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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      So, one small caveat before you delve all this action-packed goodness: this is the second book in a duology. As part of my ongoing efforts to live in J.R.R. Tolkien’s shadow, I ended up following in his footsteps. You see, he originally wrote Lord of the Rings as one big book. But then the publisher said, “Nah-uh. What are you trying to do? Break our printing presses? It’s 1954, dude! There’s only so much glue in the world!”

      At least, I assume that’s how the conversation went.

      Long story short – pun intended – I wrote one big novel and realized it was going to be too big for one book. Fortunately, there was a nice dividing point; so, I split it there. You are, of course, free to start here if you really want to. But I highly recommend starting with part one, “the Ancient Gate.”

      All right then! Let’s get on with the show!

    

  


  
    
      You know the story. You’ve heard it a thousand times by now. Time and space came into being in a brilliant flash. The universe expanded from a hot, dense state into an endless expanse of galaxies, stars and black holes.

      

      What you don’t know is that it happened more than once. Time and space did not “come into being.” They are eternal. Your universe is but a single bubble in an ever-expanding Cosmos.

      

      And sometimes – just sometimes – two bubbles intersect.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          TRUST ME, BABY THIS TIME, IT’LL BE DIFFERENT

        

      

    

    
      The SlipGate bubble brought Isara to the centre of Bekala. When it popped, she found herself transfixed by the flat-roofed pyramid and its glittering crystal. That would have to be harvested somehow. The Inzari were convinced that the crystal was a source of incredible power.

      It was easily as large as a house and remarkably smooth, shaped almost like a teardrop. Sunlight glinted off its surface in dozens of colours. Colours that changed depending on how you tilted your head.

      With the last days of autumn fading, the grass outside the pyramid had turned yellow, and the flowers that had once populated the lovely gardens on either side of the building had withered. Stone steps led up to the front entrance. The place had an imposing feel to it, which was exactly what you would expect from someone who called herself a goddess. There were many reasons why Isara had selected the Field Binding Academy as her base of operations – its central location and the ease with which it could be fortified were major points – but it was the sense of dominance that she liked best.

      She stood before the triangular SlipGate in a red dress that clung to her body, her braided hair falling past the small of her back. Anyone who came out to greet her – and they should be along any second now – would see her stern expression. Today, she was in no mood for stupidity. She had suffered her fair share of that in the weeks since she had last visited this miserable little world.

      The first of her lieutenants to arrive was Norlien: a stunning woman who was not content with simple dresses. Instead, she wore a flowing, black robe with white roses on each sleeve and a swooping neckline that revealed more than a hint of cleavage. Her pale face was framed by long, dark hair. And those green eyes! Isara had never been interested in women, but those eyes had a bewitching quality.

      Norlien glided down the steps with an inviting smile, reaching out to take Isara’s hands. “Mistress!” she exclaimed, kissing both of Isara’s cheeks. “You honour us with your presence.”

      Pressing one hand against the other woman’s stomach, Isara let loose a wave of Bent Gravity that had Norlien sliding backwards over the stone pathway. “Spare me your empty pleasantries.”

      Anyone else might have retaliated, but Norlien dropped to her knees and bowed her head reverently. “Of course, Mistress.”

      “What is the situation here?”

      Slowly, the other woman looked up. “The city has been pacified,” she said. “Life here is returning to normal. The merchants are reopening their shops.”

      Isara rewarded her subordinate with a cruel smile, a smile that promised pain if a single lie passed through Norlien’s lips. “Really? Your last report indicated pockets of resistance. Have those been quelled?”

      “N-no, Mistress.”

      “Then perhaps you should elaborate?”

      Norlien got to her feet with as much dignity as she could manage, a sour expression ruining her otherwise perfect beauty. “The Field Binders have gone into hiding. We suspect that they might be taking refuge in the city’s sewer system. Or in some of the outbuildings. Thus far we have been unable to locate them.”

      “But you’re convinced that they remain in the city.”

      “They conduct raids against our people, Mistress. By our latest estimate, they have killed thirty percent of our troops.”

      Stepping forward, Isara leaned in close to whisper in the other woman’s ear. “Nearly a third of your troops gone,” she purred. “Some would call that an unparalleled failure.”

      Norlien shivered.

      “And the former goddess?” Isara had heard many tales from the subjects that she had delivered to the Inzari. They often spoke of a woman called Nari. Some even claimed that she was divinity made flesh. But no matter how fanciful the stories might be, they all shared one thing in common: Those fools all believed that Nari would be coming to rescue them any day now. And if not her, then Desa Kincaid would get the job done.

      Isara had laughed the first time she heard that name. She had fought Desa Kincaid, and she knew firsthand that any claims about the woman’s prowess in battle were exaggerated. She had said as much to the prisoners, certain that knowledge of Desa’s defeat would break their spirits. But it only emboldened them. They spoke Desa’s name with a reverence that was usually reserved for religious figures.

      “We suspect that Nari is with the Resistance,” Norlien reported.

      “You suspect? Perhaps it’s time you found out.”

      A nod from Isara signalled the other woman to accompany her. They walked side by side up the path, climbing the stairs to the pyramid’s front entrance, “If I may, Mistress,” Norlien began. “Where is Razor?”

      “Dead.”

      “Oh…”

      “The Inzari will not be resurrecting him.”

      “I see…”

      These primitives and their foolish superstitions! They thought Nari was divine? The woman might be a cunning tactician, but in the end, she was just a Field Binder. The Inzari had power over life and death. Isara had survived for over two hundred years thanks to the gifts they offered.

      On four separate occasions, she had been mortally wounded. She remembered each of those deaths: the feeling of life draining out of her, the subtle chill that crept through her body until blackness swallowed everything. And each time, she woke up in the presence of the Inzari, restored to health with a new body that was identical to the one she had lost. That was power! That was divinity.

      Service to the Inzari meant life everlasting. The promise of every religion in every human civilization was within reach. And there was no need for faith! The Inzari would display their power to anyone who asked.

      As they entered the pyramid, Isara watched the other woman. She could see it on Norlien’s face; she knew that Norlien wanted to ask what Razor had done to earn the Inzari’s displeasure. But such questions were dangerous. To speak them aloud was to suggest that your dedication to the Inzari was less than absolute.

      Still, a wise mistress knew when to sate her servant’s curiosity. Never pass up the opportunity to do a kindness that cost you nothing. It went a long way toward securing the loyalty of your subordinates.

      Halting in the tunnel, Isara spun to face the other woman with her arms folded. Her lips parted in a wolfish grin that made Norlien cringe. “You want to know, don’t you?”

      “No, Mistress, I would never-”

      “It happened a month ago,” Isara explained. “During the invasion of Earth. We had Melissa Carlson in our grasp, but Razor set her free. I told him that his obsession with that girl would be the end of him.”

      “Yes, Mistress.”

      “Come. Take me to the prisoners.”

      Norlien’s last report claimed that she had captured nearly two dozen subversives who had tried to retake the city. The Field Binders among them had been sent to the ships that now waited in orbit of this planet. The others were kept here.

      Norlien took her to a small room in the pyramid’s basement, a room with walls of stone. Isara half-expected to find a musty scent when she opened the wooden door, but there was nothing like that. This place was well-maintained, it seemed, with vents for plenty of airflow. She did get a whiff of sweat, however. And other less pleasant odours.

      Several prisoners were cuffed and chained to the walls: a young woman with honey-blonde hair, a grizzled man with dark skin and a salt-and-pepper beard. And a younger man who might have been handsome if he hadn’t gone several days without bathing.

      The only illumination came from bricks that gave off a faint, white glow. So, these were the fabled Light-Sources that some of the Field Binders had mentioned. Isara couldn’t help but wonder who was maintaining them. The little she had learned on the subject suggested that Infusions had to be renewed.

      Norlien had taken control of the pyramid several weeks ago. The fact that no one had brought a lamp down here implied that those bricks had been glowing all this time. So, who was renewing them? Certainly not one of the prisoners. If they had access to such power, they would have used it to escape. The only other possibility was that either Norlien or one of her troops had mastered the art of Field Binding. A frightening prospect to say the least! The other woman already had a symbiont. If Norlien gained Field Binding on top of that, she might just decide that a change of leadership was in order. She would bear watching; that much was certain.

      “We’ve filled almost every room on the lower level,” Norlien reported.

      Isara barely paid her any mind; she was more interested in the prisoners. The girl was weeping, oblivious to their presence. The old man just stared at the wall, having been worn down by who knows how many days of pain and hunger. But it was the third one who got her attention. The young man.

      At first glance, he seemed to be asleep, dangling from the wall, his head lolling with fatigue. But he cracked an eye as Isara entered the room and spared her a dismissive glance. Curious.

      Approaching him with a warm smile, Isara took a moment to examine him. “What’s your name?”

      The prisoner looked up, surprised that she would address him directly. He seemed to be weighing his options, deciding on what to say. In the end, he opted for silence.

      He was a handsome fellow; with his shirt removed, she could see the sculpted muscles of his chest and abdomen. Coarse stubble lined his jaw, and his black hair was in a state of disarray. But she liked the wildness of him. That feral look. There was something primal in it.

      Gently touching the underside of his chin, Isara tilted his face up so that he was made to look into her eyes. “What’s your name?” she said again.

      “Victor.”

      “Victor,” she murmured. “Fascinating.”

      “My name? What’s so interesting about it?”

      Backing away from him, Isara let her smile become a grin that whispered tales of untold pleasure if he simply acquiesced to her wishes. Yes, she would enjoy some time alone with this one. “You know that I come from another universe, don’t you, Victor?”

      “I’ve heard rumours.”

      “Mmm. Would it surprise you to learn that there is a planet in my universe where the people have names remarkably similar to those you find here? Thomas, James, Sarah. Curious, isn’t it? Almost as if fate itself were directing our lives toward some kind of cosmic convergence. I don’t believe in that, though. Do you, Victor?”

      He looked up at her with brown eyes that threatened to skin her alive. “No.”

      “Ah,” she said. “A man of practicalities. I do appreciate that.”

      “What do you want?”

      She traced her finger along his jawline, feeling the sharp stubble. “I want to know about your friends,” she cooed. “The ones who have been making so much trouble. Where are they, Victor? What are they planning?”

      He bared his teeth in a vicious snarl, and for a moment, it looked like he wanted to rip her throat out. Of course, that only intensified his allure. “Like I’d tell you anything!”

      Isara felt her eyebrows drifting slowly up her forehead. “Perhaps not.” She turned away from him, marching across the room. “I see no reason to waste resources on these wretches. Kill them.”

      She could sense young Victor with Spatial Awareness. He was a man of mist in her mind’s eye, struggling vainly against his restraint. “It doesn’t matter what you do to us! Desa will put you down!”

      Pausing at the door, Isara glanced back over her shoulder. “Will she now? And what if I told you that I fought Desa Kincaid? She wasn’t much of a challenge.”

      She was expecting anger from him. Or despair. Or maybe just to slip back into his stupor. But the one thing she wasn’t prepared for was outright laughter. “Oh, thank you, lady! That was exactly what I needed to hear!”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You think Desa’s never suffered a defeat before? She has! And she learns from them! Comes back twice as hard and twice as smart. You wouldn’t believe the things I’ve seen. Bendarian, Adele, Azra: they all tried to kill Desa Kincaid, and they all learned the hard way why that’s a bad idea.”

      “Interesting.”

      The man clamped his mouth shut, perhaps realizing that he had said too much.

      “Norlien, I’ve changed my mind,” Isara declared. “See to it that the prisoners are fed. They’ll need their strength where we’re going. Pull back your troops and prepare for a full evacuation. We leave the city within the hour.”

      Isara turned around with a wry grin. “In the meantime, I’d like to hear more about these characters from Desa’s past.”
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        * * *

      

      Azra Vanya stabbed her shovel into the ground, ripping out a hunk of dirt and tossing it aside. “Hurry up, convict!” Sergeant Lirinac shouted. “I want that latrine pit finished within the hour!”

      Planting her shovel in the dirt, Azra held onto the long, wooden shaft for support. She closed her eyes, breathing hard, sweat rolling over her face. “Then might I suggest that you do it yourself,” she breathed.

      “What was that?”

      “Nothing, sir.”

      Tall, lean and wiry, Azra felt like a fool in the clothes they had given her: overalls and an old work shirt that didn’t fit quite right. Waves of long, dark curls spilled over her shoulders, some of them concealing her pale face.

      She twisted around to find Lirinac standing at the top of a small hill with his hands on his hips. Like all Eradian soldiers, he wore a dark blue uniform with a pistol on one hip and a truncheon on the other. On Lirinac, the latter was mostly for show. Some soldiers would take any excuse to beat a prisoner, but the good sergeant preferred not to get his hands dirty.

      Behind him, trails of smoke rose from the nearby camp, but they were too far off for Azra to catch the scent of roasting meat. She was grateful for that. Common soldiers weren’t given the best fare, but their meals were far superior to the slop they fed to prisoners. Her stomach started rumbling.

      At this point, the latrine pit was just a shallow ditch in the grassy field. It would need to be widened and deepened before it was fit for use. The odds of completing that work within the hour were slim, though it shouldn’t take more than two. But Lirinac fancied himself a taskmaster.

      A dozen other convicts kept digging away, some of them grumbling or whispering curses, but Azra decided that she deserved a break. Lirinac liked to bluster, but his sloth usually won out over his pride. Now, Tanner was another matter. Defying him could earn you a broken jaw and a cracked skull. And that was if you survived the encounter.

      “Thirty-Seven!” Lirinac shouted, noticing that Azra had stopped working. “By the Abyss, what are you doing?”

      Azra sighed and plunged her shovel into the dirt again. Best not to push her luck. Lirinac might be lazy, but he wasn’t likely to tolerate a direct threat to his authority. Her muscles ached and her back as well. Silently, she cursed Desa Kincaid.

      They would never have been able to hold her if she still had her power, but Desa Kincaid had taken it away. The Ether would not come when Azra called. And she had called. Night after night, alone in her cell, she had tried to summon the Ether – to craft an Infusion and free herself from captivity.

      It was no good. This was her life now.

      “Hurry up, Thirty-Seven!”

      Glancing over her shoulder, Azra spat a wad of saliva onto the ground. “Stick it up your ass.” Despite her brave words, she did hurry up. Her shovel tore into the earth with a reckless fury. She didn’t want another beating. She-

      Odd.

      When exactly had she broken? Was it before or after that useless sheriff had sold her to the army? Well, perhaps it was time to-

      “What in blazes?” Lirinac shouted.

      Several prisoners looked up.

      Azra scanned her surroundings, searching for the source of their confusion, and spotted something truly bizarre. A woman that she could only describe as an apparition emerged from the nearby forest. She was tall, slim and breathtakingly beautiful, pale with long, auburn hair that she kept in a braided tail. And she wore some kind of skin-tight, red suit with a pistol on each hip and several other weapons on her belt.

      Resting a hand on his holstered pistol, Lirinac lifted his chin and glowered at the newcomer. “Identify yourself!”

      “No need for alarm, my good man!” the woman called out. “I simply want to speak with one of your prisoners!”

      “The prisoners are working! And you…You…” It was clear by his lascivious stare that Lirinac had taken notice of the stranger’s attire. This was probably his first glimpse of the female form. The man had a wife, but it would not surprise Azra to learn that she denied him her affections at every opportunity. “You’re not authorized to be here!”

      The stranger replied with a smug smile. “My good man,” she said, approaching the ditch. “I think you’ll find that I’m authorized to be anywhere I want to go.”

      An instant later, Lirinac had his gun out of its holster. He pulled back the hammer, pointing his revolver at the unearthly woman, but the terror in his eyes exposed his threat for the lie it was. Eradian men had some foolish notions about never causing harm to a woman. “Leave! Now!”

      “Oh, very well.”

      The stranger turned away and began a slow amble back to the forest. After only two steps, she spun around with blinding speed, throwing a knife that sped through the air. How could she have drawn it so quickly?

      The blade went straight into Lirinac’s eye, and he screamed, falling on his backside and writhing on the ground. His wailing provoked shouts from the camp. Any moment now, this place would be crawling with soldiers.

      Sensing an opportunity, the prisoners decided to flee. Several of them scrambled out of the ditch and ran for the woods. Azra was about to join them, but the other woman blocked her path.

      A grin appeared on the stranger’s face, her brown eyes sparkling with amusement. “Now, now,” she said. “I went to a great deal of trouble to find you. The least you could do is stay and talk.”

      Backing away, Azra hoisted her shovel up like a spear, pointing the blade at her enemy. “Who are you?”

      “I’ve gone by many names, but you may call me Isara.”

      “What do you want?”

      “Straight to the point. I like that.” Isara scowled and started tapping a device that she wore on her gauntlet. “Excuse me for a moment, dear. I need to make sure that we aren’t interrupted.”

      Azra was about to ask what she meant, but the question flew out of her mind when she spotted a white ball floating out of the forest. It was about the size of her stomach, perfectly smooth and held aloft by nothing she could see.

      Several others emerged to join the first one. They swept over the field with ease, swivelling back and forth like eyes searching for a target. And the simile was apt. She realized that each one had a lens on one side. They almost looked like eyes!

      Together, they sped off toward the camp, and when the soldiers arrived to see what had caused all this commotion, they all stopped dead. Each man tried to raise a long rifle.

      The floating spheres replied by emitting shafts of liquid fire from their lenses, thick orange beams that swept back and forth and turned everything they touched to ash. Within seconds, the field was burning.

      Men turned and ran as fast as their legs could carry them. Many were struck down by a lance of fire through the back.

      “That should keep them busy,” Isara murmured.

      Azra turned to go, but the other woman caught her arm. “You might want to stay close to me. The Death Spheres are programmed not to target me, but they’ll incinerate anything else that moves.”

      Gaping at her, Azra blinked slowly as she tried to put the pieces together. “Why?” she asked, shaking her head in confusion. “You did all this to free me?”

      “To make you an offer.”

      “What kind of offer?”

      Isara backed off, folding her arms and studying Azra with pursed lips. “How would you like a chance to get revenge on Desa Kincaid?”

      Ah. So, that’s what this is about.

      Azra flung her shovel down in the dirt and stalked off toward the forest. “Pass.”

      “Pass?”

      Whirling around, Azra shoved her finger in the idiot woman’s face. “You think you’re the first person to make that offer? No, no! I’ve learned my lesson! I’m going to stay as far away from Desa Kincaid as I can.”

      “I have to admit I’m disappointed by your cowardice.”

      “You have no idea what I’ve been through!”

      Isara’s response to that was a dismissive shrug. “A golden-haired sorceress recruited you to kill Desa Kincaid. And after several failed attempts, Desa took away your Field Binding. Is that about right?”

      Once again, Azra’s mouth fell open. For a moment, all she could do was stare in wide-eyed disbelief. “How…How could you know that?”

      Isara gestured to the mayhem going on nearby. The camp was ablaze now, with plumes of smoke rising from the burning tents. Men fled in all directions, trying desperately to escape the spheres that hunted them down. “If I can do all that, is it really a surprise that I can learn a thing or two about your past?”

      “Even so, you haven’t given me any reason to work with you.”

      “You’ve seen my power,” Isara said. “I’m willing to share it.”

      “Yes, I’ve heard this song before.”

      Isara opened a pouch on her belt, retrieving something that looked like a seashell. “Hmm.” She threw the shell down on the ground, then turned and walked away. “I’m not the sort of woman who makes empty promises, Azra. But if you don’t believe me, feel free to test my claims yourself.”

      Azra stooped to pick up the shell, then straightened and held it up to the light of the sun. She narrowed her eyes as she studied it. “What am I supposed to do with this?”

      “Keep it close to your heart,” Isara said. “I think you’ll like the result.”
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        * * *

      

      Lugging a bucket of water up a hill, Malcolm Tanner tried his best not to spill any as he scrambled for the top. He practically slid down the other side, sloshing water all over his boots. At first, he scolded himself – they needed every drop – but one look at the camp revealed the futility of his plan.

      They would never put out that blaze.

      Just about every tent was on fire, and most had already been reduced to ash. Waves of crackling flames swept over the ground, hurling clouds of black smoke into the sky. He could feel the heat from here. Running buckets up from the stream was insufficient. He may as well just turn and run.

      He was about to do just that when a shrill, anguished scream assaulted his ears. He knew that voice.

      “Billy…”

      Breathing hard, Malcolm dropped his bucket and ran toward the flames. He shielded his face behind his forearm, steeling himself against the pain that he knew would come. This was beyond stupid, but he would not leave his friend to die.

      Before he got anywhere near that inferno, a shadow emerged from the fire. At first, Malcolm didn’t know what to expect. The haze of heat and smoke made it impossible to get a good look. But he was fairly confident that it wasn’t Billy.

      The shadow was much too thin and lithe, almost as if it had a woman’s figure. When it stepped into the sunlight, Malcolm gasped. He was looking at a demon from the Abyss itself.

      The figure was some kind of cross between a human and a cockroach with arms and legs that were covered in thick, brown chitin. Its bulbous head displayed two red eyes that glowed with malevolent intent.

      “Sergeant Tanner,” it said with a buzzing voice.

      For a second, Malcolm stood there with his mouth agape, unsure of what to do. Then his wits returned, and he backed away. He turned, bolting from the camp, heedless of any obstacles in his path. He would brave a roaring fire for his friend, but a demon? No, no, Billy was already dead.

      A shadow passed over him with a rush of air, and then the insect woman landed in his path. She twisted around, lunging for him. “We need to have a talk about the way you treat prisoners.”

      Malcolm tried to escape, but a chitinous hand seized his coat and lifted him off the ground. He dangled in the demon’s grip, legs kicking feebly.

      “Yes,” she said. “A very long talk.”
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        * * *

      

      Rising from her meditations, Isara opened her eyes. Soft sunlight came through the stained-glass window in the headmistress’s office. From the outside, the pyramid looked fierce and imposing, but this Nari character had gone out of her way to soften the interior, to make the classrooms cozy and inviting. Utter foolishness. With the power these Field Binders possessed, they could be an army that brought this entire planet to heel, and yet Nari coddled them.

      Whirling around, Isara opened the wooden door and found her minions standing in the hallway. Norlien still wore her elegant, silk robes, but her partner Kasan looked like he was ready for battle. Tall and lean, he filled out his white uniform quite nicely. He had been leading the troops in their hunt for the Field Binders, and Isara could tell that he was eager to resume those duties. “What is the status of the evacuation?”

      Norlien stiffened. “We are nearly ready to go, Mistress,” she said. “But are you sure we should abandon such a strategically valuable position? The city is-”

      “Unimportant,” Isara cut in. “The Field Binders are what matters, and we have almost a hundred of them. The Inzari wish us to leave this place and regroup at the research facility. There, we will be hidden from prying eyes.”

      “Yes, Mistress,” Norlien mumbled.

      “Kasan!” Isara barked. “I have a task for you.”

      “Name it, my mistress.”

      Stepping out of the office, Isara smiled. “I need you to bring me a young Field Binder named Thomas Smith.” She called up the notes she had made on her multi-tool and forwarded them to her lieutenants. “This is where you will find him.”
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            WHERE’S TOMMY?
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            CREEPY CAVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Desa wasn’t sure what to expect when they summoned her to the Scrappy’s control room. About an hour ago, Jack had called to say that they had passed through the portal that led back to her universe. After that, it was nothing but silence while she waited for the fleet captains to decide on their next move. Assuming, of course, that you could call Claire’s endless chattering “silence.”

      The control room had many of the same glass devices that were used to fly the shuttles and activate the SlipGates. Anna called them computer terminals. Finding the other woman seated in the big captain’s chair filled Desa with an overwhelming sense of relief and joy. Anna had survived! Mercy be praised!

      Despite her fatigue, the other woman climbed out of her chair and shuffled across the room, spreading her arms for a hug. Desa was about to accept, but Claire beat her to it. The girl slammed into Anna at full speed.

      “You’re all right!”

      Closing her eyes, Anna smiled and nodded. “I’m okay,” she murmured. “It takes more than that to knock me out.”

      She turned her head, her gaze settling onto Desa, and Desa was amazed to find no malice in those deep, blue eyes. Amazed and quite thankful. Truth be told, she wasn’t sure she could be so forgiving if their roles had been reversed. “How are you doing?” Anna inquired.

      “I’ll be all right.”

      Anna extricated herself from Claire’s embrace, giving the girl one last squeeze on the shoulder, and then shambled over to join Desa by the door. “We wouldn’t have won the battle without you.”

      Leaning against the wall with her hands shoved into her duster’s pockets, Desa blushed and studied the floor. “Your crew did all of the hard work. I just Infused a few weapons.”

      “And found the Overseers’ weak spot.”

      “It was nothing,” Desa insisted. “Does this mean we’ve returned to my world?”

      “Well, we were hoping you would be able to tell us.”

      Anna guided her toward the large sheet of glass on the wall opposite the door. Jack was bent over one of those computer terminals, conversing quietly with a willowy, young woman who nodded along with everything he said.

      He straightened as they drew near, turning on his heel and greeting them both with a grin. “Glad you could make it,” he said. “Tell me something, Desa. Is this your planet?”

      She was about to ask what he was on about when the sheet of glass changed colour. It darkened, depicting a sky full of stars with a globe hanging in the middle. It took her all of three seconds to realize that she was home. Oh, the geography was somewhat different from what she would have expected after years of looking at maps but not so different that she didn’t recognize the lands she had travelled for years.

      Clouds drifted over the Eradian continent – a vast expanse of fields, forests and mountains that stretched for hundreds of miles from its eastern coast to its western shore. She traced the Vinrella River from its origin in the Thobaran Mountains to its terminus at the Bay of Sidil.

      Further south, she found the place of her birth, a small island off the eastern shore. And if she squinted, she could almost imagine that she saw Aladar’s bustling streets and majestic buildings. Well…Maybe not so majestic. Not after everything she had seen on this fool’s journey. But they would get there one day. There would come a time when Aladar rivalled places like Toronto or Denabria.

      The Southern Coast bordered the Sapphire and Emerald Seas, twin bodies of water separated only by a narrow land bridge called the Halitha. She had sailed each one several times, but only now did she realize how well they had earned their names. The waters of the Sapphire Sea were a pure, sparkling blue while the Emerald Sea had a slightly green tint.

      That land bridge was the only way into the largely unmapped continent of Ithanar. If you wanted to go on foot, that was. Desa could still remember the legends she had heard as a child, tales of men who ran off to Ithanar and never returned. Many people believed the land was cursed. Even in her youth, she had never shared that particular superstition, but any mystique the place might have possessed had long since vanished for her. She had been to Ithanar twice and survived.

      Her heart sank when she realized that Kalia and Nari were still down there somewhere. At least, she hoped they were. It had only been three days since she went through the Gateway, but could she be certain that the same amount of time had passed here? What if something had happened to them? She put such notions out of her head. Today was a day of victory.

      Covering her mouth with both hands, Desa felt her eyes flaring wide. “Sweet Mercy!” she whispered. “You did it! You really did it!”

      Anna put a gentle hand on her shoulder, and that broke the last of Desa’s self-control. To her great chagrin, she started weeping; her tears flowed freely. She wanted to run, to hide away in her room – she hated the thought of anyone seeing her like this – but she never got the chance.

      Jack and Anna wrapped her up in a big, fluffy group hug. Which only worsened her embarrassment. She was about to say as much, but then Claire joined in. Despite herself, she started laughing. Sometimes, the absurdity was just too much.

      The soft hiss of a door opening announced Larani’s arrival. “Ah. I take it we’ve found the right world.”

      Turning around, Desa sniffled and wiped a tear off her cheek. “Yes,” she croaked. “I can’t thank you enough for…for helping a stranger.”

      A grin broke out on Larani’s face as she stepped up behind the captain’s chair. “You might say that helping strangers is the reason why the Justice Keepers exist. We will protect your people from the Overseers, Desa. You have my word on it.”

      Jack stepped forward, clearing his throat authoritatively, and fixed his steely gaze upon Larani. “Boss lady,” he said. “I’d like to formally return command of the Scrappy to you.”

      “Oh? And why is that?”

      Now, it was Jack’s turn to grin, and Desa couldn’t help but notice the slight flush in his cheeks. “So, I can hop in a shuttle and take my new friend down to find her partner.”

      Lowering herself into the big chair, Larani crossed one leg over the other and regarded them all for a second. Finally, she nodded. “Very well. But please be cautious. We cannot be certain that the Overseers aren’t lurking nearby.”

      “The Overseers!” Desa yelped. “They must have ships in orbit of the planet!”

      “No,” Anna said. “That’s the freaky part. We scanned the area quite thoroughly. There are no ships here. We even accounted for the tricks the Overseers use to hide from prying eyes.”

      “Oh. Well, that’s good, I suppose.”

      “No, it isn’t,” Jack interjected.

      “It isn’t?”

      “When the Overseers do what you expect, it’s bad,” Jack said. “When they don’t do what you expect, it’s worse.”

      A soft sigh escaped Desa as she hung her head in dismay. “You will forgive me, Jack, but there are times when I wish you all had stayed in your universe.”

      “No forgiveness necessary,” he said. “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      The shuttle ride was quick. Within about ten minutes, Desa was looking through the large, canopy window at the hill that led up to the Gateway. She knew it was silly, but she had been hoping that she would find Kalia and Nari waiting there, signalling to her with a friendly wave. But of course, there was no one. Just a silent hill. It looked the same as it had a few days ago. Did that mean that not much time had passed?

      “I’ll set her down over there,” Jack said. He was at the controls this time; Anna was still too tired to fly. And yet, she insisted on coming along anyway! Sweet Mercy, even Claire wanted to join this expedition, a proposition that Larani emphatically rejected. And rightly so! Bringing children along for such dangerous journeys…Desa had made her fair share of mistakes, but that was never one of them.

      Her thought drifted back to Brendan. She couldn’t help but wonder if her baby boy was safe. If her fears were true – if years had passed here on Ezryn while she had spent only a few days in the other universe – did that mean that he was a man now? And if so, did he even remember his mama?

      The shuttle landed with barely a jostle, and Desa turned around as soon as Jack powered down the engine. She ran for the door, but Anna stood up on shaky legs and caught her arm. “Hold on. We should go together.”

      Resolve set Desa’s jaw as she locked eyes with the other woman. But at last, she nodded. “All right. But I will take the lead. I know this place.”

      They descended the steps to the little sitting room with its square table and its eerie SlipGate. Desa hated looking at the metal triangle. Something about those grooves felt wrong to her. She wondered if it would still work in this universe.

      Wasting no time, they hurried through the door to the cramped foyer that Anna called an airlock. Apparently, its purpose was to prevent the air from escaping when they opened the outer doors in space. Now, why would anyone in their right mind open the outer doors in space?

      The relentless humidity assaulted Desa as soon as she stepped out. She had spent most of the last few days on the ship. She wasn’t prepared for the hot jungles of Ithanar. Strange how one could lose one’s tolerance for high temperatures so quickly.

      Standing by the shuttle’s wing, Desa shielded her eyes from the sun. “You can come out. I promise you the air is safe to breathe.”

      Anna needed a little assistance to step down. Her legs wobbled, and she winced when the ferocious sunlight fell upon her. Desa immediately regretted her snide comment, but the other woman didn’t make a fuss about it.

      Jack followed his wife out, allowing her to link arms and lean on him for support. With a soft sigh, Anna rested her head on his shoulder and smiled. “It’s nice here. A little too hot but pleasant.”

      The sun beat down on them from a cloudless sky. A gentle breeze swept through the nearby forest, nearly drowning out the ever-present buzz of insects. Desa caught the scent of wildflowers that she couldn’t name.

      Cautiously, she approached the hill. “You’ll find the entrance to a cave up there. The Gateway is hidden underground.”

      “We should take a look at it,” Anna suggested. “Maybe we can learn something about the technology.”

      Desa spun around to face the other woman, shaking her head emphatically. “I’d rather find my friends first if it’s all the same to you.”

      “How far was your campsite?” Jack asked.

      With a quick pivot, Desa pointed to the forest. “About an hour’s hike in that direction,” she said. “Though we have no guarantee they’ll still be there.”

      Guiding his wife away from their little ship, Jack squinted against the sunlight. He seemed to be considering their options, weighing all the possibilities. “We should at least check the cave first. They might be expecting you to return through the Gateway. Maybe they set up camp there.”

      “I can do that right now!” Desa exclaimed.

      Closing her eyes, she reached out to the Ether, and the world transformed as she fell into its warm embrace. Jack, Anna, the shuttle and the trees that loomed behind it: They were all just clusters of particles

      She let her mind drift up the hillside, through the rock and into the cavern below. She felt the change in temperature, the dampness in the air. Not as she would if she had gone there in person. It was as if simply knowing the percentage of water molecules in the air provoked a memory of that sensation. She probed the cave from top to bottom, and her heart sank.

      Kalia and Nari weren’t in there.

      The Ether fled as she opened her eyes and shook her head.

      “I’d still like to have a look at the Gateway,” Anna insisted. “Just to make sure that it’s closed. The Overseers might use it to send their people through.”

      “Is such caution truly warranted?”

      Breaking away from her husband, Anna drew herself up to full height. Which wasn’t very much, but she still had the air of a woman who was used to being obeyed. “I can be Impulso-Girl sometimes, Desa,” she began. “But I’ve learned over the years that there are times when it’s important to slow down and do things right.”

      And that was the end of that.

      Together, they climbed the rocky hill to the ruins of the ancient temple. Anna had to rely on Jack to remain upright, but her determination never wavered. Desa was starting to think that she had survived her ordeal through sheer force of will. At the crest of the hill, hidden among the ancient ruins, they found the stairs that led into the cave.

      Desa took the lead, triggering the Light-Source in her ring and shining a beam of radiance into the gloom. Step by step, she descended with Jack and Anna following close behind. That foul odour she had noticed on her last visit was still lingering in the air.

      Thankfully, the melancholy wasn’t so bad this time. Maybe it was because she was still feeling the thrill of triumph. She had made it back home! Her journey was a success. She was truly starting to believe that with the Justice Keepers’ help, they would oust these wretched aliens from her planet.

      Her light fell upon the stone archway on the far side of what had once been the ancient temple’s basement. Anna pulled away from Jack and hobbled across the cavern, grunting as she inspected it.

      With a hesitant hand, she reached out and touched the stone. She blinked. “It seems perfectly normal.”

      “Is there some reason it shouldn’t?” Jack asked.

      “I guess I thought it would be warm or something.”

      Desa removed her ring, setting it down on the shelf of rock that she had used last time. She noticed that all of Nari’s trinkets were gone. Did that mean anything? It only made sense that the headmistress would collect her Infusions.

      Sitting with her back against the wall, Desa curled up her legs and watched her two friends as they marvelled at a hunk of stone. “I don’t know what you were expecting, but it really is exactly as I described it to you.”

      Anna was scanning the archway with her multi-tool, scowling as she checked the readout on her screen. “It’s made of granite and limestone,” she observed. “But I’m not detecting any circuitry. No power sources either.”

      Resting her head against the rock wall, Desa allowed herself a lazy smile. “I told you, you won’t find anything of the sort.”

      The other woman spun around with a heated glare. “You expect me to believe that this thing can breach the dimensional barrier – send you into another universe – without a power source?”

      “The Ether is its power source.”

      “Even if that’s true, how does it direct that power into useful work? I mean, there’s just so much about this I don’t understand.”

      “We are often left with many unanswered questions,” Desa murmured. Those words brought to mind the burning curiosity that she had been ignoring. Until now, she had been focused only on getting back home. She had almost forgotten Jack’s promise from the night before.

      Desa stood up, rubbing her lower back to massage away the beginnings of a spasm. Sitting on a cold, stone floor wasn’t wise at her age. “Which reminds me,” she went on, turning to Jack. “You have some explaining to do.”

      He grimaced. “I was hoping you’d forget about that.”

      “I haven’t.”

      “Sweetie, what’s she talking about?” Anna asked.

      Striding toward her with trembling hands, Jack closed his eyes as he searched for the words. “Look, I don’t want to break a promise, Desa,” he began. “But trust me, this is not something you want to talk about.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because if I tell you what I know, it might not just be you who suffers the consequences.” He looked about frantically as if he thought the walls had ears. “I could be putting this entire planet in danger.”

      Anna went pale and huddled against the wall. She knew Jack’s secret, but she was equally reluctant to divulge anything of value. Maybe more so. “Just trust us on this one, Desa. We’re only looking out for you.”

      “It’s hard to trust when I don’t know what I’m dealing with,” Desa countered.

      Propping one hand against the wall, Anna groaned and came forward to stand beside her husband. “Please believe me, if there were any chance that this might impact our mission, I would tell you.”

      Jack mouthed a few silent words and then hissed. His blue eyes settled onto her with cold resolve. “There are beings in this universe which are both older and far more powerful than Driala. Telling you what I know is a good way to piss one of them off. Believe me when I say that you don’t want that.”

      Desa held his gaze, unsure of how to respond. Did she believe these strangers from another realm? In the end, what choice did she have? “All right,” she said. “I will accept that. For now.”

      “Come on,” Jack said. “Let’s go find your friends.”
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        * * *

      

      The crackling campfire sent tiny motes of flame into the air along with a plume of smoke. With late afternoon bordering on early evening, it was still much too hot for that sort of thing, but they had to cook their dinner somehow. Kalia was content to let Nari handle that today. The other woman could work wonders with an iron pot and some basic ingredients.

      Seated on a fallen log with her legs curled up, her arms wrapped around her knees, Kalia watched the babbling waters of the Mesalin making their way westward. The river curved around a pebbly beach that baked under the hot sun.

      Here in the southern half of the world, the sun was always to the north. The opposite shore had plenty of shade from the nearby forest, but those shadows weren’t quite long enough to provide Kalia with any relief. Not that it even mattered much. A sunburn was the least of her problems.

      She felt as though a knife had been plunged through her heart. Desa was gone, and with every passing day, she began to wonder if her love would ever return. They were fools to send her through the Gate with no idea of what was waiting on the other side. Kalia caught a glimpse of a world with people and impressive cities while they were “calibrating the dimensional vector,” but that wasn’t much to go on.

      The former headmistress sat on a log of her own, idly stirring a pot of soup with a wooden spoon. Nari kept insisting that Desa would find her way home. They just had to have faith.

      Kalia’s faith was slipping away with every passing hour.

      She could feel the forest looming off to her left – towering trees standing like sentinels, warning her not to approach the ruined temple. She was beginning to think she should have heeded that advice.

      What she felt wasn’t quite the same as Desa’s melancholy – at least, she didn’t think it was – but she still cried herself to sleep every night. What would they do if Desa never returned?

      Lifting the spoon in a delicate hand, Nari blew on the soup before she took a taste. “Be patient, my friend,” she said, sensing Kalia’s sombre mood. “Desa will return.”

      Kalia looked up to study the other woman. “We’re running out of supplies,” she noted. “We can’t wait here very much longer.”

      “We will begin our journey home tomorrow.”

      “Oh?” Kalia snapped. “And how do you imagine we’ll manage that? Have you seen any boats coming up here in the last few days? I suppose we could go on foot – it shouldn’t be too hard to follow the river – but what exactly will we eat? Do you think you can hunt any of the animals that roam this forest?”

      Retrieving a ladle from her pack, Nari filled the wooden bowl with soup. Kalia might have had her misgivings about this whole affair, but she had to admit the other woman had come prepared. Last night, they had dined on fish from the river along with some bread and cheese that Nari had purchased on their long journey south. “Your concerns are understandable, but we will endure.”

      “How can you be so confident?” Kalia spluttered.

      “Thirty thousand years of facing challenges far worse than this.”

      Kalia was about to reach for the bowl when her ears picked up a soft rustling from the trees and a voice muttering curses in some language she didn’t recognize. The stories she had been told as a child came to mind. Could it be Ithanari wild men? No, of course not. She had learned from experience that most of those tales were false.

      She stood, resting a hand on her holstered pistol, and peered into the forest. “I think we’re about to have company.”

      She couldn’t help but notice Nari’s knowing smile. Even if the tales of wild men were false, that didn’t mean that these strangers would be friendly. Best to stay quiet and hope to go unnoticed. Nari, however, had her own ideas. “I suspect that it’s Desa.”

      “By the Almighty’s left nut, how did you reach that conclusion?”

      The stranger emerged from the thicket before Nari could answer. It was…a girl. A short, brown-skinned girl who wore dungarees and a pink shirt with short sleeves. A grin of triumph played across her face as she rushed out of the woods. She shouted something incomprehensible.

      Five seconds later, a tall and lean young man followed her out. This one was pale with a strong jaw, piercing blue eyes and unruly hair. Kalia wasn’t sure what to make of him. Her grip tightened on the pistol.

      “No need for guns,” the girl said. “We’re friends.”

      Kalia opened her mouth to question that sentiment when the horror of what had just happened dawned on her. The child had spoken without moving her lips. The words seemed to reverberate inside Kalia’s skull.

      Raising both hands into the air, the young man approached their camp with a smile. “Hi there,” he said. “By any chance, would you be Kalia Troval and Nari?”

      “Oh, it’s them!”

      Desa came plodding out of the trees, scowling as she massaged her lower back. “Give an old woman a rest,” she said. “I can’t move as fast as you two.”

      Kalia ran to her love, throwing her arms around Desa’s neck, kissing her firmly on the lips. A kiss that was eagerly returned. They pulled apart, and Kalia touched her nose to Desa's, their foreheads pressed together. “You’re alive!”

      “How long have I been gone?”

      “Just a few days.”

      Shutting her eyes, Desa exhaled slowly. “Mercy be praised,” she whispered. “It’s been the same amount of time for me.”

      “I take it you’re Nari?” the young man said. Kalia had a glimpse of him striding up to the fire and offering his hand. Nari took it without a moment’s hesitation.

      “You would be correct.”

      “Jack Hunter. Pleased to meet you. And this is Claire.”

      Kalia didn’t even try to hold back her grin. Seizing Desa’s face with both hands, she kissed her again. “You found her!”

      “I found her!”

      Bent over with her hands on her knees, Nari smiled for the child. “Hello there.” She gave a start as if someone had just splashed her with cold water. “I see the rumours were not exaggerated. Why, yes! I am a Field Binder!”

      “How can she talk without speaking?” Kalia wondered aloud.

      “She doesn’t know our language yet,” Desa explained. “But she can project ideas into your brain.”

      Turning away from her love, Kalia eyed the girl as she returned to her log. “Well, you seem to have found some allies. Do you think they can help us retake the city?”

      “That’s the plan,” Jack said. “My wife Anna sends her apologies. She would be here, but she’s still recovering from a recent injury.”

      They had to call me in to find you guys! Claire projected. Cause, you know, I’m awesome, and they should have brought me down here in the first place.

      “Claire…” Jack said.

      All right, all right. Hey, you guys, if you’re willing to work with me for a few hours, I can probably learn the basics of your language. If we spend enough time in telepathic contact, I’ll eventually pick up your patterns of thought.

      Jack squeezed the young girl on her shoulder, silencing her with a raised eyebrow. “Maybe later,” he said. “Right now, we need to focus on the picture. If it’s not too much trouble, we were hoping we could join you for some dinner. And maybe we could talk shop.”

      “There’s a shop?” Kalia spluttered.

      “He means that we should discuss plans for retaking Bekala,” Desa clarified.

      “Can your ships help us with that?” Nari asked.

      Jack claimed a spot on a log, staring thoughtfully across the water toward the distant riverbank. “Well, that’s just it,” he said. “We may not have to. Our sensors detected no ships in orbit of this planet. We’re thinking maybe the Overseers are gone.”

      “It can’t be that easy,” Kalia protested.

      “No. It probably isn’t.” He barked a laugh. “Just out of curiosity: are there any men in your group? ‘Cause with the three of you, plus Anna, Larani, Melissa and Claire, I’m feeling a bit overwhelmed by all the female energy.”

      “Well, funny you should mention that,” Kalia said. “I’ve had an idea rolling around in my head for a few days now. Something that might help us.”

      “Well, do tell,” Nari urged.

      Leaning forward, Kalia peered into the fire for a drawn-out moment. Finally, she looked up. “I think we should find Tommy.”
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      The lights in the Scrappy’s shuttle bay were hard on Jack’s eyes, but at least the place was quiet. Sometimes, he just needed a break from all the socializing. He liked people – he really did – but they had a way of wearing him down. Except for Anna, of course; he always felt recharged after a few hours alone with her.

      But most people were a trial, and being in charge of things? That was a goddamn ordeal. The last few days had taken a toll, no doubt about that.

      Jack stood by the shuttle’s rounded nose, skimming through the contents of a tablet. He had been studying Ezryn’s geography for the better part of an hour. Specifically, the Eradian continent. Compared to North America, it was small: only about fifteen hundred miles from coast to coast. But it was packed with all sorts of different biomes, everything from swamplands to forest to a vast expanse of arctic tundra.

      According to Desa, there were communities spread out all over the place, but most were primitive, still using horses and oil lanterns. Field Binding had given the Bekalans an edge when it came to climbing the tech tree. Well, one thing was certain: This would be an interesting trip.

      The whooshing hiss of the door opening made him look up.

      Kalia Troval sauntered into the shuttle bay, dressed in gray pants, a blouse and a short, brown coat. And a cowboy hat! You couldn’t forget the cowboy hat. She strode right up to him and nodded once.

      Looking up from the tablet, Jack greeted her with a smile. “Hi,” he said. “Did you enjoy your tour of the ship?”

      “Yes. Most impressive.”

      “Something wrong?”

      A sigh escaped Kalia as she shut her eyes and removed her hat. She scrubbed the back of one hand across her forehead. “No, I’m just very tired. It’s been a long week. A long month, really.”

      “I hear that. You ready to find your friend?”

      “Very much so.”

      “Any thoughts on where we should start looking?”

      Tilting her head back, Kalia puckered her lips and blew out a long, slow breath. “The last time we spoke was two months ago,” she began. “He said he was going to High Falls. Something about a Field Binder causing trouble there.”

      “High Falls…”

      “It’s a city on the Vinrella River. Near a waterfall.”

      Jack scrolled through the map with his finger, zooming in on a likely candidate. He spun the tablet around so that Kalia could get a look.

      “Yes, that’s the place.”

      “Then let’s go.”

      Kalia twisted around, shooting a glance toward the door. She had that wistful look, the kind people sometimes got when they were desperately hoping that someone special might show up. “I had thought Desa would join us.”

      “She’s with Anna and Larani,” Jack said. “They’re planning the campaign to retake Bekala.”

      “Ah.”

      Guiding his new friend toward the shuttle’s airlock, Jack pressed his palm against the scanner. The door slid open with a mighty hiss, and he stepped inside. He couldn’t hide his surprise over Kalia’s nonchalance. An hour ago, she had taken her first ride in a spaceship, and yet she treated the experience like a trip to the post office.

      She barely spared a glance for the SlipGate as they passed through the cabin. The sight of her world from space had very little impact on her. Desa had said that she was battling depression, but Jack was starting to wonder if maybe Kalia was the one who felt overwhelmed and hopeless.

      He settled her into the cockpit, giving her a seat at the starboard console. She endured it all without complaint, but he could sense a restlessness within her. Something had her emotions tangled up in a snarl; that much was certain.

      Hopping into the pilot’s seat, Jack strapped himself in and spread his hands over the console. He began the pre-flight sequence, activating the shuttle’s life support systems. “So, what’s on your mind?”

      Asking might have been a bad move, but he had never been very good at sitting quietly with someone when he could tell that they were upset. He felt a burst of sympathy from Summer. His Nassai might not have known what was troubling Kalia, but that didn’t stop her from wishing that she could help.

      “Oh, it’s nothing.”

      Swivelling his chair around, Jack put his back to the large cockpit window. He offered a weak smile, hoping that would ease some of the tension. “Look, I know we don’t know each other very well, but I would like to help if I can.”

      He found curiosity in Kalia’s eyes. He was starting to think he might have pressed too hard, but she took the offer. “I sometimes wonder why I bother going on these silly missions.”

      “I know it seems hopeless,” Jack began. “But I’ve fought the Overseers before, and I promise you that we can beat them.”

      “That’s not what I mean.”

      “Then what is it?”

      Kalia grimaced with a strangled whimper and looked pointedly at the wall. “Don’t worry about it.”

      He chose not to press his luck any further. Returning his attention to the controls, he completed the pre-flight and powered up the shuttle’s gravitational engines. Corin’s voice came through the speaker. “Depressurizing main shuttle bay.”

      That was the only way to prevent the air from venting into space when they opened the space door. Movies and tv-shows always had force-fields that let small ships pass through while keeping the air contained. In real life, it didn’t work that way. A force-field was a wall of energy. It was either present or not, and if it was, then the shuttle’s attempt to crash through it would result in some very unfortunate consequences.

      “Roger that, bridge,” Jack replied.

      When the bay was depressurized, the space door rose, and Jack saw a million stars as he guided the shuttle through it. Ezryn was visible in the distance: a tiny globe about the size of a golf ball, bathing in the light of its sun.

      “Do you ever feel left out?”

      Twisting his chair around, Jack frowned at his passenger. He wasn’t quite sure what she was getting at.

      “No, of course you wouldn’t,” Kalia muttered on before he could answer. “Desa told me about your exploits. Commanding a fleet of ships against a powerful enemy…”

      “Just the one ship,” Jack said.

      “Regardless. You fought side by side with your partner, saving your world from unspeakable horrors. My partner never misses an opportunity to leave me behind. She’s always running off on some new mission. She saves the world! And I make sure that the innkeeper gets paid, that the horses have enough food for a long journey. I run and get the sheriff while the aliens invade our city!”

      “Wait,” Jack said. “You think that what you’re doing isn’t important?”

      Reclining in her chair, Kalia covered her face with both hands. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled, pulling them down over her cheeks and blinking several times. “I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      “Kalia, from what you’ve told me, this Tommy guy and his crew are some of the best fighters you know. And I’ve seen Desa in action; so, that’s saying something. We’re probably gonna need him when the Overseers hit us with whatever crazy surprise they have waiting for us. And I can’t find him. Not on my own.

      “It may not be glorious, but someone needs to make sure the innkeeper gets paid. Do you think Desa could save the world if you weren’t there, doing all the little things that make it possible for her to jump through Gateways and visit other universes?”

      His reflections earned him a chuckle from Kalia.

      Jack shut his eyes, breathing deeply as he looked back on his life. “You know, I was the first person from Earth to become a Justice Keeper,” he said. “The first. But whenever we go out, Anna gets all the love. People cheer for her in ways they never ever have for me. I’m just the autistic guy who points out the hypocrisy of our political leaders and makes enemies with alarming consistency.

      “And yet, they keep asking me to speak because my position is all historic. Funny, isn’t it? They hate everything I have to say, but they insist I keep talking anyway.”

      “People are a mess of contradictions.”

      “The point is I know what it’s like to be in the background,” Jack went on. “And it’s not always easy. But we don’t do this stuff for glory. We do it because people need us. I guess that makes us all heroic or something.”

      Once again, Kalia laughed, and this time, he could tell that he had gotten through. “I like you, Jack!” she said. “I think we’ll be friends.”

      “I think so too.”
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      “Okay, you remember those Death Spheres?” Jack asked. “The white, floating ball things that project a beam of plasma.”

      “Yes,” Kalia said, “I encountered them during the invasion.”

      “So, one time, we’re fighting a bunch of battle drones. Think of them as mechanical soldiers that fire about three or four hundred rounds of ammunition per minute. One of them is closing in on Anna. And my buddy Ben is completely unaware that a Death Sphere is sneaking behind him, ready to take him out.

      “So, Anna leaps, grabs the sphere just before it fires and points it at the battle drone. In seconds, the drone is reduced to a pile of red-hot, smouldering metal. And Anna is holding onto the sphere for dear life because she knows the instant she lets it go, it’s going to turn around and blast her.”

      Kalia threw her head back, laughing. “You think that’s bad?” she exclaimed. “So, this giant squid creature is trying to destroy a city, right? And what does Desa do? She jumps on her horse, and she rides straight at the monster. And it starts pounding the ground with its tentacles. It’s trying to squash her, but she’s always two steps ahead. Until finally, it has her cornered.”

      “Yikes! How’d she get out of that one?”

      “Well, she smashed one of those crystals, which unleashed a wave of light that caused the beast to recoil. And then, after it was over, after we saved the city from total annihilation, Desa acted like it was nothing.”

      “Yeah,” Jack said, checking his screens. “That sounds like her.” They were flying over a vast forest of conifers, a cloudy sky stretching on forever in his window. Up here in the mountains, it was chilly as autumn raced toward winter. His sensors listed the external temperature as only six degrees centigrade.

      “How do we do it, Jack?” Kalia asked. “How do we put up with these partners who won’t stop trying to get themselves killed?”

      He didn’t even try to suppress his grin. “Well, I’ve done some crazy stuff myself,” he noted. “But when it comes to Anna, I prefer a healthy blend of quiet stoicism and wisecracks.”

      “I think I’ll give that a try.”

      He located a large clearing in the forest, a field of yellow grass that would provide an adequate landing sight. With a few quick taps, he decreased their forward velocity and brought the shuttle to a stationary hover.

      Then he gently lowered them to the ground, extending the landing struts. “I’m setting us down a few miles outside the city,” he said. “It’ll be a bit of a walk, but hopefully, no one will find the shuttle.”

      “Fine by me.”

      He couldn’t help but detect the minuscule, almost imperceptible shift in gravity as he deactivated the life support systems. Ezryn’s gravity was a fraction of one percent weaker than Earth Standard. The change was so small that he wondered if anyone else would feel it. Or was it something you only noticed after years of manipulating gravity fields?

      Rising from his chair, Jack hurried to the back of the cockpit. “Come on,” he said as the sliding door opened. He led Kalia down to the cabin, to the weapons locker behind the SlipGate.

      The biometric scanner read his palm, and then he punched in a security code for good measure. When the drawer slid open, he retrieved a pistol with three LEDs on its trapezoid barrel. “Here you go,” he said, handing it to Kalia. She studied the gun for a moment, skeptical of its shape.

      “What’s this?”

      “You’re not the only one with fancy bullets,” Jack said. “Press the blue button on that gun.”

      Kalia did so and jumped when the LEDs lit up.

      “You shoot anyone with that, and they won’t die,” Jack explained. “They’ll just be unconscious for a few hours. It’s called a stun-round.”

      “Impressive.”

      He went to the small cupboard near the cot and pulled out the long, brown duster he had fabricated on Leyria. Slipping it on with a shrug of his shoulders, he spun around to face Kalia. “What do you think?”

      She offered a slight nod of approval. “Very handsome.”

      “Oh! And there’s one more thing!”

      He fished a cowboy hat out of the cupboard. He had been wise enough to purchase one while they were still on Earth. Somehow, he had known once he heard Desa’s story that he would find himself on the wild west planet. Anna had to talk him out of uploading that Will Smith song to his multi-tool.

      “Let’s go.”

      The chill hit him hard the instant he went through the airlock. This silly coat didn’t offer much in the way of protection from the elements, but he had to blend in. The clearing was surrounded by tall pines that swayed gently in the wind, and those clouds looked like they might unleash a downpour at any moment.

      Holding his coat closed, Jack winced against the cold and started his trek toward the forest. “If I read the map right, we’ll find a road about five minutes away.”

      Somehow, Kalia was unaffected by the temperature. That or she had a great deal of fortitude. He half-expected a joke about how all those technological conveniences made people soft and lazy, but it never came.

      When Kalia noticed that he was struggling, she slipped up close and dropped something into his pocket. “If I may.” She moved around him, placing another trinket in the opposite pocket.

      Jack was surprised when he felt a sudden warmth spreading through his body. “How did you…”

      “Heat-Sources!” she exclaimed, planting herself in front of him. “My coat is full of them! What, you thought Field Binding was only good for killing things?”

      She removed her hat, the wind whipping her hair into a frenzy, and squinted at the shuttle. “Are you sure it’s safe to just leave it here?”

      “There are security systems to prevent anyone but us from getting inside,” Jack said. “But I’d be happier if no one found it in the first place. It might raise some uncomfortable questions. Come on.”
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        * * *

      

      They reached the outskirts of town after about an hour of walking. High Falls was a beautiful city with black lampposts lining its cobblestone roads. The buildings were short and squat with gambrel roofs and plenty of space between them. No townhouses here.

      Jack couldn’t stop himself from gawking at the shaggy, brown horse that pulled a buggy toward the centre of town. Which was silly. He had known what he would find here before agreeing to come on this trip, and yet, seeing it firsthand…

      When he was little, his parents had taken him to one of those recreations of an old, pastoral village, but even that wasn’t the same thing. For one thing, High Falls didn’t have a gift shop. Though it did have plenty of other shops to choose from.

      Most of those were built into the first floors of gray-bricked houses with white shutters on their windows. Some of the fancier ones even had an arch-shaped entryway over the front door. He saw people milling about on the street: women in drab, gray dresses, men in work clothes. They spoke to each other jovially, offering a friendly hello to just about everyone who passed.

      Kalia plodded along with her hands in her coat pockets, hunching up her shoulders against the cold. Her Heat-Sources were probably still working – Jack’s were still at full power – but that didn’t do much when a biting wind nipped at them.

      “This is one of the major trade hubs in western Eradia,” Kalia said softly. “Most people here are friendly, but they do have a few superstitions, so, guard your tongue.”

      The street took them down a shallow slope to another road that ran alongside the river. They found a waist-high stone wall at the water’s edge. Jack took a moment to admire the scenery.

      The Vinrella was one of the widest rivers he had ever seen – nearly two kilometres from one end to the other – and its dark waters churned furiously. He could hear the distant spray of the falls that gave this city its name. With a roar like that, they had to be as big as Niagara!

      There wasn’t much to see on the far side of the river. Just more pine trees and a few birds circling over the forest. The damp air clung to Jack’s skin. What he wouldn’t give for a hot meal and a warm blanket.

      He was so distracted by the landscape that he almost failed to notice the people behind him. Two men stood on the opposite side of the road, seemingly immersed in a quiet conversation. They were both above average height – though one was a few inches shorter than the other – with broad shoulders and thick limbs. Not the sort of guys you would want to run into while you were foolishly passing through an alley in the middle of the night.

      His Spatial Awareness had a limited range; objects got fuzzier the further away he went. At about thirty metres, everything became an amorphous haze. But at that distance, it usually didn’t matter anyway. Unless someone had a sniper rifle. And he had ways of dealing with that too.

      He couldn’t make out either man’s facial features – not with any degree of clarity – but he knew without a doubt that they were watching him and Kalia. They were casual about it, but Jack recognized the signs.

      “Don’t look,” he muttered. “But we’re being watched.”

      “Where are they?”

      He leaned closer to whisper in Kalia’s ear. “Right behind us. On the other side of the street. A couple of toughs who look like they might be spoiling for a fight.”

      Gripping the wall with both hands, Kalia frowned as she stared out across the river. “Desa told me about those eyes in the back of your head,” she murmured. “I didn’t really believe her until now.”

      “I say we act casual. Walk on and hope they forget about us.”

      She nodded.

      They wasted no time putting their plan into motion, choosing to head southward along the riverbank. The centre of town was in that direction. Kalia thought their best chance of finding Tommy would be to ask around at some of the more popular taverns. Apparently, her friend wasn’t the kind of guy who liked to keep a low profile.

      Sure enough, the two street toughs followed them on the opposite sidewalk. Maybe they realized that Jack and Kalia were from out of town. If so, they probably thought that they had found easy prey.

      Jack breathed a sigh of relief when the two louts turned down a side street. “They’re gone.” He and Kalia had never been in any danger – two dudes with knives and maybe a pair of six-shooters between them were no match for a Keeper and a Field Binder – but violence had a way of drawing unwanted attention. “Where should we start looking?”
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        * * *

      

      The first tavern was located in a three-story inn with a bustling common room. Smoke filled the air, wafting over square, wooden tables that were sandwiched between the four brick walls. The fireplace was crackling, and Jack was thankful for the heat.

      He couldn’t help but notice the group of middle-aged men playing some kind of card game in the corner. The big one with a barrel chest and a thick, gray beard still had to wear suspenders to hold up his brown pants.

      Across from him, a wiry man with a dark goatee and a nose that looked like it could poke your eye out was puffing away on a cigar. Their youngest member had to be at least thirty-five: a handsome fellow with a dark complexion and a short ponytail.

      Leaning against the bar with his arms spread wide, Jack tilted his head toward the bartender. “Hey, who are those guys?”

      Irma was a plump and somewhat frumpy woman who used a dishrag to wipe down the counter. Her thick, gray curls were tied back with a ribbon, but one spiral hung loose over her cheek. Though she might look stern at first, her smile made it clear that this was a friendly establishment.

      “Oh, that’s Oscar and his mates,” she said. “They’re dockworkers, the lot of them.”

      “What’s their game?”

      “The Maiden’s Favour. You never heard of it, stranger?”

      Stepping away from the bar, Jack folded his hands behind his back and sauntered across the room. “No,” he said. “But I’m a quick study.”

      He found Kalia at a small table by the door, talking with a young woman who claimed to work in a seamstress’s shop. The two of them were giggling like a pair of old friends when Kalia looked up and greeted him with a raised eyebrow.

      He motioned for her to come over and led her to the fireplace. He didn’t have to look to know that no one was watching him. Everything in this room was well within the range of his Spatial Awareness. “Hey, do you have any cash?”

      “Cash?”

      “Money. Currency.”

      Kalia frowned as she opened her handbag and pulled out a wad of bills. “That should be enough for you to buy a drink.”

      “Will it be enough to enter their game?” he asked, nodding to the old men in the corner.

      “I have no idea.”

      Accepting the bills with a grunt, Jack held them up between two fingers. “Well, there’s one way to find out.” He took two steps toward the table, then paused and turned back to Kalia. “Thanks. I’ll…uh…I’ll pay you back.”

      Kalia was kind enough not to ask, “With what?” But he could see the amusement in her eyes. She returned to her conversation with the shop girl.

      Jack cleared his throat as he approached the dockworkers and put on his best ingratiating smile. “Hello, gents,” he said. “Mind dealing me in?” It was hard to resist the urge to add a little Southern Twang. Which was foolish because no one in this city spoke with such an accent. But then he was supposed to be a foreigner.

      The old guy with the thick beard stared at Jack in disbelief. He was clearly the leader of the group. “We don’t play with foreigners,” he said. “And we don’t play with children. Move along, son.”

      “Aw, I just wanna learn!”

      The other men started laughing. One of them even sloshed some of his beer over his hand. “If he wants to learn,” Ponytail said, “why not let him?”

      “Yeah,” Skinny added. “I think a lesson in humility is in order.”

      “Game’s not free, son,” Graybeard insisted.

      Jack tossed his money down on the table, prompting disdainful mutters from all three men. Clearly, he hadn’t offered very much. But he pulled back a chair and sat down before any of them could protest.

      He was very much aware of what was going on behind him: people shuffling through the common room, customers chatting with Irma. Something about this place put him on guard. It was hard to sneak up on a Keeper, but not impossible.

      Graybeard dealt him three face-down cards that he checked discreetly. The Two of Spears, the Seven of Blades and a face card that he didn’t recognize. Though the suit was Cups. Once the others had their hole cards, Graybeard put three more on the table, face-up. So, this was a Hold ‘em-style game then.

      The Seven of Cups was visible along with the Four of Stars and the Five of Harps. A fifth suit? Well, why not? He was on a different planet. Jack had a pair, which in Earth poker wouldn’t be a very good hand. But maybe he could bluff. Regardless, he decided to start chatting before he lost and they kicked him out. “So, you heard about the strangers coming into the city?”

      Skinny gave him a little side-eye. “You mean like you and your lady friend over there?”

      Tilting his chair back just a little, Jack folded his arms and answered the man with a sly grin. “Oh, we’re from up country!” he declared. “Been meaning to see High Falls for a few years now. Yes, sir! I reckon you’ll never find a better city this side of the ocean!”

      “Does everyone from ‘up country’ talk like an idiot?”

      “Some folk do,” Jack said, leaning into the role. “But like my daddy says, we’re all good, honest people.” He racked his brain for a job that someone from this region might do. “Ain’t no one works harder than a woodcutter. Though I reckon your lot could give us a run on that score.”

      Skinny and Ponytail both laughed, but it was friendly now. A little respect for the working man went a long way. Graybeard looked like he was still trying to figure Jack out.

      “No, I’m not talking about us,” Jack said. “I’m talking about them.”

      “Them?”

      Sliding his chair closer, Jack leaned over the table and took a second to look each man in the eye. “You know who I mean,” he breathed. “Them. The ones who go putting their curses on everything, making bullets that freeze a man solid.”

      Graybeard snatched up the cash before anyone could move. “This game is over,” he snarled. “If you’re smart, you’ll get out of town and stop asking questions.”

      “Aw, look, I was just curious!” Jack said. “I heard a few rumours-”

      “Shut up, boy!” Ponytail hissed.

      “I knew we shouldn’t have let him sit down,” Graybeard muttered. “They find out we’ve been talking to him…”

      “They’re not gonna find out,” Skinny insisted. He was on his feet in an instant and heading for the door. His two friends followed close behind, leaving Jack alone with no answers.
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        * * *

      

      “They were scared,” Jack said as he and Kalia started up a cobblestone street that led away from the river. It was nighttime now, and the lamps were lit, casting a warm, orange glow on the faces of short, stone buildings. He could see more light spilling through those thin, rectangular windows. “No, not just scared. They were petrified.”

      Kalia nodded grimly. “Something is wrong in this town.”

      No sooner did she finish speaking than four men emerged from alleys on either side of the road – two on the left, two on the right. Only then did Jack realize that there was no one else around. No bystanders, no lawmen. No one who might be able to lend a hand.

      All four of his would-be assailants were big and brutish with hard features. The two on the left were the ones who had been tailing him and Kalia earlier. Well, this was just peachy.

      A fifth man emerged from a carriage that was parked on the roadside, straightening his fine, wool coat as he stepped out. This guy was nothing like the others. Tall and thin with a pointed chin and a mole on his cheek, he wore his brown hair parted in the middle. His oily smile made Jack’s skin crawl.

      “Your Infusions,” he said, staying well back from the others. “Remove them from your pockets and set them down on the ground.”

      “We don’t know what you’re talking about,” Kalia protested.

      The leader of this little group scowled at her. “Don’t waste my time. I felt the Ether stirring as you passed me on the street earlier. Infusions that you hid in your pockets. I know you’re both Field Binders.”

      Well, he was half right.

      Jack was searching for a clever retort, but Kalia beat him to it. She stepped forward and narrowed her eyes. “I’m not just a Field Binder. I’m the best shot you’ve ever met. So, unless your men want to bleed out on the ground, you’ll leave right now.”

      The leader chuckled, and his goons did the same two seconds later. “Charming. But you might notice that all of my men are armed. I sincerely doubt you could put them all down before one of them killed you.”

      “Then you’re even stupider than you look,” Kalia spat.

      Cocking his head to one side, Jack let his eyebrows fly up his forehead. “Seriously, boys,” he said. “You don’t wanna see her hand where her hip be at.”

      “Enough of this,” the leader said. “Kill them.”

      All four men reached for their guns.

      Kalia was twice as fast, snatching her pistol out of its holster in a blur, the LEDs turning blue. Her arm moved in a smooth, flowing arc as she fired. Buzz, buzz, buzz, buzz. Bullets struck each of the street toughs, delivering a painful shock on contact. One by one, they all trembled and fell flat on their ugly faces.

      Kalia arched an eyebrow.

      The leader was deathly pale, standing there in slack-jawed horror and trying to decide if he could believe his eyes. Finally, he clenched his teeth and began a slow march down the middle of the street. “I’m not impressed!”

      “Really?” Jack spluttered. “Were you paying attention?”

      “You don’t seem to understand your dilemma. Turn over your Infusions and come with me, or Mr. Harford will spend the next three days hunting you down and turning you into fodder for his horses.”

      Kalia fired another round, but the man already had his left hand extended with his fingers splayed. The bullet jerked to a halt right in front of him, hanging in the air for a second before he let it fall to the ground.

      “The left hand,” Jack whispered. “The Force-Sink is on his left hand.”

      The lanky man dropped one hand and stretched out the other one, prompting Jack to create a Bending. The air shimmered, refracted light transforming everything into a swamp of dark colours. He didn’t even feel the wave of kinetic force that should have knocked him on his ass, but he certainly heard it.

      Curving off to the right, it struck one of the houses with enough force to knock dust off those gray bricks. When Jack released his hold on space-time, he saw his opponent backing away in disbelief. “What the…”

      Jack leaped, a trickle of Bent Gravity carrying him over the other man’s head. He landed hard in the street and whirled around.

      The gang leader spun on him, stretching out his left hand, but Jack twisted out of the way and seized the man’s wrist. He pointed the Force-Sink into the air. Desa had told him about directional modifiers, and he knew that the Sink had to be aimed directly at him to steal his energy. “Sorry. That trick’s not going to work.”

      A fist to the chest drove the wind from the other man’s lungs, causing him to crumple and nearly fall to his knees. His moaning was downright painful to listen to. Jack shoved him toward Kalia.

      Quick as a cat, she caught the dumb bastard by his shoulders and pushed him back the way he had come, adding a kick to the bum for good measure.

      Jack threw a hard punch that smashed the other man’s nose. Knocked unconscious by the blow, the son of a bitch didn’t even make a sound as his body hit the ground. Well, aside from the standard thump, of course.

      Dusting his hands, Jack looked up. “Seems we’ve made a name for ourselves.”

      “Sadly, I must concur.”

      “So, what’s our next move?”

      “Ordinarily, I’d say that we should take these louts to the local sheriff, but for the moment, I think our best bet is to find this Mr. Harford.”

      “Oh?”

      “Trust me,” Kalia said. “If there’s a man in this town who uses Field Binding to intimidate the locals, that’s where Tommy will be.”
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