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Previously on Realm Wars...

Okay, so we have this dilemma. 

Here you are at the beginning of a sequel and you face the age old question:  

Do you dive right into the story? 

Or, do you go back and reread the previous installment(s) in the series? 

It’s a tough call. 

If you’re anything like me, you probably want to go back and review the previous installments so you can refresh your mind on what happened before. In a perfect world, I personally would reread every time. But, let’s face it, ain’t nobody got time for that. Plus, I’m usually chomping at the bit to read the new stuff. I can’t wait to find out what happens to my favorite characters next. So, inevitably my impatience gets the best of me and I dive right in. 

The problem is, I end up forgetting some key points from the previous book. For example, how did the main character end up at that new location? What is the problem that the team is trying to solve? What are the stakes? Who is against them? Etc, etc...

But don’t worry realm warrior, I’ve got you covered! 

You see, I used to watch Saturday morning cartoons back in the 90’s. My personal favorite was X-Men and they used to have a quick recap of what happened in the last episode before they started a new one. So, along that same train of thought, I’ve created a short summary, to get you all caught up with the story thus far.  

Here’s what happened in the previous book, told from Dash’s perspective. 

Enjoy!

***
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On the last episode of Realm Wars...

I can’t believe this stuff keeps happening to me. After interacting with that ancient ruin in the Crimson Forest, I tried so hard to return to my simple life. I gave the authorities all the information I had. 

But then I got assigned to that U.P.C. contract and all kinds of spacey things started happening. I kept having these weird dreams. Some of them were about monsters, others were about this glowing pebble. But the worst thing was that some of them started coming to life. 

Not only did some of the things I saw in my visions actually happen, but some of my dreams manifested. 

Like this one time, I dreamt I fell in a pile of purple dirt. Then when I woke up, there were purple grains of sand in my hair and fingernails. 

It was completely astro.

Luckily, Lera was there. She’s a Fenax priestess, who’s old friends with my uncle. Sweet lady but talks with a thick accent and always calls me, “doven.” I think she said that means maiden in her native language. Anyway, she said that when I came in contact with the beacon, it must have attuned me to the Stratum. 

At first, I didn’t believe her. 

I’m not really religious and I don’t believe in all of that space scrap they teach at Temple. Don’t get me wrong, they’re stellar stories—twelve realms, mystical energies, supernatural powers—but I live in the real world. I’ve got bills to pay; responsibilities to take care of. 

That is until all of those nightmares started. 

Then Lera did this thing.

What did she call it? Hypnokinesis? 

That’s not important. 

The point is, she melded with my mind. We used the astral plane and examined my memories from the forest before the ruins exploded. It was so spacey. I could play, pause, and fast-forward time just like in a holo-game. Unfortunately, while the priestess was investigating the ruins, I lost control and we teleported to some other place. 

I have no idea where. 

But it seemed like a dungeon. 

And the worst part was that a giant centipede monster chased us. 

Thank the stars for that priestess. She teleported us back to reality before it was too late. 

After that, Lera seemed pretty spooked. She said she might have some friends who could help but first, she needed to talk to the head of her order, High Priest Dellanon. 

I tried to tag along. But she said it wasn’t allowed or something. Apparently, ‘only The Initiated’ can enter the Ancient Fenaxian Library.

Kind of lame if you ask me. 

But whatever.

So I stayed back at the colony.

Decided to examine the trashton that caused the lockdown at Dig Site Six. Come to find out there was a strange signal in it. I couldn’t figure out how to crack it, so I met up with my Mazoden friend, Tavin, over in Threshport. He’s an old military buddy and he’s a big gamer too. 

Side note: Tav and I play this game called Sins of The Serpent with some of our old military friends. It’s totally stellar. There are trolls and dragons and all kinds of fantasy creatures that you get to fight. Tavin plays a female elven archer, which is absolutely ridiculous because he looks nothing like that. I personally prefer playing as an archmage. To be fair, I don’t look anything like my character either. 

But anyways, back to what I was saying... 

Tav works as a comms technician for the shuttle mart. So, I figured he could help me analyze the signal.

He’s like a genius when it comes to frequencies. 

The mazoden is also a big eater.

So, when we met at Threshport, he took me to this trashy bar called the Howling Growler. 

When I say it was a hole in the wall, I mean it literally had a hole in the wall. Not only was it filled with astro traders and salvagers, but it was rodent-infested. 

Plus, there was this vagabond that kept staring at us. 

But I’ll get to him in a second. 

After we finished eating, Tav figured out that the signal had a code embedded in it. It only took him like five minutes to figure it out. 

Before we could pick it apart, I needed to get a room for the night. 

He went to the latrine and I went to the booking kiosks. 

Then these two drunk hooligans approached me. 

I tried to ignore them but they kept harassing me.

I had no idea what to do.

All I wanted to do was get as far away as possible. But they wouldn’t let me leave.

Looking back on it, part of me is a little flattered. 

Two guys hitting on me? 

I’ve never been mistaken for the pretty girl at the bar before.

Guess there’s a first time for everything.

Speaking of which, I did something then, that I’d never done before. 

It was completely unexpected.

Somehow I slipped into this spacey dream dimension. 

It’s hard to explain what it was like. I was still in the bar. But a purplish film covered reality and everyone looked like they were drawn on sketch paper. Everything moved like a holo-recording in slow motion and their voices sounded muffled. 

Apparently, they couldn’t see me because the patrons all acted like I had disappeared. 

I tried to escape, but it felt like I was underwater, pushing against an invisible force. I made it all the way to the door, then something even more astro happened. 

I saw this spooky-looking specter through the dream dimension. 

This thing was so creepy, it literally scared me out of the purple world. 

When I reappeared, my body was completely exhausted from the whole ordeal. 

Then the goons tried to kidnap me. 

Luckily, that guy I mentioned earlier—remember, the vagabond—he showed up and told them to leave me alone.

Unfortunately, they didn’t listen. 

Long story short, the three of them got into a fight over it and he ended up wiping the floor with them. 

His name is Jaken by the way. 

Turns out the bearded cyborg was actually a friend of Lera’s.

After that, we linked back up with Tav. 

The three of us were getting acquainted, when we realized that we were being tracked by killer robots. 

I know it sounds spacey but I cannot make this stuff up. 

Come to find out, the scoutacons belonged to that ghoul I saw in the dream world. He chased us all around Threshport on a hoverbike. 

Eventually, we snuck into the sewers. 

Pro tip... 

Never, ever—under any circumstances—enter a sewer. They smell awful and they’re filled with slime. 

And infested with hissers. 

Which reminds me, I need to take another shower. 

I still haven’t gotten that stench out of my hair.

So like I was saying, we were hiding beneath Threshport and we thought we were in the clear. 

However, that pair of scoutacons ambushed us. 

Luckily, Jaken knows his way around a blazer. He blasted them to oblivion within moments. Unfortunately, the walls were damaged during the battle and they caved in on us. 

So, we had to wade through a sea of sludge, then climb out through an access ladder. 

Hissers crawled all over us. 

It. Was. Mortifying.  

When we finally got to the shuttle docks, that specter was there waiting for us.

He attacked us with these glowing techno-rings that moved like boomerangs. I couldn’t believe my eyes. I’ve never even heard of anything like that before, never mind seen it. 

I thought for sure we were space scrap. There was no way Tav and I could have outrun the wraith. 

Especially Tav. 

His ‘run’ is more of a waddle.

Thank the stars Jaken was there. 

He fought the monster one-on-one with some sort of energy blade. It almost looked like a demon flame to me.

It was the most impressive display of swordsmanship I’d ever seen. Like even more awesome than something you might see at the theatre. 

Then we teleported to the ship. 

Yes, you heard right. I said teleport.

Don’t ask me how. I’m still trying to figure that one out. 

I would have asked Jaken myself, but he passed out as soon as the ship took off.

I’m not really sure what happened.

Maybe the fight exhausted him?

I just hope he’s okay.

Next, the ship alarms went off. 

Tav started freaking out. Neither of us knew how to pilot a ship.

Seriously, it felt like we just couldn’t catch a break. 

Without thinking, I just ran to the cockpit. 

Apparently there were two craft attempting to disable our ship. 

I tried a couple things. Nothing worked. Then Tav suggested we use Mother to override the slidespeed controls. 

I wasn’t keen on the idea but I also wasn’t keen on getting blown into space dust. 

Who is Mother?

It’s my company-issued admin drone. As you can tell, I sometimes forget that the blabber bot is even there—which is ironic because it basically follows me wherever I go. 

I’m convinced its sole mission is to make my life more difficult.

But I’m getting off-topic...

So, there we were, about to get blasted into oblivion by two enemy vessels and I asked Mother to put a waypoint into the nav computer.

This time, the automaton actually came in handy. 

Yeah, it took a lot of cajoling but eventually, I convinced it to slip us into slidespeed. 

Only problem... We’re heading toward Fringe Space. 

Seriously? Of all the mucking places in the galaxy, why had the automaton picked the deadliest sector in known space?

I know, I know. 

This whole adventure sounds unbelievable. Even now, I have a hard time accepting that it happened.

Part of me hopes to just wake up and find out this has all been one bad dream. 

And yet, here I am on this junker ship, stuck in slidespeed, hoping that Jaken wakes up and we can figure out a way home. I have no idea what we’ll do once we reach our location. And stars forbid if that shadow specter followed us because there’s no way Tavin or I would be able to defend against it. 

I only hope that Jaken can get us to safety. Maybe then we can meet back up with Lera and make sense of all of this. Hopefully, the priestess’s discussion with the high priest went well. 

We need answers.
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​Chapter 1: Slip And Slide
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A stream of rainbow-colored lights streaked across the viewport as the astrocraft slid through slidespeed.

Yet, as vibrant as the slipstream looked outside, dull shades of gray painted the ship's interior.

The contrast between the two extremes unsettled Dash's mind.

While she didn't quite understand the science behind LTS travel, something about the process warped the light spectrum. So, anyone inside of a slide bubble could only perceive things as black and white.

It was maddening.

Under normal circumstances, Dash would just wear a pair of slip goggles and take a sedative.

But this junker had neither.

Instead, she listened to her rapsical playlist.

Despite the upbeat tempo, something about the mix of lyrical rhymes and symphonic sounds calmed her nerves.

Or, at least kept them at bay.

When Dash found out they were heading to Fringe Space she nearly had a panic attack. Despite surviving a close encounter with a pantra, escaping a tribe of bush people, and evading two thugs in a bar fight, she felt ill-prepared for a trek into the bleakest corner of the galaxy. Of all the blasted places in the galaxy, why had the automaton picked that destination? Did it have bolts for brains? Hack, Praxima would have been better than The Fringe.

Sure, maybe she had approved of the coordinates.

But that's because they were about to get blown into space waste.

An alert buzzed on her holocom.

SLIDE OUT IN FIVE SECONDS.

Dash closed her eyes and took deep breaths.

If there was one thing more unnerving than traveling in slidespeed, it was exiting the slipstream. Despite all of the slip trips Dash had gone on during her stint in the military, she never quite got used to reality reentry. She would rather fold a week's worth of laundry than go through the reorientation process.

Still, at least there was a silver lining. Soon she would be off of this flying dumpster Jaken called an astrocraft.

But not before she got some answers out of the vagabond.

Like, what in the Realms was that specter, and why was it chasing her?

The ship shuttered, and she lurched forward, then her music slowed as though it were on half speed.

Dash opened her eyes and sat up.

Her limbs moved in slow motion, like a holo-vid playing frame by frame. On the wall before her, the air recycler spun at a snail's pace. Each fan blade rotated like the small hand on an old-fashioned clock. The whole experience reminded Dash of the incident at the Howling Growler when she teleported to that spacey dream world.

She shook her head. 

Can't think about that now. Too many other things to take care of.

In a flash, the fabric of reality seemed to reverberate and everything sped up, like a show on fast forward.

Then the world came into focus.

Time normalized and all of the objects in the room moved at a familiar pace.

Brilliant colors overwhelmed her vision.

She squinted and covered her face with her forearm.

As her eyes adjusted to the rusty equipment, her music returned to normal playback speed. She paused the song and put her headphones away.

A new message appeared on her holodisplay.

SLIDE OUT COMPLETE.

Thank the stars.

Now they could figure out a way to contact Lera. Dash had to tell the priestess about the signal she found in the trashton. Hopefully, Jaken knew a route back to civilization.

She grabbed a boot and slipped her foot in.

Her nose crinkled.

What was that smell?

Ugh.

The blasted thing still reeked of slime from the Threshport sewers.

She doubted the grime could be cleaned off.

Dash shook her head. "Stellar. Probably have to buy a whole new pair."

Boom!

The ground quaked.

Dash steadied herself against the bunk bed.

What in the Realms?

She glanced about the room.

More explosions rang out and the ship shuttered.

Had something just hit them?

It seemed like it.

But what?

Blazer shots, maybe.

Could that specter have already found them?

Impossible. Right?

Her body went weightless and the room twisted, then she slammed against the floor.

Pain surged down her ribcage. Dash struggled to stand up.

What in the Realms was Jaken doing? That duster was going to get them all killed.

She peered out the viewport and her eyes went wide. "You've got to be mucking kidding me."

In that moment, Dash wanted nothing more than to go back to slidespeed. Despite all of her misgivings of LTS travel and her complaints about the disorientation it caused, it was far more preferable to what she saw outside the window.

If only she could go back in time.

Back to the past moments she had taken for granted.

Back inside her secure little bubble.

Back to a world that was safe.

A simple world filled with just black and white.

Not asteroids.
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​Chapter 2: This Ain’t No Democracy
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And if that specter was following them, then this was by far the worst scenario she could have imagined herself in.

At least that's what she thought until she stepped into the cockpit and realized Jaken was flying their ship directly into an asteroid field. 

Tavin stood behind the pilot seat. He waved at her, then proceeded to remove the cap off of a food paste packet.

The cyborg glared at her companion. "Now's really not the time to be stuffing your face."

“Are you completely astro? We can’t fly through that." Dash pointed toward the sea of death rocks floating in front of them.

Mother hovered in front of her. “Agreement: This unit concurs with Dash’s assessment. The feasibility of successfully navigating—”

Jaken waved them off. “Cool your jets. We’re not flying through the asteroid field.”

Tavin squeezed out a tube of food paste into his mouth. “Well, that’s a relief.” 

“We’re flying into the asteroid field.”

The mazoden choked on the gob of goop in his mouth. 

Dash threw her palms up. “How is that any different?”

Jaken raised a finger. “Listen, I'm not the one that sent us into Fringe Space.”

She thumbed at Mother. "Technically, it was the ton."

The automaton's optic widened. "Clarification: Technically, Dash gave this unit final approval to engage the slip drive."

She rolled her eyes. That blabberbot was no help at all. “That's beside the point.”

The mazoden raised his hand. “Why don’t we just turn around and slide back to Frontier Space?”

The cyborg gestured at the instrumentation. “You mean aside from the fact that the ship’s falling apart and we’re nearly out of fuel?” 

Tavin’s trunk drooped. “Ah, good point.” 

Jaken pointed out the cockpit, toward the sea of asteroids. “Plus, that field will make it nearly impossible for anyone to follow us.”

She blinked. “I understand we're trying to hide from that specter. But if we commit suicide, no one will find us.”

Jaken glared at her with that creepy robotic eye. “This ain’t no democracy, kid. Now sit your aft down and buckle up.”

Mother fluttered to a nearby charging station and docked to the port. 

Dash slipped into the nearest seat and secured her harness, scowling at the vagabond the whole time. 

Who the hack did that duster think he was, anyway? 

Across the cabin, Tavin attempted to squeeze into his chair and struggled to click the buckle into place. But the magno-clips refused to clamp together.

He looked like an elephant doing crunches on an ab machine. 

She forced herself not to laugh. While her alien friend may have been one of the top hologamers in the Interverse, he was definitely not cut out for real-world situations.

He flapped his pancake-sized ears. "Hey, my wizard. A little help please."

Dash glanced out the viewport. 

The rock rapids floated micrometers away. 

Help? Was he kidding? All Jaken had to do was spin the ship one time and she would wind up in a zero-g blender. She preferred not to get minced into star soup. 

On the other hand, it was her fault that Tavin ended up on the astrocraft in the first place. If she hadn't asked him to analyze the signal from the trashton, he would have never gotten involved. Not to mention, he had already risked his life for her multiple times in Threshport.

And most importantly, the big oaf was her friend.

Blast it.

Dash sighed. "I've got you, my archer." She unbuckled and inspected the contraption. Clearly the architects failed to consider mazodens when they designed the harness. 

She pressed down but the thing barely budged. "Suck in that gut, Tav."

Tavin's trunk contorted. "It's not my belly. I've just got broad shoulders."

She raised her eyebrows.

Jaken glanced back. “Hold on tight. Things are about to get real shifty.”

"No wait—"

The ship nosedived, thrusting Dash's feet into the air. 

She clenched the handlebars on the harness, holding on for dear life. 

This was it. This is where she would die. On a rickety ship in the darkest corner of the galaxy. After everything she'd been through the last few days, it was bound to happen. You can't cheat death multiple times and still expect to come out unscathed from an asteroid field. That's not how the world works.

Jaken thrust the craft upward, slamming Dash's boots against the floor and forcing her weight toward the ground.

Tavin gritted his teeth, pressing the harness down. "Almost. There." 

The magno-clips latched together. 

His trunk trumpeted. "Got it."

The ship leveled out and Dash raced back to her seat, then buckled in.

Thank the stars. 

She tucked a tuft of auburn hair behind her ear. At least things couldn't get any worse. 

Jaken flipped the ship and her stomach lurched into her throat. 

Tavin's trunk stiffened and he placed a tri-fingered hand over his mouth. "I think I'm going to be sick."
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​Chapter 3: Spacecoaster
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Before Dash died, she'd always hoped to travel to Center Space and go sightseeing. She wanted to stay at one of the fancy resorts on Xaler and see the aquarium on Atlantopolis. She heard they had an underwater coffee shop where you could watch the whaleruses eat while you drank hot choco. Even if Dash never made enough money to travel to the capital systems, she at least wanted to get her Archmage to level 100, so she could play the end-game content in Sins of The Serpent. And while she hadn't given it much thought, she kind of liked the idea of meeting a guy and settling down. Hack, despite everything that had happened when she was a kid, she still toyed around with the idea of having children someday.

Even for a server farmer, that list didn't seem too unreasonable. 

But one thing was for certain. Flying through an asteroid field in a rust bucket to certain death was not on Dash's list, nor would it ever be. 

Especially not if she was going to be covered in puke.

If she was going to leave this world, she at least wanted to go out with some dignity.

Tavin dry heaved a few times, then his trunk went rigid and his eyes went wide. He keeled over and his cheeks filled up like balloons. 

"Tav, don't you dare barf on me."

He placed his hands over his mouth, then gulped.

Dash's throat tightened. Did her friend just swallow his...

She couldn't finish the thought. It was too gross to even imagine.

The mazoden's face went pale and he waved his wrist. "It's okay. I think I'm good now."

She didn't know whether to be relieved or mortified.

The ship dove, breaking her train of thought and pushing her to the edge of her seat. 

The menagerie of boulders reminded Dash of the corrupted code she found in the server farms. Most cascaded through the stream at a consistent pace. But some mosied about like space snails while others sped through traffic, ricocheting off of each other. 

And just as sure as that program crashed, so too would they. Jaken may be brave, but he also seemed suicidal.  

The ship grazed a giant space rock and shook. 

Her heart hammered against her chest.

She squeezed the harness handlebars so tight, she thought it might break right off. It reminded her of the time Uncle Soren took her to Astro World and let her ride The Rush. After that day, she swore to never get on another astro coaster again. 

Up until now, she had kept that promise. 

And now remembered why. If only Uncle Soren were here now. She missed him and hoped to see him again.

A floating boulder loomed ahead of them, its rocky surface glistening in the light of the distant sun. 

Jaken accelerated.

Tavin trumpeted an alarm. “Are you completely astro?” 

The vagabond didn't respond. Instead, he extended a hand.

Outside, the ocean of rocks moved at a glacier's pace. But their vehicle continued at its normal speed. 

What was going on? Had Jaken just used his powers?

The grizzled man pulled back on the controls, sending the ship into a sharp ascent, hurtling over an asteroid. 

Dash stuck to the back of her chair as they rocketed upwards.

The ship's thrusters flared and they jostled about.

Hopefully, this winged waste bin could hold up against the maneuvers he was pulling.

It was strange. Despite the fact that her life was micrometers from being snuffed out, all she could think of were her friends back home. If she ever got out of this, she would make amends with Avalon. Half the reason she continued investigating the anomalous code, was to help Astrea. She suspected whatever caused the girl's strange drawings must be connected with the glyphs they found in that signal.

Next, the cyborg spun the craft around another death sphere and shot through a narrow gap between two converging rocks. The vehicle shuttered as it passed through the gap, scraping against them.

Black tendrils bristled off of Jaken's back like flags flapping in the wind. 

What in the realms?

He slammed his fist against the control panel. "Blast it. Let go. I've got this!"

The tendrils retracted. 

The asteroids regained their momentum and the two behind them collided, creating fireworks of space dust outside the viewport.

Dash furrowed her brow. "Who the hack was he talking to?"

She looked to Tav for an answer. But her friend didn't seem to be paying attention.

After that, the cyborg pointed toward a gigantic asteroid. "There. There it is." He steered their craft toward the moon-sized sphere before them.

Wait. What was he doing? Was he getting closer? He couldn't be serious.

The thing was a small planetoid. 

Dash's eyes went wide. “You’re mucking kidding me.” 

The ship dipped toward the jagged surface and her stomach lurched into her throat. 

An invisible force pressed against her cheeks and tears filled her eyes. Bright dots filled her vision and blackness engulfed her periphery. The cabin air seemed to be filtered through a straw.

Dash wasn't sure how much more she could take.

Tavin squeezed his eyes shut.

Jaken glided the vehicle along the surface, diving and dodging cliffs until they found a giant canyon. They dove into the crater and then entered the cavern below. 

It was like flying into the jaws of a gargantuan beast. 

Their host eased off the thrusters and landed the ship on the chipped surface. 

Dash relaxed her body. 

Thank the stars. 

He rotated his neck and shoulders. “Yup, still got it. Didn’t even bend a fender. ”

Tavin unbuckled. The harness flew open like a slingshot. He fell to his knees and puked what seemed to be several pounds of food paste onto the floor.

Jaken pointed at the mazoden. "You're cleaning that up."

Dash crossed her arms. “That was too close.”

The bearded cyborg spun his seat around. "Close? Kid, that landing was softer than a holographic pillow. I told you there was nothing to worry about."  

Holographic pillow? Who was this guy kidding? 

The gruff man stood and opened an overhead bin, grabbing supplies. "Besides, landing was the easy part. Now, comes the hard part."

Tavin stood up and steadied himself against his chair. 

The entire cockpit rocked. 

He wiped his mouth and gave them a queasy look. "The hard part?"

Jaken nodded. "Now we have to pray that the ruins down here are still active."

Dash cocked an eyebrow. "And if they're not?"

"Well, then you'll get your wish of dying in an asteroid field after all.” 
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​​Chapter 4: 18 Answers

[image: ]




Dash couldn’t believe they were on the edge of known space, stranded on a floating rock. 

Jaken grabbed a bottle of pink liquid, then filled an eye dropper with some and placed it in his good eye. 

Wait, was he dusting again? 

She unbuckled herself. "You know, they say that stuff will rot your brain?"

He lit a cygar. "It keeps me level-headed." He looked down at his weapon hilt. "You don't want to see me stressed out."

What did that mean?

An image of those tendrils flashed in her mind. 

Tavin gave her an uneasy look.

She shrugged.

Jaken was right. She didn't want to find out. Dash didn’t care what the vagabond did in his free time. That was none of her business. The guy had saved her life after all. Like it or not, this stranger was the best chance they had at getting back to civilization. And despite his methods, he did have a knack for keeping them alive. 

The man collected his belongings and stood up. "Alright, better get a move on." 

She placed her hands on her hips. "Wait just a second. We're not going anywhere until we get some answers."

Jaken sighed. "Okay, fine. What would you like to know?"

Dash stretched from side to side. “First off, how are we going to get out of here?”

“There’s a device on this asteroid that should help get out of the Fringe.” The cyborg slung a backsack over his shoulder and exited the cockpit.

Dash followed him down the corridor. Tavin waddled behind them and Mother took the rear. 

She could already feel the slip sickness hitting her. Her stomach was still tied in knots from exiting the slipstream. Soon the head throbs would start.

“Okay. How were you able to teleport us back there?” Tavin said, weaving through the hallway. “That was some pretty snappy tech.” 

Jaken ran his hand through his hair. "It's complicated."

Dash and Tavin exchanged another look. 

The mazoden waved his hand. "Well, whatever it is, it wasn’t half bad—for a human. Maybe you could show us some more of your tricks sometime?"

Jaken exhaled a cloud of smoke. "Doubtful.” 

The automaton zipped beside her. “Statement: Now that Dash is no longer busy, there will be time to complete the company slides.”

Dash rolled her eyes. Even after everything they had just gone through, the admin drone was still hung up on company paperwork. She gave a pursed smile. “We’ll see.”

As they passed the next compartment, she snuck beside Jaken. “Listen, I had no idea the ship was destined for the Fringe when we activated the slipdrive.” 

The bearded man sighed. “Well, it’s not ideal. But I know the area well enough to keep us from being detected.” 

“From Cybots?” Tavin’s giant frame barely fit the confines of the hallway. 

“No, there are darker things that lurk within Fringe space.”

Dash tip-toed around a pile of tools. “Like that cowled figure that attacked us.”

The man nodded. 

“What exactly was it? I’ve never seen anything move like that before.”

“A reeve wraith.” Jaken stared past her. “A member of the Remnant.” 

"What's the Remnant?" she said, trying to keep pace with the man.

Jaken frowned. "They used to be realmic protectors of the old empire.” 

Tavin’s eyes looked like they would bulge out of their sockets. “They? You mean there’s more than one?”

Jaken pursed his lips. “Seven to be exact. Or at least before the dark times; before the closures. They were once a brotherhood of warriors; all savants attuned to the Fureum and trained in the art of shadow step, sworn to carry out the will of the royal bloodline throughout the galaxy.” 

Dash cocked her head. “Closures? Bloodline? I don’t think I follow.”

“You’re familiar with the Daynonichron, correct?”

“You mean like the stuff they teach kids at temple?” Tavin asked. 

“We’re not very religious, but yes. I think most people know about that book.” Dash said. “But I still don’t see how mythology has anything to do with a shady figure chasing us down on a hoverbike, then using some sort of phasing technology to track us through the air.” 

“I’m not talking about religion or myth. I’m talking about history. Realmic history. The formation of the Realmverse, the Metaverse, the Chronoverse, and all of the multiverses within them. I’m talking about this universe and all of its planets and peoples. I’m talking about this reality.”

A week ago, Dash would have dismissed such ramblings. But now, after everything she'd seen, after everything she'd experienced first-hand, she had her doubts. What if what he was saying was true? Lera certainly believed so. And something told her that Uncle Soren was more involved in all of this than he let on.

Dash rubbed the back of her neck. 

Over the last few days, she'd experienced a lot of spacey things. Things she couldn't explain; melodies playing in her mind, that vision at the lake ruins, and the astro dreams. Not to mention when Lera used hypnokinesis on her. Or when Jaken seemingly stopped time and teleported them into the ship. And the strangest thing by far was when she found herself in that in-between world. Maybe the vagabond wasn't completely dusted out of his mind. 

If only the priestess was here. She would know what to do.  

“Have you heard from Lera since that message?”

“No, she had an astro trader hand deliver it, which makes me wonder who she was trying to hide it from.” 

Tavin scratched his forehead with his trunk. “You guys keep mentioning this priestess. Who exactly is she?”

“She’s a spride I’ve known since childhood. Before I was adopted.”

“Wait, you know a spride?” The mazoden’s eyes darted side-to-side. “Aren’t they like vampire aliens that suck your blood?”

Dash held back a chuckle. “That’s preposterous.”

“Seriously brood, I heard they can take the shape of any race, so no one knows what they really look like.”

Dash squinted. “That is sort of accurate.” 

She recalled seeing Lera’s true form when the woman entered her mind. The spride looked more like a spider fairy than a vampire. But Lera did kind of talk like one. The priestess had a thick exotic accent.

Mother zipped between them. “Correction: Spride are arachnoids that use a primitive form of telepathy to project images into the minds of others. Scientists speculate this was an evolutionary adaptation that allowed their primitive ancestors to disguise themselves from predators and prey early in their development.”

Dash gestured to the automaton. “Well, there you have it.”

Tavin ducked under a security camera. “So how do you know her anyway?”

“I’ve known her since I was a kid.” Dash scratched her arm. “I met her at temple before I was adopted. She worked closely with the Stratum Sisters. But she’s an old friend of my Uncle Soren and a Fenax priestess.”

“What’s a Fenax?” Tavin maneuvered around a waste recycling bin.

Dash shrugged. “I’m still trying to figure that out.”

They both glanced at Jaken.

The cyborg furrowed his brow. “The Fenax are a priesthood charged with protecting the information about the realmic relays.” 

“Relays?” Dash stepped over a power conduit. “You mean the slideways?” 

Jaken shook his head. “Not exactly. The relays are doorways to other worlds. Some are galactic gateways that link to other star systems. Others are realmic windows that lead to higher dimensions. Each node is connected to an expansive nexus of relays.” He raised a finger. “They channel realmic energy into our reality. That same energy is what powers the slideways. Without them, you have no slip drives. You have no slide speed.” 

Dash furrowed her brow. “Just like in the stories the Stratum Sisters told at temple.”

Tavin shook his head. “I’m sorry guys, but this all sounds a little spacey.”

Jaken halted. 

Dash almost bumped into him. 

“Spacey? You saw that reeve with your own eyes.” The bearded man stared into the distance. “No. It’s not spacey. But it is problematic.” The man stumbled toward his room, bumping his shoulder against the archway, then shaking his head as if coming out of a trance. 

She and Tavin exchanged a glance. 

Apparently the dream dust was kicking in. 

Tavin picked his tusks. “So this Fenax priestess is like a galactic historian?” 

Dash pointed her finger at the mazoden. “And she also has magic.”

“Magic?” Jaken chuckled, then lost his balance and steadied himself against the wall. 

She cocked her head. “What’s so funny?”

He shook his head. “It’s not magic. Lera is one of the eight Fenaxian avatars.”

“Avatar?”

Jaken paused and peered outside of the viewport. “Yes. The eight avatars are each stratum savants attuned to particular realmic strands. They are not paramortal like Varelleans. However, they do reincarnate.”

Tavin’s ears flapped. “They reincarnate?”

“Yes, when one of the eight dies, the avatar is reawakened in its next body.”

Dash blinked. “That’s astro. Does Lera remember stuff from her previous lives?”

“Don’t know kid. That’s something to ask her.”

Dash had no idea that the woman she had spent so much time with was a reincarnation of one of the most ancient beings in history. She stepped forward. “Do you think she made it to Isentia?”

Jaken opened the door to his room. "I'd be less worried about her, and more worried about us right now. We're stranded in Fringe Space.” He dropped his backsack on the ground. “Now, you two clean up and pack your gear, then meet me in the cargo bay. We don't have a lot of time." 

“What do you mean?”

“There’s a good chance that reeve wraith will figure out we’re here. I’d rather not be around when he arrives.” 

Tavin raised his trunk to the ceiling. "Stars help us."

Jaken stumbled into his quarters and the door shut behind him.

After the bearded brute was out of earshot, Tavin thumbed at their new companion. “I think our new friend may be dusted out of his mind.”

She grinned and the mazoden waddled toward his room. 

As Dash continued down the hall, she considered the vagabond’s dire warning. While she understood the gravity of their current predicament, she still wondered how Lera was doing. 

Had the spride made it to Isentia? 

And if so, had her mentor provided answers about the visions? 

Or, were other specters hunting her down too? 

In any event, Dash hoped the priestess’s journey had fared better than her own.
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​Chapter 5: Tormentorship
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Lera preferred it better when she thought they were going to kill her. 

Being trapped is in many ways worse than death. Of course, being kept against your will is always an unpleasant experience but being captured by an old friend and mentor can be outright demoralizing. 

Firstly because you start to question yourself. 

How could this happen? 

What did you miss?

Do you lack good judgment of character? 

Second, you wonder if perhaps you have done something wrong. Was this in some way the stratum evening out some karmic strand that Lera had triggered in her past? Moreover, being trapped at the pinnacle of the highest tower of an impenetrable fortress really decreases your probability of a rescue—especially, when no one knows you are missing. But the worst part about being abducted against your will is when you are beaten to a pulp and not asked one question. 

As the cybotic cronies flogged her with their limb lashers, Lera curled up in the fetal position, covering her face and midsection. 

She would have preferred a proper interrogation. 

At least then there would have been a point to the abuse. 

But then again, there was a point. 

Dellanon knew he could not kill her. Not yet at least. 

If he did, it would alert the other Fenax that something was amiss. Not to mention she could not shake what the High Priest said about her initiation. He mentioned that the Stratum had picked her for a new test. 

Was this it? 

Was this all just some sick twisted joke to see if she would break? 

She doubted Dellanon would create such an elaborate ruse. But she knew that nothing with the Fenax was ever straightforward. Yet even though she was trapped physically, she still had her mental faculties. Normally, Lera would use her Awareum powers in a situation like this. But like automatons, the soldiers lacked consciousness. While they were sapient, they were not sentient. And since the metalheads had no connection to the astral plane, she could not manipulate their minds.

Not that any of that mattered. 

Without her staff, she could not amplify psionic energy. Plus, the magnocuffs kept her limbs restrained. And the throbbing of her wounds prevented her from focusing for any considerable amount of time.

The thrashing continued. 

Lera recoiled after each lash. 

The pain was so overwhelming, she eventually fainted. 

***
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Some time later Lera regained consciousness. 

The brutes retracted their electrified whips and backed away. 

Dellanon approached. “You’re too late to prevent the reeve wraiths from accomplishing their mission.” He stood over her, arms crossed, staring into the night sky. “Alexian will find your precious server farmer and prevent the realmways from being reopened.” 

Alexian, the dark mistress? 

That was impossible. 

“If the realmways can be reignited, then you have to let me go.” Lera raised the magnocuffs over her head. “The Fenax are the wardens of knowledge in this galaxy. We must give its denizens a fighting chance.”

Dellanon gestured toward the cybotic henchmen. “Take her to the Freedom Tower.” 

“The Freedom Tower? Have you no mercy? Spare me the pain and release me from this life.”

The cybotic cronies grabbed her by the wrists. 

“Oh no, my friend. Our work is far from finished.”

Lera spat blood at his feet. “You will never get away with this.”

“In time, you may see things differently.”

The high priest left the room. 

Lera’s head dropped. 

All of her energy had been drained. And with it, all of her hope.

How would she ever get out of this mess?

What would happen to Dash? 

Hopefully, Fetro had given her message to Jaken. Hopefully, the blade bearer had gotten the human to safety in time.
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​Chapter 6: Snack Up And Pack Up
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After getting into a bar fight, surviving killer scoutacons, and evading a cowled shadow specter, Dash felt confident that the worst was behind her. Not to mention their recent ride through Asteroid Alley.

Little did she know that showering afterward would be just as challenging.

She stood under the spray attempting to wash up. But it was no use. Not only did the latrine lack warm water, it also lacked anything resembling soap. And no matter how hard she scrubbed, she couldn’t get the grime out of her hair. 

That blasted stench from Threshport’s sewers lingered. Not to mention her head still throbbed from exiting slidespeed. Her slip sickness was getting worse.

Jaken’s ship—if you could even call it that—was more like a rusty trashcan than anywhere a civilized person might reside.

How did that vagabond live like this? It was practically savagery. 

Didn’t matter. 

She didn’t plan on spending a lot of time here. All she wanted was to get off this rock and find Lera. 

And maybe get some answers in the process. 

Hopefully, the grizzled man could help.

After drying off, she reluctantly shuffled towards the so-called ‘laundry room.’ 

Really more of a tiny utility closet, if you asked her.

Clothes hung haphazardly from random hooks.

She unpinned her items, then frowned.

While the sludge may have rinsed off, stains still streaked across her gear.

Blast it. “That’s not coming out.” 

She rolled her eyes. Why did stuff like this always seem to happen to her? Hadn’t she been through enough? Was it too much to ask for a normal life? Or at least clean clothes? All she wanted was to go back to her mundane world, working on the server farms and playing hologames with her friends. 

Dash finished dressing and packed her belongings, then headed for the cargo bay.

As she passed by the engine room, she could hear the grinding of gears. She couldn't believe this bucket of bolts navigated that asteroid field. Most of the equipment looked like it came straight out of the Cyber Wars. 

She recalled the pristine hallways of the Cube and suddenly had an overwhelming yearning to return to her workstation back in the basement.

Dash descended the stairs and entered the hull.

On one side, crates filled the walls. On the other side, a kitchenette. A loading ramp cut the area in half. Some sort of all-terrain vehicle sat on the other end, parked by the airlock.  

Dash was so starved, she could eat a whole turken roast by herself. 

She darted for the galley and found Tavin standing at the sink, washing a pan. 

"What are you up to?" She dropped her bags, then peeked in a cupboard.

"Don’t want to get banned from the Howling Growler. Have to make sure these are spotless before we get back. By the time I’m done, the chef will be able to see his reflection."

Dash chuckled. "Why would you ever want to go back there?"

Tavin looked at her like she was a three-eyed monk rat. "Dash, their turken stew is out of this galaxy. I can’t give it up."

She shook her head and filed through another shelf.

At the end of the day, her mazoden friend was just a gentle giant. 

Part of her envied how simple his life was.

Tavin curled his trunk around the side of his mouth. "What about this Jaken character? Are you certain we trust him?"

Dash browsed through the stash of mealbars. Maybe a snack would settle her stomach. “After everything that’s happened, I’m not certain of anything anymore. But he did save us from that specter. And he seems to know Lera.”

“I don’t know, he’s a bit rough around the edges.”

"Agreed. But I don't think we have any other options right now. Until we get back, we need his help." 

Tavin held up the pan, his distorted trunk reflecting on its surface. "Well, if he tries anything foolish, I’m going to give him a good wallop.”

Dash grabbed a peanut-flavored snack and opened the wrapper. "Somehow I don't think it'll come to that, big guy."

Tavin flipped it over and scrubbed the other side. "I know. It’s not really him that’s bothering me. It’s Memaw. I worry about whether she's taking the right meds. She forgets stuff. If she doesn’t drink her moonjuice she gets all loopy."

Dash placed a hand on his shoulder. 

Tavin turned to her, face distraught. "If that wraith is after us, it may not be a good idea to go back. It could put everyone in danger—Memaw most of all." 

Dash frowned. 

She hated to admit it. But Tavin was right. There were other people on Hestia that could get hurt. "I know what you mean. Avalon and Astrea are still down there too.” 

Tavin furrowed his brow. “Are those your roommates?”

Dash shook her head. “No, I have my own trailer. Avalon is like my best friend. Astrea is her daughter. She took me under her wing when I first got to the colony. Showed me around the Cube and introduced me to people so I wasn’t a complete pariah.”

“You, a pariah?” Tavin grinned. “But you’re such a people person.”

Dash rolled her eyes at the sarcastic comment. “Nothing fills me with more joy than being around a bunch of strangers.” 

“Sometimes I wonder how we became friends.” Tavin pointed the rag at her. “We were strangers once too, you know.”

“Yeah, but you're like Avalon. You introduced yourself to me. I don’t know how you extroverts do it, just walking up to people and saying ‘hi.’”

The alien shrugged. “You just have to be vulnerable for a moment.’”

“Yeah well, I’m not big on being vulnerable, especially around people I don’t know.”

Her mazoden friend cocked his head. “But how else would you make friends?”

Dash nodded at him. “The good ones seem to find me.”

He grinned.

She took another bite of her meal bar. “I know this sounds spacey, but I’m almost hoping that monster did follow us.” 

“Me too.” He gave her a knowing look.

Poor guy. If it wasn’t for her, he would have never gotten wrapped up in all of this. Dash stared at her food, her appetite suddenly disappearing. “Tav, I'm sorry I got you involved. If I had any idea all this was going to happen, I would have never asked to meet at Threshport."

“I know.” His trunk lowered. “We always play those adventure games, pretending to be heroes over the interverse. But now that I’ve faced real danger, I’m not so certain I’ve got what it takes.” 

“Tav, that’s not true. You saved us from the collapsing sewer walls. And you got past the hissers. If that’s not heroic, I don’t know what is.”

He returned his attention to the sink. “If it had been up to me, we would have never hid in the sewers. Remember, I tried to bail. We would have been space scrap.”

“Well, you were willing to fight Jaken to protect me.”

Tav pointed the robo-tongs at her, flinging soapy water everywhere. “Yeah, he’s lucky you held me back.”

She smirked. “So, what do you think about our new companion anyway?”

“It’s hard to say. We don’t know much about him. Why do you ask?”  

Dash recalled some of the earlier interactions with the cyborg. 

From teleporting to pausing time, and wielding an energy blade, the vagabond performed several supernatural feats in the short time she’d spent with him. 

But that’s not what bothered her. Lera also possessed similar mind-bending powers. The priestess had taught her that the Stratum enabled certain users with extraordinary abilities. Dash wasn’t the best people person, but she could sense something dark about the man. Something Jaken kept hidden. Something, she worried, that might be dangerous.

She leaned against the table. “I don’t know, there’s something off about him. I think I heard him talking to himself.”

Her alien friend flipped a towel over his shoulder. “Something? More like everything. The guy has more cybernetic parts than an automaton and he drips dream dust like he’s a broken faucet. Is there anything about that human that isn’t off?”

“Agreed.”

Tavin raised a sud-filled sponge. “Still, I may not like his methods, but that guy’s got some tusks. Did you see how he faced off with the specter? That’s what a real hero looks like.” 

“Yeah, but when he was out of commission, it was your idea to have Mother slip the ship into slide speed. You saved our afts.”

Her mazoden friend tilted his head but didn’t respond. Instead, he grabbed the towel and dried off his pan. 
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