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        Book 4 in the Relic Saga

      

      

      Ten years after sealing the Time Rift, Horizon Roman thinks Kalecca’s future is finally safe—until the jungle goes silent, Seer Sickness returns, and a vision shows her older self handing a forbidden book to the alien who once nearly erased Kalecca from existence. To stop the Rift from opening a second time, Horizon must untangle the knots of her own past, face the legacy of Ravenne, and risk becoming the very anomaly that unravels the timeline she loves.

      

      Genre: science fantasy with time-travel and adventure stakes

      

      Trigger Warning

      This book contains death (off screen), violence, child neglect, emotional distress, and creepy crawlies.
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      Horizon hooked her knees around the trunk and reached for the blossom that glowed between two branches. The xanthia was worth more than gold back at Wolf Haven as a healing tonic, trade stock, and survival itself, but only if she cut it just right.

      Her stomach swooped when she glanced down the hundred-foot drop to the ground. She wasn’t stupid enough to look twice. She forced her gaze on the petals: pink edged in blue, shimmering with veins of liquid gold.

      Knife steady, she pried away the thick green growth. One flick, and the blossom came free. She slid it into her tray, capped the extraction tube as glittering sap swirled into it, and tucked the vial against her chest to keep it warm. Conservation mattered as much as harvest. Duff, her dad, had drilled that into her. Always giving back. So she brushed pollen from a purple flower across the next blossoms, then red, then orange.

      The canopy breathed with her, leaf-whisper and insect buzz settling into a rhythm. For a moment it felt like she belonged here.

      Then everything stopped.

      No leaves rustling. No skittering bugs. No flapping wings.

      Only the faint hiss of silence. And beneath it, the pulse of distant drums and faint voices that rose in a chant.

      Her fingers tightened on the bark. Chanting? Out here? The jungle never stilled unless something was watching.

      The sound persisted for a few moments before it bled away. An arrow frog cheeped, tentative, as if the jungle itself was pretending nothing had happened.

      Horizon swallowed and started down the rope ladder, knife ready. Even with the demons gone, humans were not always at the top of the food chain. She waited for something to be different, but the walk back to the village felt normal. The noises of the jungle trilled in the background. The normalcy made her stomach twist in foreboding.

      She skirted the creek and climbed up the hill. The small village peeked out between the trees. Her ghost leopard paced just outside the village's stone wall, his pale coat rippling with the light like mist through leaves. He was too close to the walls. Too close to the humans who would be afraid of him.

      Horizon's heart tightened. She remembered the trembling cub she'd pulled out of a root-snarl years ago, when its mother hadn't come back. Against everyone's better judgment, she'd nursed him on scraps and hidden him in the canopy until he could hunt on his own.

      Now Shadow was sleek and dangerous, but when her boots crunched the path, he stilled and his gaze met hers. Not predator to prey, but something else. Recognition.

      She unlatched the gate and whispered, "Not past here. This is as close as you come."

      The ghost leopard flicked his tail once, slow, as if he understood, then melted back into the greenery. He was always waiting for her.

      Horizon walked into the tiny guardhouse. Kedrick's black hair almost blocked the book on the table as he bent over it, reading. She cleared her throat, and he jerked up to look at her.

      "You scared me!" he huffed, his hand flat against his chest.

      "Aren't you supposed to be a lookout?" She glanced out the large window that faced the path she'd just come from.

      "Nothing ever happens here. Same five trees, same five birds, same cranky Horizon walking up the path." He rolled his eyes.

      "Someday you might wish you had paid more attention."

      "Yeah. Yeah. We haven't needed a guard in years." Kedrick put a bookmark in his book.

      Horizon shook her head. The world had been far less dangerous since the Time Rift closed ten years ago but the drums in the jungle made her uneasy. "Just be careful. Where's Dad?"

      "In Wolf Haven proper. He's at the orphanage."

      Her heart stopped and she swallowed hard. Duff usually only went to the building when something was wrong. "Did we get another batch of orphans?"

      "No." Kedrick shook his head. "The previous batch all found homes almost instantly. The Perdita clan was well-liked and their survivors will be well cared for."

      Horizon let out her breath. The jungle was still dangerous between the animals and natural disasters. The Perdita clan's village had been hit by a mudslide a month ago. She still saw the Perdita boy’s bare feet caked in dried mud from the slide that erased his village. She'd brought him home and alerted the town.

      Kedrick squeezed her shoulder. "Go see him. I have a book to read."

      She made her way out of the guardhouse to the small ring of tents and smaller huts that huddled close to the door to Wolf Haven. Even after ten years, most were afraid to live outside of it.

      The door hung in the middle of the clearing, wood and iron suspended on nothing. Horizon didn’t care how the tech worked; every time she saw it, her stomach did the same little jump. When she stepped through she'd be on the moon, but if she were to go around to the other side, there wouldn't be a door. Just a clear view of the houses, fence, and guard shack.

      She turned the handle and stepped through.
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      Horizon braced for the lurch that never came. She always expected some physical response to the distance she'd just traveled by stepping through the door. There never was one because the door was stable and calibrated. Whatever that meant.

      Her next breath took in cold, crisp air without the humidity or jungle scents. The sky above flickered, but no one else would notice. The trees swayed in a breeze she could barely feel. The sync between Kalecca and the base wasn't too far off today.

      Wolf Haven was just the same as she'd seen it last. The buildings stood freshly painted around the square. The square itself was alive with tables full of trade goods. People lingered on corners and laughter filled the air. A few people grinned when they saw her and waved before going back to their conversation.

      "Horizon." Ved, one of the main people in the Balint clan, nodded. His son of maybe three clung to his pants, looking up at her with wide brown eyes. He ducked his head and hid behind his dad's legs. The kid was such a cutie. Ved seemed like such a great dad.

      What would it have been like to have a dad when she'd been that young? That thought paused her steps. She hadn't met her biological father. He had been long out of the picture before she'd died the first time. Duff was an amazing dad. She had no memories, just a single picture hidden in one of her biological mother's drawers. It would still be nice to know something about the man who had been married to her biological mother.

      Which was silly, as her father had probably died hundreds of years ago because of how far she'd been pulled through time when Willow had rescued her. No, she would never know anything about him. She shook off the thoughts and walked to the orphanage.

      The door was open, and Duff sat at the kitchen table with a pen and paper. He looked relaxed, so there must not be any kids in trouble.

      "Hey, Dad. Whatcha doing?"

      He looked up from the page and grinned at her. "I am designing a cake for Willow's birthday."

      Horizon chuckled. Growing up, there had always been cake on every birthday. Heck, sometimes even half-birthdays for the younger kids.

      "I'm not sure you can top the Giraffosaurus-themed cake from last year." The kids had each gotten a Giraffosaurus. Marty and Matty had their Giraffosaurus fight, flinging frosting everywhere.

      Duff chuckled. "I have to try, but that's not why you are here. What's up, kiddo?"

      "I got some xanthia blossoms." She pulled out two of her containers.

      "Thank you. Our supply was low from…" He cleared his throat and set the vials in the fridge. "From the mudslide."

      She squeezed his shoulder. Her dad always seemed so tough, but he felt deeply. "I'm glad I could help."

      "You always do." He smiled and sat, frowning at the sketch. "Taking the rest to Rin?"

      "Yes, and I have a test to take." Even having Rin as her sponsor didn't guarantee that Horizon could take the test to get into the Company. The test would be the culmination of all her hard work. She needed to do something to help the family that had helped her so long ago.

      "I know you will do great. You studied hard." He pursed his lips and glanced down again. "Maybe a giant butterfly?"

      Horizon laughed and kissed his forehead. "She'll love whatever you make."

      She'd been so lucky all those years ago. Everything got far less scary after the Rift closed. She'd had a loving family and plenty of opportunity to try things. "I'll leave you to design the cake."

      He got up and hugged her. "You'll be at dinner tomorrow?"

      "Yes, but you know tomorrow is not Mom's birthday." Unless Horizon lost more time than she thought in the jungle, they actually had a month until Willow's birthday.

      "How else am I going to surprise her?" Duff smirked.

      Horizon shook her head and headed to the central trading post, which was the one and only place that had a permanent portal to the Company headquarters—located on yet another moon base. The small room had a single desk and a door behind the desk.

      Nyla looked up slowly and grinned. Her hair was done in coils of braids that towered six inches or so above her head.

      "Gabriel did it?" Horizon pointed up to her braids.

      "Yup. I'm still getting used to it, but I love it. Are you ready?"

      "Of course!" She’d studied for the test. It was one of the requirements for an off-planet job posting.

      Her belly swooped, remembering when she'd gotten so sick when Ravenne had tried to take her off the planet as a child. But that had been before the Time Rift had been closed. The idea of leaving the planet or its moon left a strange tightening in her gut. It was just excitement.

      "Go right in. Rin is expecting you."

      Nyla rearranged the levers in a familiar pattern and connected the tunnel that led over to the Company's bubble on the moon. This tunnel was much more flexible than the one from the surface to Wolf Haven. Maybe if she got a job with the Company she could even see the scientists' dome – the third and final dome on Kalecca’s moon, one she’d never seen—only heard about.

      She walked out of the tunnel directly into Rin's office.

      "Horizon, you are right on time," Rin said, hugging her. Gabriel's warm, resin-and-oil scent clung to her clothes. "I have the desk all ready for you."

      Horizon sat at the small desk Rin had in the corner of her office. A stack of papers sat on her desk. It had twenty-five pages with questions on everything from supply chains and margins to near-light-speed freight math. Hopefully, she'd studied all the right things.

      "You ready?" Rin asked.

      Horizon took a breath and nodded. She could do this. Score eighty-five. Get the job.

      "Begin." Rin started the timer.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      "Time." Rin's voice broke Horizon out of her thoughts.

      She looked around in confusion. How long had she been sitting here?

      "Are you okay?" Rin asked softly.

      Horizon looked down at the last page. The question was answered, but she'd filled the blank spaces between the questions with pictures. A group of people with drums on their laps. But the bodies were not quite right. Behind them and partially hidden was a man's face. Half of his face was lost behind the drummers, but he looked familiar. How could he when there was no one from Wolf Haven or any of the communities that looked like him? His pale skin and almost white hair were like nothing she'd seen.

      "Can I see that?" Rin gestured to the paper.

      "Sure."

      Rin picked it up, and the closer she looked at it, the more her face paled. She stilled, staring at Horizon's doodle. Her fingers tightened on the paper.

      "Where did you see this?" Rin's voice was quiet, her words slow as if she chose with care.

      "They are just doodles." The nervous beat of her heart called that a lie. She didn't remember actually drawing them.

      "Are you sure? You didn't see something?"

      The seriousness in Rin's voice, so much like she had sounded when they’d first met, had Horizon confessing. "I heard drums and saw some strange shadows while in the jungle today."

      If anything, that made Rin's face pale even further. "You would have no way of knowing this."

      Rin set the paper down, almost reverently. "My family has kept a book for generations. An alien relic, handed to us with a warning: 'keep it safe, until it's needed.'"

      The chill crept down Horizon's back. She tightened her hands on the desk to hold on to something solid. "I don't understand."

      "And on the spaceship, before the Rift closed… we found a corpse—an alien, long dead—still clutching a second book. I was the one who took it from his hands."

      "Why are you telling me this?"

      "I thought…" She swallowed and took a breath. "Because you drew the alien I saw—the one that was in my family’s book. That book had information about us in it. Without the book we wouldn't have been able to close the Time Rift."

      Horizon slumped back into her chair."What do you think it means?" Horizon's voice was a whisper.

      "I don't know," Rin admitted at last. She didn't let go of Horizon's hand.

      "Do you still have those books?"

      Rin nodded, but pressed her lips together as if she didn't want to show her.

      "I can see them?"

      Rin nodded. "They are in Kaeltharim. That is what the people who lived here before us called themselves."

      "Do you know what happened to them?"

      "No. The books didn't say. Most of the text makes no sense." Rin reached into a drawer at her desk and pulled out a book. But it was unlike any book Horizon had ever seen before. The book didn't look like anything human hands could have made. Its cover shimmered faintly, as if the color couldn't quite decide what it wanted to be—sometimes bronze, sometimes green, sometimes the dark sheen of wet stone. Strange sigils crawled across its spine like scars. Horizon's stomach flipped. Just being near it felt like staring at a storm trapped in leather.

      "Can I touch it?" Horizon whispered.

      Rin nodded.

      When Horizon's fingers brushed the cover, warmth pulsed back. It seemed too alive for paper, but too soft for metal. The texture was wrong, like scales smoothed flat or bark polished from within. She flipped it open and the pages gave off a faint crackle. The glyphs weren't ink so much as veins grown into the parchment. A demon's six-legged body stared back from one drawing, and Horizon had to pull her hand away because the lines seemed to twitch at her touch. On the next page, the drawing looked like what she'd drawn on the test.

      "There's one section that I translated that I think you should know about." Rin flipped to a page that had obviously been opened before.

      "When the roots grow thin and the chorus falls to hush, the children will fold into the hollow reflection. Not ended. Not gone. Only waiting for soil not yet found. Only waiting for breath beyond the sky. When Horizon comes."

      Was it a coincidence that her name was in the book?

      Rin shook her head. "Your name caught my gaze the way that Matilda's had before."

      Rin's words made no sense. How could Matilda's name be in an alien book from the past?

      "You must need to be involved somehow." Rin shrugged as if she hadn't just blown Horizon's worldview.
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      The insistent beeping pulled Simon from his reading. Strange. The sound came from the other side of his tent on the table of devices that would be used for parts. He tucked the book away and went to the table, picking up the compact time-signature tracker. The device had been silent for years, as it should. Since the Rift collapsed, the tracker's needle had rested in the dead zone. Hearing it now was like a knock from inside of a closed coffin.

      "Siiiimon!" Sheila's voice cut through the beeping.

      He shut off the tracker and sighed, chest tightening the way it always did when she barged in. She'd tilted her head and declared herself his assistant months ago, and he'd never managed to chase her off. Truth be told, he didn't want to.

      She handed him the strap of the satchel, grinning that gap-toothed smile. "Data run from the enclave. Cross-check time."

      He staggered under the weight with a grunt. "You are… quite strong."

      "I know." She grinned up at him and stepped away.

      The data shouldn't take too long to process. He laid out the books on the table and ran his finger along the numbers and notes. He didn't need to mark his place that way, but he'd noticed if anyone was watching, it seemed to make them more comfortable. He forgot for a moment that he didn't have to fake anything. Not with Sheila. She knew everything and still treated him the same. He stopped pretending and flipped the pages far faster than a normal human would. He only needed to look at a page to have the set of data stored in his memory.

      In the ten minutes he took to process the files, she'd already swept his tent clean and filed his notes. She hadn't stopped moving the whole time he'd been busy, but paused when she caught him watching.

      "Done?" She laughed and shook her head.

      "What?" His chest heated at the sound. He could have asked for an office in the compound, but then there would be doors. Sheila rarely went inside, preferring to roam. If he got an office, he would lose her coming in his space and her sweeping and laughing.

      "Your expression. You get this 'oh-shoot' look after reading the files. Did you find something good?"

      He shrugged. Still processing—something wasn't quite connecting yet.

      "Any messages that need to be sent back?" She tilted her head and pursed her lips.

      "I actually do have something to send back." He grabbed the far smaller bag of the information the enclave needed.

      She took the bag. "There was an odd feeling in the far northwest quadrant when I went by."

      He glanced up to take in her expression. The serious look on her face reminded him of the warning from earlier. That was strange. He rolled out his map and carefully laid it on his freshly cleaned table. "Show me where."

      Her cheeks pinkened and she pointed to the far northwest quadrant. This was where the last of the citadels had stood. Once the Time Rift had closed, all the old alien technology had blinked out of existence.

      He saw no evidence of demons or anything other than the ruins in the woods. The jungle was still very dangerous to humans, with the flora, fauna, and weather all conspiring to attack.

      "Anything else?"

      She hesitated. Which was very unlike her.

      "What's wrong?"

      Sheila pressed her lips together as if trying to decide if she should tell him. She told him things that he was sure she'd never mentioned to another soul. They had a special relationship. Perhaps because he didn't hit on her like the men in town. Or maybe because he valued her opinion. Whatever it was, she tended to give him far more information than anyone else.

      She took a step closer to him after glancing around. "There's an extra hum in the woods." She bit her lip nervously. "I think I even saw the shadows of demons."

      Simon believed her. She never told tales. Enthusiastic with details? Sure. But she didn't make things up—not once, as far as he knew.

      "I will check it out. Let me know if you or anyone else sees anything else odd."

      She released her breath. "You believe me?" Her voice was soft and hesitant.

      "I do. I know you would never lie to me."

      The smile that came out made his chest flutter. "I'll keep you posted."

      Without another word, she turned and headed out of his tent. Simon did his own glancing around. Everything in the tent was in its place. The morning was still young, just a faint uptick of light in the dim woods around him. He didn't need to keep his light up high, since he was able to see in the dark far better than the rest of the camp.

      He still had time before anyone else came. He needed to see if he could find a pattern. It was worth the risk of reminding everyone how different he still was from them. Only those who grew up with him didn't seem to care that he was not like everyone else.

      He went to his corner desk and pulled out the special cord that allowed him to directly connect from a port in his skull to the computer. He gently plugged in and did the initialization sequence to log into the system.

      Data swirled in his mind. He wasn't here for fun or to talk to any of the people who lived on the computer. He was here for the sole reason of trying to decide what was actually happening on Kalecca and how to respond.

      He traced through all of the data on the compound, looking for any discrepancies or oddities. So far there were none, which was either very good or very, very bad. Then he moved to the ships still orbiting the planet and then to the moon with three bases and only a limited view of the planet.

      The readings all looked within normal tolerance until he looked at the northwest area Sheila had flagged. There. There was a signal that shouldn't be there. So far the dissonance was barely detectable and he found it because he'd been explicitly looking. He was drawing away when he saw another, fainter, signal by the transport tree.

      He gathered up all the information. He hesitated to go to anyone in town. This felt like a job for the orphans who had grown up here.
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      Horizon gazed out the command center window of the spaceship orbiting Kalecca. The cold glass frosted under her fingertips. Unlike the last time she'd been here, the room was empty of killer robots and crazy versions of Ravenne, her biological mother. The cold air sent shivers up her arms. She must be dreaming. This spaceship no longer existed, at least not in this time, having been consumed by the Time Rift collapsing into itself.

      The feeling of unease made the air feel heavier and harder to breathe. Something was wrong. The strange calm in the air felt a bit like when a large storm was about to wreak havoc in the jungle. Was she an animal hiding in the trees and mostly unaffected, or was she different, a part of the storm? She'd always been different, even from the other Seers. She was the only child to have moved through space and time to Kalecca. The only child Seer. The only one who should have died in her previous life.

      The air resisted her, thick and metallic, as though her body wasn't meant to exist here. She'd been born in another place, another time. Perhaps this was her sign that Kalecca tolerated her, but never welcomed her.

      Motion flickered in the sky. The faintest flash of pink or maybe blue. The flash sent another shiver down her spine. She recognized that strange, undefinable color. The open Time Rift had looked like that. Her stomach twisted, coiling like a jungle snake slipping through the underbrush. If the Time Rift were open, then the Seers who were now fully in the here-and-now would be pulled back to their half-life. Willow, her mom of the heart, could also be drawn back. The ones who were drawn too far died by Seer Sickness.

      A crack echoed through her body and then something ripped through her like a seam on a shirt when pulled too far.

      The stars fractured like a cracked screen, and in their place, a young man stared back. His eyes locked on hers, wide and too familiar. She didn't know his name, but something in his jaw, the tilt of his head, twisted her stomach with déjà vu. She would know him again. Behind him, the shadows stretched into tall and narrow bodies joined in ways human bones never bent. Figures mirroring the drawings of the Kaeltharim on the border of the Company test. One of the figures stepped closer until he stood next to the young man. The Kaeltharim's face came to life and mouthed, "Help us."
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