
  
    [image: Evolution]
  


  
    
      EVOLUTION

      JUSTICE KEEPERS SAGA BOOK V

    

    
      
        R. S. PENNEY

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright (C) 2021 R.S. Penney

      Layout design and Copyright (C) 2022 by Next Chapter

      Published 2022 by Next Chapter

      Cover art by CoverMint

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the author's permission.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Spreading peanut butter on a piece of toast with a knife, Jon Andalon let out a soft sigh. The sunlight that streamed in through the windows behind him warmed his body and illuminated the white cupboards and blue walls of his kitchen.

      Jon was a tall man, slim and muscular and dressed in black pants and a gray t-shirt. Dark of skin and eye, he wore his black hair buzzed to little more than stubble. “Honey! You're going to be late.”

      In his mind's eye, the silhouette of his boyfriend emerged from the door that led to the bedroom, pulling a t-shirt over his head. He turned around just in time to see Ren poke his head through the neck-hole.

      Jon smiled, bowing his head to the other man. “Always running late,” he teased, striding forward and offering a plate. “I'm telling you, one of these days, you're going to be responsible for my losing the last of my hair.”

      Ren was a handsome man with a square jaw, dark skin and eyes that lit up every time he looked at you. “That might be a good look for you.” He snatched up the piece of toast and took a bite at the corner.

      “Maybe.”

      “So, what's on the agenda for today?” Ren asked. “Apprehending a terrorist cell? Or maybe thwarting an arms dealer.”

      Closing his eyes, Jon trembled with soft laughter. “You really should know better,” he said, shaking his head ruefully. “Nothing happens on Belos. Even the Antaurans don't bother us anymore.”

      Ren said nothing in response to that, opting to chew his toast thoroughly instead. The man had made his opinions on this subject known many times. Jon's career was far from over – Justice Keepers remained in peak fighting condition well into their fifties – and there was no reason the higher-ups should stick him on some small backwater world near the Fringe.

      In fact, Jon's predecessor had voiced similar opinions when she held this position last year. Some people could change their circumstances by complaining often enough. He was not one. This was where his superiors felt he could do the most good, so this was where he would stay for now.

      Ren marched into the kitchen, setting his empty plate down next to the sink. The man stood hunched over, bracing himself with hands pressed to the countertop. “I really don't know why you stay.”

      Jon crossed his arms over his chest, hanging his head with a sigh. “It couldn't have anything to do with the company,” he said, pacing back to the kitchen. “Sweetheart, if I'm happy here, then you should be happy for me.”

      Ren glanced over his shoulder, a wry smile blooming on his face. “Okay,” he said, shaking his head. “But I reserve the right to remind you of this conversation the next time you tell me you're bored with your job.”

      The man turned his back on Jon and made his way to the front door. He paused there for a moment. “The city planners want to meet this evening,” he said. “I'm going to be late.”

      “No problem.”

      “See you tonight. I love you.”

      With his boyfriend gone, Jon took a few moments to enjoy quiet solitude before he left the house. As he'd said, there was not much for a Justice Keeper to do here on Belos; he could pretty much set his own hours, so there was no harm in taking a little time to himself before he started his day. Maybe he could straighten up a little before-

      His multi-tool chirped from its resting place in the wall charger. The blinking red light on the metal disk told him he had an incoming call. So much for a pleasant morning of quiet solitude. “Answer,” Jon barked. “Holographic display.”

      The transparent image of a woman rippled into existence in the middle of his living room. Tall and slim, she wore a pair of beige pants and a bright blue tank-top, her short hair parted in the middle. “Jon,” she said.

      Tilting his head back, Jon felt his lips curl into a small smile. “Jena Morane,” he said, eyebrows rising. “I guess I should have expected as much. Things have been going much too smoothly lately.”

      Jena stared at him with her mouth hanging open, blinking as if she couldn't believe her eyes. “Hey now!” she protested. “Is that any way to treat the lady who spurned your advances multiple times?”

      He wheezed with laughter, then covered his face with one hand. “If you're looking for a date,” Jon said, approaching the hologram. “I'm afraid I'm no longer available. Also, did I ever thank you for sticking me with your old job?”

      “No, and I know just how you can do it.”

      “Excuse me?”

      A painful expression passed over Jena's face, one that she smothered in less than half a second, but it was clear that something wasn't right. “Things are changing, Jon,” she said. “It's time I put a few contingencies in place.”

      Pressing his lips together, Jon blinked at her. “Things are changing,” he said, taking one cautious step forward. “What kind of things? And what exactly do you mean by 'put a few contingencies in place?' ”

      “I want you to visit a world called Adraxis.”

      “Never heard of it.”

      Heaving out a sigh, Jena looked down at the floor. The woman seemed unwilling to make eye-contact, almost as if she knew she was asking too much of him. “That's 'cause it's on the far side of Antauran Space.”

      Well, that was just…Damn this woman and her presumption! What could possibly convince her that he would be willing to fly to the far side of a hostile power's territory just for one of her little favours? He'd done his fair share before. Still, curiosity got the better of him. “And what will I find on Adraxis?”

      The way she looked at him gave him pause, and suddenly he realized that Jena was dead serious. She hadn't come to him on a whim; this was important to her. “I want you to delete all record of this call when we've finished.”

      “All right.”

      “Good. Now listen carefully…”

       

      The sandstorm was nothing short of devastating: a wave of dust that rushed over the dunes, swirling and raging with enough force to do serious damage to anything plant or animal that might have been unfortunate enough to make its home here. Assuming, of course, that anything actually lived here. Adraxis was as close to what would be called a dead world as she had ever seen.

      Keli Armana scrambled down the hillside with hands raised to shield her face, hissing as the dust pummeled her. She wore thick tan clothing along with a cloak with its hood pulled up. It did little good.

      In the distance, perhaps half a kilometer away, a small two-story building stood its ground against the howling wind and raging dust. A bastion of hope against the tempest. Assuming, of course, that hope could survive in a place like this. Adraxis was where hope went to die.

      Keli stumbled, falling face down in the sand. Grunting, she tossed her head about and tried to recover her what little remained of her willpower. “Come on,” she whispered to herself. “You've made it this far.”

      She got up.

      Wincing inside her hood, Keli felt tears leak from her eyes. “You survived that cell on Ganymede,” she reminded herself. “You can survive this.”

      The building was her destination, though she wondered if she would make it there before exhaustion or the storm did her in. She would have preferred to have landed there, but the pilot she had coaxed into flying her all the way out here had been unwilling to set his ship down on “the Haunted Planet.” The most he would do was let her use one of his escape pods, and those things weren't exactly precise when it came to maneuvering. In truth, she was lucky she managed to land within five kilometers of this place.

      So, she scrambled through the storm, keeping her head down, shielding her face as best she could and ignoring the pain when a stone or pebble hit her. It was slow going – hours seemed to pass before she reached her destination – but arrive she did only to fall to her knees just in front of the door.

      Keli got shakily to her feet.

      Pounding on the door with her fist, she let out a wheeze and then collapsed against the metal. “You can't just leave me out here,” she whispered to no one in particular. “You can't just leave…”

      The doors slid apart.

      Without the metal to support her weight, Keli fell to her knees again, huddling in on herself and gasping. She was aching from head to toe, barely able to think, but she sensed the newcomer's approach.

      A woman in black pants and a matching tank-top stepped out of the darkness: a tall woman with pale skin and short blonde hair. “Gods have mercy on me!” she said. “Who might you be?”

      Keli looked up to squint at the woman. “I need answers,” she said, nearly falling on her face. “Please…”

      “Answers. Do you know where you are?”

      “Adraxis.”

      The other woman crossed her arms, frowning down at Keli with obvious disdain in her eyes. “And do you know what kind of people come to Adraxis?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “Go on, take a moment and ponder it.”

      Baring her teeth in a vicious snarl, Keli hissed. The pain in her body was difficult to ignore. “Criminals,” she answered. “Smugglers, murderers, thieves. Those who have run out of places to hide.”

      The other woman leaned forward, her mouth twisting into a predatory smile. “And how willing do you think 'those who have run out of places to hide' would be to provide you with answers?”

      Keli looked up.

      It took some effort – she was very tired – but she reached out and touched the other woman's mind. Palia. That was the woman's name. Brief flashes of memories floated in Keli's mind. Palia was something of an activist who hacked into classified databases and leaked their secrets. After fleeing authorities on the colony world of Torval, she hid on various space stations before coming here.

      Palia winced, shivering as she let out a slow, rasping breath. “You have the gift of Communion,” she mumbled, backing away. Sighing regretfully, she added. “Come with me, Honoured One.”

      With some effort, Keli stood and allowed the other woman to lead down a hallway with thick gray walls and doors at even intervals. It was utterly dark, forcing Palia to use a flashlight to avoid tripping. This place certainly lived up to its reputation. It had once been a military base, but her people had been forced to abandon it long ago.

      Forced because Adraxis was inhospitable to human life. Oh, the atmosphere was just right, and one could pump water from underground streams. The desert conditions were easily mitigated with hydroponic farming technology. But that was not the reason this place was uninhabitable. Anyone who stayed here long enough began having terrible nightmares. Stay too long, and you were never quite the same.

      At the end of the hallway, Palia opened another door, this one leading into what looked like a mess hall with black and white floor tiles. Round plastic tables were spread throughout the room, and the lights were on full. Long rectangular windows in the wall to her left should have been admitting sunlight, but the sandstorm blocked it out.

      She noticed a man sitting on one table, a tall muscular fellow with copper skin and gray flecks in his scraggly dark beard. “Who's this?” he said, hopping to his feet. “Don't tell me we've started picking up strays.”

      Palia stopped short, standing before Keli with her back turned and facing the man with arms folded. “This one has the gift of Communion,” she explained. “I thought we should at least offer her water.”

      The man scrunched up his face before pinching the bridge of his nose with thumb and forefinger. “You're joking, right?” he asked, striding toward them. “You want to bring a telepath in here?”

      “Would you say no to her?”

      Telepaths were revered in Antauran society, considered the pinnacle of evolution. There were some who even believed them to be close to godliness. The experiments that been done to Keli had only heightened her powers.

      “This is insane,” the man said.

      Closing her eyes, Keli took a deep, calming breath. “Insane,” she said, nodding to the man. “Then perhaps you've been on this planet too long. They say that anyone who stays here goes insane.”

      He crossed his arms and stood as still as a statue, hissing at her through his teeth. “Then why are you here?” he growled. “What crime is so great that an Honoured One must flee to this wretched hole?”

      “I came to see if the legends are true.”

      The man spun around, throwing his hands up as he walked away from her. “Oh, is that all?” he asked, pacing to the other side of the room. “You want to see if the legends are true. You can just suck-”

      Keli focused.

      The man dropped to his knees, clutching his skull in both hands. A painful squeal escaped his lips. “Stop!” he begged. “Stop! You want to see? I'll show you whatever you want to see, just stop!”

      A smile blossomed on Keli's face, and she bowed her head to the man. “Excellent,” she said, striding forward. “Now, tell me everything you've learned from the moment you set foot on this world.”

       

      Denabrian winters were generally mild. Leyria's capitol hugged the western coast of the Iyrian continent, and the stream of warm ocean currents coming up from the tropics generally prevented the weather from dropping below freezing on all but a few days of the year. There was, however, quite a lot of rain.

      A deluge pattered against Ben's living room window, thin droplets sliding over the pane and blocking his view of the green front lawn. The line of pine trees at the far end of his property swayed in the wind.

      He scanned through the reports Larani Tal had given him, looking for some kind of pattern. It was difficult; there were only three known traitors – Slade, Breslan and Calissa – but he searched for some kind of pattern. Some place where they had all served. Some mutual contact they all shared.

      There had to be a connection; conspiracies like this one didn't just unfold ex-nihlo. However, it was extremely difficult to find the common thread. Cal Breslan's record had been shady until about five years ago, when he joined the Denabrian office of the Justice Keepers at Slade's instigation. The man had a list of teachers and former supervisors – most of whom were conveniently dead – and his record claimed that he had received his symbiont on Belos with few witnesses.

      Calissa on the other hand…

      Her induction ceremony was quite well-documented. Most Keepers received their Nassai after completing their first year of training. It was usually a big affair with lots of pomp and circumstance. He'd seen the video of Calissa kneeling in front of three senior directors who held out a containment unit with a symbiont inside. He still remembered the woman's ecstatic expression as her skin began to glow. That had been ten years ago.

      In theory, a Nassai would never allow its host to misuse its power. But Calissa had gotten up to all sorts of mayhem with a casual disregard for human life. So… Had Calissa been rotten from the beginning? Or did something turn her? The symbiont was supposed to have vetted her to see if she would use the power responsibly. Was the Nassai corrupt from the very start? Or…Or…could it be possible that Calissa had somehow switched symbionts, trading in a healthy Nassai for one of these twisted creatures Slade employed?

      Knock knock.

      “It's open.”

      The front door swung open to reveal Larani Tal on his porch, taking shelter under an umbrella. Dressed in green pants and a black coat that dropped to mid-thigh, she was quite fetching with her dark hair pulled back in a bun. “Ben,” she said, stepping through the door. “I see you're reviewing the material I sent you.”

      Closing his eyes, Ben pressed the back of his head into the seat cushion. “Well, it's not like I have much else to do,” he muttered, setting the tablet down in his lap. “Thanks for coming by.”

      Larani bowed her head, heaving out a deep breath. “Of course,” she said, shutting the door behind her. “Though I would point out that it would be much more efficient to conduct this conversation by teleconference.”

      Stretching fists above his head, Ben felt his mouth drop open in a yawn. “You never did learn anything about conspiracies, did you?” he murmured. “You generally don't want to risk someone eavesdropping on your call.

      He got up, slipping hands into his pockets, and paced over to the window. The rain just kept splashing against the glass. “Did you speak to the parole officer?” he asked. “Is there any chance they'll let me talk to Darrel?”

      He rounded on her.

      Larani stood just inside the front door with hands folded over her stomach, refusing to look up at him. “I'm sorry, Ben,” she said softly. “They aren't willing to allow you any off-world contact until you complete your recovery process.”

      “Worth a shot.”

      “I'm sorry.”

      “Don't be; you did your best,” he said, marching across the room. “I actually wanted to talk to you about Nassai.”

      A yawn stretched Larani's mouth into a gaping hole before she stifled it with her fist. “Goodness,” she murmured. “It really is contagious. What would you like to know about Nassai?”

      Ben crossed his arms, frowning down at himself. “Anything you can tell me,” he said with a shrug of his shoulders. “Specifically, I'd like to know whether or not they can tell each other apart.”

      Larani turned her head to stare at the wall, blinking as she considered the question. “I'm not sure,” she replied. “My symbiont can sense the presence of another Nassai, but I have to get within a few feet of the host.”

      “What about distinguishing one Nassai from another?”

      Larani winced, shaking her head in frustration. “It doesn't work like that,” she said, leaning against the door with her arms folded. “Nassai are fragments of a larger collective consciousness. They aren't individuals.”

      “Not at first,” Ben countered. “But they become more individualistic over time as their personalities are shaped by blending with a Keeper. Everything you experience has an effect on the symbiont you carry. That's why Jack's Summer is a little different from Anna's Seth.”

      A frown appeared on Larani's face before she smothered it. None of the orthodox Keepers much liked the idea of Jack naming his Nassai, and the fact that Anna had done so as well only made them worry that the trend might catch on. That was how Keepers viewed things. One Nassai was indistinguishable from another. “Why are you asking?” Larani murmured after a moment.

      Ben turned his back on her, and marched across the living room with his arms crossed. He paused with the window on his left, and for one brief moment, he could feel the chill coming through the glass. “I have a theory,” he explained. “I've gone over the footage of Calissa receiving her symbiont. It strikes me as odd that Slade would be able to somehow ensure that she received one of the corrupted Nassai.”

      “Yes, I thought so too.”

      Ben squeezed his eyes shut, a tremor passing through him. “Which is why I don't think that's what happened,” he said, spinning around to face Larani. “I think that at some point, Calissa received a new symbiont.”

      Larani stood with fists balled at her sides, her eyes glued to the floor. “You believe that she somehow…swapped Nassai?” The woman sighed as she stepped away from the front door. “Do you have any idea how dangerous that is? Were I to give up my Nassai, I would die in less than five minutes.”

      “And if someone had another symbiont ready to go?”

      “It's an interesting theory.”

      Ben dropped onto the nearest couch with his hands on his knees, staring down into his own lap. “More than a theory,” he murmured. “Think about it; if what Calissa said is true, then Slade has agents everywhere.”

      That made Larani stop in her tracks. After nearly two months of working together, Ben had discovered that his new partner did not like thinking about the prospect of moles in her organization. It was a common problem among Keepers: sometimes they bought into their own press. They were so convinced of their own nobility that they refused to see a conspiracy lurking right under their noses. Now, spies on the other hand…A decade of working in intelligence gave you a healthy cynicism. “All right,” Larani said. “Suppose we grant that you're correct. Slade has dozens of agents among the Keepers.”

      “It doesn't make sense that every single one of those traitors would have been his from the moment they first bonded a symbiont. Some would have been brought into the fold after serving for several years. And if we can truly be sure that a Nassai would never condone the misuse of their power…” Ben wasn't so sure of that, but he had no intention of arguing the point. Not with a woman as stubborn as Larani. “Then it stands to reason that many of these people received a corrupted symbiont only after they joined Slade's little cabal of evil.”

      “So you're saying…”

      “I'm saying that Slade has been gathering recruits slowly over the years,” Ben went on. “When he finds a willing convert, they extract the Nassai that he or she carried and replace it with one of these twisted symbionts.”

      Clenching her teeth, Larani shook her head in disgust. “That is a disturbing notion,” she said in a voice dripping with contempt. “It means that the Keepers have truly fallen from grace.”

      “It's worse than that,” Ben said. “We don't know how long this shadow organization has existed. It's possible that we're coming up against a faction that has existed within the Justice Keepers from their very inception.”

      Saying that out loud made him feel cold inside.

       

      Aamani descended the stairs with her arms folded, her shoulders hunched up as if she wanted to shiver. The stairwell was cool, but hardly chilly now that summer was in full bloom. Still, she hated it. She had come to associate this place with fear.

      On the bottom level, she opened a door into a huge parking garage with concrete walls and banks of fluorescent lights in the ceilings. Empty parking spaces were marked off with yellow lines, and the air smelled of gasoline.

      Aamani strode forward.

      “I was beginning to think you'd stood me up,” a cool, crisp voice said from behind. So, he had been waiting just outside the stairwell door. Somehow, the man always found some new way to ambush her. “I tend to take such things personally.”

      Aamani winced, trembling as she drew in a hissing breath. “I'm well aware of the terms of our agreement,” she said, spinning around on her heel. “So, you can rest assured that when I have new information, I will share it.”

      Grecken Slade stood next to the door in gray pants and a long black coat that fell to mid-thigh, a coat with silver birds on its high collar. The man's face belonged on a statue, with pronounced cheek bones, tilted eyes and smooth skin. “Still, you've been spending an inordinate amount of time with my enemies.”

      Clenching her teeth, Aamani let her head hang, then drew in a hissing breath. “That is called infiltration,” she growled, striding forward. “You might have heard of it. It's how people in my line of work gather information.”

      Slade lifted his chin to study her with lips pursed, blinking slowly as he considered that. “Very well,” he said, stepping away from the wall. “What exactly have you learned about Jena Morane's plans?”

      This was the part she hated most; in her long career, Aamani had faced more than her fair share of tense situations – the worst of which involved two autonomous robots tearing her people to shreds in a parking garage just like this one – but she had always felt as though she were on equal footing with her opponents. Slade made her feel like an eight-year-old girl trying to challenge a three-hundred-pound man. He couldn't read her thoughts; he wouldn't know that the information she was feeding him was precisely what Jena wanted him to see, but that didn't make her feel any safer. Those dark eyes of his cut deeper than most swords.

      Aamani fished a memory chip out of her purse, caressing it with her thumb before she tossed it casually. Slade caught the chip with a grunt, then paused for a moment to inspect it. “It's all right there,” she told him. “They think they have a lead on the Key.”

      “Where?”

      Aamani felt her mouth twist, then turned her head so that he wouldn't get a good look at her expression. “Northern Oregon,” she muttered, her voice dripping with disdain. “Some Willapa legends about spirits that made Jack say, 'Oh, that sound like Overseers.' ”

      The site she was sending him to was one that Jack and Anna had investigated just last week, and – as usual – they had found nothing of substance. Still, if a false trail could keep Slade's people busy, it was worth it.

      As usual, she kept her composure, but she would be lying if she said she didn't feel a growing tension in her chest. The knowledge that some telepath had been tweaking her emotions was unsettling, to say the least. Raynar had trained her in the art of resisting such influence, had taught her how to dissect, analyze and root out foreign influence, but they were still no closer to identifying the culprit. Did Slade know? What if his telepath had told him everything that Aamani was thinking? The other shoe could drop at any time. She had to be ready.

      A vicious grin spread on Slade's face, and he lowered his eyes almost respectfully. “Excellent,” he said with a curt nod. “You've done well, Aamani. Very soon now, we will free your world from my people's influence.”

      “I look forward to it.”

      The man turned on his heel and marched back to the stairwell door, halting there for just a moment. “Keep them off balance,” he said almost as an afterthought. “I'm going to be rather busy over the next few weeks, and I'd rather not find myself tripping over Anna Lenai or Jack Hunter.”

      “Whatever you say,” Aamani hissed. “Let's just conclude this business as soon as possible.”

       

      Through the cockpit window, Keli saw a clear blue sky stretching from horizon to horizon above an endless desert of hard-packed clay. The engines powered down, their whine slowly fading away to nothingness.

      Keli sat in the co-pilot's seat with hands in her lap, frowning down at her own shoes. “This is the place?” she asked, arching one dark eyebrow. “You're sure this is where they discovered it?”

      Skoro, the tall man with a scraggly beard of salt-and-pepper hair – was on her left, baring his teeth as he stared through the window. “This is it,” he said, gesticulating with one hand. “If you've lost interest, we'll go now, but if you must see it…”

      Keli rose from her seat.

      Hunching over, she twisted around and made her way to the back of the cockpit. “I must see it,” she said, bracing one hand against the air-lock in the port-side wall. “If you wish, you may remain here.”

      “Idiot woman.”

      The air-lock slid open with a hiss, revealing a ruined landscape that seemed to go on forever without a trace of green to be found. Just rocks and stones, clay and dust. No one in their right mind would live here.

      Keli descended the steps, pulling the hood of the cloak up to shield her face from the sun. A hot breeze assaulted her the instant she was out in the open, but she managed to ignore it with some effort.

      She rounded the nose of the small cargo hauler only to sense Skoro coming out behind her. The man was still a few paces away, and he had no hostile intentions – she would have picked up on that very quickly – but she didn't like anyone walking where she couldn't see.

      Keli froze, doubling over with her arms folded, a hiss escaping her. “Hurry up if you're coming,” she said through her teeth. “I would rather not have to stand here until I pass out from dehydration.”

      Her companion said nothing and chose instead to make his way up the rising slope in front of the ship. He stopped halfway up and let out a grunt. “Complain all you want,” Keli muttered, following him. “But you'll stay in front of me.”

      At the top of the hill, she found a steep cliff that dropped some twenty meters to a wide-open expanse of where a strange rock formation clawed at the sky like the fingers of a grasping hand. Her heart was pounding. That was it. She knew it. Even if the rocks had not been a clear indication, she could feel it lurking beneath.

      “There it is,” Skoro said.

      Shutting her eyes, Keli ignored the hot sun on her skin. She wiped sweat off her forehead with the back of one hand. “So the legends are true. Have either of your tried taking a scan of it?”

      Skoro's face twisted, and he tossed his head about. “You must be joking, bitch,” he growled before spitting over the edge of the cliff. “That thing slips into my dreams at night. You think I should go antagonize it?”

      It slipped into his dreams?

      They had traveled over five thousand kilometers from the small listening post these two criminals had commandeered. Which meant her suspicions were true. That creature down there was a very powerful telepath.

      She leaned forward to get a better look at the rocks. She wasn't willing to risk using her talent until she became absolutely certain that the creature would not retaliate. After what she'd seen on Alios…A shiver went through her, and she had to fight off the memory of a headache that had nearly killed her. The pain. Such terrible pain.

      She remembered the hooded woman's mad cackling while the creature she served lashed out at Keli. The horror as it ripped through her best mental defenses. That shriek in her mind…She had survived its attacks, of course, but only just. Fleeing through a dense patch of palm trees, masking her mental presence so that it would not find her. The shock as she realized what it was she faced.

      A part of her didn't want to believe it, but somehow, she knew it was true. She had seen an Overseer. She had touched its mind with her own, and if the legends were true, then another one lurked beneath those stones. She had to know. “I'm going down there,” she began. “Wait for me at the-”

      A high-pitched whistle cut her off, and she looked up to see something traveling through the clear blue sky. It was a ship, but not one she had ever seen before. This one was thin, tube-like, with spines that protruded from its body and curved inward toward the front. Could that possibly be?

      “Yes,” Skoro said, guessing her thoughts. “It is them.”

      He stood with one hand raised to shield his eyes, peering into the sky with wonder on his face. “They have been coming frequently in the last few months,” he went on. “We have seen two, sometimes three ships at a time. If they notice our presence, they do not care. We've learned to stay out from underfoot.”

      “You mean…”

      “Yes. Their visits become more and more frequent, and it is clear they are preparing for something. The Overseers have returned, woman. And I do not believe they are very happy with their children.”
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      Daylight through a window that looked out on the city made Jena into a silhouette that stood with her back turned, gazing out on a lovely afternoon. “What's this one called, again?” she asked with amusement in her voice.

      Jack's living room was a small space with a couch along one wall, an easy chair on the other and a coffee table between them. At the moment, a jangly indie-pop guitar riff came through the speakers he had hung on his walls. He wasn't entirely sure why Jena wanted to hang out, but he didn't mind the company.

      Dressed in gray jeans and a black t-shirt, Jack sat on the couch with hands folded behind his head. “Gwen's Revenge,” he said over the music. “They're a new band out of Halifax. This is their debut.”

      Jena tuned.

      Her lips were curled into a small smile as she glanced over her shoulder. “So this is what you consider a good time?” she asked, raising one eyebrow. “Hanging out, listening to music?”

      Jack closed his eyes, letting the sound wash over him. “You're the one who wanted to spend your Saturday with me,” he replied, sitting forward. “Besides, I don't get much time to just sit and listen to an album like I used to.”

      Jena paced across the living room with her arms crossed, grinning down at herself. “Well, I've listened to pretty much everything you've sent me,” she said with a shrug of her shoulders. “Most is pretty good. And I've got an extensive collection. I mean you've got stuff from the middle of the last century.”

      The ring of an oven timer told him that the pizza was ready; so he got up with a grunt and decided to be a good host. His small, galley-style kitchen with white floor tiles and gray countertops was just large enough for one person to move freely. Grabbing a pair of oven mitts, he opened the stove.

      Jack winced as a blast of heat hit him in the face, then forced his eyes open. “That's the thing about rock and roll,” he said, blinking. “It's always evolving. Each decade has a unique sound.”

      He set the pizza on the stove-top, the cheese still sizzling and filling the apartment with a delicious scent. Pepperoni, green peppers and olives: his favourite combination. If Anna were here, she would want a purely vegetarian option, but Jena was less interested in Earth's food politics.

      He turned around.

      His boss stood on the other side of the chest-high wall that separated the kitchen and the living room, smiling at him. “Okay, then,” she said. “The best song of this decade: what is it?”

      “The Grand Shirleys, 'Moving Parts.' ”

      “And the 2010s?”

      “The Arkells, 'Systematic.' ”

      “The 90s?”

      “Our Lady Peace, 'Naveed.' ”

      Tapping her lips with one finger, Jena squinted at him. “Interesting,” she said with a curt nod. “And you know, it's really odd, but I can't help but notice the fact that these are all songs by Canadian artists.”

      Jack smiled down at the counter, shaking his head. “Oh, Jen,” he said, his eyebrows rising. “I can hardly help it if my country just happens to have the best damn music scene on the planet.”

      They ate pizza for a while, talked about work, family, relationships. The only rule Jena had made when she'd asked for this little hangout was that under no circumstances would they mention their never-ending search for Slade's Key. Not that Jack wanted to discuss that. He still had nightmares whenever he thought about the hologram they had spoken to in that cave.

      Jena lifted a bottle of fizzy water to her lips, then tossed her head back and took a swig. “Okay, one thing I have to know,” she said, setting it down on the counter with a thunk. “You and Anna. Why isn't that a thing?”

      Chewing on his lower lip, Jack shut his eyes tight. He took a deep breath and then let it out again. “I really don't know,” he answered. “We were very close when she came here the first time, but…”

      “But?”

      Jack crossed his arms with a sigh, hanging his head to avoid making eye-contact. “She was transferred to Alios,” he went on. “She said that she didn't want a long-distance relationship; so I let it go. Besides, I've got a girlfriend now.”

      When he looked up, Jena was watching him with those hard, dark eyes of hers, and he knew that he was going to get a lecture. There were times when she seemed to think of herself as the smart, practical aunt he'd never had. “Kid, a piece of advice,” she said. “If you really care about someone, make sure they know it.”

      “I didn't want to push.”

      “And that's good,” Jena said. She brought a slice of pizza to her mouth, took a bite and pulled away with strings of cheese stretching until they snapped. “But did you ever tell her that you wanted to try? Did you ever think she might have changed her mind if she knew you were willing?”

      He wasn't sure what to make of that; so he chose to focus on his pizza and hope that the conversation would naturally shift away from this topic. No good would come out of tempting himself with the road not taken. He was beginning to relax when a sharp beep from his multi-tool startled him.

      Checking the screen revealed the words “Urgent Call” flashing in bright red letters. Worry settled into the pit of his stomach. So far as he knew, no one was out on a mission. So, why was this call urgent?

      Squeezing his eyes shut, Jack pressed a palm to his forehead. He massaged away a light throb. “Duty calls,” he muttered in a strained voice. “Give me a few minutes, Jen. I need to see what this is about.”

      She nodded.

      A long hallway branched off from the foyer with doors in the left-hand wall. The first led to Jack's bedroom, and the second to the room that had once been Anna's. Now that she was gone, Spock had claimed it as his own.

      He stepped into his bedroom to find sunlight streaming through the window, falling on a mattress where the covers were in a state of disarray. What exactly was the point of making one's bed? You were only going to get back in it.

      Tapping the screen of his multi-tool caused it to project the image of a blue, human-shaped…something. It appeared to be a man composed entirely of ones and zeroes that floated about, crashing into one another. “Greetings, Jack Hunter,” the hologram said in a pleasant tone of voice.

      Jack squinted at the image. “Well, this is new,” he said, shaking his head. “Would you mind telling me who I'm speaking with?”

      “Of course.”

      The image bowed its head respectfully, but it was really just a shift in the projection of ones and zeroes. “Perhaps you've heard of me,” it went on. “My name is Ven. I am the artificial intelligence-”

      “That emerged on Leyria over a century ago.” Suddenly, Jack felt more than a little light headed. Being the first person from this world to accept a symbiont had brought him into contact with several VIPs: politicians, reporters, even the odd celebrity. And he had experienced none of the awe that he felt right now. “I thought…The reports said that you built yourself a vessel and flew off toward the unexplored regions of the galaxy.”

      “I did.”

      Blushing hard, Jack closed his eyes and hung his head. “And you came back here just to hang out with me?” He wiped sweat off his brow with the back of his hand. “Date a sexy alien? Check. Meet a living robot? Check. Throw in some time travel, and my life is officially a 1940s serial.”

      Ven laughed.

      “You grasp humor.”

      “Of course, I do!” The hologram flickered for a moment, then resolidified into a man of ones and zeros, but now the numbers were flying about like a swarm of angry bees. “I see,” Ven went on. “Your concept of artificial intelligence is largely defined by the depictions you see in your media.”

      Suddenly, it was a transparent image of Lieutenant Commander Data who stood before him, and before Jack could speak, the image shifted again to a cylon and finally one of the cybermen. “It's nothing like that. In fact, I've always objected to the term 'artificial intelligence.' How is my intelligence any more artificial than yours? But that is a moot point at the moment.”

      “What…” Jack stammered. “What can I do for you?”

      “As you said, I've been exploring unknown parts of the galaxy.” The hologram was once again the image of a man composed of floating ones and zeroes that swirled about as if caught in a cyclone. Almost as if their pattern of movement reflected Ven's mood. “I traveled through many uncharted solar systems, finding little in the way of intelligent life. There are some truly fascinating species in the distant regions of this galaxy, but almost none have anything approximating the human capacity for language. I began to think that the Milky Way was an empty place…”

      The hologram changed colour, blue characters suddenly becoming a deep, angry red. “But then I began to notice it,” Ven went on. “Something was lurking in star systems beyond the rim of known space. Hiding, watching me…

      “It would come as a brief sensor ghost, the silhouette of a ship that would vanish the instant I tried to scan it. I ran diagnostic after diagnostic to ensure that my readings were not faulty. Each time, I found no errors. But the ship would appear again and again. They were hounding me, Jack, observing my movements. What little I could learn of them suggested that their ships were made entirely out of living tissue.”

      Pinching his chin with thumb and forefinger, Jack narrowed his eyes. “Overseers,” he muttered under his breath. “They use purely organic technology. I believe you caught a glimpse of an Overseer ship.”

      “I concur.”

      Jack sat down on the bed with his arms folded, practically doubling over. “And this is new?” he asked, shivering. “These strange encounters you've been having. They only started recently.”

      “The first was nearly one year ago,” Ven explained. “Since then, I've caught sight of the strange ship at least fourteen times. I can't tell if it's the same ship every time, but in each encounter, there is only one.”

      Ven was able to mimic human movement, spinning to face the window with one holographic hand pressed to his hip. “They're planning something, Jack,” he said. “For thousands of years, there has been no sign of the Overseers, and now suddenly, they're showing up on my scans.”

      Baring his teeth with a hiss, Jack winced. He shook his head ever so slowly. “You don't know that. Just because we haven't detected them doesn't mean they haven't been there this whole time.”

      “I'd considered that possibility,” Ven admitted, “but scanning through news items from Earth and Leyria suggests that the Overseers have indeed shown up with alarming frequency these past few months. A survey mission from Belos Colony detected strange ships on the border of Leyrian space; a woman on Salus Prime had a psychotic break in which she claimed to have been stalked by ships made of flesh lurking in the night sky. Ships only she could see. Your team recovered not one, but two Overseer devices less than three months ago.”

      The hologram made a face, but it was difficult for Jack to read an expression made entirely of floating characters. He suspected Ven's use of body language was purely for his benefit. “For thousands of years,” Ven went on, “the Overseers have taken a laissez faire approach to human civilization. Now, suddenly, they've decided to play an active role. I'm forced to wonder why, which brings me to you.”

      “Why me?”

      The hint of a smile appeared on Ven's face, and his ones and zeroes changed from pale blue to bright white. “I have studied the records of almost every Justice Keeper on active duty,” he said. “Yours indicates a uniquely powerful distrust for authority and a penchant for unconventional thinking. You were the first person in history to name your Nassai. You were able to look past the commonly-held perceptions of the Justice Keepers and recognize Cal Breslan's treachery. Time and time again, you have demonstrated an inclination to disregard what you are told and seek the truth on your own terms. Simply put: I believe I can trust you.”

      Well, Jack supposed he couldn't argue with that. Though this was probable the first time anyone had ever praised him for his stubborn noncompliance. “What did you have in mind?” he asked.

      “We need to determine the Overseer's plans.”

      Jack stood up with a sigh, clasping hands together behind his back. He let his head hang. “I might be able to help you there,” he said. “My friends and I have been looking into this for almost six months now.”

      “Your friends?”

      “Yeah,” Jack said. “One of them's in the kitchen. I'd like her to meet you.”

      “You're sure that's wise?”

      Grinning like an idiot, Jack felt his cheeks burn. He chuckled softly to himself. “One thing you'll learn about me,” he began. “When someone does earn my trust, they have it for life. This is non-negotiable; we're bringing Jena in.”

      The hologram regarded him for a moment, ones and zeroes shifting from white to blue to a dark gray. “Very well,” Ven said at last. “I will defer to your judgment.”

      “Jena!” Jack shouted. “Would you mind coming in here? There's someone I'd like you to meet!”
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      Sunlight streamed through the window in Anna's living room, falling on the comfy white sofa and reflecting off the surface of the glass coffee table. A few rays even made it to the kitchen where an island sat in the middle of the white-tiled floor.

      Wooden cupboards lined two walls with the fridge and the oven placed side by side. As far as accommodations went, she didn't mind her kitchen. There was no serving bot to cook her meals – though she preferred to cook her own meals, it was handy to have a bot if she was pressed for time – but otherwise, it was nice.

      Anna sat at the island with her elbows resting on its surface, clutching a tablet in two hands. Her short cherry-red hair was tied back in a nubby little ponytail. “You dumb fucking whore,” she read aloud. “I will find you and rape you to death, you evil fucking cop-hater. Hashtag 'Respect police.' ”

      Behind her, Bradley was sitting on the couch with his arms folded, frowning at the wall. “Honestly, hon, do you have to read every single one of those?” he asked. “It can't be doing anything to improve your disposition.”

      Anna scrunched up her face, trembling with impotent rage. “Three months,” she hissed, tossing the tablet onto the island. “Three months since I intervened to help Kevin Harmon, and every damn day, it's the same thing.”

      Her inbox had been full of disgusting messages ever since a Tennessee news station had reported the incident. She would have expected the fury to die down – Earthers were so quick to shift their attention to the next scandal – but several online communities had banded together to create an organized harassment campaign with Leana Delnara Lenai as its primary target.

      There were online games where you could click on her face over and over until it was bruised beyond recognition. Memes generated from pictures that were taken on her first visit to Earth painting her as some kind of interstellar totalitarian. Companion have mercy! Once upon a time, she had been a hero to these people. She knew there would be consequences for standing up to those two officers, but this…

      Anna shut her eyes. “It's getting worse,” she said. “I don't even want to leave the apartment anymore!”

      In her mind's eye, she saw the silhouette of Bradley turn its head to stare at her. “If you're that worried,” he began, “maybe I should go with you? People are much less likely to try something if you're not alone.”

      Grinning sheepishly, Anna stared down at the counter. “You don't get it, Sweetie,” she said, shaking her head. “I'm not afraid to go out because I think I might get hurt. I'm afraid to go out because I might have to hurt someone else.”

      “Regardless…”

      Anna twisted on her stool to face him with hands on her knees, frowning into her own lap. “What are you going to do, Bradley?” she asked. “If some psychotic man on a rage-trip gets it in his head to attack me, what are you going to do?”

      Bradley watched her with a tight frown on his face, his cheeks slowly reddening. Clearly the question had left him unsettled. “I just think it might be easier…” he mumbled. “Never mind. You're probably right.”

      With a sigh, Anna got up and made her way over to the window. Tall skyscrapers rose up in the distance, glittering in the light of the afternoon sun. Ottawa was a beautiful city – one that had once felt like a second home – but she was beginning to wonder if she had any business staying here. She had told herself that she came back here because Earth was the place where a Keeper could do the most good, but deep down inside, she knew that was only part of the reason.

      Anna crossed her arms with a heavy sigh, frowning down at herself. “Maybe I just shouldn't be here,” she mumbled to herself. “At this point, I'm nothing but a focal point for hatred. Maybe it's time I went home.”

      “Where does that leave us?”

      A glance over her shoulder revealed Bradley sitting on the couch with a scowl on his face. “You and me,” he went on. “If you decide to go back to Leyria, what does that mean for us?”

      Wincing so hard it hurt, Anna shook her head. “I don't know,” she said, dropping into the chair across from him. “Suppose it depends on how bad you want to be together. Besides, it was just an idle thought.”

      “Right…”

      She could tell that her attempt at reassurance had failed miserably – and that was probably because it had been partially insincere; considering the prospect of going home had been more than an idle thought – but she lacked the energy to press the point right now. No, right now the only thing she wanted was a nice relaxing bubble bath. Alone.

       

      Anna's fists slammed into the punching bag one after the other, leaving indentations in the fabric, and providing enough force to send Gabi stumbling away. The other woman clutched the bag in both hands.

      Dressed in a pair of shorts and a blue tank-top, Gabi struggled to catch her breath. Her face was slick with sweat, her black hair pulled back in a ponytail, and she stared at Anna as if seeing her for the first time. “Damn, girl,” she hissed. “You've really got some quality rage going.”

      Anna winced, then rubbed at her eyes with the back of her hand. “You try reading vivid depictions of what vile men want to do to you for months on end.” She turned away from the bag, pacing across the gym mat. “I feel like I'm going numb inside.”

      “That's understandable.”

      The workout room was just a big empty box with exercise equipment on one end and open floor space on the other. Not far away, two young Keepers were sparring with each other on a neighbouring mat, but otherwise, it was just her and Gabi. She retrieved her water bottle from her belongings.

      The silhouette of Gabi stood next to the punching bag, staring down at something on the floor. “I don't think any of us were prepared for it,” she went on. “The extremes reactions Earthers can have.”

      Lifting the bottle to her lips, Anna shut her eyes and tilted her head back. “Do you want to know the worst part?” she said after a moment. “I feel like it's somehow my fault. Like I should have known what would happen.”

      “Even if you did, would you have done anything different?”

      “Of course not.”

      When she turned, Gabi was standing there with her arms folded, every inch of her exposed skin glistening. “Well?” the woman asked, raising a dark eyebrow. “Then what good is there in blaming yourself?”

      Anna smiled, then bowed her head to the other woman. “You've got a point,” she said, her eyebrows rising. “It's just…I'm always hearing Jena and Harry go on about how delicate the situation is.”

      “Not your fault.”

      “I know.”

      Gabi seized the punching bag again, holding it steady in both hands before peeking around the corner to blink at Anna. “So your boyfriend's nervous that you might go back to Leyria,” she said, “That can't be fun.”

      With a growl, Anna threw a pair of jabs at the bag, pounding it again and again as she worked out her aggression. The fire in her belly flared up until she thought her skin might start to sizzle. “It was a stupid thing to say,” she hissed. “I've got no intention of leaving him; Bradley is wonderful.”

      “But…Maybe…” Gabi winced as she was driven backward by the onslaught of Anna's blows, the bag providing very poor protection. Only then did it occur to Anna that she might want to avoid using the full force of Keeper strength. “Maybe Earth isn't quite so wonderful, no?”

      Biting her lower lip, Anna let her head hang. She mopped a hand over her face. “I don't know…Just a few months ago, I would have said that this is the one place in all the universe I most wanted to be.”

      “And now?”

      “I'm starting to worry I'm turning into my mother.”

      Releasing the bag with a grunt, Gabi stepped backward and pressed a hand to her stomach. She closed her eyes and drew in a slow, soothing breath. “So what would your mother say about all this?”

      “That this is what I get for associating with a bunch of primitives,” Anna replied. “She'd go on at length about how Earthers still fell victim to petty prejudices. About how they trashed their planet with no regard for human life. She's even been known to ponder why we would let Earthers become Justice Keepers.”

      “Charming.”

      “Isn't it though?”

      “What do you want, Anna?”

      Anna felt her cheeks burn, her nostrils flaring with every breath. “I want people to stop asking me what I want,” she answered. “I'll figure that out in my own good time. In the meantime, I want to do my job.”

      “Fair enough. Shall we prepare for Jena's meeting?”

      “Yeah,” Anna said. “Let's do that.”

       

      The window in Jena's office looked out on a field of stars with Earth barely visible in the left-hand side, its reflection shining in the SmartGlass surface of Jena's desk. For the moment, that desk was unoccupied.

      Jack slouched in his chair with his arms crossed, tilting his head back to stare up at the ceiling. He blinked several times. “Well, this is encouraging. For those of us who are counting, we've got humans, microscopic organisms and now an artificial intelligence all pissed off at Grecken Slade.”

      A hologram appeared beside him, depicting the image of a vaguely human-shaped creature made entirely of Leyrian characters. Ven had altered his appearance slightly. “Do you really believe this single individual to be a threat?”

      Jack winced, pinching the bridge of his nose. “On his own? No,” he muttered into his own palm. “But Slade has been modifying symbionts and building super soldiers. I think it's pretty clear the Overseers are backing him.”

      “Why would they?”

      Grinning ferociously, Jack stared down into his own lap. “Hard to guess,” he said, eyebrows rising. “But I'm thinking they figured out that Slade's a shoe-in for prom king, and now they're hoping for a seat at the cool kids' table.”

      In his mind's eye, he saw Jena stride through the door behind him, flanked by Anna and Harry. His boss stopped short, crossing her arms as she stared at the back of his chair. “I don't believe my eyes,” she said. “For once, Jack is early.”

      “Do I get a cookie?”

      Harry shuffled into the room with his hands in his pockets, casting a suspicious glare at the hologram. “What's with the light show?” he asked. “Does this presentation come with a visual aid?”

      Gabi was the last one inside, flowing across the room in black pants and a maroon t-shirt. She paused next to Jack's chair, resting a hand on his shoulder and showing him a warm smile. Every now and then, he felt a burst of affection when he remembered how lucky he was to have a partner like her.

      Jena rounded her desk with a heavy sigh, taking position just behind her chair. “The light show is actually a guest that I've invited to join us,” she said. “Everyone, meet Ven.”

      Anna's mouth dropped open, and she blinked several times in confusion. “This is Ven?” she asked, dropping into the chair next to Jack. “As in the artificial intelligence that left Leyria over a hundred years ago?”

      For a brief moment, the hologram flickered, and when it stabilized, it seemed to be facing Anna. “Pleased to meet you,” Ven said, bowing his ghostly head to her. His voice came through the speakers on the wall.

      “Likewise?”

      A wince passed over Jena's face, but she cleared her mind with a quick shake of her head. “No one else knows Ven is here,” she said, taking her seat. “And I'm of the opinion that we should keep it that way.”

      Biting her lip, Anna lowered her eyes until she was staring into her lap. “So is he…I mean she…” A growl rumbled in her throat. “Ven, forgive me, but I do have to ask. Which pronoun would you prefer?”

      A pang of guilt hit Jack right in the gut when he realized that he had failed to even consider that question. There was no reason to assume that Ven was male, and yet he had done so without question. Personal bias was like a virus that might hide in your body for months or even years before it made its presence felt.

      Ven laughed, and the hologram gestured kindly toward Anna. “He or she is fine. I would prefer a singular, gender-neutral pronoun but since English lacks one that does not apply to objects, either will do.”

      Jena leaned back in her chair with elbows on the armrests, steepling her fingers. “Ven is going to help us search for the Key,” she explained. “At this point, I'm fresh out of ideas; so a new perspective might just do the trick.”

      “'Bout time we had some good luck,” Gabi said, striding around Jena's desk with her hands clasped behind her back. She paused in front of the window, staring out into the great black emptiness. “If Ven's reputation for data analysis is even half true, it will give us time to focus on containing Slade.”

      Fury boiled in Jack's veins.

      The former head of the Justice Keepers had made it his mission to keep them off balance by having his minions commit random acts of violence at every opportunity. A bombed tube station in London, a massacre at a festival in Mumbai, five dead protesters outside the Capital Building in D.C.: all committed by men and women who went out of their way to flaunt Keeper powers they had no right to. There was no denying it, now; Slade was no longer working in the shadows.

      “To be honest,” Ven replied. “My talent for data analysis has often been somewhat understated. I'm given to understand that you have access to several Overseer devices. I would like to study them.”

      “We've been trying for months,” Jena said.

      The hologram bowed its head, its swirling text changing from blue to a soft, rosy pink. A blush perhaps? “You will forgive me if this is indelicate,” Ven began. “But I can analyze the devices far faster than any human. The process of transition from a flash of inspiration to a viable plan takes place within millionths of a second for me.”

      Blushing hard, Jena closed her eyes and nodded to the hologram. “All right, then,” she said, sliding her chair back. “I'll see it that you get access to the organic SlipGate and the whatever-it-is that bonded to Kevin.”

      “Excellent.”

      Jena swiveled around so that Jack saw her in profile, then stood up and paced a line in front of her chair. “The rest of us have work to do,” she went on. “The Friendship Day celebration is tomorrow.”

      Instantly, Jack felt his stomach tighten with anxiety. Another party? He couldn't say he was looking forward to that. Especially after the last few he'd been to. Sometimes, he still felt hot stinging pain when he remembered Leo's blade slicing into his chest. Phantom pain that only lasted half a second, but it was still aggravating.

      Friendship Day.

      Had it really been four years since the Leyrians revealed themselves?

      Then today was the anniversary of the night when he and Anna had watched a pair of battle drones gun down Aamani Patel's best agents. The anniversary of his first desperate fight against Wesley Pennfield. A shiver went through him when he thought of it.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Anna wince, and he knew that she was having the same thought. Jack tried to avoid thinking about that night unless it was absolutely necessary. Friendship Day was never a joyous occasion for him.

      “…remarks prepared, kid?”

      Jack squeezed his eyes shut, then forced them open, blinking a few times as he tried to get his bearings. “I'm sorry,” he said after a moment. “I was a bit distracted. Could you repeat that?”

      Jena stood before the window with arms crossed, frowning at him. “I said that they will probably want you to say a few words,” she muttered. “You are the first Keeper from this world, after all. Do you have any remarks prepared?”

      Slouching in his chair, Jack covered his face with both hands and moaned. “Of course! A priest, a prostitute and a Nassai all walk into a bar…”

      “Jack…” Harry warned.

      A wince contorted Jack's features, and he shook his head violently. “I'm sorry,” he said. “But you know I despise this. I don't see any reason why I should have to give the same speech every year.”

      Jena was still by the window with her arms folded, scowling down at the floor. “Is it really so much to ask?” she said, shaking her head. “You're a symbol to the people of Earth, Jack.”

      “I never wanted to be a symbol.”

      Anna leaned back in her chair with hands folded behind her head, smiling up at the ceiling. “I never wanted to be this quirky and adorable,” she said, her eyebrows rising. “Sometimes, you just have to take the punches, sweetie.”

      Jack felt his lips peel back from clenched teeth, a soft hiss escaping him. “You just don't understand,” he said, head hanging. “I don't have it in me to be a cheerleader for the Keepers after everything I've seen.”

      “So don't.”

      That came from Jena.

      The woman stood there with her chin thrust out, her dark eyes reflecting the lights. “Tell the truth,” she went on. “Play the game, kid. Just like I taught you.”

      Well, at least he had something to think about. In the back of his mind, he felt his Nassai reacting with approval and encouragement. Summer was proud of him, though he couldn't say why. “All right,” he said. “I'll do it.”

      “Good,” Jena replied. “Now on to the next issue…”

       

      Ottawa's skyline rose up before him: tall, slender buildings with tiny lights in their windows, each rising up to stab a night sky that occasionally flashed with lightning. In the distance, he could almost make out the river. Almost.

      Jack stood by the window with his arms crossed, peering out into the night. “You bought purple mouthwash,” he said, glancing over his shoulder. “Really? Out of all the options, you thought purple was best?”

      Gabi sat on his living room couch with hands on her knees, staring into her own lap. “It looked interesting,” she said with a shrug of her shoulders. “And what's wrong with purple? Is it not a manly enough colour?”

      Jack felt his mouth curl into a smile, then hung his head in chagrin. “No, it's 'cause purple signifies that artificial grape flavour.” He shivered at the thought of it. “Trust me, if you spend enough time on this planet, you will eventually develop a discerning palette when it comes to bottled sugary poison.”

      For the last few months, this had been a regular facet of their relationship: Gabrina would come and spend a few nights with him. At first, she had insisted on bringing half her belongings down from station twelve – anything she might need in a pinch. Jack had very quickly discovered that his partner was a planner.

      Now, she was more willing to use the monthly stipend LIS gave her to buy supplies when she needed them. That was something of a foreign concept to her. On Leyria, mail bots delivered everything from groceries to pharmaceuticals. Not to mention the mail. The idea of spending one's afternoon simply going out to purchase daily household items seemed quaint to Gabi.

      Jack turned away from the window.

      His girlfriend was still sitting prim and proper, smiling down at herself. “So, do you know what you want to say tomorrow?” she asked with more enthusiasm than he would have liked. This was a topic he would rather avoid.

      Closing his eyes, Jack tilted his head back. He took a deep, soothing breath through his nose. “Not a clue,” he answered. “I've been mulling it over all day and nada. Figure I'll just wing it.”

      “Wing it?”

      Jack grinned, shaking his head. “That's what I do,” he said, making his way across the room. “I've never been very good at planning my remarks in advance. So, I'll just say whatever pops into my brain while I'm up there.”

      He dropped into the easy chair with a soft sigh, waiting for the inevitable lecture. People always assumed that the only way to do something right was to plan it out ahead of time. Sometimes that worked, and sometimes it didn't. In high school, he used to drive his teachers crazy by refusing to write an outline whenever they assigned a paper on this or that topic. It never seemed to occur to them that Jack was the sort of kid who had to discover his thesis as he wrote.

      A persuasive essay was, after all, an attempt to articulate some deeper truth about life or the human condition. How could he know his position on anything until he had fully explored the subject? And part of that exploration involved typing out arguments that would actually convince him he was onto something. He didn't know what his thesis would be until he had convinced himself of its merit. Going the other way – choosing a thesis and then trying to find facts to support it – just seemed dishonest.

      When he looked up, Gabi was watching him with her mouth agape. “You're joking, right?” she said. “You're actually going to stand in front of several hundred people and make something up on the spot.”

      “Yes.”

      “How?”

      “The power of improvisation.”

      Gabi stood up, doubling over with a hand pressed to her stomach. “Oh, Jack,” she said through a fit of laughter. “You can't just speak off the cuff. Come on. I will help you prep something.”

      Jack felt his face crumple. “You still don't believe me,” he said, shaking his head. “Trust me, Gabs, I'm far more persuasive unscripted. I think it's because people realize I really believe what I'm saying.”

      Gabi sighed.

      Now would be a good time for one of his trademark random topic changes. “You know, my mom's having a little dinner party this weekend,” he began. “She made it a point to tell me she's learning to cook several Leyrian dishes. I think that's her way of saying she'd like you to come.”

      A scowl passed over Gabi's face, but she smothered it quickly, choosing instead to lift her chin and meet his gaze. It occurred to him that this really wasn't the best possible change of subject. Gabi got squeamish every time he suggested something that might be interpreted as an attempt to advance their relationship. He still hadn't been able to coax her into meeting his parents. “I'll have to see if I'm free,” she murmured.

      Grinning from ear to ear, Jack closed his eyes and bowed his head to her. “Well, I'd suggest working some of your scheduling magic,” he said. “You see, after my mom starts hinting, she starts nagging, and that is just beaucoup de badness.”

      “I'll see what I can do.”

      “Excellent,” he replied. “Now, would you like cuddles before you go to sleep?”

       

      The double doors to the Science Lab split apart, revealing a large room with a table along the back wall, a table that supported a metal frame where a thin piece of skin was suspended from hooks. Every time Jena saw that thing, it sent a shiver running down her spine. So far as she could tell, she was alone.

      Jena strode into the room, ignoring the unease she felt when she realized she was alone with two pieces of Overseer technology. The organic SlipGate was sealed off in the corner to her right. A puddle of flesh about the size of her desk, it had remained inert for almost three months. Professor Nareo thought it would still react for Jack or Anna, but she had been unwilling to test that theory.

      Ven's hologram appeared in the middle of the room – a person composed entirely of swirling white text – and for the moment, it stood there with hands clasped behind itself, watching her.

      Jena closed her eyes, then bowed her head to the apparition. She took a deep breath. “You said you have something to show me?” she began. “I take it you've had some luck analyzing the hand-held device?”

      Ven cocked its head to one side, and she could almost swear that it was blinking at her. “Yes, actually, I have,” it said, gesturing to the table. “I have been able to operate the lab's equipment remotely. Professor Nareo was trying to simulate human neuroelectric activity to see how the device would respond.”

      “And?”

      “I have run over a thousand simulations in the last six hours, analyzing how the device responds.” The hologram actually managed to look thoughtful. Jena had to give Ven some credit. “The device has memory cells that I have been able to access.”

      Crossing her arms, Jena hunched up her shoulder and tried her best not to shiver. “We knew that much,” she muttered. “Raynar has been able to access them telepathically, but most of what he sees is a jumbled mess.”

      “I was able to discern a pattern.”

      The hologram vanished to be replaced with two lists of numbers that hovered side by side in the air in bright white text. Geographic coordinates? There were at least a dozen of them. “What are they?” she asked.

      “Locations the Overseers used as bases of operations during their tenure on Earth. It took some time for me to decipher their coordinate system and translate it into the standard latitude, longitude model, but I'm quite certain that my work is accurate. If this Key you search for is still on Earth, it is likely in one of these locations.”

      Jena squinted at the floating numbers, then shook her head in dismay. “It doesn't track,” she said, turning away from the hologram. “Slade has access to Overseer tech; so if the Key was in one of those locations, he would have found it by now.”

      “Can you think of a better plan?”

      Jena stopped short with her hands in her pockets, her head hanging as if someone had slung a fifty-pound stone around her neck. “No,” she admitted. “But that does not mean I'm willing to waste resources on a wild goose chase.”

      It irked her that she couldn't sense Ven with her symbiont. The AI wasn't actually here, in this room with her, but she still felt as if she should be able to sense movement every time the hologram gestured.

      Jena squeezed her eyes shut, then buried her nose in the palm of her hand. “Slade's been doing this a long time,” she said. “We need to out-think him if we're going to have any hope of finding this thing before he does.”

      When she turned around, the hologram was still floating there in the middle of the room, although now its text was a deep sky blue. “If I may, I believe you're letting your own fears cloud your judgment.”

      “How's that?”

      Ven bowed its head, and the speakers emitted something that might have passed for an exasperated sigh. Once again, she was impressed by how easily it was able to emulate human emotion. “The Overseers may be using Slade as their instrument, but we have no way of knowing precisely how much help they are willing to give him. There's no reason to assume he has access to this information, and in light of the fact that this is our only lead, it's worth investigating.”

      “I take your point.”

      “And what's more, we may have an advantage that Slade lacks.” Ven turned its holographic head to stare at the slab of skin that hung suspended from a metal bar over the table. “With the proper combination of electrical signals, I have been able to access some of the device's rudimentary functions – force-field projection, shape change. Now watch what happens when I order it to interface with nearby devices.”

      There was no reaction from the smaller device on the table, but Jena gasped when the puddle of flesh in the corner suddenly contorted to form a triangle that rose up toward the ceiling. A triangle of veiny skin that pulsed and hummed. Seconds later, it collapsed into its original shape.

      Gaping at the hologram, Jena blinked several times. “You can control them?” she asked in a breathy whisper.

      Ven shook its head and floated to her. “Not with any degree of precision,” it said. “But every time I access that command, the SlipGate activates for a few moments before returning to its dormant state.”

      “Meaning…”

      “Meaning if this process works for every piece of Overseer technology, we now have a method for locating them.”

      Jena crossed her arms and huddled up on herself, shrinking into her shoulders like a turtle hiding in its shell. “I better call a meeting for tomorrow,” she whispered. “It seems we're about to go on a very big scavenger hunt.”
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      The walled garden on the roof of a London skyscraper was lush and green under the light of the afternoon sun. Narrow stone walkways cut through a field of grass and caressed the edges of flowerbeds where tulips grew in shades of pink and yellow. Off in the distance, a gazebo sheltered several men and women who stood with their drinks in hand, pleasantly chatting with one another.

      It was a surprisingly informal affair despite the presence of over a dozen United Nations ambassadors and twice as many Keepers – the men wore dress pants and shirts with open collars, the women slacks and blouses or perhaps the odd dress – but Leyrians had a different sense of fashion. Harry still felt a little odd about that. Nearly forty years of grooming from his parents, his peers and finally his superior officers had taught him that there were times when you wanted to make a good impression.

      “Have you been off-world?”

      The question came from an old woman in a blue suit who stood beside him with her back to the wall that bordered the rooftop. Her face was lined with wrinkles, her gray hair cut short in a bob, and she spoke with a noticeable French accent.

      Harry stood with his arms folded, dressed in a gray suit and a light blue shirt that he wore without a tie. “I have not,” he said, staring down at the floor. “Being a father of two doesn't give one many opportunities for adventure.”

      The old woman smiled a dreamy smile, the kind you might have expected to see on a kid who was boarding an airplane for the first time. “I had the chance to visit Leyria six months ago,” she said. “You really should visit.”

      Closing his eyes, Harry nodded to himself. “I'm sure I will one day,” he murmured, stepping away from the wall. “But for now, I have a job that keeps me very busy. Being the liaison to the Keepers is…taxing.”

      “Ah…Yes, I would imagine.” The woman lifted a cigarette between two fingers, the tip flaring with an orange glow when she took a puff. “When I entered politics all those years ago, it never occurred to me that I would be ambassador to another world.”

      “I don't think any of us anticipated this.”

      He took a few moments to watch the other guests socialize. Spend enough years as a beat cop, and people watching eventually became second nature to you. The Keepers looked ridiculous in the company of some forty or fifty ambassadors and various other dignitaries. To the untrained eye, it looked like a bunch of twenty-somethings trying to ingratiate themselves with people who were far older and more experienced.

      Of course, that was just a trick of the Nassai bond. From what Harry was told, if he were to bond a symbiont today – inadvisable at his age, but it was possible – within just a few weeks, he would once again wear the face of a twenty-two-year-old.

      It dawned on him that his daughter would soon be one of these people, and – worse yet – that there might come a day when he would have to say good-bye to her. Jack had been trained on Earth, and it was likely that Melissa would be as well, but Keepers were often reassigned to different planets.

      “Excuse me,” Harry murmured.

      He made his way to a series of round tables near the building's front wall. A dozen people stood in a cluster, talking amicably with one another. Most appeared to be quite young, though he recognized Isaela Taro, a Keeper with long brown hair and a smile that lit up a room. She looked like a college student, but really, she was pushing forty-five.

      Jack sat alone at a table in gray pants and a black short-sleeved shirt that he wore untucked. Of course, the boy wore his collar open; you'd have better luck teaching a fish to breathe on dry land than you would getting Jack to wear a necktie. “Harry!” he said. “How do you like the party?”

      Harry winced, trembling on the spot. “I'm hot,” he said, wiping sweat off his brow with the back of his hand. “My feet hurt, and my stomach thinks that I should be sitting down to breakfast about now.”

      The boy leaned back in his chair with his arms folded, closing his eyes and turning his face up to the sun. “Right there with you,” he said. “After barely four hours of sleep, I'm primarily surviving on Tylenol and anger.”

      “Your speech ready?”

      “I'm ready to speak.”

      Harry grinned, then looked down at the floor. “Well, there's a dodgy answer,” he said, shaking his head. “Let me guess. You didn't want to prep anything; so you figured you'd just wing it when you got here.”

      “Something like that.”

      It was difficult to suppress the urge to sigh. Jack had a very unique way of doing things; in a pinch, he could improvise his way out of almost any situation, but ask him to make a plan and stick to it, and you may as well have asked the sky to turn green. How anyone could live like that was mind-boggling. Harry thrived on organization. “Please tell me you have some idea of what you want to say.”

      “Some.”

      Crossing his arms with a heavy sigh, Harry frowned down at himself. “Well…We have that much,” he said, approaching the table. “You realize that your superiors are all counting on you, right?”

      Jack lifted his chin to stare down his nose at Harry, squinting as if he didn't believe his eyes. “I'm aware,” he said with a nod. “But you know, I never set out to be the hero of the people.”

      “That's why you got stuck with the job.”

      Harry dropped into the chair across from Jack, leaning over the table with his arms crossed. “This is serious,” he went on. “You are the first person from Earth to become a Keeper. You shouldn't treat it as a joke.”

      Jack was grinning into his lap, chuckling softly to himself and trembling with every breath. “That's exactly what it is,” he murmured. “I thought that Keepers were real-world Jedi Knights or something.”

      “And now?”

      The boy looked up, and suddenly his blue eyes were as hard as steel. “Slade,” he growled. “Breslan, that woman on Leyria: we let a bunch of snakes into our midst, and nobody seemed to notice because they were too busy putting blind faith in the idea that Keepers can do no wrong.”

      A surge of irritation made Harry want to snap at the kid, but he calmed himself with a little effort. This again…For Jack Hunter, challenging the conventional wisdom – or whatever the kid wanted to call it – wasn't just a way of life, it was a god damn crusade. There were bad apples in every organization, but Jack seemed to take this personally. As if the Keepers had let him down. “Does that mean that you oppose our partnership with Leyria?” he asked. “Do you think Earth would be better off alone?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Then why do you see this as a joke?”

      The kid had no answer for that; instead, he just stood up with a sigh and wandered off to muse on the question. Harry clicked his tongue in frustration. In a way, he was a father of three. When he had first met Jack, the boy was just a teenager. Someone had to teach him a thing or two about how to do law-enforcement properly, and he didn't think the Leyrians were prepared for the unique challenges of a planet like this. So, Harry had taken Jack under his wing.

      That had been four years ago, and now the boy was quite sure of himself. Maybe a little too sure of himself. Still, Jack had a bright future ahead of him, and so did Melissa. A short future, but one filled with meaning. Could Harry say the same?

      No, he had to admit that he couldn't.

      He was middle-aged now, and his days of fighting the good fight were long over. That was probably for the best, but he couldn't help but feel a bit of resentment. Harry had a long career filled with paperwork, meetings and politics. Dear god in heaven! He suddenly realized that he needed a very stiff drink.

       

      Anna stood before a concrete wall that came up to her chin – she hated being short sometimes – watching as sunlight glinted off the windows of tall skyscrapers that made up London's skyline. It was a beautiful city. She had always meant to come here, but one thing or another always got in the way. Funny how, even with SlipGates, people seldom made time to do the things they really wanted to do.

      Dressed in beige pants and a white short-sleeved blouse, Anna stood on her toes to peer over the wall. Maybe she could get in a little sightseeing before heading back home. That would be fun.

      The silhouette of a short man came up behind her, and she couldn't resist the urge to smile. She would know that figure anywhere.

      When her father stepped into view, he wore a pair of dark pants and a navy-blue shirt with a v-collar in Leyrian fashion. Beran was still handsome for a man of forty-five, his red goatee sporting a few silver flecks, his hair parted in the middle. “One thing about these glorious vistas: they offer the perfect excuse to avoid socializing.”

      Anna smiled, then bowed her head in chagrin. “You're right about that,” she said, rubbing her eyes with the back of her hand. “I'm sorry. I'm still tired, and it's hard to be social when you've spent the morning reading the vilest sort of threats imaginable.”

      “Threats?”

      Anna spun around to lean against the wall with her arms crossed, doubling over and letting out a sigh. “Nasty e-mails and phone calls,” she muttered. “Ever since I took down those two cops in Tennessee…”

      Her father stared off into the distance with lips pressed into a thin line, blinking as he considered her words. “You always were the sort of girl who spoke her mind,” he said. “Even when it got you into trouble.”

      “You often lectured me on that.”

      “Yes, but it's also why I love you so much.”

      Closing her eyes, Anna let her head hang. The heat in her face was hard to ignore. “Well, that's good to know,” she said, nodding once. “Sometimes I think you and Mom were happier with Alia.”

      Her father grinned, trembling as he chuckled softly. “I love both of my daughters equally,” he began. “And I am incredibly proud of everything that Alia has accomplished, but…she never had your fire.”

      “Don't let her hear you say that.”

      “I won't.”

      Tilting her head back, Anna squinted up at the clear blue sky. “I don't know,” she mumbled in a voice so soft it was barely audible. “Maybe I'm just not the kind of Keeper this planet needs.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      Anna winced, then slapped a palm over her face. “I couldn't have imagined it,” she said, massaging her eyelids with the tips of her fingers. “The raw hatred these people can conjure at a moment's notice.”

      Beran stood facing the wall with his arms crossed, his head bowed as he studied the grass. “And you feel responsible for it?” he murmured. “You feel as if you've…How does that delightful Earth phrase go? Set off a powder keg?”

      “Sometimes…”

      It wasn't her fault; she knew that. There was no doubt in her mind that saving Kevin Harmon – trying to save him, anyway; Companion be praised for Harry Carlson's timely intervention – had been the right thing to do. But she couldn't help but feel that a skilled Justice Keeper would have been able to do it without causing a public outcry. That was rubbish, and she knew it, but her guilty conscience didn't always take advice from her rational mind. Also, I just thought the word “rubbish!” Less than four hours in London, and I'm already picking up British slang!

      “Sometimes,” she went on, “I just think I don't have the mindset to deal with this planet's unique problems.”

      “So you want to transfer?”

      “I didn't say that!” Anna snapped before her father could get another word in. The last thing she needed was news of this getting back to her mother. Sierin would take it as an opportunity to rant about the uncivilized, primitive Earthers.

      Her father turned around to stand beside her with his hands clasped behind himself, frowning as he watched the other guests mingle. “Then what do you want?” he asked in that slightly condescending voice of his.

      Baring her teeth with a hiss, Anna lowered her eyes. “I don't know,” she whispered, shaking her head. “A little sanity for a change? Right now, I'd be willing to settle for no more death threats.”

      Beran gave her shoulder a squeeze, then walked off to join several other people in a quiet conversation, leaving her alone to think. Anna sighed softly. She really should get back out there – normally, she loved parties – but there was something so draining about hearing threats on your life multiple times a day, everyday for months. It left you feeling hollow inside.

      All her life, she'd been the sort of woman who felt as though she was torn between two competing impulses: the urge to fly off and seek adventure and a powerful sense of loyalty to the people she cared about. Now that she had him, she couldn't imagine leaving Bradley – which meant, for all intents and purposes, that Earth would be her home for the foreseeable future – but could she really stay here? When it was doing this to her?

      She wasn't sure she wanted the answer to that question.

       

      Gabrina Valtez flowed through the crowd of people with a smooth, easy grace. A winding stone path slithered through the grass with dignitaries standing in small groups on either side. She spotted a man with silver hair and a friendly smile gesticulating wildly with a glass of whiskey, a middle-aged woman in a blue dress who stood with her arms folded, nodding along with every point.

      One of the Keepers – a tall young man with olive skin who looked rather dapper in his green shirt – came striding up the path in the opposite direction, nodding to her as he passed. She offered a warm smile in response. There was an art to socializing at a formal affair. Or an informal one, for that matter. Such events were more than just fun, they were also a wonderful way to gather information, and Gabi had to admit that she was a very nosy person.

      She spotted Toral Enacrin, a contact from the Diplomatic Corps that she had met some years ago. Tall and broad-shouldered with sun-darkened skin, he wore a white shirt and kept his curly brown hair cut short.

      He turned on his heel, then flashed a smile that could have held back winter's chill when he saw her. “Gabrina,” he said, approaching. “How long has it been? Two years at least. Maybe three?”

      Gabi stood on the path in a white sundress with thin shoulder straps, her hair tied up in a braid. “Toral,” she said, nodding to him. “It seems like you've been busy. I didn't realize you'd been posted to Earth.”

      “Nor I you.”

      “It's good to see you.”

      The man stood with a drink in hand, staring up at the clear blue sky. “And you as well,” he murmured. “Though if you're here, it likely means that the last few months of your life have been…colourful, to say the least.”

      Gabi felt her lips curl, then bowed her head to him. “I really can't argue with that,” she said, her eyebrows rising. “When I accepted this assignment, I was expecting certain difficulties, but it seems as though this planet is constantly on the brink of total anarchy.”

      “Indeed.”

      With a flourish of his hand, Toral beckoned her up the path, then fell in beside her when she resumed her leisurely stroll. “Every time we succeed in building a partnership, several of the local nations begin squabbling.”

      “Is there any truth to the rumors?”

      “What rumors?”

      Shutting her eyes tight, Gabi took a deep breath through her nose. “The rumors that several of Earth's nations have begun demanding access to advanced weapons technology under the mistaken belief that they won't need our protection if we simply give them the means to protect themselves.”

      In truth, she knew perfectly well that those rumors were legitimate – LIS wouldn't be a credible intelligence agency if it couldn't keep tabs on the political climate of one of Leyria's closest allies – but it was always a good idea to see if someone would lie to you. It gave you a sense of where you stood.

      Toral flashed a bright, beautiful smile, staring off at some point in the distance. “I can neither confirm nor deny,” he answered. “But you know that we're working hard to cement our good relations with Earth.”

      “I do.”

      The sound of applause drew her attention, and she turned to find a man standing at the lectern positioned at the building's front wall. He was tall, slim and handsome with a neatly trimmed beard on his dark-skinned face. “Good afternoon,” he said. “I greet you on this, the fourth anniversary of Friendship Day.”

      More applause.

      Gabi stood with her hands clasped in front of herself, her head bowed respectfully. “I guess it's time for the formalities,” she murmured to Toral. “It just wouldn't be a party without a good speech.”

      Her companion stood with his arms crossed, frowning at the podium. “One thing about diplomats,” he said, his eyebrows rising. “We do develop something of a penchant for pomp and circumstance.”

      The man at the lectern stood tall and proud, running his gaze over everyone present. “My name is Rayse Calvoran,” he went on. “I've served in the Leyrian Diplomatic Corps for nearly two decades, and I can honestly tell you that I have never been as proud as I was on the day we helped Earth take its first steps into the galactic community.

      “Much has changed since then. We've had some stumbles, some missteps. But our commitment to forging a lasting partnership that will strengthen both of our peoples has never been stronger. To that end, I would like to welcome Larani Tal, the new head of the Justice Keepers who is joining us today via SlipStream transmission.”

      “This should be good,” Gabi muttered.

       

      Harry watched the hologram ripple into existence right in front of the podium, watched as small projectors in the concrete path that cut through the grass created the image of a tall woman in a finely-tailed suit of Leyrian fashion.

      He had seen Larani Tal before, of course, but he had never had the pleasure of her company. The woman was tall and slender with a thin face and black hair that she wore pulled back in a bun. He had never told anyone this, but Larani gave him hope for the future of the human race. Here was concrete proof that a black woman could ascend to one of the most influential positions in the galaxy.

      Larani stood with hands clasped behind her back, staring blankly at nothing at all. “Good afternoon,” she said, nodding once. “I regret that I have been unable to join you today, but matters on Leyria require my attention.”

      Murmurs rippled through the crowd.

      Harry stood in front of the wall with his arms crossed, frowning at the hologram. She'd be better off to just say it out loud, he thought to himself. Tip-toe around the point, and everyone will assume it's a big deal.

      He knew the rumor of course; Ben – a young man that Harry had come to respect – had been attacked by a Justice Keeper on Leyria. A Justice Keeper who professed open allegiance to Slade. The higher ups on Station Twelve tried their best to keep things quiet, but you could tease out information if you knew where to look.

      Working among the Justice Keepers wasn't all that different from working in a police station; people talked – usually in places where they thought they could relax. Spend a few hours reading a newspaper in the Nova Cafe, and you would hear things.

      The hologram of Larani stood tall and prim with a big fake smile on her face. “We have come far together,” she went on. “And we will go even further. Today, we renew our commitment to the protection of Earth and the preservation of its diverse cultures.”

      A few people clapped at that.

      Harry closed his eyes, turning his face up to the afternoon sun. He delighted in the warmth of its caress. The preservation of Earth's cultures, he thought. Even when most of them stand at odds with everything Leyrians believe in?

      It was clear that Larani was not the sort of person who excelled at giving speeches. Her posture was stiff, rigid, and she glared at anything in front of her as if she thought she would be fending off a tiger attack at any moment. “In the last few years, I have had the good fortune to meet the two Justice Keepers who best symbolize the alliance between our two worlds.

      “Leana Lenai, one of Leyria's finest, stands among you today. As the first person from our world to set foot on yours, her name will be remembered for generations to come.” Technically, the first Leyrian to set foot on Earth – so far as anyone knew – was Denario Tarse; no one wanted to acknowledge that. “And Jack Hunter. As the first person from your world to accept a symbiont, he has also earned a place in the annals of history. Their friendship, trust and cooperation – their ability to forge an alliance in spite of radically different backgrounds – represent the union between our two peoples.”

      More applause.

      “It is with renewed optimism that we move forward,” Larani went on. “This past year has not been easy: terrors wrought by those who would divide us, betrayals by those we should have trusted most. Today, we stand proudly together and announce, 'We will not be divided! We will not back down!”

      The crowd cheered.

      Larani bowed her head to them. “I am honoured to count you all among my peers,” she said. “On this Friendship Day, let us remember that we stand united, one and all.”

      The hologram vanished.

      In the corner of his eye, Harry noticed Jena coming up beside him in a white skirt and a blue blouse that she left untucked. She directed a tight-lipped grimace at the spot where the hologram was, then nodded once. “The usual talking points,” she said. “Larani is one of the sharpest people I've ever met, but ask her to address a crowd, and you'll get a speech that works so hard to avoid offending anyone, it's practically a tautology.”

      “You didn't like it?”

      “I didn't feel much of anything one way or another; that's the point.”

      The applause picked up again when Jack strode up to the podium in that untucked shirt of his. He took a position behind the lectern, gripping the sides with both hands and peering out at the crowd like a hawk searching for a field mouse. “Well, then,” Jena murmured. “This should be interesting.”

       

      Gabi felt a stab of anxiety as she watched her boyfriend lean over the lectern and run that wolf-like gaze of his over the assembled guests. Jack looked like a principal that was about to lecture a group of rowdy students. Not good. It didn't help one bit that she had no clue what he intended to say.

      Jack closed his eyes, visibly calming himself. “Good afternoon,” he said with a curt nod. “I wish I could say I'm happy to be here, but Justice Keepers are encouraged toward honesty. And as Larani said, it's been a hard year.”

      Next to her, Toral shifted his weight from one foot to the other and scrunched up his face. “He's going to say something inflammatory, isn't he?”

      Gabi winced, hanging her head in frustration. “Probably,” she said, nodding slowly. “It's his way. Jack believes that the only way to be honest is to force yourself to confront the things you least want to acknowledge.”

      Lifting his chin, Jack studied the crowd with those fierce blue eyes of his. “Most of you know how my speeches usually go,” he went on. “Greeting, joke, brief synopsis of what being a Justice Keeper means to me…Discussion on the importance of bringing Earth into the galactic community, random 80's pop culture reference and finally a well-timed mic drop.”

      Several people laughed.

      “Not today.”

      Clenching his teeth with a hiss, Jack looked down at the lectern. “I come here to apologize for failing you,” he said. “Because that's what every single person who carries a Nassai has done.

      “The Justice Keepers have a well-deserved reputation for bringing peace and order to all the worlds under Leyrian jurisdiction, but over time, we have become complacent. We were so sure of our own moral superiority that we failed to take action when traitors were hiding right under our noses. We allowed ourselves to believe that no one who had bonded a Nassai could ever violate the basic principles on which our organization was founded. This past year, we learned the price for that arrogance.”

      Murmurs from the crowd made Gabi feel uneasy; clearly this wasn't what they were expecting. She looked around to find several of the Senior Directors standing along the wall to her left, all frowning at Jack. There would be consequences for this; she had no doubt about that.

      Toral bit his lip as he studied Jack, squinting as if he wasn't entirely sure what was going on. “What's Hunter doing?” he asked, shaking his head. “A little more rhetoric like that, and we might have a riot on our hands.”
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