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Zurah’s grip weakened, her fingertips slipping closer to the edge, as the wind blasted the rock face. She dug her fingers in until pain coursed down her hand and into her forearm, but Jaks’s words of advice whispered through her head. Slow your breathing, and let your intuition guide you. Don’t force the climb. Zurah relaxed her body and allowed the tension to drain from her fingers. Resolute in ignoring the consequences of slipping and plummeting over fifty meters to the sand, Zurah kept her gaze focused on the next set of handholds. One more move, and I’m there. Using the wind’s ferocity to her advantage, Zurah rocked her hips and, with the momentum, swung her left arm up to grab the small lip created by the pocket. Feeling secure, she released her right hand and reached for the top of the cliff. With one last burst of strength, Zurah pulled herself up, her toes finding purchase against the rock face to help propel her to the top.

A rush of adrenaline fueled Zurah’s excitement as she stood and earned a small nod of approval from Clara. Who would’ve thought I’d be learning how to free climb? And on a planet, no less. Over the past three weeks, Zurah had found a strange affinity for the desolate world—a shocking discovery for someone who had lived their life in space with no desire for planetside life. But she had come to look forward to her time spent on the planet’s surface, mapping the alien ruins, learning to appreciate the wind brushing against her sweat-soaked skin, and the warmth of the twin suns. 

Zurah tilted her head, closing her eyes against the bright light. The Eye of Termon and the Heart of Erith, she reminded herself. Slowly—frustratingly slowly—the Io were revealing bits and pieces of their history, one that raised only more questions instead of answers. It hadn’t taken long for Zurah and Jaks to realize the Io were skirting around the edges of a deeper and far more complicated situation than just the conflict between the Io and the Kin. A third advanced alien race had once called the planet home. Zurah had no doubt the information she was learning would’ve had xenologists salivating over every single detail. And the undercurrent of fear that permeated her time with the Io would have ignited some nightmarish jute-store novels. No matter how hard Zurah or Jaks pushed, the Io weren’t sharing enough, only giving tantalizing odds and ends interlaced with the looming threat of catastrophe if the Kin weren’t stopped. 

A chill ran up her spine, and her satisfaction at having climbed the cliff faded. Looming on the horizon were two enormous megalithic pillars, a twin set of gates to what Zurah, Finn, Alex Goldsmith, and the others had used on Objer to transport themselves to this world. Each time Zurah came to the surface and her gaze ran over the gates, her sense of dread increased. Where in the worlds did the gates take Alex and the Kin? Why won’t the Io just be more forthcoming? 

Zurah closed her eyes and tried to push back against the dread filling her. Despite all the work that had been done, they weren’t any closer to activating the gates, understanding the Kin, or knowing how to stop them. We could be too late already. Alex and the Kin could be destroying the known worlds right now. Or they could have gotten stranded somewhere, and we’re running out of time to catch up to them before they figure out how to get back to the known worlds. 

Zurah desperately hoped it was the latter. With Alex’s refusal to listen to the warnings about the Kin, Zurah was afraid his greed about bolstering the Goldsmith Consortium’s bottom line would spell destruction for the known worlds. If only the Io would answer our questions instead of deflecting the issues at hand. 

Clara interrupted Zurah’s thoughts. “Three hours, and we’ve got at least twenty kilometers left to cover once we’re back down.” 

“Right,” Zurah replied, pushing all her worries and concerns aside. “Let’s go.”

The two of them had come to a tenuous understanding. Zurah had worked and lived with enough individuals to know when someone was hedging their bets, but with Jaks’s unwavering trust of Clara, Zurah had made the effort to try to understand her and her motivations. Clara and the security teams she oversaw followed Jaks and, so far, supported Zurah and Finn.

Clara led the way, winding across the windswept top of the cliff. Easily matching Clara’s pace, Zurah followed without complaint. 

Zurah didn’t need a guide through the training course. She had completed the challenge several times over the past few weeks and had the route memorized. Each time she finished it, her stamina and strength improved from physically pushing herself and continually testing her limits. The course was far more than a way to improve her adaptation to living on a planet. The physical exertion was an excellent distraction from Zurah’s growing frustration. 

Zurah’s ankle threatened to roll as she stepped on a small cluster of rocks, and she felt a twinge of pain as she quickly regained her balance. Balance. It’s all about balance—between the competing ideologies among the descendants of the Eagle’s Nest, between respecting the Io yet pushing to gain the information they needed, and between the desire to trust Finn and being astute enough to know Finn had her own agenda just as Alex did. 

Alex’s betrayal still stung, even though Zurah had worked to come to terms with his choice to choose the Goldsmith Consortium’s bottom line over her warnings about the danger of letting the Kin off world. So she struggled with trusting Finn. Finn was not only Alex’s cousin but also the Emperor of Old Earth’s sister and just as secretive as the Io when it came to withholding vital pieces of information. 

Zurah paused, scanning the horizon, her thoughts shifting between the various worries she couldn’t shake. Finn’s reluctance at sharing intel was bothersome before but even more so since Kailani—the Shadow for the Emperor and Finn’s mother—had escaped. The melting codes Zurah had used to target Kailani’s bioupgrade control nodes had caused a catastrophic overload, which had frozen all bioupgrades, particularly the ones overseeing muscle control and a handful of physiological processes. Kailani shouldn’t have been able to escape. Which meant one of two things—either Zurah’s codes hadn’t been as effective as she’d believed, or someone had helped Kailani. The idea of another betrayal stung and was another worry piled on top of so many others. 

Finn had been mostly quiet on the matter, only adding a small comment that her mother was clever. Jaks had organized a search party, but there was no way they had the tech or ability to scour the entire planet. Kailani had vanished. 

Zurah silently worried over something else—that somehow, Alex and the Kin had taken Kailani with them. There was a strong possibility that Kailani had had one last trick up her sleeve. Alex’s betrayal had shown Zurah she’d never really understand him, and Zurah had no issue theorizing that Alex might have gone back for Kailani, recognizing her as a commodity to be bartered with or spent. 

Regardless of Kailani’s whereabouts or the details of how she’d escaped, Zurah was well aware of the reality that when their objectives diverged, Finn wouldn’t hesitate to do what she thought was necessary, no matter the cost to anyone else around. That made it difficult for Zurah to even want to trust anyone else, yet she knew finding and stopping Alex wasn’t something she could do on her own. Zurah needed help. She needed the team. And for a team to be functional, there had to be a certain amount of trust. 

As Zurah followed Clara to the edge of the cliff, she reminded herself that Jaks had shown qualities Alex hadn’t. He had been willing to die to protect others, and he would’ve followed Zurah if she’d become the next Old Mother—the liaison and human representative for the Io—even though Jaks had been trained for such a position. 

Just because you were hurt doesn’t mean you have to close yourself off, Zurah reminded herself as she and Clara easily made the small leap over a narrow crevice to the footpath that wound down the back side of the cliff. 

“You know, you’ve never asked me about Old Earth. Or any of the worlds and outposts humanity has expanded to,” Zurah commented. 

Clara shrugged before she darted between two large boulders. “Doesn’t really matter, does it?” 

“Might not, but everyone else sure has been curious. Just thought you might have been too.”

During the last handful of weeks, Zurah and Finn had been bombarded with questions from the descendants of the survivors from the Eagle’s Nest. Everyone was curious about Old Earth and how humanity had expanded into the known worlds. They had both done their best to answer the questions, except Finn often answered in short, clipped responses, while Zurah discovered she enjoyed regaling small audiences with stories about the known worlds. Where Zurah struggled was with the handful of individuals who believed Zurah and the others hadn’t come through the gates and were cleverly disguised Kin spies. Finn simply walked off, refusing to acknowledge those suspicions, while Jaks worked hard to calm those fears. But Zurah was well aware that there would always be the few who weren’t able to handle the radical change taking place. 

Not to mention the radical change happening to Jaks and me. And we don’t even fully understand it all. The ease of teleportation is great, as is being able to see the truth of this world, but I’d really prefer to understand what that means on a biological level. What our future holds in store for us. Will we live as long as the Old Mother?

Not for the first time, Zurah wondered about Dr. Ordotham. If there was an individual who could help them understand the biological side of things, Zurah knew it would have been the doc. And she often wished Finn would speak openly about the doc. She didn’t know the details around Finn’s relationship with the Neetho doctor other than it was special. In the short time Zurah had gotten to know Dr. Ordotham, she had come to think of him as family. But despite Zurah asking Finn if she thought the doc had been able to heal from his wounds or if the medical team had opened up his nest in the medical bay to assess the doc’s condition, Finn wouldn’t speculate.

But she did speculate about Nissa, Zurah’s former boss and aunt. The first night after Alex and the Kin had escaped, Zurah had taken Finn aside and asked her what the researchers on Objer would do since the gates had been destroyed. 

Finn had replied, “They’ll ensure all individuals and equipment are free of the cryrot. Once that is complete, they’ll off-load the majority of the teams to head to one of my research bases. A small skeletal team will be left behind on Objer to continue with the research there. I’m quite sure Nissa... and the majority of the medical staff will be transferred as well. I’ve no doubt they will take good care of her. There are no standing orders to the contrary.” 

Zurah wasn’t wholly comforted by Finn’s words, but in the circumstances, it was enough. She knew now that if she made it back to the known worlds, she would merely be glad to be reunited with Nissa. All of her questions about why Nissa had concealed that she was Zurah’s aunt had become inconsequential in the larger picture. All Zurah wanted was the chance to spend a few moments with Nissa and to tell her of her adventures. 

To realign her focus, Zurah took a deep breath, then she continued to swiftly move down the side of the cliff, barely winded from the exertion of the course. The seeds from the Io—embedded in her lungs—were still protecting her body, allowing her to breathe and function despite the planet’s extremely low percentage of oxygen. Not only that, but the brutal brilliance of the twin suns had no effect on her exposed skin. Scientific or medical explanations as to how exactly the Io were affecting Zurah’s and Jaks’s bodies were few and far between, something that annoyed Finn. 

Despite Finn’s best efforts, she hadn’t been able to make inroads with the Io and had to rely on Zurah or Jaks as an intermediary. But she had found other ways to exert her influence and had embedded herself in the emerging leadership among the descendants of the Eagle’s Nest crew after the death of the Old Mother and the Elder Sons’ alliance with the Kin had come to light. Finn’s determination hadn’t surprised Zurah. Nor had her reluctance to accept being stuck on this world. Finn was single-minded in unraveling how Alex and the Kin had activated the gates in order to follow and stop her cousin and the Kin, an ambition Zurah wholeheartedly agreed with. 

The speed at which her life had changed still overwhelmed her at times. In the span of a few months, Zurah had gone from a simple security hack for a three-person crew to being aware of threats larger than life looming over the known worlds. She had gone from trying to save what remained of her small crew to helping prevent the cryrot from escaping Objer. And I still struggle with understanding that the cryrot and the Io are the same. The cryrot exploited the humans it took over and forced them to do its bidding. A stark contrast to the mutual respect the Io have shown for the humans on this world. 

Nowhere in Zurah’s past would she have pegged herself as someone who would have fought for her survival on a desert planet and been chosen by a strange alien race to help uncover the truth about the Io’s relationship with the Kin. More importantly, working to unlock those truths would be the key to stopping Alex and the Kin from spreading into the known worlds and destroying them.

At least, that was what the Io had said, that when the Kin found new worlds, they would strip them bare of the resources they craved. Not to mention the concern that the Kin were inexplicably drawn to humanity, which would only spell further disaster if the Kin made it to the known worlds. 

Zurah had become so lost in her silent musings she hadn’t thought Clara was going to respond to her quip about curiosity about the known worlds. But Clara abruptly stopped and turned to stare at Zurah. “My folks... My family never traded much in stories of Earth. We believed our survival wasn’t tied to the past but to the future. I never understood why so many of the others were so enamored with Earth. So what? They should have focused their energies on making this world their new home. Maybe we would’ve been more than we are at this point.” Clara turned and kept moving down the path.

Her words stung. 

“But if we don’t remember where we’ve come from or the lessons we’ve learned along the way, how are we supposed to grow? How do we know in what direction to take our lives?” Zurah asked. 

“Maybe if there were things worth holding on to,” Clara said. “You and Finn, you’re so focused on leaving. But what about those of us who’ve made this place our home? For generations, we’ve spilled our blood, sweat, and tears into this world. Carving out an existence piece by piece. And now, we’re at a point that we have the opportunity to take control—” Clara shook her head. She leaned over the edge of a large boulder. “Looks like there’s been some damage since the other day. We’ll need to backtrack to the other side and take that route down to the base.” 

Clara started forward, but Zurah reached out to stop her.

“What were you going to say? Take control of what?” 

Clara turned to face Zurah, her expression cold. “Nothing. It doesn’t matter.” Shrugging, Clara freed herself from Zurah’s grasp.

As they carefully wound their way down the side of the rock, following a path through a field of debris from the rock face, Zurah said, “Of course it matters. Activating the gates and stopping Alex is the priority. But that also means we might be able to establish a connection with the known worlds. No one would have to stay here.” 

Clara turned, her pale-brown eyes full of anger. “Not everyone is so caught up in the idea of something new and shiny.”

Zurah frowned. “What do you mean?” 

Clara’s flare of anger was quickly stamped out, and once more, her expression was unreadable. “The past is the past. There isn’t anything I can do to change it. What has been done is done. What matters is honoring those who have made so many sacrifices in order to make this place a home. I won’t just willingly throw that away.” 

Zurah wasn’t sure how to respond. After what she’d been through, she found herself agreeing with Clara’s point about what was done being done. She had always subscribed to that sentiment but, until a few weeks ago hadn’t been able to truly put it into practice. The same with remembering the past. On a large scale—the history of a species or a world—Zurah would’ve said that was vitally important. If a species neglected to acknowledge their past—the good and bad—then the chances of stagnation and regression, repeating their mistakes, grew, especially among the known worlds, where navigating the complexities of various species and cultures was a challenge. 

On a personal level, Zurah had struggled with the concept. She had always wanted to understand why her parents had left her and why Nissa had hidden the truth from her. Not understanding the reasoning behind those motivations had troubled Zurah, leading to self-doubt. But Zurah was at peace with those parts of her life, not needing to be driven by the insecurities those events had created and choosing instead to believe in herself. She chose herself and let everything else go. 

“Then what about your future? I’ve heard a lot of different opinions on what that should look like, but what about you? What do you think?”

“Do you really want to know?” Clara challenged her. 

“Of course,” Zurah replied. “You and Jaks have worked closely together for years, if I understand correctly. I’ve listened to his viewpoints, and I’m curious to hear yours as well.”

“Jaks’s ideas.” Clara sighed then paused. “We need to be able to make our own decisions. Not based on what the Kin or the Io think we should do or what they want from us. We need full autonomy.” 

“But how would you survive? If it weren’t for the waste crystals from the Io, how would the original families have survived?” 

“They would have figured it out. Maybe even found a way off this world if they hadn’t become dependent on the damned Io.” 

The vehemence in Clara’s words wasn’t what Zurah had expected. If Clara feels that way about the Io, then why has she continued to back Jaks? Zurah desperately wanted to ask but didn’t want to make Clara close down. 

Zurah had tried to befriend Clara for the sake of Jaks. The two relied on each other and worked seamlessly together. With the upheaval happening with the loss of the Old Mother and the Elder Sons, doubt and conflicting opinions as to how best to proceed were causing quite a bit of dissension. Jaks had needed all the support he could get and heavily relied on Clara and her teams. 

“If we’re able to activate the gates and find a way back to the known worlds, everyone could come. Then, no one would have to struggle to try to survive,” Zurah offered. 

Clara snorted. “Three centuries of being isolated from the rest of humanity. After listening to all the stories you’ve spun, how do you think the majority of people are going to do out there? They’re going to be lost in the dregs of society without a clue as to how to survive. At least here we know what we’re up against.” 

Zurah had listened to some of the arguments against what she and Jaks were trying to do, but she hadn’t taken those opposing viewpoints seriously. But moving across the surface of the planet, the heat of the sun bearing down on the silent ruins of an ancient alien civilization, forced Zurah to truly listen. How would I respond to being taken from a world with minimal tech to one that thrives on it? There’s so much I take for granted. Like when I was trying to escape and thought there would be extra suits available at the exits. All those little things I don’t even think about anymore.

“Do you want to stay?” Zurah finally asked. 

“All I want is a fucking chance.”

Zurah wasn’t sure how to respond, so she chose silence. Once they reached the bottom, they picked up the pace and started to jog. The first time Zurah had tried the course, running through the sand had nearly killed her. All of her muscles had screamed at her, but each time she tried again, she got progressively better. Now, she could move across the sand with relative ease, just about keeping up with Clara and the others who had grown up on the world. 

I need to stop thinking of it like that. The Io have told us the name of this planet. Aethiro. A world I still know so little about. 

The world had hidden its truth when Zurah and the others traveled through the black gates on Objer. Their research and scans had revealed a desert world, an endless horizon of sand dunes. And when they had stepped foot on it, that was what they had encountered—until Zurah had been chosen by the Io and the truth had been revealed. 

Zurah still had no idea how the Io were able to visually and physically hide the alien ruins that littered the landscape. Megalithic blocks of stone loomed over strange clusters of alien architecture—bizarrely sculptured blocks of gray stone cut into abstract geometrical shapes with strange cutouts and winding staircases and walkways joining the different structures. The corners and edges of every structure had been polished at one time but were now pitted from the blowing sands. Large chunks of the carved blocks were damaged or appeared to be missing vital supports or inlays. 

The Io remained quiet on the purpose of the structures or what type of alien race had once lived on Aethiro. Zurah had tried posing the question several different ways, but so far, she hadn’t been able to coax out an answer.

The path she and Clara followed skirted the outside of one of the smaller clusters of buildings. Each time Zurah jogged past, the temptation to stop and explore nearly pulled her off the path. But a handful of teams had conducted a quick survey of the ruins, mapping the various structures and noting anything of importance. Zurah had participated with several the first week but had quickly realized the ruins were going to be a dead end. There were no physical remnants—items of daily use or otherwise—no carvings or engravings. Either whatever or whoever had used the ruins had taken everything with them, or it had all been lost to the harsh conditions of the surface. 

When she had questioned the Io about the lack of clues, they remained quiet. Frustrated, Zurah pushed back, asking why, then, they had hidden the ruins if there was nothing of value left within them. But the Io had said that the ruins were unstable in several areas and had hinted at other dangers lurking in the darkened and forgotten corners of a once-thriving metropolis. Eventually, the topic had turned into a point of contention between Finn and Jaks. Finn had wanted Zurah to keep pushing for answers, firmly believing that somewhere in the ruins, there had to be a clue, something to help them understand what had happened. And while Jaks agreed, he wasn’t ready to truly push back against the Io and their wishes. 

Zurah dug her feet into the sand, trying to find stability as it rolled away underneath her, to complete the last climb up the side of a sand dune. She and Clara reached the top together, and when they stopped, Zurah stretched, pleased to find very few of her muscles ached that time. 

“Not bad,” Zurah said. 

“When I completed my first run, my father waited for me at the end. It was one of the few times I ever earned a compliment from the old man,” Clara said. “Which pushed me to break every damn record anyone had ever set. Including Jaks. But I’ll never forget that first run, when my lungs burned, as the seeds hadn’t fully taken root, and my legs almost gave out several times. But I did it. I conquered the run. And I was learning how to conquer the planet, to understand how it would never make things easy, but by forcing me to try harder, it made the victory even sweeter.” 

Clara paused then glanced in Zurah’s direction. “Your time was adequate. We need to keep moving if we’re going to make it back for the evening meal.” 

Zurah could only stare in shock at Clara as she jogged off. Did we just have a little heart-to-heart moment? Stunned, Zurah lagged behind, not sure what Clara’s purpose had been in sharing that intimate detail with her. Except didn’t I feel the same way? I fought for all that knowledge I learned. Did what I had to do in order to become the best security hack. Would it have meant as much if my parents had never left and I never had to struggle? The question wasn’t one Zurah was able to answer, but she had a glimmer of understanding into Clara’s character. 

In one sense, it was the same sentiment that had led Zurah and Jaks to decide not to use their new relationship with the Io and have them transport them wherever they wished to go. Neither Jaks nor Zurah wanted to take advantage of the Io, nor did they want the others to feel as if they weren’t willing to do the work, to remove the constraints everyone else had to live by. 

On top of that, Zurah agreed with the concerns Finn had raised. No one fully understood the toll their relationship with the Io was going to take on their bodies. The Old Mother, who had once kept the balance between the Io, the Kin, and the humans trapped on Aethiro, had gained an unnaturally long life. But beyond that, Zurah had learned the Old Mother had stayed quiet on any other potential benefits or consequences. 

One way or the other, we’ve got to have a breakthrough soon. Everyone is getting antsy, and we don’t know where Alex and the Kin have disappeared to. If they get back to the known worlds, who knows what kind of destruction will follow in their wake. 

Zurah’s sense of urgency propelled her past Clara, and she took the lead as they raced through the desert with only the silent ruins cheering them on. 
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“New personal best,” Zurah commented as she sat down next to Jaks. 

He murmured something but didn’t look up. His focus was on the screen he was holding as he scrolled through a variety of documents. 

“What are you looking for?”

Jaks had quickly adapted to the screen Zurah had scavenged from her suit. After a few minutes of instruction, he had been able to easily navigate the interface and technology. And given the extreme lack of technology on Aethiro, Zurah was thankful she’d been able to save the screen and its unit. The descendants of the Eagle’s Nest’s crew had done what they could to keep the ship’s antiquated technology working, but being stranded on a world with scant resources and cut off from the rest of the known worlds, there was little technology left for Zurah or Finn to work with. 

“I don’t know.” Jaks sighed, setting down the screen, and rubbed his eyes. “Something useful. Finn is demanding the families reveal any other supplies they might have hidden away that could help her and the team in activating the gates. But if I put that request through, it’ll only fuel the fires for those who are opposed to what we’re trying to do.” 

“Everything would be so much simpler if the Io would just tell us what we need to know. What in the worlds could the Kin or the Elder Sons have known about that we don’t?”

“I agree with you. But we both know the Io aren’t going to just hand us the information. They’ve never worked that way. It has always been about learning step-by-step,” Jaks replied. It wasn’t the first time Zurah had heard disapproval and frustration creep into his voice when referencing the Io. 

One of the younger men who worked in the commissary walked over to the table and set down two bowls of steaming-hot mush. That was the only way Zurah could think of the lumpy white substance. Despite the food becoming her only staple, Zurah hadn’t quite been able to accept the bland substance. Nor had she investigated too deeply into exactly where it came from. All she knew was that it had the nutrients her body needed. 

Jaks nodded in thanks and picked up his spoon. “I’m thinking about trying to talk with the Io again tonight. I know every time we ask, we seem to get the same answer, but we’re just not making any progress. And the longer it appears like we’re doing nothing, the louder the opposition grows.” 

“Still a lot of trouble on that front?” Zurah asked. 

“Of course there is,” Clara answered as she sat down with her own bowl and spoon. “They’re not just going to wake up one morning and suddenly change their minds.” 

Zurah bit back her standard reply. “I heard your point about wanting to honor the sacrifices made in order to make Aethiro a home. But I still just struggle with the notion that anyone would want to stay here.” 

“I’m not surprised. You weren’t born here. You’ll never get it,” Clara said with a shrug as she took a bite of her food. 

“Clara,” Jaks quietly admonished her. 

She waved her spoon and spoke around her mouthful. “I know. Be more sensitive. But you, at least, should understand. How many long nights did we sit around and discuss what it would be like without the Elder Sons? If we could sway the Old Mother to work with us on having the Io take a step back? Yet now, you’re ready to throw away all of our hard work?” 

“Of course not,” Jaks replied. “But that doesn’t mean I’m not open to considering new possibilities.” 

“Right. Shiny new objects,” Clara muttered. 

Jaks ignored Clara’s remark. “Have you had a check-in from Finn today?” 

“No. I tried to ping her before the run but didn’t receive a reply,” Zurah answered. 

“Concerns?” Jaks asked. 

“No, not yet. Finn is Finn. I’ll try again in a bit. See if there has been any progress made. Then I’ll join you in visiting with the heart.” 

Jaks nodded in agreement but was quickly sucked into a conversation with Clara, discussing the various individuals who were expressing doubts. The numbers were continuing to grow. Zurah wanted to be helpful but ate her food in silence. Clara did have a point. There is a lot I’ll never be able to understand since I wasn’t born and raised here. But I can’t believe there are individuals who don’t want to leave, especially if the gates lead to a world with more resources. 

Zurah agreed there was a beauty in the world, but no amount of beauty would provide resources or lead to improvements and expansion. Children born on Aethiro were doomed to spend a lifetime of making do with scraps and being forced to recycle and patch everything they needed to live. And while Zurah had discovered an affinity for Aethiro, she still longed for a ship or a station where temperatures, the atmosphere, and a host of other things could be controlled. 

The sentiment of toughing it out in the worst of conditions echoed the fortitude of humanity’s initial colony members and all individuals who had braved deep-space exploration—a type of personality Zurah had rarely interacted with but had the utmost respect for. They were the individuals who pushed boundaries, spurring cultures and worlds to new heights and new technology. But how much further can these people go? Everything I see is in scraps. Some things can only be repaired for so long before there’s just nothing left. 

“Martin has agreed to sit down and talk, at least, but that won’t happen until the refit of the recycles is complete,” Clara said. 

“Then hopefully, by the time that happens, we will have some news.” Jaks leaned back. “If we could crack the gates, then perhaps Martin and the others would be more open to listening to us.” 

“Except too many of them are glad to be rid of the Kin. And we both know there is a growing sentiment that we should cut ties with the Io as well.” 

“And how do they propose we survive without the Io? Without the seeds, the surface world is deadly. Even during the summer cycles, our underground bases would be difficult to live in,” Jaks replied with a shake of his head. “You’d think they’d see how trapped we are on this world.” 

Zurah privately agreed, but Clara pushed back. “And what could we accomplish without being dependent on someone else for things? What about that good old human ingenuity?” 

The corners of Jaks’s mouth tightened, as did his grip on his spoon. Zurah had no interest in listening to another round of arguments between them. She took her last bite of the mush then, with her spoon, pointed at the screen. “You done with that?” 

He slid it over to her. “For now. I appreciate the loan.” 

“Of course.” Zurah scooped up the screen. “Bye, Clara. And I’ll see you later, Jaks.”

Zurah took her time as she walked through the maze of underground corridors to the small room she considered her own. The corridors were relatively empty, and the few individuals she passed, she greeted, receiving a few smiles or friendly waves in turn. When she reached the sparsely decorated room, which was barely big enough to turn around in, Zurah let out a sigh of relief. The cramped quarters felt more like home than anything else. It was perfect. 

The bunk was secured against the wall opposite the door, and she plopped down, blinking to activate her SeeClear tech. An error message popped up, so she refreshed her connection with the probe they had left to help enhance the signals between the different rims and Finn’s team. Zurah had hesitated over using one of the waste crystals of the Io to boost the probe’s power and the connection to her suit’s screen, but Jaks had assured her of the benefits, and she had given in. Soon, she’d become fascinated with the process, spending time with the handful of individuals who worked with the waste crystals. To her great disappointment, though, none of those individuals had any scientific or technical understanding of how the process worked—they only knew that it did. 

Even Jaks hadn’t been helpful, telling Zurah that what they did know about the waste crystals had come from the Io through the Old Mother. Any questions about how the waste crystals worked were always ignored by the Io. 

The light turned green, and Zurah pinged Finn.

“What?” Finn asked. 

“Just checking in,” Zurah said. “We hadn’t heard from you today.” 

In place of a reply came a buzz of static. Zurah frowned and glanced down at the screen, noting the signal strength had weakened. That hasn’t happened before. “Finn? You still there?” 

“Here. Making a dent in... will send an escort to...” The static filled the comms, then the signal was lost. 

What the hell? That’s not supposed to happen. Not with the crystal boosting the signal to cut through the underground shielding. 

Zurah blinked, worked through the back-end codes, and noted everything was still green. She activated the comms again. “Finn? Do you copy?” 

“Yes,” Finn replied. “I’ve been trying to get through to you all day. What are you doing down there? Are they working on something on your end?” 

“Nothing I’ve been made aware of. There shouldn’t be an issue with the signal. What’s the update?” 

“I’m sending you some files. You need to go through them as soon as possible. Then, there are questions you need to insist on the Io answering, but you’re not going to like it.”

A small spike of anxiety shot through Zurah. Even through the interference, she could hear the sharpness in Finn’s voice. Zurah reached down and picked at the patched fabric covering the bunk. “I’ll look at the files. Jaks and I are going tonight to visit with the heart again.” 

“Good. If you get anything new out of them, let me know. We’re shutting down for the day, and while I think we should keep working, Sanchez is going to pull the team and bring them in for a break.” 

“Then I’ll see you soon.”

“Unfortunately. Yes.” Finn paused. “Zurah?” 

“Yes?” 

“Is there anything else I should be aware of?” 

Zurah frowned. What does she mean by that? “Not that I know of. Pretty much the same old same old. People keep bickering about what they think should be done. Jaks keeps working on keeping the peace.” 

“Sometimes, peace is impossible, and action must be taken.” 

The edge of steel in Finn’s voice unsettled Zurah. “Finn, what’s going on?” 

“When I’m back, we need to talk. But for now, keep your eyes and ears open.” 

As Finn cut the comms, an alert popped up in the bottom-right-hand corner of Zurah’s vision. The files Finn sent had come through and were ready for download. Not for the first time, Zurah wished she had a larger screen to work with. But beggars can’t be choosers. She copied the files and sent the duplicates to the screen.

The first batch consisted of the standard reports Jaks had insisted Finn do in order to maintain transparency with her work. Those would be published and made available to the community at large. The next set was marked for Jaks and those in his inner circle, while the last set was encrypted with a strange set of codes. 

A spark of excitement ignited inside Zurah as she worked to detangle the codes. Old habits die hard. The encryption wasn’t complex, and within minutes, Zurah was in. Feels good, though, to do a bit of hacking. She scanned through the files Finn had obviously set up just for Zurah, but as her gaze ran down the first page, she stood up. 

“Shit.” After a quick scan through the rest of the information, Zurah was out the door, hastily making her way back to the commissary. 

A small crowd had gathered around Jaks, and Zurah pushed her way through. She ignored the irritated looks, and despite Jaks being in the middle of an obviously heated debate, she tugged on his arm. “Jaks. We have to go. Now.” 

As he twisted in his seat to look at her, the refusal died on his lips. “Excuse me,” he told the group as he stood.

When they were out of earshot, Jaks asked, “What’s wrong?” 

“I... I’m not willing to speculate. Look.” Zurah held out the screen.

After Jaks had scanned through the information, the weariness that had been steadily creeping onto his face over the last several days was replaced with anger.

“Have you ever seen anything like this?” Zurah asked. 

“No. This contradicts everything we’ve been taught.” 

Zurah chewed on her lower lip. “I was afraid of that.”

They didn’t waste any time, making their way through the underground maze of corridors and branching tunnels to the cavern housing the heart of the Io. Yet when they got to the end of the last tunnel, Zurah reached out to stop Jaks before they entered.

“This could change everything. What if we don’t like the answers we might finally get? What then?” Zurah asked. “What if the Io choose to withdraw their help? You said it earlier—without the seeds to help protect you, everyone will be trapped in the rims, with little to no movement between them. What will happen then? Will our insistence on finding answers cause more harm than good?” 

Jaks’s vibrant green eyes searched Zurah’s, and he reached up to squeeze her hand, which was still resting on his arm. “We deal with it. Our priorities haven’t changed.”

“But—” 

“Zurah,” Jaks said gently, “I appreciate your concerns. Believe me. I’ve asked myself those same questions hundreds of times over the last several weeks. But staying here and living in ignorance would be just as harmful. If the Io had been more forthcoming, perhaps we would’ve been able to stop the Kin from escaping this world. Or maybe we could have found a way to create a lasting peace... a true peace. But lies and deceit aren’t going to help us. We need to know the truth.” 

Jaks’s words comforted her, easing some of her anxiety. Balance. Balance between finding what we need to know and figuring out how that information will be used. Balance between Jaks and Alex. Jaks is his own person, and he isn’t going to be a repeat of Alex. Jaks will do what is right. I trust him. She repeated those words several times, struggling against the crack in her ability to trust that Alex’s actions had caused. 

When they reached the back of the cavern, the gleaming honeycomb wall of crystal greeted them, a multitude of lights dancing across the surface as they approached. 

“Old Mother, we seek your guidance,” Jaks said as he bowed. 

“I’ve told you before to drop the formalities,” a voice from within the crystal replied.

“Yet you were the one to teach me.”

“I should have picked a less observant student.” 

“That may be true. Old Mother, we have questions that need to be answered.”

“The Io are aware of the questions you have posed. Yet they reaffirm their answer. When the time is right, they will guide you to find the answers you’re looking for.” 

“We don’t have the time to wait,” Jaks protested. “Do they know where the Kin have gone? Why aren’t the Io more concerned? You’re the one who always told me the threat the Kin pose.” 

The colorful lights within the crystal wall shifted. “The Io have their reasons for how and when they provide information. You’ve known that since you started to study with me. You must trust that everything will be revealed in the time it is meant to be.” 

“I’m sorry, Old Mother, but that isn’t acceptable—” 

“Please, forgive my interruption,” Zurah said. “I have no doubt the Io believe what they are doing is for the best. But this matter must be addressed. To put it bluntly, the Io haven’t been helpful at all.” 

“Zurah...” Jaks whispered. 

She waved a hand at him. “Which has forced Finn and her team to draw their own conclusions from what they learn. And now, we need to know. What exactly is the relationship between the Io and the Kin? Are they subsets of the same species? Is there a symbiotic relationship between them? Do the gates require both in order to work?” She took a deep breath and asked the one question she didn’t want to. “Are the Io somehow protecting the Kin?”

The temperature in the cavern plummeted, and the lights within the crystal wall dimmed. 

“Why do you ask this?” the Old Mother responded with an edge of irritation. 

Zurah’s nerve faltered, and she looked down at the screen, her knuckles turning white. 

“Old Mother,” Jaks said with a slight step forward. “When the Eagle’s Nest came to this world, you stepped forward to carve a brave new path, choosing to give yourself to the Io and the Kin. You were the calm voice to sooth the scared and concerned. Through you, a new relationship was formed with the Io, and for the generations since, we have relied upon your wisdom in helping us navigate this relationship. But now, the situation has drastically shifted, and the Kin are free to wreak their destruction. If we are to stop the Kin, we need to have our questions answered.” 

“Finn has found evidence that raises the question,” Zurah added. “At the base of the gates, the blocks have been eroded, providing the team a glimpse inside.” She opened the images Finn had embedded in the files. 

Time and the wind had conspired to reveal the secrets within the megalithic blocks of stone that made up the gates. Crystals had been stacked in overlapping grid-like patterns, many of which had strange symbols carved into their surfaces. Zurah recognized the symbols from what she had recorded when the gates on Objer had activated and when the Io had hidden her and Jaks from Alex. While that in and of itself was a momentous discovery, those images weren’t what had chilled Zurah to the bone.

Zurah enhanced the image then zoomed in on a few of the crystals that had fallen and been broken. The team had inspected those crystals and was startled to discover they were hollow and appeared to be filled with sand. 

Finn had attached a note to one of the images. While what humans consider to be crystals and sand based on Old Earth geology and similar geological evidence on multiple worlds, the same conclusion cannot be immediately drawn on this world. Further testing and analysis would be required to determine the relationship, if any, between these two entities. But I am concerned with discovering a potential symbiotic if not natural relationship between the Io and the Kin. Further information is required. 

Zurah wasn’t sure how the Io interacted with the environment, like whether they had similar senses such as sight or hearing. But either way, she held up the screen and the image. “Why did they find crystals that were hollowed out and filled with what appears to be sand? A substance either utilized by the Kin or of the Kin in a way we don’t understand?”
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