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      The small asteroid rotated through the soundless space, a rogue remnant from a planet destroyed by brute force. In the distance, the target ship floated in the same silent space just a few klicks away,  Zed’s internal display ticking down the seconds until the scheduled meeting was underway.

      One last check of her restraining bolts affixing her to the rock and the zoom on her rifle’s scope kept her nerves calm. Cut and dry was always the dream on jobs like these, but never the reality. There were risks involved and consequences if she got any minor detail wrong. That meant quelling her own emotions, and the seething hatred she felt for her target and to treat it like any other job. He—a high-ranking Terran official—was set to meet with Vetru any moment now, and while she could go rogue and end the life of the highest ranking Gra’al, that would only spark another war, one her people weren’t ready for. Not yet, at least. No, for now, this was the job and Zed knew how vital it was for the future of the movement.

      “The governor will enter the meeting momentarily,” Tetra whispered over the comm in her sing-song voice.

      “I know,” Zed replied. “You don’t need to remind me.”

      “Mapping the rotation you’re on, the shot will only be available for only six-point-four seconds,” her ship reminded her.

      “And?”

      “…And if you miss the mission is over, there may not be another window for this mission, at least not within the parameters set by—”

      “Okay,” she said. “I get it. Just let me line up the shot already. You just stay ready to get us out of here.”

      “Affirmative.”

      The small rock continued its rotation, Zed adjusting the tripod on the barrel of the gun and glared down the sights. According to her source, the governor should arrive and would sit at the table across from Vetru, as had happened with past Gra’al/Terran negotiations. They’d long met on what they considered neutral ground in the DMZ. Since hostilities had long been over and the threat from Datar and his housemates ended with a whimper, security in such meetings had relaxed. Surrounding the envoy ship were three Terran short-range fighters and three Gra’al, as was customary. Each had come on their own separate cruiser, but as per their agreements, arrived to the negotiation just with the small guards and they themselves traveled over in shuttles. Most of their security protocols were for ship-to-ship attacks, not an assassin floating in space with a rifle pointed at a window.

      Zed adjusted the scope to get a better view of the ship, knowing that as soon as the governor entered the room she had mere seconds to line up the shot, fire the armor-piercing round, release herself from the rock and slip back into her ship without as much as taking a breath. There would be no time for a second shot, nor would the recoil from the shot give her a chance, no matter what.

      Right on schedule, Vetru stood, gesturing across the table, Zed’s scope dancing between the windows to get an unrestricted view of the governor. He entered the room, outstretching his hand to the Gra’al leader, and Zed’s heart raced. With a deep breath, she counted down in her head, the reticle a perfect cross on his temple, right above his ear and underneath the silver hairline. Finger resting on the trigger, Zed watched the two men join hands, her body tensing for the rifle’s kick, and pulled the trigger. Time slowed down, the bullet just another particle hurtling through space, now outside of her control. Before she could think, she corrected the scope back to a view of the window, her free hand dancing down to the release on her harness. A hairline fracture spidered out along the impact zone of the window and the governor’s eyes widened, collapsing to the floor with his hand still locked into place with Vetru’s.

      A direct hit.

      Exhaling, she smashed the release, her body floating still next to the rock she’d camped out on. With another stroke, she retracted the rifle’s barrel, slinging it over her shoulder and into the magnetic latch in one swift motion. The sole of her boot smashed against the rock, propelling her away toward her ship, arms outstretched while she glided through space, twisting her body inside her bespoke skin-tight mesh suit built to reflect all light as a form of adaptable camouflage.

      Diving headfirst toward her ship, she let herself exhale, taking in the weight of her actions and absolving herself of any wrongdoing. This was her mission, this was who she was. That man was her target, and the movement knew what they were doing with not just selecting him, but also letting Vetru witness it and live to tell about it.

      Her body slid into the airlock, Zed gripping onto the handle by the release, smashing her palm against the panel to lock the outside door. Her eyes widened at the sight of the six fighters scrambling. The moment she hit the engines on her ship, they’d be aware of her, which was all a part of the job she had agreed on. Everything was going according to plan. The inside door popped open and Zed pulled her helmet off, letting her dark red hair cascade free from the helmet while she took a deep breath in of the ship’s stale air.

      “We need to cycle this air at some point, you know that, Tetra?” she asked, tugging the gun free and into a holster on the wall before slipping into her cozy chair in the cockpit. Her ship was small, agile, and stuffy, but allowed her the freedom to come and go unseen.

      “We’ve been waiting here for two weeks now,” the ship replied. “When we get to Biztsoft, we can do just that.”

      “We just need to lose those fighters first,” Zed said, fingers bouncing between the spartan knobs and keys on the dash. A low whine filled the cab, the engines powering up, while the six fighters spread out into a defensive posture. “How long after the engines boot will they notice us?”

      “Four-point-three seconds,” Tetra replied.

      “Great. Just great.”

      “Is that sarcasm?”

      “Shut up and just get ready to go,” Zed said, pulling her hair back into a bun with a band she had around her wrist. The defensive net circled around the diplomatic ship. But she knew they were ready to pounce at a moment’s notice and there were cruisers from each just a skip away.

      With a whine the engines came online, Tetra’s board lighting up with targeting warnings. All eyes were on her, and she felt naked sitting there in Tetra, a small, versatile prototype ship built for covert actions that she’d outfitted with a few blasters and other subsystems that allowed her to go unnoticed, occasionally defending herself when the need arose. The need was rapidly approaching.

      “Unidentified ship, stay where you are,” an angry voice blared over the comm.

      Zed slammed her palm down on a button, the message repeating ad nauseam. She cursed under her breath. “Can’t we shut that thing off?”

      “No, it appears that—”

      “Turn the jammers on, damnit!” she shouted.

      “If I do that, we won’t be able to jump,” Tetra reminded her.

      “Gods, damnit,” she cursed. Another siren blared, the ship rocking at a warning blast across the bow.

      “That was just a warning,” the male voice continued. “If you attempt to move or we see you power up your weapons, the next shot won’t be a warning.”

      “Okay, now what?” she asked. “Tetra, do you have the jump programmed yet?”

      “Yes,” the ship answered. “Awaiting your command.”

      Two of the Terran and one of the Gra’al ships had encroached toward Tetra, building a perimeter around her and putting up a barrier between her and the envoy ship. Zed did her best to drown out the creeping dread and imminent sense of danger. None of this was according to the plan of being far from the scene already, not fighting a group of fighters out for blood. “Tetra…” she called out. “I’m feeling claustrophobic here…can we blast through them?”

      “Not directly, no,” the ship responded. “We’ll need a clear path.”

      “Right,” she sighed. “Of course. A clear path. Fine, this is gonna get rocky, hold on.”

      “I’m the ship,” Tetra said, her voice drowned out by the whine of the engines, Zed throttling up to full speed in the blink of an eye, Tetra shooting in a straight line at one of the Terran fighters. Without enough time to fire up the engines, the ship lurched out of the way, Zed slamming on the retro thrusters and spinning around to face the rear of her attackers.

      Hands gripping the sticks like her life depended on it, she flicked the cap off the triggers on top, her thumb massaging them for the briefest of moments before pressing down, painting the engines of the nearest ship with a series of explosions. The other two ships broke off, turning back to face her, Zed going full thrust again and smashing right through their line, narrowly avoiding clipping into the smoldering engines of the disabled ship. Blaster fire followed them, the shots wild and going wide, missing the hull.

      “Punch it!” Zed screamed, the overdrive engines screaming to life in an instant. The intense gravity of the jump flattened her against her chair, the scene of the crime blurring into a distant memory.
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      These meetings were endless, omnipresent, and had wormed their way into the very fabric of Valencia’s existence since they brought her to Terra. Nothing about the boardroom was welcoming or provided any warmth. Instead, the cold metal interior, without a right angle in sight, floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the bustling metropolis of Terra City, left her feeling cold. Her eyes always focused on the metal tendrils that stretched up from the floor, bowed out around the windows and connected to the ceiling, like a giant monster held the tomato-shaped conference room grasped in its claw. Built on a series of hydraulics that allowed the room the freedom to extend out away from the principal building, it remained isolated and secretive. When full it traversed up toward the sky in some gauche show of bravado or paranoia. She wasn’t sure which.

      This particular meeting had dragged on throughout the day, starting just after breakfast, and persisted deep into the afternoon. Officials from across Terra came and went over the months since she’d arrived. The focus always the same: how could they harness the power Valencia possessed for the Terran government, was it safe and could the Gra’al create another Datar? No matter how hard she protested, pleaded, or explained her relationship with Emma and her power, it fell upon deaf ears. There was no way she understood what was happening to her, which made her a political prisoner subjected to the torture of perpetual meetings with government officials, proclaimed experts and other suits from private companies looking to cash in on the craze.

      The Terran sun hung high over the horizon, signaling how far into the afternoon the meeting had stretched on. A man in a hastily tailored pinstripe suit gesticulated at the front of the room, his nerves still not calming throughout the long presentation. It looked like a small, fringe biotech company believed they had the answers to taming and manufacturing a power of a godlike alien race. They just didn’t have the funding to take it to the next level. Considering the nervous, twitchy, and unkempt representative they sent, it was difficult to trust they had any idea what they were doing. She leaned in against the polished stone tabletop, her face resting in her palm and her leg draped over her knee. Inside her head, a rhythm tapped along, keeping her boot swaying to the beat. Without paying much mind to the surrounding meeting, a shiver ran down her spine, Valencia tugging on the collar of her tight leather jacket that felt like a mistake during these long meetings. She wondered what would happen if she just gave up and showed up to these in her pajamas and refused to put on airs. Whatever input she had fell on deaf ears with the suits sitting around the table. She was just the person with the power they wanted and looked to extract from. A commodity.

      At least she had avoided a cold dissection table. Being a public figure ensured that much. That was the plan from the start: Valencia was the one with the powers. She was the one responsible for stopping Datar on that remote moon that haunted her dreams to this day. The yearning to return to and try to relive those memories where Emma was present and not melting into her subconscious, she kept to herself. Those eyes, ugh. This was the right call, though. No one knew the extent of Drake’s involvement, his powers, or that he was far more powerful than she was. Not that it spared him unruly attention and derision from the hardliners on Terra. Drake was still a human living among the Gra’al raising the Gra’al heir.

      “Valencia?” Liu’s voice broke through her reverie. “What do you think, Valencia?”

      “Um,” she said, turning to the man who looked like he’d just ran a marathon through the swamps of Hope Valley in the southern hemisphere of Terra. “It was great, really.”

      “You think we can work with it?” Liu asked. Liu was the governor of Kodokan Station, the largest of the satellite stations that orbited Terra, representing Kodokan Corporation, a ship manufacturer. His thin frame and the way he glared up at her all hunched over always made him look more skeletal than human, his sunken facial features giving him the appearance that his skin barely clung to his bones and was as unnecessary as the niceties he forewent in virtually every conversation. “Or maybe you were drifting off again and not listening.”

      “I’m sorry, gentlemen,” she said with a sigh. “I’m just feeling a bit off today. I don’t really know how to explain it.”

      “If we could all have our head in the stars like you, perhaps we could all be graced with these magical powers, but we aren’t. For the sake of humanity, we need you to focus.”

      “Humanity,” she scoffed. “You mean like those Terran rights assholes that march around the streets calling me a traitor?”

      “No, I mean the people we’re here to serve! Even those assholes, yes. If you’d pay attention—”

      “That’s okay, Bolin,” President Anderson, the actual elected leader of Terra, said. A career politician unlike many of the orbital governors, he knew how to put on the facade of tenderness and at least pretend like the business wasn’t the most important part of these meetings. “That was a long presentation and difficult to follow.”

      “Perhaps for you,” Liu sneered. “For those of us paying attention, it made perfect sense.”

      “If only we were all blessed with your attention span, am I right?” he asked, half-joking, half-threatening him. Everyone in the room, except for that poor rep who was still standing at the head of the table with his hands buried deep in his pockets, knew when Anderson considered a conversation over.

      “Understood,” Liu said, his view returning to the portable console in front of him.

      “I believe that’ll be all for now, Mr. Irons,” Anderson said. “We’ve got your information, and we’ll need some time to digest it. There’s a lot to take in here.”

      “Oh, um, yes,” Irons said, looking like a lost little lamb. “So, should I…?”

      “Come with me, Mr. Irons.” Bradford, Anderson’s younger assistant, appeared from the recesses of the room and showed him toward the lift leading back to the principal building, away from the floating fortress of the meeting room.

      Valencia’s eyes followed the nervous man while he shuffled out of the room, the younger Bradford smiling through his teeth while pushing him into the small hallway outside the room. When the door zipped shut, a sigh of relief overcame the rest of the room. Sheila, the only other woman in the room, the governor of the Platonic continent in the northern hemisphere of Terra, wore an enormous smile, unable to help herself.

      “What was that?” she asked.

      “What do you mean?” Liu chided. “That was perfectly reasonable tech.”

      “No, I mean the guy,” she said. “He seemed really nervous. Am I the only one who noticed that?”

      “A bit of a strange one,” Anderson said. “Still, it’s worth considering their work. They’re a small firm operating out in the DMZ, but we gave them access to the biomass and I can’t say they aren’t doing something.”

      “Kodokan could use that level of integration in our ships,” Liu said. “Imagine a smart fleet of ships with integrated AIs powered by the biomass.”

      “You don’t understand it, still?” Valencia asked, incredulous. “How many times have I explained this to you all? It doesn’t work that way.”

      “Perhaps for you,” Liu said. “But this idea of some reverent approach to such a groundbreaking technology is ridiculous. There are practical applications for it beyond our understanding. You may have some bond with it, but there’s more to it than that.”

      “This isn’t ours to do with as we please,” she said. “It’s dangerous. I’ve seen firsthand how dangerous it can be. No one should have access to this. No one.”

      “And yet you do,” he said.

      “I never asked for it. It just happened and now I’m stuck in these rooms with ignorant, doddering old fools like you trying to commodify my brain.”

      “Frankly, I don’t see why we even need her here anymore,” Liu said to Anderson, ignoring everyone else in the room. “She brings nothing to this discussion anymore. We’ve moved beyond this. This is the future of humankind, this is how we surpass the Gra’al.”

      “The Gra’al are our allies, Bolin. I need you to remember that,” Anderson said, noticing a case that Irons had brought with him still sitting on the table. “Bradford? Could you rush this back down to Irons for me?”

      “Right away, sir,” Bradford said, snatching the case up and rushing back toward the hall outside of the room.

      “So they are now, but what about ten years from now? What if whatever lodged itself in her skull takes over and gives her the same powers as that thing? You think they’re going to wait idly by and listen to us saying it’s not our fault?”

      “If you don’t think you can control this, why are you tinkering with it?” she asked. “This is ridiculous. Plus, I’m in control here. You don’t have to worry about anything happening with me.”

      “Look at the destruction Datar caused! We can’t let the Gra’al command this technology. Surely you see this, Mr. President.”

      “We wouldn’t be here if we all didn’t want the same things, right?” Anderson asked.

      “Nobody here has considered that our use of this technology could stir something up, something much worse than the beast on Thuul or even what Datar did,” she said.

      “We’re trying to understand, Valencia,” Sheila said, doing her best to appear sympathetic. Her face was in a perpetual state of grimness, making it difficult to discern what she was thinking. Everything about her was severe and to-the-point, from the straight lines of her light blonde hair to the angles of her face that all seemed to point to her rather dour mouth. “We’re all trying to do what’s best for all of us.”

      “I am starting to agree with Liu,” Valencia said. “You don’t need me here. Can I just go already?”

      “Valencia, please,” Anderson said. “This isn’t up for negotiation. We all understand that your…connection with whatever this thing is stretches beyond our imaginations, but that’s why you need to be here. You’re a symbol of hope for humanity.”

      “Whatever.”

      Bradford returned, striding across the room, and whispered something into Anderson’s ear. The almost-patronizing look of concern and understanding melted away in a heartbeat, giving way to a darkness. The two men exchanged hushed words, Bradford’s face as white as a sheet, while Anderson’s face was turning red, rage bubbling up inside of him. “How could they let this happen!?” he shouted.

      In a heartbeat everyone at the table was tapping their earpieces for their internal comms and a look of shock rippled through the room. Whispers and gasps overcame them. In the recent weeks they’d disabled Valencia’s comm before the meetings, in part because she drifted off, and while she wasn’t by strict definition a prisoner, she wasn’t free, either. They needed her to be there and pay attention. In moments like these, she was in the dark.

      “What?” she asked, looking at Anderson. “Someone needs to tell me, or at least activate my comm.”

      “I…” Anderson started, letting out a deep sigh.

      “They got Hodge?” Liu asked, exacerbated. “This has to stop. Anderson, do something about these extremists.”

      “Wait, who got who?” she asked, still in the dark.

      “The HRA hit the monthly meeting with Vetru. Governor Hodge from Key.Ten was the representative this time,” Sheila stated.

      “Holy shit,” she gasped. “Is Vetru okay?”

      “Our reports tell us it was just Hodge. This was a carefully selected hit,” Sheila replied.

      “And thank the maker for that,” Anderson said. “I can’t imagine what would happen if they hit Vetru.”

      “War,” Valencia said. “It’d be war and I wouldn’t blame them one bit.”

      “And why is that?” Liu asked. “The Terran government has no relation to these extremists.”

      “But you sure sat back and let them handle everything else that happened. Where were the Terran fleets when Datar and House Gigar were attacking Gra’al systems?”

      “That was an internal Gra’al matter,” Liu said.

      “That was my call,” Anderson said. “We were readying the fleets, we just…”

      “You waited for the right opportunity, to see who was going to win and how you could maneuver within that,” Valencia finished the statement for him.

      Bradford popped up, back toward the hallway with his hands outstretched. “Mr. Irons, sir, the elevator is where I showed you. We’ll get back to you with…”

      The young assistant paused in his tracks, the hairs on the back of Valencia’s neck standing up. Something was wrong. While the rest sat pouring over the flood of incoming data over the assassination, there was more to the story that they weren’t seeing. A stirring in her mind flashed a brilliant green that consumed her. Emma had been latent for too long, and Valencia was still not sure how to summon her or even talk to her with any regularity. Why now? Why was this the moment that Emma awoke from her slumber deep within the recesses of Valencia’s mind? Out of instinct she stood up, drawn to the poor, overworked Bradford, who was the closest thing to a sympathetic figure from the lot during her time planet-side. The assistant was struggling, Irons grabbing him by the lapel of his jacket and attempting to grapple past him. Reflex kicked in, Valencia springing toward them, Bradford attempting to pry a briefcase from the man’s sweaty hands. Before he could react, her hand thrust out, gripping around his neck and pressing him against the wall, his neck slick with sweat and rough from not shaving in a few days. He continued to fight, Bradford still reaching for the case.

      Distracted by the case, an elbow from Irons smacked Valencia across the jaw, loosening her grip and allowing him to struggle away from her, pushing Bradford to the ground and almost tripping over him, the assistant refusing to let go of the case. Irons cursed, the case slipping from his hands, him backing up against the windows and pulling something out of his pocket. Another gasp washed across the room. Anderson stood up, palm outstretched. “Irons, what are you doing?”

      “Traitors!” he shouted, thumb hovering over a small red button on the device he was holding. “All of you are fucking traitors! You should be ashamed!”

      “Please, if we could just—”

      “Don’t come any closer!” he cried out. “I’ll do it.”

      “The case,” Valencia muttered, snatching it from Bradford’s hands and tossing it back at Irons. The case struck him in the chest and dropped at his feet. Time seemed to slow down, and Valencia was aware of the actions of everyone in the room, what they were planning on doing, and how she had ample time to react, although the sense of urgency tugged her toward Irons, his thumb set to press the button on what she understood was a detonator. Something rumbled inside her mind, another green flash erupting, and Emma stood back to her, reaching out for Irons. “Emma,” she called out.

      Irons’ face contorted at her, his thumb slamming down on the detonator, Valencia leaping at him, the flickering image of Emma jumping into the air to match her pose, knee outstretched until the two converged into one, the momentum catching Irons in the stomach, Valencia reaching back for the case, a green hook extending from her hand and grappling onto it, tugging it along with her while the glass shattered behind him. The deranged look on Irons’ face turned to horror at the realization that Terra’s gravity had sealed their fates. That or the explosive he had just triggered. Inertia brought the case smack dab into his chest, Valencia reaching back with her hand for the room, the hook snagging onto the reinforced metal window frame when time returned to its natural speed.

      A brilliant explosion erupted in the sky where Irons had last been, the heat from it overwhelming a now-dangling Valencia while the green hook kept its grasp on the metal bar. The city beneath her blinked, further illuminated from the flash before returning to its rightful place. Irons, his case and the explosion were a violent afterthought in the face of the winds of Terra and the inexorable march of time and progress. Looking up, she saw Anderson and a few of the others standing there, mouths agape.

      “See,” Liu said. “This technology could—”

      “Stuff it, Liu,” Valencia said, springing back up to her feet and landing on the red shag carpet, glass crunching under her boots. “This isn’t technology, this is just me. What the fuck was that?”

      “Y-you,” Anderson stammered in awe. “Was that…?”

      “Emma? Yes. We act together, although she seems to pick and choose when she acts lately. But that didn’t answer my question. What the fuck was that? What was he?”

      “Human rights terrorist,” Sheila said. “Just like the one who killed Hodge.”

      “Coordinated attacks,” Anderson said.

      “How big is this organization?” she asked.

      “We don’t really know yet.”

      “So, are you saying there could be more attacks happening right now?” she asked.

      The question hung in the air. No one muttered a word.
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      Bruce stood like a conqueror atop of his bed, arms outstretched and cried out, Drake rushing to stop him only for it to be too late—he’d jumped. With an audible oomph he landed on a pile of blankets he’d tossed on the ground, giggles soon following while Drake had to take a deep breath. Watching the heir ascendant be, well, a kid, was always tough, especially with him being two years old now. When he was a baby, it was different. There was a distinctive need for someone to look after him. Not that there wasn’t now, in fact, probably more so now that Bruce could walk, run, jump, and make his own poor decisions instead of living with Drake’s alone.

      “C’mon, Bruce,” Drake said, his exhaustion seeping through. “I told you to stop jumping.”

      “Aw, Daaaad,” Bruce whined in perfect Terran.

      “Buddy, look,” Drake said, pausing and repeating himself slower in Gra’al. “I told you to stop jumping.”

      “But it’s fun,” he said in Terran.

      “Don’t let Auntie Sudra hear you talking in Terran all the time, buddy,” he said. “You know how she feels about it. You’re Gra’al, you need to speak Gra’al.”

      “I don’t want to,” he said.

      “I know, it’s just…it’s important, I can’t really explain to you why just yet.”

      “The Ascension?”

      “Yeah, that,” Drake said, knowing the boy had heard the adults talk about it, but didn’t quite grasp the concept and importance of the ritual to him. “We’ve got a long time before we need to worry about that, okay?”

      “Okay,” he said, running in circles around Drake. Drake caught him under his armpits, hefting him up into the air. To say that it was a workout watching a Gra’al toddler was an understatement. Sure, he was only just over two years old but he was heavy, thick in the chest with his musculature already developed beyond what a human child would be like at the same age.

      “C’mon, it’s time for lunch, alright?”

      “I don’t like lunch,” he pouted. “I just want to play.”

      “How about this? We go check out the kitchen and see what’s there you like. Then make sure we’ve got some good stuff, too.”

      “I’m not hungry!” he shouted. “Put me down.”

      “Fine, but you’re coming to the kitchen with me.”

      “No! No lunch,” he said, dashing out of the room and down the hall.

      Drake shook his head, taking a few deep breaths to not succumb to his anger from his pure exhaustion. That exhaustion wasn’t just physical, but also spiritual. All of his energies had been so focused on Bruce for so long now that his art had suffered. Ever since returning from the moon he had waited for things to settle back into whatever his normal was before Datar stormed into the compound, slaughtered a few of Vetru’s elite guards and kidnapped him. Raising the kid was hard enough without the weight of his transformation around his neck, like an albatross. Whatever art he had time to create was dark and empty, abstracted to the point of being unrecognizable to anyone but himself, a stark reflection of the tumult inside of him. A battle raged between his consciousness and the understanding that unlimited power was just a breath away. No matter what he wanted or rejected, it was a part of him and something he had to live with. Valencia sacrificed herself to protect Drake, Bruce, and the rest of the crew. Urges to give in and let the latent powers overtake him were powerful, but nowhere near as powerful as the guilt of knowing Valencia had offered herself up to the Terran gov as an advisor while Drake remained with Bruce.

      “Bruce,” he called out. “Come back, it’s time for you to eat. You know what happens if you don’t eat, right? We don’t need a cranky—”

      “Drake,” Sudra stood before him, arms crossed. Her expression was always rough, but after years of living with Gra’al he’d learned the subtle nuance of Gra’al expressions to know he was staring down concern.

      “Oh, Sudra, what’s wrong? I’m sorry, Bru—Jek’tu was just going for lunch and—”

      “It’s not about the boy,” she said. “He’s fine. I sent him to the kitchen where Jira is preparing his food for him. She can take care of him.”

      “Then what’s wrong?”

      “There’s been an attack on Vetru.”

      “Shit,” he said, his stomach dropping. “Is he okay?”

      “He’s fine. Someone assassinated one of the Terran governors at the monthly summit held in the DMZ.”

      “Who would do that?”

      “We’re trying to work with your government to find out. There was a small vessel nearby that attacked the fighters and fled, that’s all we know.”

      “Where is Vetru now?”

      “He’s here, handling something, though.”

      “Can I see him?”

      “No,” she said. “There’s an escort waiting outside to bring you to a safe place.”

      “What?” Drake asked, his stomach tying itself into a knot. “W-what do you mean?”

      “He believes you’re a target.”

      “What about Bruce? Shouldn’t he come, too? We need to keep him safe, not me. I don’t matter here.”

      “Drake, I…” Sudra started, softening and hanging her head. “I know we don’t always agree on everything with Jek’tu and tradition…but you’re still like family to us—to me—I just don’t express it often. You Terrans express yourselves differently, sometimes, or at least you do, and it’s difficult to deal with that sometimes.”

      “Sudra,” Drake said. “I know. I feel the same way. I’m sorry, I know I’m difficult sometimes and…”

      “It’s okay, Drake. What I’m telling you is that if Vetru considers you in danger, you’re in danger. Jek’tu is in no danger here with us, but you being here puts him in more danger.”

      “Are you saying that I’m a target? Why would I be a target?”

      “You are a human,” she said. “This is a human matter and you’re a public figure, like it or not. Everyone knows about the boy who saved Jek’tu and came to live with us to help raise him. They may not understand the extent of your relationship with our family, or what you’re capable of, but they know who you are.”

      “Then why am I a target? I don’t understand.”

      “They consider you a traitor.”
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      The armored vehicle snaked its way through the crowded streets of Venga, Drake’s mind still swimming at there being a threat to his life. The sealed off cab he sat in was isolating in every way, shielded with the windows tinted to avoid any gawking from onlookers. This also meant that his civilian-grade comms couldn’t breach through the shields, and thick, shielded walls cordoned him off from the driver and guards. He was alone, his mind racing over all the possibilities and why he would be a target. Had they gotten to Valencia somehow? What about the crew? The dark presence that always sat beneath the surface of his subconscious wasn’t helping, shooting jumbled images through his mind of what could be the future, or the past, he wasn’t sure.

      At any given moment, Drake could be or do anything he wanted to do. All he needed to do was reach out and grab onto the latent power. It was his for the taking, but fear still refused to let go of him. The temptation was overwhelming sometimes to just dabble a little, to try out his powers and see what he was capable of. If Datar, a Gra’al who needed a technological fusion to harness the power, could accomplish the horrors he did, imagine what Drake could do with those powers. There could be no stopping him, which was what kept him from even attempting to dip his toe into those waters. He saw what became of Datar, the entire planet of Thuul, and the madness brought on by Him and His grip on the galaxy. Terrans and Gra’als alike benefited from His powers, now Drake was the silent heir to that horror and was afraid of what it meant. Drake’s destiny wasn’t that of a god, it was to be a father and an artist, in that order. That was what mattered, not some grand cosmic plan.

      After a few moments, the vehicle came to a halt, shuffling from the large city dome through a tunnel while Drake lost himself in thought and moving into one of the military domes. The mood and decor was always different in the military domes. Like a gradient that ran out of color, the vibrant, artistic infrastructure from the inner domes gave way to uniformity and raw power. The Gra’al people—at least those in House Lazaar—had equal affinities for the artistic, abstract, and thought provoking and for the rigors of warfare and preparedness. Somehow these concepts that seemed at odds with each other coexisted, separated out only by a few narrow tunnels and alloy domes where the cities and bases existed.

      “If you’ll follow us,” a Gra’al voice said, the door cracking open to the outside dome.

      “Where are we going? Am I staying here?” Drake asked, emerging from the car to the blinding, filtered sunlight. Though he’d spent years on Triinal now, he’d only glimpsed views of their military domes and spent most, if not all, of his time in the great domed cities. Gra’al technology had become less alien to him and more familiar, but the living materials still blew his mind. The technology was kept almost entirely to military applications and kept out of civilian life.

      “Vetru wants to speak with you,” the Gra’al said. “That’s all I know.”

      “Okay, that’s fine,” Drake replied.

      Scattered land vehicles sat in the base, although the actual heart of the dome was the launch zone. Soldiers bustled around in formation, a platoon of soldiers in drab jumpsuits jogging by, neat and orderly, reminding Drake of his father. The problem with loss was that it was always there, simmering by the surface at whatever triggered it. Drake could never forget his father or those last few images of him reaching out, doing what he did best: being the hero and sacrificing for those around him, just like he’d trained to do. But, like everything else he did, that sacrifice wasn’t just his own, that sacrifice included everyone in his life. They sacrificed just like he did, even if it was different, and it was ultimately his life that was lost. Loss wasn’t cut and dry, there was no set amount of time that elapsed that made everything okay again.

      Nothing could ever be okay again. His father was gone, never getting to see what Drake became, or to embrace Bruce as his own. Trying to meld together his father’s actions and what he believed his father would have become was always the most troublesome part. He knew it was there, that time he saw him in his fugue state wasn’t just his own mind absolving himself for their years of strained relationship, it was him reaching out from beyond the grave for that one last push to move on, to let go and accept the change and not get stuck in the past and his own cycle of self-destruction, like his father did. Violence begets violence. Death came for the man who dealt suffering to others and couldn’t embrace life.

      “I love you.” His father reached out to him from the void, eyes glowing a dull hue of green again. Emotions tore through him, looking for an outlet, any kind of release whatsoever. Keeping those emotions at bay had worn him down enough while he cared for Bruce, away from the crew, the captain, and everyone else he’d loved for so long. The people who had become an integral part of his very existence. Vetru and Sudra had grown into something different, something more for him, but they kept their cold distance to allow him to be whoever he wished to be and only made suggestions how they’d like to see Bruce raised, never doubting or browbeating him too badly over his decisions. Even the ones that made no sense to them. Drake was in the dark, swimming through the tides of time and space again, staring at his father laying prone, his hand reaching out, blood dripping down his torso, down and down until splashing against an unseen body of water, the sound echoing deeply in his mind.

      Before he could reason through his surroundings, the water had risen and he was standing in ankle deep muck that no light could penetrate, staring up at his writhing father while drip-by-drip he bled out. Drake’s hand stretched out, trying to grab hold of his hand and pull him back in. Maybe if he could reach him this memory could finally resolve itself, replaced by happier memories, whatever those were. Their relationship had been so fraught with conflict, even before it broke down into a fistfight in the Trys’s medical bay, that reaching for happy memories was painful. They existed, but they were small snippets in time, the impressions they left minor and fleeting, from around when he was Bruce’s age and a tad older, before things got so bad. Before his mother left, before fucking Ron, before everything got so difficult and strange.

      “I’m sorry,” Drake said, his voice booming, sending visible shock waves out that rippled through his father’s body. “I didn’t know our time would be so limited.”

      His father opened his eyes again, the green piercing through him, the world returning sharply into focus around him. Drake took a deep breath, jumping in his seat, a seat he didn’t even know he was in, nestled deep inside of a large ornate room with a large stone desk. A screen sat behind it, full of Gra’al text that would take Drake too long to decipher without dipping back into his mind again, the same mind he’d just escaped again.

      “You blacked out again,” Vetru said. He stood behind the desk, hands clasped behind his back, while he gazed at the large screen and the surrounding images.

      “I…how long was I out?” Drake asked.

      “Only a few moments. What are you sorry for?”

      “I saw him again,” he said.

      “I thought you’d made your peace with the sergeant?”

      “So did I. Maybe it’s harder to make peace with the dead until you’ve forgiven yourself for their death.”

      “You must harness these powers, Drake. We’ve spoken about it before. You can’t keep blacking out like that, especially not now.”

      “I know. I know, trust me, I know. I just…what would you do if you had the power of a god living inside you?”

      “That’s not my concern, thankfully. I’m not sure what my decision would be, nor if I could understand the depths of those powers and whatever decisions made with them. For now, the concerns of the Gra’al people continue to be what matters most. Those concerns involve your people and these assassins.”

      “I’m glad you’re okay,” Drake said, the full weight of the situation returning to him after his blackout. “I don’t know what the Gra’al people would do without you.”

      “They’d get by just fine,” he said.

      “At this point, I’m not sure what I would do, either,” Drake admitted. “You’ve been so kind to me, taken me in…become like family to me.”

      “That’s why you’re here,” Vetru said. “You have become much more than a house guest to myself and Sudra. Sadly, we believe you are in danger.”

      “What about the captain? The crew? Are they okay?”

      “Captain Vasquez helped thwart an attack on your president’s life earlier today. She’s doing fine. It’s you we’re concerned about.”

      “But why me?”

      “You’re a defector, a traitor to them. While I can’t say I had much of a relationship with Governor Hodge, his death has shaken me. I was shaking the man’s hand when he died. I felt as the life drained out of him, looked him right in the eyes when the light went out. That could have been me. In fact, in most logical situations, that would have been me. No offense to the deceased, but my role in the galaxy is of much more importance than his was. The group behind the assassination had something else in mind.”

      “What?”

      “Fear. I have no doubt they want another war with the Gra’al. We’ve known of the Human Liberation movement, the HRAs, as your government calls them, for a long time now. Their numbers have always remained small. Insignificant, even. Until now. It appears that the last few years have accelerated their growing unrest and unease with us. They’ve expanded out and vastly increased their numbers. They even have a handful of politicians who openly associate with them. Well, not directly, but at least accept endorsements from them and do. What is the human term? Cat whistling?”

      “Dog whistling,” Drake said.

      “Ah, yes, dog whistling. I’m sure you know Governor Breedon.”

      “I know of, I don’t uh, really follow politics back on Terra much.”

      “You should,” he chided. “As Bruce grows into his Ascendancy, he must understand the galaxy and its complications. He must know the players in the game, where they stand, what they stand for. We must work together on that, just like we have everything else. Your understanding of your own people will give him an advantage in relations between our people.”

      “Yeah, I just…there’s been a lot going on. I know a lot more about the Gra’al than I do the Terrans at this point.”

      “That is why I’ve called you here, Drake.”

      “To talk politics?”

      “No,” he said, resting his palms down on the great stone desk in front of him. “To give you some advice for how to handle your time until this blows over.”

      “You want me to study up on Terran politics?”

      “I believe it would be in all of our interests, yes. The rise of this group is alarming. They staged multiple attacks against political leaders and people of interest. Today my forces intercepted one that we believe was targeting you and…”

      “Wait, someone was coming for me?”

      “Yes,” Vetru said. “Like I’ve told you before, you’re a person of great interest to these people. You’re a symbol of the synthesis and growth of our two people together. To them there is no one more of a traitor than you.”

      “I’m not a traitor,” he said. “I’m just…me.”

      “You and I both know that’s a loaded statement, Drake. Although you choose not to use your powers, they exist and could either be a benefit for everyone, or lead us all down a path of destruction. The responsibility laid on your shoulders is immense, and for that I apologize. What you do with that is your decision alone, no matter how anyone, including me, tries to pressure you.”

      “Okay. I still don’t understand what’s happening here. Am I staying here, in this dome?”

      “No. I’ve decided it’s in the best interest of everyone, if you would get some…distance from Jek’tu and Triinal right now. There will undoubtedly be additional attempts on your life, and we’re still unsure of how deep their information network stretches into Gra’al space. If they wish to make an attempt on your life, I believe you’d be able to stop them, what with your…powers and whatnot,” he said, gesturing at Drake. “I know, I know, you don’t want to use them. Still, I have every confidence that you’ll be fine. In fact, I’ve already sent a small platoon of my best troops to guard you.”

      “To guard me where?”

      “Somewhere remote, like Lidar.”

      “Oh c’mon,” Drake protested. “Not Lidar! Those elders all hate me.”

      “There are very few places in the galaxy with such a sparse population where you’ll be safe, or should I say, where those around you won’t get caught in the crossfire if you are attacked. Of course, if you decide to…use those powers and zap yourself somewhere else, that’s your decision. I believe that would be for the best, although you don’t seem to agree.”

      “Vetru, if I use these powers that I don’t understand, I’m not sure I’ll be able to stop.”

      “We both know they’re there and these blackouts are increasing. When’s the last time you painted, Drake?”

      “That has nothing to do with it. You know how hard it is to take care of Bruce.”

      “I do. I also know that I employ a staff of very qualified people, plus Sudra and myself are quite fond of the boy. To be clear: you’re making excuses, Drake. You haven’t painted in a very long time, only sparingly since you returned from the whole Datar mess. There’s some other reason you don’t want to talk about.”

      “Fine, whatever,” Drake said. “I’m not going to Lidar, though. If I get to pick, then I’m going where I want to go.”

      “That’s fine, as long as it’s sparsely populated and we can mitigate the risk.”

      “I’m going to Endigo.”

      “Endigo?” Vetru asked. “Why would you want to go there?”

      “Where else am I going to go?”
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