouted. I repeated it in a Shimmali squawk, and it appeared to recognize the language. It made sense. Their race had been among the stars a lot longer than humans had. 

One of the arms shot into the air, the other a split second behind. Its glowing knife flew from its hip, striking me in the right shoulder. 

I almost dropped my gun but held on. I fired a pulse, and the alien went limp. Suma was at my side, holding a bloody knife in her gloved hand. 

“You all right?” she asked, glancing at my shoulder, where the knife remained intact. 

It stung fiercely, but I didn’t want to pull it out, not here. “I’ll be fine. How about Silo?”

“We need to make it to the ship. Let’s see if anyone else is here,” Suma said, taking the lead into the hall. I switched my grip on the pulse rifle to my left hand, carrying it awkwardly as we emerged into the cockpit. 

It was empty. “Search for the communicator. My earpiece isn’t working. We need to let Horizon know we’re coming in,” I said, sitting on the high seat front and center. I scanned the controls, not having the slightest idea what to do with them. 

Suma was at a wall console, tapping away. “I think that should work,” she said. 

I assessed the pilot’s computer and found a throttle and a stick for steering. Seconds later, we were jerkily moving toward the Horizon, to a different hangar, one that wasn’t ripped apart. 

“They returned the message,” Suma said. “I let them know we need medical attention. Dr. Nick is waiting.”

I slowed the alien vessel, wondering who the hell they were and why they’d been so quick to attack and kidnap. With any luck, all three weren’t dead, and we could find some answers, but I doubted they’d be very forthcoming, even if that was the case. 

My vision was fading as blood spilled from my arm, inside and outside my EVA. I settled the ship to the floor of the hangar, nearly clipping a lander in the process. We couldn’t hear through our earpieces until we emerged from the alien vessel, onto the hangar floor. 

“There are at least twenty more ships coming in our direction. I guess we’ll have a chance to test our weapons systems after all.” I heard Magnus say through my helmet. “Loweck, prepare the rail guns and pulse cannons. Slate, prepare evasive maneuvers. Dubs, keep us from hitting any damn asteroids. We’re on their turf, everyone, and I suspect they know every inch of this space.”

We were under attack.

 

 

Twenty

 

Alarm sounds entered the medical bay from the corridor as a nurse entered with a tray of supplies. The door slid slut, canceling the racket. Dr. Nick refused to allow the red flashing lights and klaxons in the medical areas, and I didn’t blame him. None of it was conducive to healing or concentration. 

“You’re going to be fine, Dean,” Nick said. I was in a quarantined room, and Nick was covered from head to toe with a protective suit. “We don’t know what you were exposed to on their ship after your EVA was punctured, so we’re taking precautions.”

“How’s Silo?” I asked him, peering to the room across the open wing. Suma stood outside the room, observing her boyfriend as the alien doctor Arla Exter floated near him. She was a Tukkalion, one of a gas-based race who resembled balloons. She still had arms and a face, and I watched as she ran scanners over Silo’s side. 

Nick’s face fell slightly, and I knew the diagnostic wasn’t going to be wonderful. “He’s going to be okay. The blade penetrated the armor and severed too many arteries. He’s losing his leg.”

I blanched but was glad Silo was still alive to tell the tale. I wanted to find out how their glowing blades had the ability to cut through our supposedly impermeable EVA suits. 

 “You, on the other hand, should be released in a couple of hours. The healing will be fast,” Nick told me. 

“Any word on the battle?” I asked. 

“Magnus told me not to bother you with it,” Nick said. 

I tried to sit up, and he rested a hand on my good shoulder. “Stay put. I’ll bring your wife and daughter.”

The room had a wall behind and to my left, and the right edge flickered, turning clear. I could hear Jules talking to Mary through built-in speakers. I was the new modern version of a patient in a bubble. 

“Dean, are you okay?” Mary asked, her hands pressed against the clear wall. 

“I’m fine, honey.” I tried to smile, but with everything going on outside, it wasn’t easy to do. 

“Papa, what happened?” Jules asked. She was on the verge of tears; I could tell by her lower lip. 

“Someone surprised us, and I have an ouchie,” I said, knowing she was a little too old for that kind of baby talk. I needed to be more truthful with her. “I mean, I was stabbed by a bad guy, honey.”

“Stabbed?” she asked, shifting closer. 

I pointed to my right shoulder, where the wound was already mending. Our current technology was so amazing that something like a non-lethal stab wound like this could heal in the span of hours, instead of days and weeks. “See, it’s nothing to worry about,” I explained, and Mary nodded. 

“It seems we scared them off,” Mary told me.

“That easily?” I asked. It had been an hour, so a lot would have happened in that time. Sometimes a battle in space only needed minutes to determine a victor. 

“They weren’t prepared for us. Nat doesn’t think they knew we were coming,” Mary told me from the other side of the barrier. 

“What’s the plan?” I asked, and she shrugged. 

“Bring you home and fly out of this asteroid field as quickly as we can,” Mary said. 

“Did you hear about Silo?” I asked, lowering my voice. 

“Yes. Suma’s playing the strong role, but I can see her crumbling a little bit. I’ve also heard they were concerned with a virus. You don’t think there was anything on that ship that might harm you, do you?” Mary asked, nodding to the quarantine detail around me. 

“I sure hope not. Nick should have the scans done soon, he says. Why don’t you take Jules and distract her?” I suggested. 

“I want to stay with Papa,” Jules said stubbornly. 

“Sorry, honey. We need to let Daddy sleep for a while. Then he’ll come home and have dinner with us, okay?” Mary asked our daughter. 

She was pouting but relented. “Okay. Don’t let any more bad guys near you,” Jules warned me, and I gave her the most authentic smile I could muster. 

“I won’t,” I promised. 

They left me there, and I watched as they went over to Suma’s side, Mary hugging her before whispering her support. Soon they were gone, and I drifted into sleep as the meds worked their magic. 

 

____________

 

Four days later, we were still inside the asteroid field, moving as quickly as we safely could, and I watched from the rear of the bridge as Dubs swung the huge starship around, adapting as the pattern of the asteroids repositioned. 

“They’re moving in unpredictable arrangements,” Dubs said. 

Magnus stood, crossing the bridge to stand behind the android. “What’s that mean, unpredictable?”

Suma spoke up from her seat. “It means they’re not sticking to the flight patterns and orbits that make sense based on the system we’re in. It’s almost as if there’s an object here, disrupting their gravitational pull.”

“More invisible planets?” I asked, and Suma glanced at me, as if surprised I was on the bridge. 

“I don’t think so. The asteroids are becoming closer. We’re going to have to be more careful. It’s almost like they’re forming a wall before the end of the field. As if they’re trying to prevent us from leaving,” she said. 

“They? Are you personifying hunks of rock?” I asked. 

“They’re more than rock. That element is quite unique. It’s almost like they have cognitive abilities. Perhaps they’re communicating with one another,” Suma suggested. 

“That’s crazy,” Slate said, standing behind Suma’s station. “You’re saying the asteroids are talking to one another?” 

“It’s not that far-fetched,” I said. “It’s a known fact that trees and other plants communicate with each other through fungi on their root systems, almost like a superorganism.”

“You think this asteroid field could be similar?” Magnus asked, gaze fixed on Suma, who was the bridge’s science officer.

Suma was quiet, but she tapped a finger on the helm console. “It may be possible. It would explain a lot.”

“Then how do the asteroids move? It’s not like they have thrusters,” Slate offered. 

“He’s right. The rocks must have a way to do this, but off the top of my head, I don’t have any answers,” Suma admitted. 

“How long until we reach the edge of the field?” Magnus asked Dubs. 

“I estimate twelve hours until we reach the edge. With the current transition of trajectory on the last one hundred or so asteroids, I suspect it will be nearly impossible to pass through unhindered, Captain,” Dubs told Magnus. 

Magnus rubbed his chin in thought. “Angle to bypass them, if possible. I know it’ll take longer, but we should be able to outrun some chunks of rock, right?”

“I’ll do my best,” Dubs said, and he and Suma both returned to work, trying to determine the best course to take. 

“What do you think, Dean?” Magnus asked as Slate walked over with the captain.

“Me?”

“That’s who I’m asking,” Magnus said. 

“I have no idea. I don’t think it was a coincidence that there are aliens in the field, in the same asteroid belt that seems to have a mind of its own. I’d have to assume the two are connected. Perhaps the aliens are controlling the rocks,” I suggested. 

“That’s a good point, and one I won’t discount. Where are they? They scattered like flies, each heading in a different direction after we had our brief altercation after you returned with their ship,” Magnus said. 

“Here’s an idea,” Slate said, smirking as he spoke. “These aliens only came on our ship because we brought one of their pieces of asteroid aboard.”

“Interesting,” Magnus said. “But they took Silo and Suma.”

“Silo had the core sample in his pocket. We retrieved it afterward from Dr. Exter,” Slate said. This was news to me. I’d thought the cylinder of rock was still in the device meant to read the sample’s composition. “And Silo was stabbed right near the pocket the rock was in,” he added.

“They have to be related. The aliens came when that nearly ten-foot-diameter asteroid was brought to the Horizon, then grabbed Silo when he had the sample. They perceived our actions against the asteroid field as an act of hostility?” I asked. 

“It almost makes sense. And if the aliens are controlling the rocks’ trajectory, attempting to blockade us, we can expect a fight in the next twelve hours,” Magnus said. He waved Loweck over, and she listened as the captain relayed the message; her orange skin paled as he spoke of the aliens utilizing the field to their advantage. 

“How do we prevent this battle?” Slate asked her. 

Loweck waited a moment, and I saw the gears grinding in her intelligent mind. “If we move or turn around, they’ll likely do the same thing in all directions. No matter where we go, we’ll be funneled into a war with them. That’s my estimation,” she said. 

“But there’s no guarantee of anything,” I said. “We should at least test the theory. This looming wall forming a few hours’ travel from our position could be completely random, having nothing to do with us. But I doubt it.” I stretched my shoulder out, amazed at how normal it already felt. 

“Dean’s right. Dubs will work around it, and if the field blockade moves to match our trajectory, we know what we’re up against,” Magnus said. 

“Or at least we’ll have an idea,” Slate said. “I have a feeling we haven’t seen the last of those round black ships. Dean, will you come with me?”

“Where are we going?” I asked him. 

“We have less than half a day to figure this out, and we’re going to need all the help we can get.” He tapped the controls strapped to his right forearm and waited until we heard Rivo’s voice. “Rivo, can you meet us at the alien vessel in Hangar Five?”

“I’m on my way, Commander,” the Molariun princess said. 

“What are you thinking?” I asked Slate as we exited the bridge. 

“We’re going to need a surprise weapon,” he said with a wink. 

 

____________

 

As expected, the planetoids did adjust their pathways, moving to intercept our departure from the field. We were an hour from approaching them, and Magnus had Dubs slow the starship, moving to the in-system thrusters at quarter speed. 

“You think they’ll show?” Suma asked. The viewer was huge, taking up the entire front wall of the bridge. It acted like a window, but was in fact a wide screen, showing us feeds from zoomed-in cameras around our starship. We all observed with interest as the wall of asteroids loomed in the distance like a chain-link fence. 

“There are a few spots we’d fit through, Captain, but there’s no guarantee we can emerge unscathed on the other side,” Dubs said. 

“Then we wait, because I fully expect our friends are on the other side.” Magnus crossed his arms patiently. 

“I’m going with Rivo,” I told them, surprising myself. It was too important to leave her alone. She needed someone to help with communications, and Magnus had vetoed my suggestion after Rivo agreed she could do it all alone.

Magnus nodded. “Your wife is going to kill me. Fine, go help her. It’s time to see what’s behind the wall.”

Slate frowned at me, and I tried to give him a sign that said “everything’s going to be okay,” but apparently, failed miserably. I ran from the bridge, heading for Hangar Five. I reached out to Rivo and told her to wait for me. 

“Dean, you have to be kidding,” Rivo said through my earpiece as I folded it in place. 

“Nope. Two heads are better than one.” I nodded to the guards outside the hangar, and they let me through without comment. 

The alien ship sat fully functional near where I’d left it, and Rivo had spent the last few hours test-flying it outside the ship in cloaked mode. Clare had altered the ship over several days of intense calculations, and she’d added a translation code into it so we could understand how to operate it. Any communications between their ships would work in English or Molariun, if so desired. Ensign Tran had attempted numerous transmissions with them over the last seventy-two hours, but so far, there had been no reply. 

Rivo lowered the ramp as I approached, and I grabbed a jumpsuit from a supply cart beside a Kraski ship one bay over. “Hope you don’t mind me tagging along,” I told her. Mary was going to kill me. 

“Are you kidding? Dean Parker never gets hurt too badly. You’re a good luck charm,” she told me, smiling up at me as I entered the ship. She was only up to my chest in height, and her dark blue skin contrasted against her white jumpsuit. Clare had modified the life support to be compatible with ours, so we only brought EVAs on board in case of an emergency.

Both of us rushed to the cockpit, and Rivo took the pilot’s seat, firing the ship up and lifting it off the deck with concise movements. It was a good thing she was flying it instead of me. 

“You think this will work?” she asked. 

“Only one way to find out,” I told her, and the hangar doors slid open, allowing us enough room to pass through the energy barrier and into space. 

The viewscreen on the alien ship was narrow, almost like a fighter jet’s, and even from here, the wall of black and dark gray planetoids and smaller asteroids was imposing. It felt like they were closer now. 

There were no other alien vessels on the radar, and I wondered how they kept track of their own ships. It appeared that while cloaked, even their allies had no idea where they were. We hoped this would play to our advantage. 

Understanding we weren’t visible to the naked eye or their sensors, we raced away from the Horizon. We also had ceased communication with the bridge. Something inside the ship blocked our earpiece devices, but I did have one of the tablets from Fontem’s collection in my hand. Slate held the other on the bridge, and when the time came to move, that was how we were going to relay the signal. 

The asteroids grew closer as we headed toward them, but now they took up the entire viewscreen. The spaces between the rocks appeared large from the vantage point of this compact vessel, but I knew if the Horizon attempted to move through the openings, it wouldn’t be able to come out the other side in one piece. There were a few layers behind it, the asteroids stacked not only above one another, but at least three deep, making the journey even more difficult. 

We measured it, and they spanned over forty thousand kilometers, making it impossible to move around before the rocks intercepted our starship. We needed to trick them. 

“Approaching the field wall,” Rivo told me. 

I searched for any inter-alien vessel transmissions and saw a few blips on the radar beyond the wall. “Let’s move through. I’ve mapped the safest path,” I told her, shooting the flight path to her console from mine. 

Rivo cautiously flew the alien vessel through the first few asteroids, which had to be at least fifty kilometers in diameter. I searched for any visible signs of energy barriers or thrusters built into the asteroids, but didn’t see any. 

Rivo slowed as a small rock moved directly in front of our ship, and headed around it, passing by another layer of the large rocks. A few minutes later, we emerged unscathed on the other side of the asteroid field. From here, there was nothing to see but stars among the blackness of space. 

“Dean, where are they?” Rivo asked. We’d been expecting to intersect a large fleet of the round black ships, but there was nothing on the other side. 

“They might be cloaked like we are,” I told her. 

I grabbed the communication tablet and wrote a quick message to Slate. On the other side. No enemies in sight.

I waited a moment, seeing the message glow orange, indicating he’d read it. Nothing here either. Stay put. 

“Dean, look.” Rivo pointed to the wall of massive asteroids, their spacing too close for a starship to pass through, but not for the incoming alien vessels. Five of them blinked out of their cloaks, exposing themselves to us. 

“They can’t see us?” I asked, and Rivo shook her head. 

“What are they doing?” she questioned, leaning forward in her seat as she zoomed the image in. Rivo targeted the sights on a solitary ship; the round black vessel’s nose jutted out at the cockpit, letting us differentiate the front end from the stern. 

“I don’t know.” I stood closer for a more precise viewpoint. The entire ship was vibrating, and I saw the distortion now. “It looks like a pulse.”

“I think they’re… yes, watch this.” She pointed at the asteroid beside the alien vessel. “They’re moving the asteroid. That’s how the rocks are being shifted. It must be some sort of magnetic pulse. The alloy in the rocks. There’s metal in the composition, and they’re repelling the planetoids into a shape, in this case a wall, to prevent us from passing through.” 

“They’re fast too. Can you figure out how to do that?” I asked, a new idea forming. 

Rivo worked on the computer system, translating the commands into Molariun. We watched as more enemy vessels appeared before vibrating and piloting their own asteroids. This went on for ten minutes, but Rivo finally was confident she understood how the magnetic system worked.

“Good, bring us to an open spot. There,” I said, pointing at the radar screen. “We’ll blast a hole large enough for the Horizon to sneak through in hyperdrive.”

“I think I can manage that.” Rivo maneuvered us farther away from the prying eyes of the round ships, and toward the spot I’d selected. Here, we’d only have to move three larger planetoids, and I grabbed my communication tablet as Rivo initiated the procedure. Our ship shook, and I strapped myself into a seat on the side wall of the cockpit, struggling to write a message. Eventually, I relayed what we were doing and gave them the coordinates to set course for. 

Are you sure this will work? No one up here likes the idea of using the hyperdrive through that field, Slate’s return message said. 

Do it. Wait for my message. Hit engage when you see: NOW appear. Is that clear? I hit send.

Yes, Boss.

“Rivo, let’s make our path,” I said, and Rivo activated the magnetic pulses. She directed them at the large asteroid near us, sneaking in behind it first, then aiming it away. We were no longer cloaked, and already we were intercepting messages and communications pinging in from the other alien vessels. We ignored them. There wasn’t much time. If they found out what we were doing, they’d come and destroy us without thinking twice. 

Our small ship pressed the first pocked rock away. It was a few kilometers in diameter and misshapen like a stepped-on cantaloupe. 

“Come on, Rivo, we have to move faster. They’re coming,” I said, and she raced behind the next asteroid in line. It pressed away from our magnetic pulses, and then there was one. 

I zoomed in, seeing the stationary form of Horizon waiting for my command. They’d only have one shot. I double-checked the coordinates, and when I was confident they’d work, I started to write on the tablet. 

“Dean, it’s too big. It’s not moving quickly enough!” Rivo was panicking, and I noticed four uncloaked alien ships directing toward us on the radar. Angry messages carried through our speakers, and we ignored them too. 

“Give it everything you can!” I shouted over the cacophony of noises. 

Rivo was sweating, beads running down her thin blue neck. She let out a primal growl as the ship shook harder and faster. I saw the huge ten-kilometer-wide rock press away, our thrusters holding us in place, and I hit send. NOW.

Rivo moved out of the way, and our radar showed an icon flash by us to the other side of the asteroid field barrier. 

“They did it!” I shouted, but the cheer was short-lived. We were surrounded by the deceived aliens.

 

 

Twenty-One

 

Rivo cut the magnetic pulses and flew toward the most open spot amid the enclosing ring of attackers. I glanced to the radar and saw a massive icon looming over the small alien ships. 

“The Horizon,” Rivo whispered. We saw the tractor beam shoot out, and Rivo raced for the yellow light, the other ships giving chase. Pulse cannons blasted the rocks near us as they attempted to strike the small ships weaving around us.

Get ready! The message from Slate appeared on the tablet. 

Rivo entered the tractor beam as a blast from behind us struck the rear edge of the ship, and seconds later, we were a few thousand kilometers away, the ship pulling out of hyperdrive. 

“That was close,” I said, relaxing into my seat. 

The tractor beam cut off, and Rivo, still speechless, flew us into the awaiting hangar bay. All I could hear were her adrenaline-filled breaths, and soon we landed safely on the floor. 

Rivo turned in the pilot’s seat as the ship powered off. I expected her to be angry, stressed… anything but…

“That was awesome! I love going on missions with you, Dean. They’re so much fun!” she said, unstrapping herself from the chair. 

I stood, feeling her embrace. “Can you keep the excitement to a minimum? My wife’s going to be angry enough at me for leaving unannounced. Let’s not let her know how fun it was,” I said, unable to muster the same joy at nearly dying as Rivo did. 

She’d been through a lot. She’d come a long way since that emaciated prisoner of Lom’s robopirates. She’d lost her fiancé then, and her life path had changed since that moment. She went from being a rich princess to becoming a fighter, who was defined by more than her last name, Alnod. It helped that she was a killer pilot too. 

“Fine, but wasn’t that great? I mean, we did it!” she exclaimed. 

We walked over the ramp, which didn’t open all the way to the floor. One of the hinges had been damaged in the attack, and we had to climb down the last five feet. 

The hangar door sprang open and Mary was there, with Slate right behind her. 

She gave me a hug, and I saw the anger in her face. But she kept it in check and kissed me. “You did it!”

“Rivo did most of it,” I admitted. 

“We’re free. Right on course for Mion V9. Good work, team,” Slate said with pride. 

“No pursuit?” I asked. 

“Not that we can see. It didn’t appear their ships had FTL anyway, so we should be in the clear. Thanks for the quick thinking, guys,” Slate said, and Rivo left with him, chatting his ear off. 

Mary grabbed my arm and pulled me close. “I thought you were done with these crazy impromptu missions?”

I shrugged. “I can’t seem to help myself.”

“Let’s go. It sounds like we’re going to have a little party in the courtyard tonight. Celebrate making it through,” Mary said. 

“You’re letting me off that easily?” I asked, knowing I should keep quiet on the subject. 

“You did what you had to do. You always will,” she said, smiling at me. 

“How are you?” I asked, motioning to the growing baby inside her. 

“Great. Better than ever,” she said, and I could tell she meant the words. 

 

____________

 

Months in transit on a starship can either be exhilarating or boring. I found this to change with each passing day. We found no altercations for the duration of our trek across unknown territory, and we veered clear of any planets that might have lifeforms on the surface. 

The Gatekeepers continued their endeavor to research and catalog each symbol world from our expanded Crystal Map, and Jules’ birthday party went off without a hitch. The entire child population from our starship was there, except for one of the Padlog, who was off molting or doing some transformation or another. 

I couldn’t believe my little girl had turned five. She was growing up before my very eyes. 

We were still two months from reaching Mion V9, and Slate and I were working on our plan of attack along with Weemsa, Walo, and Rivo. We knew next to nothing about Mion V9, except that the race was long vanished from the world. The Rutelium was priority one for our starship’s mission, but my goal was finding out what happened to the shrunken world on board our vessel. 

“It’s going to be hard to find anything. Do you think they may have scribbled it on a cave wall and we’ll find the reversal information free for the taking?” Walo buzzed. 

“No, I doubt it will be that simple. But we’ve had far more hopeless missions, so I think we’ll be able to extrapolate what we need,” I told her. 

“Magnus is dead set on the mines, so don’t expect me to be able to assist on this one, Boss,” Slate said. “We’re going to be setting up camps around the planet, testing the mines for the most potent Rutelium, as well as the densest locations. From there, we’ll set the mining robots up, and proceed with our first factory.”

“I hate that we’re leaving a contingency there,” I told him. Fifty of our crew members wouldn’t be returning with us, and that worried me. 

“They all volunteered for the job, Dean,” Rivo said. Alnod Industries had supplied most of the mining equipment, and I suspected the volunteers were also being compensated for their efforts. I didn’t press the subject. 

“Weemsa, you have the drones all ready? We’ll need to map this planet quickly. I want to know where their cities were located, and we’ll start our search on the most populated regions,” I said. 

“This might take a while, Dean,” Rivo said. 

“Magnus said the initial mine setup will take up to five months, so we’ll have at least that long. With all the Gatekeepers working on this mission at once, I’m confident we’ll have our answer in a month,” I said. 

Weemsa nodded his long neck. “I agree with your conclusion. We’ll help the world, don’t you worry.”

For some reason, we’d all become attached to the small planet, sitting in the container in the center of the boardroom table. It was hard to believe the entire world was frozen in time, a tiny construct without hope, unless we were able to assist them. 

“We’ll start with…” My arm console beeped, and I saw the message. Med bay. Now!

It was from Mary, and that could only mean one thing. She was having the baby. 

“I have to go. Keep talking without me!” I hurried out of the room without another word, leaving them all in suspense. Slate was going to kill me. I stopped halfway down the hall and rushed back, peeking my head into the boardroom. “Mary’s having the baby!” And with that, I was off once again. 

 

____________

 

“Papa, what’s his name?” Jules asked, tugging on my shirt. 

I met Mary’s gaze. Her hair had been brushed, no longer matted to her forehead with sweat, and she was exhausted. No matter how advanced our health care became, some things, like childbirth, still required the same motions. 

“We haven’t decided yet, Jules,” Mary told her. Our son was swaddled in a blanket, sleeping soundly in his mother’s arms. 

Part of me kept thinking he’d be born with green eyes like Jules, that somehow the Iskios would still have partial control over Mary’s DNA, but when he’d first blinked them open, they were dark, no sign of glowing green to be seen. Relief had flooded me, but I thought I sensed disappointment from Jules when she learned her baby brother wasn’t different like her. 

“What do you think we should name him?” I asked. 

Jules contemplated this, frowning in the way she did when there was a puzzle too large to solve. I laughed, and she didn’t appear to appreciate it. “How about Riimon?”

“Riimon?” I asked. “Where did that come from?” 

“It’s an old Molariun name. It’s Auntie Rivo’s grandpapa’s name,” Jules told us, crossing her arms. 

“We’ll probably stick to something a little more… traditional,” Mary said. I could tell she was ready to sleep, and I scooped the baby from her arms. Mary smiled at me, and I held our child. Our family was growing, and I couldn’t have been prouder of our little unit than at this moment. We were four now, five with Maggie. 

He was so light in my grasp, only six or so pounds, and drool escaped from between his lips. “I’ll settle him for a bit and take Jules for something to eat. Then maybe you can try for a few hours of sleep.”

Mary reached out and held Jules’ hand. “Sounds good. How about… Hugo?”

“Hugo.” I tested the name on my tongue and found it stuck well. “You remembered.”

“Who’s Hugo?” Jules asked. 

“Hugo was your grandfather’s name. I love it,” I told her, and did. 

Jules walked over to the clear bin holding her sleeping brother. “Hello, Hugo.” She touched his cheek gently. “I’m Jules. I’m going to protect you.”

For some reason, her words sent chills through my spine, but they were harmless, a promise of a big sister. 

Mary’s eyes brimmed with tears. “Hugo.”

I leaned over and kissed my wife on the forehead, then the lips. She placed a warm hand on the back of my neck. “Don’t be too long.”

“I won’t,” I assured her. “Get some sleep.”

She nodded, and I took Jules’ hand, leading her out of the room and into the waiting area of the medical bay. 

“Everything good?” Slate asked as he rushed over to our side. 

I clapped him on the arm. “Everything’s wonderful.”

They were all there sitting patiently. Magnus and Natalia were with Dean and Patty, playing on their tablets. Jules ran over to her friend and started telling her about her baby brother Hugo, and everyone listened along, smiling and laughing. 

“Hugo. Good name,” Nat said. 

“Congratulations, Dean!” Suma’s snout twitched, and Silo held her hand. His face was grim, sallow and pale since the surgery, but he was recovering nicely. He was already beginning to use an artificial limb, and Suma was always at his side when she could be. I was truly beginning to like the Shimmali science officer more all the time. 

“Thanks, Suma. She’s doing great, and so is baby Hugo,” I exclaimed. I watched Jules and couldn’t believe I was a father again. We were going to do this one more time. The late nights, early mornings, changing diapers, and breast-feeding. At least this time, we could do it from the comfort of our suite on the starship, which was really going to help. Last time Mary gave birth, it was on Sterona right after we’d been rescued, and we’d spent the first few months on Starbound with the Keppe. 

I guess we were making a tradition of it. 

“When can we see him?” Suma asked.

“Let’s go find something to eat. We’ll visit in a couple of hours,” I suggested, and we all filed out except for Nick, who shook my hand and tousled Jules’ hair, to her chagrin. 

“Congratulations again, Dean. You have a wonderful family,” he told me when everyone else had left. 

“Keep an eye on them for me, would you?” I asked, and he smiled, assuring me he would. 

We found seating at the sit-down restaurant, an air of celebration hovering over the table. It was a great evening, and it reminded me why we’d come aboard the Horizon in the first place: to be among friends and family for the big things. It was important: more significant than most events in our lives. 

I watched Jules as she interacted with Magnus’ children, and the life she exuded each time she spoke to them. She was caring and strong-willed: my daughter, through and through. She must have caught me watching her, because she averted her gaze. I noticed there was a drawing on her napkin. It was the same symbol again, the one that the Crystal Map claimed was on our starship. 

Four angled lines, an oval overtop. And it hit me, slapped me in the face with the understanding. It had escaped me for months. How could I have been so stupid? Jules had basically told me flat-out what it meant, and I’d been too concerned with her odd behavior to even hear what she’d said. I wasn’t going to be that kind of father. What other things had she been trying to tell me that I’d disregarded? 

Papa, we can help the tiny people. Then; I see them. They need our help. 

I finally understood what she’d been talking about. The blood rushed from my face, and I stood up, staring at Jules’ bright green eyes. “Honey, that symbol is for the shrunken world, isn’t it? The one we got from Regnig’s?”

She nodded like this was old news. “Papa, that’s what I’ve been saying.”

Suma perked up, grabbing the napkin from beside Jules. “Dean. We can travel there. It’s been in front of us this whole time,” she said.

 

 

Twenty-Two

 

We were only a few days out of Mion V9, and a handful of us sat inside my suite, discussing the options again. 

“I still vote we use the portal to travel there,” Loo-six said, her green skin darkening as she drank from her coffee cup. 

“The first duo didn’t come out,” I said, tired of going over this again. The door notifier rang, and I switched the screen to see who was on the other side. Slate and Loweck stood there, grinning at each other like lovebirds. He kissed her, and I spoke into the speaker. “I can see you two. Come in.” I buzzed the entry open, and seconds later, they were inside the room. Slate’s eyes told me there was news that wouldn’t wait. 

“What is it?” I asked him. 

Suma cleared her throat, and Silo shifted in his place on the couch. Hugo began to cry from his baby seat beside me, and I turned it on, causing it to softly rock back and forth. 

“We’re going to bond,” Slate said. 

Mary entered the room from the kitchen. “What’d I miss?”

Loweck spoke before Slate could give it away again. “We’re going to bond.”

“Bond?” Mary asked, eyes meeting mine with an inquisitive look. I pointed to my ring finger, and she quickly understood. “That’s great!”

Everyone spoke at once, hugging and congratulating them. I didn’t know what bonding meant, but I suspected in Loweck’s culture, marriage wasn’t quite the same as ours. I’d have to ask Slate about it later. 

Mary found some sparkling wine, and we broke out the flutes the unit had come stocked with. We hadn’t used them before. 

“When’s the date?” I asked. 

Loweck shook her head. “It’s a process that repeatedly layers over several years.”

“Uhm, okay. To your bonding!” I said, raising my flute in the air. We all clinked glasses and eventually settled into our conversation. 

“I’m anxious to send someone there,” Loo-six said. “Datrib and EX9 were brave to volunteer, but since they didn’t return, we have to assume they were also frozen in place the moment they headed through the portal.”

“I agree. We’re close to Mion V9 now, right, Slate?” I asked. 

He was staring at Loweck, grinning, and I threw a cushion at him. “You two must be a real treat to be on the bridge with.”

“Tell me about it,” Suma said under her breath, and I noticed Silo move a little closer to his girlfriend. 

“Magnus may have warned me once or twice about focusing,” Slate admitted. “What was the question?”

“How close are we to our destination?” Mary asked. 

“We’ll be at Mion V9 in two days. We’ve already sent our probes ahead of us, and the sensors are showing we can breathe the air, which is going to make this entire venture that much easier,” Slate said, finally becoming serious. 

That was good news. “What about lifeforms? Anything?” I asked. 

“Not yet, but we sent those probes a few hours after, and they’re slower to travel. We won’t know about the life readouts until a few hours before orbit. I’ll keep you all posted. I have a good feeling about this one, Boss,” Slate said. 

“Yeah? Think we can pull it off?” I asked. 

“For sure,” Slate said. “As if there was ever a question.”

Weemsa spoke his deep language, translating through the device on the table. “We now have a vested interest, since we’ve lost two of our Gatekeepers inside. They were brave to volunteer for the mission.”

“If what Fontem thought is true, the entire world is still teeming with life. It’s only frozen in time, much like Ableen was aboard the Collector’s ship. We’ll discover the solution and bring them out of the miniature world,” I told them with a bravado I didn’t feel. The truth was, this could be like searching for a needle in a haystack, but I kept that part to myself. I thought they all understood. 

Slate kicked the coffee table as he struggled to reach for a tablet next to him. “Let me check… Yep, the initial mapping drones have sent images over.”

“Can you sync it to the screen?” I asked, pointing to the TV mounted on the wall. 

“Welcome to Mion V9, everyone,” Slate said as the raw footage of the world we were nearing appeared. We already knew the Mion system had a giant yellow star centering it, with over ten planets orbiting in concentric circles. 

Suma had studied everything she could about the system, and she stood now, talking to our group, relaying her finds. “Mion V9 is the fourth planet from the star. It’s also thought to be the only one with the proper setting for least the kind of life you’d expect from a thriving planet. Even though Slate says the sensors aren’t yet reporting, I fully assume we’ll find a lot of living creatures and plants when we touch ground.”

Everyone nodded along. “If it’s been thousands of years, what happened to the people that inhabited it?” Walo asked. She buzzed softly, like the wasp she resembled. 

“We don’t know. We’ve seen this a few times and will certainly come across it again once we expand our foothold in the universe. Dean, Mary, Slate, and I were trapped on Sterona, where an entire race vanished without a trace. Thousands, maybe tens of thousands of years had passed since anyone had stepped foot there, until we were stranded for a few months. 

“We still didn’t learn who they were after all that time,” Suma said, a wash of sadness passing over her face. 

“We did learn a lot about them as a people. About their family types, their work ethic, their social constructs,” I said. “Yet we’re at a loss as to how they vanished.”

“I’d guess the lava oceans and constant lightning, but that’s just me,” Slate said from the side of the room. 

“It’s possible. But we don’t know what to expect here on Mion,” Suma said, and the image from the probes moved as it passed by a small misshapen moon and into orbit. Even from this far, we could assume the planet was three-quarters land. The oceans were narrow, running east-west along the northern and southern hemispheres. It appeared almost manufactured. 

“This is interesting,” Silo said. He was on the edge of his seat, a scientist witnessing the first images of a new planet. “See the way the elevation stays level from the coasts to the center of the land’s mass here?” He stood, pointing at the continent below. 

We all shook our heads. “I see the rolling landscape in this region,” I said, jabbing a thumb toward the continent below. 

“Papa,” Jules said from behind me. She was rubbing her eyes. 

“Sorry, honey. We didn’t mean to wake you,” Mary told her. 

Jules stared at the screen, watching as the drones moved through thin cloud cover. I saw the reaction then and didn’t want anyone else to notice. 

I caught Mary’s gaze and frowned. “Jules, let me take you back to bed.”

“But, Papa…” Her tiny finger aimed at the lower land mass, and I scooped her up in my arms, carrying her away from the group. 

“I know, Jules, but if you know something, you can’t say so in front of everyone,” I advised. I set her onto her bed. The nightlight cast a soft radiance over her room, and her eyes glowed green as she stared into my eyes. 

“Why? Aren’t they our friends?” she asked. 

It broke my heart. “Yes, they’re our friends, but you’re too special to me. I don’t… I don’t want anyone to know how special, okay? It can be your and my secret. And Mommy’s too.”

“What about Hugo? Can he know about me too?” she asked, on the verge of a breakdown. Her lower lip was shaking, but she was tough. 

“Hugo too. Our family,” I said, patting her hand. 

“Papa, I feel something,” she said. 

“What is it?” 

“The people we have to help…” Her gaze drifted away, staring toward the viewers showing the streaking stars as the Horizon raced through hyperdrive. 

“What about them?” I asked. 

“They used to live here,” she told me. 

This was news, and it didn’t make sense. “The people on the shrunken planet? You think they lived here?” 

“Yep.” Jules’ mood had shifted, and she was growing confident, her posture straighter and her words surer. 

“What else do you know?” I pressed. 

“It’s hard to say.”

“How do you know these things, honey?” I asked. 

She toyed with a lock of her own hair, twisting it around a finger. “I don’t know, Papa. I see things. Pictures. I can see them frozen in one place, but I can also see them walking around on the planet.”

I tried to decipher this as best I could. If the same people were from both, then that would explain where the population of Mion V9 had disappeared to. “Did they do it to themselves?”

“I don’t know,” Jules said, sounding older than her five years. 

“Do you know where we have to go to help them?” I asked. 

“We need to use the portal,” she said. 

“We can’t. We already tried that, and the Gatekeepers haven’t been able to return,” I said. She knew this already. 

She shook her head. “There’s a way. It’s there.”

“Where? On Mion V9?” I asked, hating the fact that I felt like I was interrogating my own daughter. 

“Be careful, Papa,” she said. 

“Why? What do we need to be careful of?” I asked her. 

“Traps,” she said. 

“Traps,” I repeated. “Anything else?” 

“There’s a city. Near the hills. That’s where we have to go,” she said. 

“We?” 

“I need to come,” she told me. 

“I don’t think…” I started, but she cut me off. 

“Papa, I need to help. Otherwise, they are stuck forever,” she said firmly, and in my gut, I believed her. 

“We’ll talk to your mother about it,” I said. There was no way Mary was going to be on board with me bringing Jules along for a mission to the surface, leaving her and Hugo alone on the starship. 

“We’ll be careful. They’ll be happy to be home,” Jules told me, and I smiled at her, tucking her in. I kissed her on the top of the head.  

“I’m sure they will. Sleep tight.” I stood and watched her from the doorway as she easily floated off into sleep again, a skill only pulled off by a child. 

The others were arguing about the best course of action, and I already knew. It was on the hilly continent, near the ocean, where a city would lie empty. That was where we needed to focus, and avoid whatever traps Jules had premonitions about. 

Mary watched me from the corner of her eye, picking up my mood change. No one else seemed to notice. An hour or so later, the entire group left, leaving Mary and me alone with a sleeping Hugo. 

“What is it?” she asked as soon as the door closed. 

“Jules knows where we have to go,” I told her. 

“Good, then this might not take as long as we expected,” Mary said, clearing dishes from the living room. 

“There’s only one caveat.”

“What is it?” 

“She says she needs to come with me,” I told Mary. 

My wife set the plates on the kitchen counter and blew out a lungful of air. “Dean…”

I walked over to her and set my hands on her shoulders. “I know.”

“Dean, you can’t do this to me again.”

“I’m not sure there’s a choice,” I told her.

“There’s always a choice, but…” I could see her relenting, the way her hair fell in her eyes, the softening of her tight posture. “I trust her, and I trust you. Bring her. Help these people, and come home to your family.”

I almost wished she’d rejected the idea. I moved behind her, wrapping my arms around her waist. I kissed her ear lightly, and she turned around. 

“Please be careful,” Mary said. It was beginning to be a common phrase around my home.

 

 

Twenty-Three

 

“That’s it,” Magnus said, patting the top of the final crate in Hangar Two. Three robots stomped over, moving the supplies with ease, setting them on the transport ships to be lowered to the mine site on the surface. “We’re set for Mion Mine One.”

“This is going well, don’t you think?” I asked the Horizon captain. He’d been beaming for the last day. His mission had been to find the Rutelium planet’s location, and almost a year after setting out, we were here, starting to build the Alliance of Worlds’ first mine. It was a monumental moment in our history. 

“I wish there was a portal on this planet,” Magnus told me. 

“You have one on the ship,” I said. 

“But using it would mean we need to stay put here for a long time, instead of six months,” he said. 

The door to the hangar opened, and Slate walked in with Loweck. They were each in uniform, and seemed as serious as ever. 

“We’ve encountered a little hiccup on the surface, Captain,” Loweck said. 

“What kind of hiccup?” Magnus asked. 

“You know how we found Mion to be swarming with lifeforms?” Slate asked. 

“Yes,” Magnus said. 

“Some sort of lizard things are crawling all over our equipment. Thousands of them,” Loweck said. 

“Lizards? Like the big ones at New Spero?” I asked. 

Slate shook his head. “Tiny.” He wiggled his finger. “Size of your pinky.” 

“What’s the problem?” Magnus asked. 

“They’re everywhere. Making it hard to work,” Loweck advised. 

Magnus ran his hands through his hair, and in an instant, he went from calm and pleased to frustrated and stressed. “Find out what they eat.”

“Eat?” Slate asked. “You want to ask them out on a date?”

“No, Commander. I want to find out what they eat so we can lure them away with a food source,” Magnus said. 

“I’ll put Silo on it, sir.” Loweck snapped a salute, which wasn’t protocol on board the starship, turned on a heel, and left with Slate tailing after her. 

“You coming to the surface with us on this final run?” Magnus asked. 

“Sure. I can’t wait to see it,” I told him. 

“When are you off?” he asked. 

“The team’s heading for the old city tomorrow,” I answered. 

“And you’re taking Jules?” Magnus was close, speaking softly. 

“She seems to know what she’s doing. I don’t know how, but she’s picking something up,” I told him. Magnus was the only one I’d shared this information with so far, but I was sure Slate and Suma suspected. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be bringing a five-year-old on a potentially dangerous mission. 

“Captain, we’re ready for you!” a crew member shouted from the transport vessel’s doorway. 

“Let’s go see Mion V9 in all its glory,” Magnus said, leading the way to the ship. 

The ship was a hauling vessel, not built for comfort, and we shared the cabin with five worker robots and ten crew members, each of whom appeared excited to be doing something different from their monotonous daily tasks aboard the starship. We sat on a bench at the side of the storage cabin, straps around our chests, and the ship shook as we moved through the planet’s atmosphere. 

There were no windows, no viewer to see our location, and I closed my eyes, picturing the dark rust-colored landscape below. The land was unforgiving here: mostly rock, sand, and Rutelium, the metal alloy we were after. 

We touched down twenty minutes later, and the doors sprang open. The air was musty, no plants within a hundred kilometers, but it was still clear and clean to breathe. 

Magnus stepped out first, and I right after. All I could see for miles was the same hard red ground. 

“Welcome to Mion,” Magnus said, hands on his hips. He was soaking it all in. 

A tent was erected nearby, and I observed the land, seeing one of the lizards Loweck and Slate had warned us about. We were a couple of kilometers from the main mining site here, and robots and drones were already setting up the more permanent structures, where workers would sleep. It was a small village now, even after a single day, and the entire operation was well-planned and successful so far. 

“This could change everything,” Magnus said.

“The mine?” I asked. 

“Think about it. Humans are an unknown out here. We’re the people that fought the Kraski, then the Deltra, and won. But the Bhlat came and displaced us. We’re drifters now, spreading out among three worlds: Earth, New Spero, and Haven. With the Alliance of Worlds, we’re part of something larger. A group of allies, strong ones. We have our own starship, and now a revenue source. This is all the first huge step to becoming…”

“What? A powerhouse? Is that what this is all about?” I asked him, not sure I was on the same page as he was at that moment. 

“No, Dean. We don’t have to be a powerhouse. That’s not what I meant. But don’t you want our people to be protected, safe finally?” Magnus asked. 

“You know I do,” I told him. 

Magnus walked briskly, moving along the hard surface toward the buildings going up. “Then you know that we have to have an image out here to prevent further invasions. Even the Kold might think twice now.”

“I doubt that. Not if they’re guns for hire. You know Lom of Pleva’s banks run deep. Even from beyond the grave… or time dilation… wherever he is,” I said. 

“Then we’ll defeat them, and our reputation will grow again. Dean, you do realize you’re the head of everything we do, right?” he asked. 

I didn’t reply, and Magnus took this as a sign to continue. “You may not believe the hype, but Regnig’s right. Whatever you touch changes. You are this Recaster he talks about. It’s so obvious. Look at everything you’ve accomplished.”

“I only wanted to help,” I said. The comment sounded so much like something Jules would say, I had to laugh at myself. 

“I know. So did the rest of us. Mary, Nat, you, and me… Ray, even. In his own way,” Magnus said, bringing me straight to that fateful day in Machu Picchu. 

“Why are you talking about this?” I asked. 

“You seem to forget the importance of what we’re doing. Why are you here?” he asked, turning to face me. 

The sky was mostly clear, and I glanced up, seeing thin wispy white clouds rolling along in a light breeze. “To be around friends and family.”

He shook his head. “No, you’re not. You’re here because we couldn’t have done any of this without you around.”

“What do you…”

“Dean, the Ghosts wouldn’t have the information from Zoober without you there. We wouldn’t have found this very planet without you. We wouldn’t have a chance to help the shrunken world without you. Hell, we wouldn’t have found Fontem’s collection or known Regnig without you. Do you understand what I’m saying?” Magnus was trying hard to remind me of my position, but at the end of the day, I wasn’t sure I bought in to the concept. 

“You don’t know that none of it would have happened,” I said. 

“Keep believing that, buddy. Humility’s a good color on you.” Magnus clapped a hand on his thigh and barked a laugh.

I smiled at him, glad he was done pumping me up for some unknown reason. “Jules told me the people that lived here are now on the tiny planet,” I told him as we stood watching the crew and robots configure the camp site with practiced movements. 

“She did? How could she have that information?” he asked. 

I’d wanted to keep that part to myself but figured I’d hidden it long enough. “She doesn’t have a clue. She just knows.”

“She’ll be okay, Dean,” Magnus told me. 

“I hope so.”

“She’s a great kid. Patty thinks the world of her.”

“She loves your daughter like a sister,” I told him. 

“Imagine the pair of them when they’re teenagers!” Magnus laughed again, and I joined him. 

“Good thing Dean will be there to protect them,” I said. 

“He’d better,” Magnus said about his son. “The kid is quiet these days, but I know he’s always thinking. He reminds me so much of his mother.”

“That’s a good thing. Better than the alternative,” I told him. 

It took a moment for the jibe to register, and Magnus turned to me, frowning. “Hardy har har.”

“Captain,” a young man said, running up beside us. “We’ve managed to clear the main mine station of the lizards.”

“Good. What drew them away?” Magnus asked. 

“Salt,” he said. 

“Well, I’ll be damned. Who knew alien lizards liked salt?” Magnus said. “Dean, do you want a tour?”

“Sounds good to me,” I said, following them to a rover. My mind was already at tomorrow, projecting our mission in my head. Tomorrow couldn’t come soon enough. 

 

____________

 

“The Ghosts are back,” Loweck said with a smirk. 

Walo, Suma, Loweck, Jules, and I were strapped onto the wall, sitting on the metal bench. Rivo paced the aisle, grabbing hold of a handle as the ship jostled us around slightly. 

The team was strong, and part of me wished Slate could join us. He was heading up the second team, searching this region’s sole city for information, or clues to the previous inhabitants. Weemsa and Loo-six were with him, along with Silo and Hectal.

Mary was still in our suite, caring for Hugo, and likely trying not to think about the fact that her husband and daughter were searching an alien planet. 

“Everyone good?” Rivo asked. 

“Good.” I pulled the strap around Jules, ensuring it was on tightly, and she smiled at me. She was vibrating with nervous energy, and I tried to be a calming force beside her. It wasn’t easy. 

“Then we go!” Rivo moved behind the pilot’s seat in the cockpit of the clunky transporter, and the ship shook as Dubs pressed us forward, moving toward our destination. 

We sat quietly as we traveled to the faraway continent. I saw the stacks of weapons and armor near the exit, and wondered what we were going to encounter there. Was this worth the risk? We knew nothing about these people we were trying to save. If Jules’ assumption was correct, maybe the people of the shrunken world had done that to themselves for a reason. 

“We’ve reached our destination, Captain,” Dubs said, resorting to calling me by his given moniker for me since Magnus wasn’t around. 

“Take us down,” I said, playing along with the role. 

A minute later, the engines rumbled off and the rear door hissed open. The air that poured in was sweet, far different from that of the acrid dry mining desert we’d started at. 

“That was fun,” Jules said as Loweck helped her unstrap from the bench. 

Walo buzzed as she passed me, reaching for her custom armor. She clicked the breastplate together and grabbed a pulse rifle. I joined her, adding a few pieces of protection to myself. I left my helmet off, as did the rest of the group.

Jules’ armor was so small, and I clasped it around her, surprised she didn’t complain. Her eyes danced as she watched me, her mood suddenly changed from nervous to happy. She was grinning from ear to ear, like she knew a secret we didn’t. 

“What is it, honey?” I asked her quietly. 

“We’re going to help them. Thank you, Papa,” Jules said, not elaborating. 

“Even though the pint-sized Parker thinks this is a game, be aware that we might be stepping into danger,” Loweck said, fulfilling her role as head of security. “Armor up, secure a weapon, and be prepared for anything. Got it?” 

Suma nodded, jamming her pistol into a holster on her waist. “Got it.”

Walo buzzed her assent, and Rivo stepped off the transport ship first. The sun was bright here, the sky deep blue and cloudless. I instantly felt the humidity of the coastal city, and once I had Jules out of the ship and onto the grass, I took in the view. My breath caught in my lungs as I scoped the sights. It was amazing. 

We’d landed on a flat spot atop a hill at the edge of the city. From here, we could see the metropolis built into the other hills and low-lying mountains. None had sharp peaks, only the gentle curving of the rolling hills. The ocean glimmered in the sunlight beyond, large lapping waves breaking against the coast. Tiny birds flew harmoniously like a hive-mind through the air, high above, singing a song for us, or more likely alerting others of impending visitors.

The city was cut into the hills. There were no external buildings; no high rises or floating platforms, only doors and windows carved into the landscape. From here, it appeared to be a decent-sized city; not quite comparable to one of New Spero’s Terran sites, but perhaps a few hundred thousand souls would have called this home at one point. 

Now nature had taken over. Trees grew out sideways from some buildings, tall grass and shrubbery filled windows and courtyards. I didn’t know where to begin. 

Everyone was quietly talking to one another, pointing out different sights, and I crouched to Jules’ level. “Honey, what do you think? Do you know where to go?” 

She assessed the view, scanning from left to right, and she nodded, pointing to the far end, kitty-corner to our position near the water. The largest hill resided there, and the finishings along the side of it were the most ornate: more stone and wood than the others, probably making it the oldest structure in the city. A palace, perhaps. 

“Do you know what we’ll find?” I asked her, checking to make sure the others didn’t hear me. 

Suma distracted them, sure of what I was doing. She pointed at the birds, and everyone watched with interest. 

“I don’t know. We can find answers, I think,” Jules said. I hoped she was right. At worst, we could turn around and head to Horizon if our search party ended up coming out empty-handed. The globe-sized world could rejoin Fontem’s collection through Regnig, and the entire venture would still have been worth it. A maiden voyage for our first starship, and a successful mine for the Alliance of Worlds. It was a win-win scenario. 

“We’d better start.” I stood up, directing the team’s attention. “Since the biggest and oldest hill structure is over by the water, let’s begin there.”

Dubs appeared at the ramp. “Captain, we could attempt to land nearby, but the coast is rocky and the ocean violent. According to the scanners, there are no relevant landing pads any closer than our current position. Do you wish to depart from this location?”

“Isn’t it odd that a race would build a city in a spot that didn’t accommodate ships?” Loweck asked. 

“Not if they didn’t have space travel,” Suma said. 

“Or they didn’t want anyone dropping in unexpectedly,” Walo offered. 

“Either way, we walk from now on,” I said, starting forward. “Dubs, stay with the transporter, and be ready to retrieve us if needed. Use the drop ropes attached inside the cargo bay.”

“Yes, Captain,” the android replied. 

“Let’s go,” I said, grabbing Jules’ hand. We hiked over the sloping hillside, moving toward the vacant cityscape.

 

 

Twenty-Four

 

“Did you hear that?” Loweck asked, her attention focused around the bend. 

We all stopped, cocking our ears to listen closely. I’d heard nothing, and still didn’t. 

“Must have been an animal,” Loweck admitted, and took her position in the lead. She moved with the grace of a stalking cat, holding her gun at ready all day. 

“How much farther?” Walo asked. The sun glimmered off her yellow and black striped face, and beads of sweat broke through, dripping to the grass. 

I wiped my own forehead and stopped, pulling water from my pack. “Here.” I passed it to Jules, who drank some, before returning it to me. I drank greedily, as did the others, as we sought shade in the shadows of one of the hillside buildings. 

Suma pointed toward the ocean, which we couldn’t see from here, but could hear and smell. The whole region reminded me of crops in summer. The scent was overwhelming at times, but not in an entirely negative way. “I’d say we’re close. Another twenty minutes at most.”

Rivo sneezed and blew her nose. “Allergies,” she said. 

The birds were still doing their dance in the skies, singing the day away, and I wondered when they would stop. They’d been going at it for two hours now. 

“You doing okay, Jules?” I asked my daughter, and she nodded firmly. 

“This is fun,” she said again, remaining positive about the heat and the long, exhausting walk. 

“Fun…” Rivo muttered, and sneezed again. 

“I want to see inside one of the buildings,” Suma said. She had an explorer’s mindset and the eye of a researcher. I was curious too, but we’d agreed to wend our way to the goal first, then sightsee. 

The roadways between the hills were wide, made from rock like a cobblestone path. Nothing about the city made me think they were an advanced spacefaring race. There were windows on the buildings, some sort of glass, but other than that, there were no visible streetlights, no electrical boxes, no power lines. 

They seemed to be far behind the cultural level of even humans, and that made their story all the more confusing. How had they lived here, then been brought to another world and shrunken? Were they herded off in an enormous transport vessel? Mion V9 didn’t have a portal stone, so there was no option to arrange a mass exodus through one of the Shandras. 

I expected to uncover some answers today. Jules must have sensed how close we were, because she moved faster now, rejuvenated by the end of our journey across the city. 

“Slow down, Jules,” I warned as her little legs carried her quickly around a bend and past a block. I ran after her, only to find the ground giving way beneath my daughter. I shouted at her, and she turned right as the cobblestones crumbled under her feet, opening a hole in the earth. 

Instead of falling into the hole, Jules hovered there, a green glow emanating around her. She watched me with wide eyes, and I approached, plucking her and setting her to the ground. Energy thrummed around her, and the hair on my arms stood on end as the green light enveloped me. 

“Quick, Jules, stop it,” I told her. 

“Dean, Jules, are you okay?” Loweck’s voice carried, and I turned to see the orange woman racing toward us. When my gaze found Jules again, she was standing there as normal, no power coursing through her. “What the hell happened here?” Loweck stood cautiously at the edge of the sinkhole, peering in. 

I breathed a sigh of relief. No one had seen what Jules had done. My daughter acted afraid of her newfound ability, and I raised a finger to my lips, telling her to keep it between us. She nodded, but I saw the fear in her eyes as she did so. She averted her gaze, settling it at the hole in the pathway. The others arrived seconds later, and we all hung far from the opening, worried our weight would cause it to cave in further.

“I’ll take a closer look. I’m the smallest,” Rivo said, grabbing a flashlight from her pocket. Before anyone could argue, the small blue girl crossed the stone ground and shone her light into the maw in the earth. “I think I see a room.”

Suma pointed to where Rivo was directing, and now I saw it for the first time. Our destination was only a couple of blocks away. It stood high above the other hills from this vantage point, the design so different from all the previous hillside buildings. It looked… ancient. 

“What if there are underground tunnels connecting the city?” Suma asked. 

“Kind of like a pedway system on Sterona, only under the surface,” I said. 

Walo buzzed. “We have hives underground on Volim. It would make sense. It’s also much safer underground. Safe from predators and weather systems.”

“What else do you see, Rivo?” Loweck asked the Molariun woman. 

“Not much. It’s not naturally formed, that’s for sure. There are wooden beams stabilizing the corridors. I think Suma’s right.” Rivo lowered closer to the hole, shining the flashlight farther into the opening. “This directs right toward the palace.”

“Let’s keep moving. We might need to go underground eventually, but we’ll start with the palace,” I suggested. 

Jules came along slowly, and when the rest of the team was ahead of us, I lowered to talk to her face to face. “I know you’re afraid, but you’re going to be fine. What happened was an instinct, and it saved your life.”

“Papa, I’m scared,” she said. 

I hugged her close, our armor breastplates clanging. “You’re going to be fine.”

“Why can’t they see me using my gifts?” Jules asked. 

“I only want you to be safe, honey. Your mother and I don’t want to bring attention to you, that’s all,” I told her truthfully. 

She nodded. “I am different, aren’t I?”

“You are, but in a good way,” I told her. 

“Patty says I’m weird.”

My back went straight. “Why does she say that?”

“Because of my eyes and the things I can do,” Jules said. 

“What does Patty see you do?” I asked, trying to sound casual. I didn’t want the entire school and ship knowing about her Iskios powers. 

“Never mind. She isn’t mean about it. She wants to be like me too.” Jules stood proud at this fact. 

“Patty’s fine the way she is,” I told Jules. 

“I know. I told her that,” Jules said.

“Of course you did.” I leaned over, kissing the top of Jules’ brown curls. “Let’s catch up to them. You still feeling okay about this? Are we on the right track?”

Jules nodded. “I think so. I can’t feel it as strong anymore.”

“Okay.” I didn’t know what she meant by that, but we walked in silence for the last block, meeting the team at the front entrance of the palace, as we were now calling it. The hill sloped gently up at first, then straight toward the clouds. It had to be about thirty stories high in total, and the front of the building was carved out like a box. Stone steps thirty feet wide led to a large entrance, which from here was shadowed and dark. 

“Nothing ominous about this at all,” I muttered under my breath. 

“I’ll go first,” Loweck said, jogging up the front steps. Pieces of slate kicked off the surface behind her; the stone likely hadn’t been walked on for thousands of years. Cracks lined the stairwell, and I followed the fissure up the side of the building. 

We trailed after her, me carrying Jules up the thirty or so steps until we landed at the entrance. Two immense wooden doors were sealed tightly against a rocky frame. Loweck moved for the handle, tugging on it to no avail. She wore gloves, and I noticed the wooden pull slightly crumble under her pressurized grip. Loweck was part android, which gave her an influx of strength. 

“Careful. The handle wasn’t made to last this long.” As I said the words, the deteriorating wood fell to the ground with a thump. The door still sat there, devoid of a handle to enter inside. 

I motioned everyone away. “If there’s one thing I learned from my good buddy Slate, it’s to shoot first and apologize later.” When they were all clear, I fired the pulse rifle, blasting a hole in the slab. I aimed and pulled the trigger again, making a large enough opening to crawl through. 

Loweck grinned at me. “Slate would be so proud.”

“Let’s not waste any more time,” I said, and saw Suma had Jules at her side. We entered the palace, unsure of what we were walking into but hopeful we’d find a clue to the cure of the frozen, shrunken world. 

I flicked my flashlight on and scanned the foyer, startled to see it was far more futuristic than I’d expected. The exterior of the hillside building was archaic, rustic even; but inside, the floors were a shiny white material, and computer screens were inset into walls, each of them powered off long ago. An elevator centered the room, and I walked over to it, trying to press it open. 

“It’s dead too,” I told them. Whatever was meant to control this palace was no longer active, though that wasn’t much of a surprise. 

“What’s the plan?” Walo asked, her big wasp eyes bouncing around the room, following her flashlight beam. 

“Split up?” Rivo asked. 

I shook my head, remembering too clearly what happened any time we did that. The end result was always someone being hurt or caught. “No. We stay together.” I glanced at Jules, who was walking toward the left side of the foyer. I watched as she reached a doorway, and I joined her, peering through a glass window into the corridor beyond. I shone my flashlight there, and found steps lowering into the ground. 

“This might give us access to the tunnels below the city,” I said. 

Jules nodded. 

“Is that where we need to go?” I asked her, and her head lifted. I called for the others. “Let’s try in here. See if this leads to the tunnels.”

“Good idea. Whatever we’re looking for will likely be tucked away, not out in the open,” Suma said. 

I was amazed how few questions we were hearing from the team, and realized they must all know about Jules’ premonitions and abilities. Otherwise, I’d be bombarded with queries of what we were doing here, and why. I noticed Rivo staring at Jules, and knew there was no sense in hiding it any longer. I already trusted our lives in the hands of the team, and they trusted us with theirs. Why shouldn’t they know the truth? 

“Guys, I think you should know…” The building shook: a slow vibration at first, then something stronger. 

“What is that?” Suma asked, and I glanced up to the rattling ceiling twenty feet above us. Dust and debris floated in the air, spreading like ash from a volcano. 

“There’s something up there,” I said. When everything ceased moving, I heard the footsteps, each one jarring more stucco free from above. “Let’s move.” 

“What do you think that was?” Rivo asked, her face a lighter shade of blue. 

“I don’t know, but it’s big,” Loweck said. 

We pushed through the corridor’s doorway, the hinges giving way after Loweck helped, and I found a latch on the other side. When we were all through, I flipped the lock with a last glance toward the foyer’s ceiling. I wanted to step away from whatever caused that shaking as quickly as possible. 

Jules kept peeking over her shoulder as we took the steps lower and lower, ever descending through the ground level toward the tunnels. It didn’t take long to reach the last of the steps, which were carved out of the stone under the hilly landscape. 

“Dean, it’s a dead end,” Suma said. The room was dark save our flashlight beams, and all of them settled on the collapse at the edge of the tunnel entrance. 

I considered blasting through them, but it might cause more of a hazard. I couldn’t risk it. “We’ll have to turn around,” I said.

“There has to be another way,” Loweck suggested. 

Walo’s gaze met mine in the dimly lit corridor. “The elevator,” she said. 

“But the power’s out,” I reminded her. 

Suma smiled at us. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t pry it open and rappel down the shaft.”

“Great. This is going from bad to worse,” I told her. None of this seemed like a huge deal, especially if it were only Slate, Mary, and me, but with my daughter here, it made everything more challenging. “Okay, we have no choice.”

With reluctance, we returned to the foyer and crossed the room to the elevator shaft. The sound from upstairs had ceased, and I wondered what could be living up there. Surely it was robotic; otherwise, it would have to eat and drink to survive inside the hillside palace. I really didn’t want to be attacked by a giant robot at the moment… or ever. 

Loweck and Walo were already attempting to pry open the elevator doors, and once they gained a little purchase, I gave them a hand. Loweck did the majority of the heavy lifting, and soon the smooth white elevator doors spread wide, revealing an empty shaft. I was glad the elevator lift was on another floor; otherwise it would have been more difficult. 

Jules stood at the edge, and she gulped deeply. I noticed her peering up toward the second floor nervously. “We’ll be okay,” I told her, but my calming words didn’t appear to help her relax. 

Loweck pulled a cord on a reel from her pack and clipped it around a bannister on the other side of the foyer. I did the same, clipping it to my breastplate. 

“You three stay here,” I told Walo, Rivo, and Suma. “We only have two tethers, and if…” I glanced upwards. “If anything comes after us, you’ll need to stop it.”

Walo looked ready, but Suma was clearly angry we were splitting up. “Are you taking Jules?”

In answer, I grabbed hold of my daughter, and Loweck and I stepped to the ledge of the elevator shaft. We tested the lines, making sure they were taut, and we began to slowly rappel down the smooth metallic surface toward the lower level. 

It was dark, but Suma and Walo helped by shining their lights into the shaft as our hands were occupied, and two minutes later, my feet found the ground. I set Jules on her feet and unclasped my rope, Loweck doing the same. 

“Thanks for the help,” I called to the three above, and Loweck and I tried to pry the doors open on the tunnel level. It didn’t budge. 

“Damn it!” Loweck kicked the door, adding a slight dent to the exterior. “Whatever’s inside this underground system doesn’t want us here.”

“We could leave and make another trip with better tools and reinforcements. It really doesn’t matter if we wait another day,” I said, suddenly feeling the urge to leave this palace and city altogether. Maybe Jules, Mary, and I could take Hugo and use the portal on the Horizon to go visit Earth for a night. We hadn’t been to our home there in ages, and Hugo could be introduced our home world. We could show him off to the Empress in Egypt and to Paul at his commune in Central Park. 

“Dean, something’s happening,” Loweck said softly. 

Jules was lifting her hands, and she clapped them hard, the slap echoing in the shaft. She started to pry them apart, and the doors followed suit, sliding wide. 

Loweck had her pulse rifle up, and I pulled Jules aside, shielding her with my body. Nothing happened. 

I spun around, using my flashlight to see beyond the open doors, revealing the stone pathway we’d expected. Nothing more. 

Loweck stared at Jules, then at me, and patted my forearm. “Let’s check this out.” She lifted her head and called to the others on the main floor. “We’re in.” 

I tapped my earpiece and tested it. “Suma, can you hear me?” 

“Loud and clear,” she replied. 

“We’re now entering the tunnel system.” I stepped through, keeping Jules behind me. She’d just used her abilities in front of Loweck, but I wasn’t upset with her. She was going with her gut instincts, and I could only trust they were correct. 

The pathway was wide enough for all three of us to walk side by side in a row, Loweck on the right, Jules between us. “We’re moving through the corridor,” I told the others through my earpiece. “There’s nothing but stone all around us.” The tunnel headed in a descending pitch, and eventually, it led us to another room. This one was circular, a domed cavern, and there were five doorways leading away from it. 

“Which path do we take?” Loweck asked. 

Jules and I walked over to the first one, on the right of the domed room, and I saw that light from outside was cascading toward the floor. “This is where the ground fell under Jules from the surface of the city.”

Loweck nodded, and we checked the next corridor. 

“Dean, the room is shaking again,” Suma’s concerned voice carried through my earpiece. 

“Stay put. We’ll try to be quick,” I assured her, and even through the headphone, I heard the tearing of the door. 

“Dean, it’s coming!” she shouted as the ground in the domed room bucked, sending dormant dust into the air. 

“Suma!” I shouted, but she didn’t reply. 

Loweck ran to the doorway leading to the palace and stood there, her pulse rifle in one hand and an energy net in the other. “If anything comes by here, I’ll trap it. You can cover me!” she shouted at me, and I grabbed Jules, setting her safely inside one of the doorways.

I knelt on the ground and held her by the shoulders, staring into her eyes. “Jules, you stay put. Papa will be right back.” 

“Okay. Be careful,” she said softly, her big eyes sparkling green. 

“I will,” I reaffirmed and ran away, leaving her alone in the corridor. “Anything yet?” I asked Loweck, who shook her head in return. 

“Suma. Rivo. Walo, come in.” I tapped the earpiece and finally heard a voice. 

“…animal… claws… Walo’s hurt…”

“What?” I asked. “What is it?”

“Coming your way…. Sorry…” The transmission went dead, and I warned Loweck. 

“Something big’s coming this way,” I whispered, and we felt each of the animal’s steps as the entire corridor shook violently. 

Our flashlights were aimed at the tunnel, and the moment I saw it, I wanted to turn and run. But my daughter needed my protection, so I kept my feet planted. Loweck was in front and to my left. 

The creature was immense, dark brown in color, and all arms and legs. It lumbered through the tunnel, brushing against the walls and ceiling as it rushed toward us clumsily. The roar that emanated from its mouth was terrifying, and I jumped in fear. 

“Hold position,” Loweck said, the energy barrier glowing in her palm. “Hold…” I heard her counting down as the monster neared. It was only twenty feet away now, and I could smell it: the pungent musty odor of a stagnant bog. Its face was droopy, like a melted candle’s side, its eyes huge and bloodshot. A wide mouth opened up to reveal sharp yellow teeth. It almost seemed shocked at finding us there, and it slowed as Loweck threw the energy barrier. 

The light flashed, and I expected the barrier to hold it there, keeping us safe. Instead, it had missed. The barrier flickered brightly and failed, leaving a startled brown monster with six thick, wet arms staring at us from a short distance away. 

Loweck fired the pulse rifle, and the creature shrieked as the beam hit its broad chest. She fired again, but it still lunged toward us, heavy footsteps increasing in speed as it approached. Its arrival pushed us back, and I stumbled, firing my rifle at it over and over. It kept coming. 

I noticed Jules then, racing around the edge of the dome, keeping to the far wall. I wanted to shout at her to stay put, but I also didn’t want the thing noticing the small girl. I had to distract it. 

The creature took another shot to the chest; the smell of burning hair filled my nostrils. Loweck tried to fire again, but one of its thick, slimy arms stretched out, swiping her weapon to the ground. She fought hard, kicking at its legs. The impact did nothing, and it struck her again, knocking her aside. I fired from my seated position, the shot going awry. 

Jules was in the doorway where the creature had first emerged, and I saw the energy barrier in her tiny grip. Her eyes were open wide, a mask of terror on her face. I saw her stare at the device and, seconds later, press the activation button. 

The creature moved toward Loweck, and I fired again, hitting it in a leg. Loweck kicked out, hitting it in the stomach without effect. The creature was eight feet tall, and as wide as a redwood. 

It lifted two arms and smashed them toward Loweck. She barely rolled away in time, and the ground cracked open on impact. The creature shouted and tried again, while I fired at its rear, finally on my feet. It turned to face me instead, and ran toward me with a huge fist cocked. 

“Papa, duck!” Jules shouted, and I listened. She threw the energy barrier at exactly the right moment, and the blue light enveloped the monster, capturing it in a powerful trap. It fell forward and into the wall before sliding to the floor in a daze. 

The barrier stayed activated this time, and I rushed over to Loweck’s side. She was breathing heavily, and she rolled to her side, smiling through the pain. 

“We got him?” she asked, squinting over my shoulder at the unconscious beast. 

“We got him,” I said. Jules stood a distance from the giant dangerous creature and shuffled away. 

“This one,” she said, pointing at the third door. She walked out of the domed room, and I called after her to wait for us while helping Loweck to her feet. 

“Quite the kid you have there, Dean,” Loweck said.

“Don’t I know it.”

 

 

Twenty-Five

 

“Dean! Loweck!” Suma’s voice called from a distance. I stopped to wait for them, and there they came: Rivo, Walo, and Suma, all armed and ready to fight. They saw the violent creature captured in the energy barrier, and they each walked the long way around his unmoving body to reach us. 

“I told you to stay up there,” I said. 

“Like you can blame us for helping,” Rivo said. Walo was holding her left arm to her chest, and I saw the gash across her bicep. 

“Are you guys able to continue?” Loweck asked.

“It’s not as bad as it seems. I have a patch kit,” Walo told us. 

“Your grandfather would be proud of you, Walo,” I told her. It was clear that the Supreme had a strong lineage. They were night and day from the likes of Sergo. I wondered how the girl had fallen for the thief’s wiles in the first place. 

“Thank you,” she said, cringing as we walked. 

“Do we know where we’re going?” Suma asked. All five flashlights were casting shadows along the walls as we walked deeper underground, following the tunnels. If I wasn’t mistaken, we were moving toward the oceanside. 

“Jules?” I asked. 

“I can hear one of them,” Jules told me.

“Who?” 

“The little people. Only here, he’s not little,” she said, and I shrugged when Loweck met my gaze. 

“How much farther?” Rivo asked her. 

“We’re almost there.” Jules was walking quickly, her short legs pumping toward her mission. 

It was only a couple more minutes before we found an end to the tunnel, and Jules stopped abruptly, nearly causing me to bowl her over. “What is it, honey?”

“He’s inside,” she said, pointing at the dark entrance. 

The place was muted, the air stale and dead. I tried to take a full breath but found I wasn’t able to. 

Suma’s snout twitched unconsciously. “What is this place?”

We all stayed motionless, none willing to test the odd boundary between our corridor and the strange room beyond. Jules was sure that what we were seeking was past the doorway, but even she watched me with fear in her eyes. 

“I’ll go,” I said, and Loweck nodded. 

“I’ll come too,” she said. “Slate would never let me live it down if something happened to you.”

I couldn’t argue with her, because there’d be no winning that conversation. I flicked my flashlight on, but the beam didn’t work inside the room. “What kind of magic is this?” I asked. 

Loweck attempted to use her light, and the beam cast out, aiming for the doorway, but it fell flat, stopping at the entrance. 

“I don’t know,” Suma said. She stepped around us and pressed her hand into the room. There was no barrier, no invisible wall to speak of. 

“Jules, stay here,” I warned my daughter, and she kept silent. I didn’t think she’d let me pull her through the entrance even if I wanted to. 

Loweck took the first step, and I remained close. Once I moved through the opening and into the room, the feeling of dread and staleness evaporated. I craned my neck around, now finding the hallway that had led us there was dark. I thought I could see the shadows of my girl and the other team members, but I couldn’t distinguish their features. 

“Let’s hurry,” Loweck said. 

The room was open, rock-walled and dirt-floored. A dim light emanated from the far edge, and that was where we went. 

I spotted the figure frozen in time, his hands outstretched in fear. His face was pink, his lips red, and unmoving over-sized almond-shaped eyes stared blankly toward us. His head was elongated, his limbs long and gangly. He wasn’t in a container like the victims on the Collector’s ship had been. He was static, solid, and trapped.

A device was powered up behind him. It was the size of a mouse, and a yellow glow shone around it. This was the only thing out of place in the room, besides the alien man in front of us. 

Loweck crouched, picking it up. “This has to do something.”

“Be careful,” I said, but it was too late. She’d already found the off switch. The alien stumbled forward, shouting the tail end of a sentence. 

His words were foreign, but my translator went to work and my earpiece relayed the message. “…can’t do this!”

I grabbed hold of the alien. His shirt was soft, a shimmering brown material. Short dirty-blond hair spiked up from his lengthy head. He noticed me and shuddered, attempting to scrabble away. 

“You’re okay,” I said.

He spoke again, my translator picking up the words. “What is happening? Where is Khozal?”

I activated my speaker, conversing in English, which carried over to his language. I was surprised the program knew the Mion V9 race’s speech, since they’d been gone so long. It must have gone on to be used elsewhere in the Universe. The shared language database we had access to was very impressive. 

"You’re safe,” I told him, raising my hands in the air. “Take a moment, and we’ll fill you in.”

The alien leaned against the wall, taking in Loweck. Our flashlights were now working inside the room, and I shone one toward the ceiling, giving us a little light to see by. 

“Who are you?” he asked. 

“I’m Dean Parker. This is Loweck. We’re here to help,” I told him. 

“Help? Where are the others? Where is Khozal? We need to stop him.”

“I don’t know who Khozal is,” I admitted. “But we can figure this out.”

He didn’t act reassured. “He’s gone mad. Khozal found a way to freeze time, and he’s trying to sell it to the highest bidder. Rumor has it, he’s also procured some sort of miniaturizing device. He’s dangerous. We must warn the Chancellor!”

It was beginning to make sense. Before I told him the reality, I wanted to hear more of the story. “Who is Khozal?”

“He’s my brother,” the man admitted. 

“And who does that make you?” Loweck asked. 

“Khomar.” He stood straighter, and I assumed he was somewhat of an important character in their hierarchy, like I should have been impressed by his name. 

“Khomar, tell me about your brother,” I urged. 

He seemed exasperated, but fit and healthy. I had no idea how long he’d been frozen like that, but we were guessing at least ten thousand years. That was a long time to sleep for. 

“He’s gone mad, as I’ve stated. The Rutelium is so dangerous, but valuable. He’s worked for years, using funding from our people and our mines to create this evil technology.” Khomar frowned, his pink skin turning slightly darker. 

“What do you use this Rutelium for?” Loweck asked. All we knew about the mineral was the use for powering things like drones and old space vessels’ engines. It was rarely used any longer, but the Alliance of Worlds saw the value in the resource. Otherwise, we’d never have come this far out. 

“Rutelium is the lifeblood of our civilization. It powers our planet,” he said matter-of-factly. 

“How so?” I asked. 

He glanced around. “Come, I’ll show you,” he said, moving away from the wall. He walked out of the room rigidly, as if his body was still sore and aching, and we followed. He barked his surprise at finding a strange mix of aliens beyond the exit. 

“Who are they?” Khomar asked me.

“These are my friends.” I introduced him to the team, ending with Jules. He stared at her a moment longer and shook his head. 

“Where are the lights?” he asked, running his hand along the wall. It was dark, save for the flashlight beams. 

“There’s no power in the city,” I told him.

He stopped, spinning to stare me in the eyes. “What do you mean?”

“I have to tell you something, Khomar,” I said. 

“What is it?”

“You’ve been frozen for a while. I think your brother did it to you when you attempted to stop him from going through with his plan. He succeeded. It’s been thousands of years, and as far as we know, you’re the last of your kind on Mion V9.” I broke the news to him quickly, ripping the bandage off in a fast tug instead of drawing it out. 

His expression transformed instantly, his posture failing as he stooped over. “It can’t be. My mother. My father. My love.”

Rivo whimpered beside me, and I grabbed her hand. She’d been through so much, including having her partner killed by Lom of Pleva’s robots while searching for the Shifter I’d ended up using to stop the Iskios. 

“We can still help them,” I told him. “Where did your brother live?” 

Khomar pointed up. “Top floor. Beside my room.” 

“That’s going to be an issue. We can’t access the top floor, not without an elevator,” Suma said. 

“I can power it up. The Rutelium system is designed without fail,” Khomar said, his posture more confident as he spoke. 

“After thousands of years?” I asked. 

“Yes. Follow me.” Khomar took off down the corridors, taking us to the circular room where the huge beast was captured. He stopped at its side. “What is he doing here?” 

“It tried to kill us,” I told him. 

He shook his head. “I don’t think so. That’s Barli. He’s my pet Vreek.” 

“Uhm, I’m pretty sure he wanted us dead,” Walo said, showing Khomar her injured arm. 

“He’s not dangerous. He must have been over-excited. Help me free him,” the alien man said. 

“I’m not sure that’s such a great idea,” I told him. 

“No, it’s fine. Help me,” Khomar said. 

Jules was the first to act, crossing the room to grab the light barrier-emitting device. She deactivated it with the press of a button, and the creature stirred, lifting onto its tree-trunk feet. Its multiple arms flailed around, nearly knocking me over as it ran toward Khomar. I was sure the man was about to meet his fate, but instead, the monster picked him up, squeezing him tightly. 

“Okay, okay, Barli. I see why you were nervous,” Khomar said. 

“What is it?” I asked, recalling how pulse blasts didn’t even harm the animal. 

“We used them for mining before the Chancellor passed a law to prevent the abuse of Vreeks. I took one as a pet. They never die. Can’t kill one. But they’re loyal to a fault. I suspect he feared for my safety and tried to find me when you arrived. He wouldn’t have hurt you.”

Loweck rolled her eyes. “He tried to smash me to pieces,” she said. 

Khomar scoffed at her with a disbelieving glare. “I doubt it. He was playing.” 

The massive Vreek ducked in the room, standing by his master’s side like a trained dog. I kept myself between Barli and my daughter. 

“Let’s get this place up and running. Then take us to your brother’s quarters,” I said. 

The trip took half an hour, and we emerged along the coastline to a sunny afternoon. The view was spectacular from here, the ground rocky and wet from ocean spray. Jules took my extended hand as we walked along a rough pathway leading to a tower high above the city and coast.

“The power source is here,” our guide told us. 

Suma gasped as he opened the door, and we found the entire round tower, almost shaped like a lighthouse, was wrapped in coils of Rutelium. The place had the smell of metal, like a blacksmith’s shop. 

Even the floor was metallic, wires and coils stacked neatly in an organized frenzy. Barli stayed outside, and I was grateful for it. He was terrifying to behold, though Jules seemed to disregard the animal already, counting it harmless. 

“How does this work?” Suma asked Khomar. 

“I’m no expert. We have an intricate system of wiring beneath the city, and this tower is linked to the mining fields, the nearest farther beyond the coast. It utilizes the star’s rays and stores energy, allowing us to have a never-ending power source.” Khomar crossed the floor, and we all stood watching him. I glanced up, seeing a ladder along the wall, but otherwise, there was nothing but open space up a hundred feet toward the ceiling. The whole place was wired and linked to an immense volume of the mineral this world was known for. 

“How are you going to…” Suma began to ask, when Khomar bent over, grabbing two disconnected wires, each the thickness of the alien’s wrists. He smiled and pressed them together. 

The room began to buzz, and Walo stepped quickly, exiting the tower in a hurry. I could feel the energy in my body, my tongue tasting like I’d licked a nine-volt battery to test the charge. 

“Papa, can we help them now?” Jules asked me. 

I nodded, glancing outside to see lights begin to turn on throughout the city.

 

 

Twenty-Six

 

“Amazing. Suma, we could power New Spero and Haven with this technology, couldn’t we?”

“They have the advantage of linking to the raw mines, but I think it’s possible,” she said. She stepped closer, whispering to me, “If we save them, returning the people to their world, then they may take objection to us stealing their resources.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “What are you implying?”

“Nothing, Dean. I’m only saying that saving them may not be in the Alliance’s best interests,” Suma replied. 

I shook my head. “No. We save them, then we barter. We’ll have a lot of goodwill after rescuing them. I doubt they’d disallow trade with us.”

“I agree, Dean. I was only saying there were options,” Suma said. This was a side to her I’d never seen before, and I had to admit she wasn’t wrong. 

I had to be an influence on my daughter, and what would she grow up thinking of me if I turned around and left the people frozen on the tiny planet to their fate? I wouldn’t be able to live with myself, regardless of our access to a stupid mineral. 

“Khomar, lead the way. Let’s see if your brother left any clues,” I told him. 

In another half hour, I was riding the elevator with Suma, Jules, and Khomar. On the alien’s command, his pet ran off toward the ocean and jumped in, disappearing beneath the waves. Dubs was on standby with the ship, and the rest of the team waited outside the palace for us to return, hoping we found something useful in Khozal’s quarters.

The elevator doors spread wide, revealing a fancy foyer. Suite doors lined the circular room, and I crossed the space to see the ocean out the window. The hillside the building was formed into stood high and proud along the coastline, making this top floor the best view in the city. 

Khomar pointed to the double doors beside us. “The Chancellor lives there.”

“Who is the Chancellor to you?” Suma asked. 

“My uncle,” Khomar admitted. “Come, this is my brother’s.” He tapped a command on the panel, and the pocket-door rolled open. 

Jules didn’t wait. Her eyes glowed brightly, and she headed straight inside, moving past the ornate furnishings, the fancy futuristic seating areas, and toward the bedroom. 

“Where is she…?” Khomar began and stopped when Jules lifted a hand, making the bed float away from the ground. 

Anxiety filled my guts. She’d just shown a stranger what she was capable of. I glanced at the alien, knowing I’d do anything to keep my daughter’s secret safe. My hand formed a fist, my nails digging into my palm. 

“That’s it…” Khomar ran forward, grabbing a device from under the bed. “This is what he kept going on about. He said there was a way to move among a frozen timeline. I only saw it once, but this is it.” He turned to me, smiling widely. My grip loosened, and I grinned. 

“How does it work?” I asked. 

 

____________

 

“I don’t like it, Dean,” Magnus said. The meeting room table on the Horizon was packed with our close friends as we planned our rescue of the Scaril people. I’d had a laugh as I recalled Jules’ pronunciation of their name as Scary-eel. 

“What’s not to like?” I asked. Mary sat beside me, and she fidgeted with her coffee cup.

Everyone was there. Walo, Suma, Rivo, Slate, Loweck, Weemsa, Loo-six, Magnus, Natalia, and Khomar ended off the group, sitting opposite Mary and me. Jules was absent, the kids all in classes for the day. 

Magnus tapped his finger on the table. “Let me go over this again. Khozal convinced the Chancellor that the planet was under attack, so he could order an evacuation. Then he proceeded to freeze time on that world, himself finding a way to travel through the portal after everyone else was unable to move. How am I doing so far?”

I peered over at Khomar, who pursed his red lips. “I think you have it,” I told Magnus. 

“Good. So this Khozal has a device that allows him to avoid being frozen like the rest of his people. He then shrinks the entire planet, using another instrument he procured by trading away a fortune of Rutelium under his people’s noses.

“Then he stores the planet away, and uses it as a threat to other nations. He’ll do the same to them if they don’t pay him X amount of credits. On the right track?” Magnus asked again. 

Khomar nodded. 

“Okay. No one took the bait, and then what? What happened to your brother?” he asked the alien. 

“I don’t know. I wasn’t around for any of it,” he admitted. “If you recall, I was frozen too.”

Mary eyed him warily. “Conveniently frozen on Mion V9 instead of the other world.”

“I didn’t evacuate with the others. I hid, trying to stop my brother,” Khomar said. 

Magnus cleared his throat. “Fine. Then you’re saying we use this device your brother had hiding under his bed and use the portal on our ship to visit the shrunken planet, which holds the entire population of the Scaril people. We’ll be able to move freely and deactivate the time-freezing instrument, bringing everyone there to life once again.”

“That pretty much sums it up,” I said. 

“And you think it will work?” Natalia asked. 

“It’s a gamble. But we have to try,” I told them. 

“Who goes? If this tool only works around one person to prevent them from freezing, who do we send on the rescue mission?” Magnus asked. 

Slate stuck his hand up. “I’ll go, Boss. I’m the most trained, and you can trust me to get the job done.”

“No. I will go,” Khomar said from across the table, his words translating through inset speakers. “They are my people, and I will rescue them.” 

Mary set her cup down and leaned in. She used the console to switch the translator off, and I raised an inquisitive eyebrow. “I don’t trust him.”

“What do you mean? We saw him. He was frozen there,” Loweck told her. 

“It doesn’t add up. I think he had no choice. He was stranded on his world alone when no one took his threats seriously. Mion V9 doesn’t have a portal to leave through, so he took his chances and froze himself,” Mary said. 

Khomar tapped the table, speaking to us in his own language, which we couldn’t understand without the translator turned on. 

I raised a finger to him, and he stopped talking.

“Why wouldn’t he take the tool Jules found, go to the shrunken world, and leave that way?” Slate asked. 

“Two things,” Mary said. “Either he didn’t know it was hidden under his bed until Jules found it.”

I thought about his face when she’d exposed its location. He had appeared shocked. 

Mary continued. “Or he was stuck there with no portal. Did you see a spaceship anywhere?”

“They didn’t have space travel?” Slate asked. “She’s right. I didn’t see anything at the city we investigated either.”

“What are we saying?” I asked Mary. 

“Either that he is Khozal, or he’s making the entire brother angle up. It was all a ploy so someone would believe his tale when they found him frozen in time underground,” she said. 

“Does that change anything?” I asked. 

Magnus leaned his elbows on the table. “Dean, what do you propose we do?” 

“We toss him into the brig, telling him it’s precautionary. Then I’ll go through the portal, and use the tool that prevents me from freezing in my footsteps. What do you all say?” I asked. 

Mary’s face was blank, emotionless like an amazing poker player. “Finish what you started.” 

I had her approval, though I knew I’d pay for offering myself once again. 

“Very well. Dean, you’ll go in the morning,” Magnus said, and flipped the translator back on. “Sorry, Khozal, we had some issues with our translator.” 

I instantly noticed that Magnus used the man’s hypothetical brother’s name to identify the alien across from us, but he didn’t blink an eye. 

“Not a problem,” the man said. 

Magnus grinned. “Loweck, throw him in the brig.”

 

____________

 

Clare clamped the device to my left forearm, over the armored EVA, and tapped her chin with a finger. “That should do the trick.”

It vibrated briefly, sending a ripple through my body as it powered up. 

“From what I can tell, this is meant to protect you from whatever’s causing time to freeze on the shrunken planet’s surface. I’m sorry, Dean, but I can’t give you much else to go on. This is all foreign technology, and neither the Gatekeepers nor the Alliance have any details in our database about this sort of thing,” Clare told me. 

“Neither does Regnig,” I said, glancing toward the small world. “When will we place them out there?” I pointed through the viewscreen, out toward the location Suma and the other science officers had deemed the best course of action for the planet. We couldn’t unfreeze them while the planet was tiny and nestled in a box. 

“We’re ready to place it now,” Clare said. “I am concerned about a few things.”

“Like what?” Mary asked. It was only the three of us in the room now.

“Does traveling through the portal actually make you small? And if you return with people, will they continue to be small?” Clare’s concerns were warranted. 

“Khozal came clean with us after a few days in the brig,” I said. “According to him, he has no way to return the world to its previous size. We’ll have to trust him that the portal will deal with the rest.”

“Clare, can we send something through to test it?” Mary asked. 

She shook her head. “It has to be something living, so we could send someone else through, but you’ll encounter the same risks.”

Mary looked thoughtful. “Then it has to be you, Dean.”

I held her hand, and felt her grip go tighter. “I’ll be okay.”

The doors slid open to reveal Magnus and Slate. “Boss, you ready? We’re going to place the planet now.”

With one last glance toward it, I nodded and followed them to the bridge. Slate diverted, bringing the world in his hands to the hangar, where a drone would bring it outside our starship. This was the proper location for the planet to survive in space, given that it had a functional atmosphere in place. Clare didn’t think it was a long-term solution, not with the mass of the world so small, but she admitted it might be fine. 

We’d need to evacuate everyone through the portals. Mary had notified New Haven about a potential influx of displaced refugees, and New Spero was prepared for a segment of the Scaril as well. We were as ready as we could be. 

I was still in my armor as I emerged on the bridge, standing behind Magnus, and Mary and I watched as the planet was set in the exact location that had been programmed into the drone. It hung there, unmoving, and I knew it was time. 

“Good luck, Dean. I knew there was a reason you came along on this ride.” Magnus beamed. “We set sail on the Horizon a year ago, and look how much we’ve done. Save the Scaril, and we might have a new Alliance partner, one with some pretty amazing ideas and technology. This will open up a lot of doors.”

I couldn’t bring myself to think about it on those terms. I simply wanted to revive the race of aliens, helping them return to the waking world they were torn from by the guile of the man we now held in our brig. 

I was ready to go. “It’s time.” 

Slate arrived and stuck a fist out for me to bump. “Go get ‘em, Boss,” he said, grinning at me. 

“I intend to,” I told him, and left the bridge with Mary at my side. I had one more stop to make. 

Jules was coloring at the table, and Natalia smiled as we approached. “Can I have a moment?” I asked the ladies, and Mary picked up Hugo, bringing him to the living room. 

“Hi, Papa,” Jules said. She scribbled away on her paper. 

“What are you drawing?” I asked. 

She didn’t glance up but kept working. “You’re helping them, right?”

“I am. I’m going now.” I stood; my armor, while thin and strong, was too bulky to sit comfortably on a wooden chair. My helmet sat on the countertop. 

“Can I come?” she asked, finally peering up at me. 

“Sorry, honey. Not this time,” I told her. 

“How come?”

“Because this” – I pointed at the device strapped to my arm – “only works for one person. If you went with me, you’d freeze in time like the Scaril.”

“No I wouldn’t.”

This piqued my interest. “How do you know?”

“I know.”

“How?” 

She shrugged and kept drawing. “I just know.”

I leaned over, seeing what she was drawing. It was a little girl with dark pigtails, holding a hand up. She’d drawn at least a hundred tiny figures on the sheet.

“Is that you?” I asked. 

“Yep. I’m helping them,” she said. 

“Who?”

“The Scar…Scarl...”

“The Scaril?” I asked, and she smiled. 

“Yes. Them. Can I come? I think I should go.”

 

____________

 

“Dean, have you gone insane?” Mary asked. Her arms were crossed, and she was giving me the look she saved for special occasions when I really screwed up. Which was often enough, these days. 

“No. You saw the drawing. I think she may be the key to helping them. How do I know I can trust Khozal’s instructions? He could be tricking us,” I said. 

Mary paced the bedroom and stopped in front of me. “Dean, when this is over, we’re going home.”

I paused, letting her words wash over me. “Which home?”

She let out a heavy sigh. “I don’t know. But I can’t keep doing this anymore. We have two children to think about. It’s been great visiting with everyone and having Nick around while I was pregnant, but you aren’t able to keep your nose out of everything here. I thought you were asked to be an innocent bystander and let other people deal with the dangerous stuff.” She stopped and rubbed her temple. “Never mind. I forget who I’m talking to sometimes.”

“I know, Mary…”

“They all see you as this reverent man, a hero and a figurehead for all that we’re working towards, but I…” She stepped closer, her palm finding my cheek. “I see you as a man, my husband, and father to our children. And I don’t want anything to happen to you. If you keep going like this, one day you’re not coming home to us, and I don’t know what I’d do if that happened.”

I let it all sink in, and leaned in, resting my forehead on hers. “Then we’ll go home.”

“Good.”

We didn’t decide which planet that was going to be. I suspected she’d want to be on Haven for the time being, but I was leaning toward my childhood farm for a while. Jules and Mary could ride the horses, and Hugo and I could walk Maggie through the fields, smelling the fresh crops at harvest time. 

I opened my eyes, remembering I had an important task to do. “Bring Jules,” Mary said. 

“Are you sure?”

“She did find the tool under the bed. Khozal hadn’t even known it was there. It’s the only way to make sure he isn’t tricking you. How does she know these things?” Mary asked, her eyes blinking too quickly, the way they moved when she was nervous. 

“I’m not sure, but I suspect she’ll be able to explain it someday. I’ll go tell her. And don’t worry, she’ll be in the armored suit the whole time. And if she does become afflicted with the time freezing, I’ll find whatever’s stopping everyone from moving, shut it off as planned anyway, and bring her home along with the Scaril, okay?” 

“Okay,” Mary said. 

“Jules!” I called. “Get ready. You’re coming with me.”

 

 

Twenty-Seven

 

Horizon’s portal room was dim when we entered, the symbols and lighting illuminating as Jules and I stepped foot inside. Jules was quiet and contemplative as we neared the portal table. The stone glowed bright green, matching my daughter’s eyes. 

She stared up at me, her face a blank slate of emotion, and I forced a smile. “You ready?”

“Ready,” she said in a small voice, and I found the symbol we needed to travel to the shrunken world. Four lines at an angle, with the oval overlaid above. 

I made sure the device on my forearm was working and pressed the icon. White light filled my vision, and for a split second, I expected a pause in the transition. Maybe another not-Dean from the future would visit me, but the ambiance faded as always, revealing an alien Shandra room. 

Instantly, I noticed the two Gatekeepers we’d sent there a few months ago to investigate. They were frozen in time, and I pulled Jules close at the sight. An invisible bubble extended from the device strapped to my arm, and since Jules was so small, she was easily able to stay within the effervescence. 

Jules reached for the huge Keppe Gatekeeper beside her, and I pulled her arm back. “Honey, don’t touch anything and stay with me, like we discussed before we left. Okay?”

“Yes, Papa,” she replied. 

There were a few others in the room, each frozen in their footsteps. I walked over to an alien of a type I’d never seen. It was furry, striped like a tiger; thick claw-edged paws ended powerful arms. Its face was paused in a roar. 

“Papa, who are they?” 

“I think they came here through the portal, maybe at random, and were frozen, never to return home,” I said quietly. My voice sounded too loud in the room, and I finally beheld the space, seeing the structure, not just the paused people inside. The walls were high, heavy with dark wood design elements. The floor was made of hardwood; the entire place had a sort of eighteen hundreds colonial feeling to it. 

I wanted to talk to the Gatekeepers, to let them know we were here and they’d be okay, but when I stepped in front of them, there was no indication they’d have any idea we existed. Their eyes were blank, a blue film glazing over their entire bodies. Even inside my bubble, they stayed frozen, so this protective device I was armed with didn’t have the power to reverse their predicament after all. I’d been hoping to recover these two and send them home to the Horizon.

Khozal had admitted there was an instrument causing the time freezing and gave us the approximate location, which should only be a few kilometers from the portal. I really wasn’t expecting too much of a hassle reaching it, since all biological life on the tiny world was paused in time. 

“Are we shrunken?” Jules asked while stretching her arms forward and staring at her hands. 

I’d been trying not to think about the fact that we were on the planet now hovering in space just outside the Horizon, two tiny specks on the world. It was too much to consider. 

“Let’s not worry about that, honey,” I told Jules, and she shrugged it off like only a small child could do. She wasn’t familiar with the existential dread that came with being an adult yet, and for that, I was grateful. 

The Shandra room was only a hundred feet deep, and I led Jules to the exit: two double doors that opened as I pressed through them, swinging with a squeak on long-unused hinges. 

I was surprised to find us entering into an open courtyard, instead of an underground corridor like most portal rooms led to. There were a few of the Scaril nearby, with long limbs, squat torsos, and elongated heads. There had to be two hundred of them under the vast blue sky, each appearing angered and distraught. 

“Were they running for the portal?” Jules asked. 

“I think so.”

“But they didn’t make it,” she said. 

“No. They didn’t make it.”

“How long have they been here?” she asked. 

“We’re not sure. A long time.”

“Which way?” She spun around, searching the courtyard. 

It was cool out, the few trees gathered in the center of the stone courtyard were bereft of leaves, and I guessed they were perpetually frozen in late autumn. Did the seasons still transpire here, or was the entire planet on pause? I tried to listen for movement, wind, clouds, and when I noticed nothing of the sort, I established that the device had paused the entire planet: weather, plants, animals, and all. 

“According to Khozal, it’s…” I pointed to the end of the courtyard, past a huddle of trapped Scaril, and toward the horizon. “That way.”

Jules scrunched up her face and pursed her lips in thought. “Papa, I think he’s lying to you.”

“Do you?” I asked, not shocked by her revelation. This was the reason I’d brought her with me. If I’d suspected Khozal was being straightforward with us, I’d have left Jules safely at home with her mother. 

“Yes. He’s a bad man, a big fat liar.”

“Okay, so what do you think we need to do?” I asked her. 

Jules paused before tugging on my EVA sleeve. She looked so small and helpless in her armored suit, only coming up to my hips. “I can feel the power.”

“What power?” 

“The thing that’s making all these people stuck,” she told me. 

“Where is it?” I asked.

“It’s in the water,” she told me. 

“The water? Like an ocean?” I asked. 

She nodded. “It’s far away, Papa.”

“Great…” I didn’t know what far away was to my daughter. “How far? Can we walk there?”

“We don’t have to,” Jules said. 

“Why?” 

She didn’t finish. I was whisked off the ground, shrouded in a basking green light. The glow originated from Jules, extending in a sphere ten feet wide. We both lifted away from the courtyard, higher and higher, until we were well above the treeline. 

“How are you doing this?” I asked, my voice louder than it needed to be. 

Jules hovered in front of me, the green light brighter directly over her armored EVA suit. “I wanted to.”

It reminded me too much of her mother as the Iskios had possessed her. I’d fought with Not-Mary in an epic battle that I thought might kill me, but Jules was clearly still herself, with no sign that any of the evil race were left lingering in her. She’d gained their powers from being carried by her mother inside their cocoon of energy, and now she was utilizing the skills. I couldn’t blame her or be upset with her, but I was still afraid for her. 

“You know where to go?” I asked as we began moving forward, heading toward a distant body of water. It glimmered far away, and Jules took us faster and faster until the ground streaked below us. 

“As the crow flies,” I mumbled, but Jules didn’t react to my random observation. 

Even from our position a hundred yards above the ground, I could see more of the Scaril people. There were residences here. It must have been someone’s planet before Khozal tricked them into moving from Mion V9, but I didn’t see anyone but the transplanted race below. 

The cityscape was far less advanced than most of the planets I’d laid eyes on. The layout had a haphazard, crude appearance to it, with long single-story buildings scattered about, rough paths through grassy fields connecting them. 

I stayed quiet as Jules led us in her elevating energy bubble, ever closer to the ocean. The entire trip took only twenty minutes, and it was obvious Jules was concentrating hard the entire time. She slowed us as we neared the water, and held up a hand. 

“Papa, the thing that’s hurting the Scary-eel people is there,” she told me, and I had to laugh at her mispronunciation of the alien name. 

We were directly above the water, and she lowered us slowly, until we hovered above the frozen waves. The water didn’t move; a cresting wave emerged from the dark depths, locked eternally in time along with the rest of the planet. 

“Does your bubble work under water?” I asked Jules. 

She turned to me with saucer-plate eyes. “I think so.”

“Do you want to try?” I asked her. We’d come this far, and if the device was below, we didn’t have much of a choice. I’d rather go with her inside the Iskios-fueled bubble than attempt to swim in this heavy EVA suit. 

“I’m scared.”

“Why, honey?”

“I don’t like the water,” she admitted. 

I glanced to the ocean, and then to the coast, which was about half a kilometer back the way we’d come. “I know you don’t.” We kept meaning to take her for swimming lessons and had tried when she was about three years old, but after spending a full year at my old farmhouse on Earth, then the last year on the Horizon, we’d let it slip from our minds. 

“I don’t need to try,” she told me. 

I set my gloved hands on her small shoulders. “Jules, we’re in a suit that’s safe for traveling through space. Even if your bubble fails, we’ll be okay. And I’m here with you.”

She frowned and gave me a quick nod of her head. “Okay. We can do it. What will happen to the Scary-eel?”

“The Scaril will unfreeze, and we’ll bring them home to Mion V9,” I told her. 

This made her smile. “That’s good. I think they want to go home. I want to go home too.”

This took me aback. “What do you mean? To see Mom and Hugo?”

“No. I want to go home to Haven,” Jules said. 

“To Haven? To the apartment?” I asked. 

“Yes. I miss it there,” she said. 

“I didn’t know. How come you never told us?” I asked her, realizing this wasn’t the ideal time to be discussing our future living arrangements. 

“I don’t know. You and Mom seem happy on Horizon.”

“But what about Patty… and your school?” I asked. 

“Patty and Dean want to go to the Academy too.”

It was a strange conversation to be having while we floated on the time-frozen planet, directly above the ocean. “You want to go to the Gatekeepers’ Academy?” This wasn’t news to me. Of course we’d always thought she might want to be part of the school, but not at such a young age. The others were starting at around ten years old, but that varied with the race. Some races developed sooner than others, with one having fully-matured people within two years. The conditions were skewed because of the variety of students we had coming to Haven. 

“I do. I want to be a Gatekeeper. I want to be like you,” Jules said proudly. I saw a glimmer of happiness and excitement in her eyes, and it worried me, as did the glowing orb surrounding us. How could I let me baby girl go to a school where she was so different from everyone? Would she be used for her abilities, or perhaps ostracized by the other students? 

“Then we’ll talk to Mom about it when we see her.” I pointed below us. “But first, we need to save the Scaril people. Can we do that?”

Jules eyed the water suspiciously and lifted us up higher. She started to wave her thin arm in the air, me behind her in our floating orb, watching with interest. I thought I heard her mumbling something as the water began to move. She was creating a whirlpool, breaking the still water from its lock in time as she did so. Her power emanated from her fingers and through the orb, toward the surface, where the ocean spun in circles over and over, growing stronger and wider with each passing rotation. 

“You’re not going under?” I asked her loudly over the increasing noise below. 

“I don’t like water,” she said, as if this explained her actions. 

Instead of going below to locate the device hidden in the depths of the ocean, she was pulling it up to her. I had to give her credit for such a brilliant idea. I wouldn’t have thought that way. 

Jules stiffened, her arm moving faster and faster, the water frothing now from the expended energy. The whirlpool was a hundred feet across, then two hundred, and growing exponentially. 

This kept on for another five minutes, and by this time, the rotating water was a mile wide, and I noticed the bottom of the ocean floor peeking through the center of the maw. Jules turned to me, her eyes dim now, but she smiled eagerly. 

“There it is, Papa!” she exclaimed, and began to lower us toward the water. We breached where the surface had been a few minutes ago, now finding nothing but open air as we traveled into the middle of the whirlpool. 

Jules’ body began to go slack, and I caught her. She was heavy in the armor suit, but I leveled her off. “Jules, are you okay?”

“I don’t know. I feel weird.”

“Maybe we should go up,” I suggested. We were so close; the device was a metal box the size of a plumber’s toolbox, and it was only twenty feet below us. 

“It’s right there. We need to help them,” Jules told me as she kept lowering us. 

Our feet planted on the rocky ocean bed, and I reached for the device. I leaned over Jules and checked her, seeing a brief smile as she touched the prize. Then her eyes went dark, the glow visibly absent for the first time in her life, and everything faded around us. 

The green orb surrounding us dissipated, and the whirlpool angrily shook as her power over the water suddenly stopped controlling the ocean. 

She’d deactivated this section of the world’s time-freezing with her powers, and there was no turning it off again. Instead, I knew what I had to do. I had to turn this metal box off at all costs, to free the Scaril and our Gatekeepers trapped in the portal room. Jules fell to the rocks, her armored EVA clanging against the hard surface. I’d comfort her in a second. 

The shiny box was unmarked on the sides and top, so I flipped it over, finding a screen on the underside. I couldn’t read it, so I triggered my helmet’s translation display. The alien language scrolled across my facemask and translated into English. 

I had to move quickly. The whirlpool was still spinning around us from its built-up dynamic energy, but the walls were shrinking at an increasing pace. 

I tapped the screen on the time-freezing unit and found what I was searching for. The deactivation screen prompted me for a code, using alien numbers. I had no idea what to do. 

“Jules, we need to go. Can you lift us out of here?” I asked my daughter, who was groggily drifting into consciousness beside me. 

“We have to help.” She stretched her arm up and past my waist, pressing five symbols on the device’s screen. It hummed to life, vibrating heavily now. 

“Is it done?” I asked her.

“It’s off,” Jules said, her voice so small and helpless. 

“Let’s leave here,” I told her, grabbing the device in my arms. We needed to bring this with us. We’d have to store it somewhere safe, out of the clutches of our enemies. I considered bringing it to Earth through my portal, to my hidden collection of tools. No one would find it there. 

Jules grasped my arm. “Papa.”

“What is it?” I glanced around at the incoming waves nervously. 

“I can’t get us out.”

I scanned her eyes, seeing they were totally dark green; still no glow. “You used up everything you had. We’re going to have to brace ourselves,” I told her. 

“I’m scared. I don’t like the water,” she said. 

The whirlpool was closing. Water surged toward us from all directions, until it had encased us standing at the bottom of the ocean, surrounded by it. We were out of time. 

“I know, honey, but we have no choice!” I had to yell now, the ferocity of the incoming water overtaking my voice. 

Jules screamed as it washed over us, but I knew she’d be safe in her armored EVA suit. She held my arm, and I cradled the device as we were tugged from the rocky ocean bottom, ripped in a circle with the momentum of the water. 

Jules’ grip lessened, and the last thing I saw before she was torn from my arm was her tear-filled eyes, and a silent scream from her open mouth.

 

 

Twenty-Eight

 

I was still moving away from Jules’ last position, and I dropped the inactive metal device. 

“Jules, come in,” I said into my earpiece, but I couldn’t see much through the frothy water. I tried to focus on my arm console controls, and found the radar. I pressed it, and the area appeared on my HUD, showing me where Jules had gone in the form of a blinking orange icon. 

“Papa!” she called out to me. Her voice was strained, scared. 

“I’m coming for you,” I told her, and was about to begin moving for her when I noticed other icons appearing on the radar. The orange one identifying Jules was embedded into her suit, but these new icons were lifeforms my short-range scanner picked up. There were half a dozen of them, and they were moving toward my daughter. 

“Jules, do you see anything?” I shouted. I was hoping they were maybe birds of some kind, high about the ocean but somehow showing on my sensors. This map was 2D, and I couldn’t tell depths with it. 

“Water!” she answered. 

Good. That meant…

Her voice dropped to a near whisper. “Papa, there’s something here with me.”

The six icons were blinking near her orange marker in my HUD. I had to hurry. I triggered the thrusters and guided myself toward her, through the still-surging water. Jules had been tugged away from the spinning whirlpool, and I broke free from the clutches of the spiraling water, moving for my trapped little girl. 

“Jules, I’m almost there,” I said. The water was still murky, but the farther I moved from the whirlpool, the clearer it became. I finally saw her small form, sunk from the suit’s weight to the bottom of the ocean. 

The creatures surrounding her were huge. I had to slow to grasp what I was seeing. They were kraken from Scandinavian folklore. Gigantic eyes stared forward; eight arms greedily outstretched toward Jules. She was still as a stone as they inched closer to her, their combined tentacles resembling something out of a horror movie. 

I looked closer, using my HUD zoom feature for a better view. I instantly regretted it as I saw the immense mouths, with double layers of sharp pointed teeth. Everything about the creatures was menacing, and I knew they hadn’t arrived to make friends. 

I knew there were some worlds where underwater creatures were intelligent and friendly to other races, even cephalopods like these beings, but these were angry, water churning as their tentacles thrashed in excitement at finding easy prey at the bottom of the ocean. 

We’d reanimated them along with the rest of the life on this planet when we shut off the device that I’d dropped to come save Jules. They appeared to be hungry. 

One grasped her leg as I waited, watching, and it began to pull her toward it. I shouted out, and saw her attempt to use her Iskios powers to stop it. Nothing happened. 

“Help me!” she shouted through my earpiece, and I raced through the water as another tentacle swung around her waist, jerking her in the other direction. The first Kraken shook fiercely as Jules became the prize at the middle of a tug-of-war contest. 

“Your armor is strong. They won’t penetrate it, honey,” I said, pulling my pulse pistol from its position clamped on my thigh. My thrusters were propelling me straight toward the monsters, and I slowed the energy feed, momentum keeping me on target. I shot the tentacle wrapped around Jules’ leg, and it lurched away. 

I was only ten feet from Jules now, and her petrified gaze met mine. I shot the other tentacle around her waist, but the monster kept its grip. I fired again, and it only pulled her away faster. 

I had to switch tactics. I shot at the large bulbous body and head of the kraken, and tugged my cutting torch free from my pack. It started up under water with ease, and I jutted forward, my thrusters sending me directly at Jules as she was being ripped through the water. The other five creatures were following along, hoping for a piece of the two food sources now in their vicinity. 

I grabbed Jules and swung the cutting torch past her, slicing through the tentacle. An ink-black blood oozed out, and more tentacles sought purchase on my daughter. I swung the torch like a wild lumberjack hacking a massive tree. Pieces of flesh and blood filled the area around us, and Jules stayed utterly silent the entire time. When no more tentacles came for us, I began to aim at their bodies with the pulse pistol, until all six of them finally swam away, sensing the prey had become the hunter. 

I stood on the rocky bottom of the ocean, panting heavily, and Jules hugged me tightly, her sobs carrying through my earpiece. 

“It’s okay. You’re okay,” I ran my hand over her helmet, knowing she couldn’t feel it. It didn’t matter. We’d come to unfreeze time on the Scaril’s new planet, and we’d accomplished it. 

I held her close as I returned to find the device unscathed in the rocks. I clipped it to my suit and used my thrusters to find the coastline, away from the water and the dangers lurking within it. 

 

____________

 

“Are you sure the powers will return?” Mary asked me from across the living room. My hands were around a cup of coffee, and I felt every year of my age as I stood there. 

“No. Maybe she drained them completely,” I said, unsure if I was a bad father for hoping her powers were done with. 

“And would that make you happy?” Mary asked. 

“Wouldn’t you be happy too?”

“No. Dean, Jules is the girl she is because of her abilities. Do you really want to strip her of her identity?”

I set the cup down, sliding beside my wife on the couch. “Do you think that’s all she is? She’s more than her Iskios powers, and you know it.”

“I agree, but…”

“Let’s not speculate and have an argument about it, okay? We’ll wait it out and see if they return,” I told Mary, and her slight smile told me she agreed. 

“The Scaril continue to be afraid. And we have good and bad news,” Mary said. 

“What’s that?”

“Khozal says he doesn’t have any means to return the world to its rightful size. That means the planet will stay the size of a globe forever,” Mary said. 

“But it’s not frozen any longer, at least. Can they survive on the world?” I asked. 

“Suma and Silo claim it will be fine. Some of the Scaril are even choosing to remain there. They want nothing to do with their old lives; the mines of Rutelium caused too much friction, and they seek a simpler life,” Mary said. 

When Jules and I had emerged from the water, we’d hiked to the nearest pathway, leading to the edge of the settlement. Most of the Scaril had only been there for a week or so before Khozal had frozen them in motion, so they were still in disarray. Most of them had no clue they’d been stuck in time at all.

They’d been very surprised to find Jules and me trudging onto the path, water dripping from our EVAs. We had their language programmed into our translators, so I’d been able to tell them we weren’t a danger, and I’d advised them a contingent from our ship would be there shortly to talk to them about their future. I’d been exhausted, and Jules needed to get out of that armored suit and home where she belonged. The Scaril had been accepting of this, and I knew they’d be shocked when they found out so many years had passed since they’d set foot on the now shrunken planet. Mary had been on the diplomatic team sent along with Suma and Magnus to talk with the Scaril.

“What about the mines?” I asked her. 

“The Scaril still technically own the mines on Mion V9, but that’s only because Magnus and the Alliance of Worlds aren’t aggressively staking their claim. The Scaril leaders have opted to work out a partnership, and at the end of the day, I imagine they’ll join our Alliance. I wouldn’t be surprised to see some of the Scaril at our Academy and on Haven in the near future. They seem like they’re ready to spread their wings a bit,” Mary said. 

“That’s good. Magnus happy with everything?” I asked. 

Mary grinned. “He’s very happy. We have a source of income from the mine partnership. We take over the operations at the two main sites, since the Scaril ceased production a long time ago when the demand faltered. They take a twenty percent cut, and everyone’s thrilled with the deal.”

“What about Khozal?” I asked, recalling the traitor to his own people.

“We’ve relinquished him to the Scaril leaders.”

I cringed. I suspected the man’s ending wasn’t going to be a pretty one, but in my eyes, he deserved whatever the Scaril thought necessary punishment. He’d almost ended an entire race. He was a terrible person; greed had consumed him.

“What now?” I asked. 

“We have a few options, Dean.” The baby cried, and I lifted a hand, letting Mary know I’d take care of it. 

I left the living room, heading for little Hugo’s crib. He was flailing his tiny arms, and I picked him up, cradling him against my neck. His sobs subsided, and I went to the kitchen to prepare a bottle. I set him in his rocking chair and turned it on, soothing him as I prepared the milk. 

“What are the options?” I finally asked Mary. 

“We can stay this return trip out, spend some more time with our loved ones. It’s going to be a few months, almost eight, to reach home. Hugo will be nearly a year old by the time we’re on Haven,” Mary said. 

“Jules wants to go to the Academy,” I said.

Mary’s face showed a hint of astonishment, which disappeared quickly. “I shouldn’t be surprised. What if her powers are extinguished?”

“Then she attends like every other kid,” I replied. 

“You think she’s going to be ready for school like that?” Mary asked. 

“I do. You should see her out there, Mary. She’s confident for the most part, but she still has her fears.” I thought about her face as the water had enveloped us. 

“Then it’s settled?” Mary asked. 

I set Hugo on me, holding him up with one arm and grasping the bottle with the other. He clamped on to it contently, his gurgles letting me know he was happy with the midnight snack. 

“Stay here with the crew, make Haven our home for the time being, and place Jules in the Academy,” I said. 

“Right. I like it. Have you spoken to Magnus about this yet?” 

I shook my head. “No. Jules claims Patty and Dean want to attend as well. It could be good for everyone,” I said. 

“I think it will be. Dean?” Mary’s eyes glimmered, and her hand found my knee. 

“Yes?”

“Thank you for listening to her. And for being you.”

I laughed lightly. “It’s all I know how to be.”

 

____________

 

The meeting room was jam-packed with our crew and the top five Scaril leaders. The Chancellor, Khozal’s uncle, was an imposing man. His cranium was longer than the others’, his small pink face scrunched up to continuously appear angry. His arms were thicker than most of the others’, his belly flat. He wore finely woven robes, and a much smaller woman stood at his side, eyeing us with interest. 

Everyone on our team was uniformed, even me and Jules, in Gatekeepers’ attire. Jules’ eyes were still dark green, no longer glowing, and she claimed her powers were gone. I expected her to be more upset about it, but she was taking it with a grain of salt. I was so proud of the way she was handling herself. 

Slate stood beside Loweck, and he flashed me a grin. Magnus was standing at the end of the table, Natalia and his children with him. 

The Chancellor spoke with a slow cadence, and his words echoed through the translator, coming out in English. “You’ve done us a huge favor, Horizon, and we are forever indebted to you. We happily sign the declaration of partnership and are thrilled to join your Alliance of Worlds.” His long fingers extended to the digital screen, where he added a thumbprint beside Magnus’. The pact was set, and the room erupted into applause. The Scaril with the Chancellor were startled by the clapping, but seconds later understood its meaning and joined in. 

Magnus stood up straighter. “We’re happy to have you on our side, Chancellor Khamin.” 

“And we to be on yours. We will also accept your gracious offer of taking up residence on this Haven you speak of. We have ten families ready for departure on your word. Thank you for the opportunity. For too long we have sat in isolation on Mion V9. When my nephew claimed destruction was upon us, we were too quick to believe him,” Chancellor Khamin said. 

I noticed no one asked what had happened to the treasonous Khozal. They didn’t have to. 

“If we’re done with the formal part, let’s move to the courtyard and continue the celebration,” Magnus said, and people began funneling out of the room. Everyone was in such high spirits, but I couldn’t bring myself to feel the same way. I could sense the impending battle with the Kold targeting to Haven and was even more worried than before. We now understood the human-like race was working for Lom of Pleva’s people, and that had me on edge. 

I’d sent Lom into the future, but twenty years wasn’t so far ahead. I glanced at Jules and realized that four of those years had already passed. Jules would be a woman when he slipped into our timeline, and I had to find a way to prepare for his arrival. She needed to be ready. We all did. 

I knew Lom was going to be vengeful. He would be freshly angry from the defeat, thrust into a future where his foothold might be affected by the passing of two decades. 

“Dean, are you coming?” Mary’s voice broke me from the reverie, and I noticed the room was all but emptied out. 

“Sure. I’m coming,” I told her. 

“Karo’s here with Ableen and the kids. They’re waiting for us in the courtyard with the others,” Mary said, but I only half-heard her. Lom was fresh on my mind, and I was sure the threat the Kold brought with them was coming to Haven and our Academy sooner rather than later. With the ground shield plans stolen from Garo Alnod’s home on Bazarn Five, I could almost sense their plan of attack.

“Come on, Papa,” Jules grabbed my hand and tugged me along. 

Mary was ahead; Hugo remained at the suite with the Nanny-Bot. “Jules, I wanted to tell you that your mother and I have discussed it, and we think you should go to the Gatekeepers’ Academy next year.”

Her eyes sprang open, and the smile she passed on was infectious. She jumped into my arms. “Thank you! Thank you!”

“I didn’t expect you to be so excited,” I laughed. 

“It’s going to be hard work, honey,” Mary told her daughter. 

“I know. I’m ready for it. I can’t wait. Is Patty coming too?” Jules asked. 

“We’re not sure yet,” I told her. 

She didn’t press us as we walked into the open courtyard, which was as full as I’d ever seen it. Everyone was laughing and eating. The Scaril were scattered throughout the space, talking amongst one another and with groups of our crew. It was a great sight to witness. This was what being members of the Alliance of Worlds was all about. Sharing stories, offering protection, working unanimously on technology and ideas.

I spotted Walo along at the edge of the room, and I let Mary know I’d be right back. 

“Everything good, Walo?” I asked the Padlog woman. 

“I know it’s senseless, but I miss Sergo,” she admitted. 

I wanted to tell her that was insane but bit my tongue. “You’re better off without him, Walo. You know why?”

“Why?”

“Because you’re a strong and great asset to any team. And Sergo only cares about one person.”

“Himself,” she said, nodding solemnly. 

“Exactly. Are you going to stay on the Horizon?” I asked. This was a common topic at the moment. With our big mission out of the way, the mines established, the Scaril returned home safely, we were about to depart on the journey home. Many of the crew had only wanted to join for the inaugural endeavor, but many were signing on for longer. Magnus had no idea what the next adventure would entail for the starship, but he was ready to captain it there. 

“I am. It’s been a pleasure working here, and I’ve made a lot of good friends,” she told me. 

“I’m glad to hear it,” I told her. 

“What about you?” she asked. 

“We’re heading to Haven and staying put for a while. Setting some roots for the family,” I said, and heard a light squawk from behind me. 

I turned to find Suma standing with Silo sidled up to her arm. “Dean Parker, settling down? I’ll believe it when I see it,” she told me with a laugh. 

I shrugged. “You know me all too well. I have to make an attempt, don’t I?”

“We’ll be close, then, because I’ve agreed to teach next at the Academy next year.” Suma beamed as she said it. Silo shifted on his feet, clearly still getting used to his prosthetic leg. He grimaced, and I suspected there was some drama behind the decision for her to take a teaching gig.

“That’s great. Then you may have a special student in your class, because Jules is going to be attending next year,” I told them. 

Suma’s snout wagged in delight. “I can’t wait. Let me go find her and tell her I’ll be her professor.”

I watched Suma walk off, and instantly noticed Karo beside the water feature. He was holding two of his children, and he lifted a hand when his gaze met mine. It was so nice to be celebrating, and I didn’t even notice Jules was absent from her mother’s side when Mary came with me to talk to the recently arrived guests. 

Hectal was across the room, chatting to one of the Gatekeepers, and I waved at him. He stuck a fist in the air and nodded at me. 

Slate and Loweck saw us heading for Karo and Ableen, and set a course to join. I found a tray with empty wine glasses and picked it up, grabbing a bottle of red as well, moving for the table beside the Theos. It was a great night, and I pushed the worry of the future away for the time being. 

Magnus and Natalia saw our group forming and came over, and soon it was the entire club of us, chatting and having a reunion while everyone else enjoyed the respite before the return journey to Haven. 

I couldn’t have been happier at that moment.

 

 

Epilogue

Jules

 

The room was too bright suddenly, and Jules felt her powers trying to push through her barrier again. She didn’t let them. Papa and Mom were watching her too closely, and she knew it was best to keep her eyes this color. She saw the way his mouth turned when they glowed, and how Mom’s eyebrows formed a frown when she noticed Jules using her abilities. 

They didn’t think Jules could control them, and maybe they were right. Jules closed her eyes and recalled the feeling of helplessness as her powers failed her, when she and her father stood amidst the whirlpool a few days ago. She’d felt like a husk of a human, a child without a soul, and it terrified her almost as much as the creatures that had attacked her shortly after. 

But Papa had saved her; he always did and always would. She’d keep secret the fact that her abilities remained, because she knew it was better for their family that way. She’d stop using them, at least when anyone was around. It would be her little secret, but she knew she’d be able to help people should they need assistance. She’d be like her Papa that way, and her Mom too. They were always thinking of others first, and Jules wanted to act like them more than anything. 

Next year, she’d be going to the Gatekeepers’ Academy, and she’d be six years old. She really hoped Patty would be there with her, because she couldn’t imagine doing anything without her best friend, even if the girl only wanted to play with dolls and watch movies. She’d teach Patty to be adventurous, and they’d grow up in the Academy. Jules had it all planned out. 

The party was thriving around her, and she had to keep moving around so she didn’t get trampled. No one seemed to see her there as they all ate and drank. The scent of so many people in one area threatened to overtake Jules for a moment before she let a trickle of her abilities out to muffle her nose’s ability to smell. She covered her eyes so no one could notice the slight glow, and in that instant, she felt the raw hatred emerge from someone in the room with them. 

She nearly stumbled in shock and stepped to the edge of the room, pressing her back against the stone wall by the water feature. Jules scanned the room, searching for the source of the anger. This person wanted to destroy everything about the Alliance and the Academy. She could feel the intent so clearly, and then it was gone in a flash. 

Jules turned away, hiding her face, and let more of her power out slowly, determined to learn who it was that exuded so much hostility. The source was dead. Nothing but the steady thrum of chatter and the clinking of glasses filled the courtyard, and Jules cut the power off again. 

If she told her parents about the feeling, they’d know she still had the abilities. If she didn’t, something bad might happen. She decided to make it her mission to find out, because she had an edge on everyone else. She was only a kid, and as she wandered through the room, she was reminded of how invisible she was to the adults around her. 

 

The End 

Continue the adventure with 

The Academy
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The Academy is a galaxy-class school, created to train the next generation of Gatekeepers.

Jules Parker is attending the Academy, alongside her best friend Patty. When the Kold threaten everything her father and his friends have spend years building, she must reveal that her Iskios abilities are stronger than ever. 

With Magnus and Slate away on the Horizon, and Mary working on the board of the Alliance of Worlds, Dean finds himself out of the action for the first time. He works on a plan to set a trap against the mysterious Kold, and things culminate as the looming attack grows, leaving Dean shocked to find someone he trusted has betrayed him. 

The Academy is under attack, but will it still stand when the dust settles? Find out in the newest installment of the Survivors adventure!

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

 

Nathan’s books are also available on Audible!
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They’ve watched us for centuries through the Rift.

They’ve prepared.

Invasion is inevitable.

The Earth Fleet has known of the Watchers for years, unwilling to share the knowledge with humanity. Now it might be too late.

Hidden away from the Fleet, one man is creating a new colony ship destined for the other side of the Rift, but he’s missing a few pieces. 

Three other people have varied paths to get there. Ace goes from the streets of Earth to the Fleet training facility on the moon. Flint, an ex-Fleet pilot, must decide if a job is worth his life, and Wren, imprisoned for a secret project years ago, is given hope as an unlikely ally whispers words of escape in her ear.

Their journeys lead to Councilman Jarden Fairbanks, who knows of the impending invasion, and has prepared. All they can do is wait for the Rift to open once again, and see what’s on the other side.

Rift joins an ensemble cast facing immeasurable obstacles. If you enjoy space battles, prison breaks, androids, and aliens, buried under a shroud of mystery, this book is for you. Try it today!

A fresh new science fiction adventure from the author of the best-selling Survivors series
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