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BOOK ONE


 

 

Prologue

 

The blaze started in a wastebasket. A humble beginning for a fire that would soon burn on the other side of the world.

On a humid summer night, the one-room portable office trailer occupied an unlit corner lot of a Louisiana fuel refinery. The trickle of smoke escaping from its open window into the polluted sky was the first sign of trouble.

A battered white pickup was parked beside the trailer with its nose pointed downhill. When the burning wall collapsed into its cargo bed, the driverless vehicle lurched down the gravel slope and rolled into an open-ended Quonset hut. Inside, the flames ignited a maze of pipes that fed aviation fuel into high-pressure manifolds. And from there …

- - - - -

Three hundred miles off the Australian coast, an explosion rocked a fourteen-passenger seaplane. Its fuel cap, mounted atop the fuselage between the wings, blew off, venting a stream of black smoke. The fire died quickly but no more fuel flowed into the tanks. Engines sputtered and passengers screamed as the aircraft pitched toward the sea.


 

 

Chapter One

 

Two Weeks to Newton

Not again.

Jack Scatter dangled his feet over the edge of a rocky cliff on a world one-hundred and eighty-six million miles from the inferno in Louisiana. He considered hurling himself off the ledge—again—just to see what would happen.

Instead, he flicked a pebble into the nearby creek and leaned forward as the water tumbled it away. Far below, the stream twisted a familiar path through a grassy field saddled between two mountain peaks. Jack knew he was dreaming, but this time he’d do something about it.

“It’s time to go, Jack,” said the man standing beside him.

Jack didn’t look at the speaker. It was pointless. “What would you do if I just sat here?”

The man replied, his words jumbled as if the answers he’d given in hundreds of dreams had melded together. It didn’t matter though, Jack already knew: He’d simply walk away and the dream would end.

For as long as he could remember, Jack had been having the same dream. From the bare rock he sat on, to the thin clouds in the sky above, to the song of a bird in a nearby bush, he knew what to expect from one moment to the next.

“I know we’re in the Spine.” He traced the peaks of a four-mile-tall, snow-capped mountain range. “But that”—he turned to face the neighboring plain—“shouldn’t exist at all.”

Crater lakes, common on Earth, couldn’t form naturally on a space station. Even one as big as Cirrus. Jack had searched maps of the artificial world that was his home and never found matching terrain: a round lake with a perfectly round island in its center, like a flattened lava dome. Yet the dream was so vivid, so detailed, it had to have grown from a memory. He couldn’t shake the feeling it would be important someday, that he’d see it for real.

The anonymous man spoke again with a hundred voices that mingled to obscure all meaning.

Jack flung another stone into the abyss. “Why can’t you just once answer a question without sounding like you’re underwater?”

The man walked away and Jack got ready to run.

Through the years, repetition had taught him to dream lucidly, to know when he was asleep and have partial control over his dreams. Most of them. He’d tried so many things to alter the flow, but this dream always ended in the same spot. 

Not this time. He turned and focused not on the man walking away, but on the forest. Run, but don’t think about running. If he moved his real limbs, he’d startle himself awake. He fixated on the path bordering the stream, recalled the egg-shaped boulder beyond the meadow. He imagined himself vaulting the knee-high stone, feeling dry lichen flaking off as he brushed its top.

And then he was there, jogging through a field of pine saplings. I did it. I skipped ahead. 

Years of frustration melted in an instant. He’d discovered something new and completely bypassed the uphill journey. He was already near the end of the hanging valley where steep walls converged to a point. Eagerly, he swerved through a cleft in a bus-sized boulder and—

The stranger stood below a natural dam, a moraine-like pile of fallen stone, exactly where he’d be if Jack had followed. He pointed to the top of the heap. “… answer.”

“Answer to what?” Jack shouted. “What’s the question?”

The man climbed, leaving Jack and the familiar disappointment at the base of the wall.

“That’s not fair. I beat you. Something should have changed.” The climber didn’t respond. Jack lingered until he was almost at the summit, wondering if it was worth the effort. I changed part of the dream. Maybe I can change the ending.

Water seeped from a dozen fissures, coating the smooth rocks, but Jack remembered where the best footholds were and finished the trek. The man was waiting by the mouth of a cave formed by enormous blocks of fallen stone. He spoke again. “… inside.”

Last chance to walk away.

Jack crouched beneath a massive slab of gray rock, knowing he had to surrender control to move beyond this point. If he took the next step, he would not escape, no matter what the dream showed.

At least, that’s how it usually goes. 

Stomach knotting, he moved closer, felt cool air at the cave’s threshold, smelled damp moss. It was all so real. He struggled with the knife-edge balance between dreaming and waking, slowed his breathing to restore his confidence. And then the voices began.

Hundreds of indistinct murmurs swarmed from the darkness. The daily anxiety Jack felt around crowds overwhelmed his self-control. He became a spectator again, watching helplessly as his hand reached out. He wondered if the cave held something new. It did. This time there was—

Fire.

His dream-self pulled back instinctively from the roar and the heat. It’s a dream. Just a dream. A shrill alarm pulsed—not a fire alarm, but a warning tone. Ignore it. He focused on the cave, smelled gas and oily smoke. New sounds surged: a sputtering engine, distant screams, rushing wind. It’s so close. Just inside. The enfolding voices swelled as he leaned farther, reached into the darkness and—

Woke up. Every. Single. Time. 

He’d never been able to stay asleep, to continue dreaming and discover what waited in the cave or learn who the man was. Always, the answers hid from him like a word on the tip of his tongue. 

He took several deep breaths to calm himself, then lay quietly in his bed. No sound came from within the house, but a passing drone overwhelmed the song of a nocturnal bird in the hedge below his window.

It’s huge, Jack thought. I haven’t heard a drone like that in … I’ve never heard one like that. 

The machine thwupped more like a helicopter, and an ominous minor chord overlay the familiar rhythm of spinning blades as it headed for the family workshop in the industrial park.

It’s got a chipped rotor. I guess I’ll be replacing that first thing in the morning. His tiny second-floor bedroom overlooked the fields, not the street, and was small enough for him to roll over and flip the curtain aside without getting out of bed. Huh? No landing lights.

Leaning back, he groaned when he spotted the dim numbers on the digital clock. Dawn was still hours away, but he could never get back to sleep after one of those dreams. 

He got up, dressed, and crept down the stairs, even though his mother was a light-sleeper and probably heard him. But she knew he sometimes went to the shop in the small hours, so his stealth was mostly for his father’s benefit.

Instead of using the street, Jack left the townhouse through the back door and descended to the unlit dirt path that bordered the fields. His breath clouded the predawn air. He turned up his collar and tucked his hands into his jacket pockets as he hiked the empty mile to the workshop. 

• • • •

There was something unsettling in the way Danny Kou observed people. When Pieter Reynard, CEO of Armenau Industries, entered his top-floor Seattle office, Simon was already suffering under that gaze.

Simon, Pieter’s chief engineer, had once confided that he believed Danny was a Traveller: someone who could predict the future. Pieter had warned Simon against such idle speculation. After all, he knew Danny’s secret. The man was just a Hopper, he could foresee only half a second of his own future.

Pieter passed without offering a greeting. Simon lowered his eyes and shuffled his feet. It wasn’t scrutiny by the head of security that was making him nervous; he’d brought bad news. But he’d have to endure his misery a while longer—Pieter would not be rushed in his own office. 

Pieter hung his bespoke suit jacket neatly on the coat stand, brushed a fleck of dust from its sleeve, sat at his desk, and tapped a walnut valet box. “Espresso.”

The lacquered box dispensed a silver coin inscribed with an elegant coffee cup icon. He dropped the coin into a mug, revealing a honeycomb of portal crystals on its other side. He took a moment to savor the aroma as steaming black coffee bubbled from the hexagonal array, filling the cup. Finally, he motioned for the engineer to speak.

Simon handed a tablet to Pieter with the results of the predawn test. “Thirty-seven aircraft were actively refueling on the ground, and one in-flight. It had to make an emergency landing near Lord Howe Island, but no one was hurt.” He wiped sweaty palms against the seams of his trousers.

Pieter had been scrolling through Simon’s data. A tiny furrow appeared on his brow when he read the comment about the Australian floatplane, but he just said, “Continue.”

“They’re upset that their fuel supply was interrupted, obviously. But they haven’t made a formal complaint. Yet.”

Pieter said nothing. Simon would get to the point faster that way.

“What … what do we do if they check the old fuel modules before shipping them back? They’ll see that the crystals are damaged. How do we—”

“Stop.” Pieter’s family had been in the transportation business for generations. He understood why the tour company had not acted. “They’re not going to complain. If you were to check, you’d find that plane has at least two more seats than it was designed for. They’re legally required to carry enough reserve fuel to reach the nearest airport, but a full-tank reduces cargo weight and thereby the number of paying passengers. It will be fine.” 

Simon nodded and took two deep breaths. “The pumping station in Louisiana was destroyed. As planned.” He shuffled a half step back from the desk. “But the roof collapsed and tore the fuel manifold apart before the final phase. That was unexpected, and it briefly exposed the wormholes, which led to small fires in several other cities.”

Pieter had been reading as Simon talked and had already finished the section covering the secondary fires. He considered for only a moment. “It’s unlikely anyone will link the events. Our official position is unchanged—the fire forced us to cut the fuel supply as a precaution. Pass information requests directly to me and prepare for the next round of tests.” 

Simon glanced at Danny and retreated another half step. Danny, like Simon himself, was of average height, but muscled like an Olympic gymnast. That and his unrelenting glare made him more intimidating than Pieter, who was broad-shouldered and stood six inches taller.

“There was a second problem. Our instruments recorded every crystal shattering as expected, but not until the pressure rose slightly higher than projected.”

Pieter understood the principles but left the details to the engineers. “What caused that?”

“It may just be an instrumentation error, except … well … except that the extra pressure works out to be precisely what it would be if there were two more crystals.”

“Another active pair?” Pieter’s voice was controlled but menacing. “Where?”

“Now that they’ve been destroyed, there’s … there’s no way to tell.” This time it was a full step back. “I’ll keep working on it and let you know as soon as I have an answer.”

Pieter dismissed the engineer but called him back before he reached the door. “Wait. The floatplane. It says here they’re grounded until they get the new fuel module.”

“That’s right. The courier has already delivered the upgrade package to their hangar on the mainland. They’re just waiting for one of their other aircraft to become available.”

“As a courtesy, have our helicopter in Sydney fly their mechanic out to the island. Tell the pilot to collect the old modules while they’re finishing the repair.”

Simon smiled, unable to hide his surprise. “That … that’s very generous. I’m certain that’ll go a long way to smoothing things over.” He was still smiling when he left the room.

Pieter waited for the door to close. “Make sure that airplane never makes it to the mainland.”

Danny nodded and began typing on his phone, exposing dark lines of a tattoo under his cuff. A whiff of oily smoke drifted from his clothes.

Pieter picked up a gleaming sphere of white quartz from a wooden pedestal on his desk, then spun his chair to face the window. Despite the persistent haze, he’d have a fine view of Lake Washington from the ninety-sixth floor when the sun came up—few buildings in the city were equal to or taller than his own. Except for the conference room, his office and other private spaces took up the entire floor. The view from this corner was his favorite. Even his overbearing father would have been impressed.

He raised the sphere to examine it more closely. “The extra crystals. Can you track them?”

Danny lowered his phone. “If there are records, I’ll find them. Do I have your approval?”

Approval. The meaning between them was clear. For Danny, making a plane disappear was trivial—the waters were deep enough off the coast. But when he asked for approval, it meant he expected to hire external contractors through multiple layers of secrecy. The operation would be expensive.

“Just clean up loose ends. We can’t afford delays.”

Danny nodded again and left the office without a word, moving silently over the polished hardwood floor. Only the soft click of the door latch marked his passage.

Pieter shifted the tennis ball-sized stone between hands, weighing both it and his options. He’d already come so far on a difficult journey, liquidated many of his most treasured assets, and trimmed thousands of jobs. He hadn’t made that decision lightly—it had taken a decade to replace those assets.

“Call Simon,” he instructed the office AI.

As he waited for the connection, Pieter rolled the stone, feeling carved dimples that mapped locations of mine shafts and pumping stations. 

Such a simple thing. The stone wasn’t just any rock, but a scale model of the icy planetoid in the Oort Cloud that was the source of his wealth. Enough fresh water to last a thousand years.

Simon, still in the elevator, answered his phone seconds later.

“Move the resonance test up to the thirteenth,” Pieter said.

“That’s not … that’s less than two weeks.”

Pieter tossed the stone and spread his fingers as it fell. With only a thought, he made it stop and hover inches above his hand. “Is that a problem?”

 “We can’t … I had planned for a lot more time to prepare.”

Pieter was used to gambling. He’d risked his billion-dollar inheritance on an unproven concept and parlayed that success into a business empire that now controlled vast resources on Cirrus, the world-sized space station that produced a quarter of Earth’s food. And he’d done it despite the contempt of the thousands of Cirrus-investors who claimed to have built their own fortunes from the ground up.

“Will it work?” He twirled his fingers. The hovering stone began to spin.

“Yes, but …”

“But what?” The stone spun faster.

“It’s a big step.”

Bigger than you can possibly guess. Armenau’s earnings were still firmly grounded in portal-based water delivery. Giving up that stability was a huge risk. It was too late to stop. “I’m ready.” 

Pieter clenched his fist. 

The stone shattered.


 

 

Chapter Two

 

When Jack reached the grid of drab, concrete-walled structures a mile from town, all their lights were off except for one.

“Morning, Jack,” a familiar voice called. “You’re up early.”

Jack veered off the path and climbed the short rise to the neighboring shop. “That big drone woke me. I thought I’d get started on it before whoever owns it calls.” He spotted a cluster of spilled washers next to the open garage door and stooped to gather them.

“Heard it coming in myself.” The older man eased himself down from the engine compartment of a huge green combine harvester. “From the west.”

“West? Are you sure?” More than a hundred miles of the most productive farmland in the sector lay between Fairview and the sea; a drone as big as the one they’d heard had no purpose out there.

The man swung his arm to describe the flight path. “Passed overhead and turned around over the field.”

“That’s really strange.” Jack returned the box of washers to its proper spot; he knew this workshop almost as well as his own. “I know one of its rotors is damaged. Maybe that’s throwing off its airspeed sensor.” 

“You’ll figure it out. You always do.” He wiped his grease-marked hands on a rag, then pulled an envelope from his pocket and offered it to Jack.

“What’s this?”

“For the actuator you fixed last week and the distributor the week before. I told you, I’m paying you from now on.” He jabbed the envelope at Jack.

“You don’t have to do that, sir.”

“And you don’t have to always call me Sir. Call me Stan.”

“Yes, sir. I will.” Jack accepted the money.

“’Bout time the others started paying for your work around here, too.” He cast a glance over his shoulder. “You know Hank over there is taking advantage of you. The sensor array you done for him would’ve cost him four hundred for a rebuild in Port Isaac.”

Jack shrugged. “I’m learning a lot. The practical experience is worth more than that. I plan to open my own shop someday.”

“You need to save up for college.”

“I’m …” He looked down and nudged another carton into place with his foot. “I’m not sure I’m going.”

“Hmm. Your parents think you are.”

“I’m already doing what I want. I don’t need more school to learn what I already know.”

“Education makes the most of opportunity. Got a master’s degree in engineering.” Stan slapped the giant machine beside him. “You think I need that to repair this beast?”

“No.”

“But if I didn’t, I’d be stuck on Earth, doing the same job in a crowded and polluted city for half the wage. The fresh air alone is worth the degree. You don’t know what choices you’ll be facing. Keep your options open.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Your parents have told you the same thing, haven’t they?”

“Yes, sir.”

He lowered his gray-stubbled chin to look over the rim of his glasses. “It’s Stan.”

“Yes … sir.” Jack failed to suppress a grin.

Stan returned the smile. “Well, I won’t push the matter. You’ll make the right decision when the time comes.” He reached down and picked up an oil-stained cardboard box. “You call Hank Sir?”

“He’s not … I mean, you’re …”

“Got a few more gray hairs than he does. Is that it?”

“Yes, sir.”

“That’s ‘bout all they’re good for, then.” He passed the box to Jack. “Look at this steering servo for me. If you can fix it, tell me how much time you put in. I’ll pay you proper.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you.”

“Stan.”

• • • •

Jack carried the steering controller the short distance to the back door of his family’s own shop and switched on the lights. Unlike Stan’s garage, built to house two harvesters side-by-side, their building was long and narrow. An office occupied the front third below a second-floor mezzanine, but Jack spent most of his time in the back, which was divided into storage and workshop. Steel racks housing hundreds of drones and spare parts filled the warehouse half of the room to the twenty-foot ceiling. He skirted these on his way to his workbench, where he emptied the box and spun the servo’s motor shaft.

The encoder has broken loose. He sensed the telltale noise and vibration. But I’m more interested in that drone.

He’d take the mechanism apart to confirm the problem before printing parts, but felt confident with his diagnosis; he was always correct about these things. Pushing the servo aside, he climbed the steel ladder at the back of the room and popped the roof hatch. The landing pad was empty. 

Crashed? Jack hurried to the far edge of the flat roof and checked the space between the buildings. The alley was empty. He ran to the side overlooking the street. That was clear, too. I definitely heard a drone. So did Stan. 

The neighboring rooftops were the same height as his, and the drone was on none of them. There was no movement and no sound, but a faint glow reflected off the fields behind a warehouse across the street, the largest on the block: Hank’s place.

Jack scurried back to the alley side of the building, checked that his phone was securely clipped to his belt, then leaned over the short raised wall next to the scupper drain and vaulted off the roof. Hanging from the edge of the wall by one hand, he reached over to grab the downspout below the drain, then shifted his weight to the pipe.

Mom would totally freak if she caught me. So would his father. But Jack could tell exactly how strong the connections were and how much weight the pipe could bear by the way it flexed. The bolts securing the plastic drainpipe to the wall may as well have been extensions of his own fingers.

After sliding down the first section of pipe, he paused at the bracket to make sure it was sound, then swapped his hands below the support to continue his descent. He landed lightly on the hard-packed gravel, stepped out of the alley, and crossed the street.

There was definitely a light ahead. Voices too. It sounded as if the back door to Hank’s warehouse was open. Jack crept through the alley, hoping to find the drone without bothering anyone. Then a motion sensor turned on the overhead light, casting a long shadow past the building’s edge. 

Hank stepped into the light, surprisingly swift for a man who fooled no one with his claim of weighing only two hundred fifty pounds. “What are you doing sneaking around at this hour?”

“I’m not sneaking.” Jack leaned to look past, but Hank’s ample waistline blocked much of the view without him even trying. “I was looking for a drone. I think it crashed near here.”

Hank sidestepped to block Jack. “I haven’t seen anything. It’s not here.”

Jack said nothing. He’s lying.

A faint voice sounded from Hank’s phone. He raised it to his ear and nodded several times, then said, “You should head home, Jack. You don’t want people to think you’re up to no good. I’ll let you know if your missing drone turns up.”

Another lie. Jack wanted to take two more steps, to see the drone he suspected was there, but said, “Sure. Thanks.” There was little to be gained by proving Hank was lying. He turned and walked away without looking back. Though he was soon too distant to hear Hank’s conversation clearly, he distinctly heard the man say ‘Jack Scatter’ into his phone.

What’s he hiding? Jack wondered as he climbed the ladder to the workshop’s roof. And why did he give my name?

Everyone in town knew Hank considered himself a powerful man. Jack, sixteen years old and only half of Hank’s true weight of three hundred pounds, would get no respect and no answers from the self-important businessman.

Hank saw that drone, I’m certain of it. It might even be just across the street in his warehouse. But what it was doing there and why Hank lied were things he could only guess at.

As he watched, the light behind Hank’s building faded away.


 

 

Chapter Three

 

Jack was still at the workshop, inspecting a faulty gearbox, when the sun rose. Despite the steady stream of cold air that spilled through it, he’d left the roof hatch ajar, hoping to hear the missing drone again. The first rays of sunlight were reflecting through the gap and scattering across the cluttered workbench when his phone rang. He smiled and tucked it between his shoulder and ear so he could continue working.

“Ethan, what’s up?”

“Hey, I don’t have much time. I just wanted to let you know that I’m coming to Cirrus.”

“Yeah, I know. Next year.”

“No, today.”

“What?” Jack set his screwdriver down and held the phone in front of him, activating his camera.

Ethan grinned as his image filled the screen. “My parents’ jobs got bumped up. We flew into New Mexico last night. We’ll be lifting off in a few hours.”

“That’s, uh, great. Why are you whispering?” Jack had automatically lowered his voice too.

“No reason. How do you spell sedative?”

“What are you doing?”

“There are a couple of jerks who’ve been bullying the younger passengers. I found their medical records and put them both down as being highly susceptible to wormhole-sickness.”

“Found?” Jack focused on the gap between Ethan’s head and the edge of the screen. “Are you in the server room?”

Ethan shrugged. “Maybe. There are a lot of computers here. Anyway, the ship’s doctor has already met them. She’ll be happy to learn she can dose their meals.”

“Oh, they’re gonna be pissed.”

“Actually, no, I already thought of that. What’s the name of that tube they shove … you know what I mean.”

“Are you talking about a catheter?”

“That’s it.” Ethan typed a quick note. “With any luck, they’ll sleep through the entire trip.”

“Uh, are you sure you want to do that?”

“Already done. Oops, someone’s coming. I gotta run.” The video blurred. “See you in ten days.”

The last thing Jack heard before Ethan disconnected was a keyboard clattering on a desk and feet slapping the floor. 

Ten days. Jack set his phone on the workbench. Why didn’t Mom or Dad tell me? He and his cousin had grown up together—virtually. They’d never met in person but had spent countless hours together online.

He considered calling home but it was still early. The gearbox would only take twenty minutes to clean, reassemble, and reinstall. He decided to finish his work first. 

Repairing drones was an unpaid job he did on weekends throughout the school year. Given the chance, he’d have worked every night of the week—the order and predictability of machinery was calming—but his parents insisted homework was the top priority. 

Jack was already skilled enough to apply for a full-time job in a major city. He could identify the problem with any mechanical device in minutes, grasped hydraulics as well as his father, and was rapidly learning electronics. His only reservation was that he didn’t like to be around large groups of people. The anxiety he suffered in crowds wasn’t disabling, but it could be overwhelming. He recalled the unease he’d felt in last night’s dream—a reaction to the weight of all those voices.

Sunlight was streaming through the window in the workshop’s back door when he finished the repair. He set his tools down and considered the open roof hatch.

If Hank is hiding that drone, he’s not going to fly it in the daytime.

Jack climbed the warehouse ladder, closed and latched the overhead panel from below, then headed home for breakfast. And answers.

• • • •

“We just found out ourselves.” Jack’s mother, Emily, slid a plate of toast onto the dining room table and sat beside his father. “Apparently, they got the call yesterday and didn’t have time to tell anyone.”

“We’ll be taking the bus to Port Isaac to meet them,” Victor said. “You’re coming with us.”

Jack fumbled his fork. It clattered noisily on his plate. “Why do I have to go?”

“With Ethan here, your grandfather will pay the college tuition for both of you. It’ll be good for you to see how much it’s changed.” He sipped his coffee and turned to look through the glass doors, toward the distant city.

Jack knew what his father meant: he needed to get accustomed to being around crowds. Just thinking about it made him squirm. He crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair, following his father’s gaze across the fields. “How long are we staying?” 

“We’ll see how it goes,” Emily said. “Maybe you and Ethan will stay in Fairview until school starts.”

• • • •

After dinner, Jack lay on his bed, brooding over the news while staring at a map of Cirrus pinned to the sloped ceiling.

College had always been a distant concept, even though both his parents had engineering degrees and his grandfather was a respected scientist. Now that the famous Holden Marke was involved, Jack knew he’d be under pressure to go along with their plans. 

His phone chimed. 

<Can we talk?> The Caller ID was Sarah Rogers. By talk, she meant video.

Jack sat up, subconsciously smoothing his pillow-tousled hair before unblocking the camera. “Sure, what’s up?”

“Not much.” She was calling from her bedroom. The room behind her had changed over the years—toys had been replaced by sketches, replaced by piles of scattered clothing, replaced again by watercolors—but Sarah looked the same. At least that’s how it seemed to him. If he pictured her in the past, he always saw her as she was now: pretty, confident, and always smiling. “Sometimes it’s just easier than texting.”

“I agree. My cousin called today. He’s on his way to Cirrus.”

“You don’t look happy. Aren’t you and Ethan close?”

“Sort of.” Jack tried to appear casual. “But we’ve never actually met. What if we can’t stand each other in person?”

Sarah laughed gently. “I’m sure it’ll be fine.” She paused, then adjusted her phone so she was out of the frame. “You’ve spent enough time online that you probably know everything about each other.”

He wasn’t sure how to respond. This was one of those moments where he felt he needed to say something, but was worried that whatever he said would come out wrong. As with Ethan, he’d never met Sarah in person, though they’d spent thousands of hours together online. They’d also discussed their after-graduation plans for years, and these always centered on Caerton.

“It’s not just Ethan,” he said when Sarah reappeared. “Our grandfather will pay our tuition if we go to college together in Port Isaac.”

“That … that sounds great.”

Jack shifted uncomfortably. “But you know I already had plans for Caerton.”

Sarah nodded but said nothing.

“Maybe I can convince him to loan me the tuition money instead. That would cover half the franchise fee to start my own business. Of course, I’d be in debt to the corporation for another decade, but at least I’d be working.”

“Will he go for that?”

That was a good question. Jack hadn’t spoken with his grandfather in years. Not because Holden wasn’t involved with the family, but—as a teenager—Jack spent a lot more time with friends.

“I’m going to have to show him that I can do the job on my own. But since he lives on Earth, I’ll have to convince my parents first.”

For the next hour, Jack and Sarah discussed their plans for the future, something they’d done many times. Tonight, though, those notions seemed less distant, and Jack got the feeling that big changes were coming. Later, as he was falling asleep, he heard the mysterious drone leaving town, its unrepaired rotor still singing a warning tune.


 

 

Chapter Four

 

Doctor Holden Marke was well past retirement age but still actively involved with Seattle-based Naef Dynamics. The company provided an uncommon service: testing of portal crystals, and he was the foremost expert. These days he normally worked from home and only came to the lab for meetings or when a problem required his expertise.

Field Instability, he thought as he drove into the empty parking lot of an unimpressive three-story structure in the city’s industrial section. That’s not possible. Not anymore. His intern had reported the warning in a text message several days ago, but Holden had been out of town.

He’d seen that error himself, thousands of times. But that was thirty years ago, when he was trying to build an ultra-stable portal. Only when he finally succeeded did he realize how dangerous it could be. He’d destroyed his prototypes and buried his research.

Could someone on my staff be experimenting with the same concept? Right under my nose?

It wasn’t yet seven a.m. when Holden entered the building, but it was already eighty degrees outside and would top one hundred for the nineteenth day in a row. He hurried through the empty lobby—the business was closed on Saturdays. He passed by the unoccupied reception desk, climbed the vacant stairwell, opened the laboratory door, and froze. All the lights were on, revealing fifteen workstations arranged in a neat grid in the center of the white-walled room. He wasn’t alone.

“Sorry, Doctor Marke,” Garett said. “Is that in your way?” The intern’s electric bicycle leaned against the wall near the entrance. “I can move it.”

“It’s fine. I just wasn’t expecting you here on the weekend.” Holden had dressed in faded jeans and running shoes, but Garett was wearing the same casual slacks and dress shoes he wore throughout the week. “Have you been here all night?”

Garett brushed a hand through his unwashed hair. “No, the baby has been crying through the night the entire week and I slept through half of Friday, so I came back to catch up on my journal. Is there anything I can help you with?”

“The circuit board you messaged me about?”

“I’ll get it.” Garett headed for the Archive, a shielded room housing thousands of portal testing rigs on a dozen twenty-foot-long racks.

As Naef Dynamic’s senior employee, Holden could have taken a private office on the second floor, but preferred to immerse himself in the daily activity of the workshop. He sat at his tidy desk in the corner to review the sensor logs, skipping directly to the section on radioactivity. All normal.

Not only that, the last log entry for the device was for an air filter change, more than a year ago. He leaned back in his chair and relaxed. The instability error had not been caused by an attempt to pass a radioactive substance. 

His relief was short-lived, though. The data in the other sections made no sense. Sensors had recorded a huge temperature spike on the wormhole’s outbound side, but not the inbound one.

Nothing in this configuration can produce that much heat. The rig was part of an efficiency study that passed only a low-power laser.

Garett returned, carrying a book-sized transparent container. “When I opened the case, I thought I smelled smoke, or possibly gas, but it faded quickly. Later, when I checked the crystals, they weren’t cracked or discolored; they were just gone.” He set the container on the table next to the microscope.

“Thank you.” Holden rolled his chair to the inspection station and withdrew the circuit board. He pushed it into the microscope’s receiver, then leaned forward to look through the binocular eyepiece. Seconds passed while its twin probes focused on the mounting rings for a pair of artificial gems: the anchor points for the wormhole.

“Is it okay if I ask questions while you work?” Garett asked. “I’ve got to meet with my thesis advisor and there’s an evaluation form she wants me to fill in.”

“Yes, go ahead.” Holden twisted the controls and zoomed in on the empty rings.

“How long have you been with Naef Dynamics?”

Holden didn’t look up. “Oh, it’s been twenty-four, twenty-five years.” The inbound ring appeared normal, but a thin layer of black soot coated the outbound one. Strange. He checked again. The edge of the burn, a sharply defined line, covered just one side of the ring. Very strange.

“Why did you leave the university?”

“She wants to know that?”

“That’s for me, actually. I’m trying to decide what to do next year.”

Holden sat up. “You could apply for a job here. Your work this summer has been exemplary.”

“Thanks. Don’t get me wrong, it’s been an honor working here—working for you—but I’d like to move into research. I was just wondering why you gave it up.”

“I didn’t quit research entirely. Naef has been very accommodating.” He nodded toward the twenty-foot window that divided the lab. “The Archive wouldn’t exist without their support.”

“But …” Garett made an apologetic gesture with upturned hands. “Excuse me for saying so, that’s because it’s you. You were already famous. Your innovations made it possible to mass produce crystals. You could have gone to any university in the world and continued your research.”

Research. Everything came together with that single word. 

To create a wormhole, a pair of crystals had to be identical, right down to the number and arrangement of individual atoms. Years before learning how to mass produce them, Holden had tried entangling multiple pairs to create a single portal with many inputs and one output. But the resultant wormholes were unstable and collapsed immediately, so he dropped that study soon after publishing. 

Now he faced an undeniable reality: something had come out of this wormhole without having first gone into it.

That explains the instability, too. The failure didn’t happen here. It could have started with any crystal in that production lot. Someone had succeeded where he had failed—a boon for science. But have they discovered my other research along the way?

“I’m sorry,” Garett said after the extended silence, “that was too personal.”

“No, not at all. You’ve brought up a very good point. I could have continued at the university but …” He recalled going along with questionable projects when he was Garett’s age. “But one must consider the motives of whoever is funding the research. There was a great deal of pressure on me to focus on specific technologies. Naef gave me the freedom to pursue my own goals.”

“If you could do it all over again, would you do anything different?”

Holden glanced at the silver photo frame on his desk. “I’d spend more time with my family.”

Garett followed his gaze. “They’re going to Cirrus, aren’t they?”

The digital frame was cycling through newly received photos. Holden hadn’t seen the latest set: a dozen snapshots of his son, Nathan, his step-daughter, Grace, and their son, Ethan, as they experimented with simulators at the New Mexico spaceport.

“They’re leaving today, as a matter of fact.” He ejected the testing board from the microscope and dropped it into its case. “Whatever you decide, make sure your family comes first. I’ve worked far too many late nights apart from mine. Weekends, too.”

“I think I understand.” Garett reached for the container. “Can I put that away for you?”

Holden drew the case back. “No, thank you. I’ll take care of it.”

He waited until Garett walked away, then pressed his thumb to the corner of the frame to view the private folder. A single new image had been uploaded: another family, on another world. The boy, Jack, was Ethan’s age and bore a strong resemblance to his father, Victor. His mother, Emily, resembled Holden’s wife, an Okanogan woman who’d passed away years before her grandchildren were born.

Holden gazed wistfully at the scene for a full minute before releasing the frame. Then he selected a calibration board from a shelf under the microscope. He swapped it with the damaged one in the case, then dropped the whole assembly into the recycling bin to ensure no one investigated further. Eventually, one of his assistants would install a new set of crystals and re-use the device.

He returned to his desk and entered the damaged board’s identity code into the search engine. The computer produced a page of details: the missing crystals predated mass-production and had been grown for fuel delivery. 

Naef Dynamics gave Holden the opportunity to keep up with current developments in his field. He knew where the research was happening and who the major players were. Also, the existence of his Archive wasn’t widely known. That gave him a slight advantage over whoever had destroyed the crystals: they wouldn’t know that he knew. That disparity wouldn’t last long, though. He’d have only a short time to find answers.

The computer also displayed the name of the company that had ordered the crystals: OTH (Over the Horizon) Fuels. 

Holden had a starting point.


 

 

Chapter Five

 

Saturday – Three Days to Newton

Jack ran his fingers across the length of the metal blade, trying to decide if the rough spot was a scratch or just dirt.

His worksite that Saturday afternoon was on the shady south slope of a pine-covered hill sixty miles west of Fairview and five miles from the nearest road. And his workbench was a folding platform mounted to the side of a scratched and weathered all-terrain vehicle named Dave. The drone clamped in its repair jig had crashed several days ago after a storm blew it into the trees.

He pressed the cracked fuselage. More like someone flew it directly into a tree at high speed. The damage to the plastic shell was minor, but two of the aircraft’s rotors had snapped. He’d already replaced those and was examining a third when his text alert sounded: an invitation from Jada.

“Join chat.”

The app sounded an error tone and its AI warned, “The chat room’s host”—Jada’s tetchy voice said, “No filters. Jack, I’m talking to you.” The AI continued—“has requested emotion detectors. Do you wish to join?”

Jack sighed. “Fine. Emo-detectors on. Join chat.” He selected a stock avatar. A silver tuxedo-wearing robot appeared at the bottom-right corner of the screen. It mechanically mimicked his expression as he forced a smile. 

Sarah had already joined. Her avatar—she’d chosen a cat, today—groomed itself in the bottom-left corner. Jada’s avatar was a seated, golden Buddha in the top-left corner.

A speech bubble appeared next to Chase’s Surfer Dude avatar in the upper-right corner. <Watch this.> 

This is not going to end well, Jack thought as Surfer Dude flung an icon to center-screen, opening a video frame.

Chase’s video, recorded from a helmet-mounted camera, began with him sitting on his bike at the top of a steep mound of compacted earth.

He pushed off. The ground rushed up. There was a jolt as he hit the base of the next ramp, a glimpse of blue sky above, and then he was airborne. He kept the view centered on his landing zone as he performed a tailwhip. It looked like it would be clean, but he landed short, digging his front wheel into the loose soil at the top of the pile. He went down with a sound somewhere between a cough and a bark.

The motion blurred as he tumbled in the dirt. When he finally stopped, several pairs of feet ran up to the camera, now lying sideways at ground level. Someone asked, “You okay?” Chase’s strained voice replied, “I’m good.” The video ended.

<Ouch.> The text appeared next to Sarah’s cat. <Did you break anything?> The cat winced.

<Nah, just bent a few spokes.>

<I meant bones, actually.>

<Oh, yeah. My arm. I totally broke that.>

Jada’s Buddha adopted a stunned expression. <Are you serious?> 

Chase’s image appeared, his forearm and wrist in a pink cast. As always, he wore a goofy smile. He also had a wide scrape on his chin, which improved the appearance of the wispy goatee he was trying to grow. <It’s okay, I can still ride.>

Buddha rolled its eyes. An additional Face Palm emoji slid past.

Jack frowned and double-checked his phone’s settings. He normally set its detector to block strong reactions, but Jada believed text conversations should be unfiltered. He’d received eye-roll and not-amused emojis from her many times.

He dragged his avatar up to Chase’s, where it leaned in with a hand shielding its mouth. “You don’t want Jada upset at you again.” His words appeared in a dashed-outline speech bubble. “She might not help you with your assignments if your arm hasn’t healed.” A yellow triangle with an exclamation mark—the Caution emoji—joined the text.

<It’s okay. You know she can’t resist me.> A Sunglasses emoji glided into place. Not surprisingly, Chase had replied publicly; his speech bubble was normal.

<Resist you?> Jada’s unfiltered emoji showed her irritation. <What’s that supposed to mean, Jack?>

Chase’s avatar finally leaned towards Jack’s, laughing silently. <You’re busted.>

“Thanks. Now you remember to send a private message.” He lifted his finger to release his avatar, but his phone had already picked up on his annoyance and the robot shot a blowgun dart at Surfer Dude before he could speak. “I only told Chase he’d better be nice to you. He’s always asking for your help anyway, and he might need more of it in September.”

His diplomacy, or perhaps his avatar’s attack, calmed Jada; her next emoji was neutral. Jack thought the discussion would get back on track until she added the taunt: <He’s not getting my help at all if they split up our classes.>

Jack had never met Jada in person, either. She and Sarah lived five hundred miles away in Caerton, the largest city in the sector, while he and Chase were the only two students in their grade in Fairview. They all attended class through a video connection, but the school board was considering merging the small-town schools into a separate division.

<I don’t really have to worry about that,> Chase replied, <considering the world’s gonna end soon.>

A flurry of new emoji followed this remark: Mad Scientists, aliens, mushroom clouds, and of course, Sir Isaac Newton. 

End-of-the-world prophecies had been around for thousands of years. The current one was credited to Newton, one of history’s most famous scientists. Virtually everyone knew of the prophecy, although the details changed depending on who you heard it from. Chase had already given several versions of the tale. The one thing everyone knew was that, decades ago, a group known as Travellers—people who could supposedly remember the future, move objects with their minds, and control others’ thoughts—unanimously agreed the world would end this month.

Jada’s Buddha closed its eyes and shook its head.

<What?> Chase sent. <The corporations know all about it. That’s why more people have come to Cirrus in the last few months than in the past decade. They want to get as much money off Earth as they can before the end. They’re even risking sending people through portals again.>

<What good is money if the world ends?> Jada asked.

<I said they know about it. I didn’t say they were smart.>

<People are coming now because Cirrus is stable,> Sarah texted. <We’re not just growing crops for Earth anymore. This was all started decades ago.>

<No, they’re going to cut Cirrus off and pretend it was destroyed. Then they’re—>

Jack missed the rest of Chase’s story when Sarah’s avatar padded across the screen and sat next to his. <Does he really believe those stories?>

“No. He just likes to see what reaction they get. I normally let him carry on. He always has an answer—a ridiculous one—for any argument.”

<He sent me and Jada a link to a website on Earth that claims Cirrus isn’t real.>

“Yeah, I’ve heard that one before. It’s because we orbit on opposite sides of the Sun and none of us will ever see the other through a telescope.”

<Last month, he said the corporations are reading and controlling people’s minds through their phones.>

“Well, he doesn’t seem concerned about that now.” Chase’s phone was peppering the ongoing conversation with emojis, emphasizing key parts of his theory. “But that’s the thing about conspiracy theories; there’s always a bit of truth. Our phone’s sensors are useful for emojis and avatars, but true mind-reading is a long way off.”

Behind their private conversation, Buddha and Surfer Dude had gone to war, lobbing cherry bombs and flaming arrows at each other before disconnecting abruptly.

<I’d better call Jada. It looks like she’ll need calming down.>

“Yeah, well, I’m going to ignore Chase for a while. Talk to you later.”

It wasn’t just that Jack wanted to avoid listening to Chase rant about Jada, he wanted to focus on the repair. This drone was large and expensive, designed to carry heavy loads. At high speed, a deep enough scratch might turn into a crack and result in the loss of the aircraft—something he didn’t want to be responsible for.

He scrubbed harder with his thumb at the rough spot. The metal warmed under friction and the defect faded away.

Got it, he thought, relieved. He didn’t have a third blade of the right size and was worried he’d have to take the drone back to the shop to print a replacement. At one week into his plan for proving his ability to handle any repair, he couldn’t risk a setback.

He gripped the ends of the propeller and flexed it slowly, watching how light reflected off its curves, feeling the way it resisted. His parents owned a machine for testing rotors, but he’d discovered that his intuitive sense of mechanics extended to detecting hairline cracks as well. They used to double-check his work until they found the device always agreed with Jack and that he did it much faster.

He reassembled the machine and launched it, paying attention to the noise it made as it climbed and then sped south on its programmed course. It was still in sight when his phone rang. Sarah was calling him direct.

Jack activated his camera. “Hi. I thought you’d be back at work by now.”

“I’ve got a few minutes left on my break. I just remembered you’re going to meet your cousin tomorrow. How are you feeling about th—? Where are you? I hear birds.”

“A couple hours west of Fairview. A forestry drone crashed on the side of a hill. I convinced Dad to let me ride out and fix it.”

“Lucky you. I wish I could get out of the city sometimes.”

“I’ll walk up top to give you a better view.” He tapped a button on the workbench and it began folding itself away. Then he climbed through the damp grass with the phone’s rear camera pointing uphill. A cool breeze ruffled his hair. “You’d like it here. It’s peaceful. Isolated.”

“I think isolation is more your thing.”

He was quiet for several steps. “Yeah. Maybe.”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean your phobia. Just that I wouldn’t be comfortable so far from civilization.”

“It’s okay. I know what you meant.”

“But you’re coping better, aren’t you?”

“I am. It’s … I had another one of those dreams last night. And I’m stressed about going into the city tomorrow. I think Dad only let me borrow the truck because he saw I needed to be away from people.” He stopped and swiped the screen to select the front camera. “Do you ever feel like Caerton is too big?”

“Maybe. But it’s … No, I want to study ecology. The university here is the only place I can do that, and Caerton will always be where the major decisions are made.”

Jack nodded and continued climbing. Dave trundled silently behind him, having finished stowing the workbench and tools. They reached the top of the rise and entered a clearing with a majestic view through the sparse trees. Jack swapped cameras again and panned across miles of pristine grassland. “What do you think?” 

Sarah grinned as she studied the image, a vista few had seen. “I’m jealous. I’d show you around the aviary, but right now I’m just stocking shelves. What’s that?”

Jack had been scanning the landscape when a bright flash flooded the screen. “I see it too.” He steadied the phone for a better shot of a mile-wide basin formed by a scattering of mounds in the shape of a horseshoe. Reflected sunlight shone from a point at the bottom of the hill.

“Another crashed drone?” Sarah asked as he zoomed in on the nearest of several clearings.

“Can’t tell. Hold on, I’ll check the database.” He lowered the phone and swiped through the records. “Nothing. It’s either new or very old.”

“Isn’t it strange to find two crashes so close together?”

“Not really. There are tens of thousands of drones in this sector. But now that I’ve spotted it, I can’t just leave garbage lying in the woods.” He examined the hillsides. “I’m gonna walk down. It’ll be quicker than going around.”

Dave followed immediately but Jack held up a hand. “Stay. It’s too steep for you.” Dave rolled back and sunk on its front suspension, looking as much like a scolded puppy as a thousand-pound ATV could.

“Anyway,” Jack continued downhill alone. “how’s your job going?”

“Really well. I’m working with Penny this week. She’s got a new project starting at the aviary and I get to help.” Sarah described the job in detail as Jack made his way down the hill. “I’ll be doing field work with her on weekends for the next year.”

“You earn university credits for that, right?”

She shrugged. “Yeah, but I’m taking Advanced Placement courses this semester, so it won’t make much difference.”

“Whoa,” Jack said when he reached the base of the hill.

“What’s wrong?”

“This.” He panned the camera around the football field-sized clearing.

Four long, gray crates had been stacked in two piles under the trees at the foot of the hill. A larger white container—mostly shattered—lay at the end of a shallow furrow a short distance away. Beyond that, connected to the damaged crate by a thick cable, was a machine unlike any he’d seen before.

“What is that?” Sarah asked.

“It’s a drone. But it’s huge.”

Tipped over on its side, the aircraft was taller than Jack, with a full rotor-span of over twelve feet. It was completely black, and its four rotors were mounted on stubby wings that could rotate to provide extra lift at high speed. A cluster of pods on each side reminded him of weapons systems he’d seen in photos.

“I don’t see any identifying marks,” he said, “but it looks military.” 

“You should get out of there.”

“Yeah, in a minute.” He moved closer, looking for and finding a chip in the leading edge of a rotor blade. The vibration it created wouldn’t have brought the aircraft down, but it would have interfered with its sensors. “I know this one. It flew into Fairview a few days ago. I think it landed at Hank’s shop.”
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