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      Golden sunlight came through a window that looked out on a clear, blue sky, falling upon a round conference table made of glittering SmartGlass. Jack Hunter sat at that table, idly drumming his fingers on its surface. The man named Arin was next to him, hunched over and pinching his chin with thumb and forefinger. Jena kept swiveling her chair back and forth. Claire blew a big, pink bubble that made a slimy sound when it popped, then sucked her gum back into her mouth.

      A young woman that Harry had never met sat with her elbows on the table, cradling her head in both hands. If he didn’t know better, he would have sworn she was hung over. Maybe she was just dumbfounded by the utter nonsense he had just spoken.

      By far, the best reaction came from Melissa.

      She sat with one arm draped over the back of her chair, her mouth hanging open as she stared at him. She must have been wondering if her father had gone insane. Well, she would find out soon enough.

      Raising a hand up beside her head, Anna scrunched up her face. “One more time,” she said, striding toward him. “We’re going to do what?”

      Standing just inside the door with his shoulders square, Harry showed them all a toothy grin. “We’re going to expose the Overseers to the whole damn galaxy,” he said. “And put an end to this war.”

      “Haven’t we tried that like a dozen times?” Jack asked.

      Harry strode past Anna, nodding to the young man. “Yes, but we never had proof,” he said. “This time we will.”

      Plunking his elbow down on the table, Jack rested his chin on the knuckles of his fist. “Okay,” he said, eyebrows rising. “You’ve got my attention. So, how exactly is this plan going to work?”

      Harry thrust his hand toward them, letting the N’Jal writhe against his palm. Everyone at the table recoiled in disgust, shying away from him as if he had the plague. None of them liked the Overseer device. To them, it was an unpredictable piece of dangerous technology. For a time, they had thought that it might be influencing his mind, and Harry had secretly feared they might be right.

      But no.

      The Overseers had told him the truth: their technology couldn’t change the core of who he was. The mistakes he had made while using the N’Jal were his and his alone. A disheartening revelation, perhaps, but one that came with a glimmer of hope. If he was in full control of his faculties, then it wasn’t too late to correct those mistakes.

      “I’ve seen things,” Harry explained. “Jack, your plan to visit the message beacons the Overseers left behind was a good one. But you weren’t the one to carry it out.”

      Staring into his palm, Harry watched as the N’Jal came to life. Tiny fibres, almost invisible to the eye, extended from his skin, eager to find a living host and take control of it. The alien device didn’t distinguish between living beings and organic technology. If it had a nervous system, the N’Jal could subdue it.

      “You might say I hacked into their firmware,” Harry muttered. “Saw the things they don’t want us to see.”

      

      
        
        (Three Weeks Earlier)

      

      

      The wind howled through the standing stones as the sun sank toward the western horizon. With springtime blossoming into summer, it should have been warm. But up here in the mountains, it was still chilly.

      The towering slabs of rock formed a ring around Harry, each one shaped into an archway that was wide enough for two people to walk abreast. He stood in the exact centre, waiting.

      He knew that the Overseers watched him. They showed up unannounced from time to time, demanding to know why he had ceased his preaching in violation of the deal he had made when they saved Claire’s life. Were they watching him now? Would they take action if he tried to uncover their deepest secrets?

      Those questions had haunted him from the moment he had decided to take this trip. He had spent many long hours trying to devise a way to ensure secrecy before admitting that it was pointless. There was no way to know if the Overseers were watching. Except that he was fairly certain they couldn’t be watching him all the time. In the end, it was a roll of the dice.

      Any reservations he had about betraying the aliens vanished after the disastrous trip to Antaur. He couldn’t prove it, but he was sure the numerous attempts on Claire’s life were done at the Overseers’ behest. It was just like she said; they were going to come after her one way or another. And if that was the case, then Harry may as well fight back.

      Extending his hand toward the ring of standing stones, he sent a signal with the N’Jal. Blue glyphs appeared on every stone, extending from the ground to the crest of every archway. He couldn’t read them.

      A fissure appeared on the ground, widening until it revealed a set of stairs that led down into some sort of cave. Blue light emanated from those depths. He knew what he would find if he descended.

      The cavern would have walls of some fleshy substance just like what he had seen on Earth’s moon. No doubt he would be greeted by a hologram in the form of some wizened old man. Or perhaps a matronly woman. It would extoll the virtues of caring for your fellow man. That was the message the Overseers had given to the ancient Alosians.

      Grimacing at the thought of yet another deception, Harry shook his head. “No,” he growled, “Not this time! Show me the truth!”

      The cave, the stones, the glowing glyphs: they were all part of some grand machine the Overseers had constructed. He attacked that machine with the N’Jal, modulating the signals that came from the alien device.

      A small tremor rumbled through his shoes, up his legs and his aching back, all the way to his head.

      The blue glyphs changed to red, and the soothing light that radiated from the cavern became a hellish, crimson glow. Yes, that was it. This was the truth of the Overseers. He had pierced their veil of secrets.

      Tendrils of flesh shot out of the cave, slamming themselves down on the rocky ground. A bulbous mass followed, looming over him. The whole thing looked like an enormous spider without a face.

      Harry reached up, pressing his palm against its grotesque form, the N’Jals fibres digging in. For a moment, he felt resistance. With a little effort, he was able to push through.

      Data flooded into his mind: a flurry of disjointed images that he couldn’t track. Planets hanging against the blackness of space, ships phasing in and out of existence, creatures he had never seen. It was a full sensory overload – not just sights but sounds, textures and smells, most of them unlike anything he had ever experienced before.

      Harry focused his thoughts, bringing order to the chaos.

      He found himself in a forest so alien he almost didn’t recognize it for what it was. The trees were twisted things with sharp, blue leaves on every rubbery branch. The mud was not brown but purple, and the sky was a soft pink. Motes of light flitted about all over the place. It took a moment for Harry to realize that they were insects.

      A humanoid creature leaped from a high tree branch, landing about fifty feet away. Its mottled skin had a purple tint that would blend in well with its surroundings. It had a small stump for a nose and a misshapen mouth, but its eyes shone with fierce, blue light.

      The way it looked at him…Harry recognized the stare of a predator.

      Without warning, another creature dropped out of the treetops, landing between him and the first. The pair observed one another for a drawn-out moment, and then the first one attacked.

      Its four-fingered hand seemed to writhe, retracting into its arm so that a bony blade could take its place. These things were shapeshifters. Just like… “The Overseers,” Harry whispered. He was seeing them as they were before they took to the stars. This was their homeworld.

      The second creature lunged, but the first one ducked under his pitiful attack, slashing the blade across his belly. Purple blood sprayed into the air and took its sweet time falling to the ground.

      “This is a low-gravity environment.”

      His suspicions were confirmed when the two creatures started running up tree trunks and leaping high into the air, slashing at each other every time they crossed paths. Their duel lasted for several minutes while they hopped from branch to branch, always attacking. Harry saw no trace of the patient, calculating creatures that had manipulated him for years. This was pure aggression.

      Except…No, it wasn’t.

      The more he watched, the more he began to realize that there was a logic to this battle. Each creature was trying to lure the other toward a specific spot. To make his enemy fight on his terms. Even here, in their distant past, the Overseers were clever.

      When Harry turned around, the forest was gone, replaced by a concrete jungle. He now stood on the curb of a busy street where screaming men and women fled from some unknown terror. At first glance, they appeared to be human, but this wasn’t Earth. Or Leyria for that matter.

      The buildings that surrounded him had a strange, angular quality: tall, imposing structures that tried to intimidate you with their majesty. Leyrian architecture was all smooth curves. He had never seen a city like this before.

      A frantic woman ran through him, causing Harry to jump. He wasn’t actually here; this was just an elaborate simulation that the Overseer device had forced into his mind. It felt real though.

      He looked up and discovered the source of all this commotion. An Overseer ship hovered above the city: a writhing mass of veiny, red flesh in the shape of an enormous bat. It projected a yellow particle beam from its mouth, destroying buildings as easily as Harry might smash a sandcastle.

      He was starting to wonder if he might be able to help when the vision changed again. Now, he was in a cool, damp cave. Water dripped from the many sharp stalactites that threatened to scrape his scalp if he stood on his toes.

      He saw a line of humans in ratty clothing marching into a tunnel. No one spoke or protested or lifted their eyes from the floor. They moved with an almost mechanical precision, every trace of free will obliterated.

      It was only then that he noticed the menacing, red glow emanating from the walls of that tunnel. This was an Overseer facility.

      That fact was confirmed for him when he saw the aliens supervising their captives. They were very much like the creatures he had encountered in the twisted forest: tall and lithe without a trace of body hair. Strange mouths, stubby noses, four fingers on each hand. “Slaves,” Harry whispered. “You used them as slaves.”

      One turned its head to stare at him, its glowing eyes changing from blue to red. It had seen him. Did that mean the Overseers were aware of his intrusion?

      His mind was forced out of the Overseer network, slammed back into his body. He caught a glimpse of the fleshy spider retracting its limbs and sinking back into the cave. Then he fell to his knees.

      His shirt was drenched in sweat, his forehead as well. Squeezing his eyes shut, he shivered as he tried to regain his composure. Somehow, he knew that the city he had seen was not on any world he had heard of. It had been destroyed eons ago, long before the first humans on Earth discovered spears and fire.

      Sifting through the clutter in his mind, he became aware of another image, an idea that had slipped through while he was busy watching the elaborate narrative. He saw a desolate world in the darkness of space, an endless wasteland from the north pole to the south. Though he had never been there, he knew it as well as he did his own home. He could feel the rough stone beneath his feet, taste the dry, desert air.

      Tossing his head back, Harry groaned. His eyes snapped open. “Abraxis.”

      

      
        
        (Now)

      

      

      “Abraxis?” Keli spat, leaning over the table to glare at him with those smoldering, dark eyes. “The place is crawling with Overseers. If we go there, they will exterminate us before we can even breathe.”

      Harry stood on the opposite side of the table with his hands folded behind his back, shutting his eyes and trying to stay calm. “I realize that it’s a risk,” he said. “But it’s our only chance of ending this war.”

      “It’s not just a risk!” Keli snapped. “It’s suicide! Jon Andalon and I went there two years ago, remember? I was called to it after I touched an Overseer’s mind.

      Anna came forward with her hands up in a placating gesture, trying desperately to stop an argument before it broke out. “Let’s just take this nice and slow,” she said. “How will going to Abraxis help us, Harry?”

      He clenched his teeth, gazing into his palm once again, watching as the N’Jal writhed against his skin. “They’re using the planet as a base of operations,” he growled. “Their network has a central hub. If I can interface with it, I can order every Overseer ship to decloak simultaneously.”

      He looked up at the others with all the sincerity he could muster. “We’ll time it so that it happens just before the Leyrian fleet begins the invasion of Ragnos,” he went on. “Both sides will see that they’re being observed. They’ll know that the Overseers have orchestrated this war from the start. Maybe that will be enough.”

      “Harry,” Jack said.

      “Yeah?”

      “One does not simply walk into Mordor.”

      Wincing, Harry took control of his frustration. He nodded slowly. The kid had a point. “The hardest part will be getting onto the planet’s surface,” he said. “We need to create some kind of distraction. If we send some of our big ships to attack them, we might be able to slip a shuttle through.”

      “And then?” Larani asked, stepping up behind Jack. “Surely, they have security systems.”

      “Their bases and ships are living organisms. Which means they have immune systems. If I can get close enough, I can use the N’Jal to interface with the base’s central nervous systems. I may be able to convince it that we’re not a threat.”

      “I’m hearing a lot of mays and mights,” Larani said. “Forgive my skepticism, Mr. Carlson, but this plan sounds very tenuous.”

      He shrugged. “Does anyone have a better idea?”

      The resounding silence that followed was all the answer he needed. They had tried a hundred different things to make the various factions in this war stop fighting. Sometimes, Harry thought humans were just hardwired to fight each other. But no. He had to try something.

      It was a long-shot plan with a low probability of success. Even if they could get past the Overseers’ security and order the ships to decloak at exactly the right moment, there was still a chance that both the Leyrians and Ragnosians would not care.

      Harry sauntered toward the table, frowning and nodding once. “Well then,” he said. “It seems we have no other options.”

      “I have some contacts in the Alosian fleet,” Anna said. “And with the Antaurans as well. I might be able to scrounge up enough ships for a fake attack.”

      “I suppose it’s worth a try,” Larani said.

      “One last thing,” Harry began. “There’s a good chance that some of us won’t be coming back from this mission.”

      Saying that out loud cut him to the core. But no one understood the risks better than he did. He had seen Overseer technology up close. “Jack, Anna, if you guys are keen on getting married, you might want to do it now.”
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      Anna checked herself in the bedroom mirror.

      Her round face was framed by tendrils of light, red hair. She had put blue beads on the end of each one, choosing a colour to match her shirt. It was her way of getting fancy before a night out.

      Pressing her hands down on the white, wooden dresser, Anna leaned forward until she was almost nose to nose with her reflection. “Acceptable.” She wasn’t usually this fussy, but her mom was coming along tonight, and Sierin Elana could be a bit judgy.

      She turned away from the mirror and yanked open the bedroom door, stepping out into the hallway, where she found Melissa waiting. The young woman was in a short, purple dress, looking immaculate with her black hair pulled back in a clip. “Is that what you’re wearing?”

      Anna looked down at her blue jeans and t-shirt, then back up at Melissa. “Don’t you start,” she said, clapping the girl on the shoulder as she strode past. “This whole tradition seems a little…weird.”

      When she entered the living room, she found Spock snoozing on the white couch. Which meant his ginger fur would be all over the cushions. She could just imagine what her mother would say about that. For half a second, she contemplated shooing Spock into the bedroom, but no. The little prince deserved a nap.

      The sky in the large, front window was a deep, twilight blue. Her guests would be arriving any moment now. That should have made her happy, but the only emotion she could scrounge up was a torrent of irritation. With everything else that was going on, she was in no mood for a bachelorette party.

      She had spent most of the afternoon contemplating the very high probability that she would be dead in two weeks. Harry’s suggestion was a good one; she wanted to marry Jack, but why did that have to come with a hefty side of stupid Earth customs?

      Kez emerged from the kitchen in a red dress that clung lovingly to her gorgeous body. She had a big glass of lemonade in one hand with a straw poking up over the rim. “There’s no booze in this house,” she remarked. “Are you aware that there’s no booze in this house?”

      Anna raised an eyebrow.

      Continuing her story without missing a beat, Kez peered fretfully into her glass. “I had to go to that neighbourhood store thingy,” she went on. “They just let me take what I wanted. I felt like a thief.”

      “That’s because it’s a supply depot, not a store.”

      “Right. Okay. Whatever. I wanted to get zenthalo, but they didn’t have it. So, I had to settle for this stuff they made from fermented potatoes. I hope it’s good.”

      She closed her lips around the straw.

      Anna rushed forward, seizing the glass with both hands, gently pulling it away from Kez. “You can’t get drunk!” she exclaimed. “It’ll mess with your spatial awareness, and you won’t be able to walk!”

      “Oh.”

      “Plus, it’ll make your Nassai super cranky.”

      “Oh.”

      Closing her eyes, Anna shook her head in dismay. “Sorry,” she muttered. “I really haven’t had time to explain all the rules. There’s no booze in this house because Keepers seldom drink alcohol.”

      A blush reddened Kez’s cheeks. “Well, that would have been good to know,” she said. “Before I procured twelve bottles of liquor.”

      “Regretting your choice?”

      “Not at all! I’ll happily give up booze if it means I can save people the way you do. It’s just a little embarrassing is all.”

      Anna sensed a flicker of movement just before Melissa came into the living room. The young woman was checking her reflection in a makeup compact, frowning as though she regretted her choice of purple eyeshadow. She snapped the thing closed and sighed. “I’ll bring her up to speed,” she promised. “Kez and I are going to be friends.”

      “We can use the extra booze to mix drinks for the other guests,” Anna added. “Don’t stress about it.”

      “Sounds fun,” Kez replied. “I used to be a bartender, you know.”

      Their conversation was cut short by the door chime.

      Marching across the living room, Anna pulled the door open to find Crystal and Lauren Hunter on her porch. Both women greeted her with hugs and kisses on the cheek before hurrying into the house.

      Two seconds later, Anna caught sight of her mother and sister shuffling along the narrow, stone path that cut through the grass. Alia was visibly pregnant; so, of course, Sierin had to fuss over her. She had a hand on Alia’s shoulder, gently guiding her to the house. “Easy now,” she murmured. “Just a little further.”

      Anna tossed her head back, rolling her eyes in exasperation. “Five months, Mom!” she snapped. “She’s five months pregnant! She can walk to the door without you treating her like a toddler!”

      That earned her a glare.

      Stepping onto the porch, Alia smiled as she took Anna’s hands. “Hi,” she mumbled, bending forward to kiss Anna’s cheek. “You look good.”

      “And you’re glowing.”

      “Oh, well that makes all the back pain worth it.”

      “Come inside!”

      Taking her sister’s jacket, she hung it up on the coat rack. She was just about to make the introductions when she sensed her mother coming up behind her. Sierin was a misty figure in her mind, standing stiff-backed with a frown of disapproval. “Leana,” she said in clipped tones. “I see you’ve done so very little with your new home.”

      And so, it begins…

      Anna held back the biting comment that wanted to burst out of her mouth. It would only be filed away as yet another piece of evidence that she was an uncouth, disrespectful daughter. Just get through the night, she told herself for the fiftieth time. If you think this is bad, imagine what Jack must be going through.

      

      As he peered through the shuttle’s cockpit window, Jack found himself mesmerized by the faint point of light in the infinite darkness. No matter how long he stared, it never came any closer. He was starting to think that was a metaphor for this god-awful journey.

      He had been at warp for over thirteen hours, traveling at full speed to the nearest SuperGate. After that, it would be a twenty-minute jaunt from Proxima Centauri to Earth. He sometimes wondered why the Overseers would put a Gate within spitting distance of the Sol System, but today, he didn’t care. Anything that shortened this trip was a good thing. Not that he didn’t enjoy the company.

      The cockpit door slid open, allowing Harry to come plodding through. “Make a note to whoever supplies these things,” he grumbled. “Whatever that powered stuff in the ration packs is, it’s not coffee.”

      Grinning into his lap, Jack shook his head. “Why exactly did you come on this trip again?” He swiveled his chair around. “Doesn’t all of your family live on Alios now?”

      Harry stood behind the starboard console with one hand in his jacket pocket, staring wistfully out the window. “My brother still lives on Earth,” he explained. “I want to see him one more time before…”

      “Before we do something unbelievably stupid?”

      “Something like that.”

      With a heavy sigh, Jack got up and strode toward his friend, nodding once when Harry met his eyes. “I get it,” he said. “It’s ‘eat, drink and be merry’ time. But we have been through our share of dangerous missions.”

      “We have.”

      “So, I’m thinking all the doom and gloom is a bit premature.”

      “Uh-huh…And this wouldn’t have anything to do with you not wanting to tell your father that you’re getting married?”

      Jack’s smile widened, a flush staining his cheeks. He scrubbed the back of one hand across his forehead. “Well, if you insist on being all insightful about it,” he muttered under his breath. “You got any advice there?”

      Harry looked up sharply, shocked by the question. “You’re asking me for marriage advice?”

      “I assumed you had some little morsel of wisdom that you’ve been itching to share. I thought you liked being father-figure guy.”

      Sucking in a deep breath, Harry shut his eyes. “No,” he breathed. “No, I’m the last guy you should go to for advice on making a marriage work. I think you’re gonna have to ask actual-father guy.”

      “Yeah, like he knows the answer.”

      Reclaiming his chair, Jack spun around to face the console. His hands flew over the SmartGlass. “We’re approaching the Gate,” he reported. “We should be on Earth in about half an hour.”

      “I lied,” Harry blurted out.

      Jack froze.

      Now, what was this about? His relationship with Harry had been so strained lately that the thought of hearing the other man’s confession left him feeling uneasy. Summer was urging him toward patience, which was usually good advice.

      Falling back against the seat cushion, Jack shut his eyes and took a deep breath. “Okay,” he said. “What did you lie about?”

      “I’m not going to Earth because I want to see my brother.”

      “Then why?”

      When he turned around, he found Harry standing by the door that led into the cabin, looking very much like a rabbit that wanted to bolt. “Do you recall the Overseer device that modified my brain?”

      “The one that gave you the ability to control the N’Jal?”

      “Yes. There was an Overseer in there – or a simulation of one, anyway – and it seemed to disagree with what the others were doing to humanity. I want to visit that device. I want to learn everything I can from that creature. Anything it tells us might be useful.”

      “If I recall correctly, that device was in a Northern Ontario forest. The nearest town was at least a hundred kilometres away.”

      Harry stepped forward between the port and starboard consoles, resting a hand on each one. “Yes,” he said. “Which is why I need you to drop me off within walking distance.”

      “Sounds like a good plan. You want me to come with?”

      A grimace twisted Harry’s face, and he shook his head. “No,” he said. “This is something I have to do alone. Trust me, Jack. I know what I’m doing.”

      “I do trust you.” It was a pleasant surprise to realize that he meant every word of it. Harry’s deal with the Overseers had isolated him from the rest of the team, but no one else understood the aliens as well as he did. And there was no doubt in Jack’s mind that his friend had the best intentions. “I’ll put you down in the same place as last time. But I’m going to stay in the shuttle. If anything goes wrong, you call. I’ll be there in five minutes.”

      “Deal.”

      

      Raindrops slid over the taxi’s window as it settled to a stop on the curb of a quiet, suburban street. Streaks of water obscured Jack’s view of an old, yellow house with green shutters next to every window. The cloudy sky threatened to unleash another downpour, but for the moment, it was quiet.

      The driver, a spindly man with a bald head and a blonde goatee, twisted around to favour Jack with a smile. “Fifty bucks,” he said.

      Jack handed him a wad of bills, prompting a grunt that might have been this guy’s way of saying, “Thank you.” Squirreling the cash away in a bright, orange bag that he tucked under the seat, the driver shot a glance toward the house. “You want me to hang around for a few minutes? Take you back to the bus station?”

      “No,” Jack sighed. “This’ll take a while.”

      He pushed the door open, climbing out of the cab. The muggy air of a warm, May afternoon pressed in on him, clinging to his skin. The house was just how he remembered it: a cute, little building with two dormer windows poking out of its gabled roof. Almost like a pair of eyes.

      Shuffling across the front lawn with his head down, Jack prepared himself for a very uncomfortable conversation. “Just get it over with,” he whispered. “Tell him you’re getting married; ask him to come. If he says no, that’s his choice.”

      He knocked on the green front door.

      A moment later, it swung inward to reveal Arthur Hunter standing in the foyer. Like the house, he hadn’t changed very much. There was a little more gray in his beard and his hair, a few more lines around his eyes, but for the most part, he was the same man Jack had always known.

      He didn’t react to his son’s unexpected arrival; he just stood there with that thousand-yard stare, waiting for Jack to say something.

      “Hi, Dad.”

      “Jack.”

      “So…We should talk.”

      Arthur stepped aside, allowing Jack into the foyer. It had been a year since his last visit to this place. His eyes were drawn to the old, wooden staircase that went up to the second floor. For some reason, it was gloomy up there. Maybe it was just a trick of the light: an overcast sky, curtains left shut.

      It saddened Jack to realize that this place didn’t feel like home anymore. Summer was pensive, her emotions percolating into his mind. She was always uncomfortable around Arthur. And for good reason.

      Arthur didn’t like Nassai.

      He had said as much many times over the years, even going so far is to insinuate that Summer had taken his son away from him. He seemed to think that the Nassai were controlling their hosts, and no amount of evidence to the contrary could change his mind.

      Following his father through a long, narrow corridor, Jack kept his eyes glued to the floor. “So,” he began with a shrug. “How’ve you been?”

      Arthur paused abruptly, glancing back over his shoulder. “Can’t complain.” He ducked into the family room, taking the leather easy chair that he liked so much. At some point, he had replaced the old TV with a newer model that displayed the ball game in brilliant 4K video. Boston was playing against Toronto. And it was sunny in Ontario.

      Fiddling with the remote, Arthur scowled as he got lost in some sub-menu that controlled the sound settings. “These bloody things!” he barked. “You can never figure out how to work them.”

      “You realize that’s complaining, right?”

      “What do you want, Jack?”

      Bracing one arm against the wooden door-frame, he studied his father for a long moment. “Straight to the point then,” he said. “Well, all right. Anna and I are getting married. We’d like you to come.”

      Arthur turned his head, his blue eyes blazing when they fell upon Jack. “Uh-huh,” he said. “When did you get engaged?”

      “About six months ago.”

      “And I’m just hearing about it now?”

      “Sorry about that. Been a little busy fighting a war, saving millions of people from an ugly death. Guess I got a little sidetracked.”

      “Yeah, I heard. My kid’s an outlaw now.”

      Jack plopped himself down on the old, blue couch, heaving out a breath. “Look, I’m not gonna argue with you,” he said. “Anna and I are getting married. Do you want to come or not?”

      Arthur was silent for a moment. If he had to think this hard about it, then the answer was probably no. Jack had to resist the temptation to get up and walk away. “Yeah,” his father said at last. “Yeah, I’ll come.”

      “Then pack your stuff. I’ll pick you up in a few hours. I have a friend who needs me to help him run an errand.”

      

      “When are you due?” Lauren asked. She was seated on the living room couch with her back to the large, front window, a glass of red wine in her hand. Her easy smile made it clear that she was in her element. This was her kind of party. Anna was a little envious.

      Alia was right next to her, cradling a cup of tea in both hands and smiling shyly for some reason. Anna had no idea why. Her sister loved talking about the baby. “The second week of Barlan,” she said. “In the new year.”

      “You must be so excited!” Crystal chimed in.

      “Yes,” Sierin replied. “She is.”

      Hunched over in a small, folding chair, Anna looked up to fix a glare upon her mother. “She’s a grown woman,” she said. “She can answer for herself.”

      Sierin stood behind Anna with a glass of wine raised to her lips, peering over the rim at her eldest daughter. “Yes,” she agreed. “I suppose she can.”

      Retrieving the clear bottle from the coffee table, Lauren topped off her glass. “So, what about you, Anna?” she asked. “Do you ever wish you could have kids?”

      Anna burst out laughing. “No!” she said, shaking her head emphatically. “No! No! Big no on motherhood. I love kids, I just…I don’t think I ever wanted to be a parent.”

      Spatial awareness made it impossible not to sense her mother’s grimace. It was no secret that Sierin objected to her daughter Bonding a symbiont. Anna had always thought that it was out of concern for her safety. But maybe Sierin really wanted grandkids. Well, Alia’s got that covered.

      “I just don’t know how you guys can do it,” Lauren remarked. “Steve and I put off having kids until we were financially secure. But now that we’re here, I guess that’s not really an issue anymore. I was in no hurry to get pregnant, but I’d never want to give up the option.”

      Jena and Larani stood side by side against the wall, both exchanging nervous glances. Had the sacrifice been hard for them? It had never occurred to Anna that some of her colleagues might have wanted children. “The life of a Keeper does not allow much room for children,” Larani said.

      “Okay, new topic,” Anna said. “Let’s play a game.”

      Kez perked up at that, turning away from her quiet conversation with Melissa. “How about that Earth game you like so much?” she suggested. “It is your night, after all.”

      “You mean chess?”

      “Yeah, the one with the horse and the castle.”

      The thought of playing chess was like a knife through Anna’s heart. Memories of her many games against Telixa came roaring back. The admiral’s death was still fresh in her mind. She hadn’t had a chance to grieve. It had been one thing after another from the moment they left Ragnos.

      Rising from her chair, Anna winced and shuddered. “Excuse me for a moment.” She turned on her heel and marched into the kitchen before anyone could ask what was wrong. Now was not the time to talk about it.

      She braced her hands on the counter, head hanging as she tried to calm herself. How was she supposed to get married when the grief she had been ignoring was always there in the background, threatening to break through her defenses.

      Anna shut her eyes, hot tears streaming over her cheeks. “It’s gonna be okay,” she whispered. “It’s gonna be okay. She knows you forgive her.”

      She wasn’t at all sure about that last one. Once upon a time, her faith in the Companion and the afterlife had been unshakable. But now? After everything she had seen? You would think that having Jena return from the dead would do something to rekindle her belief, but it only made things worse.

      If the Overseers were to be believed, the human soul was nothing but a collection of particles that had not yet been identified by human science. Sure, you could transfer it from one body to another, but even the Overseers didn’t know what happened after you died. That didn’t bode well for anyone trying to maintain a spiritual side.

      She had a moment’s warning when Melissa’s misty silhouette stepped into the kitchen doorway. Kez was with her, the pair of them standing side by side, trying to work up the nerve to say something.

      “I’m okay,” Anna said before they could speak.

      “You don’t look okay,” Melissa observed

      Turning around, Anna leaned against the counter and brushed a tear off her cheek. “I am,” she assured them. “It’s just…Chess reminds me of Telixa.”

      Kez was frowning thoughtfully. “Your admiral friend.”

      “I’d heard that she died,” Melissa added. “Anna, I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay. I just…How many people have we lost since this all started? Raynar, Ben, Gabi, Jon.”

      “We got someone back too,” Melissa noted.

      Kez scowled, trying to figure out what in Bleakness they were talking about. “You got someone back?” she asked. “How exactly does that work?”

      “It’s a long story,” Anna said. “I’ll tell you later. Right now, we have a party to attend.”
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      Harry moved carefully down the forested hillside. Twisted trees poked out of the muddy ground with gnarled branches trying to snag him like grasping hands. A few of them managed to scrape him, but he ignored it. Something about this place just seemed so creepy. Even with the hot, afternoon sun beating down, the shadows cast by those misshapen tree trunks were just a little too dark. Or maybe that was all in his head.

      He paused, wiping the sweat off his brow, blinking once as he tried to get his bearings. “Not much further,” he panted. “It should be right over the next hill.”

      He hoped.

      For the last ten minutes, he had been trying to decide if this place looked familiar. It kind of did, but forests had a sameness to them. If you weren’t careful, you could end up going in circles, passing the same spot over and over again.

      Stepping over a fallen branch, Harry continued his trek down the slope. Twigs crunched under his shoes. When he reached the bottom, he took a moment to catch his breath. The trees were thinner here, offering no refuge from the harsh sun.

      After a brief rest, he started up the next hill, ducking under branches, maneuvering around exposed roots. The incline was steep, and the soft earth threatened to trip him. He kept searching for signs of life – squirrels, chipmunks, something – but aside from some birds chirping in the distance, the place felt barren.

      He took another rest when he reached the top and then scrambled down the other side. His instincts had been correct. At the base of the hill, he found a ring of trees with dried leaves dotting the mucky ground.

      He had found what he was looking for.

      Moving into the middle of that grove, Harry tilted his head back and felt the warm sunlight on his face. He closed his eyes, breathing deeply as he centred himself. “Okay, Gramps. Let’s just hope you’re still here.”

      Extending his hand, he sent a signal with the N’Jal. The ground writhed beneath his feet. A pedestal of glowing flesh erupted from the mud, rising until it stood about as tall as his waist.

      Harry laid his hand upon it, the N’Jal’s fibres digging in.

      The next thing he knew, he was standing in a place of infinite blackness, turning slowly as he searched the void. At first, he found nothing. Just an eternity of emptiness that tried to swallow him whole.

      “No!” Harry shouted. “You’re not going to fool me! Show yourself!”

      No one answered.

      “Come on!”

      When he turned around, he was face to face with his dead grandfather. David Carlson stood there in the nothingness, dressed in the same overalls and flannel shirt that he had worn last time. His rugged, dark-skinned face was compressed into a frown. Harry could see the flecks of white stubble along his jaw. “I cannot help you any more than I already have.”

      “I don’t think that’s true,” Harry countered. “I think you can be a great deal of help. If you’re willing.”

      “You must use the N’Jal.”

      Harry forced a smile, shutting his eyes and nodding slowly. “Yeah,” he muttered. “I figured that part out. But I need information.”

      David crossed his arms, frowning as he stared into Harry’s eyes. “I have told you all that I can,” he said. “You must secure the Key before my people do. The three cyphers will grant you access to-”

      “Yeah, that was two years ago,” Harry interjected. “We already lost the Key. Slade used it to open the SuperGates.”

      “Then all is lost.”

      “No, it isn’t,” Harry growled, seizing his grandfather by the shirt. He pulled the other man close. “I know about the Overseers’ goal. I know they’re trying to discover the secrets of death. I’m going to Abraxis to infiltrate one of your people’s strongholds, and expose their plans to the galaxy.”

      “You will not survive the attempt.”

      Harry’s snarl became a wolfish grin. “I know that,” he said softly. “But I’m going to do it anyway. And you’re going to tell me how to circumvent their security systems.”

      David turned his head, peering into the darkness as though he feared that someone might be listening. He trembled in Harry’s grip. “There might be a way,” he mumbled. “But it will involve some risk.”

      “Then tell me what I need to know.”

      

      Hot sunlight came through the cockpit’s canopy window. The bright glare gave Jack a headache. He was still on Alosian time; for him, it was the middle of the night, and he could feel the fatigue creeping in.

      Reclining in the pilot’s seat with his hands over his face, Jack massaged his eyelids with the tips of his fingers. “Well, he agreed to come,” he muttered. “We’ll be on our way in about an hour.”

      “You should get some rest first,” Anna replied. “I don’t want you flying tired.”

      Jack sat up straight, grunting as he considered her suggestion. “Maybe,” he said. “I kind of want to just get this trip over with. Maybe I can crash for a few hours after we get underway.”

      The SmartGlass window displayed an image of his girlfriend as she sat on their bed with Spock in her lap. She was gently petting the kitty and looking into the camera with sympathy in her eyes. “There’s no rush,” she insisted.

      “You say that but you’re not the one who has to sit through a thirteen-hour trip with my father.”

      “But I do know a thing or two about family drama.”

      “Right. How was the party?”

      Anna rolled her eyes. “Pretty much exactly what you’d expect,” she muttered. “My mom made some snide comments; everyone started talking about babies. We played a few games. And now our fridge has way too much booze.”

      “But you had fun?”

      “As much fun as I could,” she replied. “I just don’t get the whole bachelorette party thing. I mean, if I’m going to have a party to celebrate our wedding, why wouldn’t I want you there?”

      Grinning, Jack rested his head against the seat cushion. “Because it’s supposed to be a night of wanton debauchery,” he said. “And I’m supposed to be doing the same thing with all my guy friends.”

      “Really?”

      “Look, Earth traditions are stupid.”

      “A little,” Anna agreed. “But your sister wanted to do something nice for me. So, I appreciate it.”

      Kissing his fingers, Jack extended his hand and touched them to the screen. “Get some sleep,” he said. “We’ll be home by dinner time.”

      Anna blew him a kiss, and then the call ended.

      

      “So, you understand?”

      Stomping through the darkness with his head down, Harry sighed. He came to an abrupt halt, shooting a glance toward the other man. “I take the genetic information you gave me to one of our allies. He engineers the virus. We inject it into the Overseer Base, and it will disable the security systems.”

      Dr. Veneray would probably be able to do the job. He had engineered the cure to Slade’s torture virus. Normally this sort of germ warfare would take years of research, but the odds of success improved considerably when a friendly Overseer chose to give you a head start.

      David Carlson stood in the void with his hands folded behind himself, his shoulders square, his chin thrust out. “Our technology is extremely resilient,” he said. “You will have only a brief window of opportunity before the base’s immune system overpowers the virus.”

      “How long?”

      “A few hours. Perhaps a day.”

      “Swell.”

      Striding through the emptiness with his arms swinging, David scowled and shook his head. “This is a very dangerous plan, Harry,” he said. “Your odds of success are low even with my assistance.”

      “About that. Why are you helping me?”

      His grandfather stopped dead, stunned by the question. “I have already told you. There are those among my people who disagree with the Overseers’ grand plan for humanity. I was created as a synthetic intelligence to assist those humans who would resist.”

      “Yes, but why?”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Why do these dissenters among the Overseers want to help us? Why do they disagree with the others?”

      David’s reply to that was a sad smile. Exhaling roughly, he lowered his eyes to the not-ground under his feet. “Do you think this is the first time my people have performed this experiment?” he asked. “They have spent eons trying to learn the secrets of death. They have performed this same experiment upon multiple iterations of humanity across multiple universes. And after many failed attempts, we are no closer to solving the great mystery. The veil cannot be pierced. Some secrets are hidden from our eyes, perhaps for a very good reason.”

      David began to pace, circling Harry like a vulture. It was all Harry could do not to raise his hand and erect a force-field. Not that it would make any difference. This place was a mental projection. Anything could happen here.

      “This is the most elaborate version of the experiment they have ever conducted,” David went on. “And yet, after all the data is gathered, we still do not know what happens when a human mind is extinguished. It is a fool’s errand!”

      He grimaced, hissing air through his teeth. “But my people have become obsessed with immortality,” he said. “Every species fears death. One would think that the ability to extend life indefinitely would alleviate that fear, but it only makes things worse. You must go now, Harry. Put an end to this experiment and the needless suffering it causes. Teach my people to accept that which they cannot control.”

      

      The SlipGate inside the shuttle’s cabin began to hum, the grooves along its surface glowing with pure, white light. A bubble expanded from out of nowhere, stretching until its shimmering surface almost touched the ceiling. The solitary figure inside was just a blur to Jack’s eyes.

      When it popped, his father stood before the Gate with the strap of a gym bag slung over one shoulder. “So, this is one of your space ships,” Arthur grumbled. “It’s nice. Has a real human vibe.”

      A human vibe?

      Jack’s first impulse was to ask what his father had been expecting. Big hibernation pods? Computer terminals with metal prongs that plugged directly into the user’s skull? The shuttle was designed by humans for humans. The simple décor shouldn’t have been a surprise to anyone.

      A flash of irritation from Summer made it that much harder to suppress the snarky comments that came to mind. She usually held back such strong emotions, but if anyone could get under her skin, it was Arthur god damn Hunter. Jack was willing to bet that he knew what had needled her.

      His father had complimented the shuttle’s human vibe. Because humans were good, and aliens were bad. And Arthur Hunter never missed an opportunity to inform you of his stance on that issue.

      Jack sat on the square table with his feet propped up on a bench, folding his arms as he locked eyes with his dad. “Glad you approve,” he said. “It’s gonna be a long journey. So, if you need a rest, just unfold one of the cots from the wall.”

      “I’ll do that.”

      Jerking his thumb back over his shoulder, Jack put on a big, fake smile. “Gotta head up to the cockpit,” he said. “Harry’s just itching to get underway.”

      “You mind if I come with? I’d like to see space.”

      “Be my guest.”

      Up the stairs, they went, through the door into the cockpit. Jack found Harry sitting at the starboard console, lost in some private reverie. He had been like that for the better part of an hour. He wouldn’t say what he had seen when he interfaced with the Overseer device, but whatever it was, it had hit him hard.

      Harry flinched at the sound of their entrance, swiveled his chair around and grunted when he saw Arthur. “Mr. Hunter,” he began. “I’m glad you decided to join us.”

      Arthur sank into the chair behind the port-side console. “Me too.”

      Jack claimed the pilot’s seat and spread his hands over the controls to bring the shuttle to life. Through the window, he saw a million stars against the blackness of space. They were in a high orbit above northern Canada.

      With a few quick taps, he programmed their heading into the navigational systems. “Breaking orbit,” he said.

      The shuttle’s nose pitched upward, and they sped away from the planet. It would take a few moments to reach the Vasren Point, the distance from Earth at which it would be possible to form a warp field.

      “Correct me if I’m wrong,” Harry said. “But we don’t seem to be pointed at Proxima Centauri.”

      “We’re not,” Jack confirmed. “We’re going to make a quick stop before we head for the Gate.”

      “Where are we going?”

      A frown tightened Jack’s mouth. He could feel the anxiety growing within him. Once again, Summer’s emotions were a mirror of his own. “The Lalande System,” he said coldly. “We’re going to invite a few more guests to the party.”

      “You want even more wedding guests?” Arthur probed.

      “Not that party, Dad,” Jack muttered. “The one that comes after. Going to warp.”

      He activated the FTL drives, and the stars in his window began to clump together, forming a single point of light that hovered at some unimaginable distance. Telixa had told him about the secret base her people were operating in the Lalande System. No doubt they had chosen that star for its proximity to Earth.

      It must have taken months to set up an observation post. Ships traveling from the SuperGate to Lalande would have to run at less than twenty percent of their top speeds or risk having their warp fields detected by Earth’s early warning systems.

      The Ragnosians almost certainly had similar detection nets. They could probably see his shuttle right now along with every other ship moving at FTL speeds within twenty lightyears of their position.

      It wouldn’t be long before they realized he was coming their way. And they might just have a welcoming party waiting for him. His dad would get to see some fancy flying. That should be fun. “We’ll be there in about forty minutes.”

      Those forty minutes passed in awkward silence. Occasionally, Arthur would ask a question about what they would find upon arrival or about the nature of the mission Jack would be going on after the wedding.

      Jack kept his answers short and simple. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust his dad – well, okay, he didn’t trust his dad – but the fewer people who knew about their plans, the less chance there was that the Overseers would find out.

      He dropped out of warp about a hundred million kilometres from the edge of the solar system. That distant point of light split apart, becoming a flurry of stars that spread out in all directions. One was slightly larger than all the others.

      A single red dot floated right in front of him, giving off a steady, dim light. Lalande was a dwarf star. While it was nowhere near as bright as its neighbours, it would still be here long after they had all been extinguished.

      Biting his lip, Jack stared through the window. He took a deep breath to work up his courage, then ordered the shuttle to broadcast his message through SlipSpace. “This is Jack Hunter to the Ragnosian base within this system. Yes, we know you’re here.”

      No response.

      He stood up, exhaling, and turned away from the window. “I’m not here for a fight,” he went on. “I’m here because I want to stop the war before it destroys your planet, and I need your help to do it.”

      Still, they didn’t answer.

      Sighing softly, Jack paced through the cockpit. He noticed his father and Harry sitting at the two aft consoles, both watching him as if they thought he had gone insane. Maybe he had.

      Turning on his heel, he faced the window again, snarling like an angry dog. “Maybe the name rings a few bells,” he said. “Jack Hunter. The guy who saved Vel Telos from an attack by a Leyrian agent.”

      Anna, Arin and Edrin deserved just as much credit as he did – maybe more – but now was not the time to quibble over minutiae. He needed these people to listen. If they were going to assault Abraxis, they needed as many ships as they could get. Preferably a wide variety of ships.

      Leyrian Phoenix-Class cruisers, Antauran dreadnoughts, Ragnosian battlecruisers: they all had unique strengths and weaknesses. A fleet composed of all three would stand a better chance against the Overseers. Anna said she could secure the first two. Jack was trying to get the third.

      At long last, the SmartGlass window lit up with the image of a skinny man in a gray uniform. The Ragnosian was stiff-backed, standing tall with a sour expression, staring directly into the camera. “How exactly can we help?”

      Jack smiled, a sigh of relief exploding from him. “I can’t discuss it here,” he said, striding back to the pilot’s chair. “Too much danger of an information leak, but if you’ll send a representative back to Alios with me, someone who can guarantee ships if they decide that the plan is worth trying.”

      “You’re asking a great deal.”

      “I know I am,” Jack replied. “So, I guess the question is, ‘Do you trust me?’”

      The man on the screen barked a laugh. “The only reason I answered this call is that I got a report three days ago about a team of Justice Keepers who saved the largest city on Ragnos. You know, my grandmother lives there.”

      “No kidding.”

      “Your name was on that report, Mr. Hunter. So, yes, I believe you when you say you want to help my people.”

      “Then you’ll send someone back with me to Alios?”

      “I’ll do you one better,” the Ragnosian boasted. “You want ships? There are ten in this system. They sit here, guarding a listening post that doesn’t offer much tactical value anymore. Say the word, and those ships will go wherever you need them.”

      Placing a hand over his heart, Jack shut his eyes and bowed his head to the other man. “I’m touched,” he said. “And I’ll be in touch. Get ready to head for the Gate the instant you get my signal.”

      “Very well.”

      “And…Captain is it?”

      “Admiral.”

      “Admiral,” Jack said. “This mission is very dangerous. We’re going up against a formidable adversary, and there is a very good chance that no one is coming back alive. Make sure your crews understand that before you commit them to anything.”

      The admiral frowned. “Very well,” he said. “We await your signal. I just hope it comes before the Leyrians destroy my planet.”

      Two seconds later, the call ended.

      Jack could sense Harry and his father watching him with stunned expressions. No one said anything, and it was probably best to keep it that way. Leader-Guy was not a mask that Jack put on very often, but they needed all the help they could get.

      “Who are you?” Arthur stammered.

      Easing himself into the pilot’s chair, Jack smirked as he spread his hands over the console. “No one of consequence.”
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      Emerging from the bathroom with a towel around her neck, Anna resisted the urge to touch her hair. The bright blue dye was still sinking in. She would have to let it sit for about half an hour. “There,” she said with a curt nod. “All done.”

      Melissa was in the hallway, leaning against the wall and smiling that gorgeous smile of hers. “It’s gonna be super cute!” she declared. “Jack’s gonna love it!”

      “I hope so.”

      “I know he will.”

      Lifting her forearm, Anna checked the time on her multi-tool, a frown compressing her mouth. “Okay,” she said, striding into the living room. “We have to pick up the dress from the fabrication centre this afternoon. Jack should be home around dinner time. So, I want to get it tucked away before he gets here.”

      She found her mother sitting on the white couch. The sunlight coming through the window behind Sierin made a kind of halo around her body, a beautiful image that was spoiled only by her scowl.

      Here it comes, Anna thought, bracing herself. Her mother was the sort of woman who had strong opinions about propriety. It wouldn’t do for Sierin Elana’s daughter to embarrass her with a silly costume as her wedding dress. Seth was dreadfully confused by all of this; he couldn’t understand why humans would care so much about all the nitty-gritty details. To the Nassai, it was the joining of two souls that mattered most. All the pomp and circumstance was just a waste of time and energy. There were moments when Anna found herself agreeing with that sentiment.

      Melissa came storming into the living room, stopping short after three steps. The young woman drew herself up to full height, planting one hand on her hip. “Wait, Jack isn’t staying here tonight, is he?”

      Anna whirled around. “Why wouldn’t he?”

      Poor Melissa just stood there with her mouth hanging open. She quickly took control of herself and gave her head a shake. “The whole point is that he’s not supposed to see you at all! Not until you walk down the aisle.”

      Anna rolled her eyes. “You know, I’m getting a little tired of all these silly Earth traditions,” she grumbled. “You guys are so superstitious.”

      “It’s not like that on Leyria?”

      “No!” Anna exclaimed. “On Leyria, the bride and groom…or bride and bride…or the happy couple…They’re supposed to spend the night before the wedding together, sharing their excitement and comforting each other! There’s this whole tradition called Shalari Zin.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Basically, it’s cuddling,” she said. “Traditional cuddling. You hold each other tight and talk about your new life together and fall asleep in each other’s arms, feeling all safe and warm.”

      “That sounds lovely,” Melissa murmured. “And you could always do both. Jack can leave early tomorrow morning and get ready at my dad’s place.”

      “Blue hair, Leana?” Sierin asked, rising from the couch. She wouldn’t wait another moment to have her say.

      Spatial awareness painted her as a figure made out of fog, standing tall with her nose up in the air: the very image of poise and class. “I don’t understand why you want to look ridiculous on your wedding day.”

      “It’s going to look nice!” Melissa protested.

      “Wait until you’re a little older, dear,” Sierin replied. “I’m sure you will revise that opinion.”

      Anna spread her hands, wincing as she stuffed the frustration down into the pit of her stomach. “Okay, both of you, stop!” She turned around to face her mother. “Not to be a bridezilla, but it is my wedding, and if I want to look like a goof…Well, let’s just call it truth in advertising.”

      Twisting slightly, Anna looked over her shoulder with a frown. “And I will spend the night with my wonderful, loving partner!” she added. “And I don’t care if he sees my dress! My willingness to bend over backwards to accommodate all these silly little rules has officially reached its limit.”

      Melissa nodded as if that settled matters. “Good to know.”

      “Why don’t you go pick up the dress?” she suggested. “Bring Claire with you. I’ll make you both some lunch when you get back.”

      “On it,” Melissa said, hurrying out the door.

      Ten seconds after she was gone, Sierin seated herself on the couch again, crossing one leg over the other. “I just don’t understand you,” she remarked. “Is this all just a joke to you?”

      Anna stood with her arms crossed, grinding her teeth audibly. She refused to lift her eyes from the floor. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure the lack of understanding part has been clear for at least two decades now.”

      “Are you trying to embarrass me?”

      With a great deal of effort, Anna looked up to study her mother with what she hoped was a blank expression. “No, Mom,” she said. “I’m trying to plan a wedding that I will enjoy and that my fiancé will enjoy.”

      A grimace crumpled her face, and she shook her head in dismay. “And I’m having a bloody bleak time of it!” she snapped. “Because we were going to put it off for a month or two, but now, we’re going on this dangerous mission-”

      “Dangerous mission?”

      “I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “What sort of mission?”

      “I really can’t talk about it,” Anna said hoarsely. “But it would mean a lot to me if this whole thing could just go smoothly.”

      “Of course, Leana. Whatever you want.”

      

      She spent the afternoon with Melissa and Claire, mostly just girling out. For the first half hour, Claire kept insisting that she should be the one to do Anna’s makeup. And when she got her way on that, she changed gears and started insisting that she should come with them to Abraxis.

      Anna was already regretting letting her sit in on that meeting. A twelve-year-old shouldn’t be anywhere near this craziness. No amount of whining, pouting or preteen, sulky face would change her mind on that issue.

      Jack did make it home in time for dinner with his father in tow. Arthur offered a few half-grunted pleasantries before they both took off to get him settled into a hotel. And then she got to have a nice, quiet meal with her fiancé.

      Jack was a little freaked out by the lack of a rehearsal dinner. Apparently, that was another quirk of Earth weddings. Anna couldn’t understand it. What exactly was there to rehearse? You showed up. The officiator asked you if you wanted to spend your lives together. You said yes.

      She was starting to think that Earthers would enjoy weddings a lot more if they didn’t obsess over every last detail. Jack kept worrying about silly things like what door he was supposed to come out of and where he was supposed to stand. They would tell him all of that tomorrow!

      She suspected this had something to do with the whole “don’t see the bride” thing. Companion forbid that he might walk down the wrong corridor and catch a glimpse of the hotness that was Anna Lenai.

      The funny thing was, her boyfriend generally was not a superstitious person. And neither was Melissa for that matter. But oh boy were they scared of weddings! They treated the whole thing like a bomb they had to defuse. One wrong move and kablooey!

      When she finally got him into bed, she had to spend ten minutes just massaging his shoulders to help him relax. And still, he wanted to bolt for the door! She almost felt sorry for him, but her traditions mattered too. And she was getting her cuddles tonight.

      The tiny lamp on the nightstand filled the bedroom with a soft, golden glow. She had left the window open just a crack, allowing a cool breeze to waft through.

      Curled up with her head on Jack’s chest, Anna sighed contentedly. She snuggled a little closer, holding him tight. “I’m really glad you’re here with me.”

      He said nothing.

      Her eyes snapped open. “What is it?”

      Jack was tense, staring nervously at the ceiling. “Are you sure…” he mumbled. “Are you sure we should be naked?”

      Sitting up, Anna held the blankets to her chest and hit him with a glare. “Sweetie, we sleep naked together almost every night.”

      He winced as if someone had just punched him. “Yeah,” he agreed. “But…You know…I’m not supposed to see your body until our wedding night.”

      “Sweetie, you’ve already seen my body.”

      “Yeah…”

      Gently, she laid a hand on his cheek, turning his face so that he was made to look into her eyes. “Look, I realize that you think the universe is going to take away the things you love,” she began. “But I promise you that you and I will always find each other. And silly superstitions don’t actually do anything to keep a couple together.”

      She bent down to press her lips to his forehead. “Communication does that,” she went on. “And empathy. Compassion. Love. We’ve had our share of fights; you know that. We work through it. We always do.”

      “I’m not worried about you leaving me, Anna.”

      “Then what?”

      “I’m…”

      Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath and then nodded slowly. “You’re worried about me dying,” she mumbled. “Well, yes. That might happen. But tell me something: will indulging a bunch of silly superstitions change the odds one bit?”

      He hesitated.

      “I’m waiting.”

      “No,” Jack admitted. “We’ve got some very consistent odds here.”

      “Don’t you want to cuddle with me?”

      She got her answer when Jack’s strong arms encircled her. He pulled her close, and their lips met in the softest kiss. A kiss that lingered for a good, long while. Then he held her, cradling the back of her head, running fingers through her hair.

      “I love the colour,” he said.

      “I thought you’d like it.”

      “I’m sorry for ruining cuddle time.”

      Anna wrapped an arm around him, nuzzling the side of his neck. “No,” she said. “This is exactly how you’re supposed to spend the night before your wedding. Talking about your worries and your hopes for the future. I’m glad you opened up.”

      He was grinning at her, the lamplight sparkling in his gorgeous, blue eyes. “You know, I’m starting to think that Leyrian traditions are pretty cool.”

      “Mmm. I think so too.”

      That night, she slept like a baby, safe and snug in Jack’s arms. She almost didn’t want it to end. But when the first golden rays of sunshine came through the window, she found it impossible to remain in happy dreamland.

      It was a big day. And she wanted to savour every moment of it.

      

      The next morning just flew by. The girls arrived early, and Jack left about five minutes later. They ate a light breakfast that Kez prepared – some kind of fruit cakes with granola; Anna would have to ask her for the recipe – and then set to work.

      Claire did Anna’s makeup, as promised. Melissa offered to help with the dress, but that was unnecessary. Getting the thing on wasn’t much of a challenge. The hardest part was finding her shoes. She could have sworn she had put them in the spare room closet, but of course, they weren’t there.

      When she checked her reflection, she was pleased with the result. She had left her blue hair loose to fall just past the nape of her neck with long bangs almost touching her eyes. The glitter on her cheeks was Claire’s idea. “For the costume,” she said. “To make it more authentic.”

      Turning away from the mirror, Anna froze when Claire came rushing into the bedroom. The girl wore yellow with her long, dark hair pulled back in twin braids. “One more thing,” she said. “Sit.”

      Anna did so, composing herself on the foot of the bed while Claire rummaged through her bag of supplies. The girl was grimacing and muttering under her breath. She seemed to be having a hard time finding whatever it is she wanted. “Ah!” she said at last. “Here it is! Hold still!”

      Claire applied a bit of neon-blue lipstick. “I found this last week,” she explained. “It’s not really my colour, but I thought it would be perfect for you. There! All done! What do you think?”

      “I love it.”

      “Now come on,” Claire said, taking Anna’s hand and practically dragging her into the hallway. “Melissa found your shoes.”

      “Where were they?”

      “In the front closet.”

      Anna stopped dead, scowling as she tried to figure out how they had gotten in there. “I could have sworn I put them in the spare room!” she insisted. “Wait, is there some silly rule about bad luck if Jack sees my shoes?”

      “No, you’re fine.”

      The others were gathered in the living room: Melissa in silver, Kez in red, both looking amazing. They were all beatific smiles when they saw her. “Oh, my god, Anna!” Melissa squealed. “You look adorable!”

      Spreading her short skirt, Anna bobbed a curtsy. “Thank you, thank you!” she said. “Now, come on! It’s picture time!”

      

      Jack checked himself in Harry’s full-length mirror. The blue uniform fit him well. It was just a pair of trousers and a knee-length, double-breasted jacket with gold buttons. He especially liked the patch on his right shoulder – a large numeral four in white embroidery. Another patch on the opposite shoulder displayed a glyph that almost looked like a pair of wings with a sword through the middle.

      What he liked most, however, was that the material did not irritate him. He wasn’t sure what it was made of; Anna had been with him when they fabricated the costume. She had been the one to work out all the details. She wanted him to be comfortable on his wedding day. As opposed to every other formal engagement where he would feel it every time the soft fabric rubbed against his skin. Jack loved her for that.

      Turning on his heel, he marched out of Harry’s bedroom and found his friends waiting in the kitchen. They were all sitting around the table, chatting amicably with each other. Rajel was in the middle of some elaborate story that had Arin laughing.

      Sitting in a white, wooden chair, looking sharp in a two-piece suit, Harry drummed his fingers on the table. He spared a glance for Jack but held back whatever it was he had been planning to say.

      It was Sora who made the first comment.

      Coming out of the living room in a sleek dress, she smiled at the sight of him. “My,” she said. “Don’t you look-”

      “Silly?” Harry interjected.

      Sora silenced him with a glare.

      Ten seconds later, she was fussing with Jack’s collar, humming softly as she straightened it. “Don’t listen to him,” she said. “The man has no sense of whimsy. It’s your wedding day! Enjoy it!”

      Arin hefted up the plastic spear that Jack had left in the corner, examining it as if he thought it might cut someone. It looked real, but that edge was as dull as a meeting about the new tax code. “I take it you’ll be carrying this.”

      “Part of the costume,” Jack said.

      Arin tossed it to him.

      Jack caught it with a deft hand, frowning thoughtfully as he inspected the phony weapon. “They really did a good job with this,” he remarked. “Look, they even put the glyphs on the haft!”

      “Leyrian craftsmanship,” Arin noted.

      Harry was bent over with an elbow on the table, pressing his fingertips into the side of his head. “Children,” he muttered. “I’m surrounded by children. It’s your wedding day, and you’re playing with toys.”

      Shrugging his shoulders, Arin strode across the kitchen with a smile. “You look good,” he said. “Very…Jack.”

      “Thanks. All right, people. Vamanos!”

      

      Anna had chosen a lovely venue for the ceremony; the community garden near the university was nothing short of breathtaking. Flowerbeds made concentric rings around a small, grassy field, each one supporting blossoms in every colour of the rainbow. Vibrant reds, oranges, yellows and pinks.

      Jack had never learned very much about gardening – it just wasn’t a subject that held his attention – but even he was impressed by his fiancé’s choice. Best of all, it was sunny. He had been worried that it might rain, but there wasn’t a single cloud in the deep, blue sky.

      They had set up white chairs in a circle beyond the innermost ring of flowerbeds. That was the Leyrian way: everyone was equal, and everyone would have an equal view of the proceedings. With only twenty-five guests in attendance – not including himself and Anna – it was easy for Jack to count every face. They were all watching him intently.

      It made him want to fidget.

      Two perpendicular, cobblestone paths met in the exact centre of the field; that was where he stood, waiting for his bride to arrive.

      Since he was wearing the uniform of a bridgeman, he did his best to adopt a formal posture: shoulders square, feet apart. Still, it was hard not to shift his weight. He wasn’t sure how long he would have to stand here with everyone watching him. Usually, he didn’t mind being the centre of attention. But only if he could start telling jokes or doing something to defuse the tension.

      Jack felt Summer’s elation like warm sunlight on his skin, a steady pulse of joy that reverberated through his mind. He could say with confidence that she hadn’t been this happy since the day they Bonded each other. Summer loved Anna almost as much as he did.

      That earned him a spike of irritation, and he was forced to revise the sentiment to “just as much as he did.” As far as Summer was concerned, they were all one big, happy family. She had told him once that she spoke to Seth every night while he and Anna slept peacefully in each other’s arms.

      It was only then that he realized the chair next to Larani was empty. Where was Jena? For that matter, where was the officiator? He should have been here by now.

      He got his answer when Jena came sauntering down the path in a green dress that left her shoulders bare. Her smile made it clear that she had something special planned. “I hope you don’t mind the change of plans,” she said. “But I thought I’d surprise you guys; so, I went and procured a license to perform the ceremony.”

      “You’re going to marry us?”

      “Anna says she’s all right with it. How do you feel?”

      Jack blinked, startled by the fact that she even had to ask. “Please!” he exclaimed, gesturing to her. “I would be honoured!”

      “Well, all right then! Ladies, enbies and gentlemen, I would like to thank each and every one of you for joining us on this momentous occasion. Two of my dearest friends are getting married, and we’re here to make sure that they remember this wonderful day for the rest of their lives.”

      She paused for a moment, taking a deep breath. “This is going to be a hybrid ceremony,” she went on. “A little bit of Earth, a little bit of Leyria. See, normally, the bride would be standing right here with her partner when the officiator showed up. But we’re doing things a little differently today.”

      The doors to the community centre opened, allowing Anna to come out. Jack’s heart started racing the second he laid eyes on her. He had always thought that she was lovely beyond words, but this topped even his wildest expectations.

      She wore a strapless blue dress with waves on the hem of its knee-length skirt. Her hair was the perfect shade of sapphire-blue, left loose to fall almost to her shoulders. Her skin glittered in the sunlight.

      People murmured and gasped as she glided up the cobblestone path toward him. She must have heard some of those comments because she started blushing. Even Sierin was impressed.

      Stopping right in front of him, Anna took his hands and smiled up at him. “Hey!” she said. “You doing anything special today?”

      Several people laughed.

      “Shall we get started?” Jena asked.

      “Let’s do it,” Jack replied.

      “A reading from the Book of ‘It’s About Damn Time,’” Jena said, provoking even more laughter from the guests. “I first met Jack shortly after he had been suspended from active duty for disobeying orders. I knew right then that I wanted him on my team. You might think that’s an odd quality to look for in a subordinate, but to me, it meant that Jack had the courage of his convictions. He was willing to risk his career, his reputation and his livelihood just to do what was right. Who stands lenshar for this man?”

      Arin rose from his seat and strode forward to join them. “When I first met Jack, I was trying to kill him,” he began. “And our second encounter didn’t go much better. We had both been captured and thrown into a cell, made to fight each other as part of a test of our abilities.

      “Jack had every reason to distrust me, every reason to believe that his life depended on ending mine. But he didn’t. He spoke of cooperation, of working together. He told me that I could be a better person. Even after I betrayed him, he still believed that I could change. He never gave up on me. Anna, you could search this galaxy from one end to the other, and you will never find a heart so full of compassion, mercy and integrity.”

      Everyone started clapping.

      Jack shut his eyes, a tear rolling down his cheek. “Thank you.”

      “A beautiful sentiment,” Jena added. “I met Anna when I was dispatched to Earth to retrieve her after she had been stranded there. We spoke a few times; I thought she was young and impulsive, an opinion that I reaffirmed when she came to work for me. But I quickly learned that she is a woman of infinite compassion. Never have I met anyone with such reverence for life. Anna will risk her safety to protect anyone who needs it, friend and enemy alike. Who stands lenshar for this woman?”

      Alia was on her feet before Jena finished speaking, though she was a little less hasty about shuffling through the grass to join them. “Anna is the bravest person I know,” she said. “When she was young, she used to protect all the kids on our street. Sometimes from bullies twice her size. She always stood up for what she knew was right, and she always took care of me. Even in times when I didn’t appreciate it. I may have been the older sister, but Anna is the big sister. The one I could always turn to whenever I was in trouble.

      “What I admire most about her is that she always chose kindness and compassion over anger and violence. Even with those bullies. She would always try to talk them out of doing something stupid before she threw a punch. And she’s still doing it. I’ve seen how hard she tries to end this war. She risked her life to save people who would have called her an enemy, people who – if the situation had been reversed – would have shot her without hesitation. My sister is a woman of boundless compassion and wisdom. Jack, you couldn’t have made a better choice.”

      Once again, everyone clapped.

      “You’ve heard the testimony,” Jena said. “Anna Lenai, Jack Hunter, do you wish to spend your lives together?”

      “Yes,” they answered in unison.

      “Will you promise to stand by each other in good times and bad, to face the world side by side, to love and cherish one another?”

      “Yes.”

      An enormous grin broke out on Jena’s face. “Then congratulations,” she said. “You’re married.”

      Before Jack could say one word, Anna stood on her toes and kissed him on the lips. Her body melted against him as he wrapped his arms around her. He was dimly aware of everyone clapping, but it was a faint and distant thing.

      “So,” Jena said. “Now that the formalities have been attended to, who wants to party?”
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      It was a beautiful ceremony.

      Melissa had been in a good mood all day. About halfway through the dinner course, she realized that she hadn’t thought about the war or the impending mission to Abraxis or any of the other nerve-wracking things that had been on her mind for weeks. For once, she just felt like an ordinary woman living an ordinary life. Moments like that were precious and rare.

      She loved her job, but there was no denying that this war had taken a toll on her. Though they weren’t nearly as severe or as frequent, she still had dreams about ziarogati. She worried about her mother, her father and her sister. And she wondered how she was supposed to live her life in the knowledge that most of human history had been scripted by the Overseers.

      Today, all of that seemed distant. Like the concerns of another life, a parallel version of her that existed in another universe. Today, she was just Melissa Carlson. Her best friend had married her big brother, and she couldn’t be happier.

      Anna had booked Rovelo’s Restaurant for her reception, and the owner had been kind enough to accommodate her when she had to move up the date on short notice. That had been a shock to Melissa, but apparently, when you didn’t have to worry about turning a profit, sudden schedule changes weren’t such a big deal.

      They had set up half a dozen round tables with white tablecloths, each bathed in the light that came through a window that looked out on the field behind the building. With evening coming on, the sun cast a golden glow upon the city.

      Novol was hunched over and poking at a plate of chicken with his fork. “They’ve got some kind of weird seasoning on this.” He paused, noticing that she wasn’t paying attention. “You’re really enjoying this, aren’t you?”

      She was so wrapped up in listening to the buzz of conversation that she barely even noticed. Jack’s father was sharing a glass of wine with Anna’s father. Alia was talking about inviting Lauren over for tea next week. It was wonderful to see their two families coming together.

      Melissa sat contentedly with her hands folded in her lap, smiling as she watched everyone socializing. She blinked, suddenly registering her boyfriend’s question, and then fixed him with a glare. “It’s a wedding. Why wouldn’t I enjoy it?”

      He shrugged and then shoveled some food into his mouth. After a moment, he said, “I didn’t think you were that into weddings.”

      “I love weddings!”

      “Sorry.”

      She had a sinking feeling that there was a subtext here that she didn’t want to examine. Their relationship had been strained lately. But now wasn’t the time to pick at it.

      Rising from her chair, Melissa flowed across the room and hugged her father. He had been standing alone in the corner, idly watching the party but not really participating in it. “They finally did it, huh?”

      “Like Jena said, it’s about damn time.”

      Glancing over her shoulder, Melissa smiled as she laid eyes on the happy couple. “I hope that’ll be me one day,” she murmured. “You know, maybe when this war is over and we can all breathe-”

      “You’re a little young to be worrying about that,” Harry cut in.

      “I didn’t mean anytime soon.”

      Harry leaned back against the wall, frowning at her. “Still,” he insisted. “Take it from someone who knows. Don’t get married too early.”

      “Wasn’t planning on it,” she said bitterly.

      “Well, good.”

      She was just glad that her father didn’t read too much into her tone or the fact that she had expressed uncertainty about her future. She could feel Novol slipping away, but she had no idea what to say to him. He wanted things that she just couldn’t give him. Ilia’s heart was breaking for her.

      “Melissa!” Anna shouted. “Come here!”

      She found her bestie chatting with her father at a table by the window. Beran Lenai was red-faced and laughing hysterically at something Anna had said. If he wasn’t careful, he would knock over his glass of wine.

      The man took control of himself as Melissa drew near, pausing for a moment to appraise her with a critical eye. “So, this is her?” he asked. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Melissa. I’ve heard all sorts of stories.”

      “What…kind…of stories?” she stammered.

      “The ambassador from Salus is quite put out,” Beran explained. “It seems you’ve started a revolution!”

      A blush set Melissa’s face on fire. “It wasn’t what you think,” she began. “We needed a unified army against the Ragnosians, and the workers had-”

      “Get this!” Anna cut in. “So, she fights a ziarogat in front of a crowd of protesters. And after she finished the thing off, she gets up on a balcony railing and tosses it down to the crowd! Oh, I wish I could have seen it!”

      Beran roared with laughter, slapping his hand down on the table. “That must have been quite the show!” he exclaimed. “I see you’ve acquired my daughter’s flair for the dramatic!”

      Once again, Melissa was blushing. It wasn’t like that. The people had needed a sign that they could win. The ziarogat was a symbol of the Ragnosians and their regime. She hadn’t done it just to make a scene but-

      Oh, what was the point of explaining? If they wanted to think that she was some kind of charismatic hero, it really didn’t make a difference. But she would not apologize to the Salusian ambassador! Not for uplifting the downtrodden.

      Standing behind her father with one hand on the back of his chair, Anna grinned and shook her head. “She’s one of the best Keepers I’ve ever met. I think she’ll be doing Director Tal’s job one day.”

      “I second that,” Larani said, coming over to join them. “Agent Carlson’s service has been nothing short of exemplary.”

      “High praise,” Beran noted.

      Melissa was getting flustered. Couldn’t they see that she hated being the centre of attention? She could put on an act if she had to – she could play the role of a revolutionary – but her obvious discomfort when they showered her with praise should have made it clear that it was just a façade.

      “Excuse me,” Melissa mumbled. “I think my sister needs me.”

      

      Harry sat at his table, holding a green bottle of beer, watching the bubbles rise to the surface of the amber liquid. Leyrian beverages didn’t have labels like the ones back on Earth. All you got was a small sticker telling you who had made the drink.

      Apparently, this was one of the more popular brands of beer on Alios. It was pretty good. Not the best he had ever tasted, but it would do in a pinch.

      With a heavy sigh, Sora dropped into the chair beside him. The concern on her face broke his heart. She knew something was wrong. “Are you going to tell me why you’re even grumpier than usual?”

      “Maybe tomorrow.”

      “Harry,” she murmured. “I know Jack is like a son to you.”

      He didn’t reply; he just stared into the bottle, transfixed by the rising bubbles. Now was not the time for a painful conversation. He had never been the sort of man who put much stock in the power of prayer, but right then, he would have bowed to any deity you could name if they would just make his girlfriend change the subject.

      “Tell me what’s wrong.”

      Shutting his eyes, Harry exhaled slowly. “Nothing’s wrong, Sora,” he lied. “It was a beautiful ceremony.”

      “But you’re sitting here like you just got back from a funeral.”

      Her constant prodding overwhelmed Harry’s defenses. Irritation flared up, and the words that he had been trying to hold back went flying out of his mouth. “Wrong tense!” he snapped.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “The future, not the past,” he explained despite his better judgment. “I haven’t come from a funeral. I’ll be going to one.”

      “Whose?”

      Twisting around in his seat, Harry faced her with as much stoicism as he could manage. “Mine,” he admitted. “I won’t be coming back from this mission, Sora.”

      Tears welled up in her eyes, spilling over her cheeks. She took in a shuddering breath. “But…Why?” she stammered. “You…Harry, you’ve been on dangerous missions before, and you’ve come back all right.”

      “This one’s different,” he muttered. “The instant I connect to their system, the Overseers are going to throw everything they’ve got at me. We can’t even prepare for it because we don’t know the extent of their abilities.

      “Sora, even if I survive this – which isn’t likely – they’re gonna rain their full wrath down on me. If I come back here, it makes everyone I care about a target.”

      She sat there with her hands on her knees, her bottom lip trembling as she stared into her lap. “So, this is…” She tried to regain her composure. “When you go, that’s it then? We’re done?”

      “It’s not something I want,” he assured her.

      “I understand that.”

      “I have to do it.”

      “I understand that too.”

      Resting his hand on hers, Harry leaned forward to gaze into her eyes. “You are the most wonderful person I’ve ever met,” he said. “Kind, generous, brilliant. Every day, I think about how lucky I am to be with you.”

      “You’re not so bad yourself.”

      “I’m sorry I ruined your evening.”

      Sora replied with a sad smile. “You didn’t,” she promised. “But give me a sec to calm down. Tonight…Tonight isn’t the night for tears.”

      He noticed Jack talking with his sister and brother and law. The three of them had claimed a small table in the corner, and they seemed to be in good spirits. Well, if Harry was going to die, then perhaps it was time that he said the things he had been holding back for so long.

      Climbing out of his chair, he squeezed Sora’s shoulder, and she patted his hand. He left her to collect herself, hurrying across the room to the young man that he had taken under his wing so many years ago. Sora was right. Jack was like a son to him.

      The kid looked up when he sensed Harry coming his way.

      Beer in hand, Harry jerked his head toward the patio door. He didn’t wait for an answer; he just turned on his heel and made his way to the exit.

      Outside, it was hot. With spring on the cusp of summer, the evenings were getting longer and warmer. He had to remove his jacket and sling it over an empty chair at a big, round table with an umbrella.

      Jack arrived a moment later, stepping into the sunlight, shielding his eyes from the glare. “Hey!” he said. “Listen, thanks for letting me get ready at your place this morning. It was a big help, you know?”

      “My pleasure.”

      “So, did everything meet with your approval?” Jack inquired. “My silly costume notwithstanding.”

      Harry couldn’t hold back a grin. “Yeah, everything was good,” he said. “I’m sorry I gave you a hard time about your suit.”

      “It’s just part of our dynamic, you know?”

      Lifting the bottle to his lips, Harry took a swig of beer. “I give you a hard time about a lot of things, Jack,” he admitted with some reluctance. “It’s only because I know just how much you’re capable of.”

      The poor kid was frowning, staring dejectedly into the distance. “This is starting to sound like a good-bye speech, Harry,” he said. “Is there something I need to know?”

      “You already know it,” Harry replied. “We both know the odds of coming back from this mission. It’s best not to leave the important things unsaid.”

      “We’re gonna survive, Harry.”

      “Optimism from Jack Hunter. Maybe miracles do happen.”

      Slipping his hands into his pockets, Jack stepped forward with his head down. He lifted his shoulders in a halfhearted shrug. “I just…I don’t know. I think we can win this thing if we work together.”

      Before Harry could protest, the kid spun around and hugged him. “You’re one of the best mentors I’ve ever had,” Jack said. “I don’t know if I tell you that often enough, but there it is.”

      “Hmm.”

      “Now that we’ve got that out of the way, you wanna make with the small talk?”

      “Sure!” Harry exclaimed. “You get the news from Earth? Have you followed the Leafs at all this season?”

      “Oh, god, they’re a total mess.”

      “Total mess.”

      

      As the evening drew on, Melissa found her boyfriend sitting alone at their table, seemingly lost in thought. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to ask what he was thinking about. She had a feeling that it wouldn’t make her happy.

      Approaching him with a warm smile, Melissa offered her hand. Novol took it and slowly rose from his chair. “Come on,” she said. “Dance with me.”

      She led him over to the dance floor, and they began a slow waltz. All the while, she was lost in his gorgeous, brown eyes, overwhelmed by the sadness she found there. She was fairly certain that she could guess its source. Speaking up was a bad idea, but she just couldn’t help herself. “Why so glum?”

      “Do you want any of this for yourself?”

      “You know I want to get married.”

      “And after?”

      Melissa stumbled, nearly tripping over his feet. Her heart was pounding, her stomach tied up in knots. “Novol, where is this coming from?”

      She could see the anguish on his face. “I want kids.”

      “Okay.”

      “I’m sorry, I just do,” he spluttered. “I thought about Bonding a symbiont; I really did. When I was on that battlefield outside Alsen’s Hill, I saw people dying, and I wanted to help them. I would love to fight side by side with you, Melissa, to be your partner like Jack is for Anna. But I want children.”

      “Okay,” she mumbled. “Two things.”

      “Yeah?”

      With her hands on his shoulders, Melissa stared intently into his eyes. “First, you don’t have to Bond a Nassai if you don’t want to. It won’t change our relationship.”

      He nodded, taking that in. “And second?”

      “There’s more than one way to have kids. We could adopt.”

      He hesitated.

      Melissa felt her heart sinking. She shouldn’t have said anything. This discussion could have waited until tomorrow. But the knowledge that something was wrong was like a splinter in her mind, and she had to dig it out. “You don’t want that, do you?”

      Novol looked away. “It’s not that I have anything against adopted kids,” he rasped. “But it’s not that easy to become an adoptive parent.”

      “We could try.”

      “And what will we do when the agency tells us that your job is too dangerous?”

      Melissa flinched as if he had slapped her. Her face was on fire. Try as she might, she couldn’t stop a tear from sliding down her cheek. “So, what are you saying?” she croaked. “Are you telling me it’s over?”

      “I mean, I don’t want that, but I don’t see a way to-”

      “Novol, don’t do this to me!” she pleaded. “Not tonight!”

      His sudden grimace made her regret those words. His feelings were as valid as hers. If she couldn’t be what he needed, then they had to face that reality. But did they have to face it right now? At her best friend’s wedding reception? You were the one who brought it up, Melissa reminded herself. You were the one who couldn’t leave well enough alone.

      It was as if her pleas only strengthened Novol’s resolve. “I think,” he said cautiously, “that it might be better to…To end this before it goes too far.”

      “A little late for that,” Melissa spat.

      “I’m not trying to hurt you,” he promised. “And I know I picked the worst possible time. I wasn’t planning this, I swear. I just…If we stay together, it’s only going to be that much harder when we finally admit that we’re not compat-”

      Melissa pulled away from him, raising her hands defensively. She stiffened as the anger flared within her. And still, the tears kept flowing! “Fine!” she hissed. “Do what you have to do! Just…I need some space right now.”

      She whirled around before he could say another word, storming across the room. She slammed her shoulder into the restroom door, escaping into the solitude it offered. God help her, she couldn’t bear to let anyone see her in this condition!

      Bracing her hands on the counter, Melissa wept. The sobs came freely as the last of her strength melted, each one ripping its way out of her with a squeak. Oh, God, how was she supposed to face her family? What would she say when Anna demanded to know the reason for her stupid outburst?

      The door flew open.

      “I’m okay!” Melissa wailed. “I’m-”

      She was surprised to find Kez standing there with a stunned expression. The poor woman rushed over to hug Melissa. “It’s okay, sweetie,” she said. “It’s gonna be okay.”

      “I know,” Melissa mumbled. “It’s…It’s not what you think.”

      “I know a breakup when I see it.”

      Forcing herself to stand up straight, Melissa wiped the tears off her cheek. “Yeah.” Her voice was so hoarse she didn’t recognize it. “So, how bad is it out there? Are they all wondering about my freakout?”

      “I don’t think anyone noticed,” Kez said. “They’re all just hanging out, you know? I didn’t even know you were in here.”

      “Well, that’s something.”

      “What happened?”

      Turning to face the other woman, Melissa rested one hand on the counter. Her head drooped with the weight of her grief. “Exactly what they kept telling me would happen,” she said. “People don’t want to be with Justice Keepers because we can’t have children.”

      “Oh.”

      “I guess you’re still getting used to that, huh?”

      Kez threw her head back, laughing. “Sweetie, I was never going to have children!” she declared. “I lived on a world that made that impossible.”

      Melissa narrowed her eyes. “But you…You’re…”

      “Yeah, all the equipment works fine!” Kez explained. “Or it did until I Bonded my new friend here. But I was dirt poor, Melissa, bouncing from couch to couch, just trying to keep a roof over my head.”

      “And I thought I had problems.”

      “Small problems matter just as much as the big ones, love.”

      “I guess that’s true.”

      A playful grin spread on Kez’s face. “Tell you what,” she said, clapping a hand onto Melissa’s shoulder. “Why don’t we go out this week? Find a couple guys, have a night of wild passion, then slip away the next morning and never call them again?”

      “I don’t think that’s really my style,” Melissa said.

      “I think ‘your style’ is a very fluid concept right now.” Twisting around, Kez shot a glance toward the door. “You’re free. You can do whatever you want. You may as well enjoy it.”

      Resolve hardened Melissa’s face. She nodded, her courage swelling until it overshadowed the anger, guilt and misery. “You’re right. Maybe I should look at this as a chance to do the things I’ve always wanted to do.”

      She was out the door in an instant, striding across a room full of large, round tables. She gave the dance floor a wide berth. With twilight coming on, most of the guests had migrated there.

      Her father was slow-dancing with Sora, and for some reason, her mother was doing the same with Rajel. Or trying to, anyway. Poor Rajel was as stiff as a board. She suspected that this was his very first lesson.

      Ignoring them, Melissa pressed on until she found Arin sitting in the corner with a glass of sparkling water in hand. The man didn’t even notice as she drew near; he just kept staring out the window, lost in some quiet reverie.

      She cleared her throat.

      Arin jumped – he really hadn’t been paying attention – and then blinked when he saw her standing there. “My apologies,” he said. “I was conversing with my Nassai.”

      “Oh. Sorry.”

      Melissa had forgotten about the miraculous crystal that had restored his symbiont to full health. Another secret that Claire had kept from her. Thinking about it got her blood boiling, and she didn’t need that on top of everything else.

      “Did you need something, Melissa?”

      “Dance with me,” she said before she could chicken out.

      Arin got up slowly, grunting as he cast furtive glances about the room. “Um…certainly,” he stammered. “But…is Novol unavailable?”

      “He’s not feeling up to dancing right now.”

      “I see.”

      “Come on.”

      She took his hand and pulled him toward the dance floor. Spatial awareness made it hard not to notice all the other guests. She could feel her ex-boyfriend’s eyes on her – he was sitting alone at their table, picking at the last remnants of his dessert – but she refused to let that dissuade her. Like Kez had said, she was a free woman now.

      It wasn’t fair, rubbing it in Novol’s face like that. She knew it wasn’t fair, but her self-esteem was a house of cards right now. One touch and it would fall apart. She needed something – anything – to take her mind off the pain.

      The instant she got Arin on the floor, she almost regretted it. He was even stiffer than Rajel. It was almost like he was trying to pull away from her, like he thought touching her might result in third-degree burns.

      She let him go after one song, choosing instead to hide on the patio.

      The last traces of daylight were fading, the stars twinkling in the deep, blue sky. A cool breeze came down from the nearby mountains, making her shiver when it caressed her bare shoulders. She saw people hurrying past on the sidewalk, but there were no cars on the road. There seldom were in Leyrian cities.

      Now that she was alone, it was harder to hold back the tears. She gasped, fighting with every last scrap of willpower to maintain her composure.

      That was how Anna found her.

      The other woman didn’t say a word; she just wrapped an arm around Melissa, holding her close.

      “I’m sorry,” Melissa whimpered.

      “Why?”

      “For making a scene.”

      Anna smiled. “Sweetie, I don’t think you know how to make a scene. I wouldn’t worry about you half as much if you did! Nobody thought anything of it, Melissa. You shared a dance with one of your friends. That’s all.”
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