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PROLOGUE

 

Danny Kou was drowning.

He’d dived into the flooded chamber not knowing whether Pieter had opened the portal. And even if he had, there was no guarantee he’d left it open. After all, Danny had betrayed him.

A stream of bubbles swirled past as he descended; the portal was still open. He followed the trail to a three-foot diameter ring at floor level, then thrust his left hand through the opening. Instantly, a gauntlet of pain seized his arm. Too fast, he thought. The wormhole was unstable. He’d have to move slowly to avoid a collapse.

Fighting the instinct to draw a breath, he drifted through the ring at an agonizing pace. The shredding sensation at the wormhole’s threshold faded to an annoying prickle, and his left hand had gone entirely numb, but at least it was still attached to his arm.

Finally, he drew his legs through. A circle of light in the ceiling pointed to the room’s only safe exit, and he knew exactly where he was now. He was back on Earth, in Detroit. And in mortal danger.

Swimming upwards, he glided into the same narrow tube he’d climbed less than a week ago. The passage had been dry then, and he’d been placing explosives at key points throughout the factory. Those bombs were timed to go off at midnight, only a minute from now.

Danny broke the surface and rolled onto the floor of a tall, slender compartment. The space was lit by the glare of streetlights through a gaping hole in its exterior wall: a victim of Pieter’s rage. There was no sign of his former employer, so he staggered to his feet and raced through a doorway underneath a red emergency light. He sped for the nearest stairwell and burst into an empty lobby, where gleaming metal lettering on the wall behind the reception desk welcomed him to Armenau Industries. 

He sprinted for the door. In the parking lot, security guards were marshaling graveyard shift employees through the front gate. Danny turned the other way and ran for the fence. 

In seconds, Cirrus—the world-sized space station he’d just fled—would be isolated from Earth, possibly forever. And if he had his way, he alone would control who could return.

He lunged for the fence’s top rail as twenty-eight bombs exploded simultaneously.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

Jack Scatter waited in the cramped hollow formed by a trio of pine trees. He was nearly invisible in his jeans and blue hoodie, on which he’d blacked out the stenciled lettering. When the moonlight returned, he crept forward again, concentrating on the spell that guided his feet to where they would make the least noise. His opponents, unseen but nearby, were skilled and potentially lethal. One was a martial artist armed with a magical bo staff, and the other could predict the future and had a penchant for throwing fireballs.

He stepped over a fallen branch, and his foot was only inches above the ground when a ghostly footprint appeared two inches to the left. The spell wasn’t perfect, but it was only giving him one choice, so he shifted his weight to land directly on the pale mark and sank into a carpet of birch leaves without a sound.

Forty yards, he thought. He could see the cache now in the moonlight: a camouflaged tarp strung between two trees. He eased the other foot over but no marker appeared. They’re close. Time for another spell.

Crouching to hide in the dense undergrowth, he twirled his wand in a circle near his ear, and the music of distant crickets became a thunderous orchestra. Filter. The insects faded and were replaced by a chorus of tree frogs. Filter. He silently repeated the command until the only sound was of grass stirred by the cool evening breeze. Of course, that’s exactly what someone approaching using a stealth spell would sound like.

Returning to the first spell, Jack willed the forest floor to show a safe path, and a pair of footprints appeared at the same moment light flickered in his peripheral vision. He glanced around but saw nothing moving, and when he looked down again, he had a dozen prints to choose from. Too many possible futures. Then they started dancing. It’s a trick.

He’d opened his mind to the AI, and a foe had slipped in an illusion. That was the downside of ongoing spells. They left the caster vulnerable. He guarded his thoughts and the prints vanished. But had he been seen? Or heard? One thing was certain; he couldn’t stand there forever. He lowered his foot gently, snapping a twig under his shoe. 

The response was immediate. Intense light illuminated the forest as a ball of blue plasma sped through the trees. Jack created a shield and crouched low before the caged lightning splashed against his invisible barrier. Even so, he felt its heat and smelled ozone.

He dove and rolled behind a tree. Hugging the trunk, he pointed his wand and cast a whirlwind. An expanding cone of leaves, bark, and soil hurtled through the forest. It had almost reached his attacker’s likely hiding spot when another plasma ball erupted from his left, so close he had to neglect his own attack and raise a new shield. But instead of scattering, the glowing ball passed through his defense without slowing. He threw himself backwards, narrowly avoiding a serious burn.

No, wait. The plasma attack had carried no heat, no ozone. Another illusion. “That does it,” he bellowed.

More angry at himself than his assailant, Jack abandoned guided attacks and hijacked the portal of a snowmaking machine. Instead of glazing the slopes of a luxury resort on Earth, its ice crystals were diverted to his wand, where he used the wormhole’s energy field to compress them into solid pellets, and sprayed them in a ruthless hail without aiming as he ran. The pellets wouldn’t seriously harm anyone, but they’d keep his attacker busy. More importantly, he didn’t have to focus on the task or risk another intrusion into his thoughts.

The cache was only steps away. He charged through a patch of ferns, hurdled a stump, and threw the tarp aside, eager to capture his prize.

“What the …?” The only object in the shelter was a twenty-pound quivering mass of lime gelatin in the shape of a flag. He shouted, “That’s cheating, Ethan. I can’t carry that.”

Jack’s cousin, Ethan Marke, laughed and stepped out of the gloom. He was also dressed entirely in dark clothing, and his shoulder-length black hair stood in for a hoodie. He poked the wobbly flag with his staff. “Sure you can. You could freeze it, or—”

“The whole point of three-way capture the flag is to get both of our opponents’ flags. We should be able to carry them, not have to use another spell to deal with them.”

Ethan shrugged. “The only rule was that we hide a flag. What’s yours made of?”

Jack crossed his arms. “It’s an actual flag made from cloth.”

“What about the pole?”

“Real wood.”

Ethan narrowed his eyes. “How long?”

Jack couldn’t pretend anymore, and snickered. “About sixteen feet.”

Ethan threw up his hands. “How is that any better?” 

Curbing his laughter, Jack asked. “Where’d you get the gelatin from?”

“Sarah helped me find it. She thinks it’s from a hospital cafeteria. They’ll never miss it.” He shuffled his feet, mimicking a popular dance move. “What did you think of the extra footprints?” 

Jack frowned. “I should have noticed how big and clumsy they were.” He looked toward the lake. “I wonder if I can still get past Sarah?”

She stepped out suddenly from behind a tree. “I doubt it.”

“Gah.” Jack stumbled as he spun away from her.

“I’m sorry.” Sarah stifled a laugh as she flipped back her hood. Like Jack, she had covered the name of their high school to create her stealthy attire. “I couldn’t help it. I tried to ignore my intuition, but I still remembered what path you took.”

In the seven months since they’d been cut off from Earth and discovered the technology they now called magic, Sarah Rogers had mastered a range of skills. Like Jack, she could tap distant portals for their resources, but the Traveller Effect also supplied glimpses of her future in a form indistinguishable from her own memories.

Ethan stretched out an arm to help Jack stand. “You know, we’ll never be able to do this fairly. Sarah will always know weeks ahead of time what path either of us will take, and you can come up with new spells on demand. Or just sense our crystals unless we’re constantly shielded.”

“Your two-second warning will eventually be better than my two weeks,” Sarah said. “The more often we practice, the more paths I have to remember.”

Jack brushed himself off. “You’re right. The next time we do this, we’ll—” A snapping noise interrupted. Something had fallen through nearby branches, too loud and fast to be natural.

The large crystal mounted at the center of Ethan’s staff brightened. “What was that?” He shifted into a defensive posture. At six-feet tall, and with twenty pounds more muscle than Jack, he could be an intimidating figure even when unarmed.

“It’s a portal crystal, for sure.” Jack pointed his wand. “That way.”

Sarah summoned a fireball, which lit the forest with an orange glow as she held it ready to launch from the tip of her own wand. Jack kept his wand up, and his portal-sense led them directly to the fallen object: a gold-plated disc with a shiny central gem.

Picking it up, Ethan spelled a light from one of the four gemstones on his ring, then flipped it over to expose a tracery of delicate lines that looked more like geometric art than circuitry. Disc-mounted portal crystals had been used for decades in everything from power cells to phones, but this one was different. “It’s one of Pieter’s Third-Eye coins.”

“How long do you think they’ll be falling for?” Sarah asked. She knew what they were because she’d helped disrupt Pieter’s plan for using the coins to monitor and control high-level government officials. 

“Years, probably.” Jack winced at the memory. He’d been there when Pieter’s chief engineer destroyed his own shuttle and launched the coins into orbit around Cirrus. “There were five million on Simon’s ship when it disintegrated.”

“Should we keep it?” Ethan asked.

“Are you serious? Dragons can sense these farther than I can. There’s nowhere in the village they won’t find it.”

He scoffed. “How often is a dragon going to come near Icarus?”

“They’re obsessed with those coins. I sensed one circling the village last week.”

Ethan paled. “And you didn’t tell us?”

“I would have liked to meet another dragon,” Sarah said.

Jack gestured towards the lake. “They swam over to the island. I think they’re living there.”

Ethan shivered. He didn’t even like snakes. “Actually, I’m glad you didn’t tell us. I wouldn’t be able to sleep knowing it was near.”

“They,” Sarah corrected, “not it. Dragons are intelligent, and they’re grown, not bred, so they don’t have gender.”

“Fine.” Ethan rolled his eyes. “I’m not a fan of them.”

“They won’t bother us as long as we don’t bother them,” Jack said. 

“Says the only person who can talk to them. Is that why Dusty was so anxious the other day? Did she know they were around?”

“I’m sure she knew before they showed up.”

Dusty, Ethan’s golden retriever, was psychic. At least that’s how Jack liked to think of it. She was, in fact, the canine version of a Traveller—someone who could remember their own future through a portal-enabled interaction with an artificial intelligence. But unlike humans, Dusty used her AI memories to sneak up on squirrels.

“What should we do with the coin?” Sarah asked.

Jack levitated it with his wand. “I’ll get rid of it.”

He flew it at eye level to the limit of his range, about sixty feet, then lined up with a break in the trees and swung his arm over his head in a smooth arc. The coin—at the end of an invisible tether—followed his movement, and by the time he released it, the golden disc was moving at supersonic speed. A whip-like crack signaled the start of a miles-long flight away from the village.

“Should we play again tomorrow night?” Ethan turned to Sarah as they resumed walking. “What’s the weather going to be like?”

“I’m not your personal weather forecaster. And we can’t tomorrow because of Priya, remember?” She registered his surprise. “Oh, sorry—Traveller-memory.” Then she said brightly, “Priya’s going to call.”

Jack didn’t doubt that Sarah was right. Even if she only recalled fragments, she always knew when the event would happen. “What about?”

“I don’t know.” A worried look crossed her face. “I don’t think even she knows yet. But it’ll be important.”


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Seattle stinks, Priya thought.

Of course, if she were still in Olympia, she’d be thinking the same thing about her hometown.

Regardless, she couldn’t ignore the smell as she scouted the city’s industrial section. Once a model of environmental management, it now choked under the exhaust of massive generators burning the world’s remaining reserves of bunker fuel, and foul, ochre streams flowed into the gutters from trash piled in streets once maintained by an army of sweeper bots.

She’d followed a tip to the city’s high-tech core, where skeletons of empty warehouses rusted behind shattered glass panels. After two days of searching, she was certain that Angel was hiding in the office building across the street. And if anyone could lead her to Pieter Reynard, it was Angel.

Like its neighbors, the four-story structure had been looted, but the garbage bags piled in front of the doors only made sense if someone wanted to discourage vandals from entering. She raised her binoculars to study the boarded-up, ground-floor windows again. A jungle of overlapping graffiti proclaimed messages of hope, despair, hate, love, or just the artist’s tag, and a stylized ‘S’ caught her attention, not because of its bold color, but because of a break in its swooping curve.

Got you. A small rectangle had been cut at eye-level from one edge of the plywood sheet.

Backtracking from her hideout, Priya turned her jacket inside-out to hide the word POLICE written in large white letters on its back. Without streetlights she’d be nearly invisible to anyone watching, though not entirely safe: Pieter could predict the future and would have warned Angel of her arrival.

Despite the relative handicap of being confined to the present, she wasn’t without extrasensory weapons. She drew her phone as she entered the alley behind the office building, pressed a faded lightbulb icon, and the dimly lit passage brightened for her eyes only.

While not as effective as it was for Jack and his friends, the spell processed invisible energy streaming from the phone’s tiny wormhole and fed it to Priya as a memory: a lesser form of the Traveller Effect. So, she wasn’t exactly seeing the back door. She was remembering it in real time with enough detail to read the painted sign: employees only. 

Vaulting onto the loading deck, she slipped her hand into the two-inch gap below the roll shutter, which rattled when she applied pressure. That’ll make as much noise as any alarm. Then she tried the handle of the adjacent door. Locked, but not a problem. 

One of Jack’s programmed spells was a burglar’s fantasy: a forcefield-pick that worked on any lock. She placed the phone against the door, tapped its icon, and heard several soft clicks. Cautiously, she swung the door open. 

The corridor was windowless, so Priya raised her phone and activated the light spell again. Under its false glow, every door was open except for the one at the end of the hall. But a bundle of aluminum ducts blocked the path, and her intuition bristled. The tubes were not only out of place in a building completed decades ago, they were balanced on their ends instead of stacked horizontally. She knelt on the grubby tiles and ran her phone along their base.

Trip wire. Without the memory-light, she’d have caught the nearly invisible ankle-height thread for sure. That would have pulled the tubes down, alerting anyone in this half of the building. 

She drew her weapon, stepped over the taut string, and crept the final steps to the steel fire door. Slowly, she turned the knob, but the door didn’t open. The problem wasn’t the lock. It was the deadbolt six inches above.

Priya let out the breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. This was good news. A deadbolt could be released from the inside without a key, and her spell could do that silently. She held the phone by the lock and tapped the icon again. The bolt glided home. Then she crouched and eased the door open.

Duck.

Something whooshed over her head, snagging stray hairs before shattering against the metal doorjamb, and wooden shards bounced off her jacket.

At five-three, Priya’s height and intuition had saved her from serious injury; the man in the room stood six-four and had swung the 2x4 like a bat. She lunged and drove her head into his abdomen, producing a satisfying ‘woof’ as she forced the air from his lungs. The move wouldn’t have won respect at her dojo, but it was as effective as any of the traditional strikes she’d employed while earning her third-level black belt.

Angel tried to swing again but Priya was quicker. She dropped low and swept her foot into his. Already off balance, he went down hard, and Priya leaped onto his back and wrapped her arms around his neck. He struggled briefly—too briefly—before passing out.

Panicking, she flipped him over and checked for a pulse; capturing Pieter’s personal bodyguard shouldn’t have been so easy. Under her hands, his gaunt shoulders felt at odds with his broad frame, and a scruffy beard faded into his collar, covering his neck tattoo. Luckily, he was still alive.

Moonlight shining through the notch in the plywood illuminated an unexpected squalor. Apparently, Angel had been living in the abandoned office, and from the looks of it, not very well. Other than a thin mattress on the floor, the only furniture was a chair by the window. Priya stepped over him and peered through the opening. Naef Dynamics.

It hadn’t occurred to her that she’d be able to see the entrance to Holden Marke’s former laboratory from here, but the buildings in between were set far enough back from the street to frame Naef’s glass doors in the notch. Angel had chosen the ideal spot to watch from without being seen.

She aimed her binoculars through the window. Someone, probably Angel, had blocked one door with garbage and propped a painted steel bar across the other, bisecting the door into two triangles. Even without binoculars, Angel would know at a glance that someone had entered Naef.

Why watch from a distance? And why had he been doing it for so long? She focused again on Naef, and the fragmented glass that had once hidden three stories of windowless concrete walls: shielding for the many portals within. If Angel had been willing to commit months to watching the building, that’s where she’d find an answer. And, hopefully, Pieter.

• • • •

Priya woke Angel by dumping cold water over his head. He swore loudly and lunged at her before realizing he was tied to his chair. 

“Morning, tough guy.” She swirled the remaining water in the plastic bucket. “Where’s your boss?”

Angel struggled briefly with the ropes binding his wrists and ankles. “Aren’t you out of your jurisdiction?”

She threw the rest of the bucket at him.

He laughed and shook the water from his hair. “Is that supposed to upset me?”

“No.” She tossed the bucket through the open door, where it rolled into a stream of effluent flowing from the overloaded sewer. “But I’ve run out of clean water.”

Angel winced but held his tongue.

Dragging a wooden crate over to sit on, she faced him solemnly. “Why are you protecting him? You’re here, so obviously Pieter didn’t think enough of you to take you back to Cirrus.” A slight furrowing of his brow told Priya she was on the right track, but Angel wouldn’t be swayed by a simple play on his emotions.

“You didn’t put up much of a fight, did you? And you’ve lost a lot of weight since I last saw you. It can’t be easy for a vegan to get enough protein these days. How long have you been waiting anyway?” She gestured at the blankets piled at the foot of his mattress, which were far too heavy for late-March. “A month? Two?”

Angel remained stubbornly silent while his body language betrayed him. He’d been having doubts.

“I visited Marke’s lab while you were sleeping. There’s been no one there for months, the same as Pieter’s office downtown. The portal frames are damaged, and their crystals are missing. Pieter’s not coming back for you.” She stood and made to leave.

“Wait.” Angel’s voice was plaintive. “I can help you.”

“How? Wherever he is, you’re no longer part of his plans.”

“Not Pieter. I can lead you to Danny Kou.”

Now it was Priya’s turn to be silent. Until now she’d thought that Danny, Pieter’s former head of security, had drowned in a sealed water tank on Cirrus. She crossed her arms, letting Angel know he’d have to give her more.

“Pieter sent me back to Earth to find Danny. He wanted revenge.” Angel then painted a picture of a man tormented. He was irrational, quick to anger, and suffering from insomnia: symptoms Priya recognized as the mental decay associated with too much portal travel. “And not just with Danny. He was obsessed with that kid, Jack, and magic.” He said the word like it tasted foul. “I haven’t seen Danny, but I know how to find him.”

Priya let him wait in silence while she deliberated. Danny’s plans for Cirrus were even more dire than Pieter’s. “Tell me.”

“I want something in exchange.”

“What?”

“A letter of recommendation.”

“You’re applying for a job?”

“No, I want to go to Dawn, but … I’ve got a record.”

“Seriously? You’re a henchman for the worst corporate villain in history. The man who engineered Newton. The man who destroyed a billion portals.”

“Was. You said yourself, Pieter’s not coming back.”

Priya turned and started to walk away. “You need a lawyer. I can’t help you.”

“Actually, you can. I’ve never committed a felony. All I did—”

She rounded on him. “Never committed a felony? I could recommend you for a dozen firearms offences.”

“Okay, I’ve never been convicted. All I did for Pieter was act a part. I’ve only ever been charged with a misdemeanor; I borrowed my old man’s car when I left home at fifteen. A juvenile offence doesn’t bar me from emigrating, but I need an official letter just to submit an application.”

Priya didn’t want to argue with Angel, who seemed to think that not getting caught was the same as not guilty. “Why do you want to go to Dawn?”

“Why wouldn’t I? Clean air. Clean water. Plenty of food. A fresh start. A chance to have a real life. Earth is done. Cirrus is done.” Angel met her eyes with a determined gaze. “Why aren’t you going?”

Priya didn’t answer right away. She couldn’t deny the appeal of a pristine world whose infrastructure had been prepared over twenty years by armies of self-replicating robots. In fact, after enduring seven months of blackouts and water shortages while searching in vain for Pieter, she’d been asking herself that same question. “Tell me where Danny is.”

“There’s a notebook in the bag beside my bed. It was Simon’s before ...” Angel paused, looking genuinely remorseful. “I made sure he got on that shuttle, even though I thought he’d had some sort of breakdown. I told myself I was just following orders … I should have stopped him.”

Priya knew exactly what state Simon’s mind was in, and let Angel wallow in guilt. Simon had been virtually enslaved by Pieter’s mind-control technology. But in the end, he’d found a way to defeat Pieter while still following orders. She retrieved the notebook, wondering what else Pieter’s chief engineer had discovered before sacrificing his life.

Angel continued as she examined the writing. “It’s all math and strange symbols except for the addresses he wrote on the last page. One of those is where Danny’s portal is. He’s been moving gear to Cirrus for months.”

“You’re sure?”

“The dude who gave it to me has been doing small jobs for him.”

“Who was that?”

“Don’t know his name. Native American. Slim build.”

Paul. Priya unfolded a mugshot she’d been carrying in her pocket. “Is this him?”

“Yeah. Who is he?” 

She tucked the page away. “The same guy who told me where to find you.”


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Jada leaned her rake against Sarah’s outdoor worktable behind the barn. “Don’t overthink it.”

“Huh?” Sarah hadn’t heard her friend approaching over the bleating of the goats in a nearby pen. “How did you know what I was thinking?”

“Because you always get that faraway look, and you always say it’s because you’re confused about a Traveller-memory, and you always remind yourself that you shouldn’t overthink it. Take a walk; you’ll feel better.”

Sarah set her tools down. “You’re right. I need a break.” She arched her back and touched her chin to her shoulders to stretch her muscles. “This wooden bench isn’t the most comfortable seat, either. But it’s safer than working indoors.” 

She idly brushed the scorch mark that covered half the table. Last week, instead of waiting for Jack, she’d tried sourcing argon gas for a welding spell and ended up streaming propane from her wand. He was much better at identifying wormholes and had once been able to divert French fries from what they assumed was a restaurant chain’s central factory. They had no idea where on Earth that portal was, but a three-second burst from it would fill a bucket with steaming-hot fries. There was little chance anyone would notice such a small amount of their product missing, and they’d only stopped using it because the restaurant had switched to yam fries. 

“What’s troubling you this time?” Jada asked.

“Priya hasn’t called in weeks. I was already having horrible thoughts when I had the Traveller-memory, and now that’s all I can think of.”

“But you know she’s going to call, so she must be okay. Right?”

“I guess.” Sarah flipped over the hexagonal plate she was assembling to check the crystal. Its pearlescent surface reflected the mid-morning sun. “I just want good news for once.”

Jada noticed the stack of hexes Sarah had assembled. “Are those new? Can I try one?”

“Sure, they’re—wait.”

Before Sarah could explain, Jada grabbed the hex and backhanded it at Marten, who was walking past the village’s tractor at a distance of fifteen yards. The wafer-thin disc struck the ground near his feet and shattered. Marten, completely unaware of the attack, stumbled and fell on the gravel path, even though he hadn’t been hit.

Jada’s face lit up. “Cool.” 

“You’re not supposed to throw a hex if you don’t know what it does!” Sarah jumped and ran to help Marten.

“Relax.” Jada waved dismissively. “I knew you’d stop me if it was really dangerous.”

Marten was trying to stand on wobbly legs. “What was that?”

“A forced-memory hex.” Sarah braced his arm as he swayed towards a split-rail fence. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah.” He was steadier now, a good thing because he towered over Sarah at six-foot-five. “I just got clumsy for a second. And your voice is echoing.”

“That’s because the spell replays the last second of your memory. You might think you know where you’re stepping, but your foot is already one move ahead.” She kicked aside the crystal shards, which were disintegrating into the soil. “It should stop soon.”

Marten poked his shoe at the still-solid fragments of ceramic, which had held the hexagonal crystal rigid as it flew. “I feel like we’ve done this already. Is that the déjà vu Travellers talk about?” He seemed more stable as the last bits of crystal disappeared.

“That only happens when you pass through a portal. This probably seems familiar because Jada’s thrown hexes at you before.” She glanced back at her best friend before asking, “Are you two fighting again?”

“I thought we were finally getting along.” He smiled weakly and waved at Jada, who was writing on Sarah’s hexes. “Thanks for experimenting on me. Really appreciate it.” 

Jada said something in Hindi that Sarah didn’t recognize. It sounded almost playful.

“Actually,” Sarah said quietly, “I think this might be how Jada makes friends.” She suspected that Jada had a crush on Marten, who, at nineteen, was two years older than them.

“Great. Just don’t give her any more of those electric-shock hexes until she’s made up her mind.” Marten lumbered away to finish his chores.

When Sarah returned to the table, Jada had written ‘Fumble’ on the gray ceramic side of the new hexes. That thin slice of pottery provided not only a solid backing, but also the weight necessary for a good throw, and metal clasps at each of its six corners held the crystal in place.

“You’re very organized today,” she said as Jada placed hexes into a leather case with two silver latches. “Where did you get that from?”

“The case? From Terrance. Why?”

“It’s just really familiar. It looks like it should hold something important.”

“Nah. He used it for cards and poker chips. See, they’re a perfect fit.”

Except for their shape, the hexes were the same size as poker chips, and Jada had grouped them by color. Red hexes involved fire or heat, blue ones were related to water, and green indicated gasses. The white group was Sarah’s specialty: they manipulated a person’s memory through the AI’s emotion detectors and motivators.

“I needed something secure to store them in for our trip.” Jada added an emerald hex—which would emit a stinky cloud of the sulfur added to natural gas—to her collection. “Can you imagine if they broke and released every spell at once?” She mimed an explosion, then laughed.

“What trip?”

“Daddy found a new hamlet south of Aetherton, and Marten and I volunteered to bring them a set of solar panels.”

“Marten volunteered?”

“Well, maybe I volunteered him. But it’ll be good for him; he hasn’t left the village in a month.”

Since Newton, people had been leaving the cities to found homesteads near abandoned mills or transfer stations. But all those new settlements lacked one thing: power. Suresh, Jada’s father, had convinced the village council to restart Icarus’ solar panel factory and share the tech with others. Making a delivery run was about the only way any of them got a break from a day of work on the farm.

“I understand the solar panels,” Sarah said, “but why are you taking hexes? We should encourage trade with other communities, not scare them half to death.”

“You and Jack take your wands wherever you go. What’s the difference? Anyway, I don’t plan on using them. They’re just a precaution. Somebody has to keep Marten safe.” She bit her lower lip and mimed flinging another hex.

“Sure, but who’ll keep Marten safe from you?” 

Jada laughed. Though only five-two, she was a natural fighter and had been the first to experiment with throwing hexes, and was deadly accurate up to twenty yards. Months of farm work had changed her physique as well. Last year, colorful tattoos were her most notable feature. Now, her biceps and shoulders reminded Sarah of a professional wrestler.

“When do you leave?”

“Daddy wants us on the road before noon, so we reach the hamlet in daylight.”

• • • •

After lunch, Jack went to his grandfather’s place to find Sarah and Ethan. That’s where the radio was kept, and Sarah would be waiting for Priya’s call. Like the rest of the village, Holden’s cabin had been 3D-printed from low-density concrete, sculpted and textured to resemble logs, but he’d converted his second bedroom into a workshop and become the keeper of all things electronic.

Ethan was there raiding the fridge, and Sarah was idly thumbing through one of the many technical manuals Holden had brought from Earth. Jack flopped onto the sofa beside her and nudged her with his shoulder. “You don’t look like you’re interested in that. What’s wrong?”

She set the book on the coffee table beside a stack of cast-off crystals from Holden’s experiments. “Do you ever think we should tell people about your grandfather’s portal?”

“You know I do. You should have seen the dirty looks I got welding a bracket for Ethan’s staff onto Terrance’s bike. If they knew where magic”—he made air quotes around the word—“comes from, they wouldn’t be bothered by it.”

“Not just the villagers. Everyone.”

“Oh, that’s different.” Jack stared at the floor while he thought. “I’m not sure, then. They might not use it safely.”

“Or they might be responsible with it.”

“Yeah, maybe. After all, they can’t be much worse than Ethan.”

Ethan, sitting at the dining table, aimed a forced smile at Jack.

“Jada wants a hex to turn herself invisible,” Sarah said. “I told her that’s not possible.”

“Well …” Jack reclined and focused on the ceiling. His grandfather’s cabin was full of tools and gadgets, and a great place for him to slip into a creative frame of mind. “It wouldn’t be too different from a standard illusion. If the person you wanted to hide from had a strong bond with their crystal—”

Ethan interrupted with an exaggerated imitation of Jack. “You could connect the modulator and get a squirrel to run the treadmill”—he slid a finger up the bridge of his nose to reseat an imaginary pair of glasses—“and combine the frequencies—”

“I don’t talk like that,” Jack snapped. “And I don’t wear glasses, either. I’m just saying it’s possible with the right combination of spells. An illusion is essentially a memory that you—”

Sarah laughed as he proved Ethan’s point. “Sorry, but you do talk like that. And it’s adorable, though it’s not actually helping.”

“Hey, I like solving problems. I didn’t say I’d build one for her.”

“You should,” Ethan said.

“Yeah, right. I don’t think that would make people more tolerant.”

“See, that’s your problem. I never think about anything, I just do it.” He tossed a cherry tomato into the air and caught it in his mouth with his eyes closed.

“Good thing you’ve got a two-second warning, then,” Jack said. “I have to consider how the spells I store in a hex crystal will work in real time. Besides, I’m not very good at illusions.”

“Sarah could do it.”

“That’s not the point.” He and Sarah had very different strengths. Whereas he could create a spell that would juggle six balls while painting a shed; she could craft one that made you think everything tasted of cinnamon. “The point is, we’re protecting our future. If it hadn’t been for Newton, we would all be graduating in a few months. You guys would be in college and I’d be running my drone repair business. Instead, we’re playing wargames and experimenting with new spells so we can defend ourselves against Pieter. He’ll never stop looking for Grandpa’s portal.”

“Which is why we should let someone else use it,” Sarah said. “If they understood why we’re practicing magic, they wouldn’t be scared of it.”

“Okay, but remember that using it means traveling to Earth.” Jack knew that, despite Ethan’s flippant remarks, his cousin wasn’t the type of person they had to worry about. “Who would you let go through? Jada? What if that gave her the ability to devise her own spells?”

“Well …” Sarah considered the pile of crystals they’d eventually convert to hexes. “Maybe not Jada.”

“I’m happy with the way things are.” Ethan stood and headed for the door. “I’ll see you guys later.”

Holden’s radio emitted a soft beep and Priya’s voice sounded from the speaker. “Holden? Are you there?”

Sarah dove for the handheld radio resting in a charging cradle on the kitchen counter. “It’s Sarah. Is everything all right? I was worried.”

“I’m fine. I got caught up with work.”

“We can pick you up in three hours.”

“Not tonight. I’m taking a room at the inn. Come over in the morning.”

“You want us to come to Earth?” Sarah glanced uneasily at Jack; Priya never wanted them to visit. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. There’s an event I want you to observe at the Capitol tomorrow. It might run late. Tell your parents you’ll be staying the night.”

“We can come up now.” She looked to Jack for confirmation.

Priya’s voice was firm. “It can wait until morning.”

“Then we’ll be driving in the dark.” Sarah’s argument was pointless. Though Holden’s portal frame—the only one in existence that could transport radioactive materials—was hidden in a cave high in the Spine, her night vision spells were better than headlights. Jack knew that Priya knew this, but Sarah didn’t give up. “There’s still time today.”

“Fine,” Priya said, “but wait for me. I’ll be back at the inn by nine.” She disconnected.

“Let’s go.” Sarah leaped for the door. “I’ll grab my coat.”

“We have time.” Jack still had his feet on the coffee table. “Priya says she won’t be there right away, anyway.”

“I know, but … Let’s just go.” Her voice faded as she ran to the cabin she shared with her mother.

Jack sighed and pushed himself off the couch, then said to no one, “I guess we’re going now.”


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

Danny hated tea. In his youth, his parents had made him attend traditional tea ceremonies. His father thought it would encourage patience and respect in the young man who’d been in constant trouble at school.

While his behavior had not improved, Appa had been right about patience. Danny had been waiting silently for Mentor for ninety minutes, despite the antechamber’s oppressive heat and hazy layers of incense hanging in the stagnant air. He could manage hours if he had to. So could the guards on either side of the elaborately carved arch.

Not guards, Danny thought, acolytes. The men, the only two in the entire organization he could not command, answered only to Mentor. He’d been studying them since one had placed a cup of tea on the low table before him, and decided they were more like disciples than protectors. But not entirely defenseless. He was certain they wore body armor under their loose robes. 

Almost as much as tea, Danny despised the pomp and ceremony Mentor reveled in. They had styled this room as an ancient Greek temple, situating themselves as its oracle. If their rate of accurate predictions had not greatly surpassed Pythia’s, he would not have tolerated such folly. 

He was not unfamiliar with the lavish lifestyle Mentor preferred. His family—his entire country, even—had suffered generations of rule under brutal and extravagant despots, whose repressive governance had isolated North Korea, leaving it one of the few nations that did not have immigration privileges for Cirrus.

That will change soon. Serving Mentor had always been a means to an end, and Danny’s people would eventually have a new homeland: Cirrus itself. He would naturally assume the mantle of leadership during the resettling process, and retain control for as many years as it took to build a strong and independent nation, free of tyranny, free even of Mentor.

Finally, he saw Mentor’s indistinct profile moving behind the painted screen they used to hide their identity from visitors. Even the guards only ever referred to the silhouetted figure as Murshid or Shifu, both of which translated loosely to mentor and did not indicate gender. 

“Did you bring coins?” Mentor’s watery voice leaked through holes in the screen.

The words bubbled in Danny’s mind as if rising through a bottomless pool. He knew this was an effect of the tea and the incense, both of which were mildly hallucinogenic. “I’ve located another twenty.” He opened a cloth bag and let them spill onto the table next to his empty cup. Their central gems reflected flickering light from the incense burners.

Mentor made a tittering sound that wasn’t quite a laugh, and Danny wondered why they took such pleasure in the coins. He understood that their crystals were entangled with a set on Earth, and could intercept voice and data signals, but Mentor had acquired thousands of them and—as far as Danny knew—had not employed more than a few hundred. 

“The compounds are nearly complete,” Danny said. “The rest of the workers will be here by the end of the month.” He wanted to be angry but the tea calmed him. “These are not the people you promised to bring to Cirrus.” 

“They will still come. You will have your reward.”

Danny loathed Mentor’s overly formal manner of speech. It was as pretentious as the temple’s façade. “How?” 

“We will empty the cities.”

“We tried that already.” Danny relived that failure daily: they’d upset Pieter’s plans but missed their own goals. Cirrus should have been emptied, a vacant stage on which to enact their scheme.

“This time,” Mentor said, “they will leave willingly. They will go to Dawn.”

“Dawn?” Danny wasn’t sure he’d heard correctly. Impossible. “That’s …” He struggled for clarity against the tea’s soporific.

“Not impossible. Before Pieter crippled the portal network, he planned another route to Dawn. Those who could not travel from Earth through authorized means need only come to Cirrus and pay his price for alternate passage.”

Of course. The Armenau corporation would have sent portal crystals to Dawn along with every other major player of that era. That meant … “Paired crystals. Where are they?”

“I’ve dispatched someone to retrieve them.” The word someone blurred, coated in ambiguity.

Blasted tea. “I should be the one to secure those crystals.”

“No.” Mentor abruptly leaned close to the screen. “You will return to Earth to prevent anyone from coming here through more conventional means.”

A crystal that could open a passage to Dawn was a major prize, but Danny knew it was already too late. “I’m keeping everyone distracted.” Prior to Newton, all it had taken was a well-placed rumor and a minor sabotage to ground every ship capable of flying across the solar system. Since then, he’d had to be more direct.

“Good. I have another task for you. The key has been used.”

Used? Danny heard the emphasis, but didn’t understand the meaning. “What is the key?”

“A weapon.”

Danny didn’t respond immediately. He hadn’t expected such a frank response from Mentor. They’d had this conversation before and Mentor had been typically vague, saying only that Danny would learn more when the time was right. “Where is it?”

“That is not yet clear. I have foreseen only that it will be carried by one of those whom Pieter hunted.”

Jack. Or possibly the girl. Hoping for another straightforward answer, he asked, “Then where is Pieter?”

“He is beyond my sight. Not so the woman who seeks him.”

“Detective Singh?”

“I have drawn her out. Look for her at the press conference in Olympia tomorrow. Find her, and you find the others.”

Danny knew Mentor’s spy network on Earth surpassed his own, but wondered if they were working from that or their Traveller memories. Sensing the meeting was at an end, he stood and bowed, then stepped outside into bright sunshine at the northern edge of a mile-wide basin surrounded by hills on three sides. 

From above, the forested hills resembled a horseshoe, and belts of trees divided its basin into three sections. The administrative hub, covering barely ten acres, was where Danny and those closest to the leadership lived and worked in permanent wooden or steel buildings. The centrally located manufacturing zone—drab, printed-concrete cubes—was four times that size, and canvas tents and prefab barracks covered hundreds of acres in the southern half.

Danny strode to the air-conditioned command center adjacent to Mentor’s temple. He didn’t intend to be there long enough to enjoy the cool air, even though it cleared his mind of the tea’s sedative, and barked orders as he headed to the shielded chamber at the back of the warehouse. “Set the portal for Olympia.”

“Olympia is down, sir,” a technician answered. “Until noon. There’s a brownout affecting—”

Danny cut the woman off. “Seattle, then.” He didn’t need to find Priya himself; he had people for that. And once he’d tracked the detective, he’d find Holden’s undetectable portal, which she was using to travel between Earth and Cirrus. That would lead him to Jack, and then the key. 

While waiting for the technician to change the portal’s address cartridge, Danny saw movement in his peripheral vision, and turned in time to see a scaly tail disappear behind a stack of bulletproof windshields.

“I know you’re there. Don’t make me chase you.” The dragons, essential to Mentor’s plan, were not supposed to be in the warehouse.

A few seconds of silence passed before he heard claws tapping on the concrete floor. Then, a small dragon crept through the gap between a pair of diesel engines that had recently arrived from Earth. Its hide was brown and tan, and it stood only nine inches at the shoulder and wore the black cowl that marked it as one of those loyal to Mentor. Below the cowl, a coin crystal was mounted in a gorget that protected the beast’s neck.

“What are you doing here?” Danny knew the dragons could understand him because their crystals connected to an AI that interpreted his words. 

The dragon dropped to its belly and flattened itself against the cold floor: a submissive posture. 

Danny signaled a warehouse worker. “Get this animal out of here.” 

What kind of weapon is the key? he wondered as the man escorted the dragon outside. And who is it to be used against? His plans for Cirrus would run parallel to Mentor’s for only so long, and he wouldn’t give up any advantage. When the time came, he would have to arrange an opportunity to either duplicate it or learn to defend against it.

He turned back to the portal. Though its frame had a dedicated power plant, it needed a minute to charge, and Danny took that time to replay the morning’s events, to fix them in his memory. 

Swift recall was a crucial skill for a Hopper. Like Mentor, Danny benefited from the Traveller Effect. His future-memory—limited to just one half-second—was flawless, and the ability to access it quickly had saved his life many times. His regular memory was almost as good, and he’d seen the trespassing dragon before, in places it should not have been. But that was a matter for another time; the wormhole was open. He stepped through, traveling one-hundred-eighty-six million miles in a single movement.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

Jack had already said goodbye to his parents, so he was ready to leave when Sarah met him and Ethan at the parking garage. They’d be taking DAVe, the Scatter’s formerly autonomous service truck. Short for Drone Assist Vehicle, DAVe once had a direct link to an AI on the server at the family’s workshop. Now, its personality was trapped on a hard drive in Fairview, and DAVe was just another of the community’s battered but reliable all-terrain vehicles.

Sarah pulled aside the canvas covering DAVe’s cargo area and tossed her bag behind the seats. “Aren’t you coming, Ethan?”

“No, I finally convinced Mom to let me ride Terrance’s motorcycle.” He was gently washing the high-powered bike with a bucket of soapy water. “That’s gonna be way more fun than going back to Earth.”

“Well, I guess you did grow up there,” Jack said. “It’s still a novelty for us.”

“And it would be a shame for it to sit idle now that Terrance can no longer use it.” Ethan stepped away from the bike and asked tentatively, “Do you want to check it out?” He wasn’t asking if Jack wanted to ride the bike. He wanted to know if its power cell was safe.

“Yeah, I should.” Jack used his talent to reach into the crystal matrix and check for new connections. Like tendrils of a fungus, the wormhole fabric weaved new threads between portal crystals and strengthened old ones. That meant Pieter—who’d used his mind-control technology on Terrance last year—could find him again through any crystal if he used it long enough.

“It’s good.” Jack lowered his wand. “There’s only the one connection to the main power bank.”

“Thanks.” Ethan relaxed. “No sense taking chances with Pieter.”

“You don’t have to worry. He only got into your head for a few seconds. He had Terrance for weeks.”

“Where’s the case?” Sarah pointed to the back of the bike.

Ethan looked at her strangely. “What case?”

“The one you built the cargo rack for.”
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