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	When the way back is gone, the way forward begins.

	 

	 

	 


PROLOGUE
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	Anaktuvuk Pass, Alaska

	 

	THE FIVE-YEAR-OLD Nunamiut boy giggled as he slipped past his grandfather, who was hunched over a snow-covered fox trap. 

	The boy was bundled in a green parka, his face hidden beneath a hood lined with ice-crusted wolverine fur. He scrambled over a nearby snowbank, stopping at its peak to see if his grandfather noticed him.

	Dusky twilight hugged the horizon, the violet hue signaling that winter was loosening its grip. The only reason he and Apa were out was that the sun had finally begun to rise again, marking the end of the dark time that shrouded their village.

	Satisfied he was not spotted, the boy continued. Even at five, his legs were strong, and he nimbly climbed the next crunchy knoll before sinking into the soft snow on the other side. His snow pants slipped free of his boots, and a trickle of icy crystals soaked into his thick wool socks. 

	But he continued forward.

	Much like the arctic fox, he scrambled up the next giant snow drift. 

	One mound.

	Two mounds.

	The third was the highest, curved like the frozen back of a wave. 

	He climbed over it.

	“Nanuq. Nanuq!”

	Nanuq kept going. He wanted to find that creek. He’d been searching for it for days—maybe weeks. But he couldn’t find that warm stream in the strange land where there was no snow.

	It was February. The creeks in the valley didn't thaw until April or May. Sometimes, early in spring, he could hear their water moving beneath the blanket of snow. But now he could only hear the wind and the distant calls of his grandfather growing further and further away.

	Nanuq slid down a snowdrift, its crown crumbling over his head. He rattled the sides of his hood to shake off the snow and instantly felt dizzy. He tried to stand, trapped thigh-deep at the bottom of the drift. The snow locked him in place as he wiggled his hips to escape. 

	The sun flashed in his eyes, and he squinted, throwing his arm up over them. When he lowered it, the snow was gone. His legs were free. He tapped his boots, expecting the powder to fall away, but the snow cracked off onto stone. Real rock. Patches of grass peeked through it. 

	The sun?

	Grass?

	He blinked hard. None of this made sense.

	“Apa?” he called out. “Grandpa?”

	He listened. The wind didn’t howl here. It was soft on his face, and he reached up to tug down his hood. There was another sound—the sound of running water. 

	Nanuq jogged forward awkwardly and dropped to his knees before the winding creek. He yanked his mitten off. He must have lost the other one. Using both cupped palms, he scooped up enough to drink.

	“Apa?” he called, looking out at a foreign horizon.

	The air was warm—almost hot. Everywhere he searched, there was endless rock. The ground was flat and cracked, like walking across a pit of caribou bones. Craggy walls rose on each side, and this creek flowed from a ribbon of water cascading down one of those walls. 

	“Grandpa?” Nanuq’s call was plaintive now. 

	He turned around, ready to go back the way he came. He expected to see snowdrifts behind him, but instead the towering canyon rose around him, impossible to scale. 

	He stepped to the nearest wall, running his hand along its surface as he paced the perimeter, his wet socks sloshing inside his boots. 

	The last time he stumbled upon this creek, he turned around and was right back home again.

	Where was the snow?

	Where was his village?

	Where were the mountains he looked at every day?

	A noise caught his attention. 

	A soft rumbling. 

	Then footsteps—light, quick—not Apa’s. 

	“Apa?” he whispered.
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	PLANET CARPES

	 

	MARDA GAZED out the circular bank of windows at a view that was a stark contrast to the Eastlands’ field where she’d grown up. The Southlands turret sat on a cliff covered in coarse grass bent permanently from the relentless wind. The ocean stretched out beyond it. She was too high to see the rocks at the cliff’s base, but she could hear the waves crashing against them, a steady, distant roar. 

	Nearly two months had passed since she and her daughters relocated to the Southlands to co-warden the Southern Quadrant Stellar Bridge. 

	For a long time, there wasn’t much of the “co” part taking place. Tomas, her cousin and the official warden of the Southlands Bridge, was not in the right frame of mind to handle the task. In fact, he wanted nothing to do with the portal to Earth.

	The bridge remained locked down, and construction had already begun on a containment wall as an added layer of security. Yes, the Stellar Bridge still entered its engagement period twice a day, but now it could only be opened manually. No one could accidentally cross through. 

	“Give Tomas time,” Hornan said, his face trained on the circular panel of monitors. 

	“Just yesterday, I spotted him sitting in the lobby downstairs. At least he’s entering the building. When we first got here, he wouldn’t even come inside.”

	Marda nodded. “What he went through was beyond traumatic. I blame the Council for putting him through that.”

	“Your favorite pastime is blaming the Council.”

	Marda’s lips twitched into a smile. She did much more of that these days. Smiled. “Can you blame me?”

	“No.” Hornan tilted his metal-plated head as he scanned the monitor. “But the good thing is that Car Spellen is halfway around the world.”

	“The World Council is not far from here, and we both know she’s a frequent visitor there.”

	“Surely she’s lost her verve. She got her way. We are down to one Stellar Bridge, and it can only be opened with authorized access.”

	Marda walked up to the window, looking down at one of the authorized parties who had recently passed through it.

	Ben.

	Ben Hendrick had traveled back to Earth through the Southlands Stellar Bridge. From there, he was given a Land Cruiser and drove across the Namibian desert to the airport in Windhoek. He caught a string of flights to reach Fort Lauderdale, Florida, where he checked in on his parents, making sure they were healthy and comfortable. He tied up the last pieces of his financial life, making sure they would never have to worry. 

	And then…he returned.

	He came back to Carpes.

	He came back to—

	Marda shook her head. There was no sense in thinking like that. She was not something worth returning to. 

	Ben was here because he chose to be. He enjoyed working with Hornan, and he picked up the mechanics of the Stellar Bridge faster than anyone expected. 

	Ben was an intelligent man. 

	A numbers man. 

	As he explained, the Stellar Bridge was just another system driven by cycles and fluctuations—no different from the stock market. 

	He and Hornan would place bets on the exact moment the bridge would engage with Earth. Although there was sophisticated technology to establish this cycle, Ben preferred to pull out a piece of paper and draw squiggly lines across it, labeling each with some element.

	“Stellar Bridge engagement in 2 minutes and 7 seconds,” Hornan recited with a smug look as he crossed his arms in challenge.

	Ben would look at his squiggly lines. “I say 2 minutes and 4 seconds.”

	“No, all readings state 2.7, and we’ve been using these sensor arrays for years.”

	Ben waved his squiggly line drawing in the air. “2.4. If not, I owe you a pint of grain lager.”

	Hornan studied his screen. “2.7 and you owe me a pitcher.”

	Marda watched both men hunched over the monitor until Ben’s tall frame shot erect. The Stellar Bridge alignment alarm kicked on.

	“Man, I’m thirsty,” Ben rubbed his stomach and smiled.

	Hornan scowled, then broke into a grin and punched Ben in the arm.

	Yeah, Ben was on Carpes for that—the camaraderie, the ease, the relief from his planet's stress.

	Not for her.

	For those first few weeks after pulling Reena and Sorna from the BETWEEN, Marda had nothing extra to give. Every piece of energy went into touching them, holding them, reassuring herself that they were safe—that her daughters were here.

	The need was fierce, almost frantic, and almost entirely one-sided. Reena and Sorna were pretty much unaffected by the whole ordeal. As far as they were aware, no time had passed at all. 

	It was a shock when they found out they had been in the BETWEEN for six years. But, with typical youthful resilience, they took that information in stride, with barely more than an “Oh, cool.”

	Reena, now approaching eleven, was just beginning to feel the early stages of anger toward her father. Marda did her best not to feed that ire. She was always cautious to employ Torz’s defenses. 

	He didn’t know, she’d say.

	He thought his daughters had safely returned home.

	He thought they were living a happy life with their mother, as he moved on and started a new family.

	Marda had to take the higher ground. She had to justify her ex-husband’s actions. She was left to defend him while he remained in New York. 

	Now she stood at the turret window, staring down at someone so different from Torz. 

	Ben.

	He was a tall man with an athletic build, and his dark, sandy hair was swept into rebellious spikes by the ocean wind. She couldn’t see his eyes from here, but she knew their shade—sometimes sunlit, sometimes the color of the cliff shadows. They adjusted with the wind, like everything else around here.

	Right now, both girls were down there at his side, listening closely as he gestured with his hands at the new gate being erected. He had an easy rapport with them. 

	Marda knew what Earth called hell. Ben had experienced worse than that with the girls. He had survived the BEWTEEN alongside them. He was an anchor for them. 

	Marda, on the other hand, was an island. She didn’t need an anchor. But when she saw Ben lift Sorna onto his shoulders so the young girl could peek over the gate, her island struggled to right itself against the pounding surf. 

	Ben. 

	“You can go join them, you know,” Hornan muttered.

	“They look like they’re having fun.”

	“You’re allowed to have fun, too.”

	At least she wasn’t getting the sympathetic pale eyes from her assistant and friend. Instead, she stared at the back of Hornan’s metal-rimmed head with the tuft of curly fair hair flopping over the seam. In that gleaming metal, she saw her reflection. Red hair. Green eyes. Narrow chin. Insecurity.  

	Having fun with the girls in the field, an activity she was used to, would mean having fun with the tall man from Earth, which she was definitely not used to.

	Marda closed her eyes. When all else failed, there was always the turret—the Warden’s lair. Stability. Sanctuary. 

	This tight cylinder was an exact replica of the turret in the Eastlands. Only now, instead of sleeping on the single cot on the floor below this command center, she stayed in the quaint Warden’s cottage nearby—a place with separate bedrooms for the girls. 

	In those first few weeks, they all slept in the same bed, more out of her need than theirs. The girls eagerly adapted to their new surroundings. They were being tutored by a local teacher for now until the next public education session opened.

	“Marda.”

	Marda sighed. She was ready for Hornan’s speech.

	“Marda.”

	“Don’t Marda me,” she mumbled.

	Then she heard it. It was not a siren—yet. More of a persistent beep, a cadence matching the frantic blinking across the monitors. 

	Marda rushed over and slammed her palm onto the external speaker control.

	“Ben. Get them inside. Now!”

	On the closest screen, she saw Ben’s head snap up to face the turret. Sorna was still wrapped around his neck, her fingers digging into his hair for balance as he took Reena’s hand and broke into a brisk jog toward the tower. 

	A shrill wail tore through the narrow chamber.

	The siren.

	“Someone’s opened the bridge,” Hornan said—as if the alarms weren’t already an indication.

	“Who? It’s not coming from here. Tomas isn’t even in the building. He’s taking a nap in the cottage.”

	“I don’t know, but Earthside has been triggered.”

	Earth.

	 A vivid image of the Southlands Stellar Bridge’s exit on Earth flickered through Marda’s mind. Red dunes. Ancient sand. Gravel flats. Endless arid desert.

	“External monitor?”

	“Doesn’t show much.”

	Marda shifted toward the screen showing the shadowy image of Earth’s Stellar Bridge gate. The view came from inside the portal, filtered through a hazy partition that allowed only glimpses of whatever shadows passed by outside it. But there were no silhouettes. No movement at all.

	“What’s up?” Ben asked, emerging from the outside stairwell.

	Sorna charged forward. “Mama, when Ben lifted me up on his shoulders, I saw the Stellar Bridge light up behind the new fence.” She made it sound like the most exciting thing in the world.

	The eight-year-old girl rushed over to the circular bank of windows while Reena, her older sister, remained beside Marda and clutched the console, leaning over and staring intently the way she’d watched her mother do a thousand times before.

	Marda smiled bittersweetly. Her oldest daughter already had the posture of a warden. 

	Ben stepped up alongside her and glanced over Reena’s head to meet Marda’s gaze. She flicked her eyes to the screen, and his quickly followed. She saw the outline of his Adam’s Apple as he took a slow swallow and nodded.

	“Camel?”

	“Possible.”

	The elevator hummed into action, and everyone turned to look at it. 

	Did someone pass through the Stellar Bridge?

	Were they now inside the elevator?

	The light above it flicked on, and the narrow door slid open as Tomas, her cousin, lumbered out. His long, dark hair hung tangled around his shoulders, with a new white stripe at the roots—a souvenir from the BETWEEN. 

	“Tomas?” Marda asked, surprised to see him up here. 

	She gave him far more slack than the Southlands Council did. They felt he had enough time to recover from his ordeal.

	Translation—Car Spellen had spoken to them and expressed her opinion that Tomas was the rightful warden of the Southlands Stellar Bridge—not Marda, and he should be back on duty, and she should be—

	“Anne Fleming is tryingggg to reach you,” he said, his Southern Carpesian accent still intact, even though his voice no longer carried the youthful force it once did.

	“Anne? What? How?”

	Marda turned toward Hornan, and he shrugged. There was still no communication between the planets—no magical radio signal or cell phone. 

	“The old-fashioned wayyyy.” 

	Marda frowned. 

	Just then, the elevator rumbled into action again. Someone was coming up. Who now? The Council?

	The green light flashed, and the door slid open.

	Torz and Anne Fleming stepped out.
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	MARDA
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	“DAD!” SORNA spun away from the window. 

	She took several steps and then stopped, gripping the circular counter. That moment of hesitation twisted Marda’s heart. The fact that her sweet daughter chose to pause rather than run to her father spoke volumes.

	Beside her, she felt Reena rooted in place.

	“Girls!” Torz crouched down, arms out, waiting for a hug that was awkwardly slow in coming. 

	Sorna finally went into those arms as Torz’s eyes met Marda’s. She couldn’t read the look he gave her. She didn’t care to.

	It had been three months since Torz learned his daughters were alive. Three months—and this was his first visit to see them.

	Feeling Anne’s eyes on her, Marda flicked a glance at the impossibly poised blonde woman. 

	“It wasn’t safe for him to travel through the bridge yet,” Anne said, heading off the unvoiced question.

	“But today it is?” Marda struggled to refrain from any sort of blowup in front of the girls.

	On cue, Torz’s hopeful eyes look up. “Reena?”

	Reena glanced up at her mother, and Marda gave a slight nod. She watched her eldest advance toward Torz, then clumsily step into his embrace.

	Anne approached Marda, pausing only when she encountered the six-foot-plus obstacle called Ben Hendrick. 

	“Ben,” Marda said softly, “It’s okay.” 

	He backed up a step but kept his arms crossed. He gave her a quick look that said 'I am here if you need me' before moving to stand beside Hornan. The two men exchanged a knowing glance, and then both tried to act like they weren’t eavesdropping. 

	The girls spoke quietly with Torz, and he responded to everything they said with exaggerated enthusiasm. 

	In their minds, they had not seen him in only three months, but they were also very much aware now that six years had passed since they were trapped in the BETWEEN. Reena was more cognizant of the fact. Now, she both feared the Stellar Bridge and was darkly drawn to it. 

	“Why didn’t you come sooner?” she asked him, directly.

	Before Marda could listen to the response, Anne was speaking in her ear.

	“We need to talk,” the professor murmured. 

	Marda’s eyes sliced to Torz, and her back stiffened.

	“So I gathered.” Marda folded her arms. “You’ll forgive me if I sound a little miffed that your Todd couldn’t get here sooner to see his daughters.”

	Anne tensed. “After everything you went through in the BETWEEN, I’m sure you can understand our reluctance to pass through.”

	“Everything I went through was because you blew up my bridge.”

	 Again, the woman bristled. She was dressed in a loose cotton blouse and khaki hiking pants, her sun hat clutched tightly in her hands. This was a pale woman. Too much time in the African desert didn’t favor her complexion.

	“Under advisement from your government. Let’s not rehash this debate.”

	“Okay, so you traveled from your Manhattan penthouse suite to the middle of the Namib Desert—to talk. How did you open the Stellar Bridge? You possess no gloves—no ability to open it on that end. Have you devised an alternate method in the past three months?”

	“I didn’t open it. He did.” Anne pointed at Tomas.

	Marda’s gaze swung to Tomas. She heard the squeal of Hornan’s chair as he swiveled around.

	Eavesdropper.

	Tomas swiped a trembling hand through his hair. 

	“Last week—” he hesitated, “Remember that alarm that went off in the middle of the nighttt—”

	Marda remembered it well. It rang out in their cottage, and she charged up the short hill to the turret. By the time she reached the control room, it was silent. 

	A sand storm. 

	A sand storm on Earth’s end must have triggered the portal.

	Ben tried to reassure her when she returned later, having found that nothing was amiss. 

	He was living in the cottage with them. Though it was called a ‘cottage,’ it was built for a sizeable staff, with spacious living quarters that were never occupied. It was nothing like the Eastlands. Clearly, all the Council’s funds went into this facility, with Car Spellen already planning to shut down the Eastlands Bridge years ago.

	“I was up here,” Tomas said quietly. “I come up when you are all sleeping. I need the quiet time. I need to adjust—to feel comfortable here again.” Mossy green eyes scanned the circular room. “I can’t hide in the cottage forever. Besides, Bennn is in the room next door, and he snores.”

	Ben raised an eyebrow and drew up a slow grin.

	“Anyway, I was up here when the alarm sounded,” Tomas continued. “I turned it off. It was so loud. It—ittt scared me. I should have known that I couldn’t catch it before you came running.” He nodded at Marda. “When you got here, I hid in the closet. I saw you check everything outtt before you returned to the cottage. As soon as you were gone, I ran outtt to the bridge gate. I—I expected to find someone coming through, buttt, as I stood there, something hit me in the face. I looked down, and it was an envelope. A note.”

	“An envelope traveled through the portal?” Marda frowned.

	“I had my messenger weigh it down,” Anne explained. “The alternative was paying the messenger to come through the portal himself. That was too much money.”

	Marda snorted at that and turned her attention back to Tomas.

	“And the message was?”

	“We’re coming. Open the gate,” Tomas recited, staring down at his feet.

	It hurt Marda to see her once carefree cousin so sullen. He was still young, just over twenty. He’d made progress since his escape from the Eastlands Stellar Bridge explosion. But she didn’t like that any of those steps involved talking to Anne Fleming. 

	“Okay, yes, I came here when the alarm went off the other night.” Marda cast a glance at Hornan and Ben, and both nodded. “When we discussed it in the morning, we all felt it was an anomaly.” Which made her sick to her stomach because innocent anomalies often led to the BETWEEN. “So why and how did the gate just open now?”

	“Sheee wrote the time in the note.” Tomas pointed at Anne. “And you know, with the glove, I can trigger it through the relay we have at the cottage.”

	True. The emergency opening and closing of the Stellar Bridge was a critical function that needed to be within a warden’s immediate reach. However, the turret was the ideal location for all other operations.

	“Pretty heavy on the calculations—” Marda looked at Anne, “—with multiple time zones involved on Earth, and estimating the middle of the night here on Carpes when the turret would be the least staffed.”

	Anne’s expression tightened. Before she could answer, Sorna crossed the room and grabbed Ben’s hand. He looked slightly startled as she tugged him with her.

	“This is Ben,” she said to her father, disregarding the whole conversation around her. “He helped Mama save us in the ‘Tween.” She smiled up at Ben.

	“Yes, we’ve met,” Torz grated.

	Ben clutched Sorna’s hand gently. “You did all the work, S.”

	“Did not.”

	“Look—” Anne interrupted. “Maybe you can take the girls outside, Todd?”

	“Who’s Todd?” Sorna asked.

	“That’s Dad’s Earth name,” Reena said with disdain.

	“I need to be involved in the conversation,” Torz frowned. “More so than Ben.”

	Ben gave Sorna’s hand another squeeze and swung her arm playfully as they would usually do when walking through the field. “Seems to me like you’d want to take advantage of the alone time with Reena and Sorna. I get to see them every day, right kiddos?”

	“Right kiddooooos,” Sorna mimicked.

	Reena bobbed her head, her red bangs sliding low across her eyes. “Right.”

	Torz’s eyes shifted, recognizing the corner he’d been backed into. The sight irked Marda. She suppressed her glare and pulled both girls into a hug. “Don’t worry,” she whispered between their heads. “I’ll fill you in on all the juicy details later.”

	She treated the girls as young adults now, particularly Reena.

	Gauging the apprehensive look on Anne Fleming’s face, Marda doubted she’d be able to share the whole conversation with them.

	Sorna started toward the door with Reena lagging behind.

	“You can tell us about—” Sorna glanced back over her shoulder at Torz, “—your new wife. We don’t have to call her Mama, right?” 

	“She’s not Mama,” Reena mumbled.

	Torz looked like he’d eaten something that disagreed with him. He flattened his hand over his stomach and sought out Anne’s gaze. She merely tipped her nose toward the elevator, sending him on his way. 

	With his shoulders slumped, he turned to the open panel and followed his two daughters inside. Giving one last anxious glance between the gap, his face disappeared behind the sliding door.

	Ben strode over to the window to watch as they exited the turret below. He leaned his shoulder against the glass, keeping one eye on the girls and one eye on Marda, causing another crack in the fortress of her chest.

	“Okay, Anne,” she said. “As much as I hoped you traveled all the way here because Torz wanted to see his daughters, I know that’s not the truth. And, by the way—welcome to Carpes.”

	Anne Fleming scanned the interior of the turret, her slate eyes landing on Tomas, Ben, and finally Hornan, who watched her curiously. Her gaze settled on his metal plate momentarily and then it drifted past him to the view out the window and the vast ocean under a green sky. 

	“You know what it means to me to have traveled through the Stellar Bridge. To be here—on this planet. You, of all people, know—”

	Yes, Marda knew. This was a lifelong dream come true for Anne—a culmination of all her years of research. Although the professor of Theoretical Physics at Columbia had proven that a space portal existed to another planet, it wasn't something she had been able to share with her peers. And until today, she finally had the chance to travel through it. 

	“Fortunately for you, your trip wasn’t as dramatic as ours. Right, Ben?”

	“No more dramatic than a ride on the 6 train past City Hall,” he joked, but the harrowing memory of the BETWEEN exploding was etched deep in his eyes.  

	“Yes, well, there’s no time to dwell on that whole misfortune,” Anne dismissed.

	In the corner, Tomas choked and ran trembling fingers through his white score of hair. Rejecting everything that happened to him as a misfortune probably didn’t sit well. 

	Anne had the decency to look contrite for a second before her cool façade returned.

	“I’m here because we have a problem. A big problem. And we have to do something before it turns into an interplanetary issue.”

	Marda’s arms fell to her sides. “What’s happened?”

	“Well, as you can imagine, I continue to monitor this portal—this bridge—and I still listen for signals from radio observatories worldwide. However, a few weeks ago, I detected a stray signal—similar to the one I first picked up from the New York Stellar Bridge.

	Marda’s head snapped alert. “The Eastlands Bridge? My bridge? It’s showing signs of—” 

	Life?

	“No, no. This—this signal is coming from northern Alaska.”

	“We have done endless scans,” Hornan interrupted. “There are no other stellar bridges on Carpes.”

	Anne pursed her lips, which revealed traces of red lipstick still embedded in the cracks.

	“There were reports of a child missing from a village near Anaktuvuk Pass in the Brooks Range. Something like that wouldn’t make the national news. And yes, in the harsh winter season, these things happen. But they don’t happen—by coincidence—in the exact place I traced the same anomalous radio bursts and vacuum fluctuations I noticed when I first discovered the Stellar Bridge. And—”

	The last word was drawn out, and she held a finger up for emphasis.

	“The family of the missing child provided a vest they found hidden in their child’s room as evidence. They said it didn’t belong to him—that maybe it belonged to the person who kidnapped their son.”

	Anne’s long fingers reached into her loose pants pocket, and she extracted a printout, unfolding it and facing it toward Marda.

	“This,” she said.

	Marda gasped and then reached for the paper, holding it close. Ben stepped over beside her and looked down. Even Tomas inched forward, and his gasp sounded more like strangulation. 

	“I’ve never actually seen your glove,” Anne continued. “Maybe I caught a glimpse of it in the park under your sweater…but from what I recall, this vest looks similar. Todd confirmed it, and judging by your reactions, I guess I was right in coming.”

	Marda stared at the creased photo of a stout woman with flat black hair framing a thin face beneath her fur hood. Shadows and wrinkles circled her dark eyes. 

	She held the vest up. It was plain. Functional. Seamless. Styleless. Just a surface shimmering under the blend of moonlight and the first blush of sunrise to occur in weeks. All of these nuances were captured on the crinkled, colored piece of paper.

	“It can’t be,” Marda gaped.

	Tomas leaned in closer, and she smelled the fact that he hadn’t showered in a few days.

	“It looks like it, Cuz.”

	Cuz. That simple term warmed her. It was a hint of the old Tomas. Lately, she’d just been a stiff Marda if he referenced her at all.

	“I have to go,” Marda said matter-of-factly.

	“To Alaska?” Ben whispered.

	“Yes. To Alaska.”

	Anne folded her arms in satisfaction.

	“How?” Hornan spun around in his seat.

	“The same way she got here,” Marda pointed at Anne. 

	Torz walked in at that moment. Sweat glistened on his face, and a layer of sand clung to his jawline. All thoughts were lost when Marda noticed the girls weren’t with him. She took a step toward the door.

	“Easy,” Torz held his hands up. “They’re eating hot dogs with some girl named Lily. They seemed to know her and—” he looked down at his feet. “They said they really wanted hot dogs with Lily. I wasn’t going to argue.”

	And I’m not going to point out that you could have had hot dogs with them. Six years. Six years, and this is the best you can do?

	She glanced out the window, and sure enough, the girls were busily shoving hot dogs, or Carpes’s version of them, into their eager mouths. Lily, the shy young woman from New York, held hers to her nose and sniffed tentatively. They all stopped and looked up as a medium-sized young man with black hair jogged up the hill, wrapping an arm around Lily’s waist before reaching for Reena’s hot dog while she screamed and led him on a circular chase, which ended with a spill on the grass, a fit of laughter, and one hot dog flying through the air. 

	“I take it you have arrangements made already?” Marda turned back to Anne.

	“Yes. We have flights booked two days from now. I figured that would be enough time to get your affairs in order.” Anne’s gaze shifted to the window and the girls below. 

	Her cool eyes remained on them for an extra second before sliding to look at Torz. He cleared his throat. 

	It was too soon. 

	Marda just got them back. 

	She didn’t want to leave them. 

	But a child had gone missing in Alaska. And by all indications, it sounded as if that child might be lost in the BETWEEN. She studied the woman in the photo. No mother should have to suffer that pain.

	For a moment, Marda considered taking the girls along. But she didn’t want to put them in jeopardy. They were safe here. 

	“Our daughter is staying with my parents,” Anne pointed out.

	Was that supposed to be a suggestion? A hint? Marda clamped her lips tight. She aimed plaintive eyes at Hornan. 

	“You know the girls can stay with Slanna and me,” he offered quietly. “And they have Lily and Tony,” he nudged his head toward the window, “who adore them.”

	“I can stay with them,” Ben offered thickly.

	Marda’s throat clenched. Then she saw Torz’s hand fist.

	“No, I want you to come with us,” she said.

	Both Torz and Ben raised their eyebrows. It was surreal seeing them standing beside each other. One man represented her past—the other had traveled through the BETWEEN with her. He had saved her daughters. He had sat on a park bench in the freezing cold and listened to the plight of a woman from another world without even flinching. And now his warm copper-colored eyes watched, the unvoiced questions subdued and patient.

	“Why?” Torz challenged. 

	Because I say so.

	“What do we need on this trip? A physicist? A Stellar Bridge warden? We’ve got them.” Marda twitched her chin to acknowledge Anne. “Ben is very analytical. He is a mathematician.”

	“So?” Torz crossed his arms. 

	“Ben figured out the mechanics of this turret within a week. He was able to calculate the cycle of the Southlands Stellar Bridge—predict its activation to within seconds.”

	“You have all these monitors to do that.” Torz’s arm swept in an arc. 

	“Take all these monitors away and put us in the middle of a mountain range in Alaska. What do we do then?”

	She noticed Hornan smirking in his seat.

	“You have the damn glove,” Torz said. “You don’t need these monitors.”

	“The glove is restricted by proximity. I need to be close to the portal. Real close for the glove to engage.”

	“You have my wife. An actual astrophysicist. I think that trumps whatever the tomato-coat guy is.”

	“Your wife relies on signals, patterns relayed from an observatory. Ben sees numbers that repeat. Patterns that repeat. He sees the repetitions when there are no relays, observatory feeds, or grids—just wind, shadow, pressure drops.”

	Marda caught Anne glancing at Ben, mildly intrigued.

	“Within a matter of weeks, Ben tracked the Southlands bridge cycle just by shifts in the environment. He uses math and instinct. On Earth, he used these patterns to predict risk and growth in farming markets—where to invest, how to read volatility.”

	“Marda might have a point,” Anne interrupted. “Out on the Brooks Range, we might have no power. I’ll have no data feed. No satellite access. And if Marda isn’t close to the Stellar Bridge—if there is indeed one there, she’s going to be walking blindly through the snow with her glove.”

	Ben scratched the back of his head. “Yeah, I’m no physicist. But I can read the environment. I’ll see a rhythm. No guarantees, but I’ve learned to look for this thing in nature. And—I’ve walked with Marda when she has the glove on. Yes, it tugs or vibrates when she is close, but by moving her around, I’m pretty sure I have the proximity range narrowed down.”
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