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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      So, maybe you’re thinking this is a novel in a fictional universe with a lot of history. This guy’s got twenty-one books to his name; he can’t expect me to read all that.

      

      Or maybe you’re thinking, “Shows what you know, Mr. Wanna-Psychic. I was thinking that I haven’t had a Kit-Kat in years. Sweet, wafery goodness, smothered in rich milk chocolate. It’s so yummy that if I think about this anymore, they’ll have to pay me for this impromptu advertising gig.

      

      But whatever you’re thinking, I’d just like to assure you that this is a standalone novel. All of the characters will be introduced and developed in these pages. Anything you need to know about fancy tech or superpowers will be explained as if you have never read one of my books. And on the off chance that you need a little extra clarification – or maybe you just like delving deep into the lore – there are some helpful appendices at the back of the book.

      

      PS. If you’re curious, the idea for this book came to me when I was listening to a podcast where different people would call in and share spooky, paranormal experiences. What struck me as odd is that the host treated every story as if it was equally credible. Whether it was ghosts, UFOs or strange monsters in remote places, the host acted as if they believed every tale. And I thought to myself, “Well, that’s a stretch. I mean, sure, maybe there are some unexplained phenomena out there. But they can’t all be true.”

      

      Or can they?

      

      I’ll leave you to think on that as you work through the mystery in this book.

      

      PPS. Sorry for making you want a Kit-Kat.

      

      Enjoy

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          UNSEEN

        

      

    

    
      High above the planet Earth, a starship dropped out of warp. It wasn’t a new ship with all that fancy, military hardware. No, it was an old cargo hauler. The engines were going; don’t even ask about the shield emitters. And the sensors? Well, they hadn’t seen any maintenance for a good long while. That was why no one noticed the creature clinging to the ship’s belly.

      Shaped almost like a starfish with long, grasping tentacles, it clung relentlessly to the hull. In the centre of its massive body was a throbbing, bulbous brain that projected hideous thoughts to each of its thralls. Sickly, red light emanated from its veiny flesh.

      The creature detached itself from the ship, descending into the atmosphere, using a low-level SlipSpace field to hide itself from prying eyes. Down it went, past clouds and birds and the occasional human aircraft. There were fewer and fewer of those these days.

      It landed in the Himalayan Mountains, crashing into the rock with devastating force. Had anyone witnessed that horrible impact, they would have assumed that it was dead. Especially when it failed to move for several minutes.

      But then the creature rose.

      Its tentacles dug into the rock as it crawled along the mountainside, each blow striking with a crack of thunder. After a short search, it found a cave and slipped inside. That would do nicely for a base of operations.

      Now, the work could begin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            JOURNAL 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Oh, boy. Where do I begin?

      Those of you just joining us may be wondering about my origin story. And to that, I say, really? Usually, the origin story is the least interesting part of the franchise. But okay. Let’s do this one more time.

      My name is Jack Hunter. It all started when a beautiful girl came to Earth from another planet. I Bonded with an alien symbiont, and for the last six years, I’ve been the one, the only, Mediocre Man: capable of annoying authority figures at a distance of three hundred metres.

      I made some friends, fought some bad guys, exposed an alien conspiracy, hopped dimensions, fought some more bad guys. Way too many bad guys.

      I’m a Justice Keeper. We’re fast, we’re strong, and we can reshape the fabric of space and time. You’ll catch on as we go.

      But my world – which was already pretty weird – has just gotten a lot stranger. You see – and there’s no easy way to say this – I’ve kind of been erased. Yeah, it’s a whole thing. Like, not literally erased; I still exist. Obviously. But no one remembers me. And no one remembers my wife, the beautiful girl I mentioned earlier.

      Beautiful woman.

      Calling women “girls” is kind of sexist, actually. But in my defence, we were like nineteen when we met. So, I guess that’s still kind of a girl. I mean, technically, it’s within the realm of legal adulthood, but you still think of yourself as a kid. Or at least, I did.

      Sorry.

      I ramble sometimes. Autism plus ADHD equals stream of consciousness. The point is that for all legal purposes, Anna and I don’t exist. Which means we don’t have badges. And we don’t have access to the resources we used to have. Given our total lack of respectable employment and our isolation from pretty much everyone we ever knew, we’ve been spending a lot of time together, having a lot of date nights.

      You know, like this one.
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            IT’S MY TURN TO DRIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      The city of Bekala: the jewel of the planet Ezryn. In less than ten years, its residents had transformed it from a ghost town to a thriving metropolis. At the heart of this grand community stood a pyramid with an enormous crystal on its roof. Shaped like a teardrop, the magnificent gem sparkled in the night, reflecting the lights of the nearby buildings in a thousand different colours. It was the crowning achievement of the Bekalan people; it was also the thing that drew criminals to their city.

      With the growl of a rumbling engine, Jack Hunter’s motorcycle leaped from the crest of a hill and sailed through the air before touching down on the rough pavement. He barrelled down a gentle slope, chasing a thief who had stolen something very valuable. Short, white buildings rushed past him on either side, many with lights shining in their windows.

      Jack’s quarry was a spindly man who rode an even larger motorcycle and carried a knapsack on his back. Frantic, the thief glanced over his shoulder and snarled when he saw that Jack was still on his tail.

      “Are we close?” Anna asked, her voice nearly drowned out by the howling wind. She was clinging to Jack with her arms wrapped around his torso, hissing and cursing every five seconds. He could tell that she wanted to be the one to drive.

      The thief yanked a gun out of his belt holster, twisted around and pointed the weapon out behind himself.

      “Hang on!” Jack yelled.

      He leaned to his left, bullets whooshing past his right shoulder, striking lampposts and the faces of buildings. Bloody hell! He had to put a stop to this guy before someone got killed.

      Gritting his teeth, Jack narrowed his eyes. “Not gonna work!” He revved the engine for a little more speed.

      An image crystallized in his mind: Spatial Awareness painting a blurry picture of the street behind him. It was one of the many perks of being a Justice Keeper. Another motorbike came over the hilltop, roaring as it rushed down the slope. He could just make out the shape of the driver.

      This guy was big and burly with broad shoulders. Which meant he wasn’t one of Jack’s friends. Most likely, he was working with the thief. That suspicion was confirmed when the big man drew his gun.

      “Jack! Jack! Jack!” Anna wailed. She could sense him as well.

      Veering to his right, Jack hissed as a slug zipped past his arm. He drove along the curbside, his tires nearly brushing the sidewalk. The new electric lamps hung over his head, shining cones of light down on the road.

      The big man moved to follow him.

      “I’ll deal with him,” Anna said.

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah. I’m on it.”
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        * * *

      

      Cursing inwardly – she knew she should have been the one to drive – Anna Lenai readied herself for the most ridiculous stunt she had ever performed. She could feel the big man behind her, feel his zeal as he cranked the throttle and tried to catch up. This guy was one of those jerks who would love nothing more than to brag to all his friends about the time he killed a Justice Keeper.

      Calling upon the alien that resided in her cells, Anna screamed as power coursed through her body. With a thought, she manipulated gravity and flew out of her seat, shooting straight up into the air.

      She grabbed a streetlight, swinging her body like a pendulum, flipping upside down above it. Completing her circuit, she let go and fell with perfect precision onto the back of the big man’s motorcycle.

      She seized him by the shoulders, throwing him sideways onto the pavement. The poor bastard let out a squeal as he tumbled at high speed onto the curb. There was a decent chance he had suffered a broken bone.

      Anna had to use another trickle of Bent Gravity to stabilize the bike while she scooted forward and took hold of the handlebars. The effort left a tingling sensation in her skin. Every time a Keeper used their powers, it put a great deal of strain on their alien partner. Too many feats of gravity-defying glory and both would collapse from exhaustion.

      Working the throttle, Anna pushed the engine hard. She had never driven one of these things before, but she had piloted several different kinds of spacecraft. How hard could it be?

      Accelerating, she moved up beside her husband, her engine rumbling like some enraged beast. Jack shot a glance toward her, blinking in surprise.

      So, she stuck out her tongue.

      Up ahead, the thief was scrambling to get away, swerving hard to the left and heading down a street that led to the spaceport. They would have to catch him before he got there. Assuming, of course, that his pals didn’t just decide to take off without him.

      Sadly, as they rounded the corner, Anna realized that it wouldn’t be so simple. The thief was about half a block ahead of them. He pulled something off his belt, something that looked kind of like a ball. At this distance, it was hard to say exactly what it was.

      He threw it toward the buildings on the north side of the road, and the ball exploded with a roar that made Anna’s ears pop. The blast produced a massive fireball that shattered the front window of a dressmaker’s shop. Flames swept over the mannequins and the frilly garments, consuming them in seconds. But that wasn’t what made Anna’s heart try to burst out of her chest.

      The second and third floors of that building were used for apartments. There were people up there!

      Jack brought his bike to a halt near the opposite sidewalk, orange light flickering on his pale face. His mouth fell open, and his eyes looked like they were about to pop out. “My god…”

      Anna came to a stop beside him, breathing hard, sweat plastering red hair to her forehead. “We have to get those people out of there!”

      The thief had played them perfectly. He knew that Justice Keepers would prioritize saving lives over catching bad guys. The son of a bitch was already two intersections away and accelerating with every passing second.

      Well, he could go.

      Anna wasn’t going to leave innocent people to die. Stolen goods could be recovered, but human lives were precious beyond measure.

      “What happened?” a desperate voice asked through her earpiece.

      Jack tapped his to activate the microphone. “Our guy used a bomb!” Blinking a few times, he tried to work through the shock. “Took out a shop on Rosalyn Avenue! I don’t think there were any casualties, but we’ve got civilians on the upper levels!”

      “Go after him! I’ll deal with the fire!”

      Smacking her earpiece, Anna grimaced and shook her head. “Desa, we’re not just gonna leave these people to-”

      She cut off when a petite woman jumped from a nearby rooftop. Desa’s Gravity-Sink was the only thing that prevented her from splattering all over the road. Instead, she touched down with only the faintest scuff of boots on pavement.

      Short and slim in a long, brown coat, Desa Nin Leean strode toward them with her fists clenched. Her face was grim, her merciless eyes daring them to argue with her. “If they escape with those crystals, people will die,” she said. “You’re not equipped to deal with the fire. I am!”

      To prove her point, Desa yanked something out of her pocket – a coin, most likely – and threw it into the blaze. The flames died down somewhat, though it wasn’t enough to completely snuff them out.

      Other Field Binders soon leaped from the same rooftop, descending to the ground like leaves in a gentle breeze. They all wore brilliant, white coats with prominent badges on the breast, each one landing in a crouch. One by one, they rose and hurled more coins into the fire.

      Just like that, the flames were gone.

      “We’ll get the people out!” Desa insisted. “You have to recover the crystals before they take them off-world! Now, go!”

      Needing no further encouragement, Anna revved up her bike and took off down the street with Jack following close behind.
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        * * *

      

      Peering through a set of night-vision binoculars, Jack saw the world in green. He was crouching on the roof of a warehouse, using that as a vantage point from which to spy on his enemies.

      A fence of uneven wooden slats stood at the edge of the spaceport, and on the other side, three men carried a large crate across a field of gravel. Their ship was a dome-like craft with four struts extending from it like the legs of a turtle. A hatch in the side remained open with a wide ramp leading into the cargo hold.

      He noted the presence of several large, metal shipping containers off to his right. Any number of hostiles might be hidden behind those things. From what he had been told, this ragtag band of smugglers wasn’t very large – six or seven men at most – but there was no way to know if the intel was good.

      “What do you see?” Anna asked.

      Jack lowered his binoculars.

      His wife was a tiny woman: short with a slender frame and strawberry-blonde hair that she wore in a ponytail. Thin strands of it framed her round face. Her keen blue eyes searched the yard for threats.

      Anna wore blue jeans and a black windbreaker over a Kevlar vest. Not the best armour in the galaxy, but it was all they could scrounge up now that they had “gone independent.” The Leyrian pistol on her hip was one of the few “luxuries” they had been afforded. Desa had given them a box full of guns when they arrived on Ezryn. Apparently, there were plenty left over from the last big conflict.

      Leyrian firearms had multiple settings, including the ability to stun an opponent instead of killing him. Given Anna’s aversion to the use of lethal force, that was a major selling point.

      Wrinkling his nose in distaste, Jack shook his head. “Three out in front,” he said, gesturing to the spaceport. “Don’t know how many are in the ship.”

      “Can we find out?”

      Rolling up his sleeve, Jack exposed the multi-tool on his wrist. The device consisted of two parts: a metal disk that contained the central processing unit and a screen of SmartGlass used as an interface. “Well, let’s see,” he said.

      With a few quick swipes, he activated a drone that was parked on the roof beside him. Shaped like a saucer with a camera lens on one side, the Sentinel X-3 was designed to survey a battlefield before soldiers went charging into danger. That, too, had been a gift from a friend, one of the few he still had now that everyone had forgotten his existence.

      After coming to life with a long, low beep, the drone floated upward and took off across the street. It passed the wooden fence and dipped low to stay out of sight, scanning the spaceport with an outdated sensor array.

      Jack’s multi-tool projected a hologram that rippled into existence before him. He saw three vaguely human-shaped silhouettes and the large box they carried. The men he had spotted earlier were still toiling with that crate.

      As the drone got closer, weaving in between the metal shipping containers, it scanned the ship’s interior. There were four more in the cargo hold, all men, all carrying weapons. “Seven,” Jack muttered.

      Anna nodded once. “All right, standard one-two punch.” She pulled her gun from its holster, grabbed a fresh magazine and loaded it with a soft click. “You set ‘em up, I’ll knock ‘em down.”

      Jack couldn’t help but smile. His relationship with Anna had begun when she was an experienced Justice Keeper and he was…Well, the term “rookie” was being generous. Sometimes, she fell back into her old role as his teacher.

      Rising with a grunt, Jack took one last look across the way. He was tall and lean: not exactly bursting with muscles, but toned. His square-jawed face was clean-shaven, but the messy brown hair with bangs crisscrossing over his brow gave him something of a roguish look. “On it.”

      He turned and went to the side of the building, using an old, metal fire escape to descend to the alley. After that, it was a quick jaunt across the street.

      As he neared the fence, Jack jumped and grabbed the tops of those wooden slats. Splinters dug into his palms, but he ignored the pain, vaulting over the barrier with the enhanced strength of a Justice Keeper.

      He landed crouched on the other side.

      An instant later, he was on his feet and bounding across a field of gravel, stones crunching under his shoes. The dome-like ship loomed in the distance, its cargo ramp still open and pointed slightly to his right.

      The three smugglers dropped their crate when they heard him coming, each man spinning around and unslinging the assault rifle that he wore over his shoulder. They ran for him, kicking up clouds of dust with every step. At about thirty metres away, they came to an abrupt halt and raised their weapons.

      Thrusting his hand out with fingers splayed, Jack called upon his Nassai – the alien symbiont that resided in his body. Power burned through him as he twisted the fabric of space and time, changing the very nature of geometry.

      The result was a shimmering haze that hovered about a micrometre in front of his outstretched hand: a distortion in space-time. Through it, Jack saw his opponents as rippling blobs that sprayed ammo at him.

      Each one of those bullets looped around in a tight curve, heading back the way it had come. He angled them upward so they would pass over the smugglers’ heads. They hit the distant ship with a series of sharp, metallic pings. He didn’t want to kill those lowlifes. Only to scare them. And that should do the trick.

      Jack let his Bending collapse.

      Refracted light snapped back into pure, vivid clarity, allowing him to see a trio of men who were all down on their knees and cowering. One of them had his rifle held over his head like he was trying to shield himself from a rainstorm.

      As he drew near, Jack leaped.

      He flipped upside down over the rightmost man, seizing the idiot’s rifle with both hands, tearing it out of his grip. Landing with the scuff of boots on gravel, he spun to face the other two.

      Both were rising and turning around.

      Jack threw the rifle at the nearest man, hurling it with enough force to smash the poor guy’s nose. The big oaf went stumbling backward into his companion, and they both hit the ground in a tangle of limbs and guns.

      The one he had just disarmed was back on his feet and snarling. Growling, he charged in with a wild, sloppy punch.

      Jack ducked, a dirty fist passing over his head. He slipped past his opponent on the right, then spun around and grabbed the other man from behind. Grunting and groaning, the smuggler tried to pull free.

      With a quick hand, Jack yanked the stun-pen off his belt and jammed it against the side of his captive’s neck. He flicked a switch to extend a needle that pumped a powerful sedative into the other man’s veins, stilling his thrashing.

      Hissing, Jack whirled around to face the other two. They were just starting to rise, having recovered their guns and their wits. Their eyes fell upon him with murderous intent, but they hesitated when they realized that he had one of their companions as a human shield. As he suspected, they weren’t willing to harm one of their own.

      Jack delivered a knee to the back that flung his captive into the other two, and once again, they all went down.

      “Now then!” Jack said, planting his fists on his hips, smiling down at the lot of them. “I’m thinking we’re all going to stay nice and quiet. No reaching for weapons!” The oaf who had been inching toward his assault rifle retracted his hand. “And we won’t have any more trouble here.”

      “You’re a fool,” the skinny man said in something that sounded almost like a Brazilian accent Almost but not quite. “There’s four more of us on that ship, and you’re about to die screaming.”

      Jack’s grin widened. “Well, you were right about the first part. But you failed to take one thing into consideration.”

      He gestured into the distance behind him. “I have a partner!”
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        * * *

      

      Anna leaped from the metal storage crate, spreading her arms wide as she soared through the air on a pulse of Bent Gravity. Four men in ratty clothing emerged from the ship, all carrying crappy-looking rifles. Together, they scrambled down the ramp.

      Gravel crunched under Anna’s shoes as she landed.

      All four men stumbled to a halt, surprised that she would so brazenly attack them. In a split second, she sized up her opponents. Two in front, standing side by side with a decent gap between them. One further back and a fourth behind him. Easy peasy.

      The smugglers lifted their weapons.

      With a little help from her alien friend, Anna created a bubble of accelerated time around her body. She formed it into the shape of a narrow tube that ran between the first two men, ending only a few inches away from the third. Before they pulled those triggers, Anna charged up the ramp and slipped past them.

      The third man was a hazy smear of gray and beige, standing just beyond the shimmering surface of her bubble. He was frozen in the act of aiming his rifle, his blurry face warped into a snarl.

      Growling, Anna jumped and released her hold on time. The bubble vanished instantly. She kicked the man square in his chest, sending him backward into the fourth smuggler, and they both fell hard on their asses.

      The two behind her let loose a storm of bullets that pinged off the metal crates. The cacophony ended after only a few seconds. Doubtless, they were wondering where she had gone.

      Anna elbowed the one on her right, sending him into a drunken sprawl that had him tumbling off the side of the ramp. He landed flat on his face. The other one turned, trying to point his weapon at her.

      Twisting around to meet him, Anna grabbed the rifle as he brought it around and tore it out of his grip. Then she continued her cyclonic spin and swung the stock into his cheek. Down he went, rolling along the ramp.

      Anna hissed from the sting of hot metal, tossing the gun up and catching the grip as it fell. She turned her attention to the other two. Both men were starting to rise, but they froze when they saw that she had a rifle pointed at them.

      Anna quirked an eyebrow.

      The nearest man – a heavyset fellow with a scar on his chin – bared his teeth with a growl. “Bloody Keepers!” he spat, kneeling on the ramp and raising his hands above his head.

      “Good,” Anna said. “Let’s all stay nice and calm while we return this stuff to its rightful owners.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, the City Watch of Bekala was hauling crates out of the cargo hold and taking them to vehicles that had gathered at the edge of the spaceport. All seven smugglers were on their knees with hands cuffed behind their backs.

      Anna did her best to remain quiet as she watched those men working. Every instinct compelled her to speak up, tell a joke, offer to help. Anything to rebuild the connections she had lost when she had been erased from their minds. But the people of this city didn’t trust her. Why would they? To them, she was just a stranger who had inserted herself into their lives.

      Her eyes were drawn to an open crate that contained dozens of thin, jagged crystals. Each shard was about as thick as her fingernail and smooth like glass. And they glittered whenever a beam of light fell upon them.

      Several Watchmen were inspecting them, no doubt trying to determine if any had been taken. One of them shot a glare toward Anna when he caught her looking. No, they didn’t trust her one bit. It probably didn’t help that she had the ear of one of their most respected city councillors.

      Kalia Troval, a tiny woman with lovely, brown eyes, a delicate nose and long, dark hair, was talking with the Watch Captain. For five minutes, she just stood there, nodding along with everything the old man said.

      Finally, she turned and sauntered over to Anna with a smile on her beautiful face. “I can’t thank you enough for this,” she began. “Those crystals were meant for the Rathalan war refugees. Without them…Well, let’s say a lot of good people would die.”

      When shattered, each crystal released a wave of energy that would heal almost any wound. It took about fifteen minutes for a skilled Field Binder to make one of them, and the demand had skyrocketed now that people from other planets were aware of this world. Anna had heard of Field Binders working in factory-like conditions. She wanted to object to such inhumane practices, but again, no one trusted her. No one but Kalia.

      Closing her eyes, Anna exhaled and bowed her head to the other woman. “You know we’ll always have your back,” she said, patting Kalia’s shoulder.

      “And we’ll always have yours. Are you sure you have to go?”

      “Yeah, I need to get back to my family.”

      “Still trying to make them remember?”

      Anna took one step backwards, a frown twisting her mouth. “Trying,” she said. “Which, at this point, largely involves thinking at my mother and sister and hoping they pick up the vibe. There could be legal trouble if I try to contact them again.”

      Kalia threw her arms around Anna, squeezing her tight. “Things will work out for the best,” she murmured. “Here, take these.”

      Opening her handbag, she revealed half a dozen of those magnificent, sparkling crystals. Anna couldn’t help but marvel at how they caught the light and reflected it in a rainbow of colours. “I made them myself. It’s the least I could do after you risked your lives to help us.”

      Blushing, Anna grinned nervously. “I’m honoured,” she said. “But Jack and I heal fast. You should save those for people who-”

      “Anna, please. Let me do something nice for you.”

      “All right. Thanks, Kalia.”

      The other woman leaned in to kiss Anna’s cheek. “Any time,” she said. “And remember, you’ll always have a home with me and Desa.”

      “I know,” Anna whispered. “Right now, I think it’s the only home we have.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            JOURNAL 2

          

        

      

    

    
      I mean, it wasn’t the only home we had. We had a house on Alios. Because Alios is one of those nice planets that eliminated poverty centuries ago. Everyone gets a place to live, even sketchy refugees with no papers or identification. You see, when Desa, Anna and I were erased, they didn’t just take everyone’s memory of us. They erased every trace of our existence. Birth certificates, medical files, tax records: all gone.

      Now, Desa has Kalia, and people still remember Kalia. So, that gives her some cred. But Anna and I…

      The truth is I didn’t realize just how hard it was hitting her. I’m not convinced that Anna is one hundred percent neurotypical, but she’s definitely more extroverted than me. She felt the absence of those connections more keenly than I did.

      Most people go through some kind of family drama at least once in their life, and Anna was no exception. She used to butt heads with her parents all the time, but I think, deep down, she always knew that they loved her.

      I wasn’t so lucky.

      My mom loved me to pieces. There was never any doubt about that. She used to read to me all the time. We’d hang out and watch old shows from her youth. How do you think I got into Buffy? We’d play video games and go hiking.

      But my dad…

      I always felt like I was the freak he never wanted.

      I can get by. Maybe that’s because, for as long as I can remember, I always felt like an outsider. But Anna…She needs her mom, and she needs her sister. A few weeks ago, she tried to reconnect with them. And it didn’t go well.
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            WHAT BECOMES OF HEROES

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        When the World No Longer Needs Them?

      

      

      Memories of the horrible day when she had lost her family burned through Anna’s mind, memories that forced their way into her thoughts no matter how hard she tried to distract herself. And oh, how she had tried!

      That was one reason why she liked going on missions. Having a job to do gave her something to focus on. Something to distract her from the long road of difficult choices that led her here. There had been thousands of Justice Keepers throughout history, and many of them had made sacrifices. But Anna was willing to bet that hers was quite possibly the weirdest, if not the biggest.

      To save the people of Ezryn from total destruction, she and Jack and Desa had made a deal with a cosmic entity. A deal that required them to “give up their lives.” At the time, Anna had thought that meant dying.

      Instead, the three of them woke up in a world where no one remembered them. Everything else was more or less the same, but every last trace of their existence had been erased. It was a hefty price, no doubt about that, but Anna would pay it gladly a thousand times over if it meant saving five billion lives.

      She didn’t regret the bargain.

      The horrible day in question was not the day when she had sacrificed her life for others; that was part of her job as a Justice Keeper. No, the pain came later, when she returned home to a family that treated her as a stranger.

      It had been a warm and muggy afternoon in the city of Calisaro. A brilliant sun shone down from a cloudless sky, glinting off the solar panels that adorned her mother’s dome-like roof.

      Children were playing on this quiet, residential street, running from yard to yard, giggling and shouting with excitement. One boy had discovered that his oversized, neon-green water gun was the perfect way to make his sister squeal.

      It was in this picturesque setting that Anna found her mother. Sierin was down on her knees and digging in her garden with a small shovel, a straw hat shielding her face from the sun.

      Standing on the sidewalk, Anna shoved her hands into the pockets of her denim shorts and tried to work up the courage to speak. No easy task when she knew the other woman wouldn’t recognize her.

      Licking her lips, Anna shut her eyes and decided that if she waited any longer, people might start to think she was a stalker. “Sierin Elana?” she called out.

      Sierin dropped her shovel and rose slowly with the pain of sore joints. “Yes?” she said, shuffling through the grass of her cute, little front yard, removing her hat as she neared the sidewalk. The harsh glare of the sun made her squint. “Can I help you?”

      Anna opened her mouth, but all of the speeches she had rehearsed a dozen times went flying out of her mind. She blinked once and went with the first thing that occurred to her. “This might be hard to believe…”

      “Is something the matter?”

      “I’m…I’m your daughter.”

      Sierin’s response to that was an agonizing ten seconds of stunned silence. Someone else might have laughed or showed concern for this random stranger who had started talking nonsense, but Anna’s mother was a severe woman with little tolerance for anything that didn’t fit her definition of propriety.

      Her sudden grimace made Anna want to step back. “That’s not funny,” she said coldly. “I think you should be on your way now, young lady.”

      “It’s true.”

      “If I have to, I will call the police.”

      “I promise I’m not making it up!” Anna blurted. “You see, I was a Justice Keeper, but I-”

      At that moment, the door swung open, and her sister Alia came waddling out. Eight months pregnant and barely able to move in those bulky overalls, she looked very much like Anna. Long strawberry-blonde hair framed a face that was much rounder than it otherwise might have been. “Mom, I’m going…” Her blue eyes lit up with curiosity when they saw Anna. “Who’s this?”

      “No one!” Sierin snapped. “She was just leaving.”

      “Alia,” Anna breathed. “I um…I mean, you wouldn’t remember me, but-”

      Seizing Anna’s arm, Sierin dragged her away from the house, toward the curb. “Enough!” she spat. “You’re not upsetting my daughter with these lies!”

      “Mom, what’s going on?” Alia wailed.

      Pulling free of her mother’s grip, Anna winced and strode toward her sister. “Your name is Alia Lenai,” she began. “Your father was a diplomat; your mother worked for the City Beautification Project. You’ve dabbled in a number of careers, including school teacher and professional sculptor, but your real passion is baking.”

      Sierin came up behind Anna, but she ducked before the other woman could manhandle her again. Backing up to the sidewalk, she groped for some tidbit of information that would prove her identity. “Eighteen months ago, you married a man named Soral!”

      “Ms. Lenai!” someone barked from the far side of the street. “That’s enough!”

      She had almost failed to notice the tall, imposing man who sheltered from the sun under the branches of a maple tree. In her mind, he was nothing but a silhouette, but when she turned around – when she got a good look at him – her worst fears were confirmed.

      The man was tall and broad-shouldered with tanned skin, thick, brown hair and a neatly-trimmed beard. At first glance, he appeared to be about twenty years old, but Anna was willing to bet that he was actually much older. A Keeper’s natural healing ability meant that they aged slowly. This guy could be pushing forty or even fifty.

      Larani Tal, the chief director of the Justice Keepers, was having her watched. Her former colleagues no longer trusted her. Which meant that her chances of regaining her badge were pretty much non-existent. Lovely.

      “If you’ll come with me,” the man said.

      Closing her eyes, Anna stormed across the street with a heavy sigh. “I just want to talk to my family,” she said. “If you give me five minutes, I know I can prove who I am.”

      The man thrust his chin toward the house. “I don’t think they want to talk to you.”

      Anna didn’t need to look to know that her mother and sister were hurrying through the front door. Despair and frustration welled up until she had to resist the urge to scream. That certainly wouldn’t go very far toward proving that she wasn’t dangerous.

      “Director Tal would like a word,” the man said.

      “Yeah, I’ll bet she would.”

      She had later discovered that the agent Larani had sent to spy on her was named Ronal Saylos. And he had been hounding her ever since, showing up at cafés, art galleries and anywhere else she went just to make sure that Anna had no intention of harassing anyone. Least of all, her family.

      Three weeks had passed since that awful day, and in that time, her sadness had only deepened. She needed something to take her mind off all of this. Maybe she and Jack could do something fun tonight. She didn’t know what she would do without him.
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        * * *

      

      Warm sunlight came through the window of a little coffee shop with flowers painted on its blue walls. The street outside was quiet, nearly devoid of cars and busses, but there were plenty of people.

      Sitting at a small table with his hands wrapped around a cup, Jack smiled faintly as he watched them shuffling past. The raspberry tea sent trails of steam wafting up to his nose, bringing with them a delicious scent. Despite the summer’s heat, he was craving a warm beverage. Maybe because it reminded him of home.

      The owner of this fine establishment – a portly, pale-skinned man with thinning, brown hair – came out from behind the counter with a plate of lemon cake. Surprisingly, he set the fruity dessert down in front of Jack. “I thought you could use it.”

      Jack’s eyebrows went up. “Thanks!”

      Ah, the benefits of living on a world that had abandoned the use of money. People were so generous with their stuff! And that was especially true for anyone who worked in food services. Chefs and bakers were always giving out samples of their latest creations. It was a great way to generate word of mouth and bring people to their restaurants.

      “It’s Ruzo, by the way,” the owner said. “My name.”

      Twisting in his chair, Jack offered his hand. “Hi, Ruzo. I’m-”

      “Jack. I know.” A frown appeared on the other man’s face. For a moment, it seemed as though he was working up the nerve to say something. “I hear you talking to the other customers sometimes. You’re in here at least three days a week.”

      “I hope I haven’t been a nuisance.”

      “Not at all! This is a restaurant! We want customers!” It dawned on him that Ruzo had a melodic accent similar to Italian people back on Earth. Odd, that. Jack was willing to bet this guy had never been to Earth. But it didn’t seem to matter where humans came from. Certain patterns showed up over and over again.

      Once, a very long time ago, aliens had taken primitive people from Earth and scattered them on habitable worlds all over the galaxy. The result was a thriving interstellar civilization. Different planets had different cultures – some were more aggressive, others more diplomatic – but they all got along.

      Except for those times when they didn’t.

      Easing himself into the chair across from Jack, Ruzo studied him with a keen eye. “You’ll forgive me for saying so, but you always look so sad when you come in here. Was it the war?”

      Just a few months ago, the major powers of this galaxy had been trying to conquer each other. Jack had played a role in ending that conflict. That was part of what led to him and Anna being erased.

      With a sheepish grin, Jack stared into his lap. “No,” he said, shaking his head. “No, it’s not that.”

      “Was it a lady friend then? Someone who broke your heart? Or a gentleman, perhaps? A handsome scoundrel who ran off and left you here? You are better off, my friend, believe me! It’s much too soon for you to be settling down.”

      Jack opened his mouth to reply, but he had no idea where to begin. He couldn’t tell Ruzo about having been forgotten. Never mind the fact that it would sound ridiculous, some things had to remain secret.

      He leaned back in his chair, tilting his head to one side as he regarded the other man. “I have a wife,” he said. “Someone I love very much.”

      Ruzo squinted at him. “So soon?” he asked, shaking his head. “You are much too young for…Ah! You are a Justice Keeper!”

      Jack could feel his symbiont’s mild amusement at Ruzo’s attempt to play detective. Like most Nassai, Summer was fascinated by the quirks of human behaviour. No doubt she was wondering why this man had taken such an interest in Jack’s life.

      “No,” Jack replied. “Not a Justice Keeper.”

      Not anymore.

      “Well, then I am most perplexed.”

      It was hard not to laugh. Snide comments danced on the tip of Jack’s tongue, but for once, he was wise enough to keep his mouth shut. They still rattled around in his head, though. You think you’re perplexed? Talk to me when everyone you’ve ever known has forgotten your existence.

      Perplexed was the only emotion he had felt with any consistency in the last few weeks. Sure, there were flashes of affection when Anna gave him a hug or anger when some punk pulled a gun on him, but once the moment passed, he went right back to his confusion.

      Somewhere in the back of his mind, buried under a mountain of thoughts that Jack used to distract himself, was a question he had been ignoring for quite some time. What am I supposed to do with myself now?

      Well, he wasn’t going to get an answer today.

      Jack lifted his fork, holding it up to the light. “Tell you what. You really want to help me? I can think of a way.” He carved up a piece of cake and popped it into his mouth. The instant burst of flavour was unbelievable! Sweet and sour overtones coming together. And that cream filling!

      Shutting his eyes as he chewed, Jack moaned with satisfaction. “Okay,” he said half a second after he swallowed. “You can give me some of that to take home to my wife.”

      Ruzo was out of his seat in an instant. “Of course, of course!” he exclaimed, hurrying over to the counter. “Yes, she will be most impressed, I assure you!”

      Five minutes later, Jack was carrying a box full of cake out the door. This quiet, little street was lined with small, green buildings, each with a fleet of solar panels on its roof. Tall elm trees bordered both sidewalks, their thick, green leaves providing some relief from the hot sun.

      He was so enamoured with the scenery that he failed to notice the woman who almost plowed right into him. At the very last second, Jack jumped out of the way. He turned around, intending to offer a friendly hello – and maybe an apology – and gasped at the sight of his own mother.

      Crystal Hunter was a small and somewhat wiry woman in a pair of shorts and an oversized, gray t-shirt. His t-shirt; she had borrowed it months ago and never returned it. Ringlets of honey-blonde hair framed her round face. Her gray eyes sized him up in a matter of seconds. “Goodness, you look just like-”

      “Your ex-husband, Arthur?” Jack offered.

      “Ah. So, you’re him.”

      Jack blinked, unsure of what to say, and instinctively retreated from her. “You-you’ve heard of me?”

      His mother never flinched, never backed away; she just studied him like a scientist examining some specimen in a lab. “They warned us that you might show up. After your friend…I’m sorry. What was her name?”

      “Anna.”

      “After Anna tried to contact her family, they thought you might try to do the same. So, the Justice Keepers sent one of their agents by the house. Told us what to expect. But they didn’t tell us you would look so much like…”

      Jack was at a loss for words. His mother and sister had come to Alios to be near him. But neither one of them remembered that little detail. Their minds were filled with some alternate history in which something else had brought them to this world.

      Clearing his throat, Jack struggled to lift his eyes from the sidewalk. “Yeah, look, I’m uh…I’m not here to cause you any grief,” he stammered. “So, um, I’ll just go.”

      “That’s it? You’re not going to try to convince me that you’re my son?”

      “Would you believe me if I did?”

      “Probably not.”

      Jack shrugged, a blush putting some colour in his cheeks. “Then I don’t see the point,” he said, striding past her. “Excuse me.”

      He didn’t need his eyes to know that Crystal had turned around to watch him go. He could see her in his mind – a diminutive woman with a sour expression who started to blur as she neared the edge of his Spatial Awareness.

      Walking away saddened him, but what else could he do?
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        * * *

      

      As he entered his living room, Jack couldn’t help but smile at the yellow walls. Anna had chosen this house because she liked the colours; she said she needed something cheerful to combat the pain of the last few months. He found his partner sitting on the long, white couch, dressed in a denim skirt and a pale-blue tank top. As always, she looked ravishing, but it was the impish little grin that made him want to kiss her. “What’d you bring me?” Anna asked.

      “Cake and grief counselling.”

      “Ooh, I’ll take some of the former, please!”

      Jack lingered in the arch-shaped doorway, pausing just long enough to take in the sight of her. “You’re looking awfully cute tonight,” he said, striding across the room and setting the box down on the coffee table.

      When he looked up, Anna greeted him with another sexy smile. “I thought we could have another date night.” She patted the cushion next to her. “Just the two of us, this time.”

      Claiming a spot beside her, Jack draped one arm over the back of the couch and hit her with a penetrating stare. “So, what do you want to do?”

      “I was thinking Star Trek and cuddle time.”

      “You want to watch Star Trek?”

      “Well, I know how much it meant to you growing up.”

      Biting his lower lip, Jack nodded slowly. “Okay,” he said. “Sounds fun. You want to pick up where we left off? I think we’re on Into Darkness.”

      A wince contorted Anna’s face as she waved that suggestion away. “No, I’m sorry; I can’t do that one,” she said. “The last movie was just too…stupid! I mean the weird, red goo that turns planets into black holes!”

      “Yeah, ‘cause rainbow crystals are so much more believable.”

      Stretching out her legs, Anna crossed her arms with a grunt. “Point taken,” she muttered. “I just wanted something…I don’t know. A little more cerebral.”

      “I’ve got it!” Jack said. “Computer, load the fourth season of Star Trek: The Next Generation. There’s a great episode about Chief O’Brien’s former captain and how we learn to deal with trauma. It’s one of my mom’s favourites.”

      Thinking of Crystal brought a pang of sadness to his heart. His encounter with her had conjured a cloud of melancholy that seemed to hover over him on his long walk home. He had planned to tell Anna all about it, but now wasn’t the time. She needed a little joy tonight. And maybe a little sparkage. Tales of parental amnesia could wait until tomorrow morning.

      An idea popped into his head, propelling him to his feet before he had a chance to think twice. “Just a sec!” he exclaimed, scooting off to the kitchen.

      Two seconds after he walked through the door, he found himself straining to recall where they kept everything. Stupid ADHD. He had only lived in this house for about three weeks. He wasn’t used to the new configuration.

      White cupboards lined three of the four yellow walls. The fridge was humming with stats popping up on its display screen. Apparently, it was thirty-two degrees outside even though the sun was going down. Well, he could believe it. It had taken him an hour to walk home, and by the time he arrived, he was covered in sweat. The house’s cool interior was a blessed relief and his long shower even more so.

      Yanking one of the cupboards open, Jack frowned when he pulled out a packet of tea. Peppermint. Anna liked peppermint, but he didn’t think that would go well with the cake. He rifled through the box until he found lemon tea. That would do nicely.

      “Sweetie?” Anna called from the other room.

      “Just a sec!”

      He put the small, cylindrical package in the hot beverage machine and told it to boil the water. Luckily, they kept the honey in the same cupboard. He didn’t have to go searching for it.

      Returning to the living room with a cup and saucer, Jack smiled. “Pour vous, madame,” he said, placing them both on the coffee table.

      “Sweetie, you didn’t have to do that. Tonight is about you.”

      “Oof!” Jack grunted. “No, I’m sorry. Autistic brain is compelling me to correct your inaccurate statement.”

      His wife raised an eyebrow.

      He hopped onto the couch and reached out to caress her cheek. “Tonight is not about me,” he insisted. “Tonight is about us.” He kissed her before she could protest.

      Anna had no trouble getting into this episode. By the end of the first act, she was deeply engrossed in this story about a Federation captain who had cracked after the loss of his family. She especially liked Picard’s little speech in the transporter room, the one about how anger could become so familiar you stopped noticing it.

      Summer enjoyed that part too. Jack was deeply in tune with his Nassai’s emotions; she usually felt content when he spent time with Anna. But that bit of dialogue had piqued her curiosity. A new insight into the human condition: Summer loved those.

      When it was over, Anna was stretched out on the sofa with her head in his lap, sighing softly as he ran his fingers through her hair.

      “So, you liked that one?”

      She murmured, rolling onto her back, and blinked several times. “Yeah, that was much better!” she declared. “Solving problems with words! Trying to think our way out of a tough situation!”

      Chuckling, Jack shut his eyes. “See, this is my Star Trek,” he said. “Or rather, my mom’s Star Trek. She used to show me the ones that were popular when she was a girl. Picard, Janeway: those were her captains.”

      “Your mom was a big, old nerd.”

      “She was!”

      “And your dad?”

      Jack grimaced, stifling the flash of anger that went through him. “No,” he rasped. “Dad thought all of this stuff was a waste of time.”

      The tension drained out of him when he felt Anna’s hand on his cheek. Resting his own hand on top of hers, he shuddered. Out of his whole family – aunts, uncles, cousins, grandparents and his sister to boot – his mom was the only one who understood him. And now, that connection was gone. He was starting to comprehend Anna’s pain.
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        * * *

      

      “No,” Anna said. “See, the whole point of Scatora’s Defence is that everything gets filtered through the mind. Everything you see, hear, touch, taste: all of those sensations are interpreted by your mind, and thus – for all practical purposes – there is nothing outside your mind. Because anything that does not get filtered through your mind would by definition be inaccessible to you.”

      They had been chatting for the better part of an hour. At some point, they had started comparing Earth’s great philosophers to those of Leyria – the world where Anna had grown up.

      She was still lying on the couch with her head in his lap, smiling up at him. He could tell that she wanted a response, but he needed a minute to unpack all of that.

      Jack scrunched up his face, trying his best to follow her very twisted logic. He raised a hand to the side of his head. “But there’s no reason to assume that your brain is interpreting the sensory data incorrectly.”

      “I don’t think that matters!”

      “Of course, it matters!” Jack exclaimed. “Your guy, Scatora, is insisting there is nothing outside the mind. But we know that there’s something outside the mind. We know that the world keeps going even after we’re gone. We know that it was here before we were born.”

      “Yes, but the mind is generating an environment based on the sensory data it receives,” Anna countered. “That means that everything in that environment is a product of your mind. From your limited perspective, nothing could ever exist that is not a product of your mind.”

      “But there are other perspectives to consider!”

      He hesitated when Anna giggled. She stretched languidly, arching her back, and let out a murmur of contentment. “How long has it been since we did this?”

      “What?”

      “This!” she said, gesturing to their cute, little living room. “How long has it been since we just sat and talked? Not about plans or world-ending calamities. How long has it been since we debated abstract philosophy?”

      “A few months at least.”

      Crossing her arms, Anna stared wistfully up at the ceiling. “I do miss being a Keeper,” she breathed. “But maybe this quiet life isn’t so bad.”

      “You’re craving another mission, aren’t you?” They had spent a good long while discussing existentialist thought, and they both agreed that helping people was what gave meaning to their lives. “We could ask around. See if anyone needs us.”

      “Not tonight,” Anna whispered. She had a sleepy look about her, as if she were about to drift off right there in his lap. “Tonight, I just want you to spend time with me. And…Can I make a stupid request?”

      “Sure.”

      “It’s silly.”

      “Babe, just say it.”

      Reluctantly, she sat up and held his gaze in silence. “Will you read to me?” she asked. The effort of voicing that question put a faint, almost imperceptible blush in her cheeks.

      Unable to hold back a grin, Jack kissed her forehead. “Yes,” he whispered. “Come on. Let’s get you into bed.”
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        * * *

      

      “Seth peeked through the trees at the murali. The purple, cat-like beast pranced across the grove with a regal bearing, its tail swishing back and forth. The strands of its thick, pink mane curled upward like tongues of flame, and its prominent snout displayed a tiny, black nose.

      “The creature had not sensed him yet. Or so Seth had surmised. If it had, it would have surely pounced and torn him to shreds. With a hesitant hand, Seth pulled an arrow from his quiver and brought it to the bowstring.

      “‘Would you be so foolish, human?’ the murali rumbled.

      “Seth froze.

      “Its massive head turned, yellow eyes settling onto him. For the briefest flicker of an instant, it bared those razor-sharp teeth. ‘Have I done you wrong, human? Have I slain one of your kin or taken the food from your village?’

      “Seth was unsure of what to make of this. He had heard legends of these creatures, tales spun by his Great Father. The murali were many things: majestic, proud, fearless and absolutely vicious when it came to destroying those who were foolish enough to draw their notice. And yet, this one wanted to talk.

      “Lowering his bow, Seth drew a breath through his gaping mouth. He had been seen; there was no point in pretending otherwise. He stepped out of the trees, into the warm light of Myria’s sun.”

      Jack lowered the tablet just long enough to check on his partner. He didn’t need to look – Spatial Awareness told him that Anna was lying in bed with the sheets pulled up to her shoulders – but he loved the sight of her.

      She was so peaceful: breathing in a slow and steady rhythm, her serene face barely visible in the lamplight. For a flicker of an instant, he thought she might have drifted off, but then she giggled and said, “Don’t stop.”

      Jack sat in a chair at her bedside, the tablet’s faint light washing over him. “You’re fading fast, babe,” he murmured. “I’ll read you some more tomorrow.”

      “Mmm…Hold me.”

      “Yeah, of course.”

      The instant he slipped under the covers, Anna rolled over and threw an arm across his body. She rested her head on his chest, breathing deeply. “Thank you.”

      “For?”

      “Making this a perfect date night,” she whispered. “And everything else you’ve done to keep me sane these last few weeks.”

      “Anytime.”

      It had been a nice evening, and he had enjoyed it quite a bit. But now that it was over – now that Anna was drifting off to sleep beside him – his troubling thoughts returned. His world had been upended, and he wasn’t entirely sure where he fit in it.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, he woke up to sunlight coming through the bedroom window. He could already tell that it was going to be another scorcher. Even with the house’s internal cooling systems, he could feel the heat radiating from that glass.

      Anna was gone, leaving nothing but rumpled sheets and a note on her pillow. He unfolded the tiny slip of paper and found beautiful, Leyrian characters flowing across the page. “Sweetie, I thought about waking you up, but you looked so peaceful. I decided to go for a run through the woods. Be back before lunch!”

      With a sigh, Jack climbed out of bed and hastily threw on a pair of denim shorts. He found an old, white t-shirt in the wooden dresser. That would do nicely for making breakfast.

      His house was small with only a short hallway connecting the bedroom and the living room. Anna had drawn back the curtains, allowing plenty of sunlight to fall upon the couch and glint off the sheet of SmartGlass on the yellow wall.

      He made his way into the kitchen, intending to fix himself a bowl of cereal, and froze when he saw someone standing outside the sliding, glass door. And not just any someone. His former boss.

      Larani Tal was a tall and willowy woman with dark, brown skin and raven-black hair that she kept in a neat ponytail. Her face was often set in a stern expression, and today was no exception. Those brown eyes tried to bore through him.

      Sliding the door open, Jack squinted against the harsh daylight. “Something wrong with the front door?” he asked.

      “I knocked. You didn’t answer.”

      Stepping aside, he ushered her into the house and shut the door behind her. Even so, some of that sweltering air wafted through the opening. Larani paused for a moment to examine his kitchen. Perhaps she was rating the décor. Or maybe she was searching for something. Weapons? Traps? Some indication that he was, in fact, the evil monster she feared?

      Shortly after their “erasure” from history, he and Anna had gone to Larani, hoping to reclaim their place among the Justice Keepers. Needless to say, the chief director was less than sympathetic. She had all but admitted that the only reason she didn’t throw Jack and Anna into a prison cell is that they technically hadn’t done anything wrong. Simply appearing from out of nowhere – that was how everyone else perceived it – wasn’t a crime. But she had refused to reinstate them. And what was more, she had insisted that acting as Justice Keepers when they lacked the legal authority to do so would be a quick path into a detention centre.

      Whirling around, Larani fixed that discerning gaze upon him. “You went on a mission,” she said.

      Jack leaned against the counter with his arms folded, a frown tightening his mouth as he nodded. “That’s right,” he said. “Desa asked for our help.”

      “Desa has plenty of Keepers to choose from if she needs help.”

      “Yeah, but I don’t think she trusts them.”

      “And she trusts you?”

      Jack tossed his head back with an exaggerated roll of his eyes. “Well, that’s debatable,” he muttered. “Look, our friends asked for help, and I don’t know if you realize this, but we’re both going stir-crazy.”

      Larani stood before the humming fridge, her grim expression never wavering. “My instructions were quite clear,” she said coldly. “You are not Justice Keepers, and you are not to act in that capacity.”

      “Right,” Jack agreed. “We’re not Keepers. Which means you’re not my boss. So, while I give you thirty style points for that swagger, I’m going to have to invoke the ‘Na-Na, Na-Na, Na-Na, You Can’t Tell Me What to Do’ clause of our non-employment contract.”

      Heaving out a sigh, Larani stepped forward. “I’m not trying to make an enemy of you, Jack,” she began. “But you need to understand that without the proper support, you’re not in a position to offer help to anyone. No one wants the assistance of a man without a badge.”

      She was cut off by the sound of the doorbell. Jack shrugged and hurried out of the kitchen, rushing across his small living room. Larani watched him from the doorway, perhaps wondering who would come to call on a man everyone had forgotten.

      His blood ran cold when he opened the front door.

      His father, Arthur Hunter, stood on the porch, looking very confused and out of place. “Um, hello,” the old man stammered. “I’m, uh…I’m sorry to bother you, but, um…I need your help.”

      Glancing over his shoulder, Jack felt deep creases forming in his brow. “You were saying?”
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