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      Harry leaned against the wall with his arms folded, frowning at Jack. “You cannot be serious,” he said, shaking his head in disbelief. “You think we should give weapon's tech to Earth's governments?”

      This meeting had gone on for the better part of an hour while Harry filled them in on the latest political quagmire. The poor guy was stuck trying to force several different law-enforcement agencies into playing nice. It had been a simple suggestion – nothing more – but he could already tell this wasn't going to go over well.

      Jack winced, pressing a knuckle to his forehead. “I'm dead serious,” he insisted, backing away from the other man. “Look, I'm not suggesting that we give them guns or death spheres, but some of the defensive tech like force-field generators…”

      Anna stood beside him with hands clasped behind her back, tilting her head up to stare at the ceiling. “I'd like to note that I'm against this plan,” she said. “Defensive tech can very easily be turned into offensive weaponry.”

      “Yeah, but-”

      “Children,” Jena cut in. “No fighting.”

      The leader of their little group sat on the edge of her desk with hands resting on her knees, directing a scowl into her own lap. “Every suggestion is worth considering,” she added. “That said, I think Anna has a point about-”

      She was cut off by the door chime.

      “Open,” Jena shouted.

      The double doors slid apart to allow Harry's daughter Melissa to stumble into the room. The girl was hunched over with a hand pressed to her stomach, gasping as if she had just run a marathon. “Bleakness take me, girl,” Jena said. “You look like you've just seen a ghost. What is it?”

      “I know…” Melissa gasped. “I know. I understand.”

      “You know what?”

      A wince twisted the girl's face into something painful to look at, and she stood up straight with some effort. “I know what Grecken Slade is planning.”

      Jack spun around to face her.

      Those words made him feel like someone had just flicked him right between the eyes. How could a high school student possibly know that? But the sincerity in her voice made it clear that she believed it.

      He shuffled over to the girl with hands shoved into his pockets, keeping his eyes downcast. “Okay, Melissa, let's just take it slow,” he began. “How exactly do you know what Slade is planning?”

      Melissa looked up at him with sweat glistening on her face, blinking slowly as if she'd never seen a grown man before. “Raynar showed me,” she whispered. “The other day when I visited him in his cell.”

      Chewing on his lower lip, Jack shut his eyes tight. “Yeah, that makes all kinds of sense,” he said, nodding to her. “Melissa, I know you believe it, but that boy could have put any fantasy into your head.”

      “It's true, Missy,” Harry added. “Anything he imagines he can force into your mind with very little effort.”

      “My name is Melissa!”

      The girl bared her teeth like a feral beast, hissing and seething. She backed up until she was standing in the doorway. “I know how telepathy works, but I'm telling you this is real! I felt it!”

      With a heavy sigh, Jena got off her desk and paced across the room with her head down. “Okay,” she said with more patience in her voice than Jack would have expected. “Let's hear her out.”

      “Really?” Harry asked.

      “All suggestions are worth considering.”

      They took a few minutes to get Melissa settled, offered her a chair and a glass of water. She seemed grateful for it, and Jack couldn't help but feel a little guilty for the way they had so casually dismissed her. Whatever the girl had seen, it had left enough of an impression on her to make her scramble through the hallways of the station in a frenzy. That alone made it worth giving her their undivided attention.

      Anna was down on one knee next to Melissa's chair, smiling up at the girl. “You okay, kiddo?” she asked with surprising gentleness in her voice. “Would you like a few more minutes to collect yourself?”

      “No,” Melissa insisted.

      Jena leaned against the opposite wall with hands on her thighs, refusing to look up. “Let's get started then,” she murmured. “What did Raynar show you, Melissa? And how would he know Slade's plans?”

      Melissa scowled into her drink. “Slade would visit that station on Ganymede.” She took a sip of her water, slurping as she tried to force it down. “While he was there, Raynar probed his thoughts.”

      “And what did he see?”

      The girl heaved out a shuddering breath, trembling as she tried to find the words. Clearly, she was nervous, but Jack couldn't say why. Maybe she thought they wouldn't believe her. “Slade is looking for something called the Key,” she said at last. “It's some kind of Overseer technology.”

      Tossing his head back, Jack felt his brow furrow. “Well, at least it's not anything original,” he said. “I find it reassuring to know that the bad guys are sticking to the classics.”

      Anna glanced over her shoulder with a glare that told him he should shut the fuck up right now. “So what is this Key?” she asked, turning her attention back to Melissa. “A device of some kind?”

      “No, the Key isn't a thing; it's a place.”

      “Do you know where?”

      Closing her eyes, Melissa let her head hang. She brushed a lock of dark hair away from her face. “I don't,” she mumbled. “Somewhere on Earth, but I can't be any more specific than that.”

      Harry squeezed his eyes shut, shaking his head. “Well, that makes things difficult, doesn't it?” he asked, moving forward to join them. “So have we decided how credible the young telepath is?”

      Jack noted that he didn't say how credible his daughter was. Poor Melissa looked so shaken; her father seemed more skeptical than anyone else here. Fathers…Doubting you is what they do best.

      “The Overseers have left remnants of their technology behind,” Jena said softly. “Places where the ancient Leyrian tribes could speak with the 'spirits of the great ones.' We later realized these were holograms.”

      “But no such places exist on Earth,” Harry said.

      Jack paced over to the door with his arms folded, heaving out a deep breath. “We don't know that,” he countered. “Just because we haven't found them doesn't mean they aren't there.”

      Melissa looked up at him with admiration in her big dark eyes. She blinked a few times, then turned her attention back to the others. “I believe Raynar,” she said. “I know that I can't offer you anything more than my word, but I trust him.”

      “And I trust you,” Jena said.

      She stepped away from the wall with a groan, shaking her head as she made her way across the room. “I trust everyone on my team,” she added. “So, from now on, we make this a priority. Anna, you and I are going to go through every Leyrian religious text we can find and search for any reference to something that might fit the description of this Key. Jack, Harry, do the same for your own people. It's likely that some of Earth's creation myths are at least partially inspired by the Overseers. Melissa, I want you to meet with me regularly and describe everything that Raynar showed you in exquisite detail. Any questions?”

      “Yeah, I've got one,” Anna said. She turned to stare up at Jena with apprehension on her face. “Doesn't anyone else want to know what this thing does?”

      “It doesn't matter what it does,” Jena said. “If Slade wants it, it can't do anything good. So what do you say we find it first and have ourselves a little game of keep-away? Sound fun to you? Good, let's get started.”

       

      
        
        (Three months later)

      

      

      At the very bottom of a stairwell, she found a door bathed in the flickering light of a fluorescent bulb on the wall. An electric buzz filled the air to the point where it almost seemed like sparks would crackle.

      She pushed through the door and stepped into a parking garage where concrete pillars supported the ceiling and bright lights shone down on the yellow lines of dozens of empty parking spaces. There were few cars here, and she couldn't detect a sign of any other living soul. Nevertheless, she was apprehensive. She hated parking garages. Every time she stepped into one, she heard the gunfire in the back of her head, remembered the hulking metal giant ripping her people to shreds.

      Aamani Patel let out a sigh.

      As usual, she wore a black pantsuit with a gray blouse and kept her black hair tied up in a clip. It took some effort to make herself move forward, but she managed to do it without any visible delay. Projecting confidence was crucial.

      Closing her eyes, Aamani took a deep breath. It happened almost four years ago, she thought with a nod. You must put such fears behind you. There are much larger concerns in the here and now.

      Her car – a blue Honda Civic – was parked alone in a row of empty spaces, facing the wall to her left. The paint job still glistened after two years, but that was the result of conscientious care. What was the point of owning a thing if you wouldn't take care of it?

      She deactivated the alarm.

      Pulling the driver's side door open, she slipped into the car with a soft sigh and let her body relax. After the day she'd just endured, it was tempting to let herself fall asleep right here. Her car made her feel safe.

      Then she noticed it.

      In the rearview mirror she saw the silhouette of a man in the back seat, a man who sat poised and calm like a wolf waiting to gobble up some poor defenseless little bunny. The only thing she could say for certain was that he had long hair. “Don't be alarmed,” he said when he realized that she had noticed him.

      Aamani drew her pistol from its underarm holster.

      She twisted around, pointing the gun in his face, and used the dome light to reveal her unwelcome guest. He was a tall man with Asian features and black hair that fell over his shoulders. “Grecken Slade,” she said.

      He smiled, bowing his head to her. “I didn't know if you would remember me,” he said, leaning back against the seat cushion. “We have much to discuss, Ms. Patel. I think we could be of great use to each other.”

      She shoved the tip of her gun in his face, and he didn't flinch. Not even a bit. “The only thing we have to discuss is whether you can use one of your Keeper tricks before I pull this trigger. I'm thinking no.”

      “Look to your left.”

      She did so and found a metal briefcase that he had left in the space underneath the glove box. “What's this?” she asked with disdain in her voice. “Some attempt to win me over with a bribe?”

      “Open it.”

      Keeping the gun on him, she reached over and set the briefcase on the passenger seat. She undid the snaps and pulled it open to reveal…pistols. Six of them stacked side by side. These were weapons identical to the one she had once seen Anna Lenai use.

      Aamani frowned as she stared down at this treasure trove. “Leyrian weapons,” she said softly. “Your people have always been adamant that you would not share defensive technology. Why the change of heart?”

      Grinning like the devil himself, Slade closed his eyes and tilted his head back. “It's called an exchange, Aamani,” he teased. “I thought someone raised on this planet would be familiar with the concept.”

      “And what do you want in exchange?”

      “Information.”

      The tip of her gun was just an inch away from his nose, and yet he didn't seem to mind. Should she pull the trigger? Aamani had been briefed on the incident with Slade some months ago. He was persona non grata among the Justice Keepers now.

      She could end his miserable existence here and now and still take the weapons. Her people could analyze them and learn how to make more. An alliance with this man would not end well; she was sure of that.

      The grin on Slade's face only widened as he sank into the cushion. “I can see the calculations in your head,” he said, staring up at the roof. “Should you kill me and just take the weapons? You're welcome to try.”

      Meaning she would fail.

      Worst of all, she believed him. There was no doubt in her mind that if she tried to kill him, they would find her bloody corpse somewhere in this garage tomorrow morning. That left her with very few options.

      Aamani turned her back on him.

      Closing her eyes, she thumped her head against the seat cushion. “So what kind of information do you want?” she asked in a breathy whisper. “I am no longer in contact with your former compatriots.”

      “Nothing so prosaic.”

      He leaned forward between the driver and passenger's seat, smiling like a madman. “I want you to keep me up to date on the political climate in your country,” he said softly. “Do that, and I will see that you are well-compensated.”

      “Why would you want such information?”

      His burst of soft laughter made her feel as if she had just amused Satan himself with a very stupid question. “Let's be blunt with each other, Aamani,” he said. “You don't approve of my people's presence on your planet, and most of us don't want to be here. It should be clear to the galaxy by now that there is no Overseer tech on this benighted little world. We can leave.”

      “And you believe you can help me achieve this goal?”

      “With your cooperation, yes.”

      “Very well,” Aamani hissed. “Tell me what you want to know, and I will see what I can do.”

       

      The cargo hold of the tiny ship that had carried him across the galaxy was cramped and packed with empty crates pressed up against the walls. There was just enough space in the middle of the room for a SlipGate.

      The seven-foot-tall metal triangle stood silent and ominous, the sinuous grooves on its surface beginning to glow with eerie luminescence. Even though he fully understood the technology, anything of the Old Ones always left him a little uneasy.

      Wesley spun around, turning his back on the thing.

      The bubble formed around him, making every crate and box in this room seem to ripple as though caught in the heat of an August afternoon. Half a second later, he was yanked forward, pulled through an endless tunnel.

      The bubble slid to a stop, and he found himself in a spacious room with hardwood floors and cream-coloured walls that had been decked out with African tribal masks. A single man stood demurely with hands folded over his waist, head bowed in respect. Of course, he was blurry to Wesley's eyes.

      The bubble popped.

      “Mr. Pennfield,” Gilbert said. “It's good to see you.”

      Wesley felt his lips curl, then nodded to the other man. “I've been away too long,” he said, making his way across the room. “After four years, I'd imagine that things have fallen apart around here.”

      Gilbert blushed, hanging his head as if it were a matter of personal shame. “Your company was dismantled after your departure,” he murmured. “However, most of your wealth was spread through the accounts of numerous aliases. We can resume our work at your convenience.”

      “Excellent.”

      “Are you well, sir?”

      Pressing his lips together, Wesley stared up at the ceiling. He blinked through the lenses of his glasses. “Four years, Gilbert,” he said softly. “Four years exiled from this world and forced to witness Slade's bumbling incompetence.”

      “The Key, sir?”

      Wesley turned on his heel, making his way toward a door in the wall with his hands shoved into his pockets. “We will find it first,” he replied. “And when we do, we will be favoured by the Old Ones.”

      He pushed the door open to reveal a large balcony ringed by an ornate stone railing. In the distance, he saw palm trees standing like shadows under the starry sky and heard waves crashing on the beach. Oahu was a truly beautiful at any time of year. This place would do until he could find a more permanent residence.

      After four long years, Wesley Pennfield had come back to Earth.

       

      The sun was high in the clear blue sky, shining down upon a field of yellow grass that stretched on for several dozen feet before ending in a chain-link fence. Beyond that, the back parking lot of James Polk High School stood in the shade of the towering three-story building.

      Lifting a cigarette to his lips, Kevin Harmon closed his eyes and took a puff. “Bad enough I had to waste three days on this stupid project,” he muttered. “Why do I have to be the one to dig the hole?”

      He turned around.

      Amanda Simmons stood in front of him with her hands folded over her belly, her head bowed in respect. She was a pretty girl in a white, short-sleeved sundress with flowers on the skirt.

      Her face was a perfect oval of pale skin framed by curly dark hair that fell to her shoulders. “Miss Sutherland said it was extra credit,” she mumbled. “She said burying the time capsule was a privilege.”

      Kevin shut his eyes, turning his face up to the morning sun. He felt sweat prickle on his skin. “You want the credit even more than I do,” he muttered. “How 'bout you go dig the damn hole?”

      Of course, the question left her flustered, and she backed away from him to show her discomfort. The answer was pretty straight forward when you took a minute to think about it: Amanda wouldn't be digging the hole because she was a girl. This was a very conservative school in a very conservative neighbourhood. Some things never changed.

      He didn't bother saying as much.

      A tall boy in ripped jeans and a t-shirt that seemed to hang off his body, Kevin was considered good looking by most of the girls at this school. He'd even seen Amanda cast the odd glance in his direction when she thought he wasn't looking. A few days working side by side with her made him realize that he actually enjoyed the attention. Only one problem: he was black, she was white, and this was a very conservative school.

      The day was getting warmer with every passing second, and he very much wanted to get back to the cool, air-conditioned building. Miss Sutherland said that she would be along any moment now, but he saw no reason not to get started. He picked up the shovel.

      Kevin had been the one to suggest burying the time capsule here. This small field behind the school was a hot spot for social activity. There was always someone sneaking back here for a cigarette or few minutes alone, and come lunch time, this area would be teeming with bodies until some teacher came along to make them all disperse.

      There had even been cases of couples sneaking out here to have sex. Why anybody would do something so stupid was beyond him; this little patch of grass was in full view of anyone who came out the school's back entrance. People just seemed to gravitate to this spot. Even now, with most of the student body in class, he had been forced to chase away a couple preppies who had come out here to make out.

      Digging the trowel of his shovel the ground, he uprooted a chunk of dirt and grass and tossed it aside. Already he could feel fatigue, but he kept digging. If he finished before Miss Sutherland returned, they could skip to the part where she said her little speech and then head back inside.

      Amanda stood just a few feet away with fingers laced behind herself, refusing to look up at him. “We should probably wait,” she said softly. “Miss Sutherland would want to be here for this.”

      Next to her, the large metal box that contained a few non-functioning iPods, some teen magazines and a poster of Holly Bop sat untouched in the grass. He couldn't wait to leave the thing buried under three feet of dirt.

      Wincing hard, Kevin wiped sweat off his brow with his fist. “You could help,” he said with a little more venom than he had intended. “Go back to the Janitor's Room. You should be able to get another shovel.”

      Amanda wilted.

      He shoved the trowel of his shovel into the dirt and deepened the pit by a few more inches. His muscles were starting to ache, but the damn thing was almost large enough to hold the box. Just a few more minutes.

      His shovel hit something squishy.

      Scooping a bit of dirt up with the blade, he flung it aside to reveal…something. It looked like a thin layer of skin with pulsing veins. What in god's name was it? He should have been frightened, but instead, he was curious.

      Dropping to his knees in front of the hole, Kevin let his head hang. “Holy crap,” he said, scrubbing a hand through his short dark hair. “Amanda, go get a teacher. Someone should take a look at this.”

      She turned and ran.

      Kevin touched the sheet of skin with his fingertips, marveling at the soft, smooth texture. He would have expected something rough or slimy, but it wasn't like that at all. On some level that he couldn't understand, it felt like it belonged to him.

      The skin began to rise, curling up on itself until it formed a sphere about the size of a tennis ball. When he picked it up, he realized that it was solid all the way through. This thing was…alive.

      The ball lit up with soft white light, growing brighter and brighter until it seemed as if he held a small star in his palm. It flared once, then went dim again. Something about it tugged at him. This thing was his; he knew it. He had to get it away from here, had to put it someplace safe. He took off at a run before anyone could spot him.
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      Morning sunlight came in through the window along with a breeze that made the curtains billow, leaving a square of radiance at the foot of the bed. The sweet scents of spring filled the room.

      Anna pressed her cheek into the pillow, squeezing her eyes shut. “Not yet,” she grumbled, rubbing her nose with the palm of her hand. “I was having the nicest dream I've had in months.”

      Bradley was lying next to her.

      Her boyfriend was a handsome man with dark stubble on his jawline and black hair that he wore cut short. “What were you dreaming about?” he murmured, staring up at the ceiling. “Kicking terrorist ass?”

      Anna sat up.

      Hunching over, she scrubbed both hands over her face and ran fingers through her cherry-red hair. “You, of course,” she said, hoping that he didn't notice her hesitation. “I was dreaming about taking you to Leyria.”

      She got up and stood on the carpeted floor of her bedroom in white shorts and a red tank top. “I wanted to show you the Calassarin Cliffs,” she added, stretching to work out the kink in her back.

      In her mind's eye, she saw him sit up and glance out the window. “So what's on the agenda for today?” he asked. “It's been a few weeks since you've gone on a mission.”

      “I know,” she said. “It's making my skin itch.”

      He got up and made his way to the window in nothing but a pair of old track pants. “Does that mean you're going to be working on that special project of yours?” he asked. “Are you ever gonna tell me what it is?”

      A sigh escaped her when she considered the question. He was talking about their search for the Key. In the last three months, she had been called up to Station Twelve for any number of secret meetings. It was hard for Bradley not to notice. She could sense his curiosity every time he did.

      Closing her eyes, Anna let out a breath. “I wish I could,” she said, spinning around to face him. “Sorry, hon, but secrets are a part of the package when you date somebody like me. I'm not trying to keep you in the dark.”

      He turned and stood before the window with hands in his pockets, smiling down at the floor. “No big deal,” he said with a shrug of his shoulders. “Guess you'll be going to the park for your morning workout?”

      “You know me so well.”

      She loved him for that, his unconditional trust. He wanted to know the truth, but he wouldn't push. Very few people were lucky enough to find a partner like this. “Yeah,” she added. “I'm craving a little fresh air. I think I'll see if Jack's up for a little sparring.”

      “Have fun.”

       

      The jungle gym in the small park behind their apartment complex was a tall metal monstrosity with two towers connected by a bridge. A slide emerged from one, and the other had a slanted roof.

      The air was warm on this April morning with only a few gray clouds in the bright blue sky. Thankfully, there were no children about – most would be in school at this time – and they could use the equipment freely.

      A sloping hillside ran up to the back of their apartment building, and there were already spectators gathered there to watch the show. These regular sparring sessions had become a source of entertainment to the other tenants.

      Anna stood with fists on her hips in gray track pants and a black tank top, staring up at the playground equipment. “The game is 'don't touch the ground',” she said with a nod. “First one to touch the ground loses.”

      Next to her, Jack wore a similar outfit.

      He smiled, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “If you insist,” he said, shuffling over to the base of one tower. “But I've gotta warn you I was playing on these things when I was a kid. Ever heard the phrase 'home court advantage?'”

      “Ever heard the phrase 'cocky boy meets girl's shoe?'”

      Anna paced through the dirt with her arms crossed, sighing softly. “I'm pretty sure I can keep up,” she said. “You just worry about me scuffing up those pants with my inevitable victory.”

      Anna jumped.

      She somersaulted through the air, then uncurled to land on one of the railings that surrounded the bridge. Perched like a cat, she took a moment to inspect her surroundings. The roofed structure would do nicely.

      She jumped, hopping across to the opposite railing, then leaped again. Flipping in midair, she landed on the slanted roof with a loud grunt. In her mind's eye, she saw Jack coming up behind her.

      He sailed right over her head – propelled by a light Bending – and landed crouched at the peak of the roof. “All right, let's do this,” he said, standing up straight. “Those folks came to see a show.”

      He spun around to face her.

      Anna kicked at his stomach.

      Jack flung one hand out to strike her ankle and knock her off balance. He stepped forward, then delivered a mean right hook to the face. Silver flecks danced in her field of vision. Anna fell backward off the roof.

      Flipping upside down in midair, she grabbed the bridge railing and rose into a handstand. She flipped upright to land on the bridge, and focused on Seth's attempts to heal the damage. With Slade and those who followed him possessing symbionts of their own, she would have to be ready to fight enemies who could match her strength and skill. These sparring sessions were designed to be full-on training. She had insisted that Jack treat it like a real fight, which meant real injuries.

      He landed on the bridge beside her, spinning around to face her with his fists up in a boxer's stance. “You doing all right,” he asked, striding toward her. “I really don't want to hurt you.”

      He threw a punch.

      Anna ducked, allowing the blow to pass right over her. She slipped past him on the left, then flung her elbow into the soft spot over Jack's shoulder blades. That earned her a grunt and made him stumble.

      Spinning around, she seized his shirt in both hands. A light Bending made her skin tingle, but she was able to warp the fabric of space-time around him. Jack flew upwards and sideways, over the bridge railing.

      He changed direction in midair, yanked as if by a tether toward the set of monkey bars a few paces away. He landed down on one knee, head bowed as if in prayer. Through her connection with Seth, Anna could sense the Bending he had crafted.

      She hopped up onto the railing.

      Anna leaped and used a Bending of her own to carry herself across the wide gap to the monkey bars. “I'm doing quite well,” she said, landing perched on a metal bar. “How about you?”

      Jack stood on one bar with his feet apart, arms hanging casually at his side. “I'm a little thirsty,” he said, nodding to her. “But I'm thinking it won't be long until I can take a quick breather.”

      He came at her.

      Anna jumped, spinning in midair for a hook kick.

      When her foot hit nothing, she knew she was in trouble. She dropped onto the bar just in time to see Jack rise up in front of her. He seized the front of her shirt and gave a hard shove, throwing her off the structure.

      Anna fell backward with a squeak. The only way to save herself at this point was a Bending, and she wasn't of a mind to stress Seth any further. When her ass hit the ground, she let out a groan of pain. Damn him! When exactly had Jack become so good at this? It must have happened while she was away.

      He dropped to the ground in front of her, landing in a crouch with his head down. “Looks like I win,” he said. “Don't worry, Anna. You're still way ahead by the numbers.”

      Clenching her teeth, Anna winced. “Yes, I am,” she said, turning her face up to the open sky. “But I've got to give you some credit: you're getting really good at this. I guess my training really paid off, huh?”

      “Somehow you still make it about you.”

      “Naturally.”

      Jack stood up with a groan. He shuffled over to her, muttering under his breath the whole way. “Come on,” he said, offering his hand. “Let's go get cleaned up. I think we've both had enough for one day.”

      She let him pull her to her feet.

      Turning away from him, Anna reached up to brush a few strands of hair out of her face. “I have to run a few errands,” she said softly. “You want to meet me this afternoon, and we can go over the research?”

      He shuffled backward with hands shoved into his pockets, clearing his throat with some force. “Sure.” Though she didn't draw attention to it, she knew that Jack felt a little uneasy about the idea of full-contact sparring. It wasn't because she was a woman – he had outgrown such antiquated attitudes – but she was his friend, and punches were reserved for enemies. “I've got to head out to Winnipeg to see my mom anyway.”

      “Cool,” she said. “See you later.”

      “Okay.”

      Anna turned partway, glancing over her shoulder with a warm smile. “Hey, Jack,” she said, eyebrows rising. “Good match.”

       

      The dark waters of the Ottawa River stretched on before her, flowing underneath a bridge that connected the city with Gatineau. On the shore, a path of black asphalt ran parallel to the river, and joggers kept running past.

      She spotted Gabi sitting on a bench and staring out at the water, her long dark hair falling to the small of her back. The sight of her left Anna feeling a little uneasy. Why did the woman have to choose this spot of all places for their lunch date? Was this the same bench where she and Jack had shared their first kiss?

      Anna approached with hands clasped behind her back, keeping her eyes fixed on the ground. “Hello there,” she said, taking a seat next to her friend. “So you finally came out for a little fresh air.”

      A warm smile bloomed on Gabi's face as she stared out at the water. “The weather has finally become tolerable,” she said with a nod. “Something that a civilized person might actually want to experience.”

      “What's your grievance with winter?”

      “It exists.”

      Tossing her head back, Anna rolled her eyes in frustration. “Well your fear of snow made you miss out on the skating,” she said, slouching down on the bench with her arms crossed. “I think Jack would have liked it if you'd joined us for that.”

      Gabi chuckled, hunching over with elbows on her thighs. She covered her mouth with one hand. “He probably would have,” she admitted. “But I maintain that if a place gets cold enough for water to freeze, humans have no business living there. So how are things with Bradley?”

      “Pretty good.”

      “I see,” Gabi murmured, “and note the lack of detail.”

      Anna closed her eyes, hanging her head in chagrin. She touched two fingers to her forehead. “He's starting to get curious about my work,” she replied. “Things I can't really tell him about.”

      In the distance, a seagull swooped low over the river, then changed direction and took off toward the shoreline with wings flapping. It really was a beautiful day; winter could be fun – and she did like to bundle up – but it was nice to go outside without shivering. “How do you handle it?” Anna asked. “You must have had partners who asked about things you can't discuss.”

      “Many times.” Gabi said. “My ex-girlfriend Elana was notorious for her avid curiosity. She was a fashion designer that I met when I was working on Salus.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I find it's best to get creative,” Gabi explained. “The next time he asks a question you can't answer, try casually changing the subject to something that you know he'll find interesting; he'll probably be quite eager to talk about that instead.”

      It made her feel a little odd, thinking that she had to keep things from her partner; she had always imagined a relationship based on total openness, but what could she do? Knowledge of the Key wasn't something she could share with just anyone. Perhaps this was why so few Keepers ever settled down.

      She was about to say as much when her multi-tool beeped. Lifting her forearm, she slid one finger across the screen on her gauntlet, answering the call. Jena's face filled the window. “Get up here now,” she said. “We have a situation.”

      “On my way,” she said. “I'm sorry, Gabs. It seems we're going to have to do lunch another time.”

      The other woman glanced over her shoulder with a bright smile, her eyes twinkling in the bright sunlight. “Quite all right,” she said. “Whatever it is…good luck. Sounds like you're going to need it.”
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      The gray light of an overcast morning came in through the large window above the kitchen sink, leaving a slight sheen on the linoleum floor. Dark cupboards lined all four walls, and the fridge rumbled like it might start coughing up smoke at any moment.

      Dressed in jeans and a black polo shirt, Jack leaned against the cupboards with his arms folded. “So you like the place?” he asked, surveying the little apartment. “Must be weird living like this again after twenty years.”

      His mother stepped into the kitchen with a cardboard box held in both hands, her honey-coloured hair in a state of disarray. “The peace and quiet makes it all worthwhile,” she said, setting the box on the table. “Honestly, this is the first time in years that I haven't felt like I had to walk on eggshells.”

      “I can't argue with you there.” Just thinking about it made his chest tighten. “So how's Dad taking the separation?”

      “Well enough.”

      “That bad, huh?”

      Crystal let her head hang, slapping an open palm over her nose. She ran her fingers through her hair. “He keeps going on about the degradation of family values,” she said. “Apparently women having the right to leave a bad marriage is a sin in the eyes of God or something like that.”

      It made anger bubble in Jack's chest, white hot rage that burned through his veins like acid. The man pushed everyone away with his scathing criticisms, then complained when he ended up alone. Twenty damn years of never feeling adequate in that man's eyes was enough to relieve him of any urge to earn his father's approval.

      Summer offered comfort.

      Jack hopped up on the counter and sat with his hands on his thighs, hunched over as he let out a sigh. “You know you're going about this all wrong,” he said. “Most TV moms would have guilted me into helping by now.”

      Crystal turned her back on him. “I can handle a few heavy boxes, my dear,” she said, marching over to the open doorway that led to the living room. “Just stay and keep me company.”

      She stood there with fists on her hips, surveying the mess of unpacked knickknacks she had left on the living room floor. “Having somebody to talk to eases my stress,” she said absently. “Every time I call Lauren, she asks me why your father and I can't just sit down and work it out.”

      “Lauren's an idiot.”

      “Nathaniel Jack Hunter!”

      Jack felt his face grow warm, but he found the will to keep talking. “I'm sorry, but it's true,” he insisted. “She was always more concerned with looking like a happy family than with being one.”

      Crystal's shoulders slumped, and she leaned against the doorframe like a wilting flower. It saddened him to realize that he had just upset his mother, and it made him angry to realize that the source of her frustration was the fact that she agreed with him. It had always been that way in his family: Jack and his mother vs Lauren and his father. Not that Lauren didn't occasionally have her own spats with the old man, but more often than not, she wanted to smooth things over, which suited Arthur just fine.

      Jack decided to let the conversation die and watched as his mother went into the living room to resume her work. One thing he had learned over the years was that when Crystal was upset, she needed a few moments to work things out on her own.

      He had left a tablet on the counter beside him. A Leyrian tablet: which was to say a large piece of SmartGlass that had been synced to his multi-tool. Picking it up, he tapped the surface to pull up the page he had been reading.

      The dossier of a professor appeared in white text, complete with a picture of a man with dark olive skin and gray hair in the upper right-hand corner. Dr. Aldin Nareo was an academic who had dedicated his life to studying the Overseers. He had authored fifteen peer-reviewed papers on the subject. It was safe to say he was Leyria's foremost expert on the Overseers. If anyone knew how to find this Key, it was him.

      Three months of searching, and they had come up empty. Anna had scanned the Earth four times in a fly-by with her shuttle; there was no sign of Overseer tech anywhere. Not anything large enough to be detected from orbit, anyway. It occurred to him that Slade must have tried the exact same thing on numerous occasions, and too many scans would be conspicuous. That left them with no option but to comb through ancient texts, and that was getting them nowhere.

      His mother returned a moment later, carrying yet another box. “So when do I get to meet this new girlfriend of yours?” she asked, setting it down on the table next to the first one. “I hear she's quite the woman.”

      “As soon as I can get her to come down here.”

      Crystal looked up at him with lips pursed, blinking as if confused by his response. “You realize that's not a good sign, right?” she inquired. “That your girlfriend isn't eager to meet your family.”

      “I'm not sure Gabi would call herself my girlfriend.”

      “I see.”

      Their conversation was cut short by a beep from his multi-tool. “Transfer call to tablet,” Jack said with a little more roughness in his voice than he would have liked. Why did everyone always want to talk about his personal life?

      The screen lit up with a close-up of Jena as she sat behind her desk. “I need you up here now,” she said, leaning closer to the camera. “We have a situation on our hands, and it's gonna be ugly.”

       

      He stepped through the door to Jena's office to find Anna already there, facing the desk with her arms folded. Something in the atmosphere radiated tension. Jack began to worry that Slade might have done something.

      Jena sat behind the desk with her chair turned so he saw her in profile, frowning at the wall. “That's two out of three,” she said, swiveling around to face him. “Now we just have to wait for-”

      Harry came through the door behind him with hands shoved into his jacket pockets, an angry scowl upon his face. “Sorry I'm late,” he muttered. “I was driving Melissa to school when you called.”

      Which meant that he was arguing with Melissa. The two of them had been at each other's throats lately, ever since she had become more involved in their search to find the Key. Leave it to the Overseers to screw up everything right down to the love between a father and daughter.

      “It's fine,” Jena said.

      “Still…”

      Crossing her arms, Jena leaned back in her chair to stare up at the ceiling. “About an hour ago, we picked up a signal from a small town in Tennessee.” The low grunt that passed through her lips made it clear that she was feeling pretty stressed right now. “Only one thing gives off that kind of signal: Overseer tech.”

      Closing his eyes, Jack let his head hang. He touched two fingers to his forehead. “Which means Slade will have picked up the signal too,” he said. “The bastard probably has someone on the way already.”

      “Spot on.”

      “All right, you might have to spell this out for me,” Harry said. “I thought we scanned the planet multiple times and found nothing.”

      “Overseer tech can remain dormant for centuries,” Jena explained. “But when it's unearthed, it sends out a signal to broadcast its location. Presumably this is a fail-safe of some kind, a way for the Overseers to recover whatever they had lost. Sunlight is one of the things that can trigger reactivation.”

      Anna stood by the desk with arms folded, her face tight with anxiety. “My people have developed the technology to detect these signals,” she added. “Which means Slade will have detected it as well.”

      “Do we know what this thing does?”

      Jena leaned forward, setting her elbows on the desk's surface. She buried her face in her hands. “No we don't,” she muttered. “And we won't find out until we locate it, which means this is our number one priority.”

      Something occurred to Jack, something that had been tickling his brain for the last few minutes and only now jumped to the forefront of his consciousness. “Why are we the ones being assigned to this case?” he asked. “Our division handles eastern Canada. Why isn't someone from Station Eleven taking this?”

      Jena threw herself back in her chair, pressing the heels of her hands to her eye-sockets. “Larani Tal gave this one to us,” she said. “We got this assignment because she knows for certain that we aren't working with Slade.”

      Jack puckered his lips and blew out a deep breath. “And anyone else might be,” he said, shaking his head. “What a glorious world we live in. Is now the appropriate time to reaffirm my faith in the glory of Almighty God?”

      “All right,” Jena murmured. “Let's get-”

      “Wait,” Jack cut in. “There's something else.”

      He swiped a finger across the touchscreen of his multi-tool, bringing up the main menu. Then a few quick taps accessed the holographic imaging software. “I've done a little research on my own.”

      The dossier of Professor Aldin Nareo appeared above his outstretched hand, crafted from transparent light. “This man's an expert on the Overseers,” he explained. “So far, we haven't had any luck finding the Key. Maybe it's time we brought in a little outside help.”

      Spinning around, Harry paced over to the wall with hands thrown up in frustration. “How far are we going to take this?” he snapped. “We've been searching for this Key for three months with zero results. Am I the only one who wonders if that's because it's not there to be found?”

      Gritting his teeth, Jack squinted at the other man. “Yeah, because this is all about the logic,” he said, stepping forward. “This couldn't possibly have anything to do with your need to smother your daughter.”

      Harry turned halfway around, glancing over his shoulder with a snarl that belonged on a wounded lion. “Don't you talk to me like that!” he growled. “What the hell would you know about what I'm-”

      “Enough! Both of you!”

      Jena was on her feet in half a second, casting thorny glares at both of them. “If this keeps up, I'm going to put you both in the med-bay,” she said. “Seems like you've got a severe case of testosterone poisoning.”

      A heavy sigh exploded from her, one that made her deflate like a balloon that had lost its air. “Jack, do you really think this professor could give us some insight on how to find the Key?”

      “I do.”

      “Then congratulations, you just earned yourself more work.” Jena dropped into her chair and began trailing her fingertips across the surface of her desk, bringing up various menus. “You think this man knows something about the Overseers? I want you to make contact. Get a sense of who he is and decide if we can trust him before you give him any crucial information.”

      “Got it. I'll make the call.”

      “No,” she said. “I'm booking passage for you on a starliner. You'll go to Leyria and make contact yourself. Slade got away because he rigged up our computer systems with a bunch of back-door commands. I don't trust any call to be secure.”

      Pressing a fist to her mouth, Anna squeezed her eyes shut. She cleared her throat quite audibly. “If someone has to go to Leyria, it should be me,” she said. “Jack doesn't know the culture as well as I do.”

      A frown put creases in Jena's forehead. “Maybe,” she said with a quick bob of her head. “But he's a little less trusting than you, and I want him to put those keen instincts to good use. You're going to Tennessee.”

      “Where I get to be the fish out of water.”

      Planting her elbows on the desk, Jena laced her fingers and rested her chin on top of them. “You're the one with a mind for technology,” she replied. “If anyone can track down whatever they unearthed, it's you.”

      Jack backed away from the desk with his arms crossed, his eyes downcast. “Just a thought,” he said with a shrug of his shoulders. “But if I have to go to Leyria, it might be better if I don't go alone.”

      The bright smile on Jena's face could have melted the permafrost. “Good point,” she said. “So I guess it's your lucky day. You and your girlfriend just won an extended vacation to the Capitol.”
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      A dirt path cut through a forest where trees stood tall on either side, their branches providing shade from the fierce afternoon sun. The sound of birds chirping filled the air, and every now and then, she caught sight of a squirrel.

      Anna stood on the path in jeans and a dark blue t-shirt with white sleeves, her face shielded by the bill of a baseball cap. “Can't imagine why they sent me down here,” she said for Seth's benefit. “The girl who's likely to piss everyone off with her big mouth.”

      He responded with amusement.

      The path stretched on for several dozen paces, but she saw light at the end, a place where the forest gave way to a field of yellow grass. Her multi-tool directed her to move onward, toward the coordinates where the Overseer device had sent its signal.

      Anna closed her eyes, tilting her head back. She took a deep breath through her nose. “At least we'll get a little fresh air,” she muttered. “Better than a day spent filling out forms at my desk.”

      A few minutes later, the path ended in a wide open field that stretched on to a chain link fence, and beyond that, she saw the back wall of what appeared to be a school. The small group of teenagers who hid in the shade, sharing cigarettes, were her first clue. So, the device had been unearthed by high-school students; that might pose a problem.

      About ten feet from the fence, she found a hole where the ground had been recently disturbed and a shovel that had been abandoned. Whoever dug up the device must have taken it and ran.

      Anna approached the hole.

      Dropping to her knees in front of it, she inspected it carefully before scanning it with her multi-tool. You could never tell how Overseer tech might react. “How long do you think it was down there?” she asked her symbiont. “How many centuries passed before someone decided to dig here of all places?”

      Inside the hole, she found nothing but dirt. There was no sign that anything out of the ordinary had ever been buried here, nothing that she could detect with her naked eye, anyway. Seth, however, was quite apprehensive. Some Nassai preferred to have a more open relationship with their partners, but her symbiont was something of an introvert. For her to feel his concern so strongly…It didn't bode well.

      Thrusting her left fist into the hole, she said, “Multi-tool active!” The metal disk on her gauntlet responded with a soft chirp. “Run a level three scan. Highlight any biological or technological anomalies.”

      The tool began its work.

      Anna winced, rubbing her nose with the back of her fist. “Whoever took this thing could be anywhere by now,” she said, leaning forward to peer into the hole. “Assuming they're still alive, of course.”

      Her multi-tool beeped, and the screen on her gauntlet lit up with bright text. It was as she had suspected; the scan had detected cellular residue consistent with that found in Overseer devices. Well, that settled it then. Not that she had expected any other results – the signal given off by Overseer tech was unique – but it was best to be thorough. A few years as Jack's best friend had left her with a propensity to assume that nothing was quite what it appeared to be on the surface. She had yet to decide whether that was a good thing.

      With the presence of Overseer tech confirmed, the next step was to figure out who had dug up that hole. Not an easy task in a school with several hundred students, but she had an idea of where to start.

       

      Sunlight through a pair of rectangular windows was split into thin bands by blinds that were left half open, silver rays falling upon a rectangular table that took up most of the space in the staff room. The sweet scents of spring filled the air, and Anna picked up the sound of birds chirping in the distance.

      Miss Sutherland was a tall woman in a black pantsuit who sat at the table with her head down: a truly beautiful creature with dark hair that spilled over her shoulders in thin ringlets. “I'm sorry,” she said. “Who did you say you were again?”

      Anna leaned against the wall with arms folded, sucking on her lower lip. “Special Agent Leana Lenai,” she said, pacing across the room. “With the Justice Keepers. Your principal told me to speak with you about Kevin Harmon.”

      The title was still new: granted to her less than two months ago in recognition of her success in recovering the telepath Keli Armana. Anna wasn't sure she would call it a success; the incident had almost resulted in an interstellar war.

      Miss Sutherland looked up with a tight frown, creases lining her forehead. “I told them not to start digging until I got out there,” she said. “I would have been there sooner if I hadn't caught Paul Rutherford dealing pot.”

      Anna lifted her chin to stare down her nose at the woman. “Are you assuming that I'm trying to place blame?” she asked, eyebrows rising. “'Cause I can assure you that I'm not. I just want to know where those kids might have gone.”

      The teacher shook her head in dismay. “I honestly don't know. Kevin's a good kid, but he's got a history of truancy.”

      “And he took off?”

      “He was gone by the time we got out there.”

      Well, of course he was. Overseer tech was something of a wild card. Sometimes it did nothing – nothing they could detect, anyway – and sometimes it had a strange effect on the minds of anyone who got near it. The SlipGates were relatively safe; researchers on her world had studied them extensively before implementing them as a mass transit system. There was no evidence that traveling through SlipSpace had any influence on human behaviour, and every paper claiming otherwise had been discredited.

      SlipGates, however, were something of an anomaly. For one thing, they were made of metal when most Overseer technology was organic in nature. It was almost as though they had been designed for human use.

      Shutting her eyes, Anna tilted her head back. “We need to find him right away,” she said, nodding once. “There's no way to know what he dug up or what it might do to him if he holds on to it for too long.”

      “It can't be that bad, can it?”

      Anna dropped into a chair near the table, crossing one leg over the other. She stared into her lap for a long moment before saying anything. “We've seen Overseer technology produce serious health defects in people who were exposed to it.”

      The other woman studied her with a scowl that could crack rocks, shaking her head as she considered Anna's words. “Can't you do something?” she snapped. “You have all this technology to watch us from orbit.”

      “We don't watch you from orbit.”

      “But-”

      “No sensors are so precise that they can find a single individual among tens of thousands.” She let out a soft sigh, trying to contain her frustration. “We can scan for thermal signatures, electrical signatures, radio signals, but we are not omniscient.”

      A low groan escaped the other woman, and she hung her head, grabbing two fistfuls of her own hair. “I understand,” she said with forced emotional composure. “Do whatever you can. If Kevin shows up here, we'll call you.”

      It wasn't very hard to figure out what Miss Sutherland was thinking; no doubt she blamed herself for not being there when Kevin dug up the device. Anna felt nothing but sympathy, but she had no time to indulge the woman's guilt. “What about the girl?” she asked. “Principal Jensen said there was a girl working on the project. I believe her name is Amanda.”

      “She went home.”

      “Why?”

      Miss Sutherland looked up with sweat glistening on her face. “Amanda was a little frightened,” she explained. “She didn't get a good look at whatever Kevin had dug up, but his reaction scared her. We called her father, and he insisted that she be excused for the rest of the day.”

      Anna got out of her chair, folding her arms as she stood over the other woman. “All right then,” she said with a quick bob of her head. “I'd like to talk with Amanda. Can you give me her address?”

      “I'd advise against it.”

      “Why's that?”

      “The girl's father is a school board trustee with some very conservative opinions. He dislikes Leyrians; he sees you as foreigners interfering in Earth's affairs. I doubt he'll let you speak to Amanda.” And there were no legal grounds for Anna to enter the man's house. Brilliant. Finding out what Amanda knew, even if it was very little, was crucial, but if the girl's father stood in the way…Perhaps it would be best to wait until tomorrow. Amanda would be back at school, and Anna could speak to her without fear of any parental obstructions.

      “I recommend talking to the other students,” Miss Sutherland went on. “Some of them are friends with Kevin. They may have some insights.”

       

      Taking the woman's suggestion proved to be a fruitless enterprise. She interviewed several students who were often seen with Kevin Harmon, but none of them were able to tell her anything specific, and one young man who couldn't be more than two months shy of graduation decided to try his luck by hitting on her. There were days when a Keeper's youthful face was more curse than blessing.

      After finding nothing of value at the school, she decided her next move would be to check in with the local police department. If there was a piece of Overseer tech wreaking havoc in this town, the authorities deserved to know. Anna wondered how the citizens of Manchester Tennessee would react to that tidbit of news. Hopefully they would display a little more sense than Miss Sutherland had.

      A long hallway with doors in the wall to her left stretched through the police station to the front lobby, and one of the fluorescent lights in the ceiling flickered. The scent of floor cleanser was quite strong.

      Officer Bruce Smith was a tall, broad-shouldered man in a dark blue uniform, a handsome fellow who wore a cap over his dark hair. “Who did you say this kid was?” he asked, pausing in the middle of the hallway. “We see a lot of teenagers around here.”

      He rounded on her.

      Lifting her forearm, Anna tapped a button on her multi-tool to reload the image of Kevin's yearbook picture. The hologram rippled into existence between them, oriented so that the cop could see him clearly.

      “Yeah I've seen him,” Smith said, tucking both thumbs into his pants as he backed away from her. “The kid hangs out with a bad crowd. I've arrested a couple of his friends for petty theft.”

      “Does Kevin himself have any priors?”

      “No. But it's only a matter of time.”

      Anna held his gaze for a moment, then narrowed her eyes to slits. “That sounds like a bad attitude,” she said, shaking her head. “Tell me, Officer, have you ever heard the term 'self-fulfilling prophecy?'”

      “Look, Agent Lenai, you can play Little Miss Idealist all you want.” The disdain in his tone made his feelings on that issue perfectly clear. “But those of us who live here have to accept certain realities.”

      “Do you know where Kevin is? Yes or no?”

      The officer crossed his arms and spun to face the corridor wall. He let out a growl of frustration. “There's a skate park on Emerson Street,” he said at last. “Kevin and his friends like to hang out there.”

      “Thank you.”

       

      The bowl of vegetable soup that sat upon a red tablecloth, sending waves of steam into the air, looked positively delicious, but Anna had no desire to consume even a single spoonful of it. Her stomach was tied in knots by worry and frustration, and it had killed her appetite. Somewhere in the back of her mind, Seth scolded her.

      Across from her, Bradley sat in an ornate chair, looking positively dapper in a dark button-up shirt with short sleeves. His jaw was lined with dark stubble, and his black hair was gelled into spikes.

      She paused for a moment, scanning the periphery for something to talk about that would take her mind off this latest case. Their small table was located at the edge of a patio with a wooden railing, and to her right, she saw a four-lane road with cars rushing in both directions under a starry sky. What kind of a name was US-41? It was like the town had never gotten around to naming this street.

      Bradley shut his eyes, breathing deeply through his nose. “You're not even going to finish your soup?” he asked, sliding closer to the table. “I know you like to play Super-Girl, but I'm pretty sure you need sustenance.”

      Anna felt her lips curl, thin strands of hair framing her face. She tossed her head to send one flying back over her ear. “I'm just not very hungry. But thank you for coming all the way down here to see me!”

      “And if I point out that I paid for the meal?”

      She took a spoonful of soup and popped it in her mouth, savouring the taste. They used a little too much spice in her opinion, but it was still good. That seemed to appease him for the moment.

      Bradley sat forward, leaning in close to smile at her. “So, you gonna tell me what you're doing all the way down here in Tennessee? Or do I have to guess.”

      Dabbing her mouth with a napkin, Anna closed her eyes. “Sorry. You know how it goes,” she said, scooching closer. “I'm down here on Keeper business. I can't be any more specific than that.”

      “It's all right.”

      Anna slouched in her chair with a grunt, looking up at the sky. “No it's not,” she muttered. “I know it's hard, me keeping you in the dark, but trust me, I want to tell you.”

      His grin was infectious, and he bowed his head to stare into his lap. “We're good,” he said with a curt nod. “I get it. This is the price of admission for dating Secret Agent Girl. So, are you coming home tonight?”

      “No. I need to stay here and get an early start tomorrow.” A thought occurred to her, one that filled her with mischievous glee. “You could stay with me. We could have crazy hotel sex.”

      Pressing a fist to his mouth, Bradley cleared his throat. The slight flush in his face only made her want to press the point. He was just so damn cute when he was dying of embarrassment. “I love how you're not afraid to say it out loud.”

      Anna rolled her eyes at the starry sky. “No point in hiding it,” she muttered with a touch of exasperation. “Seriously. Take me up on this. Otherwise I'm gonna have to convince the waiter to have crazy hotel sex, and I am not willing to do any more work today.”

      “Well…So long as it prevents you from doing work.”

      It was the Anna Lenai guarantee; stick with her long enough, and she'd eventually say something that left you flustered and embarrassed in a public setting. Perhaps she should have been sorry, but she liked her candor, and she suspected that Bradley liked it too. Right then, the only thing she felt was exhaustion and a desire to take her mind off the wretched day she had experienced.

       

      Trees rose up like shadows all around him, black against the darkness of a clear night with a crescent moon in the starry sky. The soft chirping of crickets should have been soothing, but every noise seemed to put him on edge.

      Kevin sat with his knees drawn up against his chest, his back pressed to a tall tree in the small patch of woodland behind his school. He'd been on the move all day, unable to stay still. On some level he couldn't fully understand, he knew that if anybody found him, they would take it away from him. He couldn't let that happen; so he turned off his phone and kept moving.

      Squeezing his eyes shut, Kevin thumped the back of his head against the tree trunk. “This is nuts,” he whispered to himself. “You can't be on the run forever. Sooner or later, you gotta eat.”

      He'd stopped at a sandwich shop for five minutes to grab some supper and use the restroom. The whole time, he had been afraid that someone would notice the ball in his jacket pocket. No one had paid him any mind, thank god, but that didn't stop him from getting the hell out of there as soon as he could. He could keep this up for a few days, but eventually he would run out of money.

      He held the ball in the palm of his hand, marveling at the warmth. This thing was alive; he could feel it. It hadn't done anything out of the ordinary since that brief flash of light when he first held it, but somehow he knew it was special. Ancient and powerful. Most importantly, it was his.

      The ball unfolded, becoming a flat sheet again and then conforming to the shape of his hand. Kevin felt the soft prickle of a million tiny barbs digging into his skin, setting his nerve endings ablaze with new sensations.

      It was like a second layer of skin.

      Breathing deeply through his gaping mouth, Kevin closed his eyes. “No…” he said, scraping a fist across his forehead. “What the hell are you? What are you doing to me?”

      The…thing – whatever it was – made its presence known to him. It was like a new limb that he could control as easily as he could move his arms and legs. The knowledge of what to do was there in his mind.

      Kevin thrust his hand out.

      The air before his open palm began to ripple and shimmer like heat rising up from black pavement on a hot July day. Then it sped forward and hit a tree with enough force to crack the trunk and send the whole thing toppling over.

      The noise it kicked up was awful. Anyone within half a mile would have heard that as surely as they would have heard a lightning strike. He had to leave! If they found him, they would try to take it from him.

      Kevin got up and ran.
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      Harry stepped through his front door to find his eldest daughter at the far end of their galley-style kitchen, sitting at the table with headphones on while she typed on her laptop. The instant he saw her, a surge of anxiety flared up inside him. The two of them had been fighting a lot lately, and though he tried to avoid any confrontations, somehow the tension just kept building. Every conversation was a minefield.

      Melissa grimaced, rubbing her eyes with the back of one fist. “You had a meeting with Jena,” she said, sliding the headphones back to let them rest on her neck. “And you didn't tell me even though she asked me to be a part of this.”

      Harry closed his eyes, breathing deeply through his nose. “No, I didn't,” he said, striding through the kitchen. “Because I'm not going to call you every time my boss asks me to stop by her office.”

      The girl looked up at him with dark eyes that smoldered, trying to burn a hole in his head with her stare. She must have learned that particular trick from her mother. “I'm the one who told you about the Key.”

      “You mean the Key that doesn't exist?”

      Melissa went beet red, hanging her head to avoid looking at him. Tears glistened on her cheeks. “Of course you don't think it exists,” she whispered. “If I'm the one who says it, it must be wrong.”

      Harry looked up at the ceiling with his mouth agape, blinking several times. “We really don't have time for this,” he said, approaching the table. “Melissa, I just talked to your guidance counselor. She says you haven't responded to any of the schools that have accepted your application.”

      “Because I'm not going.”

      He sat down across from her, leaning back in his chair with his arms crossed. The look of fatherly disapproval he tried to project was probably no match for her stare, but he tried. “You could have a great future.”

      She met his gaze with an expression that he could only call regal, and somehow, the tears only made her seem stronger. “The future I want is up on Station Twelve,” she said. “You just won't let me go.”

      “I can't stop you.”

      “Good. I'm glad you realize that.”

      “But I'd be lying if I said that I approved of your decision. Melissa, if you become a Justice Keeper, it will cut your life in half.”

      “I can accept that.”

      Harry looked up at her, blinking tears out of his eyes. “I cannot accept it!” he all but shouted. “I'm not thrilled about the idea of outliving my own child, and you're too young to make such a permanent decision.”

      Melissa got up with a sigh.

      Turning away from him, she stomped into the dining room and then up the stairs to her bedroom. Well, it seemed that was the end of their discussion for the time being. On some level, Harry knew the girl had a point – much as it pained him to admit it – and he was willing to concede that Melissa had a right to make her own choice.

      This particular choice, however, was one that she could never take back. At times he wondered how the Leyrians could force such a decision on people who were barely old enough to vote. Anna was sixteen when she Bonded her Nassai. Most people changed careers several times before they found the right fit, and the Leyrians expected children to make a lifelong decision.

      He'd read about Keepers who had left the profession to pursue other opportunities. The Nassai were willing to experience human life in all its forms, but that didn't change the fact that once you bonded a Nassai, twenty-five became middle-aged.

      What was wrong with him?

      He had always insisted that he would be the kind of dad who respected his kids' choices regardless of what they were – the ones that weren't classified as stupid teenage stunts, anyway – but here he was, lecturing his daughter. Twenty years of progressive attitudes down the drain because he couldn't let go. He sat their chastising himself for the better part of half an hour.

      The front door swung open to admit the very last person he wanted to see. His ex-wife stepped into the foyer, dressed in black pants and a white shirt that she left untucked. Della was still beautiful to him even after everything she had put him through.

      Long blonde hair fell over her shoulders in waves, framing a pretty face with just a few fine lines. “Harry,” she said with a nod. “I get the impression that you're not exactly pleased to see me.”

      Baring his teeth in an ugly snarl, Harry lowered his eyes to stare into his lap. “Don't you ever knock before entering someone's home.”

      “Not when I'm invited.”

      “Invited?”

      Half a moment later, he heard footsteps on the stairs, and then Melissa came into the kitchen with a gym-bag slung over her shoulder. “I'm staying with Mom for a couple days,” she said, pacing through the narrow aisle between the cupboards.

      Harry opened his mouth to protest but decided against it. Convincing his daughter that he didn't intend to micromanage her life would require him to let her make decisions he didn't like. “All right,” he said. “Have a good time.”

      Melissa left without another word.

      When she was gone, his ex stood there with arms folded, frowning at him. “You still haven't learned, have you?” she asked in frosty tones. “You still have to be the white knight even when no one wants you to be.”

      “I don't need a lecture from you,” Harry said, sinking into his chair. “In fact, I'm willing to bet you don't even understand the first thing about this situation.”

      Della wore a tight expression that he had seen far too many times when they were married. “Melissa wants to be a Justice Keeper,” she said, stepping into the kitchen. “You don't like it.”

      “It'll cut her life in half.”

      Tossing her head back, Della grinned up at the ceiling with such malicious glee. “Oh, poor Harry!” she mocked. “Did it ever occur to you that how someone lives their life might be more important than how many years they have?”

      “Spoken like a-”

      “Middle-aged woman?” she asked, cutting him off. “Believe me, I'm well aware of the limited time I have remaining, and my position is the same. Harry, you could die in a car wreck tomorrow. No one knows how much time they have. So if it turns out that you only have three years left, wouldn't you rather spend them doing something meaningful?”

      She left him to chew on that.

       

      His faint reflection in a mug of black coffee rippled as he blew on its surface, steam rising up to fill his nostrils with a delicious scent. Sadly, he couldn't bring himself to take a sip. Alcohol wasn't the only thing that Nassai disliked; caffeine was an issue as well. He could drink it – and sometimes he did – but too much would irritate Summer.

      Jack remembered what it was like to enjoy a cup of coffee. In the past few years, he had consumed many, trying to recapture that feeling. It never worked. It wasn't as though Summer protested his dietary choices – she was quite content to let him live his own life in his own body – but his taste buds had changed. His body craved different food. More fresh vegetables, less sugary crap. He figured that was a good thing.

      Perched on a bar stool, he watched a man in a white shirt move through the space behind the counter and select a bottle of whiskey from a shelf that was lined with every type of liquor he could imagine.

      In his mind's eye, he saw the rest of this little pub, a moderately sized room with wooden tables spaced out on the floor and booths along the back wall. The clack-clack of billiard balls colliding filled his ears.

      “Are you just going to sit here?”

      Jack looked up with lips pursed, blinking several times. “Is there something else I should be doing?” he asked with more exasperation than he intended. “You two have had your heads together all night.”

      Ben stood beside him with elbows planted on the counter, his forehead pressed to the knuckles of laced fingers. “Darrel's just worried,” he said. “He's not comfortable with the idea of me accompanying you on this trip.”

      A yawn stretched Jack's mouth, one that he stifled with his fist. “You'll be gone for a couple weeks at most,” he said, swiveling on his stool. “Seems to me that your boyfriend is a little clingy.”

      Ben looked over his shoulder with a hard frown. “Maybe,” he conceded with a nod. “But Darrel's got a lot on his mind right now, and he really needs my support.”

      “What's bothering him?”

      The other man stood up straight and folded his arms, directing a fierce scowl into the mirror behind the counter. “Darrel's family,” he said softly. “They've stopped talking to him now that he's openly dating me.”

      Jack winced, slapping a palm against his forehead. “Dude, I'm so sorry,” he managed at last. “I need to learn to keep my big mouth shut.”

      “It's fine.”

      “No, it's not.”

      Before he could say another word, the front door swung open to admit one very distraught-looking Darrel. The man shuffled back into the bar with his hands shaking, refusing to look up.

      Ben was on his feet in an instant and rushing across the room to meet his boyfriend. Faster than you could blink, they were wrapped in a tight hug. Jack still felt a little guilty about his comment.

      How easy it was for him to forget the struggles that men like Darrel would have to endure. No one ever snubbed him for his relationship choices. Oh his mother might get a little overprotective, but Jack could date the most horrid, abusive bitch on the planet, and his family would always accept him. Even his ultra-conservative father wouldn't kick up a fuss. But Darrel? The loneliness must be awful.

      A wave of sadness crashed over him, and it took a moment for him to recognize it as one of Summer's emotions. Nassai shared everything with each other. Loneliness was the most terrifying concept they had ever encountered. In fact, they had not known that such a thing could exist until their first encounter with humanity. At the moment, Darrel was probably as frightened of loneliness as any Nassai.

      No, Jack thought. If the guy needs a friend, he'll have one. Hell, he'll have a whole freaking lot of them.

       

      The hug was warm and gentle, and for a very long moment, Ben was tempted to just collapse against his boyfriend's chest and let all his concerns drain away. But this wasn't about him. Tonight, he had to be the strong one. “You're gonna be all right,” he whispered over and over.

      The other man smiled, his cheeks flushed to a deep crimson. He bowed his head. “I know,” Darrel whispered. “And I'm sorry I've been such a mess. Dad actually unfriended me on Facebook.”

      Ben looked up at his boyfriend with resolve on his face. “You've been nothing of the sort,” he said, backing away. “It disgusts me that your family would turn their backs on you for something so trivial.”

      “Yeah.”

      Crossing his arms with a huff, Ben hung his head to avoid eye contact. “I know we talked about this before,” he said. “But maybe it's a good time to think about leaving all this behind.”

      “You mean moving to Leyria?”

      Lifting his chin, Ben squinted at the other man. “Can you think of one good reason to stay?” he asked, shaking his head. “If the people who are supposed to love see you as some kind of outcast, then what's the point?”

      “It's not that simple, hon,” Darrel muttered. “I mean…What would I do if we moved to Leyria?”

      “Whatever you want.”

      “Just like that?”

      “Just like-”

      He cut off at the sound of footsteps approaching. You didn't have to be a Justice Keeper to know when someone was coming up behind you; you only had to develop an attention to detail.

      Jack approached with hands in his pockets, head bowed as if he was afraid to make eye contact. “Hey, Darrel,” he said softly. “I was just thinking. We don't get to see you all that much. You should come out with us more often.”

      The flush painting Darrel's cheeks intensified until it seemed as though he might catch fire. “Thank you,” he said. “I really appreciate the offer.”

      “I'm gonna turn in, guys,” Jack said. “Long day tomorrow.”

      They exchanged their good-byes, and then Jack went through the door, leaving Ben to sort out this latest bout of relationship drama. Right then, he couldn't have been more thankful for his friend's sensitivity.

      Closing his eyes, Ben took a deep breath. “Just promise me you'll consider it,” he said, turning away from the other man. “I think you'd live a much better life on a world where you aren't treated as a degenerate.”

       

      When he opened the door to his apartment, Jack found only darkness waiting on the other side. Every wall and surface was visible to him despite the lack of illumination, and spatial awareness allowed him to perceive Spock waiting just inside the front door.

      The big orange tabby sat with his tail curled around his legs, his front paws together as he stared up at Jack. Of course, he didn't make a sound; he only waited patiently with that imperious stare cats inevitably mastered.

      Turning his face up to the ceiling, Jack squeezed his eyes shut. “Hey, buddy,” he said, stepping into the apartment and shutting the door behind him. “Have you been a grumpy boy? All by yourself with no one to lavish attention on you?”

      He dropped to one knee.

      Spock approached to slam his forehead into the palm of Jack's hand, nuzzling him over and over. Cats…From what Jack had read, this was actually an attempt to mark him as property by rubbing scent glands all over him. Maybe. He had a feeling that the people who wrote those articles had a distinct canine bias.

      After all, the biological purpose of sex was the exchange of genetic information for procreation, but that didn't mean the emotions involved weren't legitimate. Spock adored the humans in his life; you only had to spend two minutes with the little guy to realize it.

      He got to his feet.

      Jack shuffled through the long hallway with his arms hanging limp, frowning down at himself. “You're gonna miss me,” he said, glancing back at his feline companion. “I'm gonna be gone for a little while.”

      He approached the first door on his left only to find it open. Odd…he always kept it shut to prevent Spock from napping on his bed and leaving fur all over the place. So why was it open now?

      He peeked inside.

      The darkness was no impediment to a man who had Bonded a Nassai, and he could easily make out the lump lying under the covers of his bed. A moment later, his would-be girlfriend sat up with a grunt. “You're here,” she said, touching a hand to her forehead. “I had intended to wait for you, but it seemed as though you were going to stay out all night.”

      She held the covers to her chest with one hand and shook her head as if trying to clear her mind of haziness. Was she naked under there? It occurred to him that he might have ruined what could have been a very nice surprise.

      “Ben's having some troubles with his boyfriend,” Jack explained. “Seems the guy descends from a long line of bigots.”

      “Is there anything we can do?”

      With a sigh, Jack shook his head. “Doubtful.” He strode past the foot of the bed to the window, pausing there for a long moment. “We can be there for Darrel when he needs a friend, but nothing really makes family drama any easier.”

      In his mind's eye, his partner was bent over with long dark hair framing her lovely face. “It's a sad thing,” she murmured. “And difficult to wrap my head around. I've read about such prejudices.”

      “But never lived them?”

      “No.”

      Jack spun around to stand before the window with hands clasped behind himself. Cold rage pushed the bile right to the tip of his tongue. “Funny thing about living on this planet,” he said. “When you're a bit of a freak, you learn to sympathize with all the other freaks. Even the ones who aren't like you.”

      Gabi looked over her shoulder with a sad expression. “And is that how you see yourself?” she asked with obvious sympathy in her voice. “You really think of yourself as a freak?”

      “Well, a freak of the super variety.”

      He dropped his jacket to the floor and watched as Gabrina settled back against the pillows, a soft sigh escaping her. It occurred to him that he should stop thinking of her as his girlfriend – she hadn't ever agreed to any such thing – but they'd been growing closer for three months, and it was hard to resist the temptation.

      Crawling onto the bed, Jack smiled down at her. “Well then,” he said, shaking his head. “What can we do to relax before the long, annoying flight tomorrow. I can think of a few ideas.”
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      A black asphalt driveway cut through a lush green lawn to a small house with blue aluminum siding and black shingles on the roof. Sheltered in the shade of a tall oak tree, it was a quaint little residence.

      A man in blue jeans and a gray flannel shirt stood at the foot of the driveway with his head poked into the back door of his car. From this angle, it was impossible to see his face, but Anna sensed tension.

      She walked along the roadside in jeans and a white shirt with a frilly neckline, her hair done up in its customary ponytail. “Trevor Harmon!” she called out. “Mr. Harmon! I was hoping I could speak with you!”

      The man stood up straight.

      When he turned to face her, she saw that he was a handsome fellow in his middle years with a dark complexion and black hair that was only starting to turn gray. “And who might you be?”

      Anna grinned, bowing her head to him. “Special Agent Lenai,” she said, stepping onto the driveway. “I'm with the Justice Keepers, and I was hoping I could ask you a few questions about your son.”

      She used her multi-tool to project a hologram of her badge, a four-pointed silver star on a field of blue. It rippled in the air before her, and by the expression on his face, she could tell that Trevor Harmon was impressed. “We need to talk about your son, Mr. Harmon,” she said. “He's in trouble.”

      The man lifted his chin to squint at her. “Is that a fact?” he asked, coming closer. “I don't know where the boy went. He didn't come home last night, but when he does, the word grounded won't begin to cover it.”

      “You're aware that he skipped school yesterday?”

      “I am.”

      Anna closed her eyes, sweat prickling on her forehead. The days here got very hot very quickly. “Are you also aware that he's in possession of one very dangerous piece of alien technology?”

      The man pursed his lips, staring at her. “No, I wasn't aware of that,” he muttered, leaning his shoulder against the side of his car. “What exactly can this thing do? Is Kevin going to be all right?”

      Crossing her arms with a heavy sigh, Anna frowned down at herself. “We honestly don't know,” she admitted. “Overseer technology is highly volatile. It could be harmless, or it could be killing him right now.”

      Trevor Harmon shut his eyes, fat tears rolling over his cheeks. “God Almighty…” He trembled as sobs ripped through his body. “Can you do anything? Can you help him?”

      “We'll try. I promise.”

      She tapped at her multi-tool, opening the app that forwarded contact information. Then she sent out a pulse. A soft buzz from the man's pocket indicated that his phone had received the data. “If he comes home, contact me right away,” she said. “We're going to want to run some tests to make sure he's all right.”

      “I will,” Harmon replied. “And thank you.”

       

      Her attempts to find Kevin were less than fruitful. After talking to his father, Anna went back to the school with some faint hope that maybe, just maybe, she would find him in his first-period science class. Reality had a frustrating propensity for crushing dreams. Kevin hadn't come back to school, and worse yet, Amanda Simmons – the only person who might have caught a glimpse of whatever he had unearthed – was still absent.

      Something felt off there.

      School officials insisted that Amanda's father had kept the girl home to help her get over the ordeal, but did anyone really need two days to get past the sight of a hole in the ground? Maybe some people really were that fragile, but four years as Jack Hunter's best friend had trained Anna to assume there was more going on beneath the surface.

      She went back to the skate park, hoping to find Kevin or his friends. Sadly, there was no sign of them. That left her with only one option, and she was pretty damn sure that pursuing it would make waves.

      Amanda Simmons lived in a small house with white aluminum siding and black shingles on its slanted roof. A large porch with a rocking chair and a love-seat completed the picturesque setting.

      Knocking on the blue front door with her fist, Anna waited patiently for someone to answer. Nothing about this house raised any red flags, but she reminded herself that she wasn't all that familiar with Earth culture.

      The door swung open.

      A tall man in gray pants and a blue polo shirt loomed over her. He had a stern face with wrinkles in his forehead and curly gray hair. “Who are you?” he asked in tones that conveyed his hostility.

      Anna stood upon the porch with hands clasped behind her back, bowing her head respectfully. “Mr. Vic Simmons, I presume,” she said. “I'm Special Agent Anna Lenai with the Justice Keepers. I was hoping I could talk to your daughter.”

      The man's face hardened until it seemed like he could stop bullets with his skull. “We've got nothing to say to you,” he muttered, backing away. “Amanda wasn't involved with whatever that delinquent dug up.”

      Anna looked up at him. “I wasn't accusing her of anything.” The teachers she had spoken to were right; this man was going to make himself an obstacle in her path. “I want to know what she saw.”

      Mr. Simmons thrust his chin out and studied her with hard gray eyes. “I won't have you filling her head with nonsense,” he barked. “She gets enough of that from the school. Sinful ideas breed sinful behaviour.”

      “What exactly do you think I'll tell her?”

      In response, he spun around and turned his back on her. “Follow me,” he growled, moving deeper into the house. “Keep your questions short and to the point, and we can get this over with.”

      The front hallway led to a kitchen with a sliding glass door that looked out on the patio. A yard with lush green grass stretched on to a wooden fence, and she could see a bed of dirt that would no doubt be used to grow flowers.

      Simmons opened the door.

      Anna stepped through with arms folded, pausing to inspect her surroundings. “You have a lovely home,” she said, trying to sound cordial. “My mother keeps a garden in our backyard. I've got no talent for it myself.”

      In her mind's eye, she saw the man standing in the doorway behind her, watching her like a hawk. “The garden was my wife's,” he grumbled. “She died several years ago, and we haven't used it since.”

      “Why's that?”

      Before he could answer, a young woman in a blue dress with short sleeves came around the side of the house. She was taller than Anna – not that there was much chance of her being shorter – with dark curls that fell to her shoulders.

      “Amanda?” Simmons barked.

      The girl jumped at the sound of his voice, placing a hand over her heart. She froze in place, then turned her head to look at him. “I'm sorry. Timmy was here, and I tried to shoo him off before he made a mess.”

      “Timmy?”

      “Mrs. Hammond's cat.”

      An icy lump settled into the pit of Anna's stomach. The girl's reaction…Amanda was genuinely afraid of her father, and that was never a good sign. Very few things could elicit that kind of response in a child, and none of them were pleasant.

      “Amanda, this is-”

      “A Justice Keeper.” The girl stood with a hand pressed to her chest, refusing to look up. “She probably wants to talk to me about what I saw yesterday. I'm guessing they still haven't found Kevin.”

      Tilting her head to one side, Anna replied with the warmest grin she could manage. “Hey, look at you go!” she said, her eyebrows rising. “With deductive skills like that, you might want to consider a career in law enforcement.”

      “She'll do no such thing.” The silhouette of Mr. Simmons stepped through the door with a harsh growl, directing most of his anger her way. “Amanda will grow up to find a good husband, and take her place at his side as God intended.”

      Anna glanced over her shoulder, squinting at the man. “Silly me,” she said. “Here I am trying to corrupt her with my evil feminist ways. I should have realized that you have divine intervention on her side.”

      “You won't influence my daughter.”

      Grinning ferociously, Anna let her head hang. She brushed a strand of hair off her cheek. “I don't know. Have you seen our pamphlets? Two or three of those and she'll be a full-fledged lesbian socialist who can't wait to swear herself to the goddess Athena.”

      Only then did she notice the expression on Amanda's face. The girl was very obviously upset. “I'm sorry, Amanda.”

      “It's okay.”

      “What can you tell me about Kevin? Did you see whatever it was he dug up?

      “No,” Anna said, shaking her head. “I only saw the hole. He told me to get help, and I ran inside.”

      “Any guess as to where he went?”

      “No.”

      The misogynistic piece of shit who dared to call himself this girl's father was now standing on the patio and watching them intently. “She answered your questions, Agent Lenai,” he said. “I think it's time for you to go.”

      “There's a lot of ground we could cover.”

      He stiffened, shaking his head in disgust. “I'm asking you to leave my property,” he said, coming up behind her. “My daughter didn't have anything to do with what that boy did, and there's nothing she can tell you.”

      For half a moment, Anna considered protesting, but it dawned on her that Amanda might suffer the consequences for anything she did to piss off the girl's father. Abusive pigs like him tended to channel their frustration into a weapon they used to keep their victims in line. “All right,” she said. “Thank you for your time.”

       

      When she pushed open the door to her small motel room, Anna found that the staff had done their jobs. The blankets on the single bed were pulled up and tucked in neatly with pillows arranged for that perfect aesthetic charm.

      Jena stood in the wan light that came in through the blind-covered window, dressed in jeans and her long brown coat. The woman had her arms folded, her posture stiff and tense like a riled cat.

      Anna closed her eyes, hissing softly to herself. “Come to check up on me?” she asked, slamming the door shut. “I haven't had much luck finding the kid.”

      A frown compressed Jena's mouth into a thin line, and she grunted as she peered through the window. “Yeah, I figured as much,” she said. “But I'll take any excuse to get some fresh air. What can you report?”

      “I just spoke with Amanda Simmons.”

      “And?”

      “The poor girl is being abused,” Anna said. “I'm making it a priority to get her out of that situation.”

      Jena glanced over her shoulder with an expression as cold as ice. “Are you now?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “Do I need to remind you that isn't even remotely related to your assignment?”

      “Witness my lack of caring.”

      “Anna…”

      Crossing her arms, Anna leaned against the wall with a deep breath. “We're Justice Keepers,” she said, ignoring the bile churning in her stomach. “See evil, punch evil? I'm pretty sure there's a whole chapter about it in the handbook.”

      The other woman spun to face her, bracing one hand against the window pane. “That's true, but at the moment you have much larger concerns to deal with.”

      “I'll deal with both.”

      “Oh? And have you thought about how you plan to accomplish this? You don't have the authority to remove a child from her home; so you're going to have to work within the system. That means you'll have to produce solid evidence of the abuse taking place. Do you have that? Or is it just a hunch?”

      “I can tell.”

      “The courts won't accept that.”

      Anna felt her face heat up. “I don't care!” she spat. “If I have to, I'll tear this wretched little town apart, but I am not leaving that child in the hands of that monster.”

      “I see,” Jena replied. “And if rescuing this girl costs you your career?”

      In that brief moment of tense silence, the only thing Anna could do was stare into the other woman's pleading brown eyes. This wasn't the sort of argument she would have expected from Jena; in truth, it sounded more like the kind of slimy politicking that put people like Slade into positions of power.

      These past few months, she had often chastised Jack for his tendency to buck the system, but here she was doing the exact same thing. Her best friend's defiance suddenly made all kinds of sense. “If that's what it takes,” she said. “So be it.”

      Jena's smile was positively beatific, the kind of smile a mother wore when her child won first prize in a contest. “I knew taking you on was a good idea,” she replied. “You're right; we're not gonna leave that girl to suffer.”

      “Then what-”

      Jena paced back to the wall. “Focus on locating Kevin,” she said, glancing back over her shoulder. “I'll start the paperwork to have Child Services look into Amanda's situation.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Oh don't thank me,” Jena said.
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      Banks of lights in a very high ceiling cast a kind of golden radiance down on a field of lush green grass with elm trees dotting the landscape. A cobblestone path slithered its way around flowerbeds and the odd boulder. That a place like this could exist inside a starship…Two days ago, he would have never imagined it.

      Dressed in beige pants and a dark blue t-shirt, Jack stood with arms crossed behind the railing of a small balcony. “You weren't kidding,” he muttered. “When you say a ship is designed for comfort, you mean it.”

      Gabi stepped up beside him in a pair of black pants and a matching blouse, her long dark hair tied in a ponytail. “Some people spend much of their career on ships,” she said. “So we try to make them as hospitable as possible. The lights are designed to match the natural frequency of sunlight and to wax and wane in a twenty-four-hour schedule.”

      “I've always wanted to go to space,” he replied. “But I'm not sure I could live most of my life on a ship. I need fresh air.”

      Of course, the air in here did feel fresh. It was even a little muggy. Summer found the experience quite pleasant. From what he had been told, the Leyrians were prone to constructing environments like this on all their space stations.

      “Come on,” Jack said.

      He descended a set of steps two at a time, keeping his head down. “I want to get a good look at this place,” he added as he stepped onto the path. “It's not every day you see a whole ecosystem inside.”

      They walked in silence for a little while as he marveled at this indoor…park. There were even bees floating about over the flowers. It was truly remarkable, and he couldn't help but cringe at the insane amount of maintenance something like this would require.

      Then he saw it.

      A small, cylindrical robot about the size of a footstool went rumbling through the grass, and where it passed, the blades were shorter. Not far ahead, human-shaped bots stood over flowerbeds, spraying them with some kind of solution.

      It wouldn't be water – he understood Leyrian thinking well enough to know that would be handled by an automated sprinkler system – but perhaps it was a fertilizer of some kind. One robot glanced in his direction, its camera lens focusing on him, and then it went back to work.

      Jack stopped under a tree.

      He slipped his hands into his back pockets, then spun to face his companion. “So we meet with the professor the day after we arrive,” he said softly. “You have any plans in the meantime?

      Gabi shut her eyes, breathing deeply and then letting it out again. “I was hoping to visit my mother,” she replied. “I haven't been home in nearly two years. She'll want to know what's going on in my life.”

      Chewing on his lower lip, Jack bowed his head to her. “Is that an invitation to join you?” he asked. “Because my mom keeps nagging me to make you come to dinner.”

      “I didn't mean-”

      Jack turned away from her, starting up the path. “It's fine,” he said with a shrug of his shoulders. “I really didn't want to push…I just thought we won't get another chance to visit for a while.”

      In his mind's eye, he saw her walking with a hand pressed to her stomach, her eyes downcast. “I didn't mean it like that…” she murmured. “It's just…We haven't even defined what this is or how long it'll last.”

      Jack felt his face burn, tension flaring up in his chest. “Well, it's not for any lack of trying!” he snapped. “At this point, I'm honestly thinking of cracking open the Big Book of Rom-Com Clichés.”

      “Jack…”

      “Oh, don't worry; you'll love it,” he pressed on. “It features such stock dialogue as 'what is this to you?' and 'where do you see this relationship going?'”

      His voice had more bite than he would have preferred, but it was hard to keep the bitterness from creeping in. Summer urged caution – relationship advice from a Nassai; now there was a new one – but he couldn't help himself.

      It had been three months, for fuck's sake! He was beginning to think of Gabi as the Queen of Mixed Signals. Every time he started to wonder if maybe it was time to call it quits, she did something that made it abundantly clear she really liked him. But ask her what she wanted, and she froze up.

      He turned.

      Gabi stood on the path with hands folded over her stomach, her face stern but not angry. “Are you finished?” she asked, raising a dark eyebrow. “Because I'd like to make sure I've heard the entire adolescent rant before I respond.”

      Jack felt the heat of anger that wasn't his. Apparently Summer was pissed off on his behalf. Not that it surprised him much. His symbiont would gladly bitch-slap anyone who did him wrong. “Yeah,” Jack said. “I'd say this conversation is pretty much over.”

       

      A railing overlooked a dance floor in a night club where the walls lit up with fierce blue light, bathing everything in a cobalt glow. Down below, people shuffled about, some grinding up against one another.

      Jack gripped the metal bar in both hands, leaning over to watch the crowd. “Well, Summer,” he said. “The results are in. Just three short months, and I'm back to awkward wallflower. What do you think? New record?”

      The spatial awareness that came with his Bond had its perks. Without even looking, he could sense half a dozen single people spaced out on this balcony and also the couples who clung to the wall, making out or talking quietly.

      Ben approached in a pair of gray pants and a black t-shirt, his dark hair now falling to the nape of his neck. “So here you are,” he said over the music. “Gabi's been trying to get a hold of you.”

      “I'm sure she has.”

      “Everything okay?”

      “I'm fine,” Jack answered with a curt nod. “Just reviving my grand tradition of avoiding all things fun and sociable. It's important not to lose touch with your roots.”

      His friend stepped up to the railing, frowning down at the crowd below. “She was saying something about dancing with you,” Ben said. “I think maybe she wants to make up for…whatever's going on.”

      Jack paused for a moment.

      There were times when he forgot his friend had a knack for reading emotions. He hadn't said anything to Ben about the fight, and it was very unlikely that Gabi would have confided in the other man. But the ability to read a situation was the most useful skill in a spy's toolkit; Ben had told him more than once that he would fit right in at LIS.

      “I can't dance,” Jack said.

      “And you can't talk either.”

      Clamping a hand over his mouth, Jack shut his eyes and trembled with laughter. “I think I'm gonna have to stop you right there. Any more, and Phil Collins will be forced to sue for copyright infringement.”

      “What?”

      “Never mind.”

      Jack spun around to lean against the railing with fingers laced over the back of his head. “So, she wants to dance with me,” he said. “You really think my spastic gyrating is going to improve the situation?”

      “We're gonna be stuck on this ship for another two days,” Ben answered. “Do you really want to spend them fighting with your girlfriend?”

      There was some truth in that, though Jack had to resist the urge to point out the fact that Gabi was not his girlfriend. Not yet anyway. He still held out some small hope that might change, but he was beginning to suspect that it wouldn't.

      A set of stairs led from the balcony to the first floor of the night club, bathed in the soft light that radiated from the walls. Jack made his way downward with a grunt. At the very least, he could have some fun this evening; from what he'd read on the subject, it was a truly pleasant experience.

      At the foot of the stairs, a hologram appeared under the overhang of the balcony. The image was that of a tall man with fair skin and dark hair that he wore parted in the middle. “Good evening, sir,” he said. “Can I be of some assistance?”

      “Who picks the music here?”

      The hologram flickered for a moment, then reappeared, standing straight and tall with a vacant expression. “The music is selected by software that measures the mood of the crowd,” he said. “Would you care to make a request?”

      “Got any Dexys Midnight Runners?”

      “I'm afraid not, sir.”

      Jack shuffled passed the hologram, making his way out to the dance floor where he could feel uncomfortable in time to the music. If you were going to make a complete ass of yourself, it was best to do so with rhythm.

      It wasn't hard to spot her.

      Gabi was still dressed in her black pants and matching shirt, and she swayed to the music while snapping her fingers. A young man with copper skin and black hair that he wore in a long ponytail danced in front of her. The pair of them seemed to be having a good time.

      Odd…Jack would have expected himself to feel jealous, but while he did have his concerns about the future of this relationship – if you could even call it that – the sight of Gabi with another man didn't provoke them. Was that a bad thing? Should he feel a little more jealous?

      Someone tapped his shoulder.

      He whirled around find a woman in a pink halter-top dancing in front of him. She was a gorgeous young twenty-something with tanned skin and dark hair that fell well past her shoulders. “Come on,” she said with enough volume to overpower the music.

      Jack closed his eyes, exhaling softly. “You probably don't want to do this,” he said, shaking his head. “I'm not a very good dancer. When the whole thing's over, you'll have nothing but sore feet and a bruised ego.”

      She didn't hear him, of course – the music was much too loud for that – and before he could say one more word, she took his hands and pulled him close. It occurred to him that his instinct to shrink away from a woman like this was the product of a bad habit he'd been trying to break. On some level, Jack still saw himself as utterly undesirable, but it was time to do away with such nonsense.

      The woman smiled up at him, her green eyes sparkling as she held his gaze. Well, this is nice, he thought as she lifted his hand to twirl underneath it. It's not so bad. I pretty much just stand here while she-

      The woman turned, pressing her back into him, then reached up to clamp one hand on the back of his neck. She writhed against him, and suddenly he felt very much like a boy at a sixth-grade dance.

      Blushing hard, Jack closed his eyes. He tried to ignore his own rising anxiety. No, this won't be awkward at all, he assured himself. Just stand here and try your best to look like you're having a good time.

       

      Up on the balcony, Ben watched his friends enjoy themselves. It would have been nice if Darrel were here with him, but this kind of mission was best handled by a smaller team, and his boyfriend wasn't exactly well-versed in Leyrian culture. At the very least, he could take some pleasure in seeing his friends happy.

      Jack seemed to have found some companionship, though it was clear that he wasn't quite sure what to make of the woman who pressed her body up against him. The irony would have been delicious if it wasn't so tragic; here was a man who could jump several times higher than a normal person, react several times faster than a normal person and call on years of martial arts training…and he had no clue what to do with himself when put on a dance floor with a beautiful partner.

      On the other side of the room, Gabi watched him with one hand over her mouth, trembling as if she found the whole thing very funny. Well, it was. Though Ben wasn't sure how Jack would react to the idea that the woman he was seeing wasn't the least bit jealous. Problems, problems, problems.

      Ben closed his eyes, taking a deep breath through his nose. “And you can't solve any of them,” he said to himself. “Focus on your own concerns. Let them sort this out on their own.”

      He tapped at the screen of his multi-tool, logging in to the e-mail application. One particular message had been sitting there for three days, vexing him. With a few quick taps, he read it for the hundredth time.

       

      
        
        Ex-militia operatives still in possession of stolen weapons captured on Palissa. Serial numbers match those of the missing shipments. Interrogations have proved fruitful. The prisoners have confirmed that the weapons were delivered by a rogue LIS agent, but they are unaware of his identity.

      

        

      
        - Agent Marc Tarens

      

        

      
        LIS field ops, Palissa.

      

      

       

      Ben had asked his superiors to keep him up to date on the investigation that would eventually result in his arrest. That e-mail had come three days ago. He wasn't willing to interfere with that investigation – his willingness to ignore his conscience in the service of some greater good only went so far – but if they had come this far, it was only a matter of time before they learned the identity of the culprit.

      Ben felt a single tear rolling over his cheek. He drew in a rasping breath. You may have to say good-bye after all, Darrel, he thought to himself. I know I promised to come back for you, but…

      In the meantime, he had a mission to complete. He would do his duty for as long as he could, and when the hammer fell, he would accept his fate. That was all anyone could expect from a man.

       

      A long rectangular window behind the couch in his sitting room looked out on an endless void. There were no stars – they would be invisible so long as the ship remained at FTL speeds – but just the same, he found the view sufficient for a little introspection.

      Jack stood by the window with his head down, his chin touching his chest. His face twisted into a grimace. So, you're finally going to visit Leyria, he thought. With a woman who hates the thought of dating you.

      The door chime rang.

      “Come in.”

      The door slid open to reveal Gabi standing in the corridor. Somehow, he'd known it would be her; Keepers couldn't see through walls, but something in his gut told him this conversation was inevitable.

      Gabi strode into the room with her arms swinging, refusing to look up at him. “Nice to see you having a good time,” she said. “I was worried you'd spend the whole night moping.”

      “It was fun.”

      “Was it?”

      He turned on her with his arms crossed, blowing out a deep breath. “Let's cut to it, Gabs,” he said, forcing down a wave of anxiety. “I like you a lot, but if it's really this hard for you to commit to something permanent, maybe we should call it quits.”

      She just stood there like a statue with her eyes glued to the floor, her lips twitching as she tried to find the words. “I like you quite a bit as well,” she murmured. “But I have to be honest; I want kids one day.”

      Lifting his chin to stare down his nose at her, Jack narrowed his eyes. “Well, now that's out in the open,” he said softly. “Gabs, I'm not gonna stand here and give you the 'we can make it work' speech.”

      “I wouldn't expect you to,” she said. “But you mean a lot to me.”

      He set his hands on her shoulders.

      Gabi fell forward, touching her nose to his chest. He gently laid a hand on the back of her head. “I know,” Jack whispered. “I'd like to find a partner that I could live with one day; if you don't think that's you…”

      She looked up at him with tears glistening on her cheeks, blinking as if to clear her vision. “Maybe it could be,” she said. “I don't…There are Keepers who have made great parents to adopted kids.”

      “That, there are.”

      “So…”

      Tilting her chin up, he leaned in to press a soft kiss to her lips. “Maybe we don't have to decide it tonight,” he whispered. “I don't expect you to marry me tomorrow, but I would like it if you stopped trying to downplay our relationship.”

      The fierce hug she gave in response to that told him she was amenable. Well, that was good at least. He wanted to believe there was some hope they might have a future together. Sadly, he wasn't feeling very reassured by her hesitation. Jack didn't consider himself to be an expert on relationships, but he did have a very simple outlook. Either you were in, or you were out. And if you kept trying to straddle the line, if you weren't willing to say “yeah, let's do this…” it probably meant you wanted out.

       

      The windows in this penthouse apartment looked out on the city of Beijing under a starry sky, tall buildings rising up with hundreds of lights in their windows. Bright, silver moonlight spilled through the glass, leaving a soft sheen on hardwood floors that stretched from wall to wall.

      Lounging on a gray couch with his feet propped up on an ottoman, Grecken Slade held a tablet in front of his face. Interesting, he thought to himself. It seems the boy has been doing a little digging.

      With a casual flick of his finger, he scrolled through a list of Jack Hunter's recent search history. Links to database entries on the Overseers appeared in a list on the tablet's screen along with web-searches for cat-food and something called Buffy-Con: Toronto. Most of it was fluff, but Hunter's fascination with the Inzari caught his attention.

      As the former head of the Justice Keepers, Slade had taken a hands-on approach to the construction of the twenty-four space stations that now floated in orbit of this planet. The back-doors he had left in each station's mainframe allowed him to periodically check on his former subordinates. Provided he didn't do it too often, of course.

      Cyber-security teams had located and shut down many of the programs that would allow him to take direct control of each station's core computer functions – he had to give them credit for being able to oust several Trojan horses that he would have expected to go unnoticed for years – but there were still a few weak points he could exploit.

      Hunter's recent searches included data on a professor Aldin Nareo, one of Leyria's foremost experts on the Inzari. Slade was vaguely familiar with the man's work. In all likelihood, Jack intended to contact this professor.

      If that was the case, Slade would have to remove Nareo from the game before he could divulge anything useful. Assassinations were always regrettable – they tended to draw unwelcome attention, and Hunter would almost certainly realize that Slade had deduced his intentions – but he could think of no other recourse at this point. Analyzing the comm logs revealed that Hunter had not placed a call to Nareo's office, which meant one of two things: either the log had been deleted or young Jack intended to go in person. Slade was willing to bet on the latter.

      His multi-tool beeped.

      Slade felt his mouth tighten. Is it time already? He pinched the bridge of his nose with thumb and forefinger, groaning under his breath. That fool woman will drive me to insanity if I let her.

      He stood.

      The sitting room in this apartment was vast and decorated with gorgeous paintings hung on the cream-coloured walls. Behind the couch, an elevator led down to the ground floor, but he seldom went out that way.

      This apartment was not really his, after all, but the small cabal of men and women who served the Inzari on this planet maintained several safe spaces they could make use of at need. It would do for the moment.

      In the wall to his right, a hallway branched off and led to the three bedrooms that had been vacated upon his arrival. He started down the corridor with a sigh. So much to do and so little time.

      Pushing open the second door on his left, he found a SlipGate in the middle of an empty bedroom, its surface gleaming when he flicked the light switch. The metal triangle stood tall and proud, its top corner nearly brushing the ceiling. Most of the time, that was how he left the apartment.

      At the moment, the Gate was dormant, undetectable by anyone else on the network. It wouldn't do to allow Justice Keepers to come waltzing into his home at their leisure. A little privacy was one of the most treasured commodities a man could possess. Slade only activated the Gate when he intended to use it, and visitors had to request his permission before they made an appearance.

      Rolling up his sleeve, he tapped at the screen of his multi-tool and brought up an app that would let him interface with the Gate. He keyed in his passcode and cleared the Gate to receive incoming travelers.

      A moment later, the grooves on the triangle's surface lit up with a fierce white glow, accompanied by a soft humming noise. A bubble appeared from out of nowhere, seeming to expand from a single point to something large enough to contain a full-grown man.

      Inside, he saw a cloaked figure with her hooded head bowed, her body rippling in the distorted light. In truth, she looked almost like a physical manifestation of Death himself. Isara did have a flare for the dramatic.

      The bubble popped.

      Quickly, he deactivated the gate.

      Isara flung her cloak open, exposing a low-cut black dress that displayed milky-white cleavage. “They sent Lenai to Tennessee,” she said. “Locating the boy will be extremely difficult if I have to avoid crossing paths with her.”

      Thrusting his chin out, Slade squinted at her. “Is the costume really necessary?” he asked, shaking his head. “I've seen your face, Isara. One might start to think that you are growing paranoid.”

      She huddled in on herself, head bent so that he could only see the top of her hood. “You are not the only one who has seen my face,” she reminded him. “I would hate to be recognized by the wrong people.”

      Well…she had a point.

      He spun on his heel and left the room, strolling through the long hallway with his hands clasped behind his back. “So the boy is still missing,” he said. “And I take it he is still in possession of the Inzari device.”

      “So far as I can tell.”

      Contact with his symbiont allowed him to perceive Isara like a silhouette of wispy smoke in his mind's eye. She walked behind him with fists clenched, grumbling to herself. Not long ago he had warned her that if she ever came to Earth without his permission, he would kill her, but the Inzari had decided to return Pennfield to the world of his birth, and Isara was to oversee his transition. One did not argue with a god, but it seemed as though his masters were growing desperate.

      He stepped into the living room.

      “How is our dearest friend Wesley?” Slade asked, turning around to face her. “More importantly, has he made any progress in finding the Key?”

      The woman leaned one shoulder against the corridor wall, her eyes downcast so that he could not look into the hood. A habit, he assumed. “Pennfield no longer answers when I call.”

      “Really?”

      “I believe he might be playing his own game.” It came out as a growl. Something about Isara made him think of a feral lioness. “The humiliation he suffered at the hands of Hunter and Lenai seems to have affected him.”

      Slade felt his lips peel back from clenched teeth, a soft hiss escaping him. He let his head drop. “Of course the man would choose now to come unbalanced. We have another problem on our hands.”

      Isara perked up.

      A surge of heat burned in Slade's face, and he growled, shaking his head in disgust. “Jack Hunter is trying to contact a professor on Leyria,” he explained. “A man who built his career on studying the Inzari.”

      Hearing that set off Isara. She strode past him, into the living room, and paused by the couch with her fists on her hips. “Does it really matter? What can this professor tell him that would be of any threat to us?”

      “An unusually casual response from you.”

      She whirled around to face him, instinctively smoothing the fabric of her dress with one hand. “The only alternative is to kill the scholar,” she said. “Is it worth drawing that much attention?”

      “Hunter is very resourceful.”

      With a sigh, Isara sat on the couch and folded her hands in her lap. It was odd, the sight of a hooded figure relaxing on his sofa as if they were about to share a friendly cup of tea. “How soon before the boy makes contact?”

      “In all likelihood, he has already departed for Leyria.”

      Isara was still for a moment, then she sat forward with elbows on her thighs and her chin resting on her laced fingers. “You realize we're already too late,” she snapped at him. “Neither one of us could get to Leyria before he makes contact.”

      Pressing his lips together, Slade narrowed his eyes to slits. “The thought did cross my mind,” he said, nodding once. “Which is why I ordered you to remain on Leyria in the first place.”

      The woman remained doubled over with her hooded head bowed, refusing to show even a spec of irritation. “I have agents on Leyria,” she said. “If the good professor has to die, it can be arranged.”

      She picked up the tablet that he had left on the couch cushion and began tapping at the screen with no regard for his privacy. “I will need to access the SlipGate to make an off-world call.”

      Slade nodded.

      A hundred years ago, when he first brought this woman into the fold, he expected her to grow into a grateful subordinate, but Isara had a dogged sense of independence, and she would accept no human as her superior. Only the Inzari could expect obedience from her. A pity.

      She was the most skilled warrior that Slade had ever encountered, but a valued servant must possess more than the ability to physically dominate her opponents. For a moment, Slade wondered if she saw the irony in her complaints about Pennfield's refusal to take direction.

      Lifting the tablet up in front of her face, Isara stared into the screen as though she expected to find the secret of immortality therein. “He's not answering,” she murmured a moment later. “I wonder…”

      Had she meant for Slade to hear that? Though not as crafty as Pennfield, she could maneuver her adversaries into a vulnerable position when she set her mind to it. Only a fool let his guard down around Isara.

      “Yes,” a deep voice said from the tablet's speaker.

      Isara leaned back against the couch cushions, holding the tablet up in one hand. “I require your services,” she replied. “There is a professor on Leyria who may cause my associates some difficulties.”

      “I'm not on Leyria right now.”

      “I can see that.”

      Irritation mixed with anxiety to form a claw that gripped Slade's chest. If the man wasn't on Leyria, it was unlikely that he would be able to dispatch the professor before Hunter got to him. Still…There were times when a wise man learned how to delegate, and this was one of them.

      “How soon can you be there?”

      “Two days.”

      Slade crossed his arms and leaned against the wall, hanging his head in frustration. “Is that the best you can do?” he asked. “I would remind you that Hunter may already be on Leyria.”

      Isara turned her head, allowing just a sliver of light to penetrate that hood, enough for him to see her frowning. “Col is my best operative,” she said. “It isn't enough to kill the man; we must ensure that nothing leads back to us.”

      “We still haven't discussed payment,” a voice came from the tablet. “I want the best weapons you can provide.”
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      The residential street that bordered the small patch of woodland behind his school was quiet on a Tuesday afternoon. As he walked, he saw a young girl playing on the front lawn of a red-brick house with large front windows. He caught sight of a kid who must have been nearing the end of middle school walking a dog, but that was it. Nothing out of the ordinary except for him.

      Kevin walked along the sidewalk with hands shoved into his pockets, the hood of his sweatshirt pulled up to hide his face. Don't make eye contact, he thought as he passed the house with the little girl.

      She was about seven years old and blonde as blonde could be, dressed in a pair of shorts and a blue t-shirt. “Hello,” she said, waving as he passed. The fact that he refused to answer didn't seem to bother her.

      Kevin grabbed the brim of his hood and pulled it down further, making sure to avoid looking at anyone. They might have put your face on TV, he noted. You keep making slip-ups like that, and someone will recognize you.

      He flexed his fingers.

      The device – or creature, or…whatever it was – that had attached itself to his palm was more than just a weapon; thirty-six hours of wearing the thing had been enough to make that clear to him. True, it could be used for destructive purposes, but it was so much more than that.

      For one thing, he could sense the precipitation in the air, the electrostatic charge and the relative humidity. The device seemed to grant him a kind of intuitive knowledge of natural systems. Earlier this morning, he had touched a tree – simply touched it – and sensed its roots, its leaves, the sap flowing through it. Whatever this thing was, it had become an extension of his own body. He couldn't give it up now.

      Not far ahead, the road curved slightly, and just past the bend, he found a strip mall with a laundromat and a convenience store. Several cars and one big blue van took up most of the parking spaces.

      Kevin shut his eyes, breathing deeply. Food, he thought to himself. You need to eat something before you faint from exhaustion. You can't keep surviving on just one meal a day.

      Keeping his hands hidden, he stepped onto the parking lot with his shoulders hunched up. Every trip to a public place left him feeling antsy. A black kid in a hoodie tended to put most people on edge, but if he let them see his face, he might find himself facing down a squad of cops.

      Passing through the narrow space between two cars, he found a pair of young men standing beneath the strip mall's overhanging roof. Kevin froze in place. He knew these guys from school.

      Danny Roberts was a tall, lanky boy in ripped jeans and an old black t-shirt. Pale as they come, he wore his dark hair combed forward emo-style and sported a light dusting of stubble on his hollow cheeks. “So she nags me about eating the cookies,” he said. “I was like 'I didn't know they were for home-ec.'”

      Next to him, Brian Robitaille pressed a fist to his mouth as he shook with laughter. “Dude,” he said, shaking his head. “You ate her damn assignment.” Shorter than Danny, he wore shorts and kept let his red hair fall to his shoulders.

      Kevin stepped beneath the overhang.

      If he could sneak into the store and get away without these kids noticing him, he might just be able to avoid some unwanted complications-

      “Hey, wait!” Danny spoke up. “Harmon?”

      Kevin froze.

      “What the fuck?”

      He spun around to find that Danny had come forward and now stood with his arms spread wide, snarling at him. “You go missing for three days, and you think you're gonna just pop by and score some smokes?”

      “I'm fine,” Kevin said, backing away from the other kids. “I was just…Look, I've got…I need to take care of a few things, that's all. I'll be fine.”

      “The whole damn school is looking for you.”

      “I'm sorry.”

      With a heavy sigh, Danny let his head hang. “Typical,” he said. “You know my dad always says people like you are god-damn irresponsible.”

      “People like me?”

      The other boy looked up with an expression that said he meant to do violence. “Yeah, you heard me,” he barked. “Miss Sutherland's having a breakdown because you fucking took off.”

      Kevin felt heat in his own face. He reached up to grab the hood with both hands and slowly pulled it down. No sense in hiding now. “What I do and where I go is none of your god damn business.”

      Danny was hissing, tiny drops of spit flying from his lips. “Yeah, I bet it's not,” he said, striding forward at a brisk pace, closing the distance in a few seconds. “Someone's gotta teach you some respect.”

      He threw a punch.

      Kevin caught the guy's fist, and then – just like that – he had a flawless, intuitive understanding of the human nervous system. He could almost sense the electrical signals in Danny's body, trace every nerve ending with his thoughts. It wasn't hard to set them on fire. Every last one.

      Squeezing his eyes shut, Danny threw his head back and screamed. He dropped to his knees, pawing at himself as if his clothes had suddenly burst into flame. God help me. What have I done?

      Brian came at him.

      Kevin raised a hand, and the air in front of his palm began to ripple, distorting their images as if they stood behind a curtain of falling water. Both boys stopped short. Kevin's reaction was instantaneous.

      The shimmering curtain sped forward and hit the dumbfounded teens, knocking them flat on their asses. Somehow, he knew it was only a fraction of the device's power. If he had wanted, he could have killed them.

      Click.

      He turned to find a man in a denim jacket standing by the driver's side door of the big blue van, holding a revolver in one hand. “Now, that's enough, son,” he said, pointing the gun at Kevin. “Drop whatever you've got there.”

      Kevin shut his eyes, sweat oozing from his pours. “I don't want to hurt you,” he said, backing up until he was pressed to the window of the convenience store.

      “Drop your weapon.”

      “Drop yours.”

      The man was flushed, his face scrunched up. “I'm not gonna tell you again,” he said, gesturing with the gun. “Drop your weapon and get on your knees.”

      Kevin raised a hand, and the shimmering curtain reappeared. A barrier that would protect him from his enemies. Half a second later, the air was split by a vicious CRACK! CRACK! CRACK!

      Bullets slammed into the rippling energy field, crumpled and dropped uselessly to the ground. Each mangled slug made a soft pinging noise that was distinct to his ears. Through the haze, Kevin saw the blurry image of one very frightened man.

      He thrust a hand out.

      The energy field sped forward with the momentum of a freight train, slamming into the man and sending him flying backward like a plastic bag in a gale-force wind. He went all the way to the edge of the parking lot before landing on his ass.

      “Help!” someone shouted.

      A quick scan of his surroundings revealed Brian Robitaille crawling on his belly with a cell phone pressed to his ear. “Send help! 1409 New Sycamore Drive!” He gasped a few times. “We've got a guy with a crazy weapon!”

      Kevin turned to run.

      Danny slammed into him from behind, wrapping both arms around Kevin's belly. “Come on, you mother fucker,” he whispered in Kevin's ear. “You think you can just do that to me?”

      The other boy's weight threw Kevin down on his belly, driving the air from his lungs when his body his the concrete. He struggled and squirmed, trying to force Danny off him. “Let go.”

      Kevin still had a free hand. He reached around behind himself, clamping his fingers around Danny's wrist. That was all it took: flesh to flesh contact with the device between them. He was able to map Danny's nervous system.

      The human brain was a simple thing, really. A little oxytocin to make Danny bond with him, a little adrenaline to drown out the pain and leave the poor boy with an intense desire to do something. Stimulate the fight or flight response.

      Danny stood.

      When Kevin rolled onto his back, the kid who had wanted to knock him senseless just a few seconds earlier now stared down at him with perfect adulation. It was obvious that Danny was seething with rage, but he would never – not in a million years – direct it toward Kevin.

      Danny stalked over to his trembling friend. “Put the phone down!” he shouted at Brian. “Put the fucking phone down before I bash your skull in!”

      Danny squatted down and seized Brian's shirt. He then delivered a fierce punch to the other boy's face. Then another. Then another. The sight of it made Kevin nauseous. What had he done? It had been pure instinct: self-preservation fueled by knowledge he had gained with the device. He hadn't really been thinking about what he was doing. He never wanted this!

      I have to get this thing off me.

      Before he could even think, the harsh wail of sirens filled the air and two cop cars pulled into the lot, forming a makeshift barricade. There was no way out now. He could feel the urge to run and – if necessary – to fight for his life. You can't let the damn thing control you, he thought as he cowered against the window.

      What was he going to do.

       

      Anger flared up inside Anna, but she managed to keep it at a low simmer. Calling her had been something of an afterthought for the officers who had decided that the best way to handle a boy with an alien device was to corner him and point weapons at him. So far as she knew, the police had only been on scene for about five minutes before someone was wise enough to involve the Justice Keepers, but the status report she had been given suggested that they had the boy surrounded but were afraid to close in. Jack would call this a…something. Spanish Standoff?

      Through the taxi cab's windshield, she saw a narrow suburban street with small houses on either side. Everything looked quiet and peaceful on a sunny afternoon. You would never have expected a life or death situation to break out.

      The convenience store's parking lot was just a short ways off on her left, and she could already see two police cruisers blocking the entrance. Four uniformed men were using them as cover, aiming guns over the hood of each vehicle.

      “You can stop here,” she muttered. “Let me out by the curb and then get out of here.”

      The driver twisted in his seat to glare at her over his shoulder. “The fare is fourteen dollars,” he said with a thick southern accent. “You ain't going nowhere until you pay for the service, little lady.”

      She handed him a bill.

      His face twisted into something haggard, and she heard the soft sound of a hiss pass through his lips. “What the hell is this?” he asked, shaking the money at her. “God damn Canadian currency? Do I look like a bank?”

      “Exchange it!”

      She got out of the car with a sigh, reaching up with one hand to scrub a palm over her face. Idiot man, she thought, making her way toward the crime scene. People's lives hang in the balance, and he quibbles over minutiae.

      One of the officers turned as she approached. He frowned, then looked her up and down. “You're the Justice Keeper?” he asked. “'Bout time you got here. The situation's getting out of control.”

      Craning her neck, Anna squinted at him. “Yeah, that's me,” she said with a curt nod. “Next time, I'll try to be more punctual after you fail to call me before charging headlong into an unknown scenario.”

      “Listen-”

      “What's the situation?”

      As she approached the side of the police cruiser, she saw a young man standing in front of a window that looked in on the convenience store. He was tall and slim with a dark complexion, and even from this distance, she could tell that he felt cornered. “We asked him to let us tend the wounded,” the cop said.

      She noticed another pair of teenagers in front of the laundromat. One was lying flat on his back with a blood-stained face. The other was on his knees a few feet away, hiding his face in his hands.

      The officer who had decided to take on the role of her liaison stood behind her. “The kid wouldn't let us approach,” he said. “We tried anyway, and he threw up some energy field. Bullets won't pierce it.”

      “You tried to shoot him?”

      “He left us no choice.”

      Clenching her teeth, Anna shut her eyes tight. She tossed her head about in disgust. “Of course you did,” she said. “From now on, you don't make a move without my say-so.”

      Kevin was still cowering in front of the window, staring into his palms as though he couldn't believe what he saw there. The kid was on edge, frightened. There was no telling how the Overseer device might have messed with his brain chemistry.

      “Kevin?” she called out.

      He looked up.

      “I know you're frightened,” Anna began. “It's okay; no one's going to hurt you. The device you're carrying is dangerous. We just want to help.”

      “You can't take it.”

      “Kevin, we-”

      The kid thrust his palm out, pointing the strange Overseer device at her, and she had to admit that it was difficult to ignore the urge to draw her weapon. “It's mine!” he said. “I won't let you have it.”

      Anna sucked on her lower lip, then bowed her head to him. Thin strands of red hair dangled over her cheeks. “Sweetie, that device is going to kill you. It's already started to affect your mind.”

      “I know, but…” Kevin's words came out in a harsh squeak. “I don't know why, but…I have to hang on to it. I feel it in my head.”

      “I'm going to come closer now.”

      “No!”

      In the blink of an eye, he had a hand pointed toward her, and she almost expected to see the rippling energy of a force-field. Luckily, he was still able to control himself. “No one with weapons gets anywhere near me.”

      Anna drew her pistol from the holster on her hip. She set it down on the hood of the police car. “No one's going to hurt you, Kevin,” she assured him. “We're all going to put our weapons down, aren't we?”

      The four men who stood on either side of her remained perfectly still, each aiming his weapon over the top of one of the vehicles. Not one was willing to follow her lead. Companion be praised this was a small town; a larger city would have had SWAT teams here by now.

      Anna felt her cheeks burn with furious heat. She took a deep breath to calm herself. “Put your weapons down,” she muttered under her breath. “The kid is only a danger if we threaten him.”

      The officer who had greeted her – a tall, well-muscled man who now stood on her immediate left – eyed her before speaking. “With all due respect, ma'am, we do that, and he might decide to flatten us.”

      Tossing her head back, Anna rolled her eyes at the clear blue sky. “Oh yes, because your bullets have been so effective thus far,” she mocked. “Put your guns down; I'm not going to say it again.”

      One by one, the four officers lowered their weapons to point at the ground. Anna heard the odd muttered complaint, but they were wise enough to take direction when she forced the issue.

      Kevin seemed to relax, lowering his hands. He was bent over, refusing to look up at her. “They need help,” he said, gesturing to the other two boys. “I swear to god I didn't mean to hurt them.”

      Anna glanced over her shoulder.

      The two men on her right holstered their weapons and made their way around the police car. In a few seconds, they were trotting across the parking lot, crouching down in front of the fallen boys.

      Anna maneuvered through the narrow gap between both cars, and when Kevin did nothing to object, she started a slow march forward. With any luck, she would be able to defuse this situation before it got any worse.

      Anna licked her lips, then lowered her eyes to the ground. “It's okay, Kevin,” she said, moving forward with her hands in the air. “I won't hurt you. We're gonna take you up to Station Twelve and-”

      She sensed someone on the store's roof.

      The officer who had greeted her suddenly pointed his gun upward and fired with a CRACK! CRACK! CRACK! Just like that, the delicate cease fire that she had worked so hard to build fell apart.

      Kevin raised a hand, and the air before him started to shimmer like ripples flowing across the surface of a pond. The two cops who were tending to the wounded boy looked up and reached for their weapons. “No!” Anna screamed. In her mind's eye, she saw the cop behind her aim for Kevin.

      She threw herself down on her belly just before the gun went off with a thunderous roar. Bullets slammed into the force-field, but instead of bouncing off, they just hovered there. She had never witnessed anything like it.

      Kevin gestured, and the force-field…pulsed, flinging each slug back in the direction it had come from. There were screams from behind her, the sound of shattered glass. Oh, Bleakness take her! This had been going so well!

      Kevin ran around the side of the convenience store. Before she could even raise her voice, he was gone. Damn it! Rage flared within her. Couldn't those idiots keep their trigger fingers still for one fucking minute?

      Anna got up.

      She ran back to the police car, jumping to land on the roof. Crouched down upon the steel, she inspected her surroundings. One of the cops – the one who had greeted her – had taken a wound to the shoulder. A second officer was tending to him.

      Ignoring the prickle of sweat on her brow, Anna shook her head. “Get him medical attention,” she ordered. “Stay with him until the ambulance gets here, then follow me in the cruiser.”

      The other officer looked over his shoulder, frowning at her. “There's not much back there,” he said, gesturing in the direction Kevin had fled. “Some woods and then the high school, but that's it.”

      “That's where he'll go,” Anna muttered. “He'll know the area. Right now, his self-preservation instincts are nearly impossible to ignore. There have been cases like this one before. If we can keep him calm, he'll be all right, but spook him and the instinct to use the device kicks in.”

      The wounded cop was staring up at the sky with tears on his face. “The woman…” he said, tossing his head from side to side. “On the roof…I saw her…A woman in a ski-mask.”

      In the calamity, Anna had almost forgotten. She'd had the briefest glimpse of a tall figure standing on the roof just before the Bleakness took everything. Where that person had gone was a mystery to her, but it was hardly her primary concern. Someone had to get to Kevin before he did any more damage.

      Anna slapped a hand over her face, groaning into her own palm. “So you're first instinct was to shoot at her? What part of 'don't frighten the boy' was so hard to understand?”

      The man grunted.

      “Never mind,” she said, hopping off the cop car and turning away from them. “Get him help. I'll go after Kevin. Back me up as soon as you're able, but for the Companion's Blessed Love, learn to restrain yourselves.”

      Kevin would have a significant lead on her by now; she was going to have to rely on a little creativity if she wanted to close the distance. Anna took a second to survey her surroundings. There was a large blue van parked right in front of the convenience store. That would do nicely.

      Anna ran toward it at full speed, then jumped and – with Keeper strength – easily crested the back end. She landed crouched on the top. Then she was charging headlong for the strip mall.

      Anna leaped, somersaulting in midair. “Keeper girl!” She landed on the rooftop and resumed her frantic sprint. “Able to leap modestly-sized buildings with the aid of conveniently-positioned props!”

      Behind the store, a small yard was surrounded by a chain-link fence that had been mangled. There was a great big hole in the mesh; Kevin had gone this way. A single elm tree stood tall and proud with branches that had sprouted green leaves.

      Anna threw herself from the rooftop.

      With a little help from Seth, she twisted gravity so that 'down' was now a horizontal line that would carry her across the yard. She flew with her arms outstretched, releasing the Bending as she neared the tree.

      Catching a branch with both hands, Anna swung back and forth like a pendulum. Have to maximize the arc, she thought. The motion left a wonderful lurching sensation in her belly. She reached the peak of her swing and released the branch.

      Tucking her knees into her chest, Anna back-flipped over the chain-link fence and landed poised on the other side. Dozens of trees rose up in front of her, packed so closely together they provided adequate shade from the sun.

      She ran into the woodland.

      In the distance, she could see a shadowy figure moving among the trees, following a twisting path as it snaked through the forest. “Kevin!” she shouted. He paused for half a moment. Then he was gone again.

      Keepers were several times stronger than the average human being, which meant they could run like a demon when the need arose. She raced down the path at a speed that would leave most people gasping after thirty seconds.

      On the far side of the woods, the trees gave way to a small field where she found yet another mangled fence. Beyond that, the red-bricked wall of James Polk high school stood with windows in all three stories.

      She saw a door that had been ripped off its hinges, its frame mangled – Kevin was really racking up some impressive property damage – and beyond that, a wide hallway with yellow lockers in each wall stretched on to a distant stairwell.

      Anna resumed her sprint.

      Cool air slammed into her as soon as she passed through the door – the people were already using their air-conditioning system – and then she was running down the hallway. There was no sign of Kevin. He must have turned a corner or…

      When she paused to catch her breath, she noticed something odd. The door to every classroom was shut except for the last one on her left. Her instincts said that something about that was a little too convenient, but if the kid was running on adrenaline, he likely wouldn't be thinking about concealing his trail.

      She reached for the gun on her hip and found nothing.

      Anna squeezed her eyes shut. “Of course,” she said, starting down the hallway. “You left it on the hood of a police car! Jena catches word of this, and I might not be keeping that shiny new promotion.”

      She approached the door.

      Inside, she saw nothing but an empty classroom with desks arranged in neat rows and a bulletin board on the back wall. There were pictures of this world's great literary figures – she recognized Shakespeare but none of the others – along with motivational posters proclaiming the same slogans that had annoyed the crap out of her as a teenager. Attitude was the key to success and all that. “Kevin?” Anna called out.

      She crept into the room with a hand pressed to her stomach, turning her head to get a good look at every corner. Why she bothered was beyond her. As a Justice Keeper, she could sense her surroundings without having to use her eyes.

      The desks were separated to form an aisle that ran through the middle of the room. Blinds over the windows filtered the sunlight into thin streams. Anna made her way to the back of the room, looking for a closet or a cupboard or any place where Kevin might be hiding. She found nothing. Something about all this felt odd…Why would a teacher leave this one door open when all the others had…

      The revelation hit her like a smack to the face.

      She had walked into a trap.
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      A brief moment of fear faded into anger and then calm resolve. Anna focused. She stretched out with her senses and used her connection with Seth to watch every corner of the classroom. Sure enough, her instincts were confirmed within seconds.

      Someone came through the door behind her.

      Anna turned to find a tall woman in black pants and a matching t-shirt pacing through the space between the front row of desks and the blackboard. “You know…I had hoped to avoid this.”

      Just as the fallen cop had said, this woman was wearing a ski-mask with holes that revealed a hint of pale skin around the eyes. Her face was hidden, but that voice…Anna had never heard an accent like that, but somehow the voice was still familiar.

      Crossing her arms, Anna stood in the middle of the aisle with her head held high. “Bad guys and ski masks,” she said, eyebrows rising. “I'd suggest you try something a little more original, but honestly, your lack of creativity is probably the reason you guys keep losing.”

      The woman stopped short, letting out a soft sigh. “I don't want to kill you, my dear,” she said, spinning around to face Anna. “Wasted life is always a tragedy, but you have made yourself a nuisance.”

      “Is that so?”

      “I'll be taking the boy.”

      Anna clasped hands together behind her back, striding through the aisle between the desks with her head down. “So this is the script we'll be following?” she asked with a shrug. “You do a little posturing, I proclaim that scum like you will never win?”

      “Your jokes do not amuse.”

      Tapping her lips with one finger, Anna narrowed her eyes. “I suppose they don't,” she said. “So do you have a name? Because if we're gonna fight, I'll have to file a report, and those things have so many blanks to fill in.”

      The woman drew herself up, looming over Anna, and for just a brief moment, she inspired real fear. “I am called Isara,” she said. “Not long ago, Slade offered you a place among us. I do the same in the hope that I will not have to kill you.”

      Isara…an odd name. It seemed almost Leyrian, but outdated. The kind of name that would have gone out of fashion maybe one hundred fifty years ago. “Well, you can just suck on the Bleakness itself,” Anna growled. “Because there's no power in the universe that can make that possible.”

      Closing her eyes, the woman drew in a deep, calming breath. “That is as I feared,” she muttered, pacing through the aisle to meet Anna halfway. “Such a shame. You would have been of great use to us.”

      Isara kicked high.

      Leaning back, Anna reached up to catch the woman's foot with both hands. She gave a hard shove and threw her opponent off balance. Isara fell over backward, slapping her hands down on the floor.

      She flipped upright, then jumped and kicked out. A steel-toed boot to the chest sent Anna stumbling backward. Pain flared up in her body as she watched the woman close in for the kill. Isara threw a mean right hook.

      Anna crouched down, raising one hand to strike the woman's wrist and knock it aside. She used the other to deliver a palm-strike to the nose. Isara stumbled, very nearly losing her balance.

      Anna moved in for a backhand strike.

      The other woman caught her wrist in two hands, tugging on her arm and forcing her to double over. A swift kick to the belly drove the wind from Anna's lungs. The next thing she saw was a gloved hand strike her across the eyes, filling her vision with silver flecks that swirled about.

      Two fists seized Anna's shirt, and then she was flying backward, propelled by Bent Gravity. She collided with the bulletin board at the back of the classroom, then landed on shaky legs.

      As her vision cleared, she saw the masked woman stride forward with fists balled at her sides. Something in those dark eyes. In mere seconds, Isara had closed the distance.

      She threw a punch.

      Anna ducked, a gloved fist passing right over her head. She came up a few steps to the left, then flung her arm out to the side to strike the back of Isara's skull with her fist. The other woman went face-first into the wall.

      Backing away with hands raised in a fighting stance, Anna felt blood leaking from her nose. “I don't suppose you want to tell me who you are?” she asked in a rasping voice. “Why you want to kill me?”

      Isara rounded on her.

      Lifting her chin, the woman studied her through the holes in that ski-mask. “You're on the wrong side, girl,” she said. “It's been over two minutes and you're still standing. That is remarkably rare in an opponent.”

      “Yeah, well…You know me,” Anna muttered. “I'm not the kind of girl who lets her partners go unsatisfied.”

      “You could join with us.”

      “To what end?”

      The ski-mask's mouth hole allowed her to see a small smile on the other woman's face. “You will have to come see for yourself,” Isara murmured. “I understand why Slade finds you so fascinating.”

      Keep the bitch talking, a small voice whispered in her mind. Combat was as much about the terrain as it was about the moves and counter-moves. If she could keep Isara focused on her words, the woman might fail to notice her slowly inching away from the back wall, making her way toward one of the desks.

      “You know, I just don't get you,” Anna mocked. “You guys in your secret societies, hatching dastardly plans for galactic domination. Okay, you want something called the Key. For what purpose? Do the Overseers just point in any random direction and you go? Are we really in full brain-trust land?”

      Anna positioned herself behind a desk in the back row, watching as her opponent stood by the wall with arms folded. “We follow the will of God,” Isara said. “It is enough that the Inzari speak and we obey.”

      Hissing softly, Anna shut her eyes tight. She brushed a strand of damp hair off her cheek. “Yeah, I'll bet you do…” she muttered. “In fact, I'll wager my favourite teddy bear that you guys sit around in your underwear paddling each other's bums just to see who's the most dedicated of all. Admit it; I've got you pegged.”

      “You should show respect.”

      “Try earning it.”

      Isara came at her.

      Anna kicked the desk, applying a light Bending that sent it flying across the room. It collided with Isara, who raised her hands just in time to avoid getting knocked on her ass. Still, the woman was off balance.

      Anna charged forward.

      As the desk fell to the floor, she found herself staring down one very pissed off Isara. One very pissed off Isara who moved in for the kill like a shark that could smell blood in the water. Time to finish this bitch.

      Anna punched her in the face. She spun at full force, one arm lashing out for a hard backhand strike. Her fist hit nothing but air.

      When she came out of her spin, Isara popped up right in front of her. The next thing she saw was a fist colliding with her face. Blackness filled her vision, but she could still sense her opponent.

      Isara tried to kick her stomach.

      Anna doubled over, catching the woman's foot before it made contact. She growled and flung her opponent sideways, right into the back wall. The bitch let out a grunt as her shoulder hit the cinder-blocks.

      Anna rounded on her.

      She jumped for a high kick, but Isara danced out of the way at the very last second. When she landed, she was face to face with the wall. Then something grabbed the back of her collar and slammed her face-first into the bulletin board.

      Anna jumped, pulling free of the woman's grip. She curled her legs up against her chest and back-flipped through the air. Pain made it hard to think, but her body moved on instinct. Pure instinct. She landed in the middle of the aisle between the desks.

      Isara was in front of the wall, doubled over with a hand pressed to her chest. “By the depths of the Abyss, girl,” she muttered under her breath. “It's been some time since anyone has caused me this much pain.”

      She leaped forward.

      The woman landed hard on one desk, then lithely jumped to the next and the next, making her way to the front of the classroom. She hopped off and stood right in front of the blackboard. “There is no escape for you, girl.”

      Anna spun around.

      Any attempt to go for the door would result in Isara descending on her like a wolf lunging for a rabbit, and the windows were probably off limits as well. The woman was too good for Anna to have any hope of defeating her – the best she could hope for was a stalemate – but that left her with few options. She had to find a way out of here before-

      Two police officers stepped through the door and stopped short, freezing in place when they found themselves staring at a woman in a mask. In a heartbeat, both men drew their pistols.

      “No! Don't!” Anna shouted.

      Isara raised a hand, and the air before her rippled, light refracting until she was only a smear of dark colours. Gunshots filled the air, and bullets slowed to a crawl mere inches away from the woman's outstretched palm.

      Each slug followed a looping path that turned it back on its master. They sped up, and both cops doubled over as bullets hit their armoured vests.

      Isara turned and ran.

      She charged right for the window, then jumped and crashed right through it with no remorse, pulling the blinds free in the process. A moment later, the woman landed outside and took off at a dead sprint.

      Damn it! Anna felt the urge to chase her – there was no telling what the bitch might do next – but tending to the wounded cops was her first priority. Cops who – once again – had decided to lead with their pistols. There was probably a phallic reference in there somewhere, but she was too tired to be witty.

      Anna went to them.

      Clenching her teeth, she wiped sweat off her brow with the back of her hand. “Are you two all right?” she asked, surprised by the hoarseness of her voice. “Do I need to get you to a hospital?”

      One cop was bent over with a hand pressed to his stomach, his face twisted into the kind of expression you might expect to find on a man who'd been kicked by a horse. “Vest took the brunt of it,” he said. “Just a few bruises.”

      His companion nodded.

      Anna breathed out a sigh of relief. So…after all that hard work, what did she have to show for it? Kevin had been spooked, and in all likelihood he would go even deeper into hiding now. Three cops had been injured along with two civilians. There was a woman with a symbiont loose in this town, and she would be looking for Kevin as well. Worst of all, Anna was going to have to explain all this in her next report. I should have let Isara kill me, she lamented. It would have been easier.
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      The large quarter-dome shaped window on the Observation Deck looked out on an endless void with only a single point of light in the distance. From what Jack had read, that was a strange quirk of warp travel. He'd always imagined stars that streaked past as the ship flew, but apparently that wasn't how it worked.

      The point of light broke apart into a million tiny stars, surrounding the ship on all sides, and then a planet seemed to expand from a single point, growing larger and larger until it almost filled the window.

      Leyria.

      It looked so very much like Earth, with vibrant blue oceans surrounding lush green continents. White clouds swirled playfully in the upper atmosphere, cutting off his view of the land below.

      Off to his left, he saw a moon with a bright purple atmosphere. Summer perked up the instant his eyes fell upon it. The Nassai's emotions reminded him of what it felt like to go home for Christmas. Or rather, what it should have felt like to go home for Christmas. He cringed at the thought of the argument he had sat through last December.

      Jack stood by the window with his hands on his hips, smiling down at his own feet. “So this is it,” he muttered, taking a few steps forward. “You weren't lying; it really is a beautiful world.”

      Gabi was at his side in beige pants and a navy-blue t-shirt with a round neckline, her long black hair left to hang loose over her shoulders. “It's been almost two years,” she murmured. “I've seen a dozen worlds in a dozen windows.”

      “But?”

      “Nothing feels as good as coming home.”

      Jack touched his hand to the window pane and was surprised to find that it wasn't cold. Not that it should have surprised him; he knew perfectly well that the idea of space being frigid was a myth. Space was nothing. It had no temperature.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” a voice came over the loud speaker. “This is your captain speaking. We've arrived in orbit of Leyria, and you will be allowed to disembark shortly. We ask that you gather your belongings and proceed to one of the two SlipGate chambers with appropriate customs documents.”

      “Come on,” Gabi said. “We still have a ways to go.”

       

      Through the train's side window, Jack saw a clear blue sky with many skyscrapers glittering in the afternoon sunlight. A shuttle flew past overhead, descending toward some far off spot on the eastern horizon.

      The train car was empty except for a few commuters who sat reading or listening to music. Enjoying their brief ride out to the suburbs. Leyrian cities were designed around public transit. In fact, if he looked out the window, he could sometimes catch glimpses of another monorail line in the distance, expanding out from the downtown core like a spoke on a wheel.

      Jack leaned back in his seat with his arms crossed, turning his face up to the ceiling. “You're sure your mother won't mind me staying with you?” he asked. “I could just find a nice hotel.”

      Gabi sat across from him with hands on her knees, smiling into her own lap. “It should be fine,” she replied with a shrug of her shoulders. “My mother has a guest room, and she likes company.”

      Pressing a fist to his mouth, Jack closed his eyes. He cleared his throat with some force. “Yeah well, where I come from, the random house guest is very seldom greeted with a great big smile.”

      Ben came shuffling through the aisle between seats, grabbing one of the metal bars that ran from floor to ceiling. “Oh it's good to be back home,” he said. “Dude, you've got to come out with me tonight. I know this great little bar in Menara.”

      Jack grinned, a touch of heat in his cheeks. He scrubbed a hand through his thick brown hair. “That's all you ever do, man. You know, there's more to life than just hanging out in bars.”

      “Says the guy with no social life.”

      “Oh, I don't know about that,” Gabi cut in.

      She was leaning back in her chair with her head turned to stare out the window, a vacant expression on her face. As if this topic was of little interest to her. “His social life has been pretty active lately.”

      One perk of having a girlfriend? Someone was always there to defend your honour. At least in the presence of other guys. Then again, he still wasn't entirely sure if the term 'girlfriend' applied; Gabi wasn't clear on that point, but she seemed to be showing a little more enthusiasm. The plan for him to stay with her at her mother's house was something she had come up with just two days ago.

      She lifted her chin and squinted when her eyes fell upon Ben. “Besides,” she said with a quick bob of her head. “He's got a date tonight. No time for cheering you on while you hit on drunk Zero-G fans.”

      Ben sat down in the seat across the aisle, raising both hands as if he was facing a cop with a gun. “Hey, I'm a one-man guy,” he replied. “And not all of us get the pleasure of multiple detours to smoochyville on our interstellar voyage.”

      “Smoochyville?” Jack asked.

      “No good?”

      “Your slanguage is a little off.”

      A date, he thought to himself. That was a new development. Either she had come up with the idea just a few seconds ago, or she had been planning to surprise him. Either one suited him just fine. Summer approved. Amazing how the Nassai had taken on the role of his older sister in matters related to his love life. The emotions he felt from her were enough to let him puzzle out her thoughts on the matter. Well someone has to.

      “Tyree Station,” a voice said over the loud speaker. “Approaching Tyree Station.”

       

      Gabi's mother lived in a small house just a few blocks from the monorail station, a dome-like structure with an arch-shaped overhang above the front entrance. There were round windows in the walls and something that looked like a skylight.

      Large palm trees shielded the house from anyone who might come walking by on the street, and when you got past them, beds of flowers lined the perimeter of the front yard. It was truly a sight to see.

      Jack puckered his lips and whistled. “Wow!” he said, shaking his head with some gusto. “I've seen a few pictures of Leyrian architecture, but they really don't do justice to the live show.”

      At his side, Gabi was smiling down at the ground, her cheeks strained by a touch of crimson. “I keep forgetting how new this is for you,” she said. “Come on.”

      “Well then,” Jack said, his eyebrows climbing upward. “You think Charles Strouse will want royalties? Because I'm this close to busting out my own rendition of 'I Think I'm Gonna Like it Here.'”

      She glanced back at him.

      “Never mind.”

      At the porch, Gabi stepped underneath the overhang and rang the bell. Jack still felt a little off about this whole thing. There was no doubt in his mind that Gabi's mother was a delightful woman, but no one liked surprise house guests. He thought about looking up the number of a good hotel, and then it hit him. How exactly did one do that on Leyria? Was there some kind of Leyrian Google? The computers back on Station Twelve received regular updates from the home world, but a live connection to the Link – what Leyrians called their Internet - simply wasn't possible given the stellar distances involved. Even SlipGates couldn't remain in active use all the time.

      The door swung open, allowing a woman in tan pants and a bright blue t-shirt to step out. Sareena Valtez looked very much like her daughter but with black hair that was slowly graying and a few wrinkles. “You made it!” she said, throwing her arms around Gabi. “I've been excited all week!”

      Gabi stepped out of the hug.

      She turned partway, gesturing to Jack. “The young man I told you to expect.” she said in smooth tones. So Gabi had made contact with her mother. “I'm sure you'll find him very…entertaining.”

      No pressure, Jack.

      Sareena looked up at him with a great big smile, blinking as though unsure of what she saw. “Ah yes!” she exclaimed. “Your name sounded familiar when I read Gabrina's message. So…are you the Jack Hunter?”

      “I'm a the?” Jack sputtered. “How did I become a the?”

      “My dear boy, you are the first person from your world to bond a Nassai. Perhaps that doesn't mean much to your people, but Justice Keepers hold a place of honour here on Leyria!” He was famous? Oh boy, that didn't sit well with him. True, there had been accolades in the days after First Contact – he still cringed every time he recalled doing that damn interview with the CBC – but those had fizzled out when his natural tendency to turtle up and avoid social media had given people plenty of motivation to move on to the next passing fad. “Your name has already appeared in history textbooks,” Sareena went on. “Tell me, what was it that compelled you to accept a symbiont?”

      Jack scrunched up his face into a painful grimace. He tried to ignore the blush he couldn't fight off. “Not much of a story, really,” he said. “The geeks on my world have always loved aliens. Captain Kirk slept with a green woman; Commander Shepard slept with a blue woman, but me? I got it on with bacteria!”

      He expected a glare of disapproval.

      Instead, Sareena threw her head back and roared with laughter. “My goodness!” she said, pressing a hand to her stomach. “Gabi, you didn't tell me he was so witty! Oh, I can tell the next few days are going to be very amusing.”

      Jack felt his lips curl, his cheeks burning noticeably. He closed his eyes and nodded to her. “Thank you for letting me stay here, and I promise to keep the snarky outbursts to a minimum.”

      “Nonsense! Come inside!”

       

      A dining room table positioned right beneath the skylight supported a large bowl full of salad. Jack wasn't sure what really got him thinking: the similarity to a dish he might have tried on Earth or the fact that the entire meal was served by a human shaped robot who carried plates from the kitchen.

      The bot – a five-foot tall creature with metal arms and legs – paused just in front of the table. It turned its camera lens to focus on Jack, then set a green plate down in front of him without a word.

      He bit his lip as he studied the thing. “Um…Thank you?” he said, sliding his chair closer to the table. “Gabs, I'm a little confused by the customs here. Are we supposed to just ignore it?”

      Gabi sat across from him with a fork in one hand, staring down at her empty plate. “Sweetie, it's a piece of technology,” she murmured. “It doesn't mind serving plates any more than your dishwasher minds cleaning them.”

      Grinning at his girlfriend, Jack felt his eyebrows climb upward. “Well, just the same, I figure a little common courtesy goes a long way toward preventing a robot uprising.”

      On his left, Sareena lifted a glass of wine and paused just before taking a sip. “You aren't the only one to express such sentiments, Jack,” she said. “When human-form bots were introduced, many people grew uncomfortable with the notion.”

      “I can see why.”

      The robot turned and left them.

      In truth, he recognized it as something of a perceptual bias. If you were going to fight for robot rights, then you should be equally willing to stick up for those cylindrical things that cut the grass on board the starliner. Houses were designed for humans, and thus robots with arms and legs would have an easier time maneuvering through them. It was simple utilitarianism and nothing else.

      A device didn't have a soul simply because it looked more like a human; sapience was a function of cognition, not appearance. In the early days of his Keeper training, he had read a bit of Leyrian history and learned that – almost two centuries ago – they had indeed created a real artificial intelligence. Fortunately, the people had been wise enough to treat it with respect.

      But it was software, not hardware, a life-form that existed entirely in virtual space. As expected, its sapience had been an accident; the program had been created to oversee the resource management of an entire planet, and when it decided to forego those duties in favour of more fulfilling activities, the program had been kind enough to leave behind a replacement that could manage Leyria's systems without feeling…well, anything.

      Jack used a pair of tongs to scoop salad out of the bowl and drop it onto his plate. The dish had kind of a south-west flavour with lettuce drizzled with some spicy dressing, sweet corn, black beans and diced chicken.

      Jack stabbed a piece with his fork.

      Lifting the meat up in front of his face, he squinted at it. “This isn't real chicken?” he asked.

      “Genetically speaking, it's chicken,” Sareena explained. “It's just that no animals had to die to make that piece. We clone animal tissue for food.”

      “There are still farms, of course,” Gabi added. She sat back in her chair, smiling at him. “After centuries of domestication, most animals can't survive in the wild, but they aren't slaughtered for their meat.”

      Jack took a bite with more than a little apprehension – he had never eaten cloned meat before – but he very quickly let go of his concerns. It tasted like…Well, he wasn't willing to repeat a worn-out cliché, but he couldn't tell the difference between this and “the real thing.” This was going to be an interesting trip; he just hoped they managed to get the professor back to Earth without incident.

      And of course, even hoping for it jinxed him.
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      A long hallway with carpeted floors was illuminated by purple moonlight that came in through windows on his left. At the far end, a large pair of double doors stood closed, soft light glinting off their metallic surfaces.

      Ben stood in the middle of the corridor with his head down. Don't chicken out now, he thought, making his way forward. You came this far.

      Potted plants with large green leaves that drooped stood on either side of the doors, and when he glanced over his shoulder, he saw the sides of other skyscrapers through the windows. It was a beautiful night without a cloud in the sky.

      He stopped in front of the door.

      Ben shut his eyes, then hung his head in frustration. You have to know, he thought to himself. You get a head start on this, and you might be able to leave the system before-

      Before what?

      Before he was arrested for treason? For delivering weapons to a hostile militia that was technically in an act of rebellion against the Leyrian government. Was he truly going to turn tail and run? Doing so would almost certainly mean an end to his relationship with Darrel. Not that he was planning on a lifelong commitment, but…

      The doors slid open, revealing a large, open room with a single desk of polished Smartglass and some more potted plants in the corner. The soft moonlight was barely enough to let him see, but he had no desire to activate his ocular implant and no desire to turn on the lights.

      This was a spare office in the new LIS building in downtown Saroga. Sometimes, field agents who were placed on colony worlds needed a work space when they returned to Leyria. This would do for now.

      He went to the desk.

      Brushing his fingertips along its surface, he brought up a square-shaped window that would allow for a user interface. “Computer,” he said. “Sync with my multi-tool and access LIS investigation files.”

      The window on the desk's surface displayed a list of ongoing investigations with case file numbers for each one. He selected file 5127-CT, the investigation that had been launched three months ago when someone left an anonymous tip about missing weapons shipments on the Fringe. That someone had been Tyron, of course. When that bastard made a threat, he followed through.

      A message window appeared informing him that he did not have authorization to view the contents of this file. Instantly, his stomach twisted itself in knots. Two weeks ago, he'd had full access. The fact that he could no longer view the contents of this file could only mean one thing.

      He was a suspect.

      “Companion have mercy,” Ben muttered, shuffling over to the window. “It's already started, hasn't it?”

       

      A set of stone steps built into a grassy hill were illuminated by small floodlights, and willow trees on the hilltop sighed softly with strings of lights laced through their branches and dangling alongside their leaves. Beds of flowers lined the hillside, blossoms sprouting in shades of red or violet. Gabi had said that these were the Nesaran Gardens: one of the most romantic spots on all of Leyria.

      Jack stood on the path in a pair of gray pants and a green t-shirt with a V-neck, his hair a bit messier than usual. “Well, this is unexpected,” he mumbled. “I know you said we had a date, but I was kind of expecting a coffee shop.”

      Gabi stepped up beside him in a white sundress with thin straps, her hair left loose to fall over her shoulders. She had put a purple flower in it, just above her right ear. “We only get three days here,” she explained. “If I'm going to take you on a date, it should be one of the more memorable spots, no?”

      “Good call.”

      He looked up to see the purple moon in the night sky shining bright and clear with a slight nimbus caused by a thin layer of cloud cover. Summer felt a burst of joy when his eyes fell on her home.

      His lips curled into a small smile. “It's lovely here,” he said. “Thanks for bringing me.”

      Gabi led him up the steps to a place where people stood with drinks in hand, taking in the sight of flowerbeds alongside the path with blossoms of yellow and orange and red. He spotted two men holding hands over a bed of tulips.

      In the distance, a pavilion with a metallic roof that shimmered in the soft light was home to maybe twenty people who stood in pairs or little groups, making enough noise to fill the air with a buzz of conversation.

      The whole place felt very…ritzy. Jack had to admit that when he imagined going on a date, this wasn't exactly what he had in mind. Still…it was nice. And he had never really had anyone go to such lengths on his behalf.

      Underneath the pavilion, a circular bar with a counter that glowed with soft white light was covered in something that looked like vines. Canadian sensibilities made him wonder what would provoke someone into creating a structure like this – this pavilion offered absolutely no protection from the elements – but then he remembered that the Nesaran Gardens were located at a latitude where snow wouldn't be an issue.

      Gabi took a bar stool and set her elbows on the counter, lacing her fingers tightly. “What would you like?” she asked with a glance in his direction. “Perhaps I should ask what Summer will let you have.”

      Jack smiled, hanging his head as he tried to fight off his embarrassment. “Gaining the power to bend space and time comes with a price,” he muttered. “Got anything that's light on the alcohol?”

      “Light on the alcohol?”

      “She can handle a little bit.”

      Tapping her lips with a single finger, Gabi closed her eyes. “I've got it,” she said. “Computer, I'd like one Stellar Cascade for my boyfriend and a glass of Zicaran white for me.”

      A hatch with edges so fine you wouldn't even notice unless you knew what to look for split apart, leaving a circular hole in the counter. Thirty seconds later, a platform with two drinks rose up. One was obviously a glass of wine.

      The other.

      Whatever Gabi had ordered for him came in a tall thin glass. It was blue and fizzy like soda. Jack wasn't quite sure what to make of it.

      He lifted the glass to his lips and took a sip. The beverage was sweet and just a bit sour. And it tingled on his tongue just like soda. The real surprise came when some of it seemed to evaporate and fill his nostrils with a scent that matched the taste.

      Clamping a hand over his mouth, Jack winced. “Oh my god!” he mumbled into his own palm. “Is it supposed to do that? Why do I get the impression this thing is a hit with college students?”

      Gabi watched him over her shoulder, a sly smile on her face. “It's actually much more popular with teenagers,” she said. “One of the few alcoholic beverages they can order. You'd have to drink ten before it really hit you.”

      “You let kids drink booze?”

      “It isn't quite so cut and dry on our world,” she explained. “We try to encourage responsibility by giving them the opportunity to experiment with milder drinks rather than simply denying them access to everything until they reach a certain age.”

      “How do you prevent them from just walking up here and ordering ten of these?”

      “The bar's automated systems are programmed with biometrics. They assess the age of anyone who approaches the counter by measuring height, weight, body type and facial structure. A fifteen-year-old can order at most one Stellar Cascade. That number increases as they get older. New options also become available.”

      Jack took the stool next to her.

      As dates went, this one was actually keeping him entertained. If nothing else, he was learning quite a bit about Leyrian culture. His girlfriend – it dawned on him that he was finally comfortable using that phrase – had a talent for planning a romantic evening. This was probably the most interesting date he'd ever been on, but…

      But it wasn't frozen yogurt and sitting side by side on a bench next to the Ottawa River. He didn't have to wonder what that meant; he knew perfectly well what it meant, but the opportunities to go down that road had come and passed. Best to just put it out of his head right away. Still, a small selfish part of him wished that Anna could have been the one to tell him about Stellar Cascades.

      A much larger part of him felt that he was being lax in his duties – they had come to Leyria on business, not pleasure – but their appointment with Professor Nareo was scheduled for tomorrow. They had to do something to pass the time.

      Besides, it wasn't like things would go to hell if Jack Hunter took one night off.

       

      Vetrid Col stood on a city street that curved slightly, a street lined with thick bushes and trees on either side. The bright lights left him feeling exposed. Leyrian cities used piezoelectric sensors so that the streetlights only came on when a car or a pedestrian passed through the area.

      Col wore black: boots, pants and a light jacket with the hood down. His hollow-cheeked face of olive skin was shaved clean, and he kept his black hair cut short. Neat and tidy. Normally, he wouldn't be comfortable with his face exposed, but here, a man in a hood drew more attention than he would like. Besides, no one else was outside at this time of night.

      He approached a gap in the trees lining the sidewalk, a gap that looked in on the front yard of a small house. Through it, he could see the small two-story structure with its dome-like roof. The thrill came over him now that he was close.

      Col felt his mouth tighten. Focus. The thought came as a chastising rebuke that seemed to blend the voice of every teacher he'd ever had.

      He crouched down at the edge of the property.

      Slipping one hand into his pocket, he pulled out half a dozen small marbles with a glossy metallic surface. He left them in his palm for a moment before tapping each with his thumb to activate it.

      He tossed them.

      They landed on the path that cut through the front yard with a soft rattling sound, some rolling into the grass. Half a moment later, there was a soft hissing pop like wood crackling in a fire-pit.

      The marbles had been a gift from Isara, each one programmed to deliver a sharp electromagnetic pulse that would short out any security systems. Most people used some combination of cameras and motion sensors to secure their homes. Getting inside would be difficult enough without accidentally setting off an alarm.

      Col felt his lips peel back in a vicious smile. He let his head hang, sucking in a deep breath. It's really nothing personal, he thought at the owner of the house. But Isara wants you dead, and I want to kill something.

      He started up the path through the yard, moving carefully, stealthily. The ability to walk without making too much noise – one of the simplest necessities of survival – was a skill too few people possessed nowadays. Too much coddling. When you built a society where no one had to struggle to find food, you inevitably bred weakness.

      That wasn't why he killed.

      He simply enjoyed the thrill of it: slipping past security measures, finding his target in a moment of vulnerability, removing any clues that might lead back to him. It was a challenge that pushed a man to his limits.

      Around the side of the house, he found a rectangular window that looked in on the first floor. Inside, he saw nothing but darkness. There was no sign that the professor was home, but the man might have gone to bed.

      Col unclipped a small disk from his belt.

      He stuck it onto the window and watched as the blue LEDs blinked in quick, erratic patterns. The screen of his multi-tool lit up, and he checked the readout. This house was equipped with a standard security system: sensors would activate the alarm if he shattered the glass. Force-fields would keep him out, and the police would be here within minutes.

      Fortunately, Col had made himself an asset to one of the most powerful women in Leyrian Space, and one of the perks of that association was access to military-grade tech. This little device could overpower most security systems.

      Col stepped back.

      A tap at the screen of his multi-tool caused the device to send out an EM pulse, and sparks flashed around the window pane as sensors and force-field generators exploded. Lights came on inside the house, and the alarm began to sound. Bleakness! His actions had triggered the security system.

      He strode forward and seized the disk from the window, then drew a gun and fired several rounds into the glass. With the window shattered, he carefully climbed through into what appeared to be a rec room.

      A gray couch faced the window on the other side of a coffee table, and there were a few shelves along the wall with various knickknacks on each one. To his left, a set of steps led up to a kitchen.

      Pulling the hood of his sweater up over his head, Col frowned down at the floor. I have to be quick about this, he thought, striding toward the steps. The police will be here in less than ten minutes.

      The kitchen was a spacious room with sleek, stainless steel cupboards and a glossy black refrigerator. Blinds on the window over the sink fluttered in the cool breeze; that one had been left open a crack.

      He found another set of stairs that led up to the second floor where a hallway with carpeted floors stretched on for maybe ten paces. Each wall had exactly one door, and the professor had left them open a crack, revealing a linen closet at the end of the corridor and a small bathroom on his right.

      Col opened the door on his left to find a bedroom that was kept neat and tidy with a few throw pillows on the bed. A wooden desk in the corner was bare except for a tablet that had been switched off.

      There was no one here!

      Col let his head hang and covered his face with a gloved hand. “All that for nothing!” he growled, spinning around. “The man picks tonight of all nights to be away from home!”

      He ran back downstairs, into the rec room and out the window. He didn't make his way back to the street; instead, he sprinted through the backyard and charged down the gently-sloping hill behind the house.

      Col winced, droplets of sweat rolling over his face. “Bleakness take me!” he said, tossing his head about in frustration. “This better be worth it, Isara. Because the price of my assistance just doubled.”

      At the base of the hill, he found a chain-link fence, and beyond it, an open field between this set of houses and those of the next street over. Far off in the distance, the skyscrapers of Calinar stabbed the night sky.

      Lifting his fist, he tapped at the screen of his multi-tool. Nanobots emerged from the tiny metal disk, shaping themselves into a blade roughly twice the length of his hand. The software that allowed them to do so was illegal – you had to hack a multi-tool to give it the ability to fabricate weapons – but friendship with Isara had its perks.

      He sliced through the fence with ease – the blade was sharp enough to allow it – and ducked through the opening.
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      Like most others he had been in, the police station in Manchester, Tennessee had a bland feeling. Long hallways of white walls and wooden doors, officers shuffling about with their heads down. Harry felt right at home and also completely unwelcome. It was a strange sensation.

      He wore a gray suit with a purple shirt as he strode through the corridor, sliding his sunglasses into place. “Excuse me,” he said, stopping the twelfth officer he passed. “I'm looking for room 23-B.”

      The man looked up at him with lips pressed into a thin line, studying Harry as if he had just sprouted horns. “Second-last door on your right,” he said, jerking his head in that direction. Cordial but forced. Harry supposed it was the best he could hope for.

      He walked on.

      As he passed through the door, he found a large room with an oval-shaped table, a room where half a dozen uniformed officers sat in the wan light that came in through the blinds on the windows. He could size up a cop's attitude simply by watching the man's posture, and this bunch…They were all grizzled men in their late thirties or early forties, and he was willing to bet that most were fed up with their jobs. That didn't bode well. A cop who was just counting the days until his pension had lost interest in justice as an abstract concept. If he'd ever had it. As expected, every last one of them was white.

      The school principal was a pale man in a dark blue suit: a man who wore his hair parted to the side and kept his glasses pressed up against his face. Next to him, Harry saw a woman with long blonde hair. A guidance counselor unless he missed his guess.

      And then there was Anna.

      She leaned against the wall with her arms folded, dressed in gray pants and a black, short-sleeved blouse. Her bright red hair was tied back in a short little ponytail. Did she notice the dynamic here? A bunch of white people deciding the fate of a black kid.

      The only person of colour in this room was obviously Kevin's father, and that man was about as relaxed as a deer who had just run straight into the middle of a wolf pack. He sat with hands folded over his stomach, trying not to look at anything.

      The lead officer shot a glance in Harry's direction. “Who might you be?” he asked in that terse voice cops always developed. “This meeting is closed to the public.”

      Harry smiled, then bowed his head to the man. “I'm your liaison to the Keepers,” he said, approaching the table. “You'll forgive me for saying so, but I think you boys could use a fresh perspective.”

      “He's legit,” Anna said.

      Harry took an empty chair without being asked, leaning back and taking in a deep breath. “Well, let's get started then,” he said. “I've been briefed on the latest incident at the school.”

      The lead officer bit his lip, hanging his head as he looked over his papers. “We're thinking about calling in the FBI,” he began. “This one is just too big for a small town police department.”

      Leaning against the wall with her arms crossed, Anna shook her head in disgust. “That's unnecessary,” she replied in a breathy hiss. “You already have all the help you need, Lieutenant Biggs. I'm trained to handle these situations.”

      “With respect, Agent Lenai, you haven't exactly handled it thus far.”

      “Because your people don't follow orders.”

      For a moment, Harry considered intervening, but he'd known Anna long enough to know that when her righteous fury was hot, you had to let it burn itself out. Besides, the girl had a point. But for the itchy trigger fingers of a few idiots, this situation would have been resolved by now.

      “The school board is concerned,” Principal Jensen chimed in, even though no one had addressed him. “These incidents on school property put the lives of students at risk. I've been told to inform you that we expect a speedy resolution to this conflict.”

      Well, that settled it then!

      One of the officers lifted a mug to his lips and slurped as he sipped his coffee. He turned his attention to the principal. “I say we bring in a TAC team. Next time we go up against this kid, we have snipers ready.”

      “Excuse me!” Trevor Harmon was on his feet in the blink of an eye, standing with his fists clenched. “You're talking about my son. If you think I'm going to stand by-”

      “We're talking about a boy with the power to swat armed men like flies,” the officer cut in. “This boy is a danger to anyone who crosses his path. Now, we must consider all possible options before we make a decision.”

      Anna strode forward with fists clenched at her sides, pausing next to the man who had spoken. “Let me make one thing perfectly clear,” she said, fixing a death-glare on the back of his head. “This case is under Leyrian jurisdiction, which means Leyrian laws apply. You hurt that kid, and I will hunt you down like a dog.

      “I'll see to it that you're charged with murder, and you will stand trial in a Leyrian court where, I can assure you, you will find no sympathy. Do we understand each other, Officer Hendricks?”

      “Perfectly…Ma'am.”

      In all the years, he'd known her, Harry would never have described his friendship with Anna as anything more than cordial, but right then, he loved her like a daughter. Her stubborn insistence on following her own personal code no matter what anyone thought could be one of her most infuriating qualities, but when she took a stand on principle, it was a glorious thing to behold.

      Principal Jensen pressed a fist to his mouth and cleared his throat. “Regardless,” he said, swiveling nervously in his chair. “Young Kevin represents a threat to the safety of our community. The school board-”

      “Which member of the school board?”

      “Hmm?”

      Anna glanced over her shoulder, thin strands of red hair falling over her face. “I'd like to know which member of the school board is pressing for action,” she said, arching an eyebrow. “Is it Simmons?”

      The principal went red, then lowered his eyes to stare into his lap. “It was a joint decision by all of them…” He slid his chair closer to the table. “You need to understand the value parents place on-”

      “I understand perfectly well.”

      Lieutenant Biggs rounded on Harry. “You're supposed to be our go-between,” he said, gesticulating. “Can you possibly convince her to settle down and see sense?”

      “Could you be any more condes-”

      “Anna,” Harry broke in. “Give me a moment.” The lieutenant let out a sigh of relief, and it was clear that he thought Harry was going to press for diplomacy. There was a time and place for diplomacy – sometimes it was necessary to smooth things over and get everyone back on track – but this wasn't it.

      Pressing his lips together, Harry closed his eyes. He took a deep breath and then let it out slowly. “You want to know what I think, Lieutenant?” he asked, standing up to give his words a little more gravitas.

      “I think that the last ten years have seen a startling increase in the number of young black men shot dead by police officers. I think guns are a source of comfort to racist men who have no business wearing a badge, and now that one of these kids has demonstrated the ability to render your weapons useless, you're panicking. You want to escalate this, to reassert your control.”

      That left everyone speechless.

      Anna walked around the table with her head down, forcing out a deep breath. “In case you've forgotten, you're on this case as a courtesy,” she said. “And I've just decided that courtesy is no longer appropriate.”

      She whirled around to face them with her arms crossed, raising her chin to stare down her nose at the lot of them. “As of right now, you're off this investigation. All of you. If you see Kevin Harmon, you call me, but you are not to engage for any reason except to protect civilians.”

      Harry leaned back with fingers laced over his chest, frowning at the ceiling. “I guess you won't be needing a liaison,” he said, eyebrows rising. “So, what's your next move, Agent Lenai?”

      “I'm gonna find that kid,” she said, “and get that damn thing off his hand.”

       

      Harry stared into his mug of coffee and watched his faint reflection ripple as he blew on the surface of the dark liquid. It was a little too warm for a hot beverage, but he really needed a caffeine fix.

      This little coffee shop was empty except for a young man who stood behind the counter, cleaning the cake display with a cloth. Out the window, he saw cars rushing by on a busy city street.

      Anna sat across from him with her elbow on the table, her chin resting in the palm of her hand. “What you said back there,” she began. “About these cops being motivated by bigoted fears? Is that really what it's about?”

      Harry closed his eyes. He let his head hang and chose his words with care. “It's a problem on this world. Cops tend to assume that people who look like me are dangerous.”

      Anna growled.

      Lifting his chin, Harry narrowed his eyes. “This isn't something you were prepared for,” he muttered, staring at the roof. “Anna, it's a reality that I have to live with every day.”

      She sat with arms crossed, bent forward so that he could only see the top of her head. “I knew race was a part of this,” she hissed. “These cops had a bad attitude from the very start, but I never thought it would motivate them to kill.”

      “You were expecting some degree of integrity.”

      “Yes.”

      Harry brought the mug to his lips and slurped as he took a sip. He set it back down on the table. “Here's the sad reality, Anna. The egalitarian attitudes that your people take so much pride in were the result of centuries of struggle, and I'm willing to bet that if you scratch the surface, you'll find traces of those old prejudices in most people.”

      “You're probably right,” Anna mumbled. “So now I have to finish this assignment alone.”

      “Not alone. You have me.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Not sure if this means anything to you,” Harry said softly. “But I think Kevin's extremely lucky that you're the one working this case.”

      “If you say so.”

      “So, what do we do now?”

      Anna looked up at the ceiling with her lips pursed, blinking as she considered the question. “The same thing we always do when an investigation hits a dead end. Go right back to square one.”

      He got up and shoved his hands into his pockets, standing before her with his head down. “Good luck with that,” he said with a nod. “I think I'll go back to the police station and make sure they stay out of your hair.”

      “You really wanna put up with that hassle?”

      “No,” Harry admitted. “But I think it would do good for some of them to get used to taking orders from a black man. Might actually shake loose a few of their prejudices.”

      “Good luck.”

      “You too.”

       

      Amanda Simmons sat on a swing in a playground, clutching the chains with both hands. The girl was lovely in a white dress with lace on the sleeves, her hair left loose to fall over her shoulders.

      Tracking her down had required some effort. With no other options, Anna went back to the school to interview anyone who might be able to give her some insight. Her instincts said that Amanda knew more than she let on. One of the students, a young man in the Christian Fellowship club, told her that Amanda sometimes went to the park near her home to read.

      Anna stood in the grass in blue jeans and a matching t-shirt, the wind teasing her hair. So sad, she noted as she watched the girl. Something's not right here, and I think I detect the father's scent.

      Amanda turned her head to smile at the young children who were squealing with delight as they ran through the playground. One of them, a young boy with short blonde hair, threw his hands up as he came down the slide.

      Approaching cautiously, Anna let out a deep breath. “So I was hoping we could talk,” she said as she neared the swings. “I didn't really have a chance to get to know you the other day.”

      Amanda looked up at her with big brown eyes that widened at the sight of her. “My dad doesn't want me to talk to you,” she murmured. “He says you're part of the world. A temptation.”

      “What do you want?”

      “I don't understand.”

      Anna forced her lips into a thin smile. She bowed her head and let out a soft sigh. “You're almost eighteen, Amanda. That's an adult in this country. You're going to have to start making decisions for yourself.”

      The girl shivered.

      Anna took the swing next to her, gripping the chains as Amanda did. There had to be something she could say to get through. “You've heard about what happened the other day? When we tried to help Kevin?”

      Amanda had tears on her cheeks. “I heard about it. Kevin's nice. He's funny. He doesn't deserve to have people shooting at him.”

      “Now, there we agree.”

      “You're going to help him?”

      “I'm gonna try,” Anna replied. “But if I'm going to help him, I'll need all the information I can get, and something tells me you haven't been totally honest.”

      For a very long moment, Amanda was still. Then she pushed herself on the swing and began a slow, gentle arc. “I just don't want anything to happen to Kevin,” she said. “He's nice.”

      “You like him.”

      “What?”

      Anna glanced over her shoulder with a stone-faced expression, the hot sun warming her skin. “Why didn't I see it sooner?” she whispered. “You've developed a little crush on Kevin, haven't you?”

      The girl stopped herself by skidding her shoes in the sand. A shudder escaped her as she stood up. “He's just a nice boy!” Amanda squeaked. “I…I don't like him that way, but I don't want anything bad to happen to him.”

      “Amanda, why are you lying to me?” Suddenly, she remembered her conversation with Harry. When she tried to think of reasons why Amanda might feel the need to hide her feelings for a “nice boy” like Kevin, only one thing came to mind.

      But it didn't add up.

      This girl displayed no outward signs of that kind of bigotry. It was possible that she hid it well, but Amanda seemed to be a gentle flower. Anna didn't think she was capable of harbouring negative thoughts about anyone.

      The girl stood with her back turned, trembling as she struggled to express herself. “I'm sorry,” she said. “I'm not allowed to feel that. When the time is right, my father will arrange a courtship.”

      Gritting her teeth, Anna stared down into her lap. The heat in her face was hard to ignore. “Right. Because your father's wishes are the ones that matter,” she said. “It's your life, Amanda. You have every right to love whomever you want.”

      Amanda faced her with a shuddering breath. “He told me you'd say that.” She rubbed her nose with the back of her hand. “The world tempts us to sin. I can't…”

      “Why is it a sin?”

      “Unsupervised dating can lead to sex.”

      Anna tossed her head back, rolling her eyes in exasperation. “Companion forbid it!” she said. “You might actually get to experience a little pleasure!”

      She regretted the words as soon as they were out of her mouth. Mocking the girl would only make it harder to crack through that shell of indoctrination. Once again, she had spoken without thinking. “What do you think of me, Amanda?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Anna shrugged her shoulders, feeling self-conscious, then hung her head and let out a sigh. “As a person,” she clarified. “You don't know me that well, but tell me your first impressions.”

      Amanda stood there, hugging herself and rubbing her upper arms, shivering despite the warm afternoon. “You're a Justice Keeper,” she mumbled. “You help people. I think that makes you a good person.”

      “Would you like to know how many people I've been intimate with?”

      “I-I guess.”

      Anna held up five fingers.

      The girl stared at her with eyes that seemed to pop out of their sockets. “That's…I wouldn't have expected that.” She covered her mouth with one hand, breathing deeply. “That's…That's a lot. Aren't you worried that your husband will feel…cheated?”

      “The first was a young man I dated casually after taking an assignment on Alios; his name was Elan, and he was very sweet. The second was a one-night stand. A man I met at a work function. The third was my friend Sinara. I didn't think I was capable of feeling desire for a woman until I met her. She was quite eager to be my girlfriend, but I didn't feel the same way. The fourth was a boyfriend I had for about three months last year. His name was Tierin. And the fifth is my current boyfriend. I can assure you he's not the least bit bothered by my past.”

      Anna stood up, pacing toward the girl. “I've been with five people,” she said softly. “But I've saved more lives than I can count and stood against unspeakable evil. My worth as a human being is not determined by the number of people I've slept with.”

      Amanda shivered.

      “And neither is yours.” Anna laid a gentle hand on the girl's shoulder, trying to offer her support. “It's what we do that defines us, whether our actions help people or harm them. Date Kevin, don't date Kevin; it's really not my business. But if you know something, then you have a chance to help someone you obviously care about. So, the question is 'will you take it?'”

      “He…” Amanda stammered. “He told me about a place he liked to visit.”

      “Show me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      Five men sat around the table in the conference room on the second floor of the police station, bathed in warm afternoon sunlight. They all stared at him with wide eyes.

      Harry stood before them with a tablet held up in front of his face. He lowered it to frown at the lot of them. “So let's go over this again,” he began. “If one of your officers comes across Kevin Harmon…”

      Lieutenant Biggs – a heavyset man with a sour expression on his face – leaned back in his chair with his arms crossed. “We keep our distance,” he grumbled. “We call Agent Lenai, but we don't engage.”

      Harry closed his eyes, nodding to the man. “That's right,” he said, approaching the table at a brisk pace. “Your people aren't equipped to deal with him, and it's important to defuse the situation.”

      The lieutenant swiveled in his chair to face his four subordinates. “So we're all clear on that then?” he asked with more than a little exasperation in his voice. “You don't go near the kid unless he starts harming civilians.”

      Biggs spun around to face Harry again. “Any other orders for us, sir?” he asked, bushy eyebrows rising. “Or can my men go back to doing their jobs like the simple folk they are?”

      Harry felt his mouth grow tight, then shook his head with a growl. “Oh, I do have a few more things to say,” he replied. “Specifically, I want to go over what your people should do if they're forced to engage Kevin.”

      “This oughtta be good,” one of the others muttered.

      “Something, Officer?”

      A gaunt-cheeked man with a tiny scar over his left eyebrow looked up to fix his gaze on Harry. “Just wondering how you think we should handle it, sir,” he said. “If we aren't to draw weapons, perhaps we should tickle him into submission?”

      Several of the others laughed.

      Harry had a hard time ignoring the anger in his chest. It had been like this for the last forty-five minutes, the officers paying attention with halfhearted interest when they weren't outright sneering at him. Well, he should have expected as much. There was no doubt in his mind that these men justified their behaviour with all sorts of excuses, but when you stripped it down to nuts and bolts, this was a case of white cops thinking that a black kid was dangerous and hating the fact that they had to take orders from a black man, orders that said “leave the kid alone.”

      Harry leaned forward, bracing his hands on the table's surface, and stared at the five laughing idiots. “This is funny to you?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. “Because, in case you haven't noticed, every time you escalate the situation, you put people's lives at risk.”

      The gaunt-cheeked man scowled. “All right,” he muttered. “We understand your point. So how do you want us to handle a confrontation with the boy?”

      “If it looks like civilians might be harmed, do whatever is necessary to remove them from the situation with minimal violence.” The very fact that he had to speak such instructions out loud was a failure of epic proportions. “Kevin has shown willingness to work with us; so keep your weapons holstered – they won't do any good anyway – and approach him with caution. Assure him that he won't be harmed and that Justice Keepers have the technology to remove the device from his hand.”

      “Anything else?”

      Harry stood up, frowning as he ran his gaze over all of them. “You're officers of the law!” he snapped. “Display a little professionalism for god's sake. If any one of you had been one of my subordinates, I'd have written you up.”

      “Yeah…” one muttered. “I'm sure you get all the hard cases up in Canadia.”

      Harry resisted the urge to respond to that. The comment was so mired in ignorance, there was nothing he could say anyway. All the hard cases? How about a Justice Keeper running around his city and getting into fights with maniacs who used energy weapons? How about a terrorist who used alien tech to kill and maim dozens of innocent people? How about god damn robots with no purpose other than to kill everything in sight?

      “This briefing is over,” he said. “Dismissed.”

       

      Tall trees rose up all around her with branches that stretched toward one another and leaves that caught the light of the sun in a sea of green. Down here, it was shady, but the mugginess was still fierce.

      Anna stood with fists on her hips, peering into a small pit in the forest floor. “So, he would come here when he wanted to be alone?” she asked. “This was his sanctuary?”

      There was nothing down there except dried up leaves and muck. A few twigs and candy wrappers littered the slope that led up to the other side of the pit. She did notice a nice big rock for sitting.

      Pursing her lips, Anna turned her face up to the sky. She blinked several times. “This is where he would come whenever he felt like he was in trouble. That's what he told you when he brought you here?”

      She turned.

      “We were searching for a place to bury the time capsule,” Amanda said. “We just sat a little while and talked. He said this was where he would go when he needed to clear his head.”

      “Well, it's a start.”

      Anna spun around, then hopped off the ledge. She landed crouched in the middle of the pit. “Candy wrappers,” she muttered under her breath. “How much do you wanna bet Kevin's the one who left them here?”

      “He doesn't seem like the kind of boy who would litter.”

      Mopping a hand over her face, Anna wiped sweat away. “Yeah, maybe not,” she said. “But if he comes here to be alone, it stands to reason that not many people know about this place.”

      She extended her left arm to point a fist down at the ground. “Multi-tool active!” she ordered. “Full scan!”

      The tool chirped in confirmation. There was a soft buzzing sound for a few brief moments, and then the results appeared on the display screen. Nothing noteworthy. Just some leaves and muck and…

      Plastic?

      She dug through the leaves like a dog trying to bury a bone, shoving them aside until she found a sandwich bag with a slip of paper inside. Now that must have been left here deliberately.

      Someone had scrawled a phone number onto the slip of paper. The digits were written in faded black marker, but she could make them out. 931-555-7172. A jolt of excitement surged through her.

      Anna tapped out the number on the screen of her multi-tool, then sent the call. A few seconds past while the phone rang, and then a deep voice answered her.

      “Hello?”

      “Kevin?”

      There was silence for a moment, broken only by the sound of some heavy breathing on the phone, and then he spoke. “You're the Justice Keeper, aren't you? I had a feeling it would be you who found my quiet place.”

      Anna licked her lips, then let out a soft sigh. “It's me,” she said with a nod. “Kevin, we want to help you. We can get that thing off you, but first I need to know where you are and if you're safe.”

      “I'm okay.”

      “Have you hurt anyone else?”

      “No.” That was a relief. The kid didn't strike her as violent, but she would be lying if she said she wasn't worried about what might happen if someone else tried to corner him. “I've been avoiding people for that reason. This thing…It's like a song in my head. I can control it, tune it out, but when I get frightened or angry…”
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