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Laughter and good-natured jests filled the room, but that did little to lift Zurah’s spirits. The goliath-class cargo ship, which had been scuttled and half buried after transporting the teams and equipment to Objer, had been heavily modified to meet a wide variety of needs for the scientists, researchers, and security individuals who had signed on to work for the enigmatic Finn and Alex Goldsmith. In the mess of tables and chairs—which had once served as a dining hall and was now undergoing hasty renovations to become a rec room—Zurah sat alone as she finished her third glass of whiskey. Her thoughts were focused on Nissa and Dr. Ordotham. Both individuals were tucked away in the main medical bay, several decks above Zurah. Though fragile, Nissa’s medical status remained stable in the stasis pod, while Dr. Ordotham’s status was unknown, despite various attempts over the past several days to ascertain whether the Neetho doctor was alive or dead. 

The whiskey helped dull the edges of her anger as Zurah replayed the events of the last few days. If Mexa had only ignored the request for transport from Finn... If only Nissa had turned down Finn’s offer... If Finn had been forthcoming with intel... And more potential scenarios swirled through Zurah’s thoughts. 

A shout went up from the crowd as a man swaggered through the room, smiling and throwing around “you’re welcome” and “you bet.” His olive skin shifted colors under the neon lights, and despite everything that had happened on Objer, Alex Goldsmith—heir to the Goldsmith Consortium—appeared as relaxed and unfazed as ever. He spotted Zurah and waved. When she didn’t respond, he made his way toward her. 

“Given it a try yet?” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder to point at what had the crowd so excited. 

Zurah shook her head. 

“Aw, come on. You know you want to,” Alex teased as he made his way around the maze of tables and chairs surrounding Zurah and squeezed into a seat beside her. “It’s a brand-new version, not even released at market yet.” He reached for her drink as a devilish grin spread across his face.

“Hands off, Goldie,” Zurah said, swatting his hand away. “And no, I don’t want to, because if I did, you know I’d beat your butt, and I don’t need your sour face trailing me when we go through the gates.” 

Alex’s grin faltered for a moment. “You still have time to change your mind. No one will think any less of you.” 

But I’ll think less of me, Zurah wanted to tell Alex but couldn’t get the words to come out. Instead, all she could manage was a whispered “Thanks.” She gulped the last of her drink and set down the glass, slowly twisting it back and forth. “But having seen what happened... after experiencing what the cryrot is capable of, I have to see this through. I have to make sure that—” 

Alex reached out, cupped his hand around hers, and gave it a small squeeze. “I know. I understand,” he said quietly. 

A smidgen of her anger evaporated with Alex’s presence, and Zurah decided she needed to try and shake off her malaise. “But you know, if you’re going to insist at a round, then by all means, lead the way.” Maybe all I need is a good distraction. 

Zurah hadn’t been surprised by Alex’s last-minute addition to the supply list. What had surprised her was Finn’s silence on Alex’s little project. The two cousins were polar opposites—Alex was lighthearted and good with individuals, while Finn was stoic and kept everyone at arm’s length. But after learning of Finn’s true identity—the sister of the Emperor of Old Earth—Zurah had a somewhat better understanding of the notorious woman.

The moment the long-hauler had returned—only one day later than Finn’s nine-day estimation—the crates had been shuttled to the surface of Objer. And before Finn or anyone could double-check the manifest, the Neetho arcade wall had been installed. If there had been a betting pool, Zurah would’ve gambled on Finn putting her foot down on such a frivolous item, but the thundercloud that was Finn had been oddly silent. 

“You’re on.” Alex slapped the table and stood. “Ten to one?” 

“I’ll take those numbers,” Zurah said, following Alex to the makeshift bar. She chose a neon-green dart, expertly flipping it back and forth. Darts, any variation of the game, had become her go-to for earning credits after her parents had left. 

“You know what? I’ll bet you twenty to one with a half-down stinger on top,” Zurah said. “And I’ll give you a bonus round.” 

“Confident,” Alex said as he grabbed a handful of darts. “I like that. But you should know—” 

“Excuse me, ma’am?” 

Zurah turned, the moment of levity gone. “Is it the doc?” 

A woman dressed in mechanic coveralls coated in grime bit her lip. “No, ma’am. I’m here because there’s a problem with the stasis pod. I was called in to—” 

Without waiting to hear the rest, Zurah pushed past the woman and raced out of the rec room. Her boots pounded against the metal flooring as she ran up to the deck where medical was located. By the time she reached the doors to the medical bay, her lungs burned from the unexpected cardio. The half-buried ship Finn and Alex used as their base of operations on Objer was massive. 

“Slow down,” Alex called out, only a few steps behind her. 

Zurah didn’t wait. Sucking in stale, recycled air, she burst into the medical bay, heading toward the back where the stasis pods had been moved. There was only one active pod at the moment. 

“What’s wrong?” Zurah asked frantically as she wiped away condensation on the glass view port. Even though Zurah had seen Nissa lying in the stasis pod more than a dozen times, each time she took in Nissa’s pale skin and shallow breathing, it was a shock. 

“We’re not entirely sure,” the mechanic said as he stood and wiped his hands on an old rag. “Everything reads clear, but that warning light won’t flip off.” 

Zurah tore her gaze away from Nissa to look at the blinking red light just below the control panel. “And why the hell don’t you know what it means? Aren’t you all supposed to be the best of the best?” She reached for the control panel, ready to pop it off and start a hack to determine what was wrong with the system. 

Alex laid a hand over hers and gently pulled it back from the pod. 

“Jason, what’s up?” Alex asked calmly. “Run it down for me.” 

Zurah bit her bottom lip and glared at Alex as she shrugged off his hand, but she stayed silent. 

The woman who had interrupted Zurah and Alex in the rec room appeared, winded and visibly annoyed. “If you had let me finish before running off, I would have told you we suspect a malfunction in the nutrient containers.” 

Jason threw the woman a reproachful look. “Sir,” he said, addressing Alex, “it could just be a typical issue with this generation of stasis pods. I’ve read about these bugs in a few of the tech-support docs. And if so, then it really isn’t something to be too worried about at this point, which I stressed to Opal. We’re going to switch out the containers, one by one.” He turned his attention to Zurah. “But in order to do so, we need to shut down the main power to the pod—only temporarily. For less than a minute, really. Normally, this would be a quick in-and-out job, but we’ve got orders to let you know about any maintenance and that you’re supposed to give us the go-ahead for anything like this.” 

Zurah blinked. “What?” Her fear-fueled anger vanished quickly. “Who told you that?” 

“Finn,” Opal said with a shrug. “Said you have authority over what happens with this pod.” 

The gesture from Finn was unexpected but welcomed. “And you’re sure there won’t be any lasting damage by doing this? Having to shut it down? Nissa is not in good shape at all.”

“No, ma’am,” Jason said. “We’re just double-checking the pod before it’s scheduled to leave. We’ll run a detailed diagnostic list for the maintenance crew and the docs.”

Relief swept through Zurah, and she stepped back and nodded. “Fine, go ahead and do what you need to.” 

Jason and Opal got to work. Zurah moved out of the way, pulling a chair out from one of the workstations so she could watch. 

“Everything will be fine. Nissa’s been cleared of the cryrot, and I’ve made sure only the best docs will be looking after her. You have my word,” Alex said softly as he pulled up a chair next to her. 

Zurah believed him. And despite having had a hand in helping destroy the cryrot—the strange crystalline entity that had impersonated Alex and infected several individuals, forcing them to do the cryrot’s bidding—Zurah couldn’t fight off her lingering anxiety. She knew Nissa was going to be well cared for, but the tangled web of emotions surrounding her boss created a knot in Zurah’s chest. There were so many questions rolling through her thoughts that she needed answered. And the woman inside the stasis pod held several of those answers. But more than that, Zurah wasn’t sure she could withstand losing Nissa. 

Nissa had been a good boss and an employer who had taken a chance on hiring Zurah as a security hack for a small three-person team. The team had worked well together, and over time, Zurah had discovered how much she had wanted to trust Nissa. Yet when Nissa accepted Finn’s offer of a simple shuttle job, everything Zurah had thought she’d known about her relationship with Nissa had been turned upside down. 

Finn’s request of a simple transport mission to Objer had turned into a nightmare. Nissa had been severely injured, and Mexa, their pilot, had bravely sacrificed himself to give Zurah and Nissa a fighting chance against an impossible enemy. An enemy no one fully understood—yet. 

Zurah closed her eyes, a memory from several months ago pushing to the forefront of her thoughts. The lights on Nissa’s small ship, the HighTail Flyer, had been dimmed to simulate evening. Mexa had been curled up in the pilot’s chair, dozing off and on as the auto navigation kept the ship on course to their next job. Nissa and Zurah had settled in the back of the ship to play a friendly game of Moon Fish. Zurah had been up by five points, waiting as Nissa took longer than usual to study the cards in her hand. 

“When I was a kid, my folks stayed away from the gaming houses. Thought they rotted a person inside out.” Nissa laughed, then she puffed out her chest and lowered her voice. “What have I told you? Crack open those books, girls. Learn your numbers.” Nissa shook her head. “Dad meant well. He came from a hard life of scratching and had seen too many individuals waste their lives away on a game-house dream.” 

“He was a scratcher?” Zurah asked. 

“One of the best,” Nissa said. “Worked on Nibulous Prime. Became a level-three dig-man. But that kind of life takes its toll on the body. There are some things humans, flesh-and-blood individuals, can do better than machines. And knowing how to read the signs of a mine is one of them. He saved lives multiple times in his career. But he made it clear he didn’t want his children to follow in his footsteps. Pushed us out into the schooling branches.” A look of regret flashed across Nissa’s face as she laid down a live-bait flush. “Didn’t work out the way he wanted, though. For any of us, it seems.” 

Zurah played her next hand, hooking the bait, and stayed quiet. Nissa rarely opened up about her past, and Zurah didn’t want to spook her by saying the wrong thing. 

“If I could go back and change things, I would. Believe me. But I’m doing the best I can, trying to make up for those mistakes I made.” Nissa abruptly laid down her cards, face up, throwing her hand to Zurah. “That’s all we can do. Learn from our mistakes, make amends, and move on.” 

“We’re finished, and everything is green,” Jason said, interrupting Zurah’s memory. 

“Zurah? Did you hear that?” Alex leaned over and gently touched Zurah’s arm. 

Zurah shivered and nodded. “Yes. Thank you.” 

Alex stood and maneuvered Jason and Opal away from Zurah, their voices low and hushed. For a moment, Zurah continued to stare at the pod. Make amends for what? Were you trying to tell me something? Apologize for something? You should have told me who you really were. That you are my aunt. And then you should have told me what happened to my parents.

Medical personnel moved through Zurah’s field of vision, cutting through her thoughts. She watched them walk by, noting how each of them skirted the edge of what had once been an open depression in the medical bay’s flooring. The outline of the circular area was visible even though it was now sealed shut. Another unbearable heartache. Inside that sealed depression was Dr. Ordotham. The Neetho had trusted Zurah and ultimately sacrificed himself in order to keep her safe. And now, she had no idea if he was still alive or rotting away beneath the floor. 

A flush of irritation washed through her, and she stood, turned, and marched out of the medical bay. 

“Hey, talk to me,” Alex called out after her. “What’s going on?”

Zurah whirled around. “Why are we just sitting here, wasting our time, playing dumb arcade games, and drinking? We should be going through the gates and hunting down the rest of those creatures. Making sure whatever threat is out there is dealt with. The longer we wait, the greater the chances of more individuals getting hurt... or worse.” 

Alex reached out to grab Zurah’s shoulders, but she took a step back. He let his hands drop to his sides and shrugged. “You know as well as I do that we can’t go through until Finn gives the green light.” 

“Which should’ve happened the moment the supply ship was unloaded and the gear sorted,” Zurah snapped. 

“Finn’s being cautious. Can’t say I blame her. If we step through the gates without being prepared—”

“I know.” Zurah huffed and moved so she could lean against the wall, her fingers running along one of the seams. “It’s just... I don’t know how much more waiting around I can take. I thought with what we’d figured out from dealing with the cryrot and the information we were given on how to use the gates, we would have been prepped and ready to go within a day or so of getting our supplies.” 

“Then your wish is reality,” a voice said. 

Zurah turned and watched as Finn approached them. Her dark hair had been braided and wrapped around her head like a crown. The black suit she never seemed to take off moved with her like a second skin, and Zurah once again felt a shiver of envy at what Finn could do with the advanced piece of tech. No doubt there were programs and coding tucked away within the suit’s hardware, which had never been released on the market. Being the sister to the Emperor of Old Earth had its advantages. 

Zurah’s gaze swung back to Alex. Not only had she gotten tangled up with the emperor’s sister but the heir to the Goldsmith Consortium. Her life had turned upside down in a matter of days, and Zurah was working with two of the most notorious people in the known worlds. She wasn’t sure she found anything comforting in her situation. 

“The data’s been sorted, and there’s a briefing in half an hour to finalize the last-minute details.” Finn said. After a split second of hesitation, she added, “Nissa?” 

“Fine,” Zurah replied. “Thanks for what you did. Giving me authority and all that.” 

Finn stared at her with little emotion. “You are her relative and therefore have the legal right to say what happens.” She turned slightly toward Alex. “You’ve got an incoming priority-one call. I’d say your father wants a word.” 

“Shit,” Alex muttered and stalked past Finn. 

There was a moment of awkward silence before Finn turned and left, leaving Zurah alone in the corridor. Zurah eventually followed after Finn but made an impromptu decision to head outside before the briefing. She needed a moment alone, just to think and sort through the jumble of emotions coursing through her. 

At the small station that marked the main entrance and exit for the ship, Zurah activated her suit’s helmet and double-checked the readout. Everything was in working order. With a courtesy nod to the guard, Zurah let them scan her HalfLife chip then stepped out as the door opened to reveal a desert-like landscape permanently encased in an eerie darkness. 

Objer was a planet shrouded in mystery not only in its history but in its position in space. Lost in the dead zone, the solitary planet had no fixed star to dictate its orbit. A rocky landscape dominated its surface, with huge megalithic stones clustered in the area where the ship had been half buried. Zurah glanced up, knowing the security grid was there—invisible but still there. She scoffed. Little good it did to protect anyone.

A security grid was made to keep things safe. But thanks to the cryrot, nothing had been safe. In Zurah’s life, she had come across a wide range of species that inhabited the known worlds, and while she had found their cultures fascinating, she hadn’t given much thought to the diversity in the universe. Her focus had been continually improving her skills as a security hack and being a valuable member to whichever team she was working with.

But since having landed on Objer and getting tangled up in its mysteries, Zurah had begun to wonder what exactly was out there. She certainly never would have imagined encountering the cryrot, a life-form composed of crystal—or so the science and biology teams currently believed. Nor would she have guessed she would ever come across a human being who had been turned into some type of sand creature. But the strange crew members from the lost ship, the Eagle’s Nest, had become just that. Except for Angelina. 

Zurah walked a few meters away from the ship. Now, there’s a woman who is more mystery than anything else. Angelina claimed to have been the second-in-command of the Eagle’s Nest, which had been lost to the dead zone more than three hundred years ago. Angelina had been found in an escape pod, claiming to have no memory of what had happened. Shortly after her pod had been found, it had been bought by Alex, who believed Angelina.

I’m living a jute-store story. 

A tiny blue light blinked on the bottom left of Zurah’s helmet’s visor, and she raised her arm to touch the control screen embedded in the arm of her suit. 

“You are to report to command at fifteen hundred hours.” 

Zurah closed out the message and continued walking away from the ship, her gaze drifting to the megalithic stones. Within those stones was a technology beyond anyone’s understanding. The technology to transport an individual to a strange new world. Of course, there had been the ill-fated Zap’N’Roll tech years ago, but that tech had been scrapped due to molecular breakdown of the individuals who used it. But as Zurah had dug through reports from the teams working on Objer, this technology appeared to have fixed the flaws in the Zap’N’Roll. Exactly how that had been accomplished, no one knew. 

Questions rolled through Zurah’s head as she wondered who had built the megalithic structures and why. She flexed her fingers, desperately wishing for a simple problem she could unravel, like a straightforward security hack, where she could see all the variations of coding, understand how the programs worked together, and find the weaknesses to exploit. But the mysteries surrounding Objer were far more complex, and so far, Zurah wasn’t finding a way to sort through the information in order to reveal the answers. 

Walking a few more paces away from the ship, Zurah knelt and scooped up a handful of dirt. She rolled it around in the palm of her hand. The suit automatically sampled the particles and produced a readout of its composition. Everything was tagged green. Even though Zurah hadn’t the faintest clue about geology, she knew green was good. Green was normal. She let the dirt and the few rocks tumble through her fingers, then she stood and brushed off the remaining particles. 

“What in the world makes Objer so unique?” Zurah asked herself. She was under no illusions as to the nature of being a security hack or the teams she had worked with. A handful of jobs had been legit, but the majority had involved stealing or “selective acquisition and redistribution of goods,” as Mexa had called it. Each job’s objective had been for something of value. Maybe not to the crew but to the individual who had hired the crew. So what makes Objer unique? Or rather, what’s on the other side of the gates? Why would the Eagle’s Nest or the emperor send a team to go through the gates? What was the high-value target? 

The tiny blue light returned, and with a sigh, Zurah turned around. As she headed back to the ship, Zurah was sure of one thing. Traveling through the gates was going to test her beyond anything she had experienced, but she wasn’t going to let it destroy her. She had picked herself up after being abandoned by her parents and learned how to be the best security hack she could be. This situation wasn’t going to be any different. She would watch and learn, study what she needed to, and figure out how to survive. 
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Zurah slipped into the conference room, surprised at the number of individuals who had been requested to attend. Squeezing between the last two rows of chairs, she settled into a spot in the back. She recognized a few of the faces: Dr. Manath, a biologist; Dr. Panish, an engineer; Montgomery, the head of security; and a handful of others Zurah had bumped into. But there were more she didn’t know, and the crowd made her nervous. Finn stood in the front, deep in conversation with Alex. Neither one looked particularly happy. 

“Don’t worry. They always have it out before one of these, but ultimately, they do know how to work together,” Angelina commented dryly. 

A flutter of unease rose in Zurah’s chest. Angelina had been nothing but professional and polite, but Zurah knew the truth about Commander Angelina Adeyemi. Angelina professed to have no memory of how she had been separated from her ship and her crew, and in Zurah’s experience, people who claimed not to remember things were often hiding the dark truth of what they’d done. 

“You should’ve all had time to read the command packets I distributed to each one of you,” Finn said, turning away from a sour-faced Alex.

I did, and once again, you’re a little light on the details. Zurah had tried to ask for clarification, but Finn had dismissed her concerns, telling Zurah she would be given more information at a later date. Zurah had believed this briefing would provide that information. 

“We have,” a middle-aged man said as he stood. “And we disagree.” Heads nodded around him. “You owe us more than being left behind, begging for scraps of information. You hired us to unravel the science and purpose of the gates, and now you’re just leaving us here?” 

Zurah frowned. They’re not coming with us? What the hell is Finn playing at? 

“How do you expect us to do our job?” another voice called out. “We need raw data, and we’re not going to get that by staying behind.” 

“Not to mention a security detail,” Montgomery added. “You’re traveling into unknown territory and, from what we’ve learned, more than likely hostile territory. Yet you aren’t going to—” 

“This isn’t up for discussion,” Alex said. His entire demeanor had changed. No longer pouting, his expression was just as stony as Finn’s. 

Zurah straightened up in her chair and felt another flutter of unease. This was the heir to the Goldsmith Consortium—a man who was valued at an impossible number of credits and whose family pulled the strings of governments across the known worlds. This was how she had expected a Goldsmith to behave—cold and commanding. 

“The assignments in those command packets still stand,” Alex continued. “This meeting is to address any questions pertaining to those assignments. If you feel you aren’t able to fulfill your duties, then we will be forced to renegotiate your contracts.” 

The tension in the room shifted, and Zurah watched several individuals pull back. They crossed arms against their chests or began to fidget, throwing nervous looks back and forth. 

“We aren’t... I mean, we’re not trying to get out of our contracts,” the man who had originally spoken said as he sat back down. “We’re simply trying to voice our concerns—” 

“Which have been duly noted and considered,” Finn said. “But right now, we have one objective. There is an enemy out there who is more than capable of toppling the known worlds. Production of an inoculation is progressing, but the timeline has been forced to be reconsidered—” 

Finn’s eyes met Zurah’s for a split second. And in that look was a shared sense of grief. Dr. Ordotham was not only a friend but an important key to their ability to develop the inoculations against the cryrot. This was due to his unique biological makeup as a Neetho as well as his brilliant skills as a doctor and scientist. But until the nest in the medical bay was opened—either through brute force or the doctor’s command—he was sealed inside. And Finn hadn’t wanted to risk opening the doctor’s nest in case his recovery was dependent on a sealed environment. 

“We have weapons and tools to fight the cryrot on Objer, and production has already started on multiple worlds,” Finn continued. “But it takes time to ensure the worlds are protected. And so we are going to the source to destroy it before it has a chance to infect other worlds. You have your orders, and I expect them to be carried out. You were all selected for a reason and have specific clauses in your contracts.” 

There were a few low murmurs of annoyance, but the majority of individuals nodded. 

“Blackmail,” Zurah muttered. She’d never cared for the tactic but had seen it used time and time again. 

“The gate is on standby, and the team will be leaving... now,” Finn said. 

“What?” more than a few people called out, Zurah included. Leaving now? What the hell? 

“Well, that’s one way to do it,” Angelina commented dryly. 

“Do what?” Zurah demanded. “I need to pack my gear, double-check my suit’s systems, and receive the final briefing.” 

“To prevent myself or anyone else from sabotaging the mission,” Angelina said. 

Zurah bit her bottom lip. She hadn’t considered that angle, and Zurah felt like a fool. Of course Finn would be playing it safe; there were too many unknown quantities and too many layers of secrets between Finn and Alex. The immediate concern was the cryrot. Despite their best efforts, no one was willing to declare the ship or personnel a hundred percent clear of the threat. Then there was the unanswered question of what the Emperor’s team was doing on the other side of the gates. Not to mention the startling discovery that some of the Eagle’s Nest crew were more alien than human now. In Zurah’s opinion, the teams were now mini reactor cells, waiting for the right ignition source to explode. 

“Are there any more questions?” Alex asked. 

There were a handful, which Finn and Alex dealt with, and once the majority of individuals were satisfied, the group was dismissed. Only those who had been selected to go with Finn through the gates remained. 

Zurah followed Angelina to the table and took a seat across from Montgomery. 

“If you have anything left that needs to be taken care of, then I suggest you get it done within the next fifteen minutes. At which time, I want you at the security checkpoint,” Finn instructed. 

“What about our gear?” Zurah asked. 

“It has been taken care of,” Finn said. “Everything you requested is prepped and ready to go.” 

“That’s not true,” Zurah replied. “I know my suit and the gear I requested is in my hab unit. I haven’t done the final—” 

Finn turned to stare at her. “Your gear is prepped and ready. Are you telling me you no longer wish to accompany us?” 

“No, she’s just—” Alex started. 

“Let her speak, cousin,” Finn snapped. 

Zurah took a few deep breaths to quell the rising panic, reminding herself who Finn was. She wasn’t a friend or someone to bicker with. She isn’t Nissa. “I understand. I’ll be there.” 

Without waiting to be dismissed, Zurah stood and left. Fifteen minutes. Shit. Zurah had planned on spending time with Nissa in the hours before leaving. But now, by the time she reached medical and could record the message she had been composing in her head, there wouldn’t be enough time to get back to the security checkpoint. Damn her. 

Zurah triggered a countdown with her SeeClear tech as she headed to the nearest hardwired comm system and plugged in. She tagged the file under her personal network and labeled it Read Only in Case of Death. She stared at the screen, debating if she should change the file name. Her suit flashed the current time, and Zurah knew she didn’t have the luxury of trying to compose the perfect message. 

“Hey, so this is Zurah. Obviously. I mean... this is Zurah Winters, recording a message for Nissa. Shit, I don’t even know your last name.” Zurah had to stop and choke back the tears threatening to overwhelm her as the reality of what she was about to do settled in. 

“Look, what I really want to know... what I feel like I deserve to know is why you never told me you were my aunt. Why did you hide that from me?” Despite her best efforts, Zurah was crying. She swiped her hand across her eyes, trying to clear her vision and her thoughts. Suck it up. You’re not a little kid. 

“Who would’ve thought I would be the one to go off on some half-assed crazy adventure? Not me. That’s for damn sure. But here I am, teamed up with Finn and Alex Goldsmith.” Zurah paused for a moment, unsure what to say. “Look, Nissa. You missed out on a lot. And I’m sure when we can safely get you off Objer and the medical treatment you need, you’ll wake up and get a debriefing. But things aren’t great. At least not yet. I’m hoping we’re going to be able to take care of things and get life back to a normal routine. All that’s to say, I hope that everything gets back to the way it was... working with you and a small crew. Doing odd jobs here and there and dreaming about better days. Despite what you haven’t told me, you were... no, you are a good boss. And I appreciate that. And I’d work with you again in a heartbeat.” 

If I ever return. The odds are I won’t, and I’ll never see you again. That harsh dose of reality shifted Zurah’s thoughts. “You take care of yourself, and go find another lost girl and save her. Be the boss to her that you were to me.” 

Zurah signed off and, before she could change her mind, sealed the file. She rubbed her hands across her face, trying to erase the evidence of her tears, which didn’t seem to want to stop. Sniffling, she stood and slapped her hand against the wall in frustration. Get a hold of yourself. You don’t want to be crying when you check in. Come on. This is another job. Just a job. You get in, do the work, get out, and get paid. That’s all. 

Biting her tongue and focusing on the pain in an attempt to quell the tears, she slowly made her way to the security checkpoint and arrived with thirty seconds to spare. The guard at the station waved her past into a small room off to the side, where emergency suits and equipment were stored. Finn, Alex, Angelina, and Montgomery were already there, each one in a various state of undress.

“Your suit is over there.” Finn pointed to a suit identical to hers hanging against the wall. 

All Zurah’s fears and anxiety fled as she touched the fabric. 

“Get dressed,” Finn said. “We don’t have much time.”

Zurah didn’t have to be told twice. She quickly shed her old suit, double-checked the integrity of her undersuit, then got dressed. The suit fit perfectly, and the feel reminded her of the ArmorTex Flex and Hold. Once the suit was sealed, she paired its system with her SeeClear tech. Grinning like a fool, she scrolled through the wide variety of options. 

“Comms check.” Finn’s voice came through loud and clear. 

Everyone checked their comms and gave the all clear. 

“This will be our central comms. Label it Comm 1. I want everyone on the same channel. Back banter is fine, but not when it comes to sharing intel. Clear?” 

“Clear,” Zurah said as the others echoed the same. 

A request came through Zurah’s SeeClear tech from Finn. When she acknowledged the request, Finn said to Zurah, “This will be our private comm channel. Route in through my internal storage attached to my SeeClear tech, then pair it with yours. I want you to report directly to me. Not Alex. You’re to be my eyes and ears. Like any other job as a security hack. Keep your systems hot and wide. Any disturbance or anomalies, you alert me first.” 

“Yes, sir,” Zurah replied, the excitement over the newfound tech quickly disappearing. Finn’s the boss now. Just like I would do with Nissa. Remember that. Zurah half expected Alex to chime in and request a private comm line with her as well, but he remained oddly silent. 

“Last check, pair up and make sure your suit is secure,” Finn ordered. 

Zurah turned to see Alex moving toward her. 

He took hold of her arms before she could protest and checked the readouts on the embedded screens. “Good to go.” Then he double-checked her suit’s seams, helmet lock, boots, and gloves. “All clear.” 

Zurah quickly did the same for Alex and turned to join the group, but he held on to her arm. 

“Zurah, be careful. Finn isn’t interested in getting us killed, but she has her priorities,” he said. 

Zurah narrowed her eyes as his voice came through over the Comm 1 line, but no one else turned to watch them. Not even Finn. She glanced at Alex. His eyes watched her intently then shifted down to stare at his hand. When Zurah looked down as well, she noticed his thumb was placed directly over the screen on her left arm. 

“A chameleon?” she asked. 

Alex nodded. “Just between us. Tap into the system with your SeeClear tech, then tag it however you want. But this will allow us to communicate without the others knowing.” 

“All good?” Angelina asked as she stepped toward them. 

“All clear. Just double-checking the seals.” Alex let his hand drop. 

“Then it’s time to go,” Finn said. “The rest of our gear has been loaded and taken to the gates.” 

They left the security of the ship and climbed into the rover assigned to transport them to the gates. The driver nervously tapped the steering wheel while they waited for everyone to hop in. Once the group was seated and buckled up, the driver kicked the rover into gear. Then they were off to the Black Gates of Objer. 
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The Black Gates of Objer loomed on the horizon as the rover raced toward the imposing megalithic structure. Zurah leaned to the side to gain a better view and blinked to run a scan. Information flooded her vision, and she removed the files tagged as fringe whispers. The gates were constructed from a type of metamorphic rock that long-range sensors flagged for inconsistent readings. Each gate pillar was built from five different megalithic blocks, all slightly rectangular, with each block slightly smaller than the one below it. 

Numerous scientific papers discussed the theories as to who or what had engineered the gates, but no consensus or overarching hypothesis had been reached. As Zurah sorted through the information, the ideas increased in absurdity. All the information available to the general public boiled down to the fact that no one knew the purpose of the gates or who had constructed them. The only hard fact everyone could agree on was that the Eagle’s Nest had vanished in the dead zone, and popular theories tied its fate to the gates.

Shutting down the search, Zurah stole a glance at Angelina. Zurah couldn’t help but wonder what was going through the woman’s mind. Zurah wasn’t naïve. Angelina possibly remembered everything and knew exactly what the team was facing. Could that be why Finn is so distrustful of Angelina? That Finn suspects Angelina is lying? Or that Finn has proof she’s lying? But those questions always led to the opposite possibility—that Angelina was telling the truth and was in the dark like the rest of them.

As Zurah continued to weigh both sides of the argument, she leaned toward the second possibility. When Alex and I got to the bridge of the ship so I could hack the systems and use the ambient noise against the cryrot, Angelina had been shocked to see her two former crewmates—an impossibility that they were still alive, just like her. Of course, they’re not really human, though, are they? 

They’d been changed into some kind of sand people, and Zurah believed that seeing those men still alive—if not entirely human any longer—must have taken its toll. But Zurah couldn’t pick up on anxiety or trepidation from Angelina. Note to self: don’t play poker with the woman.

If Zurah’s intuition was sure of anything, it was that no one was telling each other the whole truth. That was a great way to get everyone killed. 

The rover rolled to a stop a few meters from the gates, where a temporary worksite had been established. Three large tents were nestled off to the side, and a handful of mobile workstations alongside generators and other pieces of equipment dotted the rest of the area.

“Everyone out,” Finn ordered. 

An alert to proceed with caution popped up on the bottom left of her helmet’s screen, advising Zurah she was three meters away from another security field. The alert flashed red then shifted to green before Zurah had time to ask Finn whether to proceed or not. A series of numbers and letters scrolled across the bottom, and her suit informed her she was cleared. 

The team followed Finn’s lead as she headed toward an individual stationed in the middle of the site. “This is Dr. Yumi,” Finn said. “Updates?” 

“Energy levels are holding steady, and we’re well within the safety zone from the information you provided. Whenever you and your team are ready, you’re cleared to proceed.” Dr. Yumi’s voice rolled through Zurah’s suit. 
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