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      (195 BCE)

      Dying felt very much like going to sleep.

      Waking up, however, was much less pleasant.

      The first moment of awareness, the first thing that might be considered a genuine thought, was the realization that he was floating. Floating someplace warm. It was almost relaxing until he realized that every last inch of him was submerged. Was that a problem? Something told him that it was a problem.

      He suddenly remembered that he had to breathe. The liquid. It would get into his lungs, choke him. Frantically, he struggled for the surface only to discover that he felt no burning in his chest.

      His head broke through, trails of slime dripping from his chin. Some of it got into his eyes, but thankfully, it didn't hurt. His face. He pawed at his face. He could not say why, but he knew with absolute certainty that this was not his face.

      Coughing and sputtering, he flailed until he reached the edge of this strange pool. His hands grabbed the rock, and then he immediately retracted them. It wasn't rock at all. It was warm and soft…like flesh.

      With a gaping mouth, he looked up to blink at his surroundings. “Where?” A voice spoke. Not his. “Where am I?”

      He crawled onto the shore at the edge of the lake of slime, his head hanging. Long, dark hair, thick with sludge, dangled and trailed along the floor. “Where am I?” he asked. “Who has done this?”

      It all came back to him.

      Gao.

      That was his name. One of many. He had been born Liu Bang, the son of a peasant from Pei County. He had been a soldier, a husband and an Emperor. His people needed him. “Why have you done this to me?”

      “Calm yourself, my son.”

      An Old Woman stood at the edge of the pool, a crone with a face like leather and thinning gray hair. She wore simple country clothes and sandals on her feet. “Be at ease. All will be well.”

      He looked up at her, narrowing his eyes, and felt a flush of anger burning his face. “You!” Struggling to his feet, he tried to seize the woman. She was gone before he got within two feet of her.

      “We mean you no harm, my son.”

      When he turned, she was there again, at the very edge of the pool, close enough to dip a toe in the slime. “You are to be our emissary,” she said. “One who will guide your people to greatness.”

      Baring his teeth, Gao hissed at her. “You were there!” he growled, striding toward her. “On the roadside! You set all of this in motion!”

      The Old Woman looked up at him, and her mouth cracked into an almost-toothless grin. “We recognized your potential even then,” she said. “You were meant for glory, my son. You have not yet achieved a tenth of your true purpose.”

      “I have to return to my people.”

      “They will not know you. Not as you are.” She poked a finger into his chest, and he stumbled backward at her touch. “That life is over. It is time for you to embrace your next challenge.”

      Gao ran hands over his body. Hard, sculpted muscle greeted his fingertips, smooth without a single strand of hair. He felt his face and found it nothing like the one that he remembered. His cheeks were gaunt, almost hollow; his chin was pointed. He had no beard, but long, black hair fell to the small of his back. He was a young man again, filled with a vigour he had all but forgotten. “Who are you?”

      The Old Woman closed her eyes, breathing deeply. “Your people have no name for us,” she said. “And you must tell no one of our existence until we deem them ready to possess such knowledge.”

      “Return me to my people.”

      “As you wish.”

      She gestured to a tunnel in the cavern wall. With faltering steps, he followed it, soft flesh squishing beneath his bare feet. The walls seemed to glow with a reddish light. Just enough for him to see clearly.

      The tunnel curved slightly to the left, and when he went around the bend, the Old Woman was standing before him again. She kept her eyes fixed on the floor, on a pile of clothes that she had gathered there. “You will not get far as a naked man.”

      Once he dressed, she guided him through a smaller tunnel that branched off from the main one. At the end of it, he found an empty chamber with nothing on the walls or floor or ceiling.

      He forced his eyes shut, stiffening, and then took a hesitant step forward. “What is this place?” He turned, but the doorway in the wall sealed itself up, flesh knitting together so perfectly you would have never known there was a gap.

      So, they planned to trap him?

      He would have protested, but the floor writhed, and when he spun around, a lump was rising with a slimy sound. It split to form both arms of an upward-pointed triangle. He approached with caution.

      A bubble formed around his body, distorting the light. He cried out in shock, but his momentary outburst was nothing compared to the scream that ripped its way out of his mouth when he began to fly through an endless tunnel of blackness.

      Moments later, he arrived at what appeared to be a grassy field under a blue sky with just a few clouds. It was hard to tell. Peering through the bubble's surface was like trying to see through a curtain of falling water.

      “What sort of devilry…”

      The bubble popped.

      He was in a field, a field of tall grass that reached almost to his knees, the stalks around him flattened by his arrival. Quickly, he turned around and found another triangle like the one in the other place.

      He reached out with a tentative hand, but brown flesh became gray, and the triangle collapsed into a pile of ash. What sort of creatures were these? Not spirits, he thought. But what? Beings able to bend flesh to their will. They had given him a new body, but he was still himself, so far as he could tell. His mind remained intact.

      Sinking to his knees in the grass, he shuddered as he drew in a breath. “They have restored me to life for a reason.” He looked up and felt his eyes widen. “Ying is not yet ready. That is why.”

      Mountains rose up before him. He knew this place; the Old Woman had brought him to a spot not far from Chang'an. He could be home within a few hours if he ran. Perhaps it was time to put these young legs to work.

      

      The walls of the city stood tall and proud under the harsh light of the noonday sun. The moat sparkled as if someone had strewn a thousand diamonds across the dark water. With summer nearing its peak, it was warm.

      People flowed across the bridge toward the gate, some on foot, one or two leading horses. Soldiers in iron lamellar stood on either side of the opening, casting glances at everyone who passed.

      Gao walked with his head down.

      He kept his posture demure, eyes fixed on the stones under his feet, and hoped it would avoid attention. The wind made strands of his long hair flutter. Fortunately, most of the slime had dried and flaked away.

      One of the guards, a hard man with a scar on his chin, looked up to sneer as Gao passed. “Strange clothing, countryman,” he growled. “Who are you? And where do you come from?”

      Gao froze.

      The Old Woman had given him garments that were little better than rags. Not even the simple yi and shan that you might see on a peasant. His clothes were not cotton or silk but rather some scratchy material that made his skin itch. And there were no rich colours. He was clad in gray from head to toe. To these men, he must have looked like a beggar or a vagabond. Perhaps that was the point.

      “Who are you?” the soldier said again.

      Lifting his chin to meet the other man's gaze, Gao narrowed his eyes. “I am your emperor,” he said. “And you will not speak to me in such-”

      He was down on all fours, head ringing like a struck gong, before he even realized that he had been slapped. Blood dripped from his mouth to land upon the stones. Slowly, he looked up. “How dare you-”

      “Be silent, countryman.”

      Closing his eyes, Gao hissed when he felt the point of a sword at his throat. “You must believe me,” he panted. “I am Gaozu of Han, the Unifier. Bring my wife, and I will prove my claim-”

      He cut off when the blade pressed a little deeper into his skin. Hard enough to draw blood. The soldier stood over him with a snarl fit for an angry dog, teeth clenched, face flushed to a deep red. “The city is in mourning after the death of the Emperor!” he spat. “You will not disgrace his memory with these lies. Speak but one more falsehood, and I will kill you, stranger.”

      “I am Liu Bang of Fenyu-”

      The soldier drew back his sword.

      “Have the mighty warriors of Han fallen so far?” Gao paused when he realized that a small crowd had formed, surrounding him. It was the timbre of the speaker's voice that got his attention. A woman?

      He looked up to find her standing just a few paces away, a tall and slender woman in a chang of bold, blazing red and a ru of white with red along the collar and the cuffs of each sleeve. Her black hair was left loose, falling almost to her waist.

      Her face was lovely with a thin, delicate nose and dark eyes that seemed to burn with some hidden, inner fire. “Killing beggars and madmen,” she said coldly. “Is there no better use for your sword?”

      “Quiet, woman,” the soldier barked. “This is no concern of yours.”

      She did not obey.

      Instead, she placed herself between Gao and the soldier, standing tall and proud as if she could stop a flood with nothing but the fury of her stare. Gao could only see the back of her head, but he realized that he would rather not be the target of that stare. “Can you not see that this man is ill? He should be cared for, not slaughtered.”

      “Who are you to-”

      “I am your emperor!” Gao shouted.

      That was the last thing he remembered before something thumped him across the back of his head. Everything went dark then. Perhaps he had died again.

      

      No. No, he hadn't died. He realized as much when the pain became unbearable. He felt as though the world were spinning, as if he might fall at any moment. And he might have if not for the fact that there was something soft beneath him.

      His vision came into focus, and he saw the woman who had come to his aid staring down at him. “He's awake,” she said.

      “Who are you?”

      “Who are you, stranger?”

      Gao sat up, touching his face, noting again the hollow cheeks and hairless chin that were not his. The lump on the back of his head gave him pause. “You won't believe me even if I tell you the truth.”

      The woman sat at his bedside with arms crossed, frowning as she considered that. “You expect me to believe that you are the dead emperor?” she asked. “Even when you look nothing like him? Even though you are decades younger than him?”

      A flash of pain made him wince, and he let himself fall back on the bed. “I do not expect you to believe anything,” he said. “They did this to me.”

      “Who did?”

      “The spirits, the…I don't know. I awoke in a place of darkness, trapped in this body. And they sent me here. To suffer. To see all that I have lost.”

      He became aware of an old man standing behind the young woman, a distinguished fellow with creases in his face and thinning gray hair. Her father? Yes, that would have to be it. “It would be unwise to continue telling your story,” he said. “They might have done far worse to you if my daughter had not intervened.”

      “They might have done far worse to her.”

      In response to that, the young woman sniffed and turned her head to stare at the wall. He suspected she wanted to look at anything but him. “I'm not afraid of a few surly guards,” she insisted. “What they did to him was wrong.”

      Gao expected some kind of rebuke from the old man, but none came. Instead, the fellow just put a hand on his daughter's shoulder and smiled lovingly. Old fool. No good would come from nurturing the girl's eccentricities.

      “I am Feng Ju,” the old man said. “My daughter, Lihua.”

      “A pretty name for a pretty face.”

      “Tell me, stranger,” the girl replied, “are men capable of admiring a woman for her intelligence or her bravery? I intervened on your behalf; I tended to your wounds, but you say nothing of that. Your appraisal of my name means little to me, and your appraisal of my face means even less.”

      “Discipline your daughter,” Gao hissed.

      The old man only laughed and bent forward to kiss the girl's forehead. “As well try to discipline the wind, stranger,” he said. “We are returning to the country in a few days. Come with us. It would not be wise for you to stay in the capital.”

      

      The journey to Feng's country home took several days. The man had a small farm near the banks of the Wei, and he had offered room and board if Gao was willing to work the fields. It was almost enough to make him laugh -- or weep. The emperor had returned from death to be reduced to a mere farmhand.

      He would have spat in the old man's face if not for the fact that he knew he needed food, and he would find no help in the city. Lihua was right. He was no longer Gaozu of Han, no longer Liu Bang from Pei County. He still felt like himself, still grew angry at the things that had made him angry before, still desired the same things he had wanted when he was emperor. But that life was over. Lihua pestered him to choose a name every time they spoke. Last night, he had tossed his bowl aside and growled, “Sui Bian.”

      That only produced laughter from the young woman. “You wish to be called 'whatever?'” she scoffed. “Surely you can do better.”

      He could, but he refused to. He might have been forced into this life, but he would not accept it. On the second night, while Feng and his daughter slept, he sat alone in the tall grass by the river's edge.

      “Did you think we brought you back to resume your old life?”

      He froze.

      It was an effort to make himself stand up and turn around, but the Old Woman was there when he did, watching him. “You have done a marvelous thing, my son,” she said. “You do not know it yet, but the Empire you created will propel your civilization to new heights.”

      “Then let me return to lead it.”

      With a sigh, she came toward him and shook her head. “All things pass, my son,” she said. “It is time to begin the next great work.”

      Stomping through the grass, he put himself right in front of the old crone. He had to resist the urge to seize her by the shoulders. She just stared at him, unflinching. “Time to begin my next great work?” he yelled. “What work is that?”

      “Building new empires, of course.”

      He turned away from her and went to the riverbank, smiling and shaking his head. “New empires,” he whispered. “How am I supposed to forge a new empire when you curse me with this body! When you take away all that I was!”

      He turned around, but the Old Woman was gone.

      Sobbing, Sui Bian fell to his knees and covered his face with both hands. His body trembled with every breath. “Why couldn't they just let me die?” he whispered. “Just let me DIE!”

      “Who are you talking to?”

      The sound of Lihua's voice made him jump. He found the young woman standing just a few feet away, wrapped in the blanket that she had used to keep herself warm. Her hair was loose, her face serene and pale in the moonlight. “I fear for you, stranger,” she said. “Does the madness have you so firmly in its grip?”

      He said nothing.

      It surprised him when Lihua approached and knelt beside him, reaching out to lay a hand on his cheek. “Let us help you,” she pleaded. “My father can give you a good home. You will be safe with us.”

      What else could he do but accept?

      (194 BCE)

      Sui Bian used a hoe to violently remove some weeds, churning up a spray of dirt with them. He didn't much care about that. The work was hard and tiring, but it kept his mind off other things. News came from Chang'an now and then, but he tried not to listen. What he heard disturbed him greatly.

      His widow – the Empress Lu – now dictated much of what went on in the capital, and his weakling son could do little to restrain her. Liu Ying was a timid emperor. It left Sui with a bitter taste in his mouth. Had the boy learned nothing of what he had tried to teach? Any thought of returning had long since fled from his mind. If he tried, Lu would have him killed.

      Hearing what she had done to Qi – ripping the woman's eyes out, cutting her arms and legs off and leaving her to die in pig shit – had been enough to make him empty his stomach in the fields behind Feng's house. After years of battle, Sui Bian had thought that no amount of human brutality could unnerve him, but that…That was something else entirely. And his third son, poor little Ruyi, now dead at Lu's command.

      Sui Bian had wept for him. He had prayed to the Old Woman several times, begged her to intercede on his behalf – if the spirits could raise him from the dead, surely they could do the same for Ruyi – but she would not come. The Old Woman ignored him now. He had not seen her since that night by the river. He was beginning to think that perhaps he had imagined all of it. Perhaps he was mad, just as Lihua suspected.

      The sun was sinking toward the distant mountains, but its glare was still bright and strong. High summer had come. Over a year since his death and rebirth, and here he was, hoeing weeds on a little farm that he would never have noticed in his former life.

      Sui Bian was facing west, shading his eyes with one hand. “Why?” he whispered to himself. “Why don't you just let me die?”

      “You needn't push yourself so hard.”

      He turned around to find Old Feng watching him with a frown. Had the man heard his muttering? “Have some water, my friend,” Feng said. “Do not break yourself under the sun's cruel gaze.”

      “I do not need your pity, old man.”

      Anyone else might have punished Sui for his disrespect, but Feng only sighed and turned away, making his way back to the house. Eventually, Sui decided to follow. He did need to quench his thirst.

      Halfway to the house, he found Lihua in the fields, inspecting the barley. The girl was always doing things like that, taking on a man's work as if her father would not be scandalized by it. Strangely, Old Feng didn't seem to mind. In fact, he encouraged it. To some extent, Sui understood.

      Old Feng shared his home with the children of his dead neighbour, Zhao Si, a man who had died at Gaixia. A man who had died under Sui's command when he was still Liu Bang. Zhao Fuling and Zhao Tian were both good boys, but their father was gone and his wife as well. Lihua's mother had perished shortly after her birth, and Feng's only son had lost his life in the very campaign that won Sui his empire. The two families relied on each other, and Lihua being Lihua, she insisted on helping.

      The young woman looked up to favour him with a smile. “That fury I see in your eyes, Stranger.” She refused to call him Sui Bian, and he refused to choose another name, which left them at a standoff. “Tell me, is your existence so miserable that you can find no joy in anything?”

      The stalks rustled as Guo Dong stepped into the open.

      The boy came from a neighbouring farm, but in recent months, he had offered his services to Old Feng. Sui suspected that he intended to ask for Lihua's hand, but that was none of his concern.

      Guo Dong was a slim youth, just shy of average height, with short, black hair and a pitiful excuse for a beard. There was something in the way he looked at you, almost as if he were planning some trick. “In Sui's defense,” he said, “Hoeing weeds on a hot day like this would dampen my spirits as well.”

      “I'm not so sure about that,” Lihua countered. “The task falls to you more often than it does to him, but you're always smiling when I talk to you.”

      “Perhaps your company raises my spirits.”

      Lihua blushed, turning her face away as if that could hide feelings that were now painfully obvious. It should not have annoyed Sui – if Guo Dong wanted her, he could have her; a woman like that would be a fitting wife for this useless fool of a man – but it did. He chose to leave without comment.

      Guo Dong, however, was determined to provoke a reaction.

      The boy stepped in front of Sui with an impish grin and a glint of mischief in his eyes. “There must be some way to make the job easier,” he said. “Perhaps you should do away with the hoe and simply scowl the weeds to death.”

      Lihua giggled.

      Clenching his teeth, Sui pushed past the young man. He shook his head as he made his way toward the house. “Idiots, the both of them!” he spat. “To think that this is what my life has come to!”

      

      Feng's home was a modest building but well made. Walls of wood supported tiled roofs that rose to a peak on each of the three wings that surrounded a small courtyard. The fourth wall was an iron gate that stood open despite the onset of evening. Sui had left it so. Seething with frustration, he had taken a walk by the river to relieve himself. He was just returning when the sound of hushed voices made the hair stand on the back of his neck.

      Old instincts took over, and he reached for the bronze knife on his belt only to find it missing. Well, of course it was. He was a farmhand now, not a soldier. His former life was over, but he still retained much of what he knew. And he felt invigorated in this new body. He crept around the back of the house and froze.

      In the golden rays of the setting sun, Guo Dong and Lihua stood side by side, both gazing out on a field of barley that swayed in the wind. Neither one saw him watching. He was about to leave, but something made him pause.

      “Why, of all the women in this world,” Lihua began, “would you want me?”

      A good question.

      Guo Dong turned to face her with the kind of smile you could only find on a love-sick boy. “Because you make me laugh,” he answered. “And you fill my mind with ideas that keep me awake long into the night. Because you are kind.”

      Lihua's shoulders slumped. Her back was turned, but Sui could imagine the pain in her eyes. “I would not be a good wife to you,” she said. “Or to any man.”

      “You think I fear the fire within you,” Guo Dong protested. “But it is that fire that draws me to you.”

      Lihua turned to him.

      It shocked Sui to see tears on the girl's cheeks. He didn't think anything could make her cry. “Promise me…” she rasped. “Promise me that if we have a daughter, you will not break her. Promise me you won't force her to marry a man she hates or quash her every inclination to question the world around her.”

      Tenderly, Guo Dong laid a hand on her cheek, and Lihua leaned into his touch. “If we have a daughter,” he said, “I want her to be just like you.”

      Sickening.

      Lihua set a hand on his shoulder and left it there for a moment before she backed away from him. “You had better go now,” she said. “My father has grown accustomed to my stubbornness, but even he has his limits. If we are to be together, then…Well, he will want to do things properly.”

      Guo Dong nodded.

      Sui decided that he had better depart as well. He could not say why, but he did not want Lihua to know that he had witnessed her conversation with the young man. Why she vexed him so was a mystery he could not unravel. As well try to discover why the old hag had raised him from the dead and cursed him with this body.

      Try as he might to forget her, Lihua remained in his thoughts that night. She kept sleep at bay and forced him to endlessly ponder his fascination with her. Why did she vex him so? It wasn't love. Sui Bian knew that emotion well, and he felt not a spec of it for this vixen. No, what he felt in Lihua's presence was akin to what he might experience when contemplating the battlefield tactics of his enemies.

      It was as if their every interaction had become a contest. Her stubborn defiance was a challenge, and Sui would have answered that challenge decisively if not for the fact that he would incur Feng's displeasure upon doing so. The old fool was determined to coddle his daughter, and Sui had nowhere else to go.

      Lihua did more than just annoy him.

      She filled his thoughts often now, more often than he would have liked. Too often! His patience was waning. Sooner or later, she would exhaust the last of it.

      

      Two days later, he found Guo Dong in the fields, tending a pair of oxen that were hitched to a plow. The young man was gently stroking the nose of one beast, murmuring something to it.

      Sui Bian approached the boy with his head down, forcing the snarl from his face. “Put them back to work,” he snapped. “We have very little daylight left. You should not waste it.”

      Guo Dong turned around to face him with a jovial smile. “Hello, Sui,” he said. “I am sorry that I teased you the other day. You just seemed so very unhappy. I thought that I could change that.”

      “My happiness is no concern of yours,” Sui muttered. “Now, put them to work.”

      A frown compressed the boy's mouth, and he scanned the tall grass as if searching for something. “A pair of wild dogs ran past a short while ago,” he said. “They frightened the oxen. I thought it best to let them calm down.”

      Crossing his arms, Sui answered the young man's stupidity with a stony expression. “If the oxen are too frightened to work,” he began, “then whip them and have done with it. They will put up no resistance if they fear you more than some mongrel hound.”

      He turned to leave, stomping through the grass, but he had barely gone ten steps when Guo Dong blocked his path. The boy's face was red, his eyes hot with anger. “Why are you so angry?” he demanded. “You insult Lihua; you sneer at me. Feng has given you a home and food and kindness, but you show him nothing but disrespect.”

      Sui pushed the boy out of his way.

      He was trembling, sweat beading on his forehead, as he made his way to the other side of the farmyard. There were weeds that needed hoeing, and he preferred that task to the displeasure of Guo Dong's company.

      The sound of footsteps behind him put him on edge. He turned to find Guo Dong running to catch up with him and skidding to a stop perhaps five paces away. “Enough,” the boy growled. “Feng may tolerate your disrespect, but I will not. It stops now.”

      For the first time in a very long while, Sui Bian grinned. “Ah,” he said. “Come to teach me a lesson, have you?”

      Guo Dong retreated a step.

      “Where's your bravado now, boy?” Sui demanded. “How old are you? Seven years and ten? Eight years and ten? Do you know anything about combat? Have you seen the fear in a man's eyes as he dies on your sword? No. I thought not.”

      The young man was backing away, his face now pale, his eyes wide with fright. More fool him. He had honestly believed that Sui Bian was not dangerous. It was time to disabuse him of that falsehood.

      “I don't want to fight you,” Guo Dong whispered.

      “Then you should have kept your mouth shut.”

      With two quick strides, Sui closed the distance and slammed a hand into the young fool's chest. Guo Dong was shoved backward. He tripped over his own feet and fell on his backside.

      “Get up,” Sui hissed.

      “Leave him be.”

      To hear a woman commanding him so was enough to set his blood on fire. He spun around to find Lihua watching him. Her face was stern, her posture stiff, and the wind teasing her loose, flowing hair made her look almost like a vengeful goddess. “I pity you, Stranger,” she said. “I sometimes wonder what tragedy broke your mind. But pity has its limits. If you wish to remain in this house, you will not threaten those whom I love.”

      Striding toward her with teeth bared, Sui felt intense heat in his face. “And you will not presume to command me!” he spat. “Learn your place, woman!”

      Lihua hesitated.

      Something changed in the way she looked at him. At first, he thought it was fear – and that pleased him – but he quickly realized that she was not cowed. No…Not cowed in the slightest. Lihua understood what it was she faced. She recognized, somehow, that she was standing before a man who knew how to kill. But she would not yield to him. “You will gather your things tonight,” she said. “We will provide you with enough food to last three days, but you will leave this farm tomorrow at sunrise.”

      “How dare you?”

      “Do not push me further, Stranger.”

      His hand moved like a striking snake, fingers closing around her throat before he even realized what he was doing. Feng's anger be damned. It was time to teach this girl a lesson that he would not-

      Clamping one hand onto his wrist and the other onto his elbow, Lihua twisted his arm and pushed down on it. Pain lanced through him from fingertips to shoulder. This should not have been possible. How could a woman-

      Her foot landed in his stomach, driving the wind from Sui's lungs. The next thing he knew, he was bent double and stumbling away, trying to catch his breath. Lihua was saying something, but her words did not register until he pushed his way through the pain. “…will never touch me again,” she concluded.

      Rage boiled within him.

      Sui drew a bronze knife from a sheath upon his belt. The weapon had belonged to Feng during his time in the army, but Sui had taken it after finding himself empty-handed the other night. He felt more at peace with a blade at his side.

      Lihua was focused on Guo Dong, her eyes full of pity and sadness. He was tempted to leave the pair of them to their fate. No woman could respect a man after seeing him so thoroughly defeated. But the rage could not be denied.

      He charged Lihua.

      The girl rounded on him just in time for him to grab a fistful of her clothing and drive the knife through her flesh, up underneath her sternum to pierce her heart. Her eyes widened, and her mouth hung open. A soft whimper escaped her as her body went limp.

      He had to kill Guo Dong too, and then there was nothing to do but run. Run and pray that he was nowhere near the farm when Feng found his daughter's corpse. He went east, seeking a place to hide, and from that day onward, he was no longer Sui Bian.
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      The July sun beat down on them from a cloudless sky, its golden rays falling on a windmill with blades that turned slowly. Jack almost snorted as he watched it go. Ah, the classic torture of miniature golf. It was an Earth ritual that he was more than happy to introduce to his Leyrian friends.

      Rajel was bent over in the shade from the windmill, gripping his putter tightly in both hands and frowning at the neon-green ball just a few inches in front of his shoes. He gave it a gentle tap.

      The ball rolled up the ramp…and hit a blade.

      “This is fun to you?” Rajel snapped.

      Standing a short ways back with one hand on the end of his own putter, Jack smiled and shook his head. “It's tradition,” he said. “You haven't really had the Earth experience until you've played mini-golf.”

      Cassi was sitting on a nearby bench in a blue sundress with white flowers on it, her putter laid across her lap. “No wonder your people are crazy,” she said. “Games like this would drive anyone up the wall.”

      Rajel tapped the ball again.

      This time it went gracefully up the ramp and through a tunnel at the base of the windmill just before a blade blocked its path. It came out on the other side, stopping right next to Jack's orange ball, just a few paces from the hole.

      “See?” Jack said. “It's fun.”

      “I'll take your word for it.”

      With a heavy sigh, Jack followed a cobblestone path to the green. “Just be glad we got a few days off,” he muttered. “Every bloody Friendship Day. 'You're the first Keeper from Earth, Jack! The children look up to you.' I thought it was over when I moved to Leyria.”

      But it wasn’t. Why would it be? Just last week, Larani had informed him that he would be expected to appear at the Global Friendship Day ceremony – in India, this year – and that he had better have a speech prepared. And perhaps it could be a tad less inflammatory than last year's.

      Oh, and Anna would be coming too! She was the woman who discovered Earth, after all. And why not bring Cassi along for good measure? They could do one last review of the Earth-based Keepers just to make absolutely sure that all of Slade's cronies were finally gone. And then Melissa had insisted on visiting her family. So, why not just bring the whole team?

      He took his place next to his ball, putter in hand, and gave it a tap with just enough force to make it roll right into the hole with a nice plunk. Two strokes. Not bad for a guy who was out of practice.

      Rajel took position next to his ball and tapped it gently. Of course, it made a beeline for the hole and dropped in to land on top of Jack's ball and the one that Cassi had put in with just one stroke.

      The other man paced over and sank to one knee, retrieving all three of them. Bright sunlight glinted off the purple lenses of Rajel's sunglasses, but though he used them to cover eyes that did not see, you would never know it from the way he golfed…or fought. Or just about anything. “This game irritates me.”

      “Oh?”

      “Once we have a direct path to the hole,” Rajel began, “each of us can sink the ball in only one swing. Because how could we do otherwise? Spatial awareness makes it all but second nature to us. But these traps…”

      Jack shrugged.

      A moment later, Cassi joined them, taking her hot-pink ball from Rajel. She tossed it up and caught it in one deft hand. “I believe the traps are the point.”

      Jack led them to their next challenge – a straight line of AstroTurf where the only thing that stood between you and the hole was a mechanical crocodile that opened and closed its mouth every few seconds. Seeing it almost made him laugh.

      Rajel came stomping over with a petulant sigh, grimacing as he shouldered Jack out of the way. “Let me try first,” he said. “I want my turn over with.”

      He dropped his ball and hit it too hard.

      The damn thing rolled so fast you almost expected to see a trail of burnt turf in its wake, but even with all that speed, Rajel's timing was off. The crocodile snapped his jaw shut, the ball bounced off his snout.

      “Gods forsake me!” Rajel growled. “I hate this game!”

      “Excellent!” Jack said. “Now, you've had the complete Earth experience.”

      Cassi put herself right in front of Rajel and looked up to glare death into his eyes. “The problem is not the game,” she said. “The problem is that your mind is clouded with frustration and pent up anger.”

      Rajel went red and turned his face away from her. A shiver went through him as he let out a breath. “Yes,” he said. “You're right.”

      “You wanna talk about it, bro?” Jack offered.

      “Not really.”

      Pressing his lips together, Jack looked up toward the sky and blinked. “He doesn't want to talk about it,” he muttered under his breath. “Well, here's the thing, dude. You've been extra grumpy since we got back from Antaur; so, I'm thinking it's share time.”

      Rajel shuffled over to the weeds and crouched down with his back turned. “It's not the sort of thing a grown man should fret about.” He retrieved the ball with a grunt and then stood up straight. “Bruised feelings.”

      “Adults can't have bruised feelings?”

      “They can,” Rajel said with some reluctance. “But in general, they deal with those feelings better than I have.”

      “You'll get no argument from me,” Cassi grumbled.

      Jack shot a glance in her direction, narrowed his eyes and then shook his head. “It's been my experience,” he began, “that even the most calm and collected person sometimes loses his cool. So, what's up?”

      With extreme reluctance, Rajel turned around and shambled back toward them with his head down. “Keli,” he said. “I…seem to have developed feelings for her. Feelings that she can't return.”

      “Well…” Jack replied. “I gotta say I'm impressed.”

      “You're impressed?”

      “Yeah, it takes a special brand of courage to go barking up that tree.” Jack blushed as soon as the words were out of his mouth – not the most sensitive response he could have offered; Summer was quite annoyed – but he put his chagrin aside to focus on the issue. “She's asexual, isn't she?”

      “You could tell?”

      “I had a suspicion.”

      A grunt from Rajel confirmed those suspicions.

      Jack reached out to lay a hand on the other man's shoulder, and that seemed to ease some of Rajel's tension. “It's okay, dude,” he said. “I won't give you the 'plenty of fish in the sea' speech – 'cause no one actually likes hearing that when they're hurting – but until you do find that special someone, you can always count on us. We got your back.”

      “You have my back?” Rajel asked. “What exactly do you intend to do with it?”

      “It's an Earth expression,” he said. “The point is you can count on me. And on Cass. And on Anna…”

      “Where is Anna today?” Cassi inquired.

      “You wouldn't believe me if I told you.”

      

      Blinds on Crystal Hunter's kitchen window segmented the sunlight into thin bands, but despite that, the place was still bright and cheerful. It was a simple room with wooden cupboards and an old fridge decorated with dozens of colourful magnets, all shaped like Earth letters.

      Anna was on her knees in front of the pantry, loading up its lower shelves with cans that Crystal had purchased at the supermarket. Paying for food. She had spent the better part of a year on this planet, and that was still a foreign concept to her.

      Anna wore jean shorts and a thin, white tank-top, her strawberry-blonde hair done up in a nubby little ponytail. “There,” she said, setting the last can in place. “That should be all of it.”

      Jack's mother was only a silhouette in her mind – an image painted by the spatial awareness that every Keeper gained after Bonding a Nassai – but the other woman was close enough for Anna to make out the smile on her face. “You know, you didn't have to do this,” Crystal said. “You could have spent the afternoon with your friends.”

      “Nonsense,” Anna replied. “I wanted to spend some time with you.”

      She stood up and turned around, wiping her damp bangs off her forehead. It was warm in Crystal's little apartment, and she had worked up quite a sweat carrying those groceries up from the car. “I thought, maybe we should get to know each other.”

      “Well, it's appreciated.”

      Crystal sat in a wooden chair with one leg crossed over the other, drumming her fingers on the kitchen table. Her soft laughter was almost musical. A short woman with golden hair that fell in waves to her shoulders, she looked nothing like her son. Well, at least, not in terms of colouring. Jack had his mother's cheekbones. “But sweetheart,” Crystal went on. “You don't have to impress me.”

      “Was I that obvious?”

      Crystal stood up in one graceful motion and flowed across the tiles on bare feet. “A little.” Gently, she took Anna by the shoulders. “But it's appreciated nonetheless. I'm glad you and Jack got together. I've been wishing you would for, like, years now.”

      Closing her eyes, Anna felt a blush singeing her cheeks. She took a deep breath. “I guess we're both a little dense,” she mumbled. “But it means a lot to me to hear you say that.”

      “Love's hard sometimes.”

      “Yeah.”

      It felt so nice when Crystal pulled her into a tender hug. Anna found herself leaning her cheek on the other woman's shoulder. She could not remember the last time she had been this close with her own mother. “As far as I'm concerned,” Crystal whispered. “You are part of the family.”

      “Thank you.”

      

      Sometimes family sucked.

      Claire sat at a picnic table in her uncle's backyard, holding a piece of corn on the cob in both hands. Her mouth was open, but she paused halfway through the act of taking a bite. Her eyes flicked to each of her cousins. “What?”

      There were three of them on the opposite bench – all pale; these were kids from her mother's side of the family – and they all stared at her as if she had grown horns on the top of her head. Logan was the oldest, a young man of fourteen with a mop of blonde hair and a nose too big for his face. “Is it true?”

      “Is what true?”

      His younger sister, Lisa, was closer to Claire's age. A pretty girl with long, golden hair and freckles on her pale cheeks, she leaned in close over the table. “What they said about Melissa,” she whispered. “Does she really have an alien living in her body?”

      “Yeah,” Claire snapped. “It's called being a Justice Keeper.”

      “That's so messed up,” Logan muttered.

      “I don't think I could do it.” That last response came from Brendan, a tall boy with a cleft chin and clear blue eyes. He shuddered as he completed his thought. “Let an alien live in my body? What if it takes over, or something.”

      “It doesn't work that way,” Claire said.

      “Yeah, but, like, it's still weird.”

      Instead of arguing with him, Claire went back to her dinner. The corn crunched as she bit into it. So good! When was the last time she had had corn on the cob? It had to be a year ago. She couldn't recall ever having it on Leyria.

      “At least you're still normal,” Logan said.

      Claire scanned the backyard for her elder sister and found Melissa standing by the wooden fence with a glass of fruit punch in her hand. She had spent most of the afternoon doing that, hanging back, keeping her distance, talking to aunts and uncles who came up to exchange pleasantries but not really seeking them out. Melissa had always been soft-spoken, but never this reserved. But then, when your cousins were all whispering about you behind your back, what else could you do?

      Normal.

      At least Claire was still “normal.” If they only knew…Tentatively, Claire reached out with her senses. Fear seemed to radiate from the three kids on the other side of the table. Or…Well, not fear exactly. Keli had been teaching her to sift and sort through the different emotions she picked up from other people. Precision was important. There were flavours of anger, flavours of joy and flavours of fear. This was more like mistrust mingled with a strong desire to keep their distance.

      A thought leaked through from Logan. Claire had a vivid image of Melissa trying to give him a hug and Logan backing away with his hands raised defensively as if he thought she might infect him with something.

      Slamming her hand down on the table, Claire looked up to glare fire at the idiot boy. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      “What?”

      Claire stood up, and her lip twitched as she tried to stuff the anger back down into her belly. “She's my sister!” Her words were harsh, but she didn't care. “Not some victim of the plague. If Melissa tries to give you a hug, shut up and take it!”

      Logan was staring at her with an open mouth, and his face had gone deathly pale. “How did you…” He shook his head so fast it must have made him dizzy. “I guess you're turning into a freak too.”

      “And proud of it.”

      “That's what you get when you live among these aliens,” Lisa said. She was looking at her hamburger as if it might bite her. “Mom always said so. They'll fill your head with their messed up ideas.”

      “Your mom's an idiot!” Claire growled.

      Her mind was still open to the impressions of everything around her, and she felt a distinct change in the mood. The easy-going atmosphere that had permeated the backyard was suddenly dark and hostile. Or…well, that wasn't it either. Not hostile, exactly. There was nothing to indicate that they meant her any harm, but there was anger simmering just beneath the surface.

      “Claire Carlson!” Aunt Sasha wailed. “What has gotten into you?” The woman was not exactly tall and not exactly short, not exactly skinny and not exactly plump, but her round face and blonde curls were unmistakable.

      “Your kids are rude,” Claire began. “They keep telling me that my sister's a freak, and they don't seem to care that literally hundreds of people owe her their lives. But why should any of this surprise me? Your kids pick up all your racist bullshit.” At least half a dozen people gasped, but Claire kept going. “So, of course, they're gonna have problems with aliens too.”

      Sasha exchanged glances with her husband Bill, and when she turned her attention back to Claire, her face was red. “Della,” she said in a stiff voice. “What do you have to say for your daughter?”

      Claire's mother was sitting in a lawn chair with a beer in her hand, sunlight glinting off the dark lenses of her glasses. She stood up slowly. For half a second, Claire thought she was in trouble, but telepathy had its benefits.

      “Well,” Della replied, “I'd say I'm glad my kid has learned to stand up for herself. Don't blame Claire for seeing what's right in front of her nose, Sasha. You are an idiot!”

      Della strode across the grass at a leisurely pace and offered Claire her hand. Claire took it, and then they were walking to the gate. Melissa joined them half a moment later, and the smile on her face was priceless.

      

      Claire had a permanent bedroom in her mother's house, and even though she hadn't seen it in over a year, nothing had changed. The walls were still a soft pink with adorable cartoon elephants painted on them. She was a bit old for that sort of thing now, but the consistency was comforting. The window still looked out on a large backyard dotted with apple trees.

      In PJ bottoms and a blue tank top, Claire sat on the bed with her legs curled up, hugging her knees as she gazed out the window. A knock at the door got her attention, and she didn't need her talent to know who was waiting in the hallway outside. “Come in, Mom.”

      The door opened, and she found Della standing there in green track pants and an old t-shirt. Her mother was frowning, and there were loose strands of blonde hair falling over her face. “So,” she said, “I'm guessing this has discouraged you from coming back to live with me?”

      Claire squeezed her eyes shut, stiffening as she wrestled with the guilt of having to tell her mother something she really didn't want to hear. “Part of me wants to,” she began. “And part of me is happy on Leyria…But, Mom, they're never gonna accept me here.”

      Things just weren't the same since her father made that deal with the Overseers. Oh, he was the same Harry that she remembered – kind but stern, overprotective to a fault – but Claire had no idea what the cost of her new powers was. What did her father have to give up to save her life? What would the Overseers make him do?

      When they arrived on Earth a few days ago, Claire had asked to stay with her mother instead of going with her father and sister to Uncle Mark's house. She wanted to see her cousin's on Harry's side of the family – they always treated her better than Logan and Lisa and the others – but she needed a break from Harry.

      Maybe a long break.

      Two nights ago, while she was eating a quiet dinner with her mother, everything had come spilling out of her. She had cried for the better part of an hour. And that was when Della had offered to let her move back home.

      “At least there are other telepaths on Leyria,” Claire said. “Not many, but some. Here, I'm just a freak.”

      “You're not a freak.”

      “Yes, I am.”

      Della paced across the room in a fury, shaking her head in disgust. “No, you're not, Claire!” she spat. “Don't let your idiot cousins get inside your head. There are millions of people out there who wish they could do what you do.”

      Sniffling, Claire tried to ignore the fat tear that slid down her cheek. “You didn't see what Logan was thinking,” she croaked. “You didn't feel the fear and disgust coming off him when he looked at Melissa.”

      Della sat on the edge of the bed, her blonde hair dangling in waves as she glowered into her lap. “I wish that I had never let you go to Leyria,” she said. “No, not because I hate Leyrians, but I should have never trusted your father to take care of you girls.”

      “It wasn't his fault.”

      “Claire, he brought you to a place where men with guns tried to kill you. And when you miraculously survived, he used that alien thing to change you.”

      “He was trying to protect me.”

      Della was on her feet again in an instant, throwing up her hands as she paced to the opposite wall. “Well, isn't that always his excuse?” She spun around to face Claire with her arms folded. “Your father is a control freak, Claire.”

      Hearing that left Claire feeling numb inside. It was a strange sensation. With her new powers, she was always picking up stray emotions from other people. Add that to the typical drama of being a preteen girl, and it was safe to say that she was always feeling something. But that last one just flattened her.

      Was her father really a control freak? She might have said that in moments when he was trying to enforce one of his unreasonable rules, but Claire was old enough to know that kids were always saying stuff like that. Hearing it from a grownup, though… “What do you mean?”

      “I shouldn't have said anything.”

      A frown tugged at the corners of Claire's mouth, but she forced herself to look up at her mother. “I'm not a little kid anymore,” she muttered. “I deserve to know what's going on with my parents.”

      With a heavy sigh, Della shuffled back to the bed and knelt on the carpet. She took Claire's hands in hers. “All right,” she said. “But if you repeat this to your father or your sister, I'm gonna be mad.”

      “I promise.”

      “Your father is a control freak.” Claire saw terrible sadness in her mother's eyes as she said that. “Look, I know I wasn't always the best mom. I used to drink too much. And your dad was always taking care of you when I couldn't. I'm sorry for that, baby, I really am. Your dad had to pick up the slack when I screwed up, and maybe that turned him into the man he is today.”

      “I don't understand.”

      “Look at how he is with Melissa,” Della said. “Your sister chose one of the most dangerous careers in the world, and from everything I've heard she's very good at it. I couldn't be prouder, but I'd be lying if I said I didn't lie awake every night, worrying.”

      There were tears on Della's cheek, but she sniffed and wiped them away with the back of one hand. “The difference is that I accept it,” she went on. “I know I can't protect my little girl; so, I trust her to protect herself. Your father doesn't. He goes with her on dangerous missions. Because he can't accept that she might get hurt, and there's nothing he can do about it.”

      Claire hugged herself, rubbing her arms for warmth. She turned her face away from her mother. “Okay, I get it,” she whispered. “But what can we do to help him?”

      “We can't do anything, honey,” Della replied. “Your father thinks the world should be a certain way, and sometimes it doesn't even occur to him that anyone might disagree. Once upon a time, the worst thing you could say about him was that he was hard to live with. But now…Now, he has the power to make the world the way he wants it to be. Or he thinks he does.”
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      The little blue Honda Fit settled into a parking spot that was much too big for it. The engine went quiet, and the driver's-side door popped open.

      Jack emerged from the car into a muggy evening where the sun beat down and left orange sparkles on the black lenses of his glasses. A hot wind hit him and ruffled his hair. It was going to be a warm night, he could tell.

      His mother's apartment complex was a simple tower of white bricks in the middle of downtown Winnipeg, a twelve-story building that reached for red-rimmed clouds that stretched across the blue sky. There were other skyscrapers all around him and noisy cars zipping past on the road. He had almost forgotten what that was like. Leyrian streets were deathly silent by comparison.

      Giving his old car a pat on its roof – it was his mother's now; Jack had given it to her when he moved to Leyria – he shut the door and the left parking lot. The Honda beeped as he activated the alarm.

      When he went around the corner, he found Anna waiting for him on the building's front step, and she was so damn cute in a pair of jean shorts and a blue flannel sweater. Her strawberry-blonde hair was left loose for once, and it fell just past the nape of her neck.

      Jack reached up with one hand and pulled down his sunglasses so that he could peek over the rims. “Whatcha doin' out here?” he asked. “I thought we were gonna have leftover spaghetti with Mom.”

      Anna stood by the door with her arms crossed, smiling sheepishly at the pavement under her shoes. “That was the plan,” she agreed. “But I wanted to surprise you; so, I did a little research…”

      She looked up at him with those lovely blue eyes, and any thought of asking what she meant by research went flying out of his head. “I thought maybe we could have a date night?”

      “What did you have in mind?”

      Anna stood on her toes, brushing his lips with hers, and then, before he could ask for more details, her arms encircled his neck. “You'll see,” she whispered. “Plus I think your mom might appreciate a little privacy after a week of hosting us.”

      “Probably,” Jack agreed. “So…”

      “Don't worry; I know the way.”

      “You're not gonna tell me, are you?”

      “Nope.”

      Five minutes later, they were on the road and headed toward the outskirts of the city. Anna gave directions, but Jack had to get behind the wheel. His girlfriend had never learned to drive. Leyrians rarely used cars. Most of their cities had efficient public-transit systems that could get you anywhere you wanted to go in about fifteen minutes.

      Still, he was impressed by how well Anna knew her way around his hometown. She had a great sense of direction – Jack was still amazed at how quickly she had learned the layout of Ottawa on her first visit to Earth – but even though they were staying with his mother, they had spent very little time here in Winnipeg. She must have looked up their destination on a map, which meant a fair amount of planning had gone into this date.

      It wasn't long before they were driving through a neighbourhood near the one that he had grown up in. The pieces all snapped together in Jack's head. Suddenly, he knew exactly where they were going. “No…” he said.

      “Yup.”

      After parking the car, they followed a crowd of people under a massive sign that read, “Welcome to the Apple Blossom Festival!” The carnival was located in an open field near the eastern bank of the Red River.

      It was basically a tiny city of colourful tents laid out in neat, square patterns to form a grid of makeshift streets in the grass. You could find pretty much anything you wanted here: apple pies, homemade jewellery, teddy bears sewn by hand by an old woman who had been bringing her stuffed critters to the festival for almost twenty years. The sounds of the midway drowned out almost everything else. In the distance, a Ferris wheel turned lazily with glowing lights on every spoke.

      Grinning so hard his jaw hurt, Jack tilted his head back and took in the sight. “It's just like I remember it,” he mumbled. “I gotta give you props for this one, An. You came up with the perfect date night.”

      Anna was holding his hand as they made their way through the crowd. She glanced over her shoulder with a sly little smile of her own. “Well, I can't take all the credit.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Your mom told me that when you were young, you always wanted to take a girl to the fair, but you never had anyone to go with.”

      Closing his eyes, Jack nodded. “That's true,” he said. “But I'm surprised Mom knew that. I don't recall telling her.”

      Anna spun around to stand in front of him, and then, before he could utter one word of protest, she was tickling him. He flinched and giggled, trying to get away, but his girlfriend was relentless. “It's hard to keep secrets from the people who love you,” she said.

      Jack was laughing so hard he had tears on his cheeks. “Okay! Okay!” He retreated, scrubbing at his eyes with the back of one hand. “Your point is taken. Henceforth, I will submit to your Orwellian invasion of privacy.”

      “So…”

      “So?”

      Standing on her toes, Anna kissed his cheek. “Would you like to be my date to the fair?” she whispered. “We could have some apple pie, listen to the live music, maybe ride the Ferris wheel.”

      “I would love to.”

      Their journey took them down a wide lane between two rows of colourful tents. A blue one on his left was occupied by a woman in her fifties who still wore sunglasses even though the last traces of twilight were fading from the sky. One glance and Jack understood why. She was selling designer sunglasses.

      On his right, several kids from the local high school sold corn on the cob from a bright yellow tent. Maybe half a dozen people were clustered around a table that was loaded up with t-shirts.

      Anna slipped her arm around his waist and snuggled up with her head on his chest. “This place…” she murmured. “I can totally see teenage you daydreaming about bringing a girl here.”

      Eventually, they found themselves in the midway, surrounded by all sorts of crazy rides. There were the giant strawberries that went round and round in a circle. There was the Scrambler; Jack thought that one was aptly named because it looked and moved like the spinning head of a blender. One was shaped like a huge octopus with cars at the end of every tentacle. Kids screamed, and the scent of popcorn filled the air.

      They were fenced in on all sides by carnival games, each one sheltered from the elements under a metal roof that was decked out in blinking lights. The men and women who operated those games all cried out, beckoning people to try their luck.

      A young woman with dark skin and long hair that she wore in corn-rows was running a game of Skee Ball. She caught Jack's eye and favoured him with a salesman's smile. “Win it for your girlfriend?” she said, pointing to the big stuffed panda that hung over her head.

      Jack stepped up to her with his hands clasped behind his back, craning his neck to examine the prizes. “Tempting,” he said, eyebrows rising. “What do you say, Anna? Want me to win you a teddy bear?”

      In the blink of an eye, Anna placed herself in front of him. That impish grin of hers told him that he had just made this a contest. “I don't know,” she replied. “Do you want me to win you a teddy bear?”

      “Sure.”

      The young woman looked at him with a quizzical expression.

      He shrugged and lowered his eyes, a mild flush warming his cheeks. “I like teddy bears,” he explained. “So, how 'bout I try to win you one, and you try to win me one?”

      “Deal,” Anna agreed.

      The rules were pretty simple. To win a teddy bear, you had to earn at least twelve hundred points in three throws. Which meant that you had to get the ball in one of the two rings in the upper corners – both worth five hundred points – at least twice.

      Jack pressed his lips together as he studied the lane, sizing it all up with spatial awareness. He felt an eagerness from Summer. The math played out instinctively in his mind. Well…It wasn't really math; there were no symbols or numbers. It was what math would be if it could be expressed with emotion. A certainty that he had to throw the ball exactly this hard. He had done this many times before, but usually, it involved shooting a gun with precision.

      Lifting the ball in his hand, Jack examined it. Not just with his eyes or his fingers but with his mind. There were tiny nicks along its surface. It would roll unevenly. He had to account for that.

      He tossed the ball.

      It landed squarely in the lane, rolled along at dizzying speed and hopped from the end of the ramp…right into the ring in the upper-left corner. The young woman turned her head, her eyes widening in surprise.

      “Beginner's luck,” Jack assured her.

      Of course, that explanation was far less convincing when he performed the exact same feat a second time. For his final throw, he chose the ring in the upper-right corner. The ball went in with a satisfying thunk.

      Next to him, Anna completed her final throw and stood up straight with a grin on her face. “Well,” she said. “I guess you can choose any prize you want.”

      “You both can,” the young woman muttered. She reached for the huge panda – the most expensive prize she had to offer – but Anna forestalled. “No, he's cute, but I want something a little smaller. That one.”

      She pointed to a modestly-sized, brown teddy bear with a blue bow-tie. A cutie to be sure. The instant Anna got her hands on him, she squeezed him tight as if he were a treasured childhood toy. “I love him!” she exclaimed.

      Jack's bear was black with a brown snout and a cream-coloured bow-tie. He knew right away that he would keep the little guy forever as a reminder of this night. “Come on,” Anna said, leading toward the rides.

      

      Fifteen minutes later, they were climbing into the car of a Ferris wheel and waiting patiently as the attendant fastened the safety bar. They began to rise, the city lights coming into view bit by bit.

      Anna was next to him with hands folded in her lap, smiling lovingly at him. “I'm really glad we came here tonight,” she murmured. “You're such a romantic.”

      Jack slipped his arm around her shoulders, and she cuddled up with her head on his chest. “What do you mean?” he asked. “Because I had a silly fantasy about taking a girl to the fair when I was in high school?”

      “It's adorable.”

      They were partway up when the wheel stopped to load people into the next car. Not high enough to get a good view, but he did see lights reflected over the dark waters of the Red River. It was a beautiful night. Warm but not painfully so. For a moment, he almost thought that Anna would fall asleep in his arms. And he was okay with that.

      At the apex of their climb, he had a lovely view of the city under a starry sky with only a few clouds drifting across the heavens. He never really thought that he would miss this place – when he was a kid, he had wanted to see the world – but having been all over the galaxy, he had to admit that there were days when he longed for the familiar. Only a few, but it did happen.

      Anna sat up, and the wind teased her hair. Her impish smile returned. “You know, I have seen a lot of Earth media,” she began. “And I have it on good authority that there's another carnival tradition we're forgetting.”

      “What's that?”

      Gently, she laid a hand on his cheek and turned his face toward her. Then she was kissing him. It was a chaste kiss, tender and sweet, one that soothed away his worries and left him with a warm glow.

      

      It was almost midnight when they left the fair. Jack found himself driving down a narrow street that ran parallel to the river, a street lined with tall maple trees that stood like shadows, their dark branches reaching over the road. He was about to turn onto the Provencher Bridge when Anna put a hand on his thigh. “No, stay on Tache,” she said.

      Gripping the steering wheel hard, Jack squinted through the windshield. He shook his head slowly. “Stay on Tache?” he muttered. “Why? There's nothing on Tache.”

      Anna was reclining in the front seat with her hands folded behind her head, and her soft laughter made him wonder exactly what she had in store for him. She could be quite devious when she wanted to be. “Just trust me.”

      They continued on, passing a library, a park and several small apartment buildings. When they passed under a set of train tracks, Jack became even more confused. What on Earth were they doing all the way out here? He saw nothing but tiny houses.

      “Just past the pumping station,” Anna said. “Now, left.”

      Her directions led them to a short dirt road surrounded by trees, a secluded little hidey-hole on the bank of the river. He looked around, trying to figure out why Anna had chosen this place, and then it hit him. “This is a make-out spot! You want to go to a make-out spot?”

      Anna sat with her arms crossed, her lips pursed as she stared indignantly through the window. “I don't know what you're talking about!” she insisted. “That you could even think such a thing about a woman of my breeding!”

      “Um…”

      Leaning over the gearshift, Anna seized a fistful of his shirt and pulled him close. Every last trace of reluctance fled from Jack's mind when her soft lips found the side of his neck.

      Anna practically climbed on top of him, holding him pinned with her hands on his shoulders. Her hot breath on his ear made him shudder. “The theme of this evening,” she whispered, “is doing all the things you didn't get to do when you were younger.”

      “Mm-hmm…”

      She sat up, and even though she was just a shadow in the darkness, Jack could feel the intensity of her gaze. “So,” she cooed. “Do you wanna make out with a hottie?”

      Jack tossed her down into the front seat, and then he was on top of her, nipping at her neck, her collarbone, the soft skin of her shoulder. The scent of her was intoxicating. Like strawberries.

      Her mouth found his, and this kiss was anything but chaste. No, not chaste at all. It was ragged desperation. For a very long while – like an hour, at least – it really was just making out, but then Anna peeled his t-shirt off and flung it into the backseat. Her flannel sweater went next, and then one thing led to another…

      Some men described sex as a haze in which their conscious minds retreated and they acted on instinct, but Jack was intimately aware of everything. He felt it every time Anna's fingernails left scratches in his back. He heard every sigh, reveled in the softness of her skin. He was aware of everything.

      Well…Everything that mattered.

      And the only thing that mattered was the goddess in his arms. Everything else was just a distraction. Anna was the only thing in his universe. He listened for the pace of her breathing. He focused on the slight sting of her nails digging into his shoulder. He mixed it all together into a sparkling cocktail of information with only one purpose. Not just to give her pleasure; that was easy. Jack had discovered what she liked on their first night together. No, the real challenge was to leave her teetering on the brink for a little while, to tease her to the point of desperation. That way, it would be so much sweeter when he finally did take her over the edge.

      At one point, he paused just to admire her face. There was no light, but Jack didn't need it; he could sense every inch of her, every perfect inch. Anna was smiling up at him. “I love you,” she whispered.

      He smoothed a lock of damp hair off her forehead, kissed her softly on the nose and whispered. “I love you too…”

      “Really?”

      “More than anything in this universe.”

      Once wasn't enough for either of them, but when they were finally satisfied, when they were catching their breath and basking in the afterglow, Jack found the presence of mind to check the clock on his multi-tool. He blinked at what he saw. It was almost three a.m.! “Wow…”

      He was lying in the front seat, staring lazily at the interior of the car's roof. Anna was curled up on top of him with her head on his chest. “The blanket…” she mumbled. “In the back…”

      He reached behind the driver's seat and found a thin blanket there. Odd. He hadn't put it there, and he had been out all day with Rajel and Cassi. Which meant that Anna must have hidden it in the backseat last night at the very latest. Which meant that she had been planning this date for a while.

      Jack took the blanket and settled it over her. It was big enough to cover her from feet to shoulders but thin enough to be cool on this hot summer night. Anna sighed as she nuzzled his chest. “I know we have to go back soon,” she murmured. “But can we just stay here for a while? Can you just hold me?”

      Jack closed his eyes and let his head fall back against the seat cushion. He breathed deeply through his nose. “Sure,” he whispered. “For as long as you like.”

      He found himself trailing his fingertips up and down her back, gently caressing her. Thoughts drifted through his mind. Things that had occurred to him earlier that afternoon, things he wanted to tell Anna. He half thought about mentioning them, but he was just so mellow. He didn't want to move…or talk…

      He just wanted to enjoy the feeling of his girlfriend's warm body, listen to the soothing sound of her breathing as she fell asleep…

      

      Knock, knock, knock.

      Jack woke up to realize that it was morning. The sun was shining bright over the Red River; the trees were standing tall with green leaves fluttering in the wind. And there was a cop outside his car.

      A tall and broad-shouldered man with fair skin and gray stubble along his jawline, he leaned forward to peer through the window. It was open just a crack; so Jack could hear the man just fine when he said, “Okay, lovebirds, time to go home.”

      Rolling onto her back, Anna stretched languidly and sighed with contentment. Her eyes popped open. She was covered to her shoulders, but for half a second, Jack thought she would be mortified and clutch the blankets to her chest. That was what happened in the movies. Instead, she just smiled and said, “Good morning, Officer. Is there something we can do for you?”

      “You can get dressed and go home.”

      Stifling a yawn with her fist, Anna nodded. “Sure,” she said in a sleepy voice. “If you'll just give us a moment, we'll be on our way.”

      The man backed away from the car with his hands on his hips, but his gaze never wavered. Not for an instant. Jack wasn't quite sure what to do. He couldn't start putting on his own clothes until Anna climbed off of him, and he was pretty sure she wouldn't do that with the cop outside. Oh, this should be fun. I can't wait to explain to Mom why we have to pay a fine.

      Anna sat up, holding the blankets in place to keep herself covered. Glancing out the window, she raised a thin eyebrow. “Were you planning to watch?” she asked. “Because, honestly, that might get me a little excited. And then Jack and I would have to have sex again; it's not smart to drive when you're distracted by lustful thoughts. So, if you plan on watching, I'm going to have to insist that you stay for the entire show.”

      The cop was blushing so hard you might have thought that he was some sheltered, home-schooled kid. He averted his eyes for a brief moment and then regained some of his backbone. “Who the hell are you, lady?”

      “The woman who saved your planet…what? Three times now?”

      “Yeah,” the cop snarled. “And I'm Anna Lenai.”

      “Well, actually…”

      Crossing his arms, the cop tossed his head back and stared up at the sky with his mouth hanging open. “Look, I don't have time for stupid college kids,” he growled. “Get dressed, go home and don't let me ever catch you out here again.”

      He stalked off toward his cruiser, which was parked a little ways up the road.

      Anna flung the blanket aside without a care in the world and began retrieving her clothes from under the seat. “You heard him, sweetie,” she said, patting Jack's thigh. “Oh, and can we stop at that Canadian coffee place you like so much? I think your mom would appreciate it, and I want to get one of those maple donuts before we get back to Leyria.”
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      Silver rays of morning sunlight streamed over a wooden fence, scorching the dew from a lush, green lawn. A flowerbed just beneath that fence was populated with roses and lilies and tulips in beautiful shades of red and pink and yellow. The sun hadn't found them yet, but it would soon enough.

      Harry was down on one knee in the grass, his head bowed almost as if in prayer. The symbolism wasn't lost on him now that religion was becoming a major theme in his life. “You really outdid yourself, Mark.”

      His mouth tightened, and then he shook his head in frustration. “No matter how hard I try, I just can't make them grow like that,” he muttered. “But then I never had the time for gardening.”

      Well, that wasn't exactly true.

      It used to be true. Two years ago, when he was still juggling the responsibilities of a cop and a single father, it would have been fair to say that he didn't have enough time for gardening. But this last year on Leyria had been almost leisurely compared to the life he had known. His routine was pretty simple. He saw Claire off to school each morning, did a little light housework, cooked dinner in the afternoon – even though that blasted robot insisted on taking the job from him – and spent his nights with the girls.

      True, there were several months in which he had been bedridden, and despite his resolution to stay out of it, he usually found a way to help with whatever Melissa was doing. But otherwise…He could have been a gardener if he wanted to.

      “Maybe you should take it up,” a voice said behind him.

      Harry stiffened.

      His words had been private, meant for his ears only, but Mark must have overheard part of his lamentations. His brother's footsteps in the grass were soft. Only a trained ear would pick them up.

      Harry got up and turned around.

      A tall man in blue jeans and a polo shirt, Mark stood with his arms crossed. He had a bit of a belly now that he was well into his forties – and the beard that stretched from ear to ear showed more than a few flecks of gray – but the muscles on his arms were as big as they had ever been. “Gardening might be safer.”

      “It's not really an option now, is it?”

      “Isn't it?”

      With a tight frown, Harry turned his face up to the clear blue sky and blinked. “The aliens are gonna hold me to that deal, Mark,” he said. “I won't put Claire's life at risk. Not ever again!”

      Mark began pacing a circle around Harry, pausing near the back fence. “Maybe you never should have made it,” he grumbled. “Deals with the devil usually end up costing a lot more than your soul.”

      “So, I should have let her die?”

      “I didn't say that.”

      “Well, then…”

      Harry turned to face his brother and found the other man shaking his head with teeth bared. “You never should have taken her there in the first place!” Mark insisted. “Let's review the sequence of events.”

      “Okay…”

      “A year ago, Melissa was accepted into the Justice Keepers' training program. You went to Leyria with her, and you took Claire. You told us all that they would be safer on Leyria, but while you were there, you involved yourself in the Justice Keepers' business, got yourself shot, used yourself as bait to trap the psychopath who nearly killed you in your own kitchen, brought Claire with you to a hostile planet and screwed around with her brain.”

      Harry felt warmth in his face, and the single tear that rolled down his cheek only added to his shame. “Yeah, that's accurate,” he admitted. “If you remove all the context and the reasoning behind those decisions.”

      Mark strode forward until they were toe-to-toe. The intensity in his elder brother's eyes made Harry brace himself for some harsh words. He had seen that exact same look every time he screwed up as a kid. “I believed you when you said that Leyria was a place where the girls could be safe,” Mark began. “I still believe that. But why do you have to keep chasing danger, Harry? Why can't you just be a retired cop?”

      “Hello?” Melissa called out.

      She emerged from the patio door in white shorts and a red tank-top, her black hair cut short in a bob. “I just got in five minutes ago,” she said, striding across the lawn. “Mom says hi.”

      “And Claire?”

      “Still with Mom.”

      Harry shut his eyes, a heavy sigh exploding from his lungs. “Well, I guess it was too much to hope that she would come home,” he muttered. “How was Sasha's barbecue?”

      A tiny smirk was Melissa's first response to that. “Eventful,” was all she said. “But I should probably tell you that Mom thinks Claire should stay here with her, and I think Claire is seriously considering it.”

      “Over my dead-”

      “Harry…” Mark cut in.

      Turning away from both of them, Harry paced across the yard with his arms folded. “If Claire is really happier here,” he began reluctantly, “then I'd be willing to give Della full custody.”

      When he finally worked up the courage to look, they were both staring at him bug-eyed, as if they had never seen him before. “That's…very mature of you,” Melissa said. “I think Mom would be glad to hear it.”

      Mark was smiling and nodding slowly as if he had always known that Harry would make the right decision. “It might be for the best,” he said. “I guess I should let the two of you chat. Harry. Agent Carlson.”

      Melissa blushed every time someone used her new title, and this was no exception. She hugged her uncle, and then Mark was stomping back to the house, the patio door grinding as he ducked inside.

      Standing awkwardly with her hands in her pockets, Melissa kept her gaze fixed on the grass. “I am never going to get used to that,” she muttered. “One day, I'm going to be interrogating somebody. They'll call me Agent Carlson, and I'll go beet-red.” She snapped her fingers. “Just like that, all the credibility is gone.”

      “You'll be all right.”

      “I hope so.”

      It took even more courage to dig deep within himself and find the words he really didn't want to say. “We never really talked about what happened on Antaur,” Harry said. “You must hate me.”

      “I don't,” Melissa assured him.

      “Why don't I believe that?”

      His daughter gave him a hard-eyed stare that he knew would serve her well when she eventually did find herself in an interrogation room. “Because you're a good person,” she replied. “Because you feel so guilty about it that you can't forgive yourself. Because I now have irrefutable proof that you're the kind of man who would sell his soul to protect his daughters, and since I happen to be one of those daughters, it's hard not to love you.”

      “You may not love me after I fulfill my end of the bargain.”

      Gritting her teeth with a hiss, Melissa shook her head. “I wish you would just tell me what that is!” she pleaded. “You said it doesn't involve killing anybody or betraying your friends or anything like that. So, what could possibly be so bad?”

      “No,” Harry said. “I don't want you anywhere near this.”

      “But I could help.”

      “No!” It came out as a growl, one so fierce Melissa actually took a step backward. Moderating his tone with some effort, Harry began again. “I am going to attract a lot of negative attention in the next few months. You have a promising career ahead of you, and I will not let you ruin it by attaching yourself to me.”

      Melissa studied him with wide eyes. “Is that why you're letting Mom take Claire?” she whispered. “So that she won't suffer any of the blowback?”

      “Being a good father is no longer a luxury I can afford.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Harry didn't answer; he just went back into the house and left her to think.

      

      Rajel stood with fists on his hips, listening to an ocean that lapped at the shore mere inches away from his bare toes. It was a hot afternoon, the sun beating down relentlessly from a cloudless sky. Gulls dove over the water, looking for food. And he could hear the sound of children playing in the distance.

      Tilting his head back, Rajel closed his eyes and felt the sun on his face. “Beautiful,” he said. “A definite improvement over the endless drizzle of Denabrian winter.”

      With spatial awareness, he sensed the approach of a small young woman with short hair. She came up behind him and stopped about three feet away. “You know, Leyria is a big planet,” Cassi began. “It's always warm somewhere. You didn't have to spend three days on a starship if all you wanted was sandy beaches.”

      He turned to her.

      Cocking her head to one side, Cassi studied him with her lips pressed together. “I had to come,” she went on. “Larani wanted me here just in case Jack needed some help wrapping up the investigation.”

      Rajel crossed his arms, nodding to her. “How is that going?” he asked. “I admit that I haven't been keeping track, but I'm fairly certain it's been months since you and Hunter made an arrest.”

      “You'd be right,” she replied. “The last was on Velezia.”

      “I always knew Roderick was crooked,” he muttered under his breath. “So, do you think you've weeded out the last of Slade's agents?”

      Unwrapping her sarong, Cassi handed it to him and then strode out into the water until she was submerged to her ankles. She seemed to be transfixed by something on the horizon. Rajel couldn't say what. There were no horizons in his world. Only a fog that started about a hundred metres away from his body and got exponentially thicker the further you went. “It's hard to say,” Cassi said at last.

      “Let me guess,” Rajel said. “You've got no more leads, and there's been no strange activity for a while now. The optimist in you wants to conclude that your work is done, but deep down inside you just know that you missed at least one of Slade's people, and that person will reveal themself at the worst possible time.”

      He heard the distinct sound of splashing, and when he turned around, Cassi was right in front of him. “Yeah,” she said. “That's pretty much it.”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Anything I can do to help?”

      Cassi smiled, bowing her head and playfully brushing a lock of hair aside. “That's funny,” she said. “I was about to ask you the same thing.”

      He stiffened, retreating a step, and tried to ignore the flush that singed his cheeks. “You mean after my outburst yesterday?” he muttered. “I'm fine. I just…Getting to know Keli has been a very confusing journey.”

      “I don't doubt it.”

      “I shouldn't have lost my temper.”

      Cassi had one hand on her hip as she studied him. “Wasn't it just a few months ago that you were saying that you despised telepaths?” she inquired. “What happened to change your mind.”

      “I had a chat with my Nassai.”

      “Ah. Yes, that'll do it.”

      He was trying to get a read on this woman. Cassiara was naturally flirtatious. So, was her attempt at assessing his feelings just friendly concern…or was there something else going on? He would have to probe with judicious care. “I sense that you don't have a high opinion of Keli.”

      “I don't have any opinion of her one way or the other,” Cassi replied. “I've worked with her a few times, and I will admit that she's good in a crisi, if a bit unpredictable. But other than that, I don't know her.”

      “So, why do you ask?”

      “I can't get to know one of my colleagues?” Cassi protested. “You might not have noticed, but I'm something of an expert when it comes to getting over a broken heart.”

      Rajel answered that with a wolfish grin. “I see,” he said. “So, are you offering your services in that regard?”

      “Oh no!” Cassi said, shaking her head. “I've already been one man's rebound girl this year. I'd rather not repeat that experience. But maybe…When you're a little more settled, we can revisit the issue?”

      “I'd like that.”

      To his surprise, she started tapping her lips with one finger and watching him as if she wasn't quite sure what to make of him. “Interesting,” she murmured. “I half expected you to insist that you'd be mooning over Ms. Armana for the better part of the next year.”

      “Why would I waste energy on someone who doesn't want me when I can explore opportunities with someone who does?”

      Cassi strode forward, laying a hand on his forearm. “Ah! It seems we have a lot in common.” She took back her sarong, then stood on her toes and clicked her teeth together an inch away from his ear. “Perhaps we won't have to wait as long as I thought.”

      She was gone a moment later, leaving Rajel to stand there with a big, dopey grin on his face.

      

      Hunched over the desk in the small office they gave her aboard Station One, Larani typed a report on a small metal keyboard. The inclined plane of SmartGlass – a segment of her desk that was tilted to form a screen – displayed several paragraphs of text. Larani checked them several times. She had always been a fastidious woman, but with Dusep's popularity surging, it was important to make sure that everything was done by the book.

      She glanced over her shoulder to find stars in the window behind her desk. That irked her. She was used to seeing the blue sky or other buildings or nature of some kind, not the empty vacuum of space. But her people had built stations in orbit of Earth rather than setting up bases on the planet's surface. A part of that was to assure the Earthers that their Leyrian cousins were friends and not invaders, but the Earthers also seemed to want to maintain a sense of separateness, an independence of culture. Which was ludicrous in her opinion, but there it was.

      A hologram appeared in front of her desk, a ghostly figure comprised of swirling blue letters and numbers in Leyrian script. It almost made Larani jump out of her chair. Almost, but not quite.

      She looked up to blink at the apparition. “Ven,” she said. “This is a surprise. I didn't think we'd be seeing you again for a while.”

      “Assemble your people, Director,” the hologram said. “We have work to do.”

      

      Yawning so hard it hurt, Anna slapped a hand over her mouth. “Goodness,” she mumbled, stepping into Larani's office. “My apologies, everyone. I didn't get very much sleep last night.”

      Jack followed her in with his head down, and of course, his cheeks were pink. Earthers could be so modest sometimes. But then, her boyfriend seemed to be very impressed by how she handled that random cop this morning.

      Cassi was leaning against the wall with her arms folded, and she glanced in Anna's direction with a knowing smile. “Just glad you could make it,” she teased. “I do hope we didn't interrupt something important.”

      “Oh, nothing of consequence.”

      Rajel stood behind the desk with one hand pressed against the slanted window pane that looked out into space. “Well, now that we're all here,” he said. “Maybe Larani could tell us what this is all about.”

      “Not yet. There's still one more-”

      Melissa came stomping into the office and stopped abruptly two paces away from the desk. She looked up at Larani with hard eyes. “Ma'am, with respect, I would like to know why my father wasn't invited to this meeting.”

      Reclining in her chair, Larani studied the young woman for a brief moment before nodding. “Agent Carlson,” she began. “The reason that you were invited to this meeting is your wise decision to report your father's dealings with the Overseers as soon as you learned of them.”

      Everyone exchanged glances.

      “I had already heard as much from Hunter and Lenai,” Larani went on. “But now, I know I can trust you. In light of your father's recent decisions, I'm sure you can see why his presence would not be advisable.”

      “Yes, ma'am…”

      Larani was on her feet an instant later, pacing around the desk as she spoke. “Now that we're all assembled,” she said. “I'll turn the floor over to our guest.”

      A hologram appeared in the middle of the room, and Anna felt a sudden rush of joy! She hadn't seen Ven in almost a year! She had hoped for a chance to get to know the AI, and maybe now she would get it.

      “Ven!” Jack exclaimed.

      “Jack,” the hologram replied. It turned slowly on the spot, as if taking in the sight of each of them, and then something almost like a sigh came through the speakers. Ven was becoming increasingly adept with human mannerisms. “I wish that I could be here under better circumstances,” Ven said. “But I have some terrible news.”

      Anna felt cold inside. Ven's last visit had resulted in Jack being captured by the Ragnosians. And the time before that, they ended up fighting a guerrilla war in the streets of Queens. “What is it?” she mumbled.

      “Five months ago,” Ven began, “you raided a castle in the Lyrian highlands that Slade was using as a base of operations.”

      “Yes.”

      “While you were there, you retrieved encrypted data from one of their servers. The algorithms used to protect that data were very complex. Larani granted me access on my last visit, and I've only just finished decoding it.”

      Jack was at her side with one hand in his pocket, his eyes fixed on the floor. “We should have known that would eventually come back to haunt us,” he mumbled. “What does it say?”

      “You probably expected Slade to meddle in the upcoming election,” Ven said. “But I'm afraid it's worse than anyone could have anticipated. Slade is planning to assassinate Sarona Vason.”
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      Gaping at the hologram, Jack blinked a few times. He gave his head a shake as if trying to dispel an image that had formed in his mind. “Slade is planning to assassinate the Leyrian Prime Council?” he exclaimed. “I knew the guy was evil, but even for him, that's ambitious.”

      Anna had to admit that she was dubious as well. Not that Slade would do it – there was no low that man wouldn't stoop to – but that he would actually be able to accomplish such a lofty goal. The Prime Council was one of the most well-protected people in the galaxy. Even Slade would have a hard time getting through those defenses.

      Anna stepped forward to face the hologram with her lips pursed. “You're sure?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “It would be extremely difficult, if not impossible, for Slade to pull that off.”

      “Difficult,” Ven agreed, “but not impossible.” The hologram waved a spectral hand, and a globe appeared, a world of blue oceans and green landmasses. Similar to Leyria but not the same. Anna recognized it on sight. That was Alios. “Slade's original plan was to kill your Prime Council during the final debate, three nights before the election. But your recent treaty with Antaur has changed the situation.

      “Yesterday morning, Sarona Vason and Jeral Dusep announced plans to visit the Fringe Worlds in the hopes of smoothing over tensions after your world agreed to cede Belos to the Antaurans. The final debate will be held on Alios, not Leyria.”

      Cassi marched through the globe with her teeth bared, shaking her head. “That was a crap decision,” she growled. “Fifty million people living on Belos. Now, every last one of them has to move or petition the Antauran government to let them become citizens.”

      “The point,” Larani cut in, “is that the Prime Council's security team will have to adapt to these new circumstances. They've been holding these debates at Dantharus Hall, in Denabria, for over two centuries; the security team had detailed plans for how to cover every single entrance and exit. Now, they will have to make up plans on the fly for whichever venue the candidates choose.”

      “And there are bound to be gaps,” Jack lamented.

      “Exactly.”

      Rajel turned away from the window, pacing across the room. “All right,” he said. “So, why don't we place a long-range call through the SlipGate network and warn the Prime Council of the danger?”

      Sitting primly on the edge of her desk, Larani sighed. “I did precisely that half an hour ago,” she explained. “The Prime Council remains adamant that if she doesn't visit the outer colonies, her chances for reelection are gone. She's going. And we're going to make sure that she has adequate security for every step of that journey.”

      “No offense, Larani,” Jack said. “But it's an eight-day flight from Earth to Alios. We're a bit far off, don't you think?”

      “I've convinced the Prime Council to delay her departure by three days. That will give us enough time to rendezvous with her on Leyria. As I said, we're going to be with her every step of the way. I have also contacted our best people on Alios and reassigned them to the security detail. I want you five there because, out of all my agents, you have the most experience with Grecken Slade and his lieutenants. You'll know what to watch for. I will be assuming command of all Justice Keepers assigned to this mission. As of right now, this is our number one priority.”

      They all nodded.

      Larani stood up with her back straight and her shoulders square. Her face was stern, but she nodded once to each of them. “Special Agents Hunter and Seyrus,” she barked. “For the duration of this assignment, you will be reporting directly to Operative Lenai as members of her team.”

      Anna had a serious case of the warm fuzzies when she saw the tiny smile on her boyfriend's face. “Works for me,” Jack said. “Hell, maybe we can make that a permanent arrangement.”

      “We'll discuss that later.”

      Anna gently laid a hand on Jack's back. She would be more than happy to have him as a permanent member of her team. They had always worked well together. A part of her wanted to name Jack as her second in command, but Rajel had seniority. The role should go to him.

      “Would one of you please contact Ms. Armana?” Larani asked. “It wouldn't hurt to have a telepath along for this mission.”

      “I'm sure I can persuade her,” Anna said.

      “Excellent,” Larani said. “Then gather your belongings. We leave for Leyria in six hours.”

      

      Della's kitchen was well lit by multiple windows that looked out on her yard. It was the sort of place that you might expect from a woman who had grown up accustomed to a certain amount of affluence: white tiles, granite countertops, an island in the middle of the room with a sink built into it.

      Harry stood by one of those windows, frowning as he watched squirrels scurrying up a tree outside. “So, you're sure this is what you want?” he asked. “You've made a lot of friends on Leyria, honey.”

      He turned.

      Claire sat at the table with her hands folded on a place-mat. One look at her, and you knew without a doubt that she was expecting the worst. Maybe she thought he would make this difficult, put up a fight. It broke his heart to see such distrust in his daughter's eyes. When had that started? Was it after he had made her a telepath or before? He had a bad feeling that it had been growing for some time now. “I think…” Claire began. “I think I need a break from everything.”

      Della was sitting at the island with her elbows on its surface, her chin resting on laced fingers. Her eyebrows shot up. “Please tell me that you're not going to make a fuss about this, Harry.”

      He closed his eyes, fighting back tears, and shook his head slowly. “No, I won't.” It took a great deal of effort to keep his voice steady, but he did it. Claire had been through enough in the last few months. Seeing him cry would only make this harder for her. “If this is what Claire wants, then I support it.”

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      “We'll keep in touch,” Harry promised. “I'll call you once a week.”

      It surprised him when Claire hopped out of her chair and bounded across the room in three quick strides. She slammed into Harry, throwing her arms around him in a fierce hug. “I'm gonna miss you, Dad.”

      Now, the tears were flowing freely, and Harry made no effort to stop them. “I'm going to miss you too.” He returned the hug with just as much gusto. “Promise me you'll stay safe. And listen to your mother!”

      “I promise.”

      Harry dropped to one knee, resting his hands on Claire's shoulders. As hard as it was, he forced himself to look her in the eye. “And I promise to visit,” he said. “At least once every few months.”

      Claire smiled as tears streamed over her cheeks. “I would like that,” she whispered. “And maybe, in a little while, I could visit you.”

      “You're always welcome.”

      She hugged him again, throwing her arms around his neck, and she didn't let go for a very long while.

      

      Jack peered through the small window in his mother's kitchen, taking in the sight of his hometown. It would be the last time he would see it for a long while – somehow, he knew that – and that left him with a lump of sadness in his belly. Sunlight glinted off the windows of skyscrapers. If he strained, he could just make out the Red River in the gaps between buildings. Winnipeg was a beautiful city. It dawned on him that he hadn't appreciated it enough when he was living here…And somber thoughts kept his mind off the conversation his mother and girlfriend were having not ten feet away.

      Crystal threw her head back, roaring with laughter and trembling so hard that some of the contents of her glass spilled onto her hand. It was only water, but it still made quite a mess. Hell, she practically fell out of her chair. “So…You just dared him to watch the two of you having sex?”

      Anna sat across from her with one leg crossed over the other, grinning as she shook her head. “Well, you know me,” she said. “The sluttiest slut who ever did slut.”

      Slouching in her chair with a hand over her mouth, Crystal…tittered. “Oh, I like this girl, Jack!” she exclaimed. “When are you getting married?”

      Jack buried his face in the palm of his hand, groaning under his breath. “Great job, Mom,” he said. “Nothing convinces a woman to stick around quite like pressure from the in-laws.”

      Anna stood up and paced over to him, wrapping her arms around his waist. She nuzzled his chest. “I don't know if you've noticed, sweetie,” she murmured. “But I'm not exactly trying to get away.”

      He licked his lips, then shut his eyes and offered a curt nod of approval. “Well, that is good to know.” Damn it! He was so embarrassed he could barely find the willpower to speak. Why couldn't he have one of those classic sitcom moms who was scandalized by the thought of her baby boy having sex? Summer thought the whole thing was hilarious. “But uh, you know, it would probably be good to not share details of our sex-life with my mother.”

      “Oh, grow up!” Anna teased.

      “Men,” Crystal muttered over her glass of water. “Always so modest.”

      She rose from her chair with a sigh, then came over to join them in a group hug. “And now you're going away again,” Crystal murmured. “And I won't see you again for another six months.”

      “I'll try to come sooner,” Jack whispered.

      His mother pulled away, brushing a tear off her cheek with the back of one hand. “No,” she said. “You have a life to live and a promising career. I get the sense that the galaxy needs you. Both of you.”

      “We will visit,” Anna promised.

      “I know,” Crystal said softly. “I just…” Her eyes lit up with that spark she got when she had a sudden flash of brilliance. Jack had seen that look on his mother's face many times. Mostly when she was helping him with really difficult math homework. “What if I went with you?”

      “To Alios?”

      “The hospital owes me several weeks of vacation,” Crystal explained. “Oh, I kept meaning to take them, but we always got swamped. You know how it is. I could request a short leave of absence.”

      Squeezing his eyes shut, Jack shook his head. “I don't think it's a good idea, Mom,” he said. “We're going to protect the Prime Council from a potential assassination attempt. If Slade finds out you're there, he won't hesitate to go after you.”

      Anna was next to him with her hands in the pockets of her shorts, nodding slowly in agreement. “Crystal, we would love to have you along,” she said. “But Jack's right. It's too dangerous.”

      Jack felt a sudden pang of guilt.

      His mother looked crestfallen, but she accepted the news with a stiff upper lip. “I suppose you're right,” she whispered. “A shame…I want to see what life is like beyond the confines of this little world.”

      “Maybe you could visit us on Leyria,” Anna suggested.

      “I'd like that.”

      With a deep breath, Crystal stood up straight, squared her shoulders and put on a brave face. “Well,” she said. “I guess there's nothing left to do but to see you off. Come on. I'll drive you to the SlipGate terminal.”

      

      Melissa sat alone at a round table in the little cafe that overlooked the concourse on Station Twelve, watching the people scurrying past below. Traffic was light at this hour; she saw a Justice Keeper reading something on a tablet as he walked by and a man in a gray suit on his way to the tram station.

      Hunched over with her elbow on the table, her chin resting in the palm of her hand, Melissa sighed. “Yeah,” she whispered to Ilia. “It makes me sad too.”

      Everything about Station Twelve reminded her of Jena. She remembered the many, many sparring sessions in which she had struggled to pick up the basics of martial arts. Jena had always been patient and kind, encouraging her to keep trying. She remembered meeting Raynar for the first time. She remembered running frantically through corridors that seemed to go on for miles, bursting into Jena's office and proclaiming that she knew what Grecken Slade really wanted. Melissa would never have imagined that she would look back on those days and long for the simplicity of easier times.

      Claire was staying behind and moving in with their mother. That bothered her, she realized. She would have never thought that being separated from her sister would leave her with a dull ache in her chest, but there it was. Claire would be safer here on Earth – she knew that – but a part of her wanted to protest and insist that her little sister belonged with her on Leyria.

      Letting her mind drift, Melissa slipped away from the physical world to commune with her Nassai. The setting that Ilia chose was a replica of the little cafe. But now Ilia was sitting across from her. Or maybe it was more accurate that Jena was sitting across from her. Nassai experienced every thought that passed through a host's mind. It was fair to say that they knew a person better than that person knew themself, and Ilia had used that knowledge to recreate Jena in every detail.

      She was right there, just as Melissa remembered her: tall with boyishly-short hair, sharp eyes and a dimple in her chin. “Don't be so somber, kid,” she said. “We had a lot of good memories in this place too.”

      “We did.”

      “So, why so sad?”

      Pressing her lips together, Melissa looked up at the ceiling and blinked. “You ever get the feeling that the world is changing?” she whispered. “And you really, really want it to stay the same?”

      Jena grimaced as if she had a bad taste in her mouth, then shook her head quickly. “Change never really bothered me,” she replied. “It's just a part of life. You kind of have to accept it.”

      “I guess.”

      “You don't sound convinced.”

      Melissa's chair scraped across the floor tiles as she stood up. When she looked over the railing, she saw no one else down there. But then, why would there be? This facsimile of the station was probably empty except for her and Jena and any other avatar that her symbiont chose to adopt. “It just seems like fortune cookie wisdom.”

      “Doesn't make it any less true.”

      “Can't we just…invent some kind of time-stopping device?” Melissa protested. “I'm gonna miss my sister.”

      Jena stretched out in the chair and smiled that special smile of hers. The one that called you an idiot and said that she loved you at the same time. “I'm pretty sure they've still got my stuff in storage,” she said. “Go access it. Should be in locker Unit Twenty-Three. The password should be Tomas14.”

      “Why? What's there?”

      “Something that might make you feel a little better.”

      

      Ten minutes later, after a ride on the monorail that had taken to the other side of the station, Melissa found herself in the hallway outside Jena's old office. That brought all of her memories flooding back to the surface, and she had to push through the pain again. She wasn't sure why she had come here. It was on the way to the storage unit, but there was nothing here she needed. Maybe she just wanted to look at the place one last time.

      When she poked her head through the door, she saw Larani Tal standing by the window behind Jena's old desk, peering out into space. Melissa was quiet, but spatial awareness alerted the other woman to her presence. “Agent Carlson,” Larani said without looking. “Is there something I can do for you?”

      Melissa stepped into the office with her hands clasped behind herself, frowning as she took in the sight of it. “I guess you had the same idea I did,” she mumbled. “You miss her too, huh?”

      “I do.”

      “I never realized that you and Jena were close.”

      Larani turned abruptly, her sharp eyes accusing Melissa of implying too much with that statement. Her face softened a moment later. “We weren't,” she said. “Not, I suspect, as you mean it, anyway. Jena and I knew each other as cadets.”

      “She never mentioned that.”

      “I'm not surprised,” Larani grumbled. “Jena was something of a sensation among the other cadets. She flew through the program with ease. Six months after she arrived on Leyria, she was already going on dangerous missions with senior Keepers. They thought she was a rising star in the organization.”

      “What changed?”

      “Jena made an enemy of Grecken Slade.”

      With a heavy sigh, Melissa strode across the room and stopped in front of the desk. She studied her reflection in the SmartGlass. The face that stared back at her seemed unfamiliar somehow. Older. More worn down. It wasn't anything obvious – there were no wrinkles or blemishes – but Melissa could see the fatigue behind her own eyes. “I guess I should have expected as much.”

      Larani sat down in Jena's old chair, crossing one leg over the other and folding her hands in her lap. “She thought very highly of you, Melissa,” she said. “She told me more than once that she expected you to become an excellent Justice Keeper.”

      Closing her eyes, Melissa felt a tear sliding down her cheek. “I didn't think I would take her symbiont,” she whispered. “Sometimes I feel like…like I have to live up to her legacy. And I'm not doing a very good job of it.”

      “On the contrary,” Larani replied. “I can't think of a more worthy successor. Jena would be proud of everything that you've accomplished.”

      “That's what Ilia tells me.”

      Reclining as far as she could, Larani smiled ruefully at the ceiling. “You Earthers,” she said, shaking her head. “For over seven hundred years, the Justice Keepers protected Leyria from threats both foreign and domestic, and no one thought to name their Nassai until Jack Hunter came along.”

      “I'm glad to know we shook up the system.”

      “Are you, now?”

      Melissa looked around the room. There was nothing to see – the walls were bare, the furniture untouched – but that didn't mean anything. Even though she had occupied this office for the better part of a year, Jena had never bothered to decorate. Almost as if she were trying to avoid settling in. As if she thought her life circumstances might change on a moment's notice, and then she would be flying off to some other part of the galaxy. Maybe the facsimile that Ilia had created was right. Jena really was the kind of woman who just rolled with the changes.

      Melissa had only been a civilian in those days, but she had always felt as though she were a part of the team. Now…Now, the team was different. Jena was gone and Ben too. Thinking of Raynar might make her start crying again. She had liked the young man even if he was a bit of a doofus. And Melissa got choked up whenever she remembered what her father had told her. That Raynar said kissing her was the happiest moment of his life. She was flattered, but what did that say about the poor guy's life?

      The team was different.

      They had Rajel now and Novol. Melissa tried not to think about the butterflies in her stomach that showed up whenever someone mentioned him. And Keli had become their resident telepath; there was no denying it. Melissa just wished it didn't make her feel so sad.

      “Are you all right, Agent Carlson?” Larani asked.

      Melissa cleared her throat and then stepped back, bowing her head to the other woman. “Quite all right, ma'am,” she answered. “I just…Being back here brings up a lot of memories I haven't thought about in a long time.”

      “For both of us,” Larani assured her.

      She left the other woman to her memories of Jena and made her way to the storage units. They weren't far from the living quarters. Once inside, she found a series of metal doors in the wall, all sealed shut.

      She entered the password into Unit 23, and the door swung open with a hiss. At first, she wasn't quite sure what to look for. Some of Jena's clothes were sealed up inside plastic bags. There were some books, a picture of Jena's parents in an ornate frame. But nothing stood out to her.

      Leyrians weren't big on personal property. They didn't really own very much. When they moved out of a house, they left the furniture behind so that the next occupants could use it. Their multi-tools were fairly modular with circuitry that was upgraded regularly. Every house and apartment had several workstations with computer interfaces. No one had to buy their own laptops or tablets. Sometimes, Leyrians hung on to things with a lot of sentimental value. Melissa imagined that if she and her father were to move out of their house on Leyria, Michael the robot would go with them. But there just wasn't much here. She was about to give up when she noticed something.

      A big, fuzzy teddy bear with soft brown fur was sitting on a shelf at the back of the storage unit. His eyes opened when Melissa stepped inside, and his limbs began to move with a soft, mechanical whir. “Hello,” he said. “Where's Jena?”

      “Fuzz Bear,” Melissa whispered.

      “It's nice to meet you,” he said. “Are you a friend of Jena's?”

      She sniffled, making no effort to stop the tears that streamed over her face. “Yes,” she whispered, nodding. “I'm a very good friend of Jena's.”

      Fuzz Bear looked up at her with his big black eyes, and he blinked once in an almost human gesture. “Is Jena all right?” he asked. “I haven't seen her in a while.”

      How did she answer that?

      Over the last year, Ilia had shared some of Jena's memories with her. This robotic teddy was one of Jena's most prized possessions. He had been with Jena ever since she was a little girl. Melissa didn't have the heart to tell him that his human companion was dead. He wasn't really sentient. Melissa knew that, but she still couldn't bring herself to say it. “Jena's just fine,” she murmured.

      Crossing the length of the storage unit in three quick steps, Melissa picked up the bear, and he wrapped his arms around her. He nuzzled her cheek with his fuzzy nose. “My name is Melissa,” she said. “Jena asked me to come and get you so that we could be friends.”

      “I would like to be your friend, Melissa.”

      “I'd like that too,” she whispered. “Jena had to go away for a while…To help some people. But she said that you and I could take care of each other.”

      “Any friend of Jena's is a friend of mine.”

      “I'm glad to hear it,” Melissa said. “Now, let's pack up some of this stuff. We've got a long flight back to Leyria.”
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      Isara moved like a wraith in a red dress, her cloak flapping in the breeze. Her face was hidden under a scarlet hood, and she kept her eyes downcast. Overhead, the Antauran stars twinkled as the last traces of sunlight vanished from the eastern sky.

      This small country road was lit only by the odd streetlight that provided just enough illumination to show a fence to her right and trees on her left, all with leaves fluttering in the wind. It was warm now that spring was in full bloom.

      She smiled.

      Eventually, she reached a gate where two men in blue uniforms immediately came to attention. One glowered at her as he stepped forward. “Gods forsake us, woman. What are you doing out here in a get-up like that?”

      Isara looked up so that the light would penetrate her hood, and she felt her lips curl into a sinister smile. “Thrax Shegan is here, is he not?” she whispered. “Perhaps you could get him for me.”

      The soldier bared his teeth in a snarl. “Oh, I see. You're a telepath.” He fingered the pistol holstered on his belt. “Just when I thought you couldn't get any more flamboyant with your fashions, you try this.”

      “Please ask Thrax to come out here.”

      “Doesn't work like that, ma'am,” the soldier replied. “Even telepaths can't just walk onto military installations without proper authorizations. Now, you show me some orders, and I'll get you in to see Mr. Shegan.”

      Isara's hand lashed out.

      Her fingers closed around the man's throat, and then she lifted him off the ground. His eyes bulged. “Kill her!” he squeaked. “Kill her!”

      The other soldier reached for his gun.

      Isara studied her captive for a moment, her eyebrows slowly climbing. “I am not a telepath,” she whispered. “I am something far, far worse. Bring me to Thrax Shegan, or I will make you regret-”

      “Isara!”

      She turned her head and found a man on the other side of the fence, a tall man in ostentatious green robes with golden trim. He was just shy of middle age with a receding hairline and wrinkles in his brow. “I felt you coming before you got within a mile of this place,” he said. “Let them go.”

      She did as she was bidden.

      The soldier she released landed on his feet and stumbled, stretching out a hand to keep his balance. He looked up at her with murderous intent. “By the Gods above! Who let this woman-”

      “Be silent,” Thrax said.

      With a quick gesture of his hand, he brought both guards to their knees. They were on the ground, clutching the sides of their heads and wheezing in pain. A moment later, they passed out, one by one.

      “Impressive,” Isara said.

      “Slade told me that you would be coming,” Thrax growled. “He knows I'm loyal to the Inzari. What do you need from me?”

      “Take me to the prisoner.”

      There was no need to specify which prisoner she meant. Thrax used a control panel in the guardhouse to open the gate, and then she was walking through it, following a narrow road that slithered through the grass to a gray building in the distance.

      Other guards moved to block her path when she approached the front door, but Thrax cowed them with a look. No one wanted to anger a telepath. Not when that telepath had official authority over this facility.

      Inside, she found white-walled hallways populated by men and women in pristine lab coats. Most of them walked past with their heads down, focused on something they were reading on a tablet or simply avoiding eye-contact. They knew Thrax. Even without his rank and position, telepaths were viewed as being akin to godliness here on Antaur. So, if the chief interrogator chose to bring in another flamboyantly-dressed companion, well…Who were they to question it?

      A left turn brought them to another hallway that ended in a stairwell. Down they went, to the deepest sub-basement, where Thrax had to use his security ID to enter the cell-block.

      Another guard rose from his station as they entered, frowning at the pair of them. “Sir,” he said. “I must insist that you log your guest in and receive an official visitor ID.”

      Thrax replied to that with an easy smile and a friendly chuckle. “I trust her, Bil,” he said. “She's here to help me interrogate the prisoner. The one we found last month in the Diplomatic Complex. We need extra telepaths to break the protections offered by that creature he carries.”

      “Be that as it may, sir-”

      “Relax, Bil.”

      The soldier stiffened, and his face became an expressionless mask. He stared unblinking at the pair of them. “You've seen her ID,” Thrax said. “I logged her in, and you presented her with official credentials.”

      “Yes, sir,” Bil replied.

      “Protocol was followed to the letter.”

      “Yes, sir. Yes, it was.”

      Clapping the other man on the shoulder, Thrax smiled and again and offered a nod of respect. “Good,” he said softly. “Now, why don't you take a moment and get a coffee. I would imagine you could use a break.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      They proceeded through the cell-block without further incident, all the way to a door at the very end. When it opened, Isara found Flynn sitting on a bench with his head down. The fool was still in his Earth fashions.

      The instant he looked up at her, his face was split in two by a triumphant grin. “Oh, I knew you would come!” he exclaimed. “They kept trying to tell me that no one would rescue me. But I knew! The Inzari protect their own.”

      With two hands, Isara reached to pull back her hood. Her hair was longer now and braided, falling almost to her shoulder-blades. “Indeed,” she said. “Thrax, if you would give me a moment alone with the prisoner.”

      “I don't think that would be wise,” the telepath protested.

      Glancing over her shoulder, Isara showed him a death glare that should have frozen his blood cold. It did nothing of the sort. The man just leaned against the door-frame with an impish smirk. “This is my facility, Isara,” he insisted. “I don't care how much authority Slade gave you. I'm not leaving you unsupervised.”

      “As you wish.”

      She stepped into the cell, placing her hands on her hips as she stood over her errant servant. “Now,” Isara said. “Tell me what happened.”

      “I stabbed Lenai!” Flynn proclaimed. “I did it! They told me she was the best of our enemies, and I beat her on my first try. I think maybe you've overestimated these Justice Keepers.”

      He was genuinely pleased with himself. Curious. Self-awareness was often lacking among men and even more so among Earthers, but this…this was beyond the pale. Did he truly have no understanding of the depth of his failure?

      “I beat her,” Flynn whispered. “Now, let's go! Before more guards come.”

      “Your symbiont and I will be leaving momentarily.”

      Flynn sat there with his mouth agape, shaking his head. “My symbiont…” he said. “What are you talking about?”

      Lighting quick, Isara drew a small knife from her belt, and she stepped forward to slash his throat. Flynn was faster than she had anticipated. His hand seized her wrist before the blade made contact with his flesh.

      He stood up, dark eyes blazing with fury, and his lips peeled back into a hateful snarl. “So, this is my reward for service?” he spat. “You came here to kill me?”

      “Failure is not rewarded.”

      He slammed a hand into Isara's chest, forcing her to step backward, but his attempt to Bend Gravity failed when the slaver's collar around his neck kicked in and sent a jolt of pain through his body. Flynn fell to his knees, spasming.

      Seizing a fistful of his hair, Isara tilted his head back to expose his throat. Vacant eyes stared up at her. Flynn was too incapacitated by pain to be truly aware of what was happening. Her knife found its mark in one quick slash, and then blood spilled onto Flynn's shirt.

      He bent over, clutching the wound with both hands as more blood stained the cell's floor. His croaks and gurgles were sweet music to Isara's ears. Seconds later, he collapsed to the floor, lying flat on his face.

      Thrax was quivering with rage, his forehead glistening with sweat. “How am I supposed to explain this to my superiors?” he screeched. “Forsake me for a fool! What am I supposed to say about the blood all over the damn floor!”

      His eyes focused on Isara, and she felt pressure on her mind. He was trying to push through the protections offered by her symbiont. Without hesitation, she rounded on him and slit his throat as well.

      Thrax dropped to the floor, one leg thrashing as he died.

      Carefully, Isara knelt over Flynn's corpse. It was important not to touch it with her bare skin. The symbiont he carried was feral. It would try to Bond with any suitable host, even one that already carried another symbiont.

      Drawing aside her cloak, Isara unclipped a disk-shaped containment unit from her belt. It was only slightly larger than a dinner plate, small enough to be concealed with ease. She pushed a few buttons, entering the pass-code, and two clear tubes extended from the unit, attaching themselves to the back of Flynn's neck.

      His body began to glow.

      The light collected, pooled together and then flowed through the tubes, into the containment unit. When it was over, the LED changed from red to green to indicate an airtight seal.

      “Now,” Isara said. “I suppose I can have some fun on the way out.”

      

      Tossing the yellow ball up, Slade caught it in one hand and then took a moment to examine the thin grooves in the rubber. He lowered his hand to look out the tiny window in this old cargo hauler. There was nothing out there but blackness. An endless, eternal night which the stars tried desperately to hold back. They would inevitably fail, going out one by one. A fitting end to this miserable universe.

      He heard the hiss of a door opening behind him, and he didn't have to look to sense the silhouette of Isara coming in with her hood pulled up. She said nothing; she merely waited for him to address her. In someone else, that might have been a sign of deference. Not so with Isara.

      “Did you get it?” he asked.

      “I did.”

      On his left, two small, clear tanks stood side by side. One was empty, but the other contained a swirling, purple gas that flickered like storm clouds crackling with lightning. Leo's symbiont. Recovered by Isara after Jack Hunter brought a regrettable end to that young man.

      Stalking across the room like a predator on the hunt, Isara went to the empty tank and connected the portable containment unit she had used to recover Flynn's symbiont. In moments, both tanks were full, both flickering like caged thunderstorms.

      Reclining with his elbows on the arms of his chair, his fingers steepled neatly in a thoughtful gesture, Slade observed the woman. “Did you even consider rescuing him?” he asked. “Useful agents are not a resource that we should waste.”

      Isara glanced over her shoulder, her face barely visible in that hood. Her lips were pressed together in a frown. “The key word being 'useful,'” she said. “That one was too much like Leo. Bloodlust without thought.”

      “You yourself have done as much.”

      He felt a warping sensation as Isara blurred into a smear of red. When she snapped back into his time-frame, her arm was extended toward him, a throwing knife flying from her fingertips. Glittering steel caught the overhead lights.

      Effortlessly, Slade reached up and caught the hilt, holding the tip of the blade mere inches away from his eye. He said nothing, made no indication of anger. He just raised an eyebrow and waited for a response.

      “I would not begrudge anyone a little violence,” she said. “But not at the expense of our larger plans.”

      “I see.”

      Crossing her arms, Isara shook her head. “You now have two symbionts,” she said. “Whom will you give them to?”

      “I have some plans,” Slade replied. “Set a course for Leyria.”

      

      The blinking multi-tool on the counter pestered Aiden with its constant nattering. He hadn't bothered to put on the gauntlet this morning, and the screen kept flashing the same thing over and over. “Video message waiting. Video message waiting.”

      In an old pair of shorts and a t-shirt that he had worn to bed, Aiden sat at his kitchen table with a mug in hand. He glowered at the counter, trying to decide what to do. Finally, he shook his head and said, “Multi-tool active. Play message. Holographic display.”

      An image of his mother coalesced, floating just a few inches above the floor. Liah Shandi was a tall woman with copper skin, long, dark hair that she wore in a braid and glasses that made her look far too serious. “Aiden,” she said. “Please call me back. I'm worried about you.”

      Lifting the mug to his lips, Aiden slurped as he sipped his coffee. “I bet you are,” he muttered under his breath. “Let up, Mom.”

      “Sweetie,” Liah went on. “You don't have to be a Justice Keeper to make us happy. There are many career paths for you. You always had an aptitude for science. I spoke to Jan Tressio the other day, and she said Balthane has an opening in its physics program.”

      “Physics…” Aiden muttered.

      His mother let her head drop, sighing softly. “It's been three months, Aiden,” she lamented. “You've cut yourself off from everyone. I don't know what you're feeling, but I do know that you can't live your entire life in that apartment.”

      His grip tightened on the mug.

      When his mother looked up to fix her gaze on him, Aiden felt like he was five years old again. “Your father and I are coming to see you,” she said. “I think it's time you spoke with a councilor.”

      Aiden threw the mug.

      It shattered against the wall above the kitchen sink, thin shards flying off in every direction. Some of them passed through the hologram, causing it to ripple, but the audio played without interruption. “Aiden, please talk to us-”

      “End message and delete!”

      The hologram vanished.

      Aiden was bent over with his elbows on the table, fingers laced over the top of his head. A shuddering breath ripped its way out of him. “Bleakness take me, Mom,” he said. “When are you gonna figure it out?”

      Couldn't they understand? Justice Keepers were the most respected people in society. Honoured above all others. All his life, he had expected to join their ranks. He deserved that respect as much as anyone else, but now…Now, a Nassai had declared that he was unworthy. Unworthy of that respect. Unworthy of the power. A bloody Nassai had taken away his future.

      No. Not just his future. The damn thing had taken Melissa from him as well. She was of a higher class now, and Aiden would not accept being the lesser in any pair. An equal, yes. But lesser? The thought of it was intolerable.

      A knock at the door drew him out of his reverie.

      Red-faced and gasping, Aiden looked up and blinked. “What is it now?” he hissed, rising from his chair. “Who else wants to come by and pity me?

      He pulled the door open and found a mail-delivery bot in the hallway outside. A waist-high cylinder of white plastic, it fixed a camera lens on him and then beeped when it confirmed his identity.

      A slot in the robot's body popped open, revealing a square-shaped device inside. He took it without hesitation, holding the thing up to the light to examine it. Aiden had never seen anything like it before. “Who sent-”

      The robot was already rolling down the hallway toward the service elevator. Well, he supposed he would just have to figure it out on his own.

      Slamming the door, he set the square down on his kitchen table and noticed a red button on one side. Well, the next step was obvious, but with the way his luck had been going lately, it was probably a bomb.

      He pushed the button.

      A hologram appeared, resolving into the image of a tall man in a well-tailored blue coat with gold trim. A man with a stern face, hollow cheeks and long, black hair that fell past his shoulder blades. Aiden recognized him instantly. You didn't spend years learning the history of the Justice Keepers without memorizing the face of their most infamous leader.

      “You!” he snarled, recoiling from the image.

      “Yes, me,” Slade replied.

      “What do you want?”

      The other man spread his hands and bowed his head in a mockery of respect. “To correct a grave injustice,” he said. “I've had my eye on you for some time, Aiden. Do you recall the application you sent to the training program two years ago?”

      “I do.”

      Slade showed him a toothy grin, chuckling softly. Aiden saw nothing humorous in any of this. “I reviewed that application, Aiden,” he said. “You showed great promise. It pained me to hear about what happened to you.”

      Leaning forward with his hands braced on the table's surface, Aiden looked up at the hologram. He trembled with rage. “Great promise, is it? Well, it's funny. The Nassai don't seem to agree with your assessment.”

      “The Nassai,” Slade scoffed. “Please. I think we both know what their opinion is worth. They're aliens, Aiden! They don't have a true understanding of human morality. The greatest mistake we ever made was binding ourselves to their rigid definition of right and wrong. A Nassai chose Jack Hunter as a host. It remained with him even after he tried to use his power to torture another man. Tell me, Aiden, have you ever made such a grievous mistake?”

      “No.”

      “And yet,” Slade went on, “Hunter is allowed to retain his honour, his authority, and the power that he misused…while you are left here to languish.”

      Aiden felt his body growing tense.

      Turning on his heel, Slade paced a line with a grin that seemed to ooze smug self-confidence. The hologram remained fixed in place, but it was clear that he was walking. “They told you that you were unworthy, Aiden. They presume to sit in judgment over you while turning a blind eye to their own sins.”

      “What sins?”

      “Where do I even begin?” Slade exclaimed. “Last year, after she took my position, Larani Tal allied herself with a man who had been convicted of smuggling weapons to the Fringe Worlds in direct defiance of the embargo. She used her considerable influence to lighten that man's sentence and then she set him loose to do her dirty work.”

      Was that even possible?

      Weren't Keepers supposed to be the best? The brightest lights in the darkness? How could one stray so far from their ideals? And not just any Keeper! The Chief Director of the entire organization!

      “And speaking of Larani's crimes,” Slade went on. “Your girlfriend's father actually tortured a prisoner under Larani's watch. And she did nothing. She didn't prosecute him. She didn't report the crime. She let him go free.”

      Mr. Carlson? Torturing prisoners.

      “It's not possible…”

      Slade was laughing outright now, shaking his head as he continued to pace. “And Melissa?” he said. “She was hospitalized for taking illegal drugs. I was there. And still, a Nassai accepted her. Have you ever experimented with drugs, Aiden?”

      “No,” he whispered.

      Slade faced him with a stony expression. Every last trace of amusement was gone. You would never have known that he was laughing only moments ago. “They lied to you, Aiden,” he said. “They're not the noble people you thought they were. But you are. That's why they can't allow you the power of a symbiont Bond. Because they know that you will expose them.”

      Aiden narrowed his eyes as he studied the other man. “Even if I believe it's true,” he began. “Why would I ever agree to work with you? All the death you've caused. The lives you've ruined.”

      “In the service of a greater good.”

      Now, it was Aiden's turn to laugh. Even he was amazed by the disdain in his own voice. “What possible greater good would require the slaughter of innocents?” he spat. “Go away! I want nothing from you!”

      “The Inzari are powerful, Aiden,” Slade answered. “Their wrath is a terrible thing to behold, but they are capable of mercy as well. Some must die for the rest to live. It is regrettable, but it is the nature of the universe. You know this to be true. It is a reality that few are willing to acknowledge.”

      “Why?” Aiden breathed. “Why should we serve these Inzari?”

      “Join me, Aiden,” Slade beckoned. “You will have your answers and the power that you have been unjustly denied.”

      

      The door slid open, and Telixa strode into her quarters, unzipping her jacket and removing it. She tossed it down on the couch and paced across the room. Another series of blood tests failed to find anything out of the ordinary. There were no nanobots in her system, or so Dr. Maderon kept insisting.

      Of course, it might help if she told him that he wasn't supposed to be looking for nanobots. She kept hoping that some anomaly would make him dig deeper, that he would discover the virus that Slade had injected and then maybe cure it. Or contain it. She could just tell him what to look for, but doing so might cost her her command.

      That wouldn't bother her if not for the fact that Slade would surely punish her when he learned of her disobedience. And he could leave her in agony for hours or even days at a time. Or so he claimed. Thus far, she had only been forced to endure a few minutes of torment at a stretch, but Telixa had no doubt that he could do it. Until she got the virus out of her system, she was essentially his slave. And sooner or later, Dr. Maderon would begin to suspect that there was more than simple paranoia behind her repeated requests to be tested.

      Standing by the wall in pants and a tank-top, Telixa planted her fists on her hips. “Keep working, Doctor,” she whispered. “Please.”

      “It's time.”

      A month ago, the sound of a disembodied voice in her empty quarters might have made her jump, but she was growing used to Slade's unexpected visits. She turned around to find him sitting on the couch and smiling that oily smile of his. “Proceed with the next phase of the plan.”

      “You must be joking,” Telixa spat.

      Slade rose from his seat, adjusting his pompous red coat. At first, she was tempted to press her point, but he silenced her with nothing but a glance. “I thought we had been over this,” he said. “You will do as you're told.”

      Telixa strode across the room, shaking her head and growling like a caged tiger. “The plan is no longer viable!” she insisted. “The alliance between the Leyrians and the Antaurans shifts the balance of power. We would be fools to provoke them.”

      “I am uninterested in your excuses. Proceed with the next phase.”

      She tossed her head back, staring at the ceiling with a gaping mouth. Deep creases formed in her brow. “I forget how stupid you can be sometimes.” Antagonizing him was not a good idea, but whatever her circumstances, she refused to be this man's lapdog. “I cannot just order a military strike that will almost certainly drag my people into a war we can't win.”

      Suddenly, Slade was right behind her, wrapping his arms around her stomach and pulling her close like an affectionate lover. She could feel his hot breath on her neck. “Telixa,” he whispered in her ear. “The arrangement is simple. My job is to create the plan. Your job is to sell it.”

      “Let me go!”

      “Do as you're told.”

      She tried to elbow him, but there was nothing to elbow. This was all just an elaborate hallucination. Neurons firing in her brain, tricking her into seeing and feeling and smelling things that weren't there.

      Slade reappeared right in front of her, and before she could even blink, he snapped his fingers. Pain drowned out her awareness of everything else. She was barely cognizant of falling to the floor. “Do as you're told.”

      Sobbing, Telixa made no effort to stop the tears streaming over her face. “We have to…move carefully!” she squealed. “If…we p-push too hard, the crew will start to suspect that-” She cut off in a scream.

      “Do as you're told,” Slade insisted.

      “Fine! Fine! I'll do it!”

      The pain was gone.

      Telixa got up on her knees, covering her face with both hands and wiping away the moisture. “I will do it,” she croaked. “But I promise you, Slade. One day, I'm going to make you suffer for this.”

      His only response to that was soft laughter. The image of him faded away, leaving only a voice that echoed in her mind. “I look forward to it, my dear…I look forward to it.”
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      (1069, CE)

      He was William now. The name had been his for almost twenty years, ever since the Old Woman had given him the face of the man to whom it had originally belonged. That man was now dead, buried in an unmarked grave near the beaches of Normandy.

      Tall and proud in a ringmail shirt, he stood upon a hilltop with his head uncovered. His face was pale now – too pale to be handsome, in his estimation – and marked by a thick, graying beard. “Watch them run.”

      The hill sloped gently downward to a flat plain of brown grass covered in the white flecks of a light snowfall. On that plain, several men in tunics of green and brown ran for the distant treeline. Those trees were bare now. Not a leaf to be seen on any branch. That would make for easier hunting if he were so inclined. Fortunately, he was not.

      The thunder of horses' hooves got his attention.

      He turned around to find one of his knights approaching on a massive black destrier. The man drew rein and then removed his helm, offering a curt nod of respect. “Sire,” he began. “The Northerners are in retreat.”

      “So I see.”

      “Shall we pursue?”

      A frown tightened William's mouth as he studied the other man. He shook his head slowly. “Never let your enemy choose the terrain,” he answered. “Our horses would be of little use in there. Our enemies are counting on that.”

      “How shall we proceed then, Sire?”

      Drawing his sword with a metallic rasp, he pointed the weapon toward the field where his men were arrayed on horseback. Nearly three dozen of them, awaiting his next command. There were farms in the distance: small houses of wood with thatched roofs. That would be a good place to begin. “The fields,” William said. “Burn them.”

      “Sire?”

      “Were my instructions unclear?”

      The man swallowed visibly, then shut his eyes and tried to work up his courage. “No, Sire,” he replied at last. “But…This is good farmland. If we burn it, the region will be unfit for habitation for several years at least.”

      “What's your name, son?”

      “Quentin, Your Highness.”

      Despite himself, William felt a peal of laughter bubbling up. “Rebellion is a most grievous crime, Quentin,” he said. “Our response must be swift and decisive. Burn the fields and burn the villages. Take what you need from the larders and burn the rest. And put anyone who resists to the sword. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” Quentin mumbled. “Yes, I do.”

      

      Sitting on a wooden stool in his tent, William scraped a sharpening stone along the edge of his sword. His helm was off, and what meagre protection the tent provided did little to keep the chill from nipping at his ears.

      “Well done, my son.”

      He looked up, blinking. “I was wondering when I would see you again.” His next stroke of the sharpening stone produced a loud, angry rasp. “How long has it been? Three years, at least.”

      The Old Woman stood before him with a motherly smile, looking very much as she had the last time William saw her. Her appearance had not changed at all in over a thousand years. She would still blend in perfectly on the streets of Chang'An. “We must let the tether go slack if we wish you to grow.”

      “What does that mean?”

      She didn't answer, which should not have surprised him. Instead, she just paced a line across the width of his tent, inspecting his lodgings. She stretched a hand out toward the wall but did not quite touch it. “We have asked much of you.”

      William stood up, tossing his sword aside, and offered a deep bow. Upon rising, he greeted her with a smile of his own. “And you have given much,” he replied. “Eternal life is no small reward.”

      “Nothing is eternal,” the Old Woman murmured.

      That chilled him.

      After a moment of silence, he looked down at the ground under his feet. Working up the courage to speak was not easy. That irked him. Whether as William or Saul or Liu Bang, he had never been afraid to speak his mind. But this creature – he had long since given up any notion that she might be human – made him hesitate. The spirits gave him life; they could take it back just as easily. “May I ask a question?”

      She just looked at him, dark eyes never wavering.

      Was that permission? Or should he hold his fool tongue? Eventually, he decided that he had never been one to keep silent when he had something to say, and now was not the time to start. “You send me out to conquer…Why?”

      “Your kind must go to the stars.”

      “To the stars?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      The Old Woman laid a hand on his cheek, and he was startled by the warmth in her touch. Her mouth cracked in a toothless grin. “All will be revealed to you in due time, my son,” she said. “In due time.”

      

      Snow fell upon an open field where northerners fled like the cowards they were. Most did anyway. A few of them chose to stand and fight, not that it did them any good. Poor farmers in roughspun tunics and cloaks, carrying pitchforks or hatchets, they made a stand against his knights.

      And they fell.

      One young man with flecks of snow in his dark hair came charging toward William. The boy showed his teeth and drew back the pitiful knife he carried.

      Spinning to face him with the elegance of a trained soldier, William thrust his blade forward. Right through the lad's chest. He savoured the crunch of breaking bones and the look of horror in the boy's dark eyes. There was nothing sweeter than breaking an enemy. Any enemy.

      With a growl, William pulled his sword free, and the boy's corpse dropped to the ground. He stepped over it without a second thought.

      Men in ring-mail shirts hacked down anything that got in their way. The air was thick with the stench of death. William glided across the battlefield as if in a trance. After a thousand years, it was all second-nature to him.

      A man with an axe came racing toward him.

      Cocking his head, William raised an eyebrow at the fool. “Do you welcome death so eagerly?” he muttered. “Well, if you were stupid enough to begin this rebellion…”

      The man raised his axe above his head.

      William's sword struck first, slicing cleanly through his wrist on the down-stroke. With a quick pivot, he severed the man's leg at the knee, laughing as his opponent fell to land face-up in the grass.

      Twirling his sword with a flourish, William pointed the blade downward and drove it home through the other man's chest. Another rebel dead at his hands. This was almost too easy.

      “No!”

      William spun to find one of his own knights striding toward him, stepping over the bodies of fallen northerners. The man's face was red, his eyes wild with hate and fury. A tall fellow with golden hair and a neat goatee, he looked like a demon loosed from Hell. It took a moment for William to put a name to the face.

      Raymond.

      Lifting his weapon in a defensive posture and smiling behind the bloodstained blade, William chuckled. “You would turn upon your own king, sir?” he called out. “To protect these treasonous dogs?”

      Raymond held his sword in both hands, neither advancing nor retreating. His gaze did not waver. “These are good men,” he said. “No different than you or me.”

      “These are dead men,” William countered. More laughter bubbled up, and he made no effort to stifle it. “They just don't know it yet. And so are you!”

      Raymond attacked.

      Steel rang against steel, and William drove the traitor backward across the field. He slashed at Raymond's legs, but the other man was nimble even in his armour, jumping back just in time.

      Hammering him with blow after blow, William kept his adversary on the defensive. He offered a fierce, horizontal slash that would take the other man's head off.

      Raymond brought his sword up just in time to intercept the cut. He delivered a kick to the gut that made William want to empty his stomach. Dazed by the hit, William danced backward to get some distance.

      He looked up to see a blade coming down to split his skull open. It took everything he had to get his own weapon up in time. A challenge! It had been too long since anyone had made him work for victory.

      Stepping aside, he let Raymond's blade fall like a headsman's axe, its tip landing in the grass. He lashed out with a back-hand strike that clipped the side of Raymond's open-faced helm. It was still enough to stun the traitor.

      Rounding on the other man, William slashed at his neck. Raymond parried that with some difficulty. The man was retreating now, moving backward through the grass like a hunted animal.

      Desperate, frantic, Raymond swung at William's left shoulder.

      William batted the sword aside, tearing it out of the other man's hand. He could end this here and now, but his blood was hot. No one defied him. No one. He would see to it that the northerners learned the depth of their mistake.

      Snarling, he grabbed Raymond's throat with a gloved hand and pulled the other man close. He looked into the traitor's blue eyes…and something happened. Suddenly, it was not Raymond but Lihua who squirmed in his grip.

      She stared at him defiantly, legs kicking, teeth bared.

      “You!” William shrieked.

      He threw Lihua to the ground, but when she landed, she was Raymond once again. The traitor knew that his death was imminent. His face was pale, his eyes haunted. And this time, there would be no coming back.

      Planting a foot on the other man's chest, William pinned him to the ground. “I confess,” William purred. “I will enjoy killing you a second time.”

      “Raymond!”

      A glance to his right made him aware of a northern boy rushing toward him with nothing but a poorly-made spear. A skinny lad with curly, dark hair, he looked as though he were ready to wrestle a bear.

      “Edwin, no!” Raymond bellowed.

      William silenced him with one quick, clean thrust, laughing as blood frothed from Raymond's mouth. Pulling his blade free of the other man's flesh, he turned around. “Think clearly about this, boy. Is this how you want to die?”

      Edwin just kept coming. When he got within striking distance, he tried to ram his spear through William's belly.

      William swatted it aside with little effort and then reversed his swing to slice open the boy's guts. Edwin fell to his knees, clutching his belly.

      And then it was Guo Dong who stared up at William with hatred in his eyes. Guo Dong who, even as his blood spilled onto the ground, greeted William with that mocking smile. “You know the worst part, Liu,” he croaked. “You will never be happy. You could live another thousand years. Ten Thousand! But you will always be…alone.”

      William ended it before the wretch could say another word.
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      The flight back to Leyria had been a solitary affair for Harry. Three days on a starship, with no one to talk to but Melissa, and she was tight-lipped about the assignment she had been given. There was a part of him that wanted to go with her, but Harry didn't even suggest it. Melissa could take care of herself; she was a fully-trained Justice Keeper now. And he wasn't a hero anymore. If he had ever been.

      He had taken an hour to settle in, unpack his things, set the damn robot to cleaning his house and relax. Then he had put out a message on the Interlink. Leyrian social media wasn't so different from its Earth counterparts. It turned out that since Harry had never bothered to make accounts of his own, other people had done it for him after they saw his fight with Isara. That was all over the Link now. It wasn't hard to get some of those accounts to tweet or share or whatever – to put the word out that he would be giving a talk in downtown Denabria this afternoon.

      Sunlight came through the glass ceiling of the civic centre, glinting off the metal frame that supported it. Below that slanted roof, at least two dozen people filled almost every one of the chairs that faced a lectern. They were young and old, men and women, some formally dressed, others in casual clothes. But they all had one thing in common: they had all come here to see Harry Carlson.

      Which made them idiots, but then, he had agreed to this. It was time to fulfill his end of the bargain.

      Harry stood at the back of the room in a gray suit with a purple shirt and matching tie. Earth fashions, but if he had to go on stage, he wanted attire that brought out his self-confidence. This would do.

      Closing his eyes, Harry took a moment to collect himself. “You can do this,” he whispered. “It's just like all those times you had to address a room full of surly beat cops. Only easier.”

      He started down the aisle between the chairs.

      People twisted around in their seats to watch him as he passed. You could tell that they were expecting something grand. The worst part was that Harry would probably have to rise to those expectations. It was part of the job now.

      Harry stepped up behind the lectern, thrust his chin out and studied them all for a very long moment. “What you have heard is true,” he said at last. “I wield the power of the Overseers.”

      He raised his left hand, summoning a crackling force-field with the N'Jal. People gasped at the sight. Some of them exchanged glances. Well, there was nothing quite like a competent showman for keeping a crowd engaged.

      Harry let his arm drop and gripped the lectern with both hands, leaning forward to stare intently at his audience. “It's time to expose the false gods for what they really are,” he said. “Liars! Deceivers!”

      There were murmurs of approval from the crowd.

      “The Overseers,” Harry went on, “were never gods! They were demons who toyed with us for their own ends. We are all part of some grand experiment they're conducting, and I say it's time for these lab rats to fight back!”

      One young man jumped up and shouted, “No more lies!” Several others echoed him. Harry's words seemed to resonate with the young people – impassioned speeches usually did – but he could tell that some of the older members of his audience were more skeptical. And good for them! It pleased him to know that some people weren't taken in by the first loudmouth who crossed their path.

      An older man – a handsome fellow with tanned skin, gray hair and thick glasses – sat in the front row with hands folded over his round belly. When the noise died down, he spoke up. “You say the Overseers are false gods,” he said. “But you use their technology. Do you not see a contradiction there?”

      Harry hated himself for what he was about to do.

      With a great deal of care, he rolled up his sleeves to make it clear that he was not carrying a multi-tool on his person. Then, extending his left hand toward the audience, he used the N'Jal to project a hologram over his upturned palm. A simple image of Leyria orbiting its parent star.

      “I am the Deliverer,” Harry said. “You have seen with your own eyes. You know. Hundreds of people across dozens of worlds have tried to use Overseer technology, and every single one of them was unable to control it. But their technology serves me.”

      He closed his hand and the hologram vanished.

      The old man who had challenged him now sat back in his chair with arms crossed. “So, you can control their technology,” he said. “Well, forgive me, Mr. Deliverer, but that hardly proves you're some kind of messiah.”

      An older woman with curly hair stood up and frowned at Harry. “You're too late anyway,” she added. “It's been centuries since anyone on this planet has worshipped the Overseers as gods. The Covenant of Layat put an end to that.”

      Harry waggled a finger at her like a professor giving a lecture. “Ah,” he countered. “But you're forgetting the Antaurans. They very much do worship the Overseers, and they are your allies now.”

      Murmurs of discontent told him that not everyone in this room was happy with that situation. Well, he wasn't going to try to change their minds. Leyria and Antaur would not be going to war any time soon. People could grumble all they wanted as long as they didn't start killing each other.

      “Who cares what the Antaurans believe?” someone shouted.

      Setting his jaw with determination – fighting his way past his reservations – Harry nodded slowly. “I'll tell you why you should care,” he began. “The Overseers want us to fight each other. I don't know why. It's part of their experiment.”

      That got people talking.

      “It doesn't matter what you believe,” Harry pressed on. “If the Overseers command the Antaurans to fight, they'll do it. You don't have to be religious to find yourself in the middle of a religious war. And as for the treaty…Well, what are words on paper compared to the will of the gods?

      “I can't tell you what the Ragnosians will do now that they have access to our side of the galaxy, but I have no doubt that the Overseers will find a way to manipulate them. They've been doing it for centuries. Grecken Slade is one of their agents. He spent years corrupting the Justice Keepers, putting his people in key positions.”

      They were frightened now. Harry could tell.

      Once again, Harry lifted his hand, and this time, sparks crackled in the air. “The Covenant of Layat promised you that someone would come to cast down the false gods and expose their lies,” he said. “I am that person! And the time for change is now!”

      

      “He did what?” Larani spluttered.

      A hologram of Gabi Valtez stood before her in white pants and a red blouse. Today, the other woman had her hair up in a long ponytail, and there was an intensity in her dark eyes. “He called himself the Deliverer and tried to turn his…congregation…” The disdain she invested into that word would chill any woman's blood. “Against the Overseers.”

      Even in the privacy of her quarters aboard the Night Flyer – a small room with two green couches and a screen of SmartGlass on the wall – Larani cringed at the thought that someone might overhear this conversation. Particularly Melissa. The girl would not take it well if she found out that Larani was keeping tabs on her father. “It's Claire,” she said. “Somehow, this is related to the deal he made to save her life.”

      Gabi's hologram took a step back and looked down at the floor under its feet. “I don't see how it could be,” she replied. “Even if our suspicions about this pact between Harry and the Overseers prove accurate, why would he turn people against them?”

      “That I can't say.”

      “Perhaps we should turn this over to LIS.”

      Tapping her lips with one finger, Larani shut her eyes as she considered that. “No,” she said after a moment. “I don't know very many people in the Intelligence Service. I'd rather keep this between us.”

      “You may not have a choice in the matter.”

      “Oh?”

      With a sigh, Gabi turned around. The hologram flickered, and when it reappeared, she was facing Larani again. “Your people aren't subtle enough to keep an eye on Harry without alerting him to their presence,” she said. “And as a civilian, I no longer have the resources of LIS at my disposal.”

      Larani sat down on the arm of one sofa. Her body seemed to deflate as if someone had sucked the energy right out of her. Truth be told, she felt that way sometimes: wrung out and exhausted. “You may be right,” she admitted. “But I would rather have someone I trust monitoring the situation.”

      “Should we be monitoring this situation?”

      That gave her pause.

      Larani trusted the other woman…to a point. She and Gabrina may have found comfort in each other's arms, but that didn't make them close. Companion have mercy on her, when had trust become so difficult? There was a time, not so long ago, when she would have never questioned the loyalty of anyone in the LIS. So, what had changed? Was it Slade? Was it discovering just how many moles he had planted in her organization? She and Gabi were usually on the same page, but the other woman's question was not sitting well. “Whatever do you mean?”

      Gabi answered her with a shrug. “I don't agree with what Harry's doing,” she said. “But religious freedom is a basic human right. If he fancies himself the next Layat, do we have any authority to stop him?”

      Crossing her arms in a huff, Larani stood up and paced a tight circle around the hologram. “I don't want to stop him,” she said. “I just want plenty of warning when this scheme of his blows up in all of our faces.”

      The other woman wrinkled her nose in distaste. “Fair enough,” Gabi said. “I'll keep my eyes peeled.”

      

      The SlipGate chamber in the lower decks of the Night Flyer was pretty much the same as every other one of its kind that Jack had seen: gray walls with no fixtures of any kind except a single console and the Gate itself. That console was operated by a man in a blue uniform who watched the Gate as if he thought venomous snakes might come through at any moment.

      Jack didn't blame him. The metal triangle was silent, but something about the way light reflected off its shimmering surface drew the eye. The damn thing was just plain unnerving. But maybe that was his growing fear of the Overseers and their vague plans for humanity. “Think she'll be here soon?”

      No sooner did he finish saying that than a voice came through the speaker. “Night Flyer, this is Denabrian Gate terminal,” a woman said. “We have a passenger waiting to come aboard. Forwarding the authorization code now.”

      “Confirmed, Denabria,” the Gate technician replied. “Authorization code accepted. Our Gate is open. You can send her through.”

      Thin grooves along the triangle's surface lit up, growing brighter and brighter until they seemed to blaze. A moment later, a bubble seemed to expand from a point until it was large enough to hold several people, but there was only one person inside.

      When it popped, Keli stood in front of the Gate with the strap of a gym bag over one shoulder and a suitcase in the opposite hand. As usual, she was dressed elegantly in a sleeveless blue dress.

      “That wretched feline of yours,” she said, striding forward, “has been delivered to Harry Carlson's residence.”

      A burst of laughter escaped Jack, and he shook his head slowly. “Wonderful,” he said. “Maybe Harry can turn him into a telepath. That'll make him easier to deal with.”

      “It would serve you right.”

      Outside the SlipGate chamber, they found a wide hallway with white bulkheads. There were very few people on the lower decks – every now and then, they passed one of the ship's crew – but they never crossed paths with any other passengers.

      Being a gentleman, Jack took Keli's suitcase, which earned him a small smile of thanks. Well, at least that was an improvement. A year ago, he would have gotten a glare for his trouble.

      When they were alone, Keli paused and set a hand on his shoulder. That brought him to a halt. “Do you think Slade will make good on this plan?”

      Wincing at the thought of someone assassinating the Prime Council, Jack drew in a breath. “Why not?” he replied. “It's not the craziest thing he's done. A year ago, he turned an entire city into a war zone.”

      “Can we stop him?”

      “What kind of question is that?”

      “The kind that deserves an answer.”

      Biting his lower lip, Jack felt his eyebrows rising. “Can we stop him?” He started forward again without waiting for Keli, forcing her to catch up. “I don't think it matters if we can, 'cause we're gonna put our asses on the line for it anyway.”

      For some reason, that brought a grin to Keli's face. She really was becoming a more cheerful person. “That's what I like about you, Hunter,” she teased. “You can face grim death with a song in your heart.”

      “Well, that's not the least bit ominous.”

      “It's not my fault that it happens to be true.”

      

      Clack, clack!

      Wooden swords struck each other with a sound that echoed through the ship's gymnasium as Anna and Rajel sparred. She watched the man standing before her with his eyes closed, watched as droplets of sweat rolled down his face.

      In gray shorts and a purple tank-top, she faced him with her blade up in a guarded stance. Hot and sticky, just like he was. She had never sparred with Rajel before. Oh, she had seen his prowess on the battlefield – there was no doubt in her mind that Rajel could hold his own – but seeing it was not the same as experiencing it. Not by a long shot.

      Rajel swung at her legs.

      Anna jumped, back-flipping through the air. With a grunt, she landed and lifted her sword again. Heartbeats only, but Rajel was already coming at her, swinging his sword in a vicious, downward arc.

      Sidestepping, Anna turned her blade over her right shoulder and caught his on the downstroke. Once again, they met with something like a clap of thunder, but this time, Anna pushed forward. Her opponent retreated.

      Rajel slid out of her field of view, swinging at the back of her neck.

      Anna threw herself forward, somersaulting over the gym mats and coming up on one knee. In the blink of an eye, she was already back on her feet and sprinting across the length of the room.

      Rajel was right behind her.

      His silhouette was there in her mind's eye, a misty figure always just beyond arm's reach, struggling to keep up and never quite making it. Anna kept it that way, letting him think he might just close the distance and then adding an extra burst of speed at the very last second. Get his blood good and hot. The wall was coming up fast. In less than five seconds, she would be cornered. Good.

      Anna ran up the wall on nimble feet, then pushed off and back-flipped over Rajel's head. She landed just behind him. He was already spinning around to face her, swinging that sword in a smooth, horizontal arc that would take her head off.

      Anna bent over backward and felt a soft caress of air as the wooden blade passed over her nose. She popped up and thumped him on the noggin with her weapon. “Ow!” Rajel growled, falling back against the wall.

      Standing before him with the tip of her blade pressed into the gym mats, one hand closed around the hilt, Anna smiled and shook her head. “Not bad,” she said. “You really had me going for a moment there.”

      “For all the good it did. You still got me.”

      “That's because you're too predictable.”

      He arched one dark eyebrow, waiting for her to explain that. It was all she could do not to sigh. Once again, her big mouth had gotten her into trouble. Now…How to put this diplomatically…

      Grinning sheepishly, Anna bowed her head to him. She felt a warmth in her cheeks that had nothing to do with the sweat she had just worked up. “You fight as if you've got something to prove,” she said. “You get a little bit obsessed with winning. That can cloud your judgment if you let it.”

      “Point taken,” he grumbled. “Any advice?”

      Anna turned around, marching back to their starting point with her sword in hand. Her answer to that was a shrug of her shoulders. “Never mind what your opponent thinks of you,” she said. “In fact, let them underestimate you. It will only give you an edge.”

      Rajel was coming up behind her with teeth bared, hissing with obvious frustration. “I suppose you're right,” he muttered. “Though I don't have to like it.”

      “Well…If you want an assessment of your abilities.”

      “Yes?”

      “I need a second in command,” Anna said. “Want the job?”

      Before he could answer, the gymnasium doors swung open, allowing Jack to enter. Melissa was right behind him, and then Keli and Cassi. Good! They were all here. It was time for her to be all leadery.

      Tossing her sword aside, Anna stepped forward and faced them with a smile. “Glad you made it,” she said, nodding. “We will be arriving at Alios in four days, and we're going to make the most of that time.”

      “What did you have in mind?” Cassi asked.

      “I want you all to train for at least two hours a day. Rotate partners so that you get used to multiple fighting styles. This isn't about perfecting your technique. You're all very good at what you do. No, this is about expanding your mind. Slade is constantly hitting us with surprises. I want you to learn to expect the unexpected.”

      “Even me?” Keli asked.

      Cocking her head to one side, Anna raised a thin, red eyebrow. “There some reason why you shouldn't take part, Kel?” she asked. “In fact, you most of all. It'll do you good to learn combat skills outside of your mental abilities. And I want the others to practice against a telepath.”

      “Welp,” Jack said. “You heard the lady.”

      

      Sword fighting.

      It was ridiculous.

      Panting, struggling to fill her lungs, Keli stood on the mat with her sword gripped in both hands. She watched her opponent with some trepidation. Melissa had not hit her even once with a practice sword, but she had won every engagement thus far. The child would stop when her blade was only half an inch away from Keli's skin. It was not fear of pain that made Keli apprehensive. It was the fear of losing. What could she do? The girl was faster and stronger, and that damn alien she carried within her body blocked the only thing that might give Keli an advantage.

      Melissa came forward, swinging.

      Keli barely got her weapon up in time, and the jolt nearly knocked the sword out of her hand. She backed away as the girl pressed her attack. Melissa leaped, twirling in the air like a figure skater, her sword coming around like a propeller blade.

      Keli backed away, but a feather-light cut on her thigh told her that the child had scored a hit. Melissa kept coming.

      “Stop!” Anna yelled.

      Face drenched in sweat, Keli shut her eyes tight. “This is pointless,” she hissed. “I will never be able to keep up with any one of you.”

      “So, don't,” Anna advised. “Use your own advantages.”

      Keli let the tip of her sword drop until it touched the floor. A growl rumbled in her throat. “If I do that,” she snapped, “I will inflict harm on the girl! I could push through her mental defenses, but not without harming her.”

      At the edge of the mat, Anna stood with her arms folded, watching them spar. “You can push a little, Keli,” she said. “They've got to learn how to defend against a telepathic attack.”

      So, Keli listened. She really listened. There wasn't much coming from Melissa. Not with the fog of the alien's mind shrouding her thoughts, but if Keli strained, she could pick up a whiff of…something. Intent. Focus. The girl was about to attack.

      Keli moved first, charging forward before Melissa could put her on the defensive. She could feel the girl's surprise even with the Nassai's obstruction. Keli slashed at her.

      With a quick twist of her body, Melissa brought up her own weapon to deflect the cut and nearly tore the sword out of Keli's hand in the process. That produced fear; so, Keli used that fear. She hurled it all at the girl. Penetrating the fog was nearly impossible, but the sudden jolt of emotion was enough to make Melissa hesitate for half a second.

      Half a second was all Keli needed.

      She poked the girl's belly with the tip of her blade. Melissa stepped back, blinking in surprise. “Nice,” she said. “Do that again. I want to practice.”

      “If you insist,” Keli replied, backing away from the girl with a smile on her face. This was going to be fun.

      

      The instant he walked through his front door, Harry let out a deep sigh of relief. He collapsed against the door. “I need a shower,” he whispered to himself. Jack's dumb, orange cat came over to sit his big rump on the floor and stare up at Harry with his huge green eyes.

      “What do you want?” Harry grumbled.

      Spock just blinked at him.

      Ignoring the cat, Harry lifted his left hand and ordered the N'Jal to project a signal into SlipSpace. The Leyrian Radio Authority might pick up a blip, but it would sound like noise to them. The Overseers had gotten good at hiding their transmissions.

      A second later, his ex-wife was standing at the foot of the stairs with her head bowed. It wasn't really Della. This was just the form the Overseers took when they chose to communicate with him. Until today, Harry would have said that it was just a telepathic projection, but that theory went to shit when Spock arched his back, poofed out his tail and hissed. The big tabby scrambled backward, but he never took his eyes off the spot where Della stood. Could he actually see her? The Overseers seemed not to notice his reaction. Or they just didn't care. Harry couldn't tell which.

      Della looked up at him, and her mouth quirked into a chilling smile. “Nicely done, Mr. Carlson,” she said. “As always, we are impressed by your ingenuity.”

      “So, you're pleased?”

      “Yes,” she replied. “Very pleased. Continue your good work.”
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      The weather on Alios was almost always beautiful; that was one thing that Anna missed about her time on that world. The sky above Caleem Park was a perfect sapphire-blue with fluffy clouds drifting over the tops of buildings that surrounded her on all sides. Many of those buildings had unique architecture. One was shaped almost like an hourglass; another looked more like a pyramid.

      Seven rows of folding chairs were spread throughout the grass in the middle of the park, all facing a stage where the Prime Council and her opponent would give an opening address to their audience. Every one of those chairs was filled. Anna saw people from all walks of life, men and women both young and old.

      There were cameras as well: small, disk-shaped devices with lenses that floated above the crowd. She saw a line of reporters conversing quietly with one another behind the furthest row of chairs.

      In white pants, a black t-shirt and sunglasses, Anna stood by the stage, waiting for the show to begin. She tapped her earpiece to activate the comms. “We're a go in five minutes, boys and girls,” she said. “Give me a status update.”

      “Nothing on this end,” Jack said.

      Anna caught a brief glimpse of him near the edge of the park. He was keeping an eye on the perimeter with a pair of uniformed cops. Tickets to attend this event in person had been distributed through a lottery. In theory, no one would be able to get in without proper identification, but Slade and his goons had a talent for slipping past even the best security measures.

      “Nothing on the northwest corner,” Rajel said in her ear.

      “Northeast is clear as well,” Cassi added.

      Pressing her lips together, Anna looked up to the rooftops of the nearby buildings. The warm sun on her face did nothing to ease the chills that ran down her spine. To say that she was nervous was a massive understatement. “Keli,” she said. “You got anything to report?”

      “The crowd is relatively calm,” Keli replied. “I'm sensing anger from some people. Some of them do not care for Sarona Vason, and others are even less sympathetic to Dusep. But none of them intend violence so far as I can tell. I would have to probe deeper to be absolutely sure.”

      “No,” Anna said. “That's good enough.”

      She spotted Melissa coming her way, pacing a line right in front of the stage. The young woman kept scanning the audience as if she expected someone to jump up and start shooting at any moment.

      Anna spun to face the girl with a soft sigh, forcing a smile that anyone with half a brain would see through. “How are you holding up?” she asked. “Feeling nervous?”

      Casting a glance over her shoulder, Melissa narrowed her eyes as she studied the audience. A sudden shiver went through her, and she gave her head a shake. “Right now, I'm thinking 'paranoid' might be a better adjective.”

      “I bet I know what you're thinking.”

      “What's that.”

      This time, when Anna smiled, it was genuine. “Right now, you're asking yourself, 'Why couldn't my first assignment as a real, true Justice Keeper be something simple like an arm's deal or a terrorist cell?”

      Melissa chuckled, shaking her head. “I've already had my share of terrorist cells,” she replied. “Remember the Sons of Savard?”

      “Don't remind me.”

      A flicker of static in her ear made Anna jump, but then Keli's voice came over the comm system. “Get ready,” she said. “They're starting.”

      The massive speakers on either side of the stage crackled momentarily before a deep voice said, “Assembled guests, I present to you Sarona Vason, the Prime Council of the Leyrian Systems Accord.”

      Thunderous applause serenaded Sarona Vason as she walked on stage in a green jacket and a white, high-collared shirt. A reminder, however subtle, that she had come from the Green Party. The Prime Council was supposed to put aside such allegiances when she assumed office. In theory, her role was that of a mediator. However, Dusep had rallied the Blues with his anti-immigrant rhetoric. And the Greens had been their fiercest opponents.

      The wrinkles on Sarona's dark face only served to make her look that much more distinguished. Her white hair was up in a bun. “Good afternoon,” she said. “I'm glad to see so many of you here on this fine day. And I am pleased to address the millions of you who are watching at home.

      “We've walked a long and difficult road these last five years. When I took office, we had just made contact with Earth. We had learned that the legends of our lost homeworld were true. We stood at a crossroads then, and now we stand at another. The galaxy has changed. We are vulnerable to threats that, just a few years ago, would have been unimaginable.”

      Anna found herself watching the crowd, trying to gauge their mood. It was hard to pin down anything solid. The most she could say was that many of them were fascinated by the Prime Council's words. Or at least…focused. She couldn't shake a sense of unease that kept gnawing at her, and Seth echoing her feelings certainly didn't help matters.

      Humanity had to unite against the Overseers – that much was obvious – but given half a chance, Dusep would push them in the opposite direction. As Prime Council, Sarona Vason could not decree policy, but she could force a vote on any issue. Anna had no strong feelings about the woman one way or the other, but she knew that Sarona had used her position to maintain a balance of perspectives. Dusep would do no such thing. He would force votes when he was sure that he would like the outcome and censure councilors who opposed his rhetoric.

      “In the face of this growing uncertainty,” Sarona went on, “many of you feel the urge to look inward. To cut off contact with our neighbours and to seal ourselves off. The thought of doing so makes you feel safer.”

      Her face was stern, her eyes sharp as she studied the crowd. “But feelings are not always an accurate description of reality,” she said. “In reality, isolationism would put us all at great risk. Hating Earthers. Hating Antaurans or Ragnosians. Hating that which is different: these are the very prejudices that we worked long and hard to overcome. Will we turn our backs on all that progress so easily?”

      Shutting her eyes tight, Anna stiffened at the thought. She tapped her earpiece to activate the microphone. “Perimeter team,” she murmured. “Give me an update.”

      “All clear out here,” Jack replied.

      “Same,” Cassi added.

      Anna took a deep breath to calm herself. So far, so good. This event would be over in ninety minutes. A long ninety minutes for Anna and her team, but she took comfort in the knowledge that two hours from now, she would be sitting down to a quiet dinner.

      Operative Telien's team would be covering the first debate tonight. Which meant that Anna's people would get some much-needed rest. They just had to hold out a little longer.

      

      Pressing his hand against a keypad next to a door at the top of the stairwell, Aiden reached out to the symbiont he now carried and applied a Bending. The power to warp space-time. It was incredible. Energy surged through every cell in his body. He felt the twisting sensation as circuitry within the panel was ripped apart at the molecular level.

      That done, he unclipped a small metal disk from his belt. “Multi-tool active,” he said, touching it to the door. “Program One.”

      Nanobots emerged from the disk and scuttled over the door's surface, crawling into the lock. Normally, buildings had security systems to prevent this sort of thing, low-level EMP fields to disable invasive nanobots. But Aiden had just destroyed those systems with a Bending.

      There was a soft click as the lock turned, and then he opened the door just a crack. Blazing sunlight assaulted his eyes.

      Shielding himself with one hand, Aiden retreated deeper into the shadows. He let his arm drop and blinked. “Those who walk the path of Justice,” he whispered, quoting the Covenant of Layat, “need not fear the light of day.”

      He stood on the landing in an almost skin-tight bodysuit with his face covered and his eyes hidden behind a pair of goggles. With his teeth, he pulled a black glove over the one hand that he had left bare. He couldn't Bend space-time with his hand covered. Well…he could, but it would damage the circuitry in his glove as easily as it had damaged the circuitry in the keypad. “The Leyrian tech has done its job,” he whispered. “Let's see if the Ragnosians are equally competent.”

      One tap at a button on his belt, and he began to ripple and fade away, growing more and more transparent until he was invisible. He watched his arms and legs vanish, which was disconcerting, to say the least. Even the plastic case that he carried in his right hand was gone. He still felt the handle in his grip, but he couldn't see it.

      Gently, he pushed the door all the way open, stepped out onto a flat roof under a clear, blue sky and then pushed it closed again. In the distance, he heard Sarona Vason's booming voice coming through the speakers in Caleem Park. That sound was quickly overshadowed by the soft hum of a security drone. Aiden wanted to jump, but he forced himself to remain still.

      The drone flew past without incident.

      His suit could conceal him in more ways than one. It could render him invisible to the naked eye, yes, but it could also drastically lower his heat emissions so that infrared scanners would not pick up any trace of him.

      He crept across duroplastic coated in photo-voltaic paint and knelt at the north-east corner of the rooftop. The building was on the west side of a street that ran all the way to the border of Caleem park, about a kilometre away.

      He opened the invisible case, and his goggles painted a blue, wire-frame outline of a sniper rifle that no one else could see. He clipped the stock into place and attached the scope. Then he used it to select a target.

      The scope's magnification factor gave him a very good view of the guests seated in several rows of chairs spread across the grass. On the stage, Sarona Vason was standing tall behind the lectern and speaking emphatically. Aiden ignored her. The Prime Council was not his target. Slade would deal with her when the time was right. Aiden's task was to kill a Justice Keeper. It didn't matter which one. Slade just wanted a death to inflame the city's fears.

      He slid his rifle to the left and found Lenai standing at the base of the stage on the west side. Settling the cross-hairs onto her head gave him no satisfaction, he realized. She had done nothing to him personally, and from what he could tell, Lenai was a competent officer, if misguided.

      Another pivot brought his scope in line with Melissa. She was positioned on the east side of the stage, watching the audience with obvious trepidation. Killing her would prove his loyalty to Slade's cause but…No. He couldn't. Not like this. If he was going to kill Melissa, he would do it face to face.

      Adjusting his aim, he noticed Jack Hunter at the southern border of the park. The man was watching the street, focused on potential threats at the ground level. Aiden felt hot hatred in his chest. Hunter had tried to rip a man apart with a Bending, but he got to keep his symbiont and his position? And they said Aiden was unworthy? Yes, killing Jack Hunter would make Slade very happy.

      His finger curled around the trigger.

      

      Standing at the edge of the park with one hand on the grip of his holstered pistol, Jack frowned into the distance. “Everything's still quiet,” he said. “I'm thinking we're in the clear.”

      “Just the same,” Anna said in his ear. “Stay sharp.”

      He felt his lips curl into a smile and nodded slowly. “Always,” he promised. “You just make sure you do the same.” It was the closest that he could get to saying 'I love you' over an open channel. Not that he minded the rest of the team knowing how he felt, but they might think he was being unprofessional if he got all sappy.

      Resuming his task, he took another visual survey of the area. Drialo Avenue was a wide street between two lines of skyscrapers. Ordinarily, that street would be filled with a hundred pedestrians going about their business, but now it was quiet. Everyone had been cleared out for-

      Summer was terrified!

      Without a second's hesitation, Jack put up a Time Bubble. That sudden spike of alarm was something he had never felt before from Summer, and strangely, the instant he was safe within the confines of the bubble, her fear vanished to be replaced with a sense of relief so powerful it made him want to sigh. Instead, he looked around.

      Beyond the bubble's shimmering surface, the world was a blurry mess of wobbly buildings and distorted trees. Everything seemed normal. But Summer would not react like that without cause.

      Jack took two steps to his left.

      When he let the Time Bubble collapse, something whistled past his ear and struck the ground behind him, burying itself in the grass.

      “Sniper!” Jack bellowed.

      Voices cried out in shock.

      Dropping to one knee, Jack drew his pistol and used spatial awareness to calculate the bullet's trajectory. Four buildings down on the west side of the street. He fired several times without hesitation.

      

      Aiden gasped when Jack Hunter blurred out of the line of fire in the very instant that he pulled the trigger. Instead of killing the other man, Aiden's bullet hit the ground and sent clumps of dirt flying. People were already screaming; he could hear them even at this distance.

      Desperate, frantic, Aiden tried to adjust his aim. Maybe he could get off a second shot before he had to retreat. When he centred the cross-hairs on Hunter once again, the other man was down on one knee in the grass…and pointing his pistol directly at Aiden.

      Aiden threw himself sideways just before something smashed through the scope of his gun. Another bullet grazed his right shoulder, ripping a gash in his suit and exposing a thin strip of his flesh.

      The cloak failed in that area, and part of Aiden's upper arm was now visible. Oh, Bleakness take him! This should have been easy. He was well beyond the range of Jack's spatial awareness. There was no way the other man could have sensed him. And with the cloak providing invisibility, there was no chance that Jack might have caught a glimpse of him. So, how could the man have known? Aiden couldn't believe that Hunter would just happen to erect a Time Bubble mere seconds before a bullet went through his head.

      Ignoring those questions, he scurried away from the ledge so that his enemies could not get a clear shot at him. Then he disassembled the rifle, returned it to its case and fled into the stairwell.

      Halfway down the first flight, he disabled the cloak and let himself become visible again. There was no point in maintaining it now. Not with the suit damaged. Aiden had failed in his task, and Slade would not be pleased.

      

      People were out of their seats and running in all directions, trying to get out of the park before the sniper took another shot. Over the cacophony of voices, Melissa heard Anna talking.

      The other woman was crouching near the corner of the stage with her pistol in one hand, scanning the distant buildings for some sign of the shooter. “Rooftop Team,” she snapped. “What have you got?”

      A brief moment of silence was followed by Anna sighing. “What do you mean you can't see him?” she snarled. “The door opened and closed on its own…Well, that's just bloody brilliant.”

      Ignoring her, Melissa climbed up on stage to join the patrol of uniformed guards who had clustered around the Prime Council. Sarona Vason was spooked. You could see it in her eyes.

      Backing up with her pistol drawn, its muzzle pointed toward the shooter's rooftop, Melissa took a deep breath. “Madame Prime Council,” she said. “I will be escorting you and your team through the evacuation route.”

      “Thank you, Agent Carlson,” Sarona murmured.

      Melissa almost dropped her gun when the shock hit her. The Prime Council knew who she was? Recovering her wits in a heartbeat, she put that out of her mind and went with the guards through the backstage exit.

      That took them down a small set of stairs to the field on the north side of the park. Men and women in heavy armour formed two lines around their group, each one carrying a portable force-field generator.

      Melissa scanned the nearby buildings for any sign of trouble, but there was nothing she could spot with the naked eye. She was pretty damn sure that Sarona Vason was not the sniper's target anyway. If he was aiming for the stage, then his shot was off by at least three hundred feet. So, either he was the worst sniper in the world…or he had been trying to kill Jack.

      “Ma'am,” one of the Prime Council's aides said, “We're going to have to cancel the debate tonight.”

      Sarona Vason continued onward with her eyes fixed dead ahead, not even bothering to acknowledge the young man with a glance. “Absolutely not,” she insisted. “I will not be bullied by a terrorist. If we show weakness, Dusep will use it against us.”

      Melissa was right behind them with her gun pointed down at the ground, frowning as she glanced left and right. “I don't think you were the target anyway,” she muttered to herself.

      “Very astute, Agent Carlson,” the Prime Council replied. “Perhaps you would like to share your observations with the group?”

      A blush put some colour in Melissa's cheeks. She had not intended for the other woman to hear that, but she was in it now. “A trained sniper might miss by a few inches,” she said, “but that shot was off by a hundred metres. There's no way they were trying to hit you.”

      She could only see the back of Sarona Vason's head, but she still felt an incredible surge of relief when the other woman nodded. “I reached the same conclusion,” the Prime Council said. “This attack was not about me.”

      On the north side of the park, they found the Prime Council's limo – a long, black car decked out in force-field generators and ballistic glass – waiting by the curb. With a great deal of urgency, Sarona Vason was ushered into the back of the vehicle. Her aides went in next, and then some of the armoured guards.

      Melissa turned to go.

      “Agent Carlson,” the Prime Council called out.

      Pausing in mid-step, Melissa turned back to the other woman. Her brow furrowed in confusion. “Ma'am?” Anxiety tied her stomach in knots. If her performance had been lacking in some way…

      She could see Sarona leaning forward to peer out the open door. “Join us, please,” the Prime Council said. “I would appreciate your insight.”

      “Um…Yes, ma'am.”

      

      An hour later, when the commotion had died down, Jack was sitting in the back of an automated car with Anna. His girlfriend kept glancing in his direction and frowning; he could tell that she was worried.

      Closing his eyes, Jack let his head hang. He touched two fingers to his forehead. “I'm all right,” he assured her. “The bullet didn't even touch me.”

      Anna sat with her shoulders hunched up, staring mournfully into her lap. “Yes, but it got pretty close,” she muttered. “I don't know, I just…I can't bear the thought of losing you, you know?”

      “You're not gonna lose me.”

      A moment later, she was looking at him, those icy blue eyes of hers trying to bore a hole in his skull. “How did you do it?” she asked. “How did you know that someone was going to take a shot at you?”

      Tilting his head back, Jack blinked a few times as he considered it. “It wasn't me,” he answered. “It was Summer. Right before it happened, she had this moment of…panic, and I just trusted her.”

      Anna gave him a smooch on the cheek. “Well, I'm glad you did,” she whispered. “But maybe you should ask her about it.”

      That was a wonderful idea. Jack let his mind drift, willing himself into a relaxed state that would allow him to commune with his Nassai. With Anna holding his hand, it was easy.

      The world began to fade, growing darker and darker until he was floating inside an endless void. Sheer nothingness in all directions. For a very brief moment, he was nothing, but then sensation began to return.

      Sound came first, then touch. He heard the chirping of birds and felt stone beneath his feet. The darkness receded, and he saw that he was standing in the middle of a garden, surrounded by rose bushes and flower beds full of yellow tulips and purple lilies. He could smell the flowers.

      His actual body was still in the car with Anna, but this virtual world was as real to him as his waking life. He came here often to speak with Summer.

      On cue, she stepped out from behind one of the bushes and stood before him in a strapless white dress, blonde hair cascading over her shoulders. Her smile was warm and inviting. “It's good to see you again, my host.”

      “How did you know?”

      Turning gracefully on her heel, Summer clipped a rose with a pair of scissors that appeared in her hand the moment she needed them. “Straight to business then?” she said. “No time for pleasantries.”

      Jack stood on the narrow path with his arms folded, glaring at her. At first, he tried to convey irritation, but then he realized that he didn't have to convey anything. Summer knew his every thought. “Hey, you saved my life today,” he countered. “I don't think it's totally unreasonable that I might like to understand how you did it.”

      “You call it spatial awareness.”

      Jack blinked as if somebody had just thrown a glass of water in his face. “Spatial awareness,” he said. “I couldn't sense him with spatial awareness.”

      It startled him when Summer answered that with soft, delicate laughter. She offered him the flower that she had cut, and Jack took a moment to enjoy its scent. After all, she had gone out of her way to fill this mental construct with sights and sounds and smells that he would find soothing. The least he could do was enjoy it.

      “You are correct,” Summer agreed. “The shooter was too far away for either of us to detect his presence. I did not sense him at all. I sensed the bullet.”

      “The bullet.”

      “Yes.”

      “But the bullet hadn't arrived yet.”

      She was smiling at him the way Lauren did whenever he asked a stupid question, which made it that much more irritating when she reached up to pat his cheek. “You call it spatial awareness,” Summer explained. “But a more accurate name for the phenomenon would be spatial-temporal awareness.”

      “Because space and time are one.”

      “Humans,” Summer went on, “can only perceive three dimensions. You experience time as a linear flow from one moment to the next. But this is not an accurate depiction of reality. It is a limitation of human perception. You cannot imagine a four-dimensional object; so, you cannot use spatial awareness to its full potential. Nassai, however, perceive all four dimensions simultaneously.

      Jack stood there, slack-jawed, trying to work it all out in his head. Was she really saying what he thought she was saying? “Summer,” he stammered. “Are you trying to tell me that you can see the future?”

      “With varying degrees of clarity.”

      “So, you saw…”

      “I saw your death,” she said in a tone that was far too matter-of-fact for the subject matter. “At a moment when the probability was solid enough to be near certainty.”

      Drawing in a shuddering breath, Jack walked to a bench near the path and sat there. He set his elbows on his thighs, resting his chin on laced fingers. “If…you can do this,” he whispered. “Why don't you do it more often?”

      Summer laughed again.

      “What's so funny?”

      “Your linear perception of time strikes again.”

      Summer extended her hand over the concrete path, and an image of Leo appeared. Jack felt an instant flash of rage, but the other man was just standing there, ready for a brawl but not moving.

      Another version of Jack appeared, a simulation who stood with his fists up, ready to respond to whatever Leo threw at him. Both men were frozen, locked in place as Summer inspected them. “The future is not a single, linear path,” Summer began. “It is a multitude of timelines existing concurrently.”

      Suddenly, there were three Leos, all moving in slow motion. One drew back his arm for a punch. Another shifted his balance to begin a kick. The third was backing away, trying to gain a moment to catch his breath.

      And then there were nine Jack's, three in front of each Leo, each one offering a different response to what his enemy did. One Jack, in front of the punching Leo, leaned back and raised a hand to deflect the blow. Another ducked to evade it outright, The third Jack prepared himself for an arm hold.

      One of the Jacks in front of the kicking Leo was jumping to begin a kick of his own. Another was backing away. It was…a confusing mess. And just when he thought it couldn't get any worse, twenty-seven new Leos appeared.

      “Okay! Okay!” Jack said. “Stop!”

      But Summer ignored him. With another wave of her hand, she changed the image slightly so that some of the Jacks and some of the Leos became transparent. On second look, he realized that they were all transparent, but some were more solid than others. “The more probable an event is,” Summer went on. “The more clearly I can perceive it.”

      She spun to face him with fists on her hips, wearing a stern expression that would make his mother proud. “Given your accelerated reflexes and those of your opponents, sometimes, I only become certain that you're about to be punched in the face after it's already too late to prevent it. Ironically, the fact that you were not aware of the sniper made your death more probable and allowed me to perceive it with greater clarity.”

      “Whoa…” Jack whispered.

      “And we are limited by what I can share in the heat of the moment.” She walked over and stood right in front of him. “I cannot put specific thoughts in your head. I can only choose how strongly I wish you to experience my emotions. I can warn you that something is wrong, but I cannot give you specifics as to the nature of the problem.”

      “Right.”

      With a sigh, Summer turned around and sat down beside him. She put a hand on his shoulder. “Now, ask yourself this,” she said. “In the moment just before the sniper fired, I allowed you to experience an overwhelming sense of panic and dread. If I did that all the time – if I tried to warn you like that when the threat was minimal, a certainty that one of your enemy's kicks would land true – would you have reacted as quickly as you did when I warned you about the sniper?”

      “No,” Jack admitted.

      “So, now you understand my dilemma,” Summer concluded. “I must reserve such warnings for moments when the danger is extreme and when I am certain of the outcome of not warning you.”

      Rising in one fluid motion, she glided across the width of the path to the bushes on the other side. She remained there for a little while with her back turned. “You humans,” she murmured. “The truth is, Jack, that I am very impressed. Even with my warning, the probability of your death was incredibly high.”

      She turned partway around and looked over her shoulder, a lock of her golden hair falling over one eye. “But you trusted me,” she whispered. “You always have. You treat me like an equal partner. You dignify me with a name. You listen to me. My emotions are not just background noise to you.”

      She plucked a rose, studied it for a moment, and then, with a frown, she let it fall from her hand. “So many of you do the exact opposite,” she lamented. “It wasn't always that way…But now, too many Justice Keepers ignore their Nassai.”

      Jack stood up slowly, his face tight with sadness. “You're right,” he said, nodding. “They do…And maybe it's time we changed that.”

      When Jack came out of the trance, he found Anna watching him intently, and he could tell that she was nervous. He put his arm around her, and she snuggled up with her head on his chest. “Everything's going to be all right,” he assured her. “It's going to be better than all right.”

      “How so?”

      “Because,” Jack whispered. “We have an advantage we didn't even know about, and I'm going to teach you how to use it.”
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      They gave her a plate of leafy greens, chopped carrots, tomatoes and cucumbers in a vinaigrette dressing. Melissa took it and ate with silent enthusiasm. The salad was quite delicious, but every time she started to relax, something reminded her that she was sitting across from the Prime Council. Her general policy of “if you don't know what to say, say nothing at all,” seemed prudent.

      This dining room on the upper floors of a hotel in downtown Arinas was decorated with round, stained-glass windows in shades of pink. A simple, white table – just a long rectangle with ten chairs – was cluttered with the empty plates left behind by the Prime Council's aides. Humanoid serving bods moved throughout the room, retrieving dishes and flatware.

      Sarona Vason sat at the head of that table, picking at the last bits of her meal. The woman looked up just long enough to hit Melissa with a cautious stare before she went back to her plate.

      One of her aides, a man of average height with copper skin and thick eyebrows, stood at her side. “Ma'am,” he said. “I really think-”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “But surely after this afternoon's debacle.”

      Leaning back with her arms folded, the Prime Council sniffed disdainfully. “The debate will go on as planned,” she insisted. “I've already explained to you that I am not willing to show fear in the face of violence.”

      The young man accepted that with some resignation, nodding as if he knew that his attempts to advise caution would prove fruitless. “Very well,” he said. “I will confer with councilor Dusep's people, and we will see if we can-”

      He was cut off by the sound of muffled voices beyond the door. Somebody was yelling, which put Melissa on edge. Oh, how she wished they had let her keep her pistol. It seemed only natural that any guest of the Prime Council would have to be unarmed, but if this was an attack…

      “You can let him in,” Sarona Vason said.

      “Ma'am?”

      “Trust me.”

      No sooner did she finish saying that than Jeral Dusep burst through the door and came striding across the room. A short, compact man in a blue coat, he seemed to sneer at everything he saw. “It's funny,” he said. “You manage to give at least half of your speech before a sniper takes a shot that misses you by almost half a kilometre, and then the event is canceled before I can present a rebuttal. A suspicious mind might wonder if the timing was deliberate.”

      “You can't be serious,” Sarona barked.

      Dusep came to an abrupt halt about five feet away from her chair, standing tall with his shoulders square. His face might have been carved from stone. “I am deadly serious,” he replied. “We agreed on equal time.”

      Dabbing her mouth with a napkin, Sarona rose from her seat. She turned to him and scoffed. “Well, you'll forgive me, Jeral,” she said. “I'm afraid I didn't brief the assassins on our agreement.”

      That put some colour in Dusep's face, and he stiffened as if holding back his anger. “My supporters won't stand for this,” he said. “I will be conducting a rally tonight at Draynoth Stadium.”

      “Be my guest.”

      “Ah,” Dusep countered. “So, now you try to appear unfazed.”

      With a sigh, the Prime Council picked up her glass of wine and lifted it almost as if she were toasting the man. “Jeral, you've been skirting the line of hate speech for over a year now.” She took a sip. “I look forward to the day when you cross it because, on that day, your career is over.”

      “In a few weeks, I will be in office. There will be-”

      “You think the Prime Council is not bound by our laws?” Sarona raised an eyebrow to indicate what she thought of that. “It doesn't matter if you win this election. You'll slip eventually. It's who you are.”

      Turning on his heel, Dusep strode to the door and paused there. For a moment, it looked as though he planned to make one last biting comment, but he thought better of it and left without another word.

      Melissa felt the knot of tension in her chest unravelling. Ilia's disgust with that man was so strong it was almost hard to think when Dusep was in the room. She knew that if Dusep had his way, Earthers who had come to Leyria for protection would suddenly find themselves alone and friendless.

      “Now,” Sarona murmured, taking her seat once again. “Perhaps you could give me some time with Agent Carlson?”

      Her young aide nodded and then followed Dusep out the door. If Melissa had been nervous before, she was downright petrified now. Facing death was one thing. Trying to impress the leader of the Leyrian Systems Alliance was quite another. What could Sarona Vason want with a new Justice Keeper fresh out of training?

      Melissa had an answer before she could even voice the question.

      The Prime Council sat with her elbows on the arms of her chair, fingers steepled in front of her mouth. “You're a shy one, aren't you?” she muttered. “I don't believe you said one word throughout the entire meal.”

      Licking her lips, Melissa glanced down into her lap for a moment. Only a moment. It took some doing, but she forced herself to make eye-contact. “I am not experienced in the ways of politics.”

      “That will soon change.”

      “Regardless,” Melissa went on. “I didn't want to offer opinions on subjects that I'm not qualified to speak on.”

      That put a smile on the other woman's face. “May the Companion have mercy!” Sarona exclaimed. “Until I met you, I didn't believe that Justice Keepers were capable of such humility.”

      Clearing her throat, Melissa picked up her glass of water and took a sip. “Is there something that I can help you with, ma'am?”

      “Tell me about Earth.”

      “About Earth?”

      “The relationship between our two worlds is even more important in light of the threat from Ragnos. The truth is that I had hoped – perhaps foolishly – to one day make your world an official signatory of the Leyrian Accords.”

      Melissa gasped.

      Doing that would make all Earth-born humans into Leyrian citizens, granting them the right to vote in Leyrian elections and access to the basic rights and freedoms outlined in the Accords. And since there were almost as many Earthers as there were Leyrians, it might not go over well. Melissa could see why the Prime Council had kept such plans to herself. Dusep would have a field day with that information. “That…might not work out,” she said. “I can see a bunch of objections from both your people and mine.”

      The right to medical care was guaranteed in the Leyrian Charter, and the right to basic living essentials as well. Rights that were not embraced by many of Earth's nations. Such a union would be difficult, to say the least.

      “It would take time to bring your people into the Accords,” Sarona said. “But I do believe that it's worth doing.”

      “And you think I can help you?”

      “You can give me some perspective,” Sarona explained. “I don't believe I've ever had an in-depth conversation with someone from your world. And you strike me as an astute young woman.”

      “Well…” Melissa said, “then I'd be happy to help.”

      

      The local Keepers had given Larani an office on the fifth floor of their headquarters in Arinas. Anna strode through the door to find the chief director standing by the window and looking down upon the street below. She could already tell that Larani was feeling dismayed. She didn't know the other woman all that well – they had never been close – but she had worked with Larani enough that she would blame herself for the fact that a potential assassin got close enough to actually take a shot. Well, she would have to share that blame because Anna was intent on helping herself to a sizable chunk of it.

      “Report,” Larani barked.

      Anna marched across the room with her head down, stopping right in front of the desk. She forced herself to look up and blinked. “I've had forensics going over every inch of the rooftop the shooter used.”

      “What did they find?”

      “The building is used by a team of researchers working on new pharmaceuticals,” Anna replied. “Rooftop access is restricted to those with a passcode. Our team analyzed the keypad and found micro-abrasions in the circuit pathways. Just enough damage to prevent the automated systems from disabling nanobots that tried to tamper with the lock.”

      Slowly, Larani turned around, and the golden sunlight behind her almost made her into a silhouette, a shadow that glared disapproval at the woman who brought her bad news. “What could do such damage?”

      “The circuitry was ripped apart on a molecular level,” Anna said. “And the only thing I know that can do that and leave no visible marks is a Bending. Which can only mean one thing…”

      “Slade.”

      Anna dropped into the chair in front of Larani's desk, folding her hands in her lap as she let out a sigh. “We knew he was coming,” she said. “This shouldn't surprise us.”

      “We had drones scanning those rooftops,” Larani countered. “Why didn't they pick up movement or a thermal signature?”

      “The forensics team found a piece of fabric on the rooftop,” Anna explained. “It's the same material that we confiscated from the two men who attacked Director Andalon in his apartment. Cloaking technology.”

      It shocked Anna when Larani yanked her own chair out from underneath the desk and shoved it across the room with enough force to send it crashing into the wall. The other woman was snarling. “Brilliant!” she growled. “So, Slade has access to Ragnosian weaponry. Which means he must be working with them.”

      Anna paused for a second before answering. She had never seen Larani this angry before. The woman was an exemplar of professionalism: calm, cool and collected at all times. Formal to a fault.

      “We shouldn't assume anything,” Anna said. Bleakness take her, she wasn't used to being the calm, level-headed one. “Slade might have stolen the technology.”

      Larani turned her back on Anna, standing before the window with her arms crossed. “Perhaps you're right,” she rasped. “But I still don't like it.”

      “Permission to speak freely, ma'am.”

      That made Larani tense up. The woman looked over her shoulder with suspicion in her eyes. “You've never asked me for such permission before.” A moment of tense silence passed before Larani finally said, “Permission granted.”

      Craning her neck to meet the other woman's gaze, Anna narrowed her eyes. “This isn't your fault,” she said, shaking her head. “You followed security protocols to the letter. You assigned your best people to protect the Prime Council.”

      “I knew the danger was real!” Larani snapped. “That data that we decoded made it pretty clear that Slade would make a move against the Prime Council, and I let her go out there anyway!”

      “With all due respect, ma'am,” Anna cut in. “That wasn't your choice to make. You did everything you could.”

      Larani slumped against the window, head hanging. “I know,” she whispered. “But I should have…I should have brought Slade in two years ago. I should have listened when Jack tried to tell me that he was dirty.”

      Anna wasn't sure what made her do it. Before she even realized it, she was out of her chair and moving around the desk. She threw her arms around Larani, and the other woman sobbed in her embrace.

      Larani pulled away, sniffling as she wiped tears from her cheeks. “I'm sorry,” she muttered. “I shouldn't indulge in such displays of emotion.”

      Grinning, Anna felt a sudden warmth in her face. She lowered her eyes and did her best not to chuckle. “This is me you're talking to, remember? After all the times I've lost my temper, the least I can do is let you vent.”

      “I appreciate that, Operative Lenai.”

      “Just call me Anna.”

      When she looked up, Larani was smiling. “Very well, Anna,” she said. “Now…As pleased as I am to see that Agent Hunter survived the attempt on his life, how exactly did he avoid sniper fire?”

      “Well,” Anna said. “That's an interesting story.”

      

      Draynoth Stadium wasn't exactly packed, but it wasn't exactly empty either. The place could seat about a hundred thousand people, give or take, and at least ten thousand of those seats were filled, most down in the lower levels.

      Dusep was on stage, behind the lectern and gesticulating wildly. “How many of you feel left behind?” he shouted with his hands in the air. “Left behind by policies that are more concerned with appeasing strangers than serving our own people?”

      It was a speech that Jack must have heard at least fifty times since he had started working with Larani. Oh, the words changed, but the sentiments remained the same. It would take maybe ten minutes to find similar rhetoric in any of Earth's history books. Natives, good! Foreigners, bad! Fear that which is different! Grr! Jack had hoped that Leyria was past this sort of thing.

      “So, she warned you with fear?” Rajel asked.

      Jack stood with hands gripping a metal railing, leaning forward to watch the crowd below. “That's the gist of it,” he muttered. “If we listen to our Nassai more, it'll go a long way toward keeping us alive.”

      Rajel was next to him with his back against the railing, scoffing as if Jack had just said the most obvious thing in the world. “Sighted people…” he lamented. “It's like you tune out awareness of everything else.”

      “We should probably focus on the rally.”

      “Why's that?” Rajel countered. “You really think he's going to say something that we haven't heard a million times before?”

      The man had a point. But Larani had sent them to keep tabs on Councilor Dusep, and even if he didn't trust her instincts on this one, Jack would want to monitor the situation. Speeches like this got people fired up. It was only a matter of time before violence erupted. Maybe one of these people would bump into an Antauran immigrant on the way home. Maybe all that bubbling anger would rise to the surface.

      “We have a lot to be proud of!” Dusep exclaimed. “The first human civilization to achieve interstellar flight! Ours is a legacy worth defending!”

      Biting his lower lip, Jack listened to the councilor's rhetoric. He shook his head slowly. “It's not Dusep we have to worry about,” he murmured to Rajel. “It's the people hanging on his every word.”

      Slamming a closed fist down on the lectern, Dusep growled like a caged animal. “I never thought we would be having this conversation, folks!” he said. “But I have to stand here in front of you and explain why the Systems Council gave away one of the colony worlds! I have to tell you why your friends and your families have been displaced!”

      The crowd started jeering and hissing.

      Dusep, now as calm as a frozen lake, only shrugged and answered them with a sheepish grin. “There's no excuse, folks,” he went on. “No excuse. You're going to have to accept an uncomfortable truth. Your government cares about appeasing the Antaurans! They care about appeasing the Ragnosians! They do not care about you!”

      That stoked more than a few tempers. Jack saw at least two hundred people rising from their seats and clapping. Some whistled, others shook their fists. It wasn't very long before everyone else was on their feet.

      “They don't!” Dusep said over the noise. “They don't!”

      Jack couldn't help himself; without even intending it, he started tuning the man out. There was only so much of that you could listen to without succumbing to the urge to stick an ice-pick in your brain.

      He found himself watching Dusep's aides. There was a small pack of them near the stairs that led up to the stage: three men and two women, all dressed in blue. One, a tall fellow with neatly-trimmed brown hair, couldn't take his eyes off the councilor.

      “See someone you know?” Rajel asked.

      Jack stood up straight, blowing air through puckered lips. “Just Dusep's people,” he answered. “Larani told me about some of them. The man doesn't attract as much support as Sarona Vason, but he does have his share of true believers.”

      “Anyone in particular?”

      “Matao Zaranthel,” Jack said softly. “The guy practically worships Dusep.” It was very likely that if the councilor somehow won the election, Zaranthel would become his chief of staff.

      Tossing his head back, Rajel frowned as he mulled that over. “Never heard of him,” he said. “There some reason you're focused on him instead of the vaguely-human-shaped vitriol dispenser?”

      “He just rubs me the wrong way,” Jack muttered. “It's not really something I can put my finger on.”

      “Right,” Rajel muttered. “Well, I think we've heard everything we need to hear. So, why don't we grab a drink and then file a report-”

      He cut off when his multi-tool started buzzing and squawking in his pocket. Jack's was going bonkers too, and one quick look around the stadium made it clear that they weren't the only ones. Even Dusep had stopped his speech to check the status updates. Which could only mean that this was a general alert.

      Rajel had the metal disk of his multi-tool clutched tightly in his hand, and he raised it to his ear to hear the update. Jack checked his as well, and he nearly gasped when he read the message. Proceed to shelter areas. Multiple incoming warp signatures detected.

      The colony was under attack.
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