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    To my amazing readers: 
 
    This story picks up right where The Last Everything ends. If you haven’t read TLE yet, I would recommend starting there!  
 
    Every reader is valuable, and I’d love for you to become part of my literary family. Go to www.frankkennedy.org and sign up for my newsletter, which will provide an opportunity to receive free additional material, updates on the next release in The Impossible Future series, as well as other offers connected to my work. Additionally, follow me on Amazon for product updates.  
 
    And now, the story continues … 
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
  
 
  



 PART ONE 
 
    STRANGERS 
 
      
 
    I used to play in the river when I was little. I swam naked because nobody was around. I liked peanut butter and jelly. Skippy was my favorite brand.  
 
    I wanted to draw comic books for a living.  
 
    When I was twelve, I started smoking. My best friend and I walked the long way home from school and shared a cigarette at our hideout.  
 
    We decided to become world-class burglars. We weren’t very good at it, but we stole our first car when we were fourteen. 
 
    It was fun, and nobody got hurt. 
 
    We knew our hometown could never contain us. But we weren’t stupid, so we planned to wait until graduation, then we’d be off. Where? Who knew? We just wanted to have fun and ignore as many rules as we could.  
 
    Maybe it was all a dream.    
 
    Maybe I was never that boy.  
 
    Maybe I will stop killing people someday.  
 
    Maybe they will figure out how to kill me before the dark drowns them all.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    1 
 
    The Interdimensional Fold 
 
      
 
   J AMIE SHERIDAN FELT HIS HUMANITY peeling away like thin sheets of sun-ravaged skin. He transformed just as the Jewel of Eternity promised, but with the unexpected burdens of memory, love, and compassion. His DNA was realigning. He sensed the coming stages of his next evolution.  
 
    How much time do I have?  
 
    He turned from the Earth he knew and disappeared into an impenetrable fog between universes. Inside the fold, he looked around for Sammie and Michael, who entered before him, but he saw nothing through the gray soup. 
 
    “Seriously. Dude.” Michael Cooper’s voice rose a few feet ahead. “This is not cool.” 
 
    The air was stale and thin. 
 
    “It’s OK,” Samantha Huggins said. “Just keep walking. We’ll be there any second, Coop.” 
 
    “Dude, I’m right behind you,” Jamie said. 
 
    “Sweet,” Michael said. “No. 1 has my back. Seriously, guys, I got doubts about these pistols. I mean, if one of them giant machine-monsters is waiting for us, we gotta bring out the big guns. Reckon that would be you, J. No pressure.” 
 
     “Shock units,” Jamie whispered.  
 
    He destroyed those walking mechanical nightmares ten hours ago, but he replayed the moment on a loop. He could not shake the nagging fear of having made a horrible mistake. Yes, the machines would have reduced Michael and Sammie to ash in seconds. Yes, his friends deserved better, a chance to salvage new lives. But was the cost too high? If Jamie remained dead, he would not have unleashed the Jewel’s power on the Shock Units – and everything else for miles.  
 
    Three lives saved. Countless more annihilated.  
 
    Though he did not remember everything that happened inside the maelstrom after his death, Jamie did hold onto Lydia’s warning. You do not understand what you will become. The dark will drown them.  
 
    He took a deep breath. Patience, he told himself. You can do this. Lydia is gone. You can protect them.  
 
    Jamie recalled the advice of his track coach: Steady, even breaths. Pace yourself. Listen to the rhythm of the feet. They’ll sing to the beat of your heart.   
 
    Ten hours earlier, Jamie shot that man in the face five times.   
 
    He wanted the echoes of Coach Arthur Tynes and the rest of Albion, Alabama to disappear. Anyone there who ever tried to uplift him in the slightest was dead — save for the two he brought on this foolish quest. The pistol he carried in his right hand was as light and natural now as when the Jewel consumed him and defended itself against its enemies.  
 
    At first, he accused the Jewel of being the killer, but Jamie knew the truth: All those bodies belonged to him, and they were not the last.  
 
    Patience. You can do this. 
 
    As the fog lessened, thunder rumbled like fireworks many miles away. Jamie tightened the grip on his weapon, but instinct told him the real threat lie closer, that the other side of the fold would defy his expectations. He saw the silhouettes of his friends and stepped closer. 
 
    “Don’t pull the trigger,” he whispered, “unless you got no choice.” 
 
    “What do you sense?” Sammie asked.  
 
    “Not who ought to be waiting for us.” 
 
    “Shit,” Michael said. “Then who?” 
 
    Before he replied, flashes of red and green broke through the haze, and rigid, metallic outlines took form.  
 
    “We’re here. Just stay close. Stay calm.” 
 
    They stepped into another universe.  
 
    A tight chill enveloped them; stark summer heat became a brisk fall evening. Jamie understood why as he scanned the new world.  
 
    They stood in a cavern, its ceiling twenty feet high and as wide, its walls reinforced by a complex metal lattice gleaming silver as if alive, creating enough artificial light for easy passage. The tunnel extended in this way perhaps fifty feet before reaching a sharp, rightward bend. Far above, the short volleys of thunder continued, and the rubberish floor beneath them vibrated. The sources of the red-green flashes revealed themselves as two fist-sized orbs that met them eye-to-eye. The orbs blanketed them in laser scans, never dipping beneath their necks.  
 
     “Guess they’re checking us out,” Michael said, turning to his friends. “So, I gotta say it, right?” He smiled for the orbs.  
 
    “We come in peace.”  
 
    Jamie wanted to chuckle, but he understood what the thunder far above meant. Peace was not in the equation today.  
 
    “They’re coming,” he said, just before the echoes of rapid footsteps swooped around the bend. “Let me do the talking.” 
 
    Sammie leaned in. “But Jamie, I’m a Chancellor. They’ll identify me from the records. I should be…” 
 
    “I was born on this side, and I’m the one they want.” He offered a brotherly hand on her shoulder. “You once told me Chancellors plan ten steps ahead. So have I. Follow my lead. Aim your guns, both of you. Right between their eyes.” 
 
    “Swell,” Michael said after a deep breath. “So much for peace talks, dude.” 
 
    Jamie moved ahead by three paces and stood firm, his gun resting at his side. Three people rushed up the tunnel, each seven feet tall. Two goateed men in white bodysuits bore silver weapons that seemed to be extensions of their arms. They flanked a woman whose scarlet hair fell beneath her shoulders and whose three-piece suit jacket blended neon tones of olive and magenta.  
 
    The men, with piercing jade eyes, extended their weapons as they entered the cavern’s chamber and planted an aggressive posture. The woman’s jaw dropped as she analyzed the teens. 
 
    “What am I to make of you?” Her voice carried an arrogance Jamie expected, but laced in fear. “And what are you wearing?” 
 
    These weren’t the first questions he expected, but Jamie understood how confused they must be. He assumed jeans with t-shirts wasn’t the fashion on this side of the fold. He opened his mouth, but Michael beat him to it.  
 
    “Summer casual,” he quipped before turning to Jamie. “Sorry, dude. It felt right.” 
 
    Jamie and Sammie shared a smile. He gestured to their greeters. 
 
    “You know who we are. Your drones scanned us.” 
 
    The woman hesitated. “Perhaps. But what of the African?” 
 
    Michael whistled. “Afri – what in the hell?” 
 
    “My friend,” Jamie said. “Someone you will never touch.” 
 
    “And why is that?”  
 
    “Because if you do, I’ll kill every one of you where you stand. I’ll be so quick, you won’t even notice it hurt.” 
 
    The greeters brought condescending smiles. The woman raised both hands, palms open.  
 
    “This is no moment for violence. We are making history today. My name is Dr. Ophelia Tomelin. I am mission leader. My colleagues are occupied elsewhere at the moment. If you will indulge me, I wish to bring them instream to witness this moment.”  
 
    She tapped a node implanted above her right eye, releasing a holographic cube. She ran a finger through the convoluted images and opened a panoply of faces.  
 
    Michael whispered. “Sweet. I have got to have one of those.” 
 
    Maybe you will, Jamie thought. But please, keep your mouth shut, Coop. One wrong word… 
 
    Ophelia Tomelin continued. “We are connected. Everyone, I stand here at the IDF, where our mission appears to have borne fruit.” She turned to Sammie. “You are the daughter of Walter and Grace Pynn of the Americus Presidium?” 
 
    Sammie hesitated. “I … Pynn? Yes. My pseudonym was Huggins.” She angled to Jamie. “They didn’t tell me my true surname until yesterday at the lake house.”  
 
    The woman eyed Jamie.  
 
    “You are James Bouchet, son of Emil and Frances Bouchet?” 
 
    “That’s what I been told,” he replied. “Until about 12 hours ago, I was James Sheridan. But none of that much matters, does it, Ophelia?” He added a touch of snark as he dug in. “Let me tell you what you’re dying to learn. Yes, ma’am, I am the Jewel of Eternity. The next great evolution. Everything you people been working for. Except for one little hiccup. I know everything I’m not supposed to, and I remember everything I ever did before all this came down on me. You will not be the one giving the orders here.” 
 
    Jamie saw the shock creeping in between the cool air of Ophelia’s disdain. She responded in halting words.  
 
    “You have a poor sense of your place … James. Now, where are the others? Your parents? Her parents? All the others?” 
 
    Sammie trying to lock her fingers with his, but Jamie pulled away. Not here. They can’t see our weakness.  
 
    “Dead,” Sammie said with grave finality. “All of them.” 
 
    “No one else is coming through,” Jamie added. “Your observers are gone. And guess what else isn’t coming back?” 
 
    When Ophelia’s features turned pale, Jamie saw he had her.  
 
    “That’s right. I took them both out myself. Not even Shock Units can stop me.”  
 
    Jamie realized he edged into a dangerous bravado, but as he studied Ophelia’s guards, he sensed a turn in their demeanor. To his left, he detected a twitch, as if the man were prepping a new maneuver. Jamie caught a bead of sweat on the man’s brow. Yet Jamie never took his focus off Ophelia, who stepped closer. 
 
    “That cannot be, James,” she said. “We programmed the Jewel for absolute obedience to our commands and those of our agents. Is it possible you never evolved? Did the program fail?” 
 
    “You’re not listening, Ophelia. I am the Jewel, but not the one you expected. You can’t control me. They can’t either,” he said, pointing above, where thunder continued in bursts. “But they want me dead. Ain’t that right?” 
 
    She grimaced. “Ain’t? Strange dialect, James. I believe we …” 
 
    “Your enemies are everywhere. You can’t trust anybody.” 
 
    Jamie sensed the cold, resolute ambition of the guard to his left, and saw the weapon tilt upward ten degrees. The eyes unveiled the man’s treachery. Jamie looked Ophelia square in the eyes: 
 
    “He’s not yours. He can’t believe he got this lucky.” 
 
    The guard moved with swift precision, shifting on an axis in a fraction of a second. He fired multiple bursts, and the cold cavern air thumped as the translucent concussions hit the other, unprepared guard in the head, contorting his skull amid a meager yelp of agony. As the unsuspecting man crumpled, and Ophelia stood statuesque, horrified, Sammie opened her pistol on the assassin. The first two bullets skidded off his mesh body armor, while the third drew blood under the chin.  
 
    The assassin fired into the teens. Before the oval burst of thump energy lay upon Sammie, Michael crashed into her with a hip-tackle. She grunted as the weapon glanced off her shoulder and dropped her pistol. As Michael wrapped himself around her and prepared to take the second blow, a new vibration consumed the chamber.  
 
    The assassin shook, dropping his weapon, his eyes glowing sunset orange as they retreated into his head. He gasped for air as puffs of steam exited every pore. His bodysuit became flimsy and oversized as he shriveled, his skin bursting into flame beneath the surface. The suit caught fire and exploded in a cyclone of fury. Perhaps three seconds after it began, the man and his suit flickered out of existence, a smoldering ash pile the only remains. 
 
    Jamie, on bended knee, turned to his friends. He saw the agony in Samantha’s eyes and the burn on her right shoulder. In Michael, he witnessed the same disbelief as when Jamie brought him back from the near-dead on Lake Vernon. While he expected his friends to understand his action was necessary, that it came from love, he wasn’t sure about the others.  
 
    He thought of Dr. Tomelin and those watching from a safe distance. Now they know. They see me for what I am.  
 
    He rose from bended knee and faced the ash pile. A streak of black lightning scarred the floor from where he laid his hand to where the assassin once stood. He felt neither regret nor remorse. 
 
    No. More. Running. 
 
    Jamie turned to the last greeter. She telegraphed fear and awe.  
 
    “You’re welcome, Ophelia. My name is James Bouchet. Take me to my parents. Now.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    2 
 
    Mongolian Desolation 
 
    Standard Year (SY) 5355 
 
    Far side of Earth 
 
      
 
   V ALENTIN WAS LOSING HIS EDGE. One flicker of hesitation, an extra second’s twitch before tapping another volley of flash pegs – just enough time for the insurgents to cut down one of his best men.  
 
    It was every peacekeeper’s nightmare: To lose a fellow soldier of the Guard because of his own incompetence. To allow even a split-second distraction to interfere with the job at hand.  
 
    Emotions on the battlefield were unacceptable, regardless of the context. The commanders had a word for this weakness, the one no soldier wanted to hear: Regression.  
 
    “Not you, Bouchet,” Valentin told himself for weeks. “Not you.”  
 
    He repeated the mantra after the firefight on Zwahili Kingdom, through to the inquest, and back to Earth. He came too far, overcome too many skeptics, to let them revel in his failure. 
 
    “Show them you are not a cudfrucking washout.” 
 
    His conviction brought him here, to this Mongolian wasteland where he determined to recapture his manhood. He found success here before. Once again, he needed to smell the blood of a successful hunt, to solidify his mettle as a peacekeeper. 
 
    Victory is morality.  
 
    Those words guided him: Even in the face of rising insurgencies, of scandal and civil war among his own kind, of comrades surrendering to nativist ideologies and defecting to the colonies.  
 
    Victory is morality.  
 
    “It is all a peacekeeper ever needs to appreciate,” Valentin told his father upon his fourteenth birthday, announcing his intent to join Forward Operations Special Division. “I will cut them down where they stand. The Collectorate belongs to the Chancellors.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” His father said. “Will stacking their bodies guarantee our future?” 
 
    When Valentin spat on his father, he cut short the celebration of his adulthood. He turned to the six hundred Chancellor guests that day, asked who among them also believed in his father’s treacherous swill, and stormed out with his comrades. They drank deep into the night, filtered poltash weed into their blood, and watched children tear each other apart at the regional kwin-sho matches. The soldiers were ready for their orders, bound to each other no matter how many light-years might separate them in the coming months.  
 
    Victory is morality.  
 
    They streamed each other from their remote postings, cheered outcomes of successful operations, and worked to manipulate their leave-calendars to reunite for a few days of debauchery on Xavier’s Garden. Most of them made it. Not Valentin. 
 
    After the riot suppression on Zwahili Kingdom, his commanders did not attribute his carelessness to peacekeeper losses and determined him fit to resume combat. Yet Valentin detected a slip in performance – not in tactical efficiency, but where it mattered most – in his heart’s resolve. Regression led to compassion, even empathy, for the indigos. He refused to travel that road.  
 
    He begged his superiors for leave to engage in Dacha. Officially, they denied him since the Dacha program existed off-book. However, they granted enough shore leave for travel to Earth.  
 
    Valentin needed this, as he did his Dacha training runs two years ago. He wanted to enjoy the pride of a successful kill, a confirmation of his inherent battlefield cruelty. He needed to bury a knife in the gut of his quarry, twisting it until his victim stared forever into nothing.  
 
    Now, two weeks after the riots on Zwahili Kingdom, Valentin ran barefoot across a jagged, rocky plateau near an escarpment in the Mongolian Desolation, with a twelve-inch, serrated Manville knife in his left hand, prepared to strike. The partial moon cast a pale mist over the copper-tinged landscape, enough light to help Valentin track – and sometimes spot – the quarry who had thirty minutes head-start.  
 
    “I will have you,” Valentin whispered when he found the footprints of his target, a man set loose into the night with no weapon, no clothes, no discernible hope beyond his own wits.  
 
    No one ever asked which colony the victim came from, whether he or she was kidnapped or transferred as a prisoner of war. They heard rumors about how some targets weren’t colonists, but had been captured from among the Solomons, right there on Earth.  
 
    He heard a small rockslide. To the east, thirty degrees.  
 
    “Didn’t they tell you?” Valentin smiled. “Silence is golden.” 
 
    Valentin’s target made his first tactical error in an hour. Valentin sensed the glory of the moment, the validation of principles which served him well until that single second of indecision during battle. 
 
    He felt the greatest glory 372 standard days earlier when he tapped his stream amp, and his orders floated before him in holographic majesty.  
 
      
 
    Unification Guard Dispatch Notice No. 45-6621-44905 
 
    Attention Given:  
 
    Specialist Valentin Bouchet 
 
    Marks Presidium, Philadelphia Redux 
 
    Q#Z,1,06 
 
    Congratulations on the fulfillment of your highest duty! 
 
    We have honored you with the immediate rank of First Specialist to Forward Operations Assault Battalion, Special Division, attached to Ark Carrier Oberon in defense of Zwahili Kingdom. Report to Hinton Station by 15.30 standard hours for orbital rendezvous with U.G. Cruiser Maelstrom.  
 
      
 
    He uttered the words over and over. Special Division. Special Division. An elite corps of snipers.  
 
    Within two months and more than 170 light-years away, Valentin bagged his first five kills. He took out another twenty-three during the riots near the royal capital of New Kampala. His success continued – until he allowed one second’s delay to cloud his vision. 
 
     He replayed the sequence in his mind. What was it about the girl charging the front lines? Was it the tears in her pleading eyes? Or that she brandished nothing more than a battle-torn flag? Why did it take him the extra second to realize the insurgents threw her forward as a shield? Were they hoping for peacekeeper rogue syndrome, a malady that turned sympathies toward the natives? Did they use children as shields to weaken the UG’s resolve? Were they fools enough to believe could defy waves of soldiers in the impregnable armor along with storms of flash pegs and energy slews? 
 
     “I had their flank,” Valentin said as he closed within thirty meters of his Dacha quarry. “They never would have gotten off that disruptor gun if I’d just …” 
 
    He spied the silhouette of his target, crumpled by the edge of the escarpment. The fool had tried to descend but realized too late the face was unstable. He struggled to keep from falling a hundred meters to certain death. And now, he waited in silent surrender for the knife.  
 
    He waited for … 
 
    Valentin froze. His amp sent a familiar vibration through his brain. 
 
    No. Not now.  
 
    He wanted to ignore it. He took slow steps forward, but the amp was insistent. The vibration intensified, and his vision blurred until Valentin had no choice but to tap the tiny node implanted forward of his right temple. His holocube opened to the captain who supervised the Dacha program.  
 
    “First Specialist Bouchet, cease operations and prepare for extraction. You will …” 
 
    “What? No. Captain, I’m almost upon him. I have to finish …” 
 
    “Negative. Prepare for rendezvous with Admiralty Scramjet in less than thirty seconds. You will turn over your weapon to the ground officers and re-uniform onboard.” 
 
    “Admiralty? Sir, I don’t understand. This is my last chance before I return to the Oberon. I …” 
 
    “Negative, First Specialist. You have been reassigned.” The captain sighed. “I know what this chase meant to you. I am sorry.” 
 
    The holocube disappeared. The whisper of a Scramjet’s Carbedyne fuel nacelles preceded a whoosh. The crab-like mobile transport rose above the escarpment and fixed spotlights upon Valentin and the crippled quarry who lay twenty meters away. The Scramjet hovered before unleashing a yellow energy slew which turned Valentin’s target to ash.  
 
    He cursed. “Cudfrucking …” 
 
    Valentin consumed his anger and stood at attention as the Scramjet landed within ten feet. He saw the red dragon-like insignia of the Unification Guard’s Admiralty embedded on the side. The entry cascade dissolved, revealing three silhouettes. The two on either side stepped off, their blast rifles at rest. They wore the thin, crimson bodysuit of combat – something rarely seen on or near Earth. He handed over his knife.  
 
    They stood silent next to Valentin and faced the third silhouette. They overshadowed Valentin, who long ago conquered the sense of inferiority generated by his meager 6-foot-9 frame. He followed them to the entry.  
 
    Medals shined and stripes of honorarium glowed before Valentin recognized the face of one of the five most important commanders in the forty-planet UG fleet. He stepped onboard and offered the obligatory side-nod. Valentin caught his breath. 
 
    “Admiral, I am at your beckon.” 
 
    “Yes, you are, First Specialist.” Rear Admiral Augustus Perrone extended his hand in a surprising gesture. “Valentin, yes?” Valentin nodded. “Outstanding. I have one question, peacekeeper.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Are you fond of your family?” 
 
    Valentin’s heart skipped. “Excuse me, sir? I mean, yes, sir.” 
 
    “And what of your brother?” 
 
    “Sir, I have no brother.” 
 
    The admiral laughed. “Then your reunion will be fascinating.” 
 
    Valentin could think of nothing to say. This made no sense. 
 
    “Re-uniform, First Specialist. We are about to go into battle. If I am correct, your brother might pose a considerable problem.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    3 
 
   J AMIE GAVE OPHELIA TOMELIN AN ORDER, but she did not have the chance to express her indignation. The ground jolted, sending both of them onto their backs. The cavern rumbled – above, around, and from what Jamie sensed, deep into the Earth beneath them. The small round drones bobbed and whirred. The glistening lattice walls crackled like sheet ice unable to bear the weight.  
 
    Behind them, the tunnel without support lattice or lighting collapsed. Jamie lifted Sammie, whose right shoulder was blackened by the assassin’s weapon, and turned to Michael.  
 
    “Time to high-tail it, Coop,” he said, struggling to find balance on the shuddering ground. “Can you take her?” Michael nodded, wrapping an arm around Sammie while fumbling with his gun.  
 
    “What the hell, J? This shit’s all coming down on us.” 
 
    “Not yet, dude.” His eyes scanned every possibility. The Jewel guided him as it had since the forest chase near Ginny’s Creek and inside the Austin Springs Police Department. It showed him every detail, five steps ahead. “Take her out, but steady. Keep the gun aimed. There’s more of them. I’ll be right behind.” 
 
    He caught Sammie’s dazed, drifting eyes. For an instant, she moved her lips, and Jamie thought she tried to say, “I’m sorry.”  
 
    There she was: The innocent, love-struck girl he knew in Albion, always hoping to please. Not the trained killer who lied to him for years. 
 
    We missed our chance, he thought. Jamie accepted that he’d never find his way back into her heart. “We will show them the way home, then the dark will follow.” Even now, as the cavern rumbled and the Earth prepared to bury them alive, Jamie could not escape Lydia’s warning. Smug, manipulative Lydia.  
 
    Dammit, J. Focus. You will do this.  
 
    As Michael and Sammie stumbled forward into the tunnel, Jamie examined the guard hit twice by the assassin’s weapon. Blood trickled from the man’s ears, and he wore a twisted smile, as if confronted by life’s cruelest joke. But his eyes – locked in a deathly stare – said he posed no threat.  
 
    Jamie lifted the weapon – a silver, oblong device not much larger than an oven mitten but without the arching five-finger design. Yet it wrapped over the dead man’s left hand, as if he were born to it. Jamie remembered Mr. Harman’s shop class – for which he managed a D – and recognized this as a titanium alloy.  
 
    He tugged at the weapon until it gave. He jiggered until it slid off the man’s hand, leaving a viscous fluid behind. Jamie understood: survival required adaptation. He tucked the pistol between pants and waist, then took a reassuring breath before sliding his right hand inside the titanium weapon.  
 
    “No,” Ophelia said, now regaining her balance. “Take your hand out of there now. The bio-fit will reject you. You will lose your hand. James, we have to leave. I promise, I’ll take you to your parents.” 
 
    Jamie ignored her as the weapon’s internal systems engaged, a liquid filling the spaces between his fingers. And then, a green pulse flashed twice through the titanium surface. An energy spike sent a directive through the nerves in his arm, until reaching a destination at the rear of his temporal lobe. Jamie saw everything, as if highway directions mapped out on a phone. He made his next move.  
 
    Jamie stopped Ophelia before she ran, twisting one arm around her back and holding the weapon against her head.  
 
    “I’m already figuring out how to use this,” he said, as the earthquake maintained a steady intensity. “I won’t kill anybody else unless I have to. Move.” 
 
    They caught up to Michael and Sammie. 
 
    “How many are waiting for us?” He asked Ophelia.  
 
    “I cannot be sure, James. If our defense perimeter is holding, no one at the entrance will be a threat to you.” 
 
    “You mean like the fella who just tried to kill us all? I’m betting you didn’t see that coming, Ophelia.” 
 
    Just before they rounded a sharp bend, she replied, “No. He was working both sides. We did not recognize his …” 
 
    “You’re not as smart as you think. Your observers had the same problem. They turned on each other.”  He caught his friends’ desperate remembrance. “Sammie and me, we got nobody left from back there. Michael’s parents think he’s dead. And I killed …” He choked up, focusing on the path ahead without losing pace with his plan.  
 
    “Those Shock Units you sent in, Ophelia? If they hadn’t come … I stopped them, but I killed thousands of people when I did. I can’t ever come back from that. You understand what I’m saying?” 
 
    The trembling subsided. 
 
    “To be honest, James, I do not,” she said. “If you are the Jewel reborn, whatever you did was always part of your potential.” 
 
    Jamie stopped. The others did likewise. “A Berserker. My brother told me. A whole army of us. That’s what you Chancellors been waiting for. Guess what, Ophelia? I got other plans, and I got nothing to lose.” 
 
    “Except them,” she said with defiance, pointing to Michael and Sammie. “You want nothing to happen to them, James. I will give you every assurance of their safety, even the ability to assimilate into the Collectorate and forge productive lives. Although that one,” she pointed to Michael, “will need to vacate Earth in due course.” 
 
    Michael turned his gun on her, as he kept Sammie close.  
 
    “Seriously, lady? Did I piss in your Corn Flakes? First, you make that African comment, now …” 
 
    “Coop …” Jamie started, but Sammie cut him off.  
 
    “Michael, it’s OK.” Her voice slurred. “You don’t know everything. We can’t do this now.” She cleared her throat and told Ophelia, “He doesn’t understand. Just keep us safe and get us out of here. We’ll work out the details later.” 
 
    Jamie saw a colder, hardened shadow in her eyes. The girl who shot down a helicopter, who spent years in paramilitary training with her parents, had reawakened. Ophelia must have also seen the Chancellor arise in Sammie, given her change of tone.  
 
    “Precisely, Miss Pynn. The four of us share a common purpose.” She looked down her nose at Michael. “Corn Flakes? James, if you will release me, I will lead us to the defense perimeter and with good fortune, to our transport. Yes?” 
 
    He let her go. “Just don’t forget. I’m new with this thing.” He held up the weapon. “It could go off any second.” 
 
    Michael cocked the pistol. “Tell you something else. I’ll bet the bullets in here can make a mess of you just as bad as that …” 
 
    “Thump gun,” Ophelia said.  
 
    “Seriously?” Michael chirped. “Stupid name. And besides, I killed a guy, too. So, yeah. Wonder Woman here, she took out at least a couple dudes. Yeah. So, we’re all killers here, right? Just saying.” 
 
    Jamie heard Michael’s panic. “We’re good, Coop. We’re good. The quake is over. We’ll make it.” He offered a thumbs up.  
 
    Sammie told Michael she could walk on her own now, but she held her right arm limp against her side.  
 
    “Give me your pistol, J,” she told Jamie, flexing her firing hand. “We need to be ready.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” He asked. “You don’t look so good.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” Sammie grabbed the weapon and motioned it toward Ophelia. “She knows she’s in trouble if anything happens to us. She’s our best bet, right now.” 
 
    Jamie rubbed her injured shoulder. He did not experience the loss of energy like before, when he healed his friends’ mortal injuries, but he realized the Jewel would not deny him this gift.  
 
    They approached to ten meters of a huge, double-sided metallic door that reminded Jamie of bank vaults in heist movies.  
 
    “Can you open that from inside?” 
 
    “The panel is to the immediate left,” Ophelia said. 
 
    “And your people on the other side?” 
 
    “Defending the perimeter. If the shield beacons held during the quake, we have a parabolic grid extending one hundred meters. We recover our team and board our ship.” 
 
    “Easy enough.” Jamie stopped her from reaching the panel. “Too easy. Who knows we’re here?” He tapped his temple to remind Ophelia of her holographic transmission. 
 
    “My team outside, plus a handful of others, all trustworthy.” 
 
    “And who are the ones who want me dead?” 
 
    “Mercenaries for other Chancellors.” 
 
    “The Jewel told me something about an opposition and why the observers hid me. The United Green. Is it them?” 
 
    “In part. The Green is hardly united anymore. Chancellors have many agendas these days, James. Whatever the Jewel told you, it cannot know about the past fifteen years. This is a far more dangerous world than the one you were born into.” 
 
    “That’s what I figured.” Jamie shifted to Michael. “Coop, are you sure about this? You can still go back.” 
 
    “Alone? Dude. Seriously. Why the hell would I do that?” 
 
    “Because you got family that loves you. And this world? I shouldn’t have let you come.” 
 
    He shrugged, but Jamie sensed the conflict.  
 
    “Tough shit, J. I’m here. I ain’t going back, no matter what. Besides, I still got to come up with a new catchphrase, and I need to see all the cool future-y crap they got going on, right? Then I can think up something with style.” 
 
    Michael’s eyes watered. He’s losing it, Jamie thought.  
 
        “This is it, Coop. Last chance.” 
 
    He turned from Jamie, cocked his pistol, and aimed at the door.  
 
    “Let’s go, J. You ready, GI Jane? Time to check out the new digs.” 
 
    Jamie stepped up, joined Michael and Sammie with weapons extended. He nodded to Ophelia. She did the rest.  
 
    Every instinct told Jamie he should have forced Michael to return home. This was not going to end well.  
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    U.G. Admiralty Scramjet Ericsson 
 
      
 
   T WENTY MINUTES AFTER HE JOINED the attachment to one of the Collectorate’s most powerful military commanders, Valentin Bouchet – two weeks shy of his fifteenth birthday – stood alone, a neglected piece of furniture onboard a mobile command-and-control vessel en route to destination unknown. 
 
    Admiral Perrone offered no information after his obtuse greeting but ordered Valentin in silentium after re-uniforming for combat.  
 
    Valentin did as told, though dressing for combat on Earth was unheard of. He entered a ReCon tube, which took sixty seconds to disintegrate his Dacha clothing, laser-pulse his 295-pound, battle-hearty mass for proper measurement, and weave the crimson combat bodysuit of the peacekeepers upon him – foot to neck, an immaculate fit for every ripple and contortion. Lighter and smoother than silk, stronger than steel, adaptable to all environments. The tube also synthesized his helmet, which he retrieved before exiting.  
 
    Valentin stood at full attention near the forward hull, helmet cupped under one arm, his breaths undetectable as he held the pose meant for peacekeepers facing sharp disciplinary consequences. 
 
    As the minutes passed, his anxiety rose. In the center of the compartment, the officers studied a holocube battlefield projection for a site somewhere on Earth. They walked around the floating bubble which had been discharged from an officer’s amp and tapped inside the projection, where data rose and fell. They nodded, their lips shut while speaking instream. The admiral vanished behind a cloaked sound field to his own workstation at the rear.  
 
    Is this how you test me? Valentin wondered whether his failure at the battle on Zwahili Kingdom caught up with him. He never expected to receive a pass for his fatal lapse and couldn’t believe he’d gone without a reprimand.  
 
    In his impatience, Valentin suspected his own father might be to blame for this reversal of fortune. You never believed in me, Valentin thought. You never understood my thirst for service. His father never stated his opposition directly – at least not in the Tier-3 runup to induction – but Valentin knew. He saw the sideways glances, heard the hushed tones, the occasional commentary about “hard-liners who could not let go of the past.”  
 
    Although Valentin steered clear of politics, he wondered whether his father lost faith in Elevation Philosophy, which stated the Chancellors’ birthright to reign over humanity’s other ethnicities and tribes.  
 
    His paranoia assembled the pieces. His father knew the admiral and orchestrated a back-channel deal to increase the admiral’s influence with Earth’s most powerful presidium. In exchange, the admiral agreed to accept Valentin’s reassignment to a cushy position as attaché, with the inevitable promotion to a political position in a regional Sanctum. No more battlefield glory, no command postings, only the minefield of the Chancellory’s corporate bureaucracy.  
 
    You will not get away with this, Father.  
 
    The admiral brought down his cloak and emerged into the compartment. He spoke to his officers and redirected a new schematic from his own holocube. Even at twenty feet, Valentin recognized the geography: The Ukrainian Expanse.  
 
    “The reports are conflicting,” the admiral told them. “Three fools went across to make an extraction. The prototype emerged despite their efforts. But there is fighting on both sides of the IDF. If they do not resolve this matter inside the hour, we will engage Scorch protocol. Understood?” The officers side-nodded. “Alert Commander Narmette to place his ADB cannons on standby.” 
 
    The admiral turned his attention to Valentin.  
 
    “First Specialist, at ease. Join me at my station.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    The admiral take a seat behind a simple desk and poured himself a cup of café from a built-in dispensary on the rear bulkhead. He nodded in satisfaction after the first sip.  
 
    “Simple pleasures manage difficult chores.” He smiled. “My brother used to say that. Worked well for him until he died onboard the Nephesian. He and twenty-four thousand others. Thirty years ago tomorrow. We have never recovered. Have we, First Specialist?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    The admiral laughed. “And what would you know of it? For you, it was two lifetimes ago.” He sipped café. “But I wallow in pointless sentiment. Time to focus on more urgent concerns. Yes?” 
 
    “Sir, if I may inquire, why did you reassign me?” 
 
    “You may not inquire, Mr. Bouchet. All you need to recognize is that your skillset will be valuable for the operation in front of us.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. And that operation?” 
 
    “A combat rescue, and an opportunity to add Chancellor insurgents to your kill record. Far more impressive than knifing an indigo in the Mongolian Desolation, yes?” 
 
    “Chancellor insurgents? You mean, the Green?” 
 
    “If that’s what they still call themselves.” The admiral enjoyed his café. “Civil war is bad for business, Mr. Bouchet. For the moment, let us focus on the rescue component.” He tapped his temple. “Spin up your amp. Bring down your CF Wall, allow incursion for Admiralty A-6 mods.” As Valentin tapped his stream amp and produced his holocube, the admiral added, “And prepare to be entertained.” 
 
    Valentin twisted his fingers through the holographic corridors of his highest security filters and grabbed the visual feed just arriving.  
 
    “Before you watch this, Mr. Bouchet, I want you to understand that we are both vested in what happens on this operation. As I promised, you will meet a brother you never had, all of which might make for fascinating dinner conversation the next time you see your parents. For me, this is far more personal. Pay close attention, Mr. Bouchet. This transpired fifteen minutes ago.” 
 
    Valentin played the transmission. He read the stream stamp of an unfamiliar woman, Ophelia Tomelin. The video focused on three children, underdressed but aggressive, their strange weapons aimed high to either side of Tomelin. The questions began. “You are the daughter of Walter and Grace Pynn of the Americus Presidium?”  The girl answered, confused. Yet Valentin recognized that family name from somewhere. Then the video focused on a taller boy, white-skinned, close-cropped blond hair. “You are James Bouchet, son of Emil and Frances Bouchet?” And the response: “That’s what I been told.” 
 
    Valentin caught the admiral’s eyes. “This can’t be.” 
 
    “It gets better,” Admiral Perrone said. 
 
    Valentin followed the next tense minutes. Something about a Jewel of Eternity, next stage of evolution. “You can’t control me. You can’t trust anybody.” And then, without warning, chaos. Thump guns, the boy claiming to be Valentin’s brother falling to one knee and … 
 
    “What?” The vid captured the last second of a man’s life, as his body exploded into flame and fell to ash as quickly. “How did …?” 
 
    “My name is James Bouchet. Take me to my parents. Now.” 
 
    The transmission ended.  
 
    “Do not speak, Mr. Bouchet,” the admiral said. “You will waste valuable time. Your brother – and yes, he is your brother, so do not belabor the issue – was created as part of a program to evolve Chancellors past our current travails and into a brave new world. Or so they said. His genetic rebirth occurred in a parallel universe – yes, they exist, and we can access them. More or less. His return came hours later than expected, and with considerable complications, not the least being his ability to annihilate men with no visible weapons. Perhaps most disturbing, he is not compliant to Chancellory commands. The transmission ended at that moment, likely because of another seismic disruption. These tears between universes have never been stable. We have received no confirmation of the aftermath from the ground, but we should arrive on site in less than twenty minutes. We will engage with enemy forces and affect a rescue of those three individuals, including your brother.” 
 
    Valentin took a measured breath. “Yes, sir. I understand. I am prepared for engagement.” 
 
    “Of that, I have no doubt.” 
 
    “But why rescue them, sir? This … my brother … he is a mortal threat. Should we not destroy him?” 
 
    Admiral Perrone stood up, sipped the last of his café, and nodded. “Prudent strategy would suggest that outcome. However, I need him alive, at least temporarily. You see, Mr. Bouchet, you stand to lose a brother you never knew. I have far more at stake. You heard them claim the observers – our team sent through the IDF with James Bouchet – were all dead. Yes? For his sake, they’d best be mistaken – or wonderful liars. I sent a wife and son to that universe fifteen years ago.” 
 
    He straightened his uniform, turned to his officers and Valentin.  
 
    “Peacekeepers, establish engagement protocol. Prepare to exterminate all enemies of the Chancellory and wish everlasting agony upon anyone who left my family behind.” 
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    Near the Interdimensional Fold 
 
      
 
   T HE FOUR OF THEM STEPPED into the sunlight. The hillside, which sloped downward several hundred meters to a tall, thick tree line of heavy pines, was sliced open by trenches. Mercenaries employed by Ophelia fired into the tree line, dodging tracers – some of which bounded off the security shield in fiery collisions while other tracers smashed magnetic seams and threw up soil, impacting like grenades.  
 
    Two of Ophelia’s recovery crew tried to enact a rescue at a deep rut, struggling to pull a third out by hand. The ground exploded at their feet, throwing them forward. Shouts dominated to the west, where a blood-soaked guard hauled a tall, thin man in a pantsuit matching Ophelia’s out of a trench. The man stumbled toward the remains of what was once a modular bivouac. Equipment lay scattered down the hill. Ophelia panicked first. 
 
    “Our ship,” she shouted. “Where is it?” 
 
    The thin man pointed south. Forty meters separated them from the bivouac. The ship’s location lost importance at the next rumble.  
 
    Jamie knew this was not a quake, the ground remaining steady beneath his feet. Sammie turned around first, her eyes exploding as she looked upward.   
 
    The side of the mountain descended – a rolling wall of soil carrying stones and trees. They had seconds.  
 
    “Run,” she cried, and they dashed for the bivouac. Along the way, they leaped narrow trenches. Michael turned his ankle when the soil beneath let go just before they reached what remained of the camp.  
 
    When they looked back, the mountain covered the entrance to the fold. Screams of desperation followed the descending hellscape. 
 
     “We lost the beacons,” a gangly man just north of seven feet tall told Ophelia, wincing as he protected a mangled left hand. “Most of the shield is gone.” 
 
    “Where is the ship, Brey?” Ophelia demanded. 
 
    “It was there,” he pointed to a hole twenty feet wide in the hillside. “The ground opened up during the quake. Rikard flew her out of here before she took any structural damage, but I saw trails. The enemy clipped a nacelle.” He tapped his forehead. “I’ve been trying to find him instream. No response. I am not sure if he crashed or … I never totally trusted Rikard.” 
 
    “The others?” 
 
    He shook his head. “This mountain is coming apart. It’s worse than when we sent the Shock Units through.” 
 
    “Try again,” she told him. “We have what we came for.” 
 
    As Brey Grinderson searched through his amp’s holocube, he stared icily at Jamie, Sammie, and Michael.  
 
    “They best be worth it, Ophelia,” he said. “You never said we’d have to die for their likes.” 
 
     “We are not dying today,” Ophelia said, then addressed the blood-soaked mercenary who rescued Brey from a trench. 
 
    “Chief,” she said. “Good. Tell me. What are our options?” 
 
    The head of the security team, a rock-hard monster of a woman with a scarred, balding head, spoke in a harsh, guttural tone, her voice seeming to echo from deep within.   
 
    “Defend as long as we can. We are exposed, and half my team is dead. I warned you about only equipping us for defensive operations. You wanted to play by the rules; the others did not. Now we fight with thump guns against flash pegs and tracers.”  
 
    “Not now, Chief. I explained about drawing too much attention through illicit purchases. We discussed …” 
 
    The chief ignored her. “The tunnel would have provided refuge, but that option has dissipated.” She looked west. “There. The ridgeline. The five of you can find temporary defense behind that stone facing, assuming the aftershocks do not induce more slides.” 
 
    She reviewed her holocube. “I recalled my last four fighters. The enemy is forming a wide net, up to two hundred meters in either direction. They have our flanks. Without extraction, they’ll take us out in ten, maybe twelve minutes.” She looked away from the battlefield projection. “We have a level position here, and the enemy is scaling a forty percent incline. The five of us will establish defensive positions in these trenches. They will provide us with an opportunity to keep the enemy off-balance.”  
 
    She examined the five civilians, including the three teens in t-shirts and jeans. “Appears only the children have weapons. The two of you,” she told Ophelia and Brey, “may need them as your last line of defense. Saved by nine-year-olds. I suggest you run now.” 
 
    “Nine?” Michael chimed in. “Seriously. I could show you something to make your head spin …” 
 
    “Not now, Coop,” Jamie said. “She’s right. We need to move.” 
 
    As they dashed toward the stone outcropping, Michael – wincing with each step on his turned ankle, asked Jamie, “That was a she? No, seriously. A she?”  
 
    Bestriding them, Ophelia turned to the three new arrivals.  
 
    “Appears they have conscripted you. Mr. Cooper, I hope your aim is as good as your false bravado.” And then to Jamie: “Time for the Jewel to offer another demonstration, perhaps.” 
 
    “What?” Brey interrupted. “These children do not understand how to go up against these mercs. And their guns look like pre-history models. They’ll have no effect against … ” 
 
    “Relax, Brey. We both know at least one of them can hold his own. The question is, for how long? And you, Miss Pynn?” 
 
    “I’m not a child, and I was trained by the best. I was meant to be a peacekeeper.” As they ducked behind the stones and took position, Sammie added, “I can kill.” She eyed Brey. “Can you?” 
 
    “Good,” Ophelia said, offering a wry smile. “You seem to be making a nice comeback. James, your thoughts?” 
 
    Jamie sat on one knee, and he sensed the agony of mercenaries falling to thump blasts and something deadlier: exploding projectiles no bigger than bullets. Whatever defenses the recovery crew established, they could not hold out for long. He knew little of military strategy, but he remembered his study of World War I. Armies held their ground in the trenches, but as soon as they exposed themselves, the carnage began. The three mercenaries up close were statuesque, bulging super soldiers. But they were human, and therefore fragile.  
 
    His blood roiled. Jamie heard their steps as they chased up the hillside, their hearts beating with great anticipation, while the defeated languished on this new battlefield, their brains electrified, paralyzed, mangled. The Jewel reached out to them with curious tendrils, analyzing each to determine who was most likely to make a fatal error. As the answers laid out before his mind’s eye, Jamie understood what was happening. 
 
    I didn’t kill him, Jamie thought of the man in the cavern. I consumed him. The Jewel consumed him. That’s what she meant. 
 
    As if on cue, Lydia’s final taunts roared back at him. He remembered being tossed in the maelstrom, seconds after Angela Bidwell killed him, but within grasp of new life. “You have crossed the line beyond anything that is sacred,” Lydia told him. “You will change us both. If you return to that body, you will damn yourself to a pain beyond imagining. You do not understand what you will become. The dark will drown them.” 
 
    Jamie saw the total picture, chiefly the part he tried so hard to deny every time he questioned his decision to save Sammie and Michael. I am the dark, he realized. I’m that place they go when they die. The more I kill them, the more I hear them.  
 
    “Their pain,” he whispered.  
 
    “James?” Ophelia snapped. “I asked for your thoughts?” 
 
    Patience. Strategy. You can do this.  
 
        “You don’t have enough fighters to stop them.” He held up the thump gun and the hand that reduced a man to ash.  
 
    Sammie jumped in. “J, what are you doing?” 
 
    He ignored her and pulled Ophelia close. “What you said before? That you could make sure they start lives for themselves in the Collectorate. Did you mean it, Ophelia?” 
 
    “Of course, James.” 
 
    Michael stammered. “Dude. No way.” 
 
    “Yes, way. Coop, you’re not ready for this, and I didn’t bring you here to see you die in the first thirty minutes. Sammie, you’re putting on a front. You need to heal. You can barely aim straight.” 
 
    “Jamie, no,” she said. “Those men are professionals. They’ll give us time until rescue comes.” 
 
    “Look, both of you. I did this yesterday in the woods. I let the Jewel guide me, and I made it. But now I am the Jewel. I promise, I’m not gonna die today. I got too much to do, and you gotta do what I say. This will work.” He changed to Ophelia. “And if I’m full of shit, you make sure you keep your promise.”  
 
    “I’ll see you again,” he told his best friends. “I swear to God.” 
 
    Neither friend budged, but he saw the defiance as he lighted out into the battle. He took stock of the situation. The “chief” and her fighters had reassembled, finding defensive positions in the newly-formed trenches. The hill dipped beyond them, but the enemy staggered forward, seconds from full engagement. He was exposed; they would target him first.  
 
     “No more running,” he whispered.  
 
    He aimed the thump gun, and instinct told him how to fire. He tightened his fingers inside the weapon’s viscous fluid until they lined up. Then he jolted them forward in unison, and a bolt of concussive energy chased down the hill. The disrupter hit its target, knocking one fighter back on his feet, but not enough to level him.  
 
    Fire rose in his chest. Jamie let go of his inhibitions. He locked his fingers into the forward firing position and leveled continuous bursts across the breadth of the approaching line. He had no sense of proper aim, only a wish to spread confusion.  
 
    It worked. The advancing line halted, their eyes met his, and they retaliated. Jamie stood in the open as a barrage of thump energy and tracer pegs converged.  
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   T HE CHIEF TACKLED JAMIE as death raced over them both, the tracers exploding in a series of impacts several feet beyond. She lay in front of him, her weapon facing the enemy.  
 
    “All right, Junior,” she said. “I’ll retract what I said. You are no nine-year-old. You are merely insane.” 
 
    The other members of her team rose from their positions and unloaded on the enemy with a steady barrage.  
 
    “Follow my cudfrucking order.” She grabbed Jamie’s head and shifted his view. “You see that trench? When I say go, you move on all four as fast as you damn well can. Got it, Junior?” 
 
    “James. My name is James.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t care if you were Frederic Ericsson himself. Now, go.” 
 
    James did as told, while the chief laid cover fire before joining James in the narrow trench.  
 
    The chief snarled, but James did not bother to contain his smile. He never felt more exhilarated.  
 
    “It worked, didn’t it?” He said. “All you needed was a diversion.” 
 
    “I don’t know who taught you military tactics, but you gave us at best an additional two minutes.” She spat on his t-shirt. “My unit is dying because of you, and you decide it’s a good day to be a martyr. Oh, yes. I saw the stream. I know what you are. Or at least what Ophelia Tomelin and her crazy lot claim you are.” 
 
    James refused to back down, even though this woman could have snapped his neck like a twig.  
 
    “I am the Jewel, and that wasn’t all of my plan. Let me out there. I’ll finish them.” 
 
    She took a step back. “Like I saw instream? I always had a bad feeling about signing up with these re-gen fanatics. Maybe I should have let them take you down.” 
 
    “Look, I get it, OK? I ain’t had much time to figure it all out myself, but I know what I can do. I can save everybody.” 
 
    A tracer scraped the trench and exploded just off the edge, dropping a cloud of dirt down upon James and the mercenary.  
 
    “You’re just a runt,” the chief said, unfazed. “You have no idea what it means to save others. Now, you stay put.” 
 
    She reared up, towering above ground, enough to find her bearings and release concussive blasts. Fighting intensified.  
 
    The ground shook, and the soil shifted beneath him. The trench was about to collapse, maybe a section of the hill itself.  
 
    He peered over the edge, looking backward toward the rock face. Sammie and Michael rose, fired, and dipped for cover. They wasted bullets. The bodysuits were far stronger than bulletproof vests. 
 
    “I got too much work to do,” he muttered, “and we are not going to die today.” 
 
    James defied the chief and bolted from the trench, rolling over onto his stomach. His chest burned as he searched for targets. A strange and glorious thirst arrived when he zeroed in on two.  
 
    A cloud of fire descended upon the nearest enemy, throwing the fighter to the ground, writhing as he crumbled to a cinder in a matter of seconds. Another cloud followed five meters east, and then a third to the enemy’s farthest flank. All at once, every weapon redirected toward the western sky, where a dramatic mechanical whirr was interrupted by cushioned bursts.  
 
    An Admiralty Scramjet – a crab-like shadow twenty meters long blocking the heart of the afternoon sun - released a barrage of fireballs from its starboard cannons. The concentrated flames set patches of hillside ablaze.  
 
    The five mercenaries defending Ophelia’s team jumped from their trenches, as if understanding what this meant, and moved forward to take on the enemy, which fired tracers at the Scramjet.  
 
    James looked at his hand, which quivered, unfulfilled. As the fires grew, and the shouts of agony intensified, James caught his breath and grasped his madness. He turned back to his friends, who remained behind the rock face but no longer dipping for cover. 
 
    The Scramjet closed in, returning tracer for tracer, still a hundred meters away and as high. And then, something gave James pause. 
 
    Three men, decked head to toe in crimson bodysuits, leaped from the ship’s open port and defied the laws of nature, maintaining a steady course en route to the battle. They drifted, as if on a powerful gust of wind, but configured as if fighting on land. They fired continuous rounds from long, rifled extensions to their arms, with their legs poised to take a running start when they hit the surface. He saw the impact of ground fire against their bodysuits; the tiny silver explosions did not slow the descending fighters.  
 
    James watched in awe as these warriors descended upon the Earth like angels. They abandoned fear, embraced the deadliest opposition, and sought to destroy their enemies.  
 
    James saw a discipline in these great red beasts that he needed if he was survive the maddening pain of the dark.  
 
    The three angel warriors wiped out the enemy with calm efficiency. Somewhere in the crossfire, the chief lost one of her last four fighters. But the hillside settled into sudden peace.  
 
    Michael and Sammie joined him. Together with Ophelia Tomelin and the thin man, Brey, they descended the hill a hundred meters, where the Scramjet hovered above the scarred surface.  
 
    “Are they what I think?” James whispered to Sammie. 
 
    She smiled. “Peacekeepers. Exactly as Daddy described them.” 
 
    He didn’t know if her tears were for joy at having survived or seeing at last what she always dreamed of becoming.  
 
    “Right,” Michael said. “So, don’t take this the wrong way, Sammie. But that stunt you pulled with the M16 and the helicopter yesterday? Sorry, but I gotta give the award to these guys. Seriously.” Michael stopped, tugged at James’s shirt, and frowned. “Dude. It was yesterday, right? I mean, all that shit we went through. It feels like forever but …” 
 
    “I know, Coop. It’s happening so fast.” He looked at both his friends. “What I did back there just now … I was out of control, I was selfish. And you’re right, Coop. I think we were in Austin Springs like twelve hours ago. Can’t say the last time I slept.” 
 
    Ophelia, walking in front of the threesome, lowered her voice but made sure the teens heard her. 
 
    “A word of caution. I know the man who just saved us, and I suggest when you meet him, you avoid any attempts at humor and most important, limit the details of what transpired before you crossed the IDF. No one beyond this hillside realizes you are here, and he can make sure no one ever does.” She focused on James. “I advise you to remove that thump gun at once.” 
 
    Brey leaned into her. “Why did you include him instream? He has never been worth our trust. Even his wife didn’t …”  
 
    “Brey, he wasn’t linked in. Someone else in the chain alerted him. But he’s our savior. Perhaps your mouth should also remain shut.” 
 
    James knew this was not intel Ophelia wanted out in the open, and his stomach tightened as they neared the waiting Scramjet. He jiggered the thump gun off his hand and dropped it in the grass. Fat lot of good it will do against peacekeepers, he mused.  
 
    Standing at attention, their weapons up, four crimson-clad peacekeepers protected the open starboard entry. Up close, James’s admiration grew. They cut a stunning figure of anatomical perfection: Wide, expansive chests with massive pectorals, knotting and heaving upper arms, tightly formed abdomen and thighs like tree trunks.  
 
    When he was 13, Jamie fell in love with the idea of becoming a bodybuilder. He bought magazines, cut out photos of men posing at Mr. Universe competitions, watched iron-pumpers on YouTube, and convinced his parents to buy him weights. A month later, he fell in love with his first skateboard and never touched the weights again.  
 
    “Terminators,” Michael whispered. “In the movies? It’s a row of Schwarzeneggers. But taller. Sweet.” 
 
    The chief and her three surviving fighters also stood at attention, facing the peacekeepers from a distance, holding their disengaged thump guns at their sides.  
 
    Everyone recognized who was in charge when he stepped off the ship. He towered over most of the peacekeepers, who James thought at least seven feet tall. His full beard, along with his thick, generous brown hair, was well-coiffed. He winked as he addressed the first peacekeeper, his hands behind his back. He studied everyone in that field with care, his medals reflecting the late afternoon sun and his red/black cape catching the nip of a breeze. He wore tall, ornately buckled boots, his pants tucked into them.  
 
    Ophelia stepped forward. “Admiral Augustus Perrone,” she said. “We owe you our lives.” 
 
    His curt smile showed no generosity. “Yes, Ophelia. You have been sloppy. You must admit. But I believe you have … prizes?” 
 
    He turned his attention to the teens. At once, James sensed a familiarity in the man’s features. 
 
    “Yes, Admiral. You will recognize them from the stream. I …” 
 
    He waved her off. “The only three to return. Yes?” James wasn’t sure whether he was asking them a question. “I think I’d love to hear about the other Earth. Yes, I would.”  
 
    He wasn’t sure whether it was the tone of voice, the hue in the eyes, the posture, but James knew this man from somewhere. 
 
    “I would be curious because I think you three might offer a bountiful explanation. For instance, I might want to know how my wife and my three-year-old son fended for themselves. And why, after all that time, they did not return … with … you.” 
 
    James realized the connection the instant Michael whispered, “Oh, shit.” 
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   S AMMIE STEPPED FORWARD AND OFFERED HER HAND, which Perrone accepted. 
 
     “Admiral, my name is Samantha Hugg … Pynn. My parents were Walter and Grace Pynn, lead observers. As their daughter, I will be thrilled to answer any questions.” 
 
    His smile showed pleasant surprise. “Yes, I knew the Pynns. Their descendency has a sterling history of adherence to Chancellor principles.” He touched her cheek. “I see the resemblance. Yes. After crossing the fold, you told Dr. Tomelin all the others were dead. That would include Walter and Grace?” 
 
    Sammie appeared steady, but James feared how she might fare if the questions became too specific. In the final hour of their drive to the fold, they agreed on a storyline to explain why no one else survived. They expected extensive questions, but never this twist. 
 
    “Yes, sir. My parents are gone.” 
 
    “Enlighten me, Samantha. All those observers, and neither of these boys were among them. The math is confounding.” 
 
    “Admiral, there was a conflict. My parents – and your wife and son – were betrayed. They were killed in a firefight. Some observers did not want to return. They fell in love with a simpler life on the other Earth. They lost interest in the Chancellory.” 
 
    The Admiral nodded. “We have had our share of rogues go native on the colonies. How did they die?” 
 
     “They died protecting us, sir. Jamie, Michael, and I. We were in hiding, and they were preparing to move us when the attack came. If you knew my father, sir, you know he was always prepared, like any good Chancellor. He rigged our house with explosives. After the battle was over and my parents, and … Agatha and Christian … were killed, I took out most of the rest with a remote detonator.” 
 
    “Hmmph.” The admiral nodded, peered off into the western sky, and absorbed the news. “And that was it? A clean sweep? The three of you decided to cross the fold?” 
 
    “Almost. Two avoided the blast and chased us. We killed them in self-defense. By then, the authorities were after us. We had to run.” 
 
    “Three children? Why blame such affairs on you?” 
 
    James tightened his stomach. Careful, Sammie.  
 
    “They had reason. Two years ago, the observers pretending to be Jamie’s parents were murdered. The police suspected Jamie but they never proved it. This year, I killed a man during Dacha training. My father was preparing me. A witness came forward, and they questioned me. They were investigating me and my father.” 
 
    Sammie was returning to form faster than Jamie expected.  
 
    “Dacha, you say? Impressive, Samantha. So, you had reason to run, and they prepared you to return here regardless.” He turned to James. “And you had no choice once the Jewel was triggered. But this one,” he pointed to Michael, “confuses me. He is the odd squirrel out. I have met no one of proto-African descendency in two years.” He stared at Michael’s features. 
 
    James offered Michael a side-glance, hoping he got the message. Don’t do it, Coop. Keep it shut. 
 
    “On the other hand,” the admiral continued, “I hear a few live among the Solomons, and more than a billion on Zwahili Kingdom.” He spoke to Michael. “I have a peacekeeper in my attachment who was stationed there. He might be more an expert than I. No matter. Do you have a surname, Michael?” 
 
    Michael gesticulated before he opened his mouth.  
 
    “OK. Seriously. Admiral. First, I want to say that those guys,” he pointed to the peacekeepers, “are the bomb. Wicked. Sick. Whatever you want. That thing they did,” he pointed to the sky and imitated their descent with his arms, “big time. Major skills. Right? So, look here. I’m with Jamie and Sammie because they’re my best friends. Like, ever. You get my speed? I got caught up in all their family shit … the observers, and all that. And I went with it and I never looked back. Oh, and my last name is Cooper.  
 
    “And another thing,” he said, glaring at Ophelia. “I’m getting this serious vibe that people like me ain’t real welcome around this part of the universe. I’m not a damn African. I’m an American, and I thought we were past this shit.” He took a breath and stepped back. “So, yeah. That’s my deal. Admiral.” 
 
    Perrone released a long, guttural laugh and placed a fatherly hand on Michael’s neck and shoulder. 
 
    “Mr. Cooper, I only understood half of what you just said, but I find myself entranced. I cannot tell if you are so dimwitted that incoherence comes naturally, any more than I can tell whether Samantha lies as well as most Chancellors. I find time reveals all.”  
 
    He pivoted to James. “And there he stands, the reason for all this …” he cast a glance over the battlefield. “Turbulence. You cut a less impressive figure than I expected, but the family resemblance is striking. I understand you are eager to meet them. Yes?” James nodded as the admiral continued. “As I was eager to reconnect with my own. To be honest, I never saw Agatha more than ten days per standard year, and that was sufficient. So, according to your friends, she died heroically. Yes?” 
 
    “She did, sir. She went down fighting.” 
 
    “Complaining, most likely. What was your relationship to her?” 
 
    “She was my English teacher, and a very good one, sir.” 
 
    “Imperious and condescending, more likely.” He drew within an ear’s breath. “And Christian? He was a year older than you.” 
 
    “He was a compassionate leader. An athlete. Very popular in the community. He would have been a good man.” 
 
    He kissed James on the forehead and walked away.  
 
    “You may be death incarnate, the future of the Chancellory, or so they say, but you are a dreadful liar, James Bouchet. My wife was not capable of raising a son befitting that description.”  
 
    He stepped away from the teens and admired them all. 
 
    “Well-intentioned lies are not erased by a noble heart. But you are children. You will learn soon enough.” 
 
    He motioned the closest peacekeeper to his side and whispered. The soldier nodded and headed inside the ship.  
 
    “We will depart shortly, but two matters I cannot leave unresolved.” He spoke to the mercenary known as “the Chief.”  
 
    “Captain Patricia Wylehan. Seven years in the Guard. 20th Battalion Commander. Ark Carrier Fortunus.” He approached the woman, who seemed to James far less imposing than she did in battle. “Then the family incident with the Moleska Presidium. A great shame. Yes?” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral.” Her voice lost the deep, imposing texture of battlefield leader. James felt a touch of sympathy. 
 
    “I will be direct, Patricia. I have little use for the venal politics that led to your family’s disgrace or how it destroyed your career. But I have far less use for what you became. There are two kinds of fighters I despise. Those who leave the Guard for a nativist ideology – at least those miserable sods chose to believe in something. But mercenaries? Your lack of allegiance, your desire to create chaos to amass wealth, is not tolerable. Ever.” 
 
    “It is a job, Admiral,” she said in defiance. “We have no other outlets to pursue our skillsets. The market bears our services.” 
 
    “Ah, the market. You mean our undeclared civil war? The one that exists because units like yours are available for hire. You know the standing order regarding mercenaries?” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral. I also know it is a constitutional violation for peacekeepers to engage in direct combat on Earth.” 
 
    “There you are,” he said, wagging a finger. “You have other skillsets. Practice law. Bring me before a tribunal. In the meantime, I am sorry for the loss of your unit.” 
 
    James saw the panic cross her features, the word “no” pass her lips, as Perrone turned to his peacekeepers and flicked his wrist. In unison, the three crimson soldiers took aggressive stances and fired their weapons. A volley of tracers sliced through the mercenaries’ white bodysuits, and they flailed as explosions inside their bodies tore them apart. 
 
    James, Sammie, and Michael slid closer to each other.  
 
    Michael spoke for all three. “God. Damn.” 
 
    Perrone nodded to two peacekeepers, who moved toward the teens. He stepped closer to Patricia, who bowed her head.  
 
    “I think the knowledge of failing your entire unit will be sufficient punishment. Fortunately, you are not unemployed.” 
 
    He faced the civilians. “Ophelia, we located your transport 5.2 kilometers southwest. We received a distress protocol from your pilot, just before we arrived. He needs assistance to repair a nacelle. I will toss the specific coordinates into Patricia’s open feed, and she will lead you on foot. Her service record shows specialization in nacelle design and repair.” 
 
     Ophelia raged. “On foot? Why? You have more than enough room on that Scram to take us where …” 
 
    “Yes, the room, but not the interest. Once you and your … whoever he is,” Perrone pointed to Brey, “reach your transport, you will be free to fly to any destination. Along with Patricia and …” he turned to Sammie and Michael. “These two.” 
 
    Peacekeepers separated them from James amid protests, curses, and gesticulations. James did not realize the fourth and final peacekeeper stepped forward, astride the admiral, who demanded Patricia assemble her “new unit” and march them from the hillside.  
 
    “In five minutes, all this carnage,” he pointed to the many bodies laid waste, “will become ash. I suggest the five of you move with haste and with no further protest. Yes?” 
 
    “What about Jamie?” Sammie shouted as she moved away. 
 
        “I knew you would sweep in and steal my work,” Ophelia yelled. 
 
    “You see me well, Ophelia. Take your life as consolation.” 
 
    James held still. If he threatened them at all, they might turn the blast rifles against his best friends. Patricia led them away. Perrone commanded the final peacekeeper.  
 
    “Helmet,” he told the monstrous soldier, who complied by tapping the subtle neck brace, revealing his face.  
 
    James didn’t need the Jewel to help him make a connection. He knew at a deep, instinctual level.  
 
    “Say hello to your younger brother, James.” The admiral introduced the peacekeeper. “Be gentle, Valentin.” 
 
    James felt a slight tingle then nothing after his brother hit him with a thump concussion.  
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   M ORE THAN ANYONE, SAMMIE WANTED to turn back, but she took her cue from Chancellors she knew for less than an hour. If the woman who led the Jewel’s recovery team and a battle-hardened ex-peacekeeper took the admiral’s countdown seriously, so did she. Convincing Michael to run was a more difficult matter.  
 
    “He’s my No. 1,” Michael said as he stopped his sprint just inside the tree line. “I’m not gonna let him down.” 
 
    “You will if you’re dead, Coop.” She grabbed him as he tried to return to the battlefield. “And if you go back out there, you’ll die. It won’t be like last time. He won’t be there to save you.” 
 
    She wanted to set him at ease, to patronize him with faux hope that they’d see each other again. But Sammie grew tired of acting – she spent her childhood presenting a face false to an entire town.  
 
    “Smart soldiers understand when to retreat until the next fight.” 
 
    “And when’s that gonna be?” He asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, Coop. It’s out of our control.” 
 
    Ex-Captain Patricia Wylehan stepped in, grabbing hold of both. 
 
    “That’s good advice, Miss Pynn,” she said. “Your father taught you well. But I’ve got better advice. Move your asses. Orbital energy slews will scorch this place in less than two minutes.” 
 
    As they charged into the forest, steeped in a thick carpet of pine needles, Sammie looked back through an opening in the trees. The Scramjet hovered over the hillside then rotated north and disappeared into the evening sky.  
 
    “Be safe, Jamie,” she whispered. “Be smart.” 
 
    “What are orbital energy slews?” Michael jogged alongside Patricia, just behind Ophelia and Brey. 
 
    “Long-range fire bombs, Mr. Cooper. They’re made of unrefined Carbedyne, compacted inside a silicated-fiber cocoon. They can be targeted like missiles.” 
 
    “Silicated who? You lost me.” 
 
    “I doubt that will be the last time,” she said. “Admiral Perrone initiated Scorch protocol. That’s code for a cleansing operation. No survivors, no evidence. They modulate energy slews based on the level of intended destruction. They can be small enough to turn a man to ash or …” 
 
    “Wipe out everything in sight,” Ophelia chimed in. “That hillside will be nothing but a black scar.” 
 
    “All those people who died?” Michael asked. “Even the folks you brought to welcome the observers back?” 
 
    Ophelia stopped to catch her breath. “They were never here, Mr. Cooper. And that’s not all. I guarantee you Perrone ordered BacTrac. A full aerial scan to identify the bodies before reorganizing each person’s stream profile to create a new narrative for their fate. In time, their deaths will be accounted for, but in a manner that will leave no one asking questions.” 
 
    “A cover-up, Coop,” Sammie said. “My parents told me about this a few years ago. It’s how the observers escaped without ever being claimed dead or searched for.” 
 
    Michael nodded. “Like witness protection?” 
 
    “More or less. They protected their estates from theft. But it only works that way if you’re still alive.” 
 
    “If you’re dead,” Patricia said, “they’ll create whatever narrative is practical. You might die a traitor to your family, or maybe you die a hero at a posting where you haven’t even served for five years. I’ve seen it before. Welcome to the Collectorate, Mr. Cooper.” Patricia tapped her stream amp, examined the route to the shuttle’s coordinates, and sighed. “Let’s keep moving, people.” 
 
    And they did, even as the ground trembled in a series of aftershocks. Even when the sky to the northeast turned yellow and flames rose from the distant hillside.  
 
    “Won’t someone see?” Sammie pointed to the fiery glow.  
 
    “No,” Ophelia said. “The closest outpost is forty kilometers east. This region has been a seismic hot zone for centuries. Smart Chancellors stay away. No one has lived out here since pre-history.” 
 
    “Is it because of the fold?” 
 
    She nodded. “We didn’t appreciate the reason until we discovered the IDFs about thirty years ago.” She gestured to Brey. “He’s the real expert. It’s why we brought him onto the team. He didn’t care about the observers or the Jewel. Did you, Brey?” 
 
    The tall, thin man grimaced as he continued to hug his mangled left hand against his chest.  
 
    “Considering they cost me everything I worked for, I care enough now.” He sneered. “We were making progress out there.” 
 
    They walked at a steady pace as Sammie pursued the topic. She knew the fold might yet play a role – certainly for Michael.  
 
    “How does the fold cause earthquakes?” She asked. 
 
    “You wouldn’t understand,” he mumbled. “The science is too complicated – we don’t have all the answers yet.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll surprise you, Brey.” 
 
    He scowled at Ophelia, who insisted he explain.  
 
    “Fine. I’ll give you the Tier 1 Educate version. Essentially, we’re talking about inertial drag. Each of these tears interferes with the nominal state of Earth’s stationary distribution of mass-energy. It’s like we’re being nudged by a parallel Earth’s gravity. But limited only to the immediate regions around the tears.” 
 
    Sammie nodded. “Oh, OK. So, a little like gravitomagnetism?” 
 
    Brey blinked. “That’s a good place to start. Yes. How do you …?” 
 
    “I like physics.” She turned to Michael. “Daddy got me started on physics, quantum mechanics, and cosmology before I was ten.” 
 
    “Who knew?” Michael said. “Wonder Woman is a science nerd.” 
 
    “Good,” Brey said. “You won’t be useless.” 
 
    “So, the inertial drag creates seismic problems on this side, but why not on the other Earth? I lived in Alabama all my life, and we never had earthquakes. Not even small tremors.” 
 
    “There are twenty-two known folds on Collectorate worlds, and each of them produces seismic disruptions – but only on this side, according to our research. We’ve discovered fifteen tears in open space, each revealed to us by space-time disruptions in their vicinity. There are theories, but I doubt we’ll prove them.” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “I suspect the multiverse is segmented, and our universe is the hub. Same thing has been happening at the other tear – in the Ukrainian Expanse. Same seismic history, but we know their Earth is not the same as yours. The timeline is significantly different.” 
 
    Sammie hesitated, wondering whether she was jumping the gun to bring this up. 
 
    “So, if someone wanted to go back home – like, say, to Alabama – the IDF we just left behind is the only option?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Michael stepped in. “Hinting at something, Sammie?” 
 
    “No, Coop. I just want to make sure we cover our bases.” She turned to Brey. “My father said the fold rift shifted over time. How long before it will be accessible again?” 
 
    “The inertial drag keeps it in flux, but the pattern is predictable. Assuming you don’t want to dig another tunnel, that tear will be surface-accessible again in eight months.” 
 
    Michael grabbed Brey by the shoulder. “So, what you’re saying is, that door is good and damn locked. Even if I pissed my pants and wanted out of this shit show, I couldn’t go back?” 
 
    “Not for eight months.” 
 
    Much to Sammie’s dismay, Michael jacked up a pair of thumbs. “Best news I heard since we crossed that damn thing. Now, what say we stop talking about it and focus on how in the hell we’re gonna find J?”  
 
    When no one seemed onboard with his proposition, Michael broke the awkward silence. “Seriously. I owe him my life. We promised to have each other’s backs, and I ain’t doing that out here running around in the woods like a damned fool. I seen nothing but people dying all around me for the past day, and all them dudes on the hill? They’re dust in the wind. Now some seriously mean mothers got hold of J, and you people are going on about inertial whatever and gravito whatnot. I want to know how we’ll find Jamie before they kill him.” 
 
    Ophelia turned to Patricia. “How far to the ship, Chief?” 
 
    “Three and a half kilometers. Terrain is challenging – a few trenches to navigate. Forty minutes at current pace.” 
 
    “And how long will you need to repair the nacelle?” 
 
    “Won’t know until after a scan. Twenty minutes? Six hours?” 
 
    “Understood.” She softened her tone. “Mr. Cooper. Michael. I realize we did not start on a proper footing. I hope to rectify that in time. You have shown yourself to be a child of passion and …” 
 
    “Again?” Michael snarled. “Child?” 
 
    “Correction. Young man. You need to understand: While our Earths may be parallel in many respects, there are far more distinctions. I did not consider that in our first contact. I need you to hear me now; what I say comes out of a desire to protect all three of you. We are not going to find James. When he’s ready, Augustus Perrone will play his hand. He will lead us there.  
 
    “Whatever his strategy, he does not intend to kill James. At least not soon. I have known the man for years. He is using James for leverage. To what end, I have no idea. As long as James has value, he lives. Augustus did not disarm my chief, so he wants us to survive. Patience, Michael. Our chance will come. This is your home now, but you do not understand the rules. Trust us. We will …” 
 
    Her eyes flickered past Michael, as if filled with revelation. Instead, a translucent disruption enveloped Ophelia. She shuddered and fell.  
 
    “Down,” Patricia shouted as she aimed her thump gun toward the thick brush. She did not find her target fast enough.  
 
    She grunted and fell.  
 
    Sammie and Michael shared terrified glares as they laid in the pine needles. She looked beyond her friend to where Patricia fell, and the thump gun that rested less than six feet away. She felt the pistol tucked behind her back. If I’m fast enough …  
 
    Sammie heard bushes ruffle and shifted her focus. A man in a white bodysuit came in for the kill.  
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   J AMES SAW EVERY VISIBLE COLOR in the spectrum. Then he awoke. Standing flat-footed, he tugged at his legs, but they did not react. He wanted to look down, but he feared what lay below. He feared the shadow lurking just beyond his vision.  
 
    Paralyzed. Under attack. No retreat.  
 
    His memory unclogged before his limbs did. He heard a commanding voice, an introduction to … brother. Younger brother.  
 
    His eyes worked, but he saw muddy shadows, as if adjusting his vision in darkness, searching for a sliver of ambient light. He heard the tattered echoes of unfamiliar voices. As he sharpened his vision, the shadows gathered an unexpected sheen. James jerked his torso back and forth, flittered his fingers from arms that seemed braced against his sides, and realized what this was.  
 
    The glass barricade wrapped around him to within a foot. His breaths shortened as panic rose. It all flooded back.  
 
        “Sammie? Michael?” 
 
    His arms broke free, and he slammed his hands against the barrier. The tint faded like prescription sunglasses worn indoors.  
 
    Tubes. To his left, to his right. A green, circular fog glowed above his head and beneath his feet. Again, the whirr. His mind cleared and logic returned.  
 
    The floor in the center of the ship’s compartment shifted, as metallic plates rose, formed layers, then contorted and spiraled. Inside the living remodels, tiny lasers danced from the plates and spun webs of fabric that encased the geometrically-revamping structures. Four uprisings flexed as if made of liquid steel before finishing as executive swivel armchairs with ergonomic supports and thick, high backs.  
 
    Across the compartment, four peacekeepers of staggering build stood naked in tubes of their own. Breaths of steam doused them as laser lights danced over immaculately-framed bodies. 
 
    James remembered what Michael called them outside their ship: Terminators. He was right. The former Jamie Sheridan loved the movies. He saw Arnold Schwarzenegger walking naked in the night to ominous music – a relentless, cold-blooded killing machine. Ripped the heart out of a man just to steal his clothes. These four killers – who wiped out a field of mercenaries with brutal, efficient force – dressed without resistance as fabrics wove themselves around the men. Seconds later, the tubes opened.  
 
    Gone were the one-piece crimson suits, replaced by form-fitting khaki trousers that glossed like leather, and white, collarless shirts free of buttons, stressing the musculature. An ornate insignia planted itself above each man’s heart – a detailed cluster of planets, ships, and an unfamiliar flag, with color-coded bars underneath.  
 
    Each peacekeeper reached back inside the tube and retrieved a pair of shoes dropped from an overhead beam. Dark brown, like boots freshly polished.  
 
    The men took their seats and pulled on their shoes. One disappeared toward the forward compartment, beyond James’s view. Two others swiveled to face each other, and a holographic cloud drifted down between them. They smiled while twisting their fingers through a holocube.  
 
    The fourth stared at James. 
 
    He remembered this face, albeit for mere seconds before the world fell dark. The dimple, the deep brown, searching eyes, the hair like faded moonlight. Yet the admiral called him James’s younger brother. The warrior who approached with a glassy stare of indignance looked all of twenty-five. Battle-worn, childhood a distant memory. 
 
    James felt impotent, a ninety-pound weakling. His brother stood only a few inches taller but spread far wider. James whispered the last word he heard before collapsing outside the ship. 
 
    “Valentin.” 
 
    His brother stopped. Did he hear? Was he repulsed? 
 
    “At a moment such as this, I recommend all parties consider a pensive approach.” 
 
    The voice rocked James. At first blush, it came from inside the tube. Was someone communicating through a speaker? His new brother stared with pursed lips. And then again … 
 
    “We must account for preconceptions that may bias first contact and create a tremulous – and might I say dangerous – relationship.” 
 
    James dared not think it – especially when he realized the smug, professorial voice was bouncing around inside his head. She’s gone, he thought. I destroyed her.  
 
    The timing terrified him.  
 
    “Look!” The voice insisted. “Over here. This way. Ah, yes. A tad closer. To the right, just beyond synaptical interlude nine-forty-four, and behind the temporal lobe until you see the …” 
 
    James still keyed on his brother, who approached with tepid steps, but he also detected something else. Felt another place. And then … 
 
    “Greetings, James.”  
 
    He stood on a beach – the sun setting over the sea, orange streaks through the sky, a rough breeze carrying the heady musk of salt. Beside him, a gray-suited man in a white fedora drank red wine from a tall, fluted glass.  
 
    “I have been observing you for several hours, deducing the proper time to make introductions. But in your predicament, what qualifies as a proper time?” The man smiled, reached out a hand that James refused to shake, and continued. “To answer your most pressing question – no, I am not the Mentor. Your unprecedented rebirth destroyed that flawed creation.” 
 
    James struggled to contain his rage. “What are you supposed to be? Another program to make me carry out the Jewel’s agenda? I will not be twisted and manipulated again. Lydia was …” 
 
    “A misguided nanotome conflicted by its original advisory mandate and its perceived obligation to defend the Jewel’s macrostructure. In human terms, a paranoid schizophrenic. No, no, James. You will find our relationship to be a pleasant retreat from the increasingly dire choices confronting you.” 
 
    James told himself to leave here, the Jewel no longer held sway, he controlled his own destiny. Yet sand trickled between his toes and children laughed while playing in the surf.  
 
    “I can’t do this. Not again.” 
 
    “I agree, which is why I am here. Think of me as a resource for comfort and counsel. And I offer a beautiful accommodation the Mentor lacked: I am forever ensconced deep inside your consciousness, and I can never be a distracting projection.” 
 
    He was not satisfied. “Then what do you call this place?” 
 
    “Your choice.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Recognize the setting? Study the condominiums and hotels. Over there, James. Your favorite restaurant for fried seafood?” 
 
    Harley’s Taste of the Gulf.  
 
    “Pensacola.” 
 
    “Yes. The Sheridans and the Hugginses. Your seventh and eighth summers. You loved your time here. Ten perfect days.” 
 
    He recalled two vacations that fell into the rabbit hole of long-lost dreams. The second trip, he kept a paper placemat with the restaurant’s photo and tacked it to the bedroom wall over his first computer. It hung there for years, though they never went back. 
 
    “You gazed upon it with a fondness that grew as your life fell into desolation. It was your escape from suffocation.” The man finished his wine. “James, I am your partner. I am unable of manipulate you or cause harm. I exposed myself when you seemed most in need of encouragement. But you chose this construct, a location where you always envisioned escaping your maladies.” 
 
    He couldn’t move inside the tube – still watching his brother, Valentin, creep closer – and now he faced the future with another program that thought it knew best.  
 
    “I am in control,” he said. 
 
    “Correct. I have no power in this relationship. I offer my counsel whenever you call, but only at your beckon. Consider this benefit, James: We will never utilize oral communications, and the depth and breadth of our sessions will endure but fractions of a second. You will never be distracted, always connected to your physical surroundings.” 
 
    “So, can I ignore you forever?” 
 
    “Yes. I will observe in silence until, at long last, the darkness drowns you.”  
 
    “Those are the last words Lydia said.” 
 
    “They are, but darkness drowns all mortal life eventually.” 
 
     James reexamined Valentin long enough to realize his brother only took two steps toward the tube – far less than he first imagined. All the chatter with this new program must have lasted less than a second. Impossible, and yet … 
 
    He returned to Pensacola.  
 
    “If I talk, what do I call you?” 
 
    The gray-suited man, now sitting at a covered table outside Harley’s, slipped off his fedora to reveal a bald dome with a shine. 
 
    “You already know who I am.” 
 
    He did. “Ignatius Horne was a good man. He looked after me as long as he could. Until he was betrayed. If you betray his name, I’ll …” 
 
    “Have no fear, James. I will be your champion. Through all to come, all you fear, the red tide in your wake. May my counsel level your temperament and balance the scales of your mercy.” 
 
    Much to his surprise, James trusted Ignatius – for now. In the same instant, he sensed what was coming. The Jewel heightened perception. 
 
     “He’s not going to leave me with a choice. Is he?” 
 
    “Unlikely,” Ignatius said. 
 
    “And what about Valentin? What choice will I have?” 
 
    “The choice to survive.” 
 
    James stiffened his resolve and waited for the tube to open. Every instinct insisted he needed to be ready to kill his brother.   
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   T HE MERCENARY LOWERED HIS THUMP GUN as he stood over Sammie, Michael, and Brey. His bodysuit was torn at the left chest, a gash staining the exposed pectorals. Sammie envisioned her pistol and rehearsed the motion in her mind’s eye – grab, cock, pull. 
 
        The man slumped his shoulders and wheezed as he took a heavy breath. She saw it in his brown, slitted eyes: Murder was not yet his intent. He had little fight remaining. Did he take a hit from the peacekeepers when they descended?  
 
    “Before they wake up,” he said, “Tell me: Where is your loyalty?” 
 
    The three glared at each other, puzzled. Sammie gave her best. 
 
    “We are just trying to survive, sir. You were there, so you saw what happened. We’re just like you. Surviving.” 
 
    “You’ll follow them?” He pointed to Ophelia and Patricia. “That one’s in charge,” he nodded toward Ophelia. “Captain Wylehan – I served with her once. She’s the chief. You take their orders?” 
 
     “You’ve been tracking us,” she said. “You shot both of them because you fought for the other side. They’d never help you.” 
 
    “Captain Wylehan would kill me first chance. I killed two of her men on the hill. But it’s different now.” The man wiped sweat from his brow, using fingers dressed in blood. “The peacekeepers executed her unit and mine. Both betrayed.” 
 
    “Seriously, dude,” Michael said. “We got the same enemy, so you march in here and shoot your only allies? What’s up with that?” 
 
    Sammie threw Michael an icy glance. “Please, Coop.” She turned to the mercenary. “He has better odds talking us into bringing him along. You want us to convince them to call a truce, right?” 
 
    The mercenary nodded. “Just long enough to put me through a medboost, and then I’ll book passage off Earth. I’ll disappear.” 
 
    “So why not kill us and take our ship for yourself?” Brey said. 
 
    “I’m a soldier,” he said, sagging. “I’m not a murderer.” 
 
    “I’ll disagree,” Brey said. “Your lot seemed to do a fine job of murdering my colleagues. Most of us were civilians.” 
 
    “They paid more than I’ve made in the four years since I left the UG. I did my job. I served my benefactor. I …” 
 
    Sammie remembered her father’s words. “Hesitation is the swift punishment of the damned. When they come for you, Pumpkin, allow them no quarter.”  
 
    As if Daddy were standing beside her now, motivating her toward proper technique, Sammie cleared her inhibitions and made her move. The pistol became a natural extension, and she fired once. The bullet opened a hole just above his left eye. He teetered and fell like a stone tablet.  
 
    She lowered the smoking gun, and Michael stepped away. 
 
    “Damnation, Sammie. I think the dude was about to give up.” 
 
    She saw the fear in Michael’s eyes, but he didn’t flash it toward the enemy lying dead. She hated explaining herself. 
 
    “You heard him. A man like him doesn’t care who he kills so long as the bank stays open. Daddy once said …” 
 
    Michael threw up his hands. “I don’t want to hear another word about your freaking Daddy. That dude was a nut to the core. Look what he turned you into.” 
 
    “You’ll never understand, Coop, and I’m fine with that.” She grabbed him as he walked away. “But get this through your head: I’m not sweet little Samantha Huggins, and I never was. My father trained me to be a soldier. He taught me how to turn my blood cold when the time came. I am proud of what I am, and if I have to do this,” she pointed her gun toward the corpse, “so we can find Jamie and follow him where he needs to go, then I will do it again. And again.” 
 
    She saw a tear before he looked away toward their destination.  
 
    “You got to be the craziest damn white girl in the world.” 
 
    She did not respond. Instead, Brey moved to Ophelia, who groaned as she awakened. A few feet away, Patricia lifted herself to one knee and tried to shake off the daze. The chief raised her weapon, looking for a target. She took quick stock of the dead man and fixated on Sammie, who held the pistol at her side.  
 
    “Did you …?” 
 
    Sammie nodded, but Michael beat her to the punch. 
 
    “It was insane,” he said. “Soon as this nut come charging in for the rest of us, Sammie plugged him. You guys should thank her.” 
 
    They shared a fleeting glance, yet Michael seemed more distant. 
 
    Patricia stood over the enemy. “I should have sensed his presence. Cud! First, I lose my unit, now I cost us …” 
 
    “Nothing,” Sammie said. “Just a little time, Chief. We’re still depending on you.” She flipped on the safety and restored the pistol behind her back. “I got off a lucky shot is all.” 
 
    “He seems familiar,” Patricia said. “I wonder if I ever … ? Did he say anything before you killed him?” 
 
    “No,” Michael jumped in. “Dude never had a chance.” 
 
    “His strategy makes no sense,” the chief said. “He hit us with a thump at standard mode. Soldiers like us,” she sighed, “modulate a thump gun for extended incapacitation, even to the point of neural paralysis. He could have killed us all.”  
 
    “His motives no longer matter, Chief,” Ophelia said. “We need to make haste.” She offered Sammie a huge smile. “I thought we lost the day when Augustus stole the Jewel out from underneath me. But I believe we have found another jewel of enormous value.” 
 
    “Doing my part,” Sammie said, uneasy about Ophelia’s words.  
 
    “More than you realize, Miss Pynn. You’ll recall I mentioned your descendency’s strong name when we first met? The Pynns have not exerted political leverage for years, but their legacy and wealth are bountiful. If your father planned the future to the degree I suspect, I believe you will soon be a wealthy young woman. And our team will need considerable financing for the next stage.” 
 
    Sammie ignored the comments about wealth. She already knew exactly what holdings her father left behind.  
 
    “What is the next stage, Ophelia?” 
 
    “Confrontations on two fronts, Miss Pynn. Of course, we recover James. But he is not the only one returning through the IDFs.” 
 
    “The prototypes,” she nodded. “At least, that’s what the observers called them. The Jewels reborn.” 
 
    “Given our setback, your inheritance will be vital to uniting them.” 
 
    Patricia demanded the group resume its march southwest. The sun dipped below the tree line, and shadows lengthened. As they started away, Michael hung back for a moment. He made a final look at the body, reached behind his back where his own pistol remained, and shook his head. She gave him space.  
 
    Patience, she thought. He’ll come to you. 
 
    She sidled alongside Ophelia. 
 
    “Something I don’t understand. You knew about the Jewels for fifteen years. Why is money an issue? You had time to prepare.” 
 
    “We did, but life in the Collectorate has become more complicated. The rift between Chancellors has brought down dozens of powerful descendencies. Some of our original teams lost faith over the years, pulled their funding. I have only been team coordinator on Earth for three years. And the Green infiltrated our ranks. You saw what happened in the tunnel.” 
 
    “Daddy said the ten IDFs to those Jewels were tightly guarded secrets, but I guess the secret is out – at least here, anyway. Have there been problems at the other nine sites?” 
 
    Ophelia wrapped her arms against her chest and sighed.  
 
    “Last report I received, we had infiltrators at the Ukrainian site. Observers were down – on both sides of the fold. On a hopeful note, the Jewel appears to be alive.” 
 
    Sammie heard the doubt. “But …?” 
 
    “We’re not sure which faction controls her. I’ve been searching security filters for coded streams, but nothing in four hours. I have suspicions about who is funding the enemy, but no proof.” 
 
    “So that Jewel is a girl?” Ophelia nodded. “What about the other sites? Aren’t these rebirths happening almost simultaneously?” 
 
    “Yes, but even with our best resources, confirmation from the colonies may take several standard days.” 
 
    Sammie sorted through the details with clinical reasoning, a technique her mother taught her. She deduced the problem’s scope. 
 
    “You have the money to retrieve the Jewels – assuming the Green don’t disrupt your plans – but you lack the funds to transport them all to one location. Or you can cover inter-colony passage, but establishing a permanent settlement is out of reach. Yes, Ophelia?” 
 
     She wrapped a hand around Sammie’s shoulder. “You are not the little girl who emerged from the fold. Correct on both counts. Extracting a Jewel off-world will be a delicate operation, in some cases requiring weeks. Purchasing private vessels for Fulcrum travel is exorbitant. The intercolonial fees, customs taxes, blockade inspections, private security … the costs never stop mounting. And then, as you say, the permanent settlement.” 
 
    “Where are they all headed?” 
 
    Ophelia removed her hand. “One step at a time, Samantha.” 
 
    “Understood.” An answer to her question would have been a stunning victory. Still, she uncovered much more two hours into the Collectorate than she expected. No matter the direction their path wound, she decided to keep Ophelia Tomelin close.  
 
     Her mind lurched forward through the minutiae and refocused on Jamie’s goal: Find the Jewels and kill them all. End the monsters before they end humanity.  
 
    A massive dream. Odds, improbable. A bloody proposition they sealed with a kiss. She was prepared, whatever may come. She could not say the same about Michael. 
 
    Sammie looked ahead, where Michael strode alongside Patricia at the spear of the group. She wondered why he covered for her if he so detested her action. How could she make him understand about the consequences of being soft in this world? 
 
    She was terrified for Michael and doubted he would survive long enough to experience a single, happy day in the Collectorate. 
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   V ALENTIN BOUCHET SAW NEITHER A CHANCELLOR nor a brother staring back at him from inside the ReCon tube. The facial similarities aside, this bony creature struck Valentin as a genetic defective. Perhaps an exobirth malfunction. Sunken eyes, pale lips, spider-like fingers. A chest and torso with no musculature shaping the boy’s relaxed red shirt. He’d seen humans like this before, but usually among permanent settlers onboard Ark Carriers.  
 
    Or indigos. Valentin killed many of them – colonial ethnics with idealistic notions of absolute sovereignty. The peacekeepers laid waste to fields of such sorry men and women for centuries. And now this … 
 
    Inconvenience. 
 
    “Kill him while you have the chance.” 
 
    Those words slunk across his tongue but shy of his lips. Valentin did not understand the admiral’s wish to keep James alive despite the boy’s clear and present threat.  
 
    For seven years, the naysayers tortured Valentin: Too short to be a peacekeeper, no instinct for the kill, a mind for science not military glory. Seven years Valentin blinded himself to snickers and condescending tones. He earned respect with every kwin-sho victory, every endurance suffocation, every battalion promotion, every indigo body. Not yet fifteen, but already a junior officer with a long list of commendations – save the one blip in conscience he vowed never to repeat. And now this … 
 
    Brother? Would the others see this boy as a mirror of Valentin had their parents sent both sons to another universe? Would they see Valentin as a fraud born of a family willing to put itself before the interests of the Chancellory?  
 
    Valentin talked himself into unlocking the tube, then he made a plan. Leave the bastard magnetized to the stasis pad. Flex one hand around the neck. Snap it like so many calcified bones. Over.  
 
    He’d be demoted, but the witnesses would spread the tale: The brother who refused to allow a stain on his descendency’s good name. The man who eradicated an abomination.   
 
    Valentin cast his right hand over the laser-lock and rushed his fingers through the hologram’s security filters until finding the safety release. The gleaming tube dissipated, but so did the green glow of the stasis pad. Valentin cursed when he recognized his mistake.  
 
    Before James stepped off the pad, Valentin saw the truth in the older Bouchet’s concentrated eyes: He, too, had murderous plans. Valentin detected the steeled conviction of a boy who planned ahead. A boy who could kill his brother with a touch, take out the other unarmed peacekeepers, and hold the admiral hostage in exchange for free passage. He waited to pounce. 
 
        “I saw what you did,” Valentin said. “Give me the first cause to defend myself, and your friends are dead.” 
 
    James stepped off the pad, looked forward and aft, wriggled his arms, flexed his fingers. He firmed his shoulders and raised his chin. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” James said. “I’m not gonna kill you now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    A split second earlier, James consulted with Ignatius Horne. He had to know whether this version of the Jewel might prove itself a fair counselor. They waded in the edge of the Gulf of Mexico, Ignatius’s pants rolled up shin-high.  
 
    “Do you recall the countless speakers who visited your school, talking on the subject of bullies?” 
 
    “I do,” James said. “I hated them all.” 
 
    “Because their message was ineffectual. What strategies did they suggest? Walk away from the threat? Report the vermin to an adult? Never respond in violence?” 
 
    “Yeah. And I tried every strategy – and then some.” 
 
    “And still, their shadows hung over you, though the bullies be miles away. Now your own brother. You see it in his eyes, hear it in his voice. Although I first counseled you to consider a pensive approach, I concede my error. Valentin respects strength through confrontation. You must make him feel danger.” 
 
    “If I can’t hold my own against him, my mission’s got no shot.” 
 
    Ignatius grabbed a faded beach ball from the surf. “You are a man of singular purpose, James; show Valentin your conviction.” 
 
         James stiffened his shoulders and raised his chin – eyes locked upon Valentin’s. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” James said. “I’m not gonna kill you now.” 
 
    Valentin grunted. “Or later. You have no place here.” 
 
    James took a half-step toward his brother.  
 
    “Next, you’ll tell me how I made a tragic mistake coming to this universe. You’ll look me over head to toe and ask if everybody on my Earth is so scrawny. Then I say, ‘Sure are, but they’d kick your ass ten ways to Sunday.’ I reckon it’d be all downhill from there.” 
 
    Valentin flinched. “I see you rehearsed, big brother. Nothing else to do inside the tube. Yes?” 
 
    “Nothing except …” James gazed at his right hand then turned his palm toward Valentin. “Wonder how quickly I could end you.” 
 
    The peacekeeper leaked a smile. “No sane man releases an animal from its cage if he thinks the animal will kill him.” 
 
    “He might,” James said, “if that was the only way to kill the animal.” He tapped his temple. “I know more about what’s going on here than you ever will, little brother. You got no clue.” 
 
    Valentin closed to arms-length. “You are an abomination, hidden away by zealots trying to pervert the Chancellory.” 
 
    On the beach, James and Ignatius smiled as they shared the sunset. “Well done,” Ignatius said, raising a glass of white wine. “You baited him right into it.” 
 
    On the Scramjet, James locked both hands behind his back.  
 
    “Zealots?” He said. “You mean our parents? I can’t wait to meet Emil and Frances. Tell me about them.” 
 
    Valentin’s eyes narrowed and his chin tightened.  
 
    “They never mentioned you. Not once. What makes you believe they have any interest in seeing you now?” 
 
    James couldn’t believe his success. “Never said they wanted to see me. They will anyway.” He paused for a beat. “Dude.”  
 
    Valentin blinked first, glanced to his right, where the other two peacekeepers stood in rapt silence.  
 
    “What is … dude? A code?” 
 
    James felt giddy. “Seriously?” He took another step closer. “I’ll tell you someday. But right now, little bro, I got a question for you. How come a fellow like me crosses one universe to another, and not an hour later, he’s staring at a brother he never knew? What you figure to be the odds for us to meet like this? Collectorate has what, like, forty planets? That’s one big damn coincidence, huh?” 
 
    Valentin rolled his eyes. “Your return was scheduled.” 
 
    “Were you always on the welcome home committee?” 
 
    “And you are implying …?” 
 
    “Hell, I ain’t implying a goddamn thing, Valentin. You and me are standing here because somebody else has big plans. I think we’re being played like two Alabama rubes. How about it … bro?” 
 
    Valentin closed to within inches of James. Although only three inches taller, he dwarfed his older brother.  
 
    “Play your magic trick,” he said. “Turn me to ash.” He continued when James did not unlock his hands. “I thought as much. Listen to me, you arrogant pretender. Admiral Perrone recruited me because he believed if the Jewel became noncompliant, a family member should destroy it to protect the descendency. He has full confidence I will kill you at the earliest, necessary moment.” 
 
    James nodded. “Sure. You go on believing that, bro. But I got news for you …” 
 
    The shadow appeared to James’s right, as if emerging all at once from a fog. Rear Admiral Augustus Perrone stepped from his cloaked command office, cup of café in hand.  
 
    “Squabbling brothers,” he chuckled. “You remind me of so long ago with Maximillian. We found ourselves in the most vicious fights over who would be first to claim a command. He almost killed me once. Max always held a blade better than I.” He faced Valentin. “Meeting your elder brother has not changed your resolve.” He flipped to James. “He proposed killing you almost instantly after acknowledging your identity. Not a welcoming gesture. Yes?” 
 
    James pursed his lips. “He don’t understand he’s being played.” 
 
    “Ah.” Perrone sipped his café. “But you, James … you, the interloper … have a deeper insight into some grand machination?” 
 
    “I recognize this much, Admiral. Twenty-four hours ago, a man like you woulda scared the shit out of Jamie Sheridan. But that kid ain’t around anymore. Near about every-damn-body he grew up with is dead, and I killed some of them. Whatever you got, have at it. I’m ready to play.” He glared at Valentin. “I reckon we both are.” 
 
    Perrone laid a firm hand upon Valentin’s shoulder.  
 
    “And you, Specialist Bouchet?” 
 
    “I want his head,” Valentin said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “And why?” 
 
    “To hand it to my parents, to remind them I am their only son.” 
 
    “Revolting, albeit spirited.” Perrone sipped café. “I think James is smarter and more dangerous than you realize, which would make the prize more deserving. Yes?” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    Perrone stepped away. Just before he re-entered the cloak, he admired the brothers. 
 
    “Ah. Family. Pain and grief. Yes? Young gentlemen, in less than an hour, one of you will be dead at the other’s hand. All things considered, I am not sure where the advantage lies. Surprise me.” 
 
    Valentin’s searching eyes showed hesitation: A warrior caught off-guard by receiving exactly what he wanted. 
 
     “A gift horse,” Ignatius whispered against the winds of the Gulf of Mexico. “He will be suspicious. The seed of doubt you planted will be your greatest weapon.” 
 
    “I’ll need every weapon I can find, and maybe something else.” 
 
    “Yes.” Ignatius pointed south toward the horizon to a line of purple clouds. “Is it stirring?” 
 
    “It is.” James felt a sudden, terrifying hunger. “The dark wants to be fed. I have to release it, Ignatius. It’s my only chance.” 
 
    “Then time to drown them. Begin with your brother.” 
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   M ICHAEL COOPER HAD HIS FIRST CHANCE to think about food. He recalled having eaten sandwiches in the hours before crossing the fold, but those moments seemed like excerpts from a dream. He salivated. Pork chops with mushrooms, fried chicken, Mississippi roast, meatloaf. 
 
    “What kind of food do you eat, Chief?” He asked Patricia. 
 
    “Strange question. We eat what we grow, what we process. Why? Do you have a special regimen we should know about?” 
 
    “Hell, no. I ain’t no damn vegan, and I ain’t allergic to nothing. Put it in on a plate, and I’m good.” 
 
    They strode a few yards ahead of the other three, now less than half a kilometer from the shuttle.  
 
    “If I carried portable rations, Michael, I’d share them. We have reserves in the ship. I have a question myself. I noticed your friends call you Coop. Should we adopt that nomenclature?” 
 
    “Nomen-what?” He sighed. “No. Michael’s fine. I get Mike sometimes, too. I think maybe I’m outgrowing Coop.” 
 
    “Hmm.” She checked her stream amp to verify tracking to the shuttle. “A new name for a new life? In my experience, I find little difference to be had. You are not supposed to be in this universe.” Their eyes matched, and Michael saw sympathy. “Are you?” 
 
    “I made a choice. You saying I made a mistake?” 
 
    “Enormous. Possibly fatal.” She tapped him on the shoulder. “You’ll find I am direct, if nothing else.” 
 
    “You think I’m gonna die here.” 
 
    “On Earth? Yes. Your odds will improve if you make passage to one of the colonies – especially Zwahili Kingdom. But even there, they’ll know you’re different. You must find the proper tribe.” 
 
    Hairs stood up on the nape of his neck. “See, right there! The same whites-only vibe I got from Ophelia first time she saw me. What happened on this Earth? All the Nazis and the Klan shack up and spill out a few billion babies? Am I the only brother?” 
 
    She ducked beneath a low-hanging pine branch. “I have no idea who those people are, any more than I’d recognize a vegan. And as for a brother, I thought you had no fam …” 
 
    “Dude. Seriously. Just … never mind.” 
 
    “I apologize, Michael. Our language development is similar, but not our history. You’d be served well to keep it in mind. I have no time to explain ethnic sovereignty. Nor will I recap the rise of the Chancellory or a millennium of colonization.” 
 
     “Then how am I supposed to learn?” 
 
    “A few hours connected to a pre-tier educate stream will provide the basics. History, economics, military. They’ll fit you for a training amp.” She dropped to a mumble. “If time allows.” 
 
    Michael caught her passing words. None of them took him seriously. He saw in these people the cold madness that drove Walter Huggins and Agatha Bidwell to their ends. He should have learned before stepping through the fold. Yet something nudged him on, said this universe might yet be a revelation. He wanted to be in awe of them, to stand beside Jamie on their next adventure, to travel in ships like the computer-generated wonders from film. He wanted Star Trek, but Michael realized his vision was too naïve.  
 
    He looked back to where Sammie and Ophelia continued in close dialogue, like Chancellors who’d been acquainted for years. She’s my friend, he thought. But for how long, dude? Michael did not forget how Sammie played everyone for a sucker. He did not forget how she and her parents would have allowed Jamie to be reborn as a Jewel with no memory of his first seventeen years. Or how she let Jamie run off so he could put a gun to his own head. And yet, without her, he’d never see Jamie again.  
 
    What if you’re gone, J? What the hell am I supposed to do? Can’t be a wingman. Can’t be a dumbass with one-liners.  
 
    He trudged onward until deciding to broach a new topic. 
 
    “So, Chief, how many people you figure you’ve killed?” 
 
    “Today? Or do you want my full record?” 
 
    “That specific, huh?” Michael wasn’t surprised. “Back home, my people who served in wars, they’d never talk about it. But over here, I get the feeling you lot take pride in your kills. That’s why I asked. Well, that and the blood on your bodysuit.” 
 
    Patricia laughed. “The blood is not mine. Someone on the science team. Never knew his name. But you are correct, Michael. We carry our kill record with honor. The Unification Guard has maintained order for centuries. No small task - there are far more indigos than Chancellors. Only extreme force maintains control for so long.” 
 
    “I’m betting the indigos are everybody who ain’t a Chancellor?” 
 
    “Correct. You see? Learning. My count is one twenty, with today.” 
 
    “Shit.” He continued his inquiry. “Is this what you always dreamed of doing?” 
 
    “The UG? Yes. Most Chancellor children choose the military track. We value glory. We must all aspire to something great, Michael.” 
 
    “I reckon. But you’re not in the UG anymore – at least, that’s what it sounded like when the admiral raked you over the coals.” 
 
    Her tone stiffened, and Michael sensed impatience.  
 
    “Correct. I do this line of work because I have few options. I suppose the society you left behind is morally pure, Michael?” 
 
    “Hell, no. Our weapons ain’t as pretty, and our soldiers don’t look like terminators, but I reckon it’s just as crazy. Look, I’m sorry, Chief. I am. I just don’t know how you do it. It’s no damn business of mine what you been through, or why your hair’s about gone, or why you ain’t broke up about your whole unit getting slaughtered back there. I’m sorry, Chief. Seriously. I thought I was ready for all this.” 
 
    Patricia turned her attention elsewhere as he rambled. She pointed to their shuttle, which sat in an open pasture one hundred meters ahead, across a small creek, its lights cutting through the dusk. When the others caught up, she told them the plan.  
 
    “I’ll hook up with your pilot, assess the damage. We’ll slide Brey’s hand into a medboost. We’ll tap the dispensary for water and field rations. With luck, we’ll be on our way within the hour.” 
 
    “Where are we headed?” Michael asked.  
 
    “Dr. Tomelin’s call.” 
 
    Ophelia nodded in silence, which didn’t sit well with Michael.  
 
    “As long as I can hitch. Those field rations any good?” 
 
    They weren’t bad at all. Tasty chunks of meat blended with red peppers and white beans, a spice that smelled Cajun, on brown rice. Better than the school cafeteria, short of his mom’s standards, but stomach-filling. He drank three cups of water, not realizing how dehydrated he’d become. He found a quiet spot on the grass, fifty feet from the ship where everyone else dined while repairs proceeded.  
 
    Night fell, but the air was as humid and unsettling as every summer evening in Albion. He took a brief glance at a brilliant star field then returned his focus to the ground. “You think I’m gonna die here.” “On Earth? Yes.”  Staying here terrified him, but the notion of space travel – once so awe-inspiring – petrified him more.  
 
    Michael drowned in his confusion until Sammie approached, silhouetted by the ship’s lights. A waft of purple smoke followed. He smelled it as she came near – sweet, like marijuana, but also perfumed. When he adjusted to the light, he realized she was smoking from a small pipe. She sat on the grass a few feet away. 
 
    “It’s called poltash weed,” she said. “Daddy said it was his favorite. It’s amazing, Coop. It’s only grown on three colonies. The pilot had extra. He loaned me his pipe. Would you like to try?” 
 
    It smelled more intoxicating than any pot or cheap cigar he’d ever smoked, but the notion of trying it made him sick. She cut a figure both foreign and dangerous.  
 
    “A couple hours, and you are all-in,” he told her. 
 
    “This is my home, Coop. Yeah. I’m all-in.” 
 
    “Fine. I get it. Look, Sammie, I got to tell you something, and I need you to hear me out. Just stay with me cause … I’m scared out of my fucking mind. OK?” 
 
    She lowered the pipe and slid closer. “Tell me.” 
 
    “When we were there with Christian Bidwell … when I had that bastard in my sights … point-blank … I could’ve made him do anything. Told him to run. But I didn’t because I knew what he was, and every-damn-thing he’d ever done to us. I never hated anybody like that before. I pulled that trigger the first time because I couldn’t tell myself to do anything else. But the second time, Sammie? I shot him the second time because I wanted to kill him, and I did not care. I saw him lying there and … I was glad. Good goddamn riddance to a sorry sack of shit.” Michael fought back the tears. “But he was eighteen. I took classes with him. And most people liked him. Truth is, I stayed with you and Jamie because I couldn’t face what I’d done. I couldn’t go back there … walk those halls … knowing what I did. I’d always see his face.  
 
    “Then we get here, and what happens? His father shows up looking for him, and the dude is an admiral. And now he has Jamie … my brother. J … we connected on day one … we had all these plans about what we would do after high school … we … if he hurts Jamie, if Christian’s dad does anything …” He took a breath. The rage he’d been trying to temper overwhelmed him.  
 
    “I know what I got to do, but I ain’t strong enough. I got to be like these people.” He nodded toward the ship. “Gotta be like you.” 
 
    Sammie took a small puff from the pipe. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “When we were ambushed, you blew that guy away like it was nothing. I covered for you when the others woke up because I thought they’d be angry … maybe they’d say you should have kept him alive to interrogate him. But I was wrong. They weren’t mad; they’d give you a medal. The chief would’ve told you to keep track of your kills.” He leaned over. “Answer me one question, Sammie, and I promise I’ll never mess in your business again.” 
 
    “Anything, Coop.” 
 
    “That story you told the admiral about killing a guy last spring? That wasn’t in our script, but it was true. Wasn’t it?” 
 
    She did not hesitate. “Yes. He was my prey. In Dacha, there’s only one outcome. Somewhere along the way he broke his leg, and I found him hiding behind a stump. I executed him.” 
 
    “He wasn’t the first, was he?” 
 
    “No. There were two others.” 
 
    “Only a stone-cold killer does what I saw today.” 
 
    She looked away. “It’s the life they trained me for. Don’t expect me to apologize. You’ve seen what it’s like here. There will be more.” 
 
    He heard confidence and self-assuredness: The first honest conversation he ever had with her.  
 
    “If I’m going to make it here,” he said, “I’ll have to do it again, too. Won’t I?” 
 
    “What do you want from me? To teach you how to kill people?” 
 
    “No. I did that once. I reckon I can do it again.” He pushed himself up from the grass and looked to the stars. “I want you to teach me how to live with it.” 
 
    Michael thought those words crossing his lips would settle his conscience. Acknowledge the truth, prepare for the inevitable. See the man you must become. Instead, his stomach churned. He felt the press of his gun, tucked in his pants behind his back.  
 
    A whiff of smoke blew past carrying the fragrance of poltash weed. Samantha leaned in, wrapped an arm around Michael. 
 
    “There are no lessons for that,” she said. “Only time. I’m sorry we dragged you into our fight, Michael. You’re a good guy.” 
 
    “Sure,” he said. “Sometimes, good guys do bad things. Right?” 
 
    His eyes latched upon the stars – or more specifically, their strange configurations. He beheld an alien universe – the constellations unrecognizable, the glow of the Milky Way more luminous - the most striking sign yet how far from home he’d come. But something more specific bothered him: A tiny movement between two of the brightest stars. 
 
    At first, it seemed like the burst of a meteor hitting the atmosphere. However, this meteor did not swoosh across the horizon and burn itself out in a twinkle, like so many he’d seen. Instead, this object maintained a steady, vertical course, like a tear rolling down a cheek. Even as it lost its tail, the object held together – orange/red like Mars through binoculars.  
 
    “Sammie, do you …?” 
 
    The words fell short when he realized the object changed course. It lost its sunset shades, a compact orb now bright yellow. Michael didn’t have to guess its heading. 
 
    He wished he had said goodbye to his mother and father.  
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   M ichael had a sneaking suspicion he would not die if he convinced himself to wake. He’d fall out of bed, see his belongings, and realize he dozed off waiting for Jamie to reply to his text about their school prank. No Christian Bidwell, no bullets in the back, no adventures with Wonder Woman, no lunatics from another universe. Most important, no energy weapon about to incinerate him.  
 
    Someone tugged him, another screamed, then he plunged forward as searing heat dressed him. Michael rolled in the tall grass and beheld flames rising twenty feet high after an energy slew smashed into the earth yards away. The fire danced, as if lava spewing from a volcano.   
 
    Sammie slapped him. “Coop! Michael! Snap out of it.” As he realized his hopes of a dream were dashed, Sammie told him to run. “They’re trying to kill us.”  
 
    He gathered himself up and chased after her. Most of the open pasture burned as they sprinted toward the shuttle, which whirred as it hovered inches off the ground. Ophelia Tomelin stood in the open doorway, begging the teens to hurry.  
 
    He heard nothing, save his own desperate panting. Another scream, a glance to the sky, and a furious sun exploded on the far side of the shuttle. Flames mounded into a halo. The concussion threw Michael from his feet and rocked the shuttle out of its hover. The ship rocked, jade green nacelles flickering on its undercarriage. As the pasture crackled, embers drifted around them.  
 
    “Reach,” someone told Michael, and he grabbed.  
 
    He regained his senses in time to leap onto the shuttle. The ship listing, Michael flipped and rolled to a hard stop against the supply compartments on the starboard bulkhead, banging his head. He winced as Sammie stumbled after him, but she grabbed one of a series of ceiling handles.  
 
    Ophelia, who reached an interlocking pod of what she called “still-seats,” signaled to the pilot all were onboard. Michael glanced forward and aft, and while he saw Brey locked into a still-seat, he did not see the chief, Patricia. The pilot, Rikard, who showed zero interest in Michael when they first arrived, struggled from the forward navigation chair. His still-seat, to which his upright body was magnetized, pivoted inside a cylindrical shield. He raced hands through kinetic holographic displays. Beyond him, the forward viewports glowed yellow. 
 
    And then a lurch. The ship buckled but rose.  
 
    Michael felt the shifting g-forces as the ship traveled laterally for several seconds, gaining speed although still listing. When it leveled out, Rikard fired the retros.  
 
    As Michael held on and rubbed the lump above his right temple, he looked up at Sammie. She was pale. A panicked warrior, those dreams of becoming a full-fledged Chancellor almost up in flames.  
 
    Ophelia ordered Rikard to take the shuttle to cruising altitude. As Michael found his footing, he saw movement aft. Patricia rose from a position behind the still-seat pod. She tapped her stream amp. Michael couldn’t hear what she said, but her thumbs-up was good enough. He turned in time to see Rikard respond in kind. 
 
        “You’re OK?” Sammie asked him, examining his lump.  
 
    “You want me to answer that?” He laughed.  
 
    “We’re still here, Coop. I think …” 
 
    “Michael,” he said, with sudden conviction. “I mean, if you don’t mind. I reckon a guy named Coop ain’t got much chance in a world like this. If you get my speed.” 
 
    She kissed him on the cheek. “I do.” They shared a wide-eyed connection, and just for an instant, Michael thought she wanted to share something but pulled back. “We’ll talk.” 
 
    He looked past her to Ophelia, who disconnected herself from the still-seat. “How long you figure this bucket is gonna fly?” 
 
    She nodded toward Patricia, who repaired the damaged nacelle. The mercenary seemed the most confident since they met.  
 
    “Barring a direct hit from an energy slew, she’ll take us wherever we need. Four stable nacelles, enough Carbedyne to circle the planet three times.” She pointed to the pilot, who brought down his navigation cylinder and faced what was left of the crew. “Remarkable job, Rikard. That’s two narrow escapes today.” 
 
    “How about we avoid a third?” Rikard told Ophelia. “I am a trained INCC pilot, not a hero. I lift, I fly, I land. Perhaps an extra stipend for combat duty you omitted from my Solomon attainder?” 
 
    “Say no more,” Ophelia waved him off. “We will negotiate compensation another time. We have more pressing concerns.” 
 
    Michael recognized one word: Solomon. The admiral mentioned it when they met. “I hear a few live among the Solomons,” Perrone said while musing about Michael’s African heritage. Yet Rikard was not black. Far from it – pale, Caucasian features, freckles, red hair, barely six feet tall, the slender physique of a runner. His two-piece uniforn of black trousers and collarless blue shirt was indistinctive but for a silver medallion over his heart. From his vantage point, Michael thought it took the form of three overlapping crescent moons. He did not have a chance to inquire. 
 
    “That admiral lied to us,” Brey shouted. “He let us believe we would walk and then …” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Ophelia said. “But his methods make no sense. What did he have to gain?” 
 
    “He knew our location, Ophelia,” Rikard added. “He intercepted my distress protocol. Who else but him?” 
 
     Ophelia shook her head. “Whoever paid the mercs to kill us and the Jewel. Augustus Perrone could have had us executed on the hillside. No witnesses. If he wanted us dead, this was …” 
 
    “Imprecise,” Patricia said. “Frighteningly so, I fear. I knew a few ABD cannon masters in my service, and their precision is beyond dispute. Firing slews from orbit is a complex maneuver. They do not miss their targets. They can incinerate specific enemy profiles from fifteen thousand kilometers. I have seen indigos melt in front of me, consumed by slews smaller than you, Rikard.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” Ophelia asked. 
 
    “Two possibilities. One, they missed intentionally. The admiral sending us a message to stand down. Leave the Jewels to him. Or two, a rogue element holding proprietary UG tech. Perhaps the Chancellor who paid our enemy. Either way, it was outside the military chain and not as seasoned in targeting energy slews.” 
 
    “Either way,” Sammie said, “we got lucky.” 
 
    Michael added, “What the hell we gonna do now?”   
 
    “Continue what we began,” Ophelia said, opening her stream amp. “I will find out soon enough if Augustus Perrone is behind this. In the meantime, we need to make sure we are not being tracked. Rikard, I assume you can initiate blind flight?” 
 
    He nodded. “Officially, I have no idea, but unofficially …” 
 
    “How long can you scramble the ship?” 
 
    “Ten minutes. Enough time to drop from the stack-grid and emerge with a reassembled identifier. You understand this only works inside the NAC?” 
 
    “Oh, I have no intention of leaving the continent, Rikard.” 
 
    “You good with this?” Rikard asked Patricia. 
 
    “Why ask me? Dr. Tomelin is our employer. We’ll do our jobs. You fly, I’ll fight. Let’s run an internal scan for dorsal disruptors before you enter blind flight.” The chief turned to Ophelia. “If any of us is carrying a tracker, blind flight will make no difference.” 
 
    “You suspect someone here is an infiltrator?” 
 
    “Not the first today. More likely, they’d have no idea. The UG plants these on indigos with regularity. One more suggestion: I can acquire more weapons and associates. The six of us will hardly be enough to meet our objectives.” 
 
    “Excellent. We’ll talk. Rikard, do as the Chief suggests.” She turned to the teens. “We’re not backing down. I intend to find James. As we discussed, Samantha, your good fortune will assist us. Michael, I’ll do all I can for you. But now, you two should lock into still-seats. You’ll be no help until we land.” 
 
    Michael saw Sammie’s indignance at being shunted aside. He took a measure of comfort that someone else felt as useless as he. They backed into the cushioned vertical slats of the still-seat pod. Brey showed them how to trigger their slat’s magnetism. They rubbed their hands three times, laid their catalyzed palms against the slat, and a gentle suction grabbed them, head to toe.  
 
    “It will hold you against any stress,” he said. “To release, close your fingers into a pair of fists. Step away. Simple. Close your eyes, you’ll be asleep in two minutes. Trust me – it’s a deep sleep.” 
 
    Michael was exhausted and would have accepted the advice were he not stupefied by the constant attempts on his life. The slat allowed minimal movement, but Sammie moved her lips. Perhaps planning ten steps ahead, like any good Chancellor? He wondered what Ophelia meant when she referenced Sammie’s “good fortune.” Michael felt like the idiot who missed the punchline. 
 
    Moments later, when Patricia appeared before the teens with a palm-sized blinking cube, Michael’s despair thickened.  
 
    “Both,” the chief announced. “Subcutaneous transponders. Likely planted through dermal nodes.” Before either teen could speak, she told them, “We call them bleeders. Proprietary UG tech. Each of you has one at the base of your brain stem. Had to be the admiral. He welcomed both of you – a handshake, Samantha. A hand on your neck and shoulder, Michael? Yes?” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Michael said. “What’s a bleeder?” 
 
    “Temporary tracker and intelligence-gatherer. Links to your neural system, records everything you say and do. Transmits through the closest open stream, then it dissolves. No evidence.” 
 
    “Everything?” Sammie said. “But why us?” 
 
    “Good question,” Patricia said. “Bleeders have a lifespan of two standard hours. Perrone must think you have strategic value.” 
 
    Michael’s stomach twisted. “Hold the fort. He knows everything we said since we left the hillside?” 
 
    “If not yet, soon. Both Dr. Tomelin and I opened our streams.” 
 
    Michael pegged himself as more than an idiot. He was a genuine sucker. He remembered how the admiral questioned their scripted tale about his wife and son’s heroic deaths. And Perrone’s words: 
 
    “I find time reveals all.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and gritted his teeth.  
 
    “I am really starting to hate you people.” 
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    Intercollectorate Presidium of the Unification Guard 
 
    Great  Plains Metroplex, North American Consortium 
 
      
 
   T HE GPM HAD NOT CHANGED SINCE AUGUSTUS PERRONE first landed here thirty-nine years earlier to begin his career. The great cathedral of the UG government remained exactly as constructed seven centuries ago. It was dedicated at the height of the Collectorate’s glory: All forty worlds achieved stable economies, and the great migration was complete. He admired its vision, the consistency of tradition, the time-honored symbols of its permanence.  
 
    He also realized, as did many, that the great institutions of the Chancellory would soon crack at their foundations. He feared the day but vowed never to witness it. Now, as he stood at the base of the Atrium Aeterna and looked skyward to forty flights of forged crystals from every planet, Perrone contemplated his gamble. He studied the hundred-meter brontinium statue at the center of the atrium and wondered what Johannes Ericsson, the UG’s founder, would think of coming developments. He tapped his internal stream and dictated in silentium to his personal log.  
 
    “I lost a wife and child today – not that they were ever truly mine to lose. Nonetheless, I have no personal investment in the coming generation. This proposition liberates me. Whether to unleash a catastrophe that will kill millions or a genocide targeting billions, I cannot say. I will see the future take form today. For the sake of a boy’s life, I had best be impressed. End log.” 
 
     The cavernous central promenade of the GPM harbored a continuous echo, as the hushed tones of the hundreds of Chancellors at its ground floor drifted skyward to form an incoherent music amid the crystals. The music calmed Perrone until his aide arrived.  
 
    Major Sexton Marshall, 9th Battalion, Inner Colony Command, saluted the admiral with a side-nod. Above average by peacekeeper standards, he stood 7-6, an inch taller than Perrone, 400 pounds of muscle. His officers called him The Monolith.  
 
    “They are being prepared, sir. The facility is combat-ready. We may commence at your command.” 
 
    “That level has been cleared of non-essentials?” 
 
    “Yes. Fortunately, the chamber was undergoing a refresh cycle. Three Solomons on duty. We dispatched them to new assignments.” 
 
    Perrone winced. “I have always objected to Solomons working anywhere in the GPM. Mark these words, Major. Our liberal policies  will have consequences someday soon. And what of the brothers? Do they realize what will happen next?” 
 
    Marshall frowned. “Difficult to say. Specialist Bouchet has been asking questions. He strikes me as a man who expects answers from his commanders, especially when he is assigned to an admiral. As you predicted, stripping him of his uniform and nullifying his amp have left him feeling somewhat vulnerable.” 
 
    “And James?” 
 
    “Stoic. I would expect a boy on this side of the fold for less than two hours to show terror. We have stripped him bare, stranded him in a frigid isolation cube, and yet …” 
 
    “Out with it, Major.” 
 
    “Something familiar in his eyes. I’ve seen it before battle: Peacekeepers who have faced death and now honor it by preparing to inflict it upon others. He is not of this Earth and yet …” 
 
    “He is. Yes, Major, I saw it when I first met him near the IDF. He spoke with poise, lied to me with grace about my wife and child. What he seeks goes far beyond you and me. Perhaps I should fear him. Or perhaps I should slice off his head and be done with it.” 
 
    “But there’s far too much at stake. Yes? We have to know.” 
 
    Perrone sighed. “Indeed. We should be going.” 
 
    As they joined the moving spiralcase toward the underground levels, Perrone calculated as far ahead as he dared. 
 
    “Are the last of our people positioned in SkyTower?” 
 
    “They are, Admiral. However, I have concerns.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “I question their loyalty, should the worst-case orders be given. If they believe they can negotiate a better deal for their descendencies, they will turn.” 
 
    “Yes, and every Presidium within twenty light-years will demand our heads. Therefore, the next two stages must be executed with precision. Agree, Major?” 
 
    “Naturally, Admiral. Which brings me to the latest concern. I have been monitoring your circastream, as you asked. Most of the contacts have been routine. But as I prepared to join you, I captured a transmission from Dr. Tomelin. She believes you targeted her ship with orbital slews. She …” 
 
    Perrone froze. “She what? They were attacked? Their status?” 
 
    “None harmed, but she is put-out. It was him, yes? Bouchet.” 
 
    The admiral snapped his fingers and smirked.  
 
    “He played his hand too soon. The man is desperate. Is there any way he knows we have the Jewel?” 
 
    “No, sir. Not James. Nor Valentin.” 
 
    “How soon before we have the Ukrainian package secured?” 
 
    “Scorch is underway now. I expect finality within the hour.” 
 
    He slapped the major on the back. “You’re a fine officer, Sexton. I have worked with three Marshalls in my time – brilliant, the lot of them. You have a proud descendency.” He leaned in and lowered his voice as the spiralcase dropped near his level. “Return to your station and establish a full surveillance on Tomelin’s team. Analyze the bleeders I planted on the Pynn girl and that strange proto-African boy. Pass along anything actionable.” 
 
    “As you command, Admiral.” He glanced toward an upcoming corridor blocked by the red glow of a cascade shield. “Best of luck in there, sir. May the results go our way.” 
 
    Perrone stepped off the spiralcase and descended a bridge into a sector set aside for classified interrogation and re-education. He opened his amp and disarmed the cascade shield. He took a tube down six flights and stepped out onto a control balcony overlooking a stark, oval chamber cast in spotlights. A barrier of two-way glass on all three sides hid the balcony’s occupant from the open expanse below. He took a seat and swiped his hand across the glass, forming a rectangle. The chamber’s holo-controls flared into action. 
 
    He tapped the open comm. “Are they ready, Lieutenant?” 
 
    The voice of his Scramjet pilot returned. “In position, sir.” 
 
    “Escort them in. Ten meters and hold for my command.” 
 
    He closed the comm and spoke to the glass. “Open InterStream diode. Command authorization 1-9-Perrone-X-Invidious-AdmSync.” 
 
    A holographic window, three feet square, separated from the glass. Stream filters trickled down like raindrops on glass.  
 
    “Initiate contact with Amp 779255997-Bouchet.Emil. Override inner security field. Admiralty authorization Classification.D1Storm.” 
 
    His request, while in technical violation of the Earth’s constitutional statutes regarding stream privacy, manipulated its way past security barriers and directly into the personal stream queue of Perrone’s target. The new window revealed the face of a mustachioed man wiping his lips with a gold-lined napkin.  
 
    “Hello, Emil,” the admiral said with a swagger. “Caught you dining, have I?” 
 
    Emil Bouchet, a man of deep-set eyes, receding hairline, and birthmark beneath his chin, leaned back into a palatial chair and looked off-screen for an instant. He showed no outward emotion, which disappointed Perrone.  
 
     “Actually, Augustus, I just enjoyed the last savor of an exquisite cherry and pomegranate tart. Frances and I were preparing to settle in for a quiet evening.” His voice carried a soothing even nonchalant rhythm. “When my amp triggered, I told Frances, ‘Why would anyone of stature show such a blatant disregard for etiquette?’” 
 
    Perrone slapped his hands together and belly-laughed.  
 
    “Etiquette? Is that what you call it, Emil?” His humor dissolved in an instant. “I wonder what the etiquette is regarding the use of illegally-purchased energy slews unleashed on a civilian target?” 
 
    Emil’s placid features did not alter. “Oh, I would think a crack on the knuckles at the least. What are you implying, Augustus?” 
 
    “You missed, Emil. Or should I say, the mercs you hired botched the job. And even if you had succeeded, you would have killed no high-value targets.” Perrone soured his voice. “I have him, Emil. Your son. The Jewel.” He paused, measured his next word for effect, and watched Bouchet’s eyes. “Both.” 
 
    Perrone saw a fraction of a wince, the tightening of a wrinkle. 
 
    “I am not disposed to your twisted humor, Augustus.” 
 
    The admiral sighed. “And I thought I was the cold fish. Here it is straight, Emil. I hope the news settles as well as your tart. Within the hour, both of us will likely be childless. A fair dessert, yes? You shuffled away my wife and son fifteen years ago to look over a boy you hoped never to see again. Today, you tried everything in your power to kill him. And while those facts beg a series of urgent questions, the only relevant concern is that your son, the First Specialist who joined the UG against your wishes, and your other son, a perversion of bioengineering, are about to kill each other. In the likely event you do not trust my words …” 
 
    Perrone grabbed a new image off the holo-controls and threw it into the holocube of Emil Bouchet, who leaned forward. Perrone waited until shock turned to fear. He was not disappointed. 
 
    Down below, Valentin and James Bouchet stood twenty feet apart from each other, naked but for a wrap over their genitals. A peacekeeper stood at each brother’s side.  
 
    “Tell me, Emil. Does James realize you discarded him? Does Valentin know what he truly is? Our sins weigh heavy. Yes?” 
 
    Bouchet cupped a fist against his lips and cursed, the most emotion Perrone ever saw from the man.  
 
    “I will contact you later, Emil. You deserve the courtesy of knowing how many sons you still have, if any.” 
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   J AMES HAD EXPERIENCE WITH LOCKER-ROOM BULLIES, so he perceived the best strategy involved closed lips. He said nothing while escorted from the admiral’s Scramjet blindfolded or while stripping naked in a windowless cell as big as a walk-in closet. He avoided eye contact despite the peacekeeper’s condescending stare.  
 
    He made no sudden moves when the officer told him, “I saw what you did to that merc. Go ahead. Annihilate me. You can’t kill us all with that trick, and I doubt you can stop a flash peg.” 
 
    James looked within and dug his feet into the gulf shore’s hot sand, as if it might offset the cell floor’s bitter cold. 
 
    “He’s right,” James told Ignatius. “I acted too soon. Now I don’t have the element of surprise.” 
 
    “True,” Ignatius said, topping his shiny skull with a floppy souvenir beach hat. “But you still maintain a strategic opportunity. They fear what you have not yet shown.” 
 
    “Oh? I got other talents aside from burning people alive?” 
 
    “You have me, and they are unaware of our relationship. Never forget: We can have a fruitful conversation in the literal blink of an eye. Chancellors are strategic thinkers, but they also take enormous pleasure in the sound of their own voices. Use their arrogance to our advantage.” 
 
    After James stripped, the peacekeeper handed the t-shirt, jeans, and sneakers to another soldier and ordered them disintegrated. He returned with palm open, bearing a gray coin that James thought resembled silly putty. The officer told him to stand still.  
 
    “This is an organic bonding sheathe, standard issue for close-quarter combat and kwin-sho contact drills. I will press it against the apex of your pubic domain and hold for five seconds. The bonding solution will establish a molecular connection, and the sheathe will extend to enclose your genitalia. Assuming your brother does not kill you, the sheathe will protect your manhood.” 
 
    James did not resist. The clay-like mass warmed his skin. When the officer retreated, the sheathe expanded across his most delicate region like a predator.  
 
    “We have confirmation,” Ignatius said. “You and Valentin will be pitted in a match to the death.” 
 
    “He said kwin-sho. What is that?” 
 
    “A savage competition which Chancellors consider an art. Valentin is well-seasoned. Fortunately, kwin-sho demands physical skillsets only possessed by Chancellors. Whatever they have planned, James, will be at best a modification.” 
 
    “So? Valentin has a hundred pounds on me.” 
 
    “And an assumption of absolute superiority. James, do you consider me an ally?” 
 
    “No, but you sure as shit can defend yourself.” 
 
    “Good answer. Skeptical yet practical. What do you say we run our paces through a few basic maneuvers?” 
 
    In a flash, Ignatius stood near water’s edge, where the sand packed firm. He wore a white karate robe with brown belt. He motioned James forward. 
 
    Moments later, two peacekeepers took James. When they stepped into a long, shadowed corridor, they intercepted Valentin and the two soldiers marching abreast of him. Like James, his brother was also stripped but for a bonding sheathe across his genitals. The physical mismatch never seemed more staggering. 
 
    At some level, James admired Valentin’s perfect symmetry – the V configuration of sculpted, undulating upper torso and a narrow, chiseled abdomen. Terminator. Schwarzenegger. It all fit. More than that, James saw an empty, soulless contempt in his brother’s eyes. James detected no rage, no thirst for victory; nor did he sense any desire for familial outreach. In this moment, he would have appreciated a condescending smirk. 
 
    “If he kills me, will he even care?” 
 
    Their practice round concluded, Ignatius toasted the sunset. 
 
    “He did not know of you yesterday, so if he no longer has to know of you tomorrow …” He sipped champagne from a long flute. “The question answers itself. Make sure he knows of you tomorrow.” 
 
    That was the general idea, although James understood he had no shot at victory in a fair fight. Instead, as he marched in silentium toward the inevitable, James wondered what Perrone hoped to gain. Was this vengeance for Christian and Agatha? Did he want to see how far he could push the Jewel before it incinerated Valentin? Neither possibility, nor the theatrics, made sense. The uncertainty frightened James more than the pain about to be inflicted upon him. 
 
    The corridor ended at a windowless door. A soldier tapped his stream amp to Perrone’s voice. “Are they ready, Lieutenant?” 
 
        “In position, sir.” 
 
    “Escort them in. Ten meters and hold for my command.” 
 
    The door disappeared, and one soldier led Valentin first. The peacekeeper who watched James strip down leaned in to whisper. 
 
    “Your new brother deserves a good smack-around. If you can connect with one smart lick before he tears your head off, I will not be the only satisfied old soldier.” 
 
    James had no response. Instead, he turned to Ignatius.  
 
    “Why would he say that? Ever since I went on the run, all I’ve seen is Chancellors trying to take each other out. And these people run a galactic empire?” 
 
    Ignatius smiled. “Their ancestors did the heavy lifting. These most recent generations are the spoiled remains. They crave solace for their wandering hearts. Now you come along … something new.” 
 
    “I’m the entertainment.” 
 
    “After a fashion, I suppose you are.” 
 
    The stark chamber he entered seemed fit for just such a venue. All it lacked was a hungry audience thirsting for blood. Spotlights from a high ceiling cast narrow beams that intercepted each other, like a continuous Venn diagram. His guard ordered him to stop in a lit circle three shy of his brother, who turned and tightened his stance for battle. Legs extended, arms to his sides, fists balled.  
 
    James called upon the moves Ignatius taught him, but he could not decide on an opening maneuver – let alone if it might leave even a bruise on Valentin. The longer they stood without orders to begin, the more James wondered whether the delay might dent his brother’s enthusiasm. They held captive in those spotlights for five minutes before a familiar voice cascaded from above. 
 
    “Some say the natural state of brothers is they must try to kill each other at least once,” Perrone said. “Love usually stops them short. You will have no such distraction, yes? 
 
    “First Specialist, let me be clear. Slaughter this abomination, and I will guarantee your path to the glory you desire. You will emerge from your father’s long shadow and take a place even he will envy.”  
 
    Valentin betrayed the glimmer of a smile.  
 
    Perrone continued. “James, I offer you an enormous prize if you annihilate your brother. Not only will I guarantee full and safe assimilation for your two dear friends, but you will be free to pursue whatever destiny brought you across the fold.” 
 
    It sounded too perfect. James couldn’t resist. 
 
    “And if neither one of us dies?” 
 
    “Hmm. Defiance. I am taking to you, James. If no one prevails, my officers will make sure to dispose both your bodies. So, let’s begin. Yes? First round will be hand to hand. First Specialist, you are to disregard kwin-sho launch techniques. This will be a fair fight.” 
 
    Valentin did not show disappointment. Rather, he mumbled, “I don’t need to waste art on you.” 
 
    The officers backed away and Perrone gave the command. 
 
    “Kill.” 
 
    As Valentin crouched, positioning himself to lift off in a dead sprint, James envisioned his own defense and recalled Ignatius. 
 
    “Stand and block. At the last, diamond formation.” 
 
    He firmed himself against the inevitable, but James knew his odds. He might as well have brought a knife to a gunfight. Perhaps he’d scratch Valentin, even draw blood or a halting look of surprise. But victory? No, not like this.  
 
    His bones shattered and his nerves unleashed cold agony before Valentin took even a step. Yet, James did not sense terror or retreat.  
 
    Instead, he unburdened his heart. He took himself back to the stone outcropping where, not twenty-four hours ago, he surveyed the world for what he believed would be the final time. So pretty … He lifted the pistol and placed it against his temple. A millisecond of pain then a nightmare disintegrated. A dream devoutly to be wished. He was prepared to die, to escape all the pain. But now … 
 
    Let it come, he thought. Tear me to shreds. I’ll win. 
 
    The music of the future sang a rising tune, and the shifting tide chased through his veins. James did not understand the vision, except that it must come to pass.  
 
    The Jewel told him so. 
 
    “Hurt me,” he whispered as Valentin launched.  
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   J AMES BRACED AS VALENTIN KICKED HIGH, SWEEPING THROUGH the coupled fists at the center of James’s diamond defense. Every bone in his right wrist shattered. Simultaneously, Valentin’s other leg kicked low, landing in James’s gut like a steel mallet.  
 
    Even as he convulsed in sickening pain, James flew on the instinct of the Jewel and hurtled his left arm into a blocking maneuver that caught Valentin’s left leg before it retreated from James’s stomach. He allowed his mind’s eye to repeat the motions Ignatius taught him on the beach. Grab, spin, flip. The proper pressure applied quickly, nimbly. Valentin’s feet came out from underneath him. He crashed on his back, his head smacking the floor.  
 
    Valentin grunted, recovering in an instant as James fell dizzy with agony, his right hand limp. The peacekeeper winced as he touched the back of his head, a small patch of blood discoloring the floor. His brother’s disorientation lasted a second; he leapt, fists at his vanguard. He attacked first where James had no defense. Valentin’s sweeping left hook landed in the jaw, snapped back, repeated the blow.  
 
    Warm blood surged inside his mouth as James drove his left arm upward according to design, catching Valentin at a vulnerable spot at the base of his ribs. He’d bruise the soldier, a minor blow to ego. Yet this was all the hope he ever had for direct combat. Ignatius never said it, but James realized: The first blows served only to enrage Valentin, to motivate him toward maximum brute force. The peacekeeper threw relentless fists at his brother. Left, right. Both jaws cracked, nose deformed, blood spraying.  
 
    James stumbled in silly retreat, amazed when he did not fall right away. The pain became less defined as his disorientation blossomed. James sensed no difference when Valentin grabbed his right arm and snapped it at the elbow. He did not offer resistance when the soldier wrapped both arms around him, lifted him skyward, and carried him toward the nearest wall. 
 
    “Abomination,” Valentin shouted. “You have no place here.” 
 
    James flew. The air was light, his flight path steady and certain. He could do nothing to stop the inevitable. Ignatius already warned him of this moment, of the decimation he must face. James closed his eyes a split second before he crashed full-on into the wall and fell limp to the floor. He grabbed on to the tiniest flicker of life, his lungs crushed and his desire to breathe all but surrendered.  
 
     However, his ears worked. He heard his brother’s feet close in. How far might Valentin go? Would he dare check to see the job was done? Dare risk a final, desperate twinge from the interloper who could kill with a touch? Or was he as sadistic as James imagined?  
 
    James remembered himself a daily earlier, standing on the outcropping of rocks, freeing himself from life as Agatha Bidwell aimed and fired. Those eight bullets tore apart his innards, and James recalled dying before he fell into the brush down below.  
 
    “Been there. Done that,” he told Ignatius when warned of what would happen at the edge of Valentin’s victory.  
 
    “Yes, and you defied the laws of nature,” Ignatius said as they practiced maneuvers. “You found fuel in your love for Samantha and Michael. This time, you must be selfish. You will never finish your mission unless you show Perrone exactly what he wants.” 
 
    “Do you think Valentin and me ever had a chance as brothers?”  
 
    Ignatius looked away into the fading sun. “You ask an unnecessary question. Think only of yourself, James. Allow the Jewel to consume you as intended.” 
 
    “What of the dark? The hunger will never die. The things I’ll do.” 
 
    “Will be justified if your mission succeeds. You have the luxury for neither conscience nor morality. Kill Valentin and give yourself the benefit of another day.” 
 
    James lay on his side, his body mangled, bones turned to shards, organs hemorrhaging. A sharp kick to the spine – Valentin delivered more insult than injury. Now two kicks, now three. James surrendered to the Jewel’s peculiar rhythm and waited to live again. 
 
    The moment began as a tremor. His bones rattled and his muscles tightened, as the bow extends before the archer releases. Unnatural undulations twisted, curled, and repositioned his body’s skeleton and connective tissues. A protective sheathe wrapped itself around his damaged organs and invaded them at a cellular level. All inside him took orders from a reconfigured DNA, falling in line to the lyrics of the Jewel of Eternity’s everlasting song. 
 
    They struck all at once; invisible flames raged through his long, sinewy frame, blinding James. The earthquake left him writhing about the chamber floor like a dying animal in agony. It so consumed him that James lost all sight and howled a long, low, and barbaric screech. In this sudden darkness, James saw the Jewel at work, stretching his muscles toward more real estate, snapping his bones back together and pushing into new cavities. Yet even at the height of this staggering pain, he remembered Ignatius. 
 
    “You’re becoming, James. Almost there. When your eyes open, do not hesitate. He will not understand what you are.” 
 
    It was over seconds later, and his sight returned. The unfathomable pain vanished, replaced with a vigor and a thirst he never experienced together. He sensed Valentin but a few steps behind and wondered how confused his brother might be. James left nothing to chance.  
 
    He bounced up, balanced himself on one hand, and swung both feet around in perfect symmetry. He cut Valentin’s legs out, and his brother smacked his skull against the floor a second time. 
 
    James smelled the dismay, even the slightest twinge of peacekeeper fear, and pounced wolf-like upon his brother. He returned an earlier favor and leveled a pair of driving hooks into Valentin’s cheeks. The soldier retaliated, but those hits into his side barely registered. James kept no compassion, no limitations, no moral ambiguity as he pummeled his brother. Blood from the nose, the ears, the busted lips and there, in sight, the target.   
 
    James wrapped his hands around Valentin’s neck and squeezed with an unbridled fury. A hunger to fuel the dark. Another day to survive. 
 
    But Valentin did not surrender so easily. Calling upon kwin-sho techniques, Valentin twisted his legs around James’s torso and flipped his brother. They rolled. Jamie lost his grip on the neck. 
 
    Amid the grunts of fighters battling on a leveled field, Perrone’s voice commanded the chamber.  
 
    “Round 2.” 
 
    Metal clanked against the floor, feet from the struggle. Valentin broke away first, wheeling about until he grabbed a 10-inch-long, curved blade that gleamed in the spotlight. James sensed the other knife lay just beyond his reach. He angled to Ignatius, who nodded. 
 
    “I should have known. Perrone expected the change. He knew you would survive. When this is done, demand answers. But first …” 
 
    “He’s already dead,” James said. “I wish I’d gotten to know him.” 
 
    Regrets did not interfere with the moment. James allowed the Jewel to show him the geometry of the chamber, to diagram distance, velocity, and maneuverability. He saw the endgame before Valentin took the first step forward, his knife gripped at shoulder level and ready to plunge. Jamie flipped, grabbed the blade, rolled again, and tossed the knife underhanded. He listened to its whisper and followed its upward trajectory. Valentin moved to defend, but the throw was lightning-fast, the blade true to its target.  
 
    Valentin gurgled as the knife pierced his larynx and sliced through his neck. Only the hilt remained visible as blood poured from the wound. Valentin dropped his own blade and flailed at the merchant of his death, his eyes locked on James in stupefied wonder.  
 
    James saw unexpected beauty in his dying brother. He remembered all those who ever mocked him or beat him, all the bastards he once called friends who tried to kill him. In Valentin’s blood he saw their blood.  
 
    In this moment of victory, he no longer cared about his humanity. The dark told him to relish the vision, to go forth and seek more and better, to teach all of them a new and painful truth.  
 
    He stood eye-to-eye with Valentin when he grabbed the hilt and pulled out the knife. Blood spurted from the wound, and Valentin coughed blood on James while drowning in it.  
 
    “You’re the abomination,” James whispered as Valentin collapsed and died. “All you people are.”   
 
    The crumpled corpse struck James as a diminished version of the monster he met outside the interdimensional fold. Human. Fragile and ordinary. Valentin’s glassy eyes, which stared into a void, no longer betrayed the boy’s age. For the first time, he looked like someone Jamie Sheridan might have known at Albion High School.  
 
    When he turned to face the other peacekeepers, they took several steps away, both reaching for sidearms. I could do you now, he thought. One hand for each of you. I’ll watch you burn.  
 
    He didn’t advance because he didn’t need to. The door from which they first entered slid open, and Perrone’s giant frame entered. He ordered the soldiers to lower their weapons and stopped just beyond James’s reach. The general smiled. 
 
    “I doubt you can grasp what you have accomplished today, James. All those theories about blending the Jewel with Chancellor DNA … I considered the lot of them mad. Even my late wife. But they were right about all of it. Look at you.” 
 
    James did not take his eyes off the general, who tapped his stream amp. You’re gonna tell me everything, you bastard. Perrone raced fingers through a holocube then tossed a three-dimensional rectangle in front of James. It morphed into a full-length mirror. 
 
    He was a different man, unrecognizable. His brother’s blood stained his chest and stomach like grotesque tattoos, but he looked past and through the blood to the monster who filled the mirror. 
 
    Taller, wider, harder. As big and as mountainous as Valentin before the fall. A terminator. A Schwarzenegger. And just beneath his steeled features, traveling islands glowed a soft blue. Still repairing the damage, still growing, still building toward an uncertain end.  
 
    Perrone swiped away the mirror.  
 
    “Needless to say, you and I have much to discuss. But first, how about we clean you up? Some evening clothes, perhaps. And then … dinner. I have a suspicion you are starving.” 
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   M ICHAEL COOPER CONVINCED HIMSELF the past thirty-six hours were an elaborate dream. Then someone slapped him awake. 
 
    He was attached to the still-seat that carried him to a deep sleep.  
 
    “Flex your fists and push away,” the pilot Rikard insisted.    
 
    “Dude. What the hell? Feel like I’ve been asleep for a week. What’s going on?” 
 
    “We are here,” Rikard said, a frown framing his words. “You have only been out for two hours. The still-seats have that effect.” 
 
    “Where’s everybody else? Where’s Sammie?” 
 
    The ship was empty save for Brey working at the forward deck.  
 
    “Making plans to keep us alive. At least, that appears the idea. Chancellors tell people like us what we need to know. Never more. The girl left with Tomelin and the Chief. Said you needed to sleep.” 
 
    Michael stepped away from the still-seat refreshed.  
 
    “What you mean, ‘people like us.’?” 
 
    Rikard rolled his eyes. “Fresh out of the cradle, aren’t you? This will be a difficult ride, Michael.” He sighed. “By us, I mean anyone who is not one of them. A Chancellor. Not me, not you.” He glanced toward Brey, whose back was turned, then leaned in to Michael. 
 
    “Dr. Tomelin says she’s going to do everything to protect you, but you need to be careful. We have a simple hierarchy: The Chancellors and the Solomons.” He pointed to the triple-crest logo on his shirt. “They pay us well for our skills but make no mistake: We exist at their pleasure. It’s bad enough you’re proto-African. If their plans take a wrong turn, they will see you as dead weight.” 
 
    “That again? Level with me. What’s up with this proto-African shit?” 
 
    “Listen, I just make my way, like every Solomon.” He seemed about to turn away, another attempt at deflecting Michael’s questions. But the red-haired pilot, no taller than Michael, didn’t let go of Michael’s stare. “Fine, Michael. Here’s the score. Thirty-nine colonies. Yes? Settled centuries ago. A plan called ethnic sovereignty. Different races, nationalities, given their own worlds. Sounds like a generous deal. Yes? It was actually about cleansing Earth of all but the Chancellors. In four hundred years, they moved three billion people off this planet. All the tribes they called the proto-Africans offered the biggest resistance.” 
 
    Michael’s stomach sank. “What happened to them?” 
 
    “What do you think? The ones that weren’t massacred left Earth. They colonized two worlds – Zwahili Kingdom and Moroccan Prime. Today, there aren’t ten thousand people on the entire African continent – and not a one of them looks like you.” 
 
    “Great. So, if I wanna meet another brother, I gotta go what – halfway across the damn galaxy?” 
 
    “Probably. There are a few among us Solomons. Their families had powerful connections during the colonial migrations, and their descendencies remained, but I haven’t seen one in three, four years. Michael, it’s not like they think of you as a threat. More like, you represent a bad memory. You remind them that everything they spent a millennium building is falling from their grasp.” 
 
    Rikard grabbed Michael by the arm and escorted him to the exit. He spoke to Brey.  
 
    “Nudge my stream when you finish. Tomelin and the Chief expect everyone in Mod4 for convocation.”  
 
    Brey nodded. “Ten minutes and I’ll have the data we need.” 
 
    They stepped outside the ship. Rikard kept his voice low.  
 
    “There’s no time to tell you everything, Michael. Just know this: We have a symbiotic relationship of sorts with the Chancellors, and it provides us with a comfortable lifestyle if we remain within our legal parameters. If they fear we are pushing the limit … remember, Michael: They are the masters.” 
 
    Another gut-punch. “Wait, what? You’re slaves?” 
 
    Rikard rolled his eyes. “No. We’re an attendant class. Skilled labor. Service. Design. Engineering. Transport. Agriculture. Michael, we make their lives seamless. They pay us well. We live well but own nothing.” 
 
    “Huh? You mean like, no house or car?” 
 
    “I don’t know what a car is, but we own no property, no land.” 
 
    “Sorry, dude, but that don’t sound like a sweet deal.” He backed away as he studied the giant compartment in which they stood. The rectangular design featured silver walls formed into roundels, the centers of which projected inches off the surface. The projections glowed, creating a milky light. “What the hell is this place?” 
 
    “Parking bay.” 
 
    “Oh,” Michael said. “You mean a garage?” 
 
    “Again, no idea what that is. Michael, I …” 
 
    Michael looked aft to see outside, sort of. A cascade barrier vibrated, creating what looked like a wall of illuminated dust. Beyond it, he saw vague outlines of buildings and flashing lights.  
 
    “Where are we, Rikard?” 
 
    “New Stockholm.” 
 
    “Huh? Stockholm? Like Sweden?” 
 
    “We’re still in the NAC. Just a few hours east, along the coast. Michael, I want you to …” 
 
    “Can I see it?” He pointed. “Out there. Is that a city?” 
 
    “Yes. The oldest in the NAC.” Rikard grabbed Michael and leaned in again. “Would you listen to me? Then I’ll show you the city. Yes?” 
 
    “Sure. Let me have it.” 
 
    “Michael, I’m trying to prepare you. Tomelin has not said it, but if she’s going to protect you without stowing you away, she must disguise you as a Solomon. They’ll set you up with the proper attire, limited stream conveyance, genetic library, the works.” 
 
    “Stream what?” 
 
    “Enough so you can get around until they slip you off-world. If they even can. I’m not sure Tomelin’s connections are as solid as she’d have us believe.” 
 
    Michael examined the t-shirt and jeans he wore since after the disaster in Alabama. “Dude, look. I mean, I reckon I need a fresh set of threads, right? And as for the rest … seriously, Rikard, why are you telling me all this? You never said a word to me until I woke up five minutes ago.” 
 
    Rikard started Michael toward the illuminated cascade barrier.  
 
    “Because I knew what you were from the start: A fool who showed up on the one planet where you can’t stay. And because I don’t enjoy being caught between Chancellors playing games with each other. There’s nothing in my contract about orbital slews and warring armies of mercs. I’m a pilot, not a peacekeeper. Tomelin and her lot are playing dangerous games, and people like us always find ourselves caught in the middle.” He pointed to the black scarring along the ship’s hull, a product of the slews. “You don’t deserve this, Michael. You should go into this with open eyes.” 
 
    Michael turned Rikard’s warning into a comforting blanket when he realized he wasn’t alone. Michael extended his hand.  
 
    “Thanks. I already knew these Chancellors were crazy mo-fos, but this helps. You got a last name?” 
 
    “Bryznewieski.” 
 
    “Cool. As long as I never have to spell it.” 
 
    “You are an odd specimen, Michael. Always with the quip.” 
 
    “There are worse ways to make a living. Am I right?” He raised his hand for a high-five. He pulled back at Rikard’s confusion. “I’ll teach you that someday. So, how about you show me the city?” 
 
    “A pleasure.” Rikard opened his stream amp and fingered codes that brought down the barrier.  
 
    Michael took in the urban kaleidoscope and exhaled. 
 
    “Sweetness.” 
 
    Giant spires with glowing arches rose hundreds of meters above a cityscape dominated by streetlights and roving laser streams that laid out New Stockholm in colored grids. Hums and whirrs rose from the elevated causeways that snaked between the tallest structures, each of which Michael thought looked more like religious temples than office buildings or skyscrapers. Once his eyes adjusted, he realized the interplay of light and form halted, as if they set the city against a giant wall. Or perhaps … 
 
    “Is that the ocean? It’s so black.” 
 
    “Yes, Michael. The Atlantic.” 
 
    “Incredible. You know what’d be perfect? A full moon … the ocean like this giant ghost against the …”  
 
    Rikard voiced confusion. “Moon?” 
 
    “Yeah, dude. The big gray rock that revolves around …” 
 
    “Earth does not have a moon. There used to be myths about Luna. But I know little of pre-history.” 
 
    “Seriously? Damn. Guess you don’t miss it if you never had it. So, how old is New Stockholm?” 
 
    “Twenty-eight hundred years. The first Chancellory settlement in North America. A beautiful city. Yes. But I find it more satisfying at daytime. The architecture … how it blends a tribute to the old world and the new. You’ll understand. Sunrise is five hours away.” 
 
    Everything came into perspective. Michael remembered his last sunrise. The beach at Lake Vernon, saved by his best friend, still processing how he was even alive. Washing the blood away.  
 
    “First day on an alien planet called Earth,” he said. “This is nuts.” 
 
    A familiar voice rose from behind.  
 
    “Nuts, for sure. But also the most amazing day ever.”  
 
    Samantha bounded toward him, dressed in a pantsuit of green and magenta, similar to Dr. Tomelin’s uniform. She threw an arm over his neck and kissed him on the cheek.  
 
    “We’ve been through the worst, Michael. It’s all going to be better now. We’ve been making plans. We’ll find J before the day is out, and we’ll start the rest of our mission together. Just you wait.” 
 
    She joined him near the edge of the parking bay, staring at the city. Michael turned to Rikard. The pilot did not smile. 
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   M ICHAEL KEPT A LEVEL HEAD when he entered the apartment next to the parking bay. Be chill, he told himself. Ain’t nothing special here. Just a place where some dude lives. He didn’t want to be the fanboy geeking over techno-marvels, so he played it serious. 
 
    The home offered a spectacular, 20th-floor view of the city, but the interiors fascinated him more. High vaulted ceiling, diagonal spotlights illuminating the room’s elaborate features. Inset aquarium 10 feet long and high. An entire wall of panels featuring sculptures, vases, paintings, and relics in dazzling colors and forms. An island in the center of it all from which sprouted a terrarium twice his height. Tropical trees, miniature palms, succulents, a rocky stream trickling between them. Songbirds flying - red, yellow, white. 
 
    Damnation. So, this is how Chancellors live.  
 
    Rikard leaned in, as if reading Michael’s thoughts.  
 
    “This landing is under charter to my husband Matthias. As I said, they pay us well.” 
 
    “Husband, huh? That’s cool. Where’s he?” 
 
    “On two-month service attachment in Hong Kong Prefecture. He builds these.” Rikard pointed to the natural island. “EarthIn, he calls them. He has clients booked a year ahead.” 
 
    “Very cool,” Michael said. “So, this ain’t a hologram?” 
 
    “Depends upon your perspective. Everything inside is natural, a fully-formed habitat. The flora grows at two percent its pace in the wild. But the birds see a jungle because of dimensional extenders.” 
 
    “Whatever you said, sounds cool.” He turned to Samantha. “Sweet digs. Am I right?” 
 
    “Beautiful,” she said. 
 
    “Your folks ever talk to you about the Solomons?” 
 
    “I think so.” She didn’t make eye contact with Rikard. “But mostly, they were concerned about the Chancellory.” 
 
    Rikard smirked. “I’ve never known a Chancellor concerned with anything else.” 
 
    The three stood together in awkward silence at the edge of the EarthIn, Michael in the center. He reached out to touch a palm frond, and his hand penetrated a magnetic barrier that flickered on contact.  
 
    “So, if I get your speed, those birds think this is a whole jungle, right? Can they see my hand?” 
 
    “Only what penetrates the barrier. They can’t see us.” 
 
    “That’s some impressive shit, right there.” Michael pulled back before he reached the level of fandom. “It’s like they’re living a fantasy. But all this …” He glanced about the room. “The real deal. Damn.” 
 
    Sammie interjected. “Michael, let’s talk with Ophelia and …” 
 
    He cut her short. “Tell me something, Rikard. Why are you called Solomons? And that symbol you wear on your shirt, it’s …” 
 
    “We’re named after the Chancellor who kept us from being cleansed: Foster Solomon. Toward the end of the colonial migrations, he recognized the need for a labor force. He brokered the deal we live by today. The ethnics who stayed behind became a protected class as long we supported the Chancellory, followed birth quotas, and agreed never to own property or seek governmental representation.” 
 
    “And that symbol?” 
 
    “Mr. Solomon’s family seal. His way of assuring immortality.” 
 
    “You have to wear it all the time?” When Rikard nodded, Michael sighed. “Dude, on my Earth, when people have to wear symbols on their clothes, ain’t nothing good coming of it.” 
 
    Sammie grabbed his arm. “Michael, you heard him. They made a deal. It’s a good arrangement for everybody.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Michael mumbled. “I reckon a Chancellor might say that.” 
 
    She squeezed his arm and pulled him away from Rikard.  
 
    “What is wrong with you, Michael? I know this hasn’t been what you expected, but we are trying to sort things out.” 
 
    “Who’s we?” 
 
    “All of us. This isn’t about Chancellors and Solomons. We came through the fold with a plan. Jamie’s plan. Remember?” 
 
    “Sure, but he was kind of vague on the details – and he’s … well, where he is, Sammie? Does Ophelia know?” 
 
    Sammie hesitated. “She says it’s complicated, but we’ll be able to find him before the day is out.” 
 
    “You’re not helping. And what about that admiral who knows I killed his son? He’s got J. So, what are we doing about that guy?” 
 
    “We’re getting there, Michael. I promise. Things don’t work the same way here as they did back home.” 
 
    He smiled. “Sure they do. There’s people in charge, and people who ain’t. People who got all the bucks, and people who don’t. It’s the same damn game, Sammie. Just different names. You get that, right? You ain’t lost all your sense?” 
 
    Her eyes widened, as if reaching an aha moment.  
 
    “You think I’m getting carried away with being a Chancellor,” she said. “You think I’ll turn my back on you because you’re not.” 
 
    “I never said …” 
 
    “But that’s what you’re thinking. I felt it earlier. The way you looked up at me after I put down that mercenary. And the way you were talking right before those slews came down on us. I knew something was off, and it wasn’t just because you were scared. I’m just trying to help you, Michael. I’ve been one of your best friends.” 
 
    His blood boiled as the weight that fell upon him moments after crossing the IDF neared the surface.  
 
    “I don’t know about that best part. J was the one you had the hots for. Otherwise, I reckon you wouldn’t have given me the time of day. But seriously, Sammie. You hear the tone in your voice? You’re already high and mighty – and I’m two years older.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “I’m sorry, but things have changed. I have duties now. There’s a way things are done …” 
 
    “Don’t,” he said, pulling away. “Don’t go there, Sammie. Y’ know, you were cool when you were Wonder Woman with an AK. Shit. ‘There’s a way things are done.’ ’” He channeled his grandfather, who always thought racial harmony was a pipe dream. “You sound like every Cracker who ever told somebody like me, ‘There’s a way things are done.’  But what she really meant was, ‘There’s a way us white folks say things are done, and the rest of you people keep your traps shut and play our game.’ ’”  
 
    Sammie tried to interrupt, but Michael shut her down.  
 
    “Did you ever notice how the black folks lived on one side of Albion and the white folks on the other? Reckon that’s how we kept things nice and peaceful. Walk down Main Street and the white folks be all smiles and waves because they figured, ‘Hey, at least we ain’t got to live next to them.’ Last summer, the Harrises – not three houses down from me – found a noose hanging from a tree in their front yard. Never figured out who done it. Sheriff didn’t do shit.  
 
    “You see, Sammie. You got no idea. I weren’t on this planet five minutes, and some white chick looks at me like I ain’t got the right to breathe her air. And they’ve been piling on ever since. I’m already sorry I came, but I can’t go back, and I got to figure out how to live here. If you can help me do that, great. But don’t talk down to me. You ain’t my mom, and I ain’t your Negro. Got my speed?” 
 
    Michael regretted making a scene, but not for speaking the truth. Albion wasn’t as segregated as he made out, but he didn’t care. He turned to Rikard, who raised an eyebrow. Was he impressed? Could he relate? Michael figured they would talk later.  
 
    Ophelia Tomelin intruded upon the tension.  
 
    “Michael, you strike me as someone who longs for an audience. I assume I am the ‘white chick’ to whom you’re referring. As I told you before, I apologize for our first encounter. I know nothing more about your home than you know of mine.” She slipped Rikard a darting glance. “But I suspect you’ve been learning. Understand this, Michael. Ever since we set foot in this landing, Samantha has been insistent that your safety and comfort be as high a priority as any other. She has not put her interests above you or James.” 
 
    His shoulders sagged. 
 
    “OK. Fine. Look, Sammie. I didn’t mean … hell, I don’t know what I meant. I just want a square deal. I feel like a redshirt.” 
 
    Sammie and Ophelia shared their confusion.  
 
    “A what?” Sammie asked. 
 
    “Redshirt. The dude who gets whacked before the first commercial break. Sorry. It’s a Star Trek thing.” 
 
    “No bother, Michael,” Ophelia said. “I’ll never understand your colloquialisms. Here, all of you. Come with me. I want to show you something important.” 
 
    On the other side of the EarthIn, a holographic projection rose from a cube on a round dining table. Patricia, AKA the Chief, swiped her fingers through the intricate web of graphics while sipping from a mug. Ophelia led all three around the table, behind Patricia.  
 
    “What’s all this?” Michael asked. 
 
    Ophelia laid a supportive hand on his shoulder.  
 
    “Our plans. Our contacts. Our new hires. Everything is almost in place for our next move.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “There’s another Jewel, like James. She crossed the fold in the Ukrainian Expanse shortly after you arrived. Our people are attempting to find her and transport her to the NAC. The same faction that tried to kill us will try to take her out. When the time comes, we need to intercept them with mercenaries and provide cover until we can get her, James, and both of you to safety. Preferably, off-world.” 
 
    “Wait, what? How does J fit into this?” 
 
    “He’ll be there, too. Plus Augustus Perrone.” She faced Michael. “You fear him, but you’re not alone. I’ve had an epiphany, Michael. I realize why he wanted James so badly. You need to be prepared.” She placed her other hand on Samantha. “Both of you. We’ll make this work, but not everyone may come out alive.” 
 
    Michael stiffened his shoulders. “No problem. I should’ve been toast a couple days ago. I’m down with whatever we gotta do. Just one condition: You don’t put me off to the side. Whatever uniform I need, or whatever crazy-ass tech you gotta put in me. Whatever training. I’m all in. Whatever it takes.” 
 
    When no one objected – Rikard even smiled – Michael realized he found a role in this new universe. It scared the hell out of him.  
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    Great Plains Metroplex, NAC 
 
      
 
   J AMES NEVER ATE SO WELL. The beef – tall and juicy, blood drizzling with each slice of the knife – fell apart in his mouth. He chewed with ravenous imprecision, one large bite after the next. Sides of vegetables so fresh they might have been grown next door; bowls of steaming cheese, pasta, fish, and clams – plus long, stringy yellow strips of something he did not recognize – entranced his nose then lined up en route to his stomach.  
 
    They brought him enough food for two families, yet he barreled through it all. A far cry from the daily routine of cans, microwaveable pouches, and pre-fab cafeteria fare.  
 
    “It’s all so good,” he told Ignatius. “I mean, beyond good. Is this what food is really supposed to taste like?” 
 
    “Techniques vary from world to world.”  Ignatius rocked back and forth in a skiff, looking toward the Florida shore hundreds of yards away. “Sometimes, it’s all in the water.” 
 
    “Whatever. I love it. I want more. My body wants more.” 
 
    “You will need at least five times the caloric intake to maintain this new physique. In time, even more. How do you feel?” 
 
    “Hard. Like steel.” 
 
    “And growing. I can’t see the end of it.” 
 
    “It’s like I was shoved inside someone else’s body.” 
 
    “That will go away in time. Once you have seen action, taken care of the next phase of your business, you will embrace this body.” 
 
     James looked toward the shore. The cottages morphed in and out of vision, as if fighting to escape a growing fog.  
 
    “What’s happening, Ignatius?” 
 
    “You’re leaving this place, James. Leaving the memories of your childhood. That Earth was never your home, just a holding tank. In time, you’ll discard all of this. Does that make you sad?” 
 
    He mulled the idea for an instant. “No. Everything there was a lie. I’m where I was always meant to be.” 
 
    “Even if you have to die for your cause?” 
 
    James looked up from his dinner of bottomless servings. The door to the command dining room, for which he was given exclusive access, slid open. Augustus Perrone entered with a peacekeeper. The soldier held sentry at the door while Perrone, drinking a glass of wine, took a chair across the table from James.  
 
    “Yes,” James told Ignatius. “Even if I have to die.” 
 
    Ignatius smiled as fog crawled over the skiff.  
 
    “You have come so far so fast, James Bouchet.” 
 
    James turned his attention to the admiral. He ran a napkin over his lips. “Thank you for all this.” 
 
    “You earned it, James. Give the word, and I’ll summon another round of … well, everything.” 
 
    “I might take you up on it.” 
 
    James heard his voice mutating into a deep, crisp tone, crackling with age and authority. Like Valentin. 
 
    “I appreciate your cooperation,” the admiral said. “The genetic screening, the shower, the change of clothes. You appear to understand I am not your enemy.” 
 
    “But no sense taking chances, right?” James pointed to the sentry. “I could turn you to ash before he could shoot.” 
 
    “True. However, I think you misunderstand. My aide is not here for my protection. He knows I am in no danger.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I am.”  
 
    Perrone tapped his stream amp and threw a cube to a resting position just about James’s eye line. A video appeared of Michael sitting on grass. It was dark. Sammie spoke.  
 
        “Tell me,” she said. 
 
    “When we were there with Christian Bidwell,” Michael began. “When I had that bastard in my sights … point-blank … I could’ve made him do anything. Told him to run. But I didn’t because I knew what he was, and every-damn-thing he’d ever done to us. I never hated anybody like that before. I pulled that trigger the first time because I couldn’t tell myself to do anything else. But the second time, Sammie? I shot him the second time because I wanted to kill him, and I did not care. I saw him lying there and … I was glad. Good goddamn riddance to a sorry sack of shit.” 
 
    Perrone snapped his fingers, and the holocube dissolved.  
 
    “I am in no danger, James, because I am not your enemy. But in case you should ever consider aggressive action, beware. I have an agent embedded close to Mr. Cooper. If I ever experience the slightest degree of … let’s call it death … my agent will receive instant notification that this,” he touched his chest, “beats no longer. He will kill Mr. Cooper without hesitation.” James rose from his chair, but Perrone remained relaxed, sipped more wine.  
 
    “Please understand, James. Christian was two when I last saw him. I would have been a stranger to him had he returned. What I lost was the chance to rebuild a relationship with my son. Michael deprived me of that opportunity. To his credit, the entire transmission suggests he feels remorse. A weakness, but an admirable one.” 
 
    The hunger thickened, the dark swarmed, but he sat. 
 
    “So, you’ll hold this over me until I do everything you want.” 
 
    The admiral laughed. “No, no, James. You have me all wrong. You and I will be partners. I can provide you with the resources you will need to take whatever path you choose, and you will help me save the Chancellory. Our interests align.” 
 
    “Save the Chancellors? Why?” 
 
    Perrone chased a holocube and flicked a finger toward a wall beyond the head of the table. It dissolved into a room-width map of the Collectorate’s forty worlds.  
 
    “If I am correct, your Mentor program revealed why people such as you were created. Yes?” 
 
     “I was trying not to listen when Lydia … the Mentor … was filling me full of Collectorate history. Didn’t enjoy being gagged and tied to a chair.” He studied the star map. “Something happened a long time ago. A cataclysm, she said. The Chancellors will die out in a few generations because of it. They created things like me to become an army to wipe out your enemies. Berserkers, she called us. Walking nuclear bombs.” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, well, that is one feature among many, and not a productive one at that. James, you are more than a weapon. You’re the future. That cataclysm? It all happened on a colony called Hiebimini.” He pointed, and the most distant world from Earth glowed. “The very resource Chancellors depended upon for centuries for physical and intellectual superiority was destroyed. It was a mineral called brontinium. We have enough reserves of its extract for thirty years. It is as essential to our survival as the air we breathe.  
 
    “Men like me will become an anachronism. Then a memory. But men like you will carry on the Chancellory name in a new form. A new species. Human and Jewel. Unstoppable. Infinitely adaptable. And when challenged? Weapons of mass destruction. Better than your creators. Exactly as evolution demands. What you did tonight proved the experiment a success. You have given hope to the hundreds of millions of Chancellors who have no idea you exist.” 
 
    James wondered what Perrone would say if he knew James planned to kill all those evolutionary wonders and then himself?  
 
    “I might keep mum on that detail,” Ignatius said.  
 
    At that instant, James recalled the rest of Lydia’s story – and the name of the man who brought about the Chancellory’s cataclysm.  
 
    “It was you,” he told Ignatius through the growing fog. “She said it was a man named Ignatius Horne. He did the Chancellors in.” 
 
    “Yes,” Ignatius said. “He and I, together. He was a good man who found redemption at the end.” 
 
    He faced Perrone. “So, what happens next?” 
 
    “We retrieve the others like you. Operations are beginning across the Collectorate. As I speak, we are tracking the Jewel who crossed the IDF in the Ukrainian Expanse. In the short term, we tread carefully, avoiding factions who consider your species to be an abomination. In the long term, we create a new civilization. You and your penis will be uncommonly well exercised.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” he told Ignatius. “He wants to farm us.” 
 
    “On the bright side, James, you have never been fond of being a virgin. Your status should change soon enough.” 
 
    Laughter pierced the fog. Perrone asked an unexpected question.  
 
    “Do you feel invincible, James?” 
 
    “What? I don’t know how to answer. I mean, I’m bigger, stronger, and I can sense things like I never could before. But I can be killed. It already happened once.” 
 
    Perrone rapped the table twice. “Good. Do not let these changes go to your head. You are evolving into something unprecedented, but immortality was not built into your design. Even once you are trained in how to kill with efficiency, a round of enemy flash pegs can still tear your innards apart. Death will always stalk you, James.” 
 
    “Tell me something new. Why are you …?” 
 
    “Do you regret killing your brother?” 
 
    He stumbled over his words. “I … I didn’t see any other choice.” 
 
    “So then, no regrets?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Because you sensed Valentin was the first of many to come.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Hard to explain. I can see the future opening up to me.” 
 
    “Like a prediction? A vision?” 
 
    “No. Just feelings. Certainty.” 
 
    “Certainty of what? That you will kill people?” 
 
    He swallowed hard. “Thousands.” 
 
    James didn’t understand why the number fell from his lips with ease, or why it didn’t bother him.  
 
    Perrone reacted with a wry smile. “Sounds like the Berserker in you.” 
 
        “Or I’m realistic. I met my brother a few hours ago and then I jammed a knife through his throat. That’s just who I am now.” 
 
    “Maybe.” He turned to the aide who stood silent sentry and nodded. The aide left the dining room.  
 
    “James, in recent weeks I became aware of extraordinary details not only about the Jewel program but also about a competing venture. An attempt to breed immortal humans. The ultimate stride toward godhood itself. A typical Chancellor lives about one hundred forty standard years. What if the final, immutable law of nature could be broken? What if one-forty becomes one thousand?” 
 
    James had a bad feeling about this. 
 
    “Live forever? How’s that possible? Are they Berserkers, too?” 
 
    “Until this evening, I had no idea. I thought immortality was as ridiculous a concept as the blending of Jewel and human. So, I tested the proposition.” 
 
    He looked into the admiral’s eyes, and they betrayed Perrone’s secret before the words crossed his lips. The madness of it all bore down on James. He didn’t need to consult with Ignatius this time. 
 
    “Are you serious?” James said. 
 
    “Bring him in,” Perrone shouted.  
 
    The door vanished, and the aide returned. At his side, Valentin Bouchet looked good as new, dressed in the same form-fitting, brown-and-white bodysuit James wore. No blood, no hole in his neck, and his eyes no longer filled with a savage need to kill.  
 
    “Come, Valentin,” Perrone said. “Sit with us.” 
 
    “No way,” James muttered. “There’s no way.” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure either,” the admiral said as Valentin sat, struggling to make eye contact with his brother. “The wound did not heal for almost ten minutes. His heart restarted twenty minutes after that, and the rest of him … returned to form. Still a delay with his larynx. Repairing itself. He’ll be able to speak in time.”  
 
    James couldn’t take his eyes off the brother he killed. 
 
    “You were testing us both.” 
 
    The admiral patted Valentin on the back. “My risen gods. Brothers who will reshape humanity. Brothers mightily deceived.  
 
    “Gentlemen, we have so much to discuss. But first, I think it should be clear to both of you that Emil Bouchet, your father, while a brilliant man, does not understand how to raise sons. I think you need to have a poignant conversation with the man when next you see him. Yes?”  
 
    James lost his appetite.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 PART TWO 
 
    BROTHERS AND SISTERS 
 
    I never believed in love at first sight. Why should I? My so-called parents might have loved each other, but they never showed it. 
 
    At school, the kids called it love, but it was really about sex. Every dude I knew just wanted to find a quick way under the covers. They shared stories every time they conquered somebody. And if they didn’t finish the job, they’d make up whatever came to mind.  
 
    Mostly, they just wanted a trophy at their side. It’s not like they were going to marry these girls.  
 
    Sometimes, they’d make a baby.  
 
    Most girls thought I was a freak. Or dangerous. They talked to me, but only so they could twist my words when they texted about me. 
 
    Turns out, I was the most dangerous freak they’d ever know. Did I kill any of them before I crossed the fold? The ones who lived will tell stories about me.  
 
    You see, I know the truth: Love at first sight is real. It’s the most powerful obsession a man can have. Once it grabs hold, you got no choice but to play. 
 
    I knew it the second I saw her. 
 
    I knew I’d kill for her. 
 
    There’s so much blood, but she leads me on. 
 
    These things I hunger to do… 
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    10 kilometers east of the Dnieper River, Ukraine 
 
    April 4, 1885 
 
    One standard day earlier 
 
      
 
   R AYNA TSUKANOVA REMOVED HER PAPAKHA HAT and bent over the railroad track. She ran her hand along the steel rail, laid less than a year ago — the final connector on the route from Kiev to Donetsk. The slightest vibration predicted the approach of the train. She calculated time and distance with the help of her Mentor. 
 
    “He is almost here,” Rayna told Mentor in poetic Russian. “Father will be proud to see me.” 
 
    “Assuming they do not kill him first,” the Mentor replied, his accent patterned off the British Chancellor who cared for Rayna the first year after the observers crossed the IDF.  
 
    “If they do, I will slay them all.” She grabbed the hilt of her shaksha but did not remove it from the pouch on her knee-length kaftan. “An honest weapon for dishonest men.” 
 
    The Mentor stood in the middle of the tracks: a tall man in white, goateed and sporting a silver pocket watch.  
 
    “I have little doubt you would make quite the mess of them, my dearest. However, it seems dreadfully inefficient. If we do not reach the fold in four hours, its relative position will shift, and your mission will be sorely compromised. This rescue attempt unnerves me.” 
 
    She boiled inside. They had this conversation before.  
 
    “And you prefer I leave Father to this mad world?” 
 
    “No one asked him to align with Prince Alexei. If you had passed along my warning seven years ago, as I politely asked, Pyotr never would have entangled himself with the Romanovs. You could have been simple farmers, lived a quiet life. But Pyotr could not live without the trappings of a Chancellor. What is fifteen years of suffering in exchange for saving his entire race?” 
 
    “Silence, Mentor.” Rayna grabbed her rifle and rushed toward the forest. “If you continue speaking this way, I will cancel our deal. I have the power.” 
 
    Rayna smiled when he disappeared. Mentor knew she could cancel him in an instant. The deal they spent more than a year negotiating — his survival after her conversion in exchange for him restoring her pre-Jewel memories — gave her great leverage. Rayna had no intention of taking orders from her Chancellor masters.  
 
    She reached the edge of the forest, where her comrades — two Chancellors and six proper Cossacks — waited on horseback. She mounted her own steed. 
 
    “Remember,” she told them, “They will hold Father in the rear car. Kill any who resist but leave Vasily Shkuro for me. He is a traitor, and he will die a traitor’s death.” 
 
    Kamily Doroshenko, a graybeard Hetman of the Right-bank Ukraine and the man who rescued the Tsukanovs at their darkest hour, raised his blade. 
 
    “For the honor of Pyotr Tsukanov, we follow your lead, Rayna Tsukanova. May God grant us good fortune.” 
 
    Together, they raised their blades. Rayna knew that come what may, these Cossacks would fight to the death for her. Only in the past year had such fortune come to her household.  
 
    The very idea of following a girl into battle repulsed the fighters under Kamily’s command. Though she was taller than any Doroshenko, with broad shoulders and steeled eyes, her choice to wear the traditional garb of the Don Cossacks disturbed their sense of order. Where was the blouse? The oversized skirt? The lace? And her hair—how dare she shave all but a left forelock. Is she man or woman? Does she mock our traditions?  
 
    “A Cossack is not a Cossack without a forelock,” she reminded them when they questioned her motives.  
 
    Yet she rode a horse with more courage or discipline than any of them. She fired a rifle with precision, capable of killing the enemy at one hundred meters. But of greatest worth, she stood between Kamily’s wife and daughters when vengeful assassins tried to waylay them on the road to Lubny. She killed one with her blade, leaving the other able to provide intelligence before she slashed the man’s throat. Her actions tied the family houses Doroshenko and Tsukanov.  
 
    The train came into view on schedule. Two cars, as expected, trailed the engine. If reports were accurate, her father would be guarded by six men on Vasily Shkuro’s payroll. Rifles, certainly. Blades, she doubted. These men have no honor.  
 
    As expected, the train slowed as it passed the Cossacks’ hidden position. Even a half-blind engineer could see the logs stacked three layers high on the track.  
 
    Rayna, her observers, and the Cossacks shared a knowing smile and grabbed their horses’ reins. They charged out behind the passing train, another six allies emerging from the tree line on the far side of the tracks. They proceeded with a disciplined adherence to the plan Rayna devised with Kamily.  
 
    The train screeched as it bellowed excess steam. Before the wheels made their final rotation, the rescuers assumed positions on all sides. Two guarded either side of the engine. Two dismounted their steeds and leaped onboard the first car. Three remained on horseback, their rifles aimed at the most important car. The Chancellor observers raced to the forward door of that car, while Rayna leaped from her horse and joined Kamily at the rear. They boarded the steps and stood abreast the door, their rifles high.  
 
    “We go with God,” Kamily said before they attacked. 
 
    Rayna grabbed the latch, threw open the door, and rushed inside. She aimed, ready to take out Father’s guards, one by one. Two of the last four Chancellor observers who crossed the fold assaulted from the front of the car.  
 
    They encountered no resistance. 
 
    “What is this?” Rayna said. 
 
    The seats were empty, save for one man in a suit who sat snug against a window, his back to Rayna. The Chancellors locked eyes in dismay. She feared the worst: Her intelligence was wrong. How deadly would this miscalculation prove?  
 
    “Forward,” she told the observers. “Now. We…” 
 
    The Mentor appeared in the car’s mid-section, checking his pocket watch. She saw his astonishment. 
 
    “How did I not anticipate this, my dearest child?” Mentor said. “I always saw what Alexei was, but these other savages…” 
 
    A cold fever swept through the cabin. Rayna sensed it before she confirmed it. She raced forward three rows and aimed her rifle at the lone passenger sitting in silence.  
 
    He carried a stately presence: A suit well-tailored with an embroidered handkerchief, a carefully coiffed beard of salt gray, a top hat worn only by the aristocracy. 
 
    And vacant eyes that saw forever and no more.  
 
    Rayna lowered the rifle.  
 
    “Father.” 
 
    Pyotr Tsukanov did not respond. His daughter knew he was dead – too far gone for the Jewel inside her to save him. And even so, she moved closer, trapped between a grief she realized would be her death and a reckless rage to strike out at her enemies.  
 
    A newspaper lay in Pyotr’s lap, with a hand-drawn message in red scrawled across the front page.  
 
    Смерть узурпаторам 
 
    DEATH TO THE USURPERS. 
 
    Rayna heard this message often from those who never trusted the Tsukanovs, never believed they were true Cossacks. 
 
     “Father,” she said again, this time noticing a thin red line encircling his neck above the jacket. “Savages.” She faced the Mentor, who sighed. 
 
    “My dearest, I wish I had foreseen this folly. They wish to finish us as they tried fifteen years ago.” 
 
    As if on startling cue, shots blasted through windows. Glass flew inward, and the Chancellors who joined her on this rescue fiasco twisted about and yelped as a storm of bullets shredded them. 
 
    Rayna faced Kamily Doroshenko and stared into the barrel of his rifle. His aim was not as steady as in previous years, his age a frequent challenge. Still, the barrel rested point-blank from her heart. Rayna found no room for tears as she understood the depth of the betrayal.  
 
    “What did that demon Vasily Shkuro promise you?” 
 
    “Protection, Rayna. For my household, here and far. For my family name. For a name that dominated this countryside generations before the Tsukanovs arrived.” He dropped a tear. “Know this, Rayna Tsukanova. I have loved you and your father as my own. My dearest wife and daughters would be with God if not for you. But Vasily, he is bent on ending all Tsukanovs.” 
 
    The picture came into focus; she’d been a fool. “And he has the backing of every major household in Kiev. No?” 
 
    “He does.” 
 
    “Why this way, Kamily? Why bring us here to betray us?” 
 
    Kamily swallowed hard. “Vasily wants your bodies delivered to Kiev. Payment from the Doroshenkos. The other Tsukanovs were heading north, but they have surely been taken by my men. Their bodies will be brought here. When the barrier is cleared, we will deliver the seven of you to Kiev. Vasily will be waiting at the depot.” 
 
    Rayna stiffened her shoulders and her resolve.  
 
    “No, Kamily Doroshenko, you are wrong. This train will never reach Kiev, and that bastard Vasily Shkuro will never see his gift.” 
 
    She tossed aside her rifle and grabbed the hilt of her shaksha. 
 
    “You have lost all honor today, Kamily. But you wish to regain some measure of that honor. No? Kill me in the way of a true Cossack, not by putting a bullet through my heart.” 
 
    His eyes revealed his humiliation. Just over his shoulders, the Mentor nodded.  
 
    “Careful, dearest,” Mentor said. “His is a weaker mind, but the property of a stubborn old man. He may choose the simple path.” 
 
    Kamily stepped back two paces and lowered the rifle.  
 
    “I stand corrected,” Mentor said. “He does still have a slice of honor. Kill him quickly, dearest. The fold awaits.” 
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   R AYNA LEARNED ABOUT DEATH on her third birthday, less than two months after she set foot on this primitive version of Earth. They came for two of her “uncles,” Chancellors who ignored local Cossack customs. Her father saved her during the attack, but he did not spare her from the sight of men slashed by masters of the blade. 
 
    Pyotr tried to keep her safe, teaching her the etiquette and responsibilities of a Cossack girl. Yet her mind twisted in many directions after the Mentor appeared out of nowhere on her seventh birthday. He showed her other worlds, other possibilities. 
 
    She learned, she watched, she waited for her moment. 
 
    Seven years later, she tracked the son of a Cossack who killed her “uncles” and gutted him along the banks of the Dnieper. No witnesses, no reprisals. But the blood…. 
 
    “You will die an honorable death,” she told Kamily as he dropped his rifle and reached for his shaksha. “And when you are dead, I will kill every man outside this train. And then I will unleash a fury to do for the Doroshenkos what Vasily Shkuro could never have imagined. I will be the demon who will haunt your family to the end of time.” 
 
    “No, Rayna,” he said. “You will haunt only me and my memories.” 
 
    They each took a defensive posture, their blades high and angled for a strike. Rayna sensed the flow and rhythm of the battle before it began. She anticipated each move and countermeasure. You made a mistake, Kamily. You taught me everything you know.  
 
    She did not wait for the old man to move first. Instead, she leaped to her right, landing upon an empty seat and gaining the high ground on her opponent. As she expected, Kamily pushed off, intending a similar maneuver. But she lunged at him as he entered mid-flight, her blade swinging down across her chest left to right, a decisive arc guaranteed to slice into his vulnerable side. At impact she swung through; Kamily grunted as he repositioned himself. Rayna thought of that boy along the Dnieper, how she stalked him on cat’s feet and delivered the mortal blow without warning. How the blood gushed from his mouth as he gagged.  
 
    She twirled on those same cat’s feet and brought the blade in for the kill. But Kamily blocked the maneuver, their blades clanging at a brief impasse. She relished his fear. He might yet hold her off, push her away, unlock the blades and counterattack. No matter. Victory was inevitable.  
 
    Rayna turned inevitability into finality. Her free left hand, which she kept at her side throughout her maneuvers, reached into a pouch on her kaftan. With a nimble grab rehearsed dozens of times every day for months, she snatched the hilt of a second blade, this one straight and serrated. A blade crafted to her own specifications. 
 
    “God will never forgive you,” she told Kamily as she drove the second blade deep into his gut. He heaved as she twisted the knife.  
 
    His eyes revealed his mortality, and his shaksha gave way with one more surge. With her right hand, she brought the blade across his neck, the blood spewing much as it must have when they cut her father’s throat.  
 
    She took a final look at the body and spit on Kamily Doroshenko. 
 
    “Fortunately,” she said, “There is no God to forgive you.” 
 
    The Mentor applauded from the seat behind.  
 
    “A delightful parting shot,” he said. “And the second blade? Very crafty, dearest. Now then, about this business of killing the others outside. Might I recommend you consider the speed of your mount. We have places to be, and the surviving observers will, I suspect, need your immediate assistance.” 
 
    Rayna understood Mentor’s sense of urgency, but she could not bring herself to run away. She turned to her father. 
 
    “If I leave this, they will take him to Kiev. Vasily Skhuro will gloat. All the Tsukanovs will be gone, either way. He cannot have a victory, Mentor. Not today.” 
 
    “He will if you take on all these Cossacks, and they put a bullet through that bone cap protecting your stubborn brain.” He checked his pocket watch and started toward the rear door. “And Vasily, he is little more than a rodent. He scurries about this forsaken land in search of cheese. He will find his poison soon enough. Let us leave these unfortunate rabble. History will bury them.” 
 
    Rayna accepted the logic in Mentor’s argument, but the code of vengeance at the center of her principles weighed upon her. She grabbed both rifles – hers and Kamily’s – and started toward the rear of the train. She allowed the Jewel to sense her surroundings like radar, to detect her enemies moving toward the rear with her. They will come to see me lying dead next to Father. They will gloat.   
 
    She raised both rifles. Her blood stirred. 
 
        “I hear it, Mentor. It’s coming. I see it like a waking dream.” 
 
    “Beg pardon, dearest?” 
 
    “I tasted it the moment I died and became the Jewel. It flows through me. It wraps around me like the thickest fur. It was there by the river when I slit Anatoly’s throat.” 
 
    “Do not lose focus, Rayna.” 
 
    She closed her eyes as she reached the rear door.  
 
    “It is hungry, Mentor. It wants what I can give it, and it will guide me to my destiny. Father’s enemies will be consumed.” 
 
    “Careful, Rayna. You are not prepared for that particular feature.” 
 
    She shut herself off from Mentor and plunged ahead. Her targets were where she expected. She pulled the trigger on each rifle. To the left, to the right. Two Cossacks fell. She scanned the tracks, found her steed and called to him with a familiar whistle. Black as coal, the horse galloped to her with urgency. 
 
    After dropping the rifles, she leaped over the railing, landed square upon the saddle, and grabbed the reins. She whispered to the horse. 
 
    “Make them think we are running for our lives.” 
 
    She snapped the reins, and the horse surged over the rails and toward the tree line. They shouted from behind; their rifles cracked. Once she hit the tree line unscathed, she sensed they were regrouping, quick to pursue on horseback. That gave her the time she needed.  
 
    Rayna changed direction, leading her horse through the thick forest but never beyond sight of the railway. She counted, just long enough for her pursuers to group. Then she whistled as she pulled the reins to steer her steed back out of the woods and into the open.  
 
    As expected, she caught them together: nine on horseback, fifty meters away, racing to the trees. They pulled on their reins when they saw her. She raised her arms, showing she had no rifle. 
 
    “If you are men,” she yelled, “kill me like true Cossacks.” She leaped from the horse. “What can I do against the nine of you?” 
 
    She saw their predictable confusion. They knew her as a warrior, but also as a girl. Did they wonder whether God would punish them for butchering a girl? Rayna started toward them at a leisurely pace, her arms extended, hands open-faced. The Doroshenkos and their allies smiled, deciding to take up butchery by gang. They dismounted. Seven left their rifles behind and unsheathed their blades. Two stayed beside the horses, their rifles at the ready.  
 
    “Dearest,” Mentor said. “You are not ready for this feature.’’ 
 
    “After I leave this Earth, they will never solve the mystery of what happened here today. But they will tell stories. Create mythology. They will say a messenger from hell visited.” 
 
    “That sounds a tad messianic for my taste. Please, Rayna…” 
 
    She ignored him and fell deep inside her soul, reaching for the dark and grabbing hold of it. She listened to its song, swayed to its rhythm, and fueled it with every morsel of unbridled rage.  
 
    The dark swam through her blood and vibrated her muscles. It rose like bile into her throat and burned beneath her skin. At last, it took the form she demanded.  
 
    Her eyes closed, Rayna lifted her arms above her head, the dark now concentrated inside her closed fists. In her mind, Rayna imagined her victims and the dust of their remains. The men, the horses, the train and its engineer, the countryside she came to love so many years ago. One word echoed inside her soul: Burn. 
 
    Rayna threw her fists forward and became a Berserker. 
 
    The earth shook beneath her feet, and a cacophony of death followed. Rayna witnessed none of it. 
 
    When the cloud lifted and she opened her eyes, Rayna lay on her side, staring at the forest. She tried to push up against an unexpected weight, and a dull pain radiated from everywhere. She caught movement to her rear, twisted, and found her horse grazing a hundred meters away. The world was quiet until a bird sang. She blinked uncontrollably and tasted blood.  
 
    Mentor flashed before her in segments, as if a jammed transmission trying to break through. He spoke to her but without volume. He blinked as often as she did. 
 
    Minutes passed before she found the strength to stand. When she did, Rayna looked north along the railway and discovered what she expected. It terrified her nonetheless. 
 
    The railroad ended twenty meters ahead of her, as did all features of the land for at least a mile in every direction. A large brown cloud of debris hung over the distant horizon.  
 
    “They will never forget Rayna Tsukanova.” 
 
    The blinking slowed, and with it, the Mentor returned, this time with volume. His jaw fell, incredulous.  
 
    “As I said, dearest, you were not prepared for this feature. You may not realize now, but this,” he pointed north, “will haunt you to the end of your days. And as for the others forgetting you? They will not if you fail to reach the fold in time.” 
 
    Her memory of the ticking clock, once shrouded in her need for vengeance, returned with a force. She whistled to her horse.  
 
    “I wish I had time to ride to Kiev,” she said. “I would destroy the entire city just to turn Vasily Shkuro to ash.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure you would, but you will have to settle for one act of madness today.” 
 
    She struggled to mount the horse, slowed by dizziness. It did not, however, prevent her from tapping into the Caryllan pulse and its terminus point at the Interdimensional Fold.  
 
    When she at last took comfort on her steed, Rayna gave herself a moment to say goodbye. 
 
    “One day, I will come back to this Earth,” she said. “You cannot hide, Vasily. I will whisper into your ear. Then I will take your head.” 
 
    Rayna grabbed the reins and fled toward the fold.  
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    Great Plains Metroplex 
 
      
 
   J AMES USED TO LOVE SLEEP. NOW, HE WONDERED whether he’d ever bother again. By his best count, he’d been awake fifty-six hours and should have been eager to find the closest pillow. Instead, his mind buzzed with intriguing possibilities, his interludes with Ignatius Horne intensified, and his new body—ten pounds firmer since the post-fight feast—craved action, not sleep. 
 
    He talked Perrone into providing him what his evolving body needed most: Combat discipline. “I can’t accomplish my mission if I lack the tactics of a soldier,” he told Perrone. The admiral obliged, ordering nervous technicians to dress James in a full-body simulation amp designed for aspiring peacekeepers. Two hours later, James stood alone on an observation deck on the thirtieth floor of the GPM, facing the Atrium Aeterna, engulfed in a holographic training cube.  
 
    His trainer emerged from the cube’s ornate algorithms and built itself into a spot-on clone of James Bouchet. The techs gave James fair warning, saying the program’s ability to duplicate a trainee’s exact musculature and body movements was its greatest strength. See yourself. Respect yourself. James was exhilarated as he stared down his doppelganger.  
 
    He blinked. 
 
    “It’s me, Ignatius,” he said. “The me I was always supposed to be. If those rednecks at Albion County High got a look at me now, the girls would drool, and I would scare the boys shitless.” 
 
    Ignatius sat cross-legged on a leather command chair fit for an admiral, decorated in countless medals. James stood at his side, looking out a ship’s viewport and studying the Earth below. 
 
    “You’ve come along much faster than I anticipated,” he said. “If I might, one suggestion? Pare back on the testosterone-laden cockiness. As soon as you consider yourself greater than others, you will open the door to your own downfall. Your potential is limitless, but they can kill you at any moment.” 
 
     “True. But I spent the last few years running away. They’ll never put me in that position again. And truth is, before long I will be better than them. That’s the whole damn point of me.”  
 
    Ignatius tapped a button on his chair’s armrest, and a giant flare blasted outward from the ship, descending toward Earth.  
 
    “Do you mean like that? Press a button, have command over the fate of millions? Even humanity itself? James, do not allow Perrone’s words to catalyze your ego. ‘Risen gods,’ he called you and your brother. What staggering arrogance. The words of a madman.” 
 
    James took offense. “A madman who will open every door I need. And as for Valentin, he’s something else entirely.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    James didn’t want to focus on his brother. They parted before Valentin’s larynx healed, the admiral insisting Valentin rest until recovered. Hours later, the sting of Valentin’s return remained: The brutal way James killed his brother, stood over a bloody corpse, relished the sight, yet came to realize it was a mere test. 
 
    He knew Ignatius was right: Perrone orchestrated everything, dangled the threat of killing Michael, and planned to settle some unspoken score with the Bouchet brothers’ father, Emil. A madman, for sure. But so, so useful.  
 
    He blinked away from Ignatius and refocused on the training program. James’s duplicate took a broad stance, his legs angled apart, arms tucked to his sides. The lesson began. 
 
    “The way of a peacekeeper,” the trainer said, “is grounded in his ability to maintain harmonic control over every part of his body. Each bone or muscle, each heartbeat, even the pace of blood flow and perspiration, should be regulated toward the peacekeeper’s strategic goals. Such control begins with a disciplined mind capable of seeing each individual movement before it occurs. Using this mental capacity with mission-critical orders enables the peacekeeper to achieve maximum efficiency in combat, rendering the soldier unstoppable.” 
 
    Although the teacher was James’s physical doppelganger, his voice was not. It sounded closer to his old Earth’s voice-activated assistants with names such as Siri or Alexa.  
 
    “Question,” he interrupted the teacher. “How long does this training require?” 
 
    “They designed this primary program for Tier 2 initiates. The typical initiate would be eight years old. Your body, however, is far more advanced. Its current composition and your life experience might conflict with normal protocols.” 
 
    “Which means what?” 
 
    “Given a consistent regimen of two hours per day, you should advance to the next tier in four months.” 
 
    James snickered. He thought of the Jewel, his ace in the hole during his duel with Valentin. 
 
    “Not likely,” he said. “And I don’t have that kind of time anyway. What happens after the training?” 
 
    “Typically, you will advance to Tier 3, where you will learn kwin-sho. The art of reconfiguring your body to achieve superior effectiveness is the final prerequisite for placement in the Unification Guard. Is that not your ultimate goal?” 
 
    “No.” He thought about his actions since crossing the fold. “But I need discipline. So, what do you say we get the ball rolling? Show me what you got.” 
 
    The doppelganger offered a side nod.  
 
    “Begin by duplicating my stance.” 
 
    Simple enough, James thought. He studied his teacher’s frame, the angles, and firmed himself into a similar position. 
 
    “Incorrect,” the teacher said. “Your legs are positioned inconsistently. Extend both to 30 degrees. At present, your left is 28 degrees, the right is 27.” 
 
    James tried again and received another rebuff.  
 
    “You have overextended to 33 and 31 degrees, respectively. Compensate, James.” 
 
    The teacher did not like his third attempt either. “You are neither listening to your body nor following my lead. You now hold at 28 and 31. All elements of your stance must find harmony. Reposition your shoulders, pull back your torso three degrees.” 
 
    “Look, I’m trying, but it ain’t like I got a measuring tape on me.” 
 
    “The mind can control measurements. Reposition now.” 
 
    James detected impatience. “OK. Sorry. Here we go again.” 
 
    He held the new stance for several seconds as the trainer eyed him in silence. The program glitched for a split second. 
 
    “You are still unaligned, but I detect an unexpected anomaly. Your musculature is changing at a steady pace. You have evolved by 9.8 ounces in the past two minutes. This rate is unnatural and will require constant recalibration to the program.” 
 
    James smiled, proud of himself. “Didn’t they tell you? I’m going through a growth spurt.” 
 
    “Then I will modify the requirements for your initiation. Reposition to this stance to the best of your ability, James.” It waited for him to do so. “Acceptable. Now, hold this position for ten minutes. Regulate your breathing to a minimal flow with your lips closed. Most important, do not blink. Not even once.” 
 
    The instructions seemed doable except for the last one. He’d fail, but that was the point. He thought about giving in, allowing the Jewel to help him, but James knew better. He blinked. 
 
    “As long as you’re with me,” he told Ignatius, “I’m not complete.” 
 
    “About time you figured that out,” Ignatius replied from his command chair. A brilliant gold mushroom formed on the Earth’s surface, spreading across southern Asia. “Do you see, James? That is what happens when you lack discipline and humility.” 
 
    James remembered the horrifying scene of desolation that stretched for miles across Alabama the first time he unleashed the Jewel’s explosive potential. Ignatius continued. 
 
    “Discipline can be taught with ease, but the exercise of it by the learner is a far more complicated matter. This Chancellor program may offer some superficial benefits, but you are not destined to wear a uniform or be controlled by a chain of command. When the great moments of decision come, you will be tempted to throw such principles aside. No, James, you are far from complete, and I am going nowhere soon.” 
 
      The interchange with Ignatius did not distract James. He followed the teacher’s orders. Much to his surprise, five minutes passed without one blink. Pressure formed, the temptation grew, but he resisted. Then, as the final minutes closed in, the pain of dry eyes intensified. Much to his surprise, ten minutes seemed reachable on the first try.  
 
    That’s when a shadow moved into the periphery of his vision. Seconds later, he heard a familiar voice. 
 
    “I remember my first day,” Valentin said. “Took me twenty tries to complete the first test.” 
 
    James lost focus, blinked twice, and relaxed his stance. He glanced at the teacher, then at his brother, who stood at the edge of the observation deck, admiring the crystalline sparkles drifting around the Atrium Aeterna.  
 
    “I worked harder than every other initiate,” Valentin continued, as if oblivious to whether James was listening. “Had no choice. I was smaller, less aggressive. No one thought I could be UG material.” Then he pivoted to James. “Least of all my father.” 
 
    James tapped the amp against his temple, and the holographic program vanished.  
 
    “Guess your voice box is working again, huh?” 
 
    James recognized another change. Valentin’s eyes gave it away: Resignation, defeat. No. Humility. The animal was driven out. His brother started toward James but stopped at a safe distance, his shoulders sagging ever so slightly.  
 
    “No one ever bested me before today. You killed me, James.” 
 
    “Thought so, too. Turns out, the fight was rigged.” 
 
    Valentin nodded. “Which is why we need to talk. About the admiral, about my father… our father. The future. All of it.” 
 
    James looked his brother at eye level for the first time, his bulk approaching Valentin’s.  
 
    “I guess we’re both abominations now,” he said, recalling Valentin’s words during the duel. “So, yeah, dude. Let’s talk.”  
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    Offices of the Admiralty, Suite 70 
 
    Great Plains Metroplex 
 
      
 
   R EAR ADMIRAL AUGUSTUS PERRONE enjoyed holding court while sipping what he considered the best café in the Collectorate. He swiveled in comfort during the circastream call, shifting his attention between the faces floating around his desk in holographic bubbles, their filters streaming like raindrops on glass. Leonard Mauritius of the Trent Presidium; Barbara Quinton of the Kilmurry Presidium; First Admiral Josephus Fierston aboard the intersystem transfer station above Ganymede. And ever faithful at Perrone’s side, Maj. Sexton Marshall, 9th Battalion, Inner Colony Command. 
 
    “As I noted before,” Perrone reassured his guests, “this is an evolving plan. The first major experiment was a success. Once we have the Ukrainian Jewel, we move into the next phase. And to arrest your concern, Barbara, I should remind you that as of one week ago, all of us were blind to what was about to happen. I would say we’ve done an exceptional job of playing catch-up. Yes?” 
 
    Barbara, a regal woman wearing a necklace of interlaced diamonds, grunted. “Can anyone ever be sure they have caught up to Emil Bouchet? He has fooled the best of us time and again.” 
 
    “Here, here!” Perrone slapped his desk. “And he may yet find another curve to play. But our people are in position. When we move on SkyTower, he will realize we have him in a vice.” 
 
    Leonard Mauritius interrupted. “Can you be certain he has no agents inside the GPM?” 
 
    Perrone turned to Maj. Marshall. “Sexton?” 
 
    “Negative. We have vetted everyone in the Admiralty division and its associations. No one here would dare ally with Bouchet.” 
 
    Leonard shook his head. “Among the Admiralty? No. That’s not how he would come at you. Have you vetted the Solomons?” 
 
    The others laughed. Perrone joined in. “I thought I was paranoid, Leonard. The Solomons have no interest in espionage. If they align themselves with a Chancellor faction and fail, they expose themselves.” 
 
    “And what does that mean?” Barbara asked. 
 
    “The Solomons are biding their time, waiting for the collapse of the Chancellory. They see themselves as our replacements one day, albeit a few generations down the line.” 
 
    First Admiral Fierston added, “They may very well get their wish, if we do not sort this business in proper order. What news do you have of the Ukrainian?” 
 
    Perrone took a sip and nodded to Maj. Marshall, who spoke. 
 
    “We have run into complications. The initial reports were chaotic, but she arrived and appeared, at least briefly, to be secured with our faction. Or should I say, with Dr. Ophelia Tomelin’s allies. We initiated Scorch protocol and eliminated Bouchet’s forces. As best as we can determine, our original assessment of the Ukrainian’s compliance to Chancellor command was inaccurate.” 
 
    Disgruntled voices rose in unison. Barbara was the loudest. 
 
    “Excuse me, Major? Are you saying both living Jewels on Earth are exercising free will? Their programs failed?” 
 
    “Failure is a relative term,” Perrone responded. “Both appear functional in every evolved manner except for the blind loyalty they promised us. Explain to them, Major.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. We have confirmed each of them is a Berserker. James Bouchet’s own account of his experience matches a report filed by an agent who crossed the IDF into the Ukrainian Expanse. The agent detected the signature of a Class 3 thermonuclear blast within ten kilometers of the fold. Since that Earth has only evolved to primitive uses of electricity, the explanation is obvious.” 
 
    “And what happened to the agent?” Admiral Fierston said.  
 
    “She was killed after returning with the Jewel and an observer. She filed her report seconds before her death, as Tomelin’s allies lost control of the Jewel.” 
 
    “Then Bouchet’s people could have her,” Leonard said. 
 
    “No,” Marshall replied. “She was last seen with an observer who is a loyalist to Tomelin’s group. Our concern is that the observer has not reported in, and we have been unable to track either.” 
 
    “However,” Perrone continued, “we have dispatched agents to the region. A delicate operation. Rough terrain, extensive earthquake activity near the fold. We will have her soon enough.” 
 
    “If I may ask,” Barbara said, “Why bother? We have James Bouchet, and he appears cooperative, despite your extreme measures, Augustus. There are eight others like him off-world. Should we not just eliminate the Ukrainian and cut our losses?” 
 
    “No. First, we do not have any of those other eight assets in our possession. Second, I need her for him.” Perrone tossed out a cube of the observation deck on level 30, where James faced his doppelganger. “He is the most stunning evolution in the history of the human race. If he represents our future – and that remains a significant if – he will need a partner for procreation. In the end, our survival rests on the ability to make babies. The Chancellory has, at best, one more generation before we lose that ability. Yes?” 
 
    Perrone cut himself short. He was not ready to mention Valentin’s restoration. They didn’t need to know about the immortals. Not yet.  
 
    “Speaking of the other assets,” Admiral Fierston said, “We have dispatched teams to the appropriate colonies, and we should have a grasp on our success rate within the next standard day. We are working on less intelligence than we had for the Earth assets.” 
 
    “We are dangling by a thread,” Leonard said. “If this falls apart, if word gets back to the Green, if Emil reestablishes his leverage with the systemwide presidiums, we could lose everything. I put my entire descendency on the line, Augustus. I want a future for the Chancellory, but not at the cost of living the rest of my days in disgrace.” 
 
    Perrone smiled. “You speak for everyone, I’m sure. But I intend for this gambit to go our way. Are there any further concerns?” 
 
    When the circastream ended, Perrone dissolved the cubes. 
 
    “Well done, Sexton. Now, for the hard choices. We have loose bolts in need of tightening. Is our man in Ophelia’s company ready to move on our orders?” 
 
    “He is. I think we gave him through more hardship than he expected, and he’s rather put-out. But he’ll act when told.” 
 
    “Excellent. As soon as we have the Ukrainian in our custody, and the off-world assets are secured, Ophelia loses the last of her value. The moment that happens, I want her dead. She is far too loud.” 
 
    “Yes. And once she knows what we…” 
 
    “She might find her way back to Emil Bouchet.” 
 
    “And the others in her company? The friends loyal to James?” 
 
    “They will not matter much longer.” He pointed to the last cube, which showed James now talking to his brother. “Valentin made a move toward reconciliation, as you predicted, Sexton. He is where we need him. Humbled. He will defer to his older brother, as any good Chancellor might. Perhaps they will even connive against us. No matter! Let them have their fun. As long as James has the loyalty of a brother and is paired with the mother of his future children, he will lose interest in Samantha and Michael. Then we tighten loose bolts. Yes?” 
 
    Sexton nodded. “If I may, sir? Your ability to play the game with such relish has been beautiful to observe.” 
 
    Perrone took another sip before setting the cup on his desk.  
 
    “I do love it, Major. I only wish I had acted soon enough to see the same admiration on the face of my son. I like to think Christian would have enjoyed the game.” His smile disappeared. “Which reminds me. Tell our man that when the time comes, I want Michael Cooper to experience unimaginable pain before we execute him.” 
 
    “I will see it done, Admiral.” 
 
    Marshall left the office, and Perrone studied the live cube from level 30. He watched Valentin move ever closer to James. And then, after numerous exchanges, it happened. The necessary turn. 
 
    Valentin extended his right hand.  
 
    “And so it begins,” Perrone whispered.  
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   T HE FIRST TIME JAMES STUDIED VALENTIN, he looked into the eyes of a grizzled war veteran. A hardened warrior, perhaps in his mid-twenties, a monster of a man rippling with the features of a Mr. Universe. Now, as James grew toward his brother’s mass, he thought of Valentin as the 15-year-old he truly was. Softer, stunned by a reality he never thought possible, rethinking the world, afraid of what he might learn next. 
 
    “I wish I knew where to start,” Valentin said. “Every instinct told me you had to die. I never knew of you until yesterday, and my family legacy… it belonged to me. Only me. You heard the admiral before the fight. What he promised me if I won.” 
 
    “Oh, sure,” James smiled. “He tossed some whoppers my way, too. But fact is, I knew things even he didn’t. Still doesn’t. And that fight? Dude, you never had a chance, despite what Perrone said.” 
 
    Valentin nodded. “You are suggesting he foresaw the outcome?” 
 
    “Not sure, but I reckon he made an educated guess. Look, Valentin, I’ve only been this way for a little while, but I know what I can do. And dude, I’m just getting started.” 
 
    Valentin examined James’s body. “This growth. It will continue?” 
 
    “Looks like.” 
 
    “To what end?” 
 
    “I don’t think there is an end. I’m not human, at least not anymore. We might have the same DNA, but I got something else flowing through my blood. And it’s a damn sight more powerful.” 
 
    In the awkward pause that followed, Valentin sighed. He looked askance, as if seeking a new way forward. 
 
    “When I was young, just entering Tier 1, I wished for a brother. Most of my peers had older siblings, many of them in the UG. They were sources of great inspiration. I was small for my age, so I needed inspiration.” 
 
    James thought of Ben for the first time since he crossed the fold. His heart raced. 
 
    “I get it,” he told Valentin. “I had a brother, so to speak. Turned out he wasn’t. Not a source of inspiration, either, but I reckon he tried his best for me.” 
 
    “Perhaps you will tell me about him one day.” 
 
    “I think my old life will fade away before long.” 
 
    Valentin stiffened his shoulders. “I understand. The future is the only path. Yes? Tell me, James, where do we go from here?” 
 
    James laughed. “We could try not to kill each other again.” 
 
    Valentin released a smirk. “An armistice. Yes?” 
 
    “Sounds good to me, dude.” 
 
    Valentin extended his right hand. “Welcome, James Bouchet. To the Collectorate. To the Chancellory. To my family.” 
 
    The first two sounded nice, the third unsettling. The father James was so eager to meet seemed increasingly dangerous. Yet he also understood the reunion was inevitable. He extended his hand, and the brothers shared an unyielding grip.  
 
    James pulled in close without letting go. He lowered his voice, wondering whether anyone might be listening—especially Perrone.  
 
    “Remember what the admiral called us, Valentin? Risen gods?” Valentin nodded. “He’s wrong, dude. We’re not gods. We’re monsters, and he damn well knows it. We’re killers. You’ve been doing it for a living, and me… well, I killed thousands with a thought. And apparently, you can’t die. Perrone wants to control us. He will find the others like me, and I’m sure as shit there are others like you.” 
 
    Valentin nodded. “I agree. Do you perceive his larger plan?” 
 
    “No, but I got a few wild ideas. For now, I figure we’d best play along till we know where this is going. Dude, we’re gonna need each other. You good with that?” 
 
    “I am. You are my older brother, and you have proven your worth. I need no more convincing.” 
 
    The admission surprised James, but he rolled with his new, exalted status.  
 
    They stepped back from each other.  
 
    “Damn,” James said. “An honest-to-goodness bro. Going to take some getting used to, dude.” 
 
    Valentin winced. “If I might, James. What is a dude?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Sorry. Ah, it’s a term of affection. Right? You say it to your best friends or… well, a brother.” 
 
    “And this was common vernacular on your Earth?” 
 
    “I grew up in rural Alabama. I could write a book.” 
 
    “Then perhaps this is a good time to tell me. We are brothers. We cannot afford to be strangers. Tell me of Alabama, and I will tell you of life on Ark Carriers and battles I fought on the colonies. And anything else that interests you.” 
 
    James lighted upon a fun idea when he looked down at his full-body training suit.  
 
    “I’m betting you could turn me into a soldier a hell of a lot faster than a holograph. There are things I need to experience.” 
 
    Valentin slapped him on the shoulder. “I am beginning to like you, James. Your bravado is worthy of our family name.” 
 
    “Good. Glad you didn’t kill me. Let’s talk turkey, dude.” 
 
    They retreated to Valentin’s personal quarters and talked until after sunrise. As he listened to war stories, James stirred with an excitement as never before. The Jewel showed him a field of battle where blood flowed like a river. And something else… 
 
    A new presence.  
 
    A voice.  
 
    A name on the air.  
 
    Her name.  
 
    A whisper in his ear, a kiss on his cheek.  
 
    And then, within minutes, the universe opened its floodgates. 
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    New Stockholm City, NAC 
 
      
 
   N OW THIS WAS MICHAEL COOPER’S VISION of the future. A beautiful city sparkling in the sunlight, immaculate ivory streets, flying vehicles, overhead tube lines whisking people between glass temples with contours that defied the laws of physics. Tall, imposing men in form-fitting suits; women in either tight uniforms or floral-patterned saris. Many citizens relaxed on benches, meditating to a bubble of violin-infused music. Others walked past engaged in holocube conversations, their lips moving but their voices muted to passersby.  
 
    Just being out in the sun again—he thought the temperature was pushing the high 70’s—gave Michael a sense of calm he had not experienced in three days. He walked the central avenue a block from the landing where he spent the night, enthralled with the city. He wore the fabric and tri-crested symbol of the Solomons, loaned to him by Rikard. A few eyebrows raised as he passed, their surprise at the sight of a “proto-African” no longer fazing Michael. The uniform’s fabric was the softest he ever wore.  
 
    “It’s a hell of a thing,” he told Sammie, who walked abreast, still dressed in green and magenta. “You Chancellors got some serious anger issues, but you build a wicked crazy town.” 
 
    “I take that as a compliment, sort of,” she said. “I understand why you think that way about us, Michael. But you’re right, this is beautiful. More than I ever dreamed.” 
 
    He stopped. “Oh, yeah. What was I thinking? This is the first time for you, too. I mean, I reckon your folks told you stories.” 
 
    “They tried, but they weren’t allowed to bring anything through the fold that might expose them. Their stories were like fairy tales.” 
 
    “Still, it has to be great to finally see it. Be a part of it.” 
 
    A sparkle appeared in Sammie’s eyes for the first time since he met her. Yet Michael also sensed heartbreak. 
 
    “I should be walking with my parents. They were so excited to show me the Collectorate. They were so proud of what the Chancellors accomplished.” 
 
    “Look, you don’t have to explain…” 
 
    “Michael, I know what you thought of Daddy. The things he said to us before he died were horrible. But that wasn’t him. If he’d known what would happen, he would have protected you from the others. He was a good man, but he hated to lose. Ever. And he lost.” 
 
    Michael sensed the beauty of the day slipping away.  
 
    “It’s OK.” He wrapped an arm around her. “We all make crazy-ass choices. You got no parents; my folks got no son. We’ve been through some kind of hell. I reckon the only choice we got is straight ahead.” 
 
    As they crossed a wide avenue, eyes shifted. Sammie agreed with Michael’s forward-thinking but also suggested he remove his arm.  
 
    “You’re sweet, Michael, but I don’t think people appreciate Chancellors and Solomons being so close in public.” 
 
    “Yep. No sense stirring the pot. Just be glad for the walkabout.” 
 
    He was ecstatic when told he might explore the city in relative safety. Ophelia Tomelin put on hold plans to retrieve the Ukrainian Jewel and Jamie after the Ukrainian vanished. She had no idea on a new timetable, leading Michael to make demands. 
 
    At his insistence, Ophelia ordered Brey to take Michael to the shuttle and hook him up to a Tier 1 Educate amp after breakfast. The program allowed Michael to digest fundamentals about Earth, its history, politics, economics, and social structure. He joked with Sammie, suggesting he’d be getting the Wikipedia overview of another universe. 
 
    “I have a feeling it’s going to make Wikipedia look like a little kid’s picture book,” she replied.  
 
    She was correct. Michael emerged after two hours overwhelmed, as if he crammed five years of school into one class. 
 
    “Holy crap,” he said upon his return. “That’s the way to learn! How many years did I lose in that boring damn school? No wonder you people are off fighting wars and making fortunes by the time you’re fourteen.” 
 
    The information organized itself and became easily retrievable rather than falling into endless fragments of names, places, and terms. He saw the data, as if it were floating in a holocube. He sorted through, finding the most remarkable bits and couldn’t stop talking about them, before the walk and during.  
 
    “Did you know there are only two hundred forty cities on the planet?” He rattled off facts to Sammie a few blocks after suspicious eyes stopped turning their way. “Almost everybody lives in these urban areas, and the rest of the world… hell, the Chancellors just gave it back to nature centuries ago.” 
 
    “Yes. My parents told me…” 
 
    “About a thousand years ago, this Earth was… well, our old Earth. Crowded, polluted. A big damn mess. So, after the migrations to the colonies cleared off ninety percent, the Chancellors moved to a few cities and let nature take over everywhere else. Saved the planet.” 
 
    “Yes, I heard. Daddy said…” 
 
    “Who knew? Chancellors are hard-core tree huggers.” 
 
    “It’s our planet, Michael. We earned it, so we have to protect it. No different than on any of the colonies.” 
 
    “Hmm. Wonder if they’re doing as good? Didn’t learn anything about them in the program.” 
 
    “Probably best to go one planet at a time.” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s a big damn Collectorate. Brey told me the program was for five-year-olds. It’s the start of their schooling. Go figure. Can you imagine how much more there is to learn?” 
 
    Sammie pointed to a bench that looked inviting. 
 
    “I can,” she said, taking a seat. “And that scares me, Michael.” 
 
    “Hold the phone. You… scared?” 
 
    “My parents did their best, but it was all verbal. They wrote nothing. Instead, they simplified concepts and dumbed-down history. They wanted me to feel like a true Chancellor in the making, but they always assumed they’d return here with me.” 
 
    Michael nodded. “I get it. They figured they’d be here to hold your hand as you learned.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Well, I reckon they did a mighty good job because you ain’t shown the first sign of hesitation since we arrived. All that yapping you and Brey had about how the fold causes earthquakes? And then Ophelia taking you under her wing?” 
 
    “I’ve been lucky, Michael. I know those sciences because the laws of physics are the same. Daddy checked out books from the library, and we read them together. But this…” She took a deep breath as she gazed at the city’s wonders. “I can’t fake it forever, Michael.” 
 
    “Just take the courses. You’ll have everything you need.” 
 
    She leaned in and kissed him on the cheek.  
 
    “I love you, Michael. You’re so funny even when you don’t try.” 
 
    “Excuse me? What’s the joke?” 
 
    “Look at us.” She pointed to their clothes. “I’m a Chancellor. You’re not. Different expectations. Surviving in the Chancellory isn’t about knowledge, it’s about manipulation. It’s about strategy and self-preservation. Daddy didn’t teach me how to kill people because he wanted me to be a peacekeeper. He taught me because the strongest Chancellors put themselves ahead of everyone else. They treat each other like commodities to buy and sell. They separate themselves from weaknesses like empathy and compassion.” 
 
    Her words landed as a gut punch, but they also made perfect sense. Michael remembered the moment his terror began: Waking up to a pistol in his mouth and Christian Bidwell standing over him, taunting, his mother Agatha watching. 
 
    “Sounds right. The Chancellors aren’t a bunch of loons. They’re… oh, what’s the word…?” 
 
    “Sociopaths?” 
 
    “Yeah, that one.” He looked away from Sammie. “Great. A whole race of dangerous assholes. How many?” 
 
    “I think about 800 million, give or take. If it makes you feel any better, most of us live off-world.” 
 
    He looked back, caught a wry smile. “Did you just make a joke, Sammie? Cause that’s some dark shit, right there.” 
 
    “I don’t tell jokes. Daddy wasn’t into humor.” 
 
    Michael thought of a witty response, but he canned it. Instead, he grabbed her hand and lifted her up.  
 
    “What say we go visit the ocean? I never got to the Atlantic back home. Went to the gulf a few times. Maybe it’s the same?” 
 
    She nodded. When they began walking, Michael did not release her hand. She cautioned against it, scanning for suspicious eyes.  
 
    “Screw those people,” he told her. “If they got a problem with me, I’ll just tell them to back off or they’ll feel my proto-African fire. Get my speed?” 
 
    They held hands all the way to the beach. Michael wasn’t sure he was comforting Sammie, but escorting a girl three inches taller, with greater status than he, a girl he knew as everything from Wonder Woman to GI Jane, settled Michael’s nerves. No one attacked them, most eyes looked away, and no one suspected he was an alien. Not bad, all things considered.  
 
    When he stood with her at the ocean’s edge and allowed the brisk salt air and gentle breeze to dominate his senses, Michael succumbed to an unexpected notion: Hope. For the moment, he entertained the thought of his reckless journey turning toward the positive. Like Sammie, he knew his education was just beginning. But maybe, just maybe, he could learn the ropes? 
 
    “Do you smell it, Michael?” She said. “The ocean. It’s salt, but different somehow. It’s sweeter. Purer?” 
 
    He took a strong whiff and shrugged. “If you say so. Like I said, don’t have much experience with the ocean.” 
 
    “It’s my imagination. Maybe I need it to be different.” 
 
    “This Earth don’t have a moon, so who’s to say the seawater ought to be the same?” 
 
    They admired the ocean for a moment, until Sammie let go of Michael’s hand. She gazed north, up the beach and then inland. She locked her eyes in amazement. 
 
    “Ohmigod. Can it be?” 
 
    He followed her eyes but needed her help to home in on what transfixed her. The vertical object at first seemed incoherent, more like a beam extending toward the clouds, shimmering at first and then fading in the seconds thereafter. He did not realize the flickering fire continued its ascent until Sammie pointed up above the scattered clouds and toward a darker, deeper blue sky. Michael adjusted his eyes again, questioning whether the object, which rose in a straight line toward the sky, was natural or manmade.  
 
    “I didn’t realize New Stockholm was so close,” she said. 
 
    “So close to what?” 
 
    Before Sammie responded, a shadow passed in front of them. Patricia, the Chief, answered for her. 
 
    “It’s SkyTower. The greatest engineering achievement in history.” 
 
    His Tier 1 learning returned in a flash. “Oh, yeah. The program said something about this. It was one of them blink-and-you-miss-it details. It flew over my head. They called it a… space elevator?” 
 
    “Originally,” said Patricia, whose arrival did not surprise Michael. “First erected eleven hundred years ago. Over time, they scaled it out as a series of interconnected transport stations, tourist attractions, and small cities.” 
 
    Sammie gawked. “Daddy said the Chancellors built it over four centuries. He said you had to see it for yourself.” 
 
    “How far away is it?” Michael asked. 
 
    “Two hundred miles due north,” said Patricia, who had lingered a discrete block behind them since they left the landing, just in case trouble arose. “From here, when the sun hits it just right, it seems like a laser blasting toward space, or a fireball rising from the Earth. Up close, it can be disorienting. Most Chancellors in Philadelphia Redux never lift their eyes above the traditional skyline.” 
 
    “Damn. That I got to see up close.” 
 
    Patricia hovered near the teens and offered a frown. 
 
    “The farther we stay from SkyTower, the best for everyone,” she said. “Ophelia has received intelligence connecting yesterday’s misfortunes to one occupant of that structure. I just came off a circastream with her. She wants us to return to the landing at once.” 
 
    “What’s happened?” Sammie asked. 
 
    “Complications. We might leave New Stockholm today after all.” 
 
    Michael knew he shouldn’t have gotten his hopes up.  
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   O PHELIA TOMELIN FIDGETED AS THEY TOOK their seats around her, which did not set well with Michael. She rubbed her hands together in her lap just as his mother did before she delivered uncomfortable news.  
 
    “Conditions have changed,” Ophelia began. “On the positive, we have the second Jewel in our possession. She is being transported under blind flight protocols. If our precautions work, she should arrive at our rendezvous point in the next twelve hours. However, several variables might disrupt our plans.” 
 
    “What variables?” Patricia asked. 
 
    “I have cause to believe they might make another effort to intercept her Scram before it reaches the NAC.” 
 
    “You said she was traveling under blind flight.” 
 
    “There are no guarantees.” She turned to Rikard, who piloted his shuttle to New Stockholm under blind flight. “Explain about the complication with the stack-grid.” 
 
    Rikard nodded. “Stack-grids allow the consortiums to monitor Solomons. Most domestic pilots are Solomons, which is more leverage than the Chancellory would ever allow. So, they load a transponder in our circastream amps.” He tapped his right temple. “It latches onto a ship’s transponder when we take flight.” 
 
    “Wow,” Michael intervened. “So, the Chancellors can track you everywhere. How do you…?” 
 
    “We learn BFPs from experience, how to bypass the transponder links for a limited run. But it only works within the consortium. Whatever protocols the Jewel’s pilot uses over the Atlantic, those go out the window as soon as it hits the NAC’s stack-grid.” 
 
    Patricia sighed. “Which means we must time our rendezvous for quick retrieval. Then Rikard can take us one step closer to escape.” 
 
    “Escape to where?” Michael asked.  
 
    Ophelia looked away. “I’ll know more in due course. Faith, Michael.” 
 
    “Got loads of that,” he said. “Just not real big on trust.” 
 
    Brey, who sipped coffee throughout the exchange, spoke up. 
 
    “A minute ago, you said there were variables, plural. Another?” 
 
    She sat back. “The Jewel herself. She has been non-compliant and hostile and may be unstable. She has killed many people. She triggered a nuclear blast on the other side.” 
 
    “Sounds like Jamie,” Michael said. “Except for the unstable part. Although melting down that dude in front of us was heavy-duty.” 
 
        “But the difference,” Olivia said, “is James uncovered his truth in the final hours of his life. We believe the Ukrainian has been planning her rebirth for years.” 
 
    Brey sighed. “The literal opposite of how they were designed.” 
 
        “Which creates volatility. If she accepts us, we move forward.” 
 
    “And if not?” 
 
    Ophelia surveyed the room. “Then we contain her. Or worst case, we kill her and focus our effort on James and the Jewels off-world.” 
 
    Brey nodded. “Kill a walking nuke? Sounds easy enough.” 
 
    “I do not appreciate your sarcasm, Brey. She belongs to us. We started this project, we will finish it. If anyone else…” 
 
    “Speaking of anyone else,” Sammie jumped in. “You haven’t said a word about Jamie’s timetable. Will he be there, too?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I very much doubt… no, Samantha. Our goals have changed since yesterday. We secure the Ukrainian first. Trust me,” she said to both Sammie and Michael. “Acquiring her will provide us the leverage to bring James back into our company.” 
 
    Michael didn’t respect the tone. After three days with these people, he developed an acute radar for Chancellor bullshit.  
 
    Ophelia changed the conversation into directives. She told Brey, Rikard, and Patricia to return to the shuttle. Brey, to calculate a more potent tranquilizer should the Ukrainian need containment. Rikard, to await delivery of the rendezvous coordinates and to calculate a new BFP. Patricia, to provide her newly hired squad with the go-ahead to meet at their staging area north of New Stockholm.  
 
    “We leave two hours before the confirmed rendezvous time,” she told them. “When you finish your duties, I’ll prepare a meal. A dose of sleep will be smart. We will likely leave in the middle of the night. We need our energy for what’s ahead. Agreed?” 
 
    Nobody brought up the admiral, which surprised Michael but also worried him. He did not hesitate to ask the question once they left him and Sammie alone with Ophelia. 
 
    “We do this,” he told her, “any chance Perrone will show his face again? He wants me dead.” 
 
    “You have nothing to worry about, Michael. We are taking every precaution. Protecting you is part of that plan.” 
 
    “Huh. No offense, cause I’m sure you’re the top cat at whatever it is you do, but I figure your precautions didn’t do anyone a shitload of good back at the fold.” 
 
    Sammie shot Michael a cold glance, but Ophelia nodded. 
 
     “I deserve your mockery. Not only did another faction ambush my team, but Augustus Perrone swept in. Trust me, Michael, I want nothing more than to put that humiliation behind me and learn from it going forward. I have taken steps to do just that.” 
 
    She placed a finger over her lips and pointed to the landing’s balcony. Ophelia led the two outside. She closed the door behind them and tapped her amp. A cascade barrier blocked the view of the city, similar to the one that barricaded the shuttle parking bay. Michael’s stomach tightened. What now?  
 
    “I initiated a sound lock. We are alone.” She took a deep breath. “I have information for your ears only, and it cannot leave this balcony under any circumstances. Once you hear me out, you might reconsider going forward with us.” 
 
    Michael nodded. “My heart says you’d best get on with it.” 
 
    “Fine. We have a traitor among us, working for Augustus Perrone.” 
 
    Sammie took a step back. “What? How?” 
 
    “When we met for the first time in the tunnel, you remember how I initiated my stream? Others were watching the historic moment. Some members of my team, plus allies elsewhere. Perrone was not one of them. At least, he was not supposed to be. When he arrived at the fold to ‘save’ us, I realized he had an inside informant. Someone capable of breaking him into my circastream without leaving a signature. It requires a special skillset. Only today, while you were touring the city, did I learn the identity.” 
 
    “Who?” Michael demanded. 
 
    “No, Michael. No names. If the spy suspects you know, we will be in danger, and my source will be exposed. We need to play this card carefully. It’s more important you realize the threat.” 
 
    “Seriously? One of them three is trying to screw us in the ass, and I get to be paranoid about the whole lot of them because why?” 
 
    “Because the information the spy provided Perrone has already compromised our next mission. I have a plan in place to protect us. I have no guarantee it will work, but you will have to trust that confronting the spy now will cost lives—including your own.” 
 
    “Beautiful.” Michael pulled back on the rage, even as Sammie grabbed his hand and held tight. “So why even tell us?” 
 
    “Because you have a choice. Go with us on this mission, and wherever it takes us, or stay on Earth under Samantha’s protection.” 
 
    Sammie seemed more shocked than he.  
 
    “My protection?” She said. “Are you saying…?” 
 
    “Your descendency claim has gone through. Under the Collectorate Ex-Patriot Clause, your full rights as Chancellor have been established. Your gene sweep was conclusive. Access to all Pynn inheritance holdings will be expedited after a final hearing. You will be treated like anyone who has spent her life on an Ark Carrier but returns to Earth. Difference being, you’re already here. I can arrange for your instream ID, amp installation, presidium briefings, property reclamation claims, private tutor programs to bring you up to date on presidium bylaws, and also give you proprietor status.” 
 
    “Which means what?” Sammie asked. 
 
    “The power to hire your first Solomon.” 
 
    Michael was dumbstruck. “Hold the phone right there!” 
 
    Sammie held on to Michael even as he tried to push away. 
 
    “You said this would take days, at least.” 
 
    “I have allies,” Ophelia said. “Almost all outside the military’s power structure. The UG has no jurisdiction in Chancellory citizenship and property administration.” 
 
    “Property administration?” Those hairs on the back of his neck reached critical. “Property… like me? Proto-African boy?” 
 
    “Michael, please contain yourself. I am presenting you with an option. Samantha is about to become a full-fledged member of the Chancellory. She will become a significant property owner with presidium status. That may mean little to you now, but it might also shield you from the danger you face. If you become a Solomon on her payroll, you can live a comfortable lifestyle.” 
 
    “Hold on. You told me I’d probably die if I stayed on Earth. The Chief said about the same thing. What gives?” 
 
    “That was before I conceived this plan. You meant nothing to me at the time.” She softened her features. “But Samantha gave me a new insight into you. She knows what you sacrificed to cross the fold. She wants you to have the best start.”  
 
    The girl surprised him again. Michael felt like a jerk, but he couldn’t look at Sammie. Instead, he zeroed in on topic No. 1. 
 
    “Jamie’s got a mission, and it’s gonna take him… shit, a long way from Earth. I said I’d be with him. We both did. If we stay behind, and I’m Sammie’s hired dude, how am I supposed to live with that?” 
 
    Ophelia tapped her amp. The barrier fell along with the sound lock. She pointed inside the extravagant landing. 
 
    “Michael, you could live with it quite well. Solomons do. From what I have been told, James is in no danger. In fact, he appears to be in excellent condition. I don’t know what his mission is, but James is a human-Jewel hybrid, and we will fight dangerous battles over him and his kind. People will die. If you and Samantha give up this opportunity and join James on his mysterious mission, you will die. In days, a month, a standard year.” She opened the door. “His struggle does not have to be yours. You have an out, Michael. It is neither cowardly nor a betrayal. But it is a choice, and I will need yours before we leave.” 
 
     She left them alone. Michael’s emotions hit overdrive. He looked down and realized Sammie still held his hand. 
 
    He saw it in her eyes and in the crook of her smile.  
 
    This wasn’t even a choice. 
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    The Interdimensional Fold, Ukraine 
 
    April 4, 1885 
 
    One standard day earlier 
 
      
 
   R AYNA TSUKANOVA CHARGED TOWARD THE MASSACRE on horseback, her rifle aimed. Five bodies lay ahead, three more several meters beyond, their horses scattered about the open pasture. To her west, the nuclear cloud roiled half-a-mile high like a vicious storm front, tinged brown by expelled Earth as lightning flickered orange and red. She paid no mind to her apocalyptic creation as she jumped from her horse, rifle extended, and examined the bodies. Rayna recognized five Doroshenkos and rejoiced, but triumph morphed into rage as she spotted the colors of her family on the three others.  
 
    Observers, all of them, but also friends and protectors. Two had pleaded with her to escape to the fold rather than rescue her father; the third broke his left leg and knew he’d be useless to Rayna. Yet you died anyway, Sasha. The man’s rifle lay at his side. I hope you killed a Doroshenko before the end.  
 
    Movements along the tree line shifted her aim in a flash. Before she recognized them, she heard a familiar voice.  
 
    “Rayna,” a man twice her age said in Russian. “You survived.” 
 
    Misha Tsukanov, her “cousin,” threw his arms open as he raced to Rayna. The tallest and blondest of the observers, Misha did the most to teach Rayna fighting techniques. Rayna’s rage fell as he approached.  
 
    As they hugged, he said, “The others doubted, but I told them our mission would not end in failure.” He looked past her. “Pyotr?” 
 
    “Dead. They slashed his neck. It was a trap, Misha. They also killed Arkadi and Galina.” 
 
    His brows furrowed. “I feared as much when we were ambushed. I should have been with you.” 
 
    “No. You would be dead. It was your place to defend the fold.” 
 
    “And a poor job I did of it.” He pointed to the dead Tsukanovs. “The Doroshenkos rode across the pasture, hailing us as friends. They were upon us before they reached for their weapons. Their first shot took Alina in the head. Before the others fired…” 
 
    Misha looked up to the nuclear cloud. “The explosion gave us a reprieve. The Doroshenkos panicked. Their horses threw them. In the chaos, we killed three, but they returned fire.” He looked down again. “Fedir and Yana fell.” He pointed to Yana. “I loved her, but she never knew. When she fell, I hesitated. Then they came.”  
 
    He pointed to a Chancellor in a tight yellow-and-white bodysuit. She was taller than Misha, but slender of build, her ebony hair pulled back to highlight well-sculpted features. The Chancellor carried a silver weapon fashioned like a glove over her right hand. 
 
    “She was one of three Chancellors who crossed the fold, concerned about our fate. The weapon is a thump gun. The blast leveled our enemy, but not before they shot two of her colleagues.” 
 
    “Are they dead?” 
 
    The Chancellor replied. “You have caused enormous disruption, Rayna. And this,” she pointed to the cloud. “An unacceptable use of your most powerful feature. We will discuss this later. For now, we are pressed for time, and we have enemies on the other side.” 
 
    Rayna raised her rifle. “You speak Engleshe. It is trash language.” 
 
    “But one you have been taught, and also the official language of the Chancellory. You are done playing Cossack. Time to rejoin the world you were bred for.” 
 
    Rayna uttered a curse in Russian. Mentor checked his pocket watch.  
 
    “I told you the Chancellory would not be pleased, my dearest. They expected compliance, and here you are curling this one’s patience. She’s right. Engleshe will be the only game in town.” 
 
    “Then I will teach them a new language.” 
 
    “I think not. Your observers learned fluent Russian in three hours using a program. Chancellors can master any language, but they never leave Engleshe. My suggestion, dearest: Drop the attitude. Just because you can make one of those,” he nodded toward the cloud, “does not mean they cannot kill you on a whim.” 
 
    Rayna spoke halting Engleshe. “I go back with you,” she told the Chancellor. “But I have condition. My name stays. I am Rayna Tsukanova. You will not give me fake Chancellor name.” 
 
    The Chancellor laughed. “Not fake, Rayna. Legal, actually. But I’m sure we can work with you. My name is Penelope Harkness. Our team—what’s left of them—will be eager to meet you. I gather from these events, you have had a difficult day?” 
 
    “My father is dead. Is that difficult day by your standard?” 
 
    Penelope frowned. “Yes. I was anxious to see Peter again. I was there the day he crossed the fold with you. I was…” 
 
    “You know nothing of Pyotr Tsukanov.” She raised her rifle. “Speak of him again, and I will create large hole in your chest.” 
 
    “OK, Rayna. First, I am on your side. My people have been tasked to protect you. Second, there are those on the other side of the fold who wish you dead. We are racing against time to avoid another confrontation with those very people.” 
 
    “Are they traitors like Doroshenkos?” 
 
    “Traitor might be a harsh word. They are also Chancellors, but they have different ideas about the future. But to your larger point, they will kill any of us to get to you.” 
 
    Rayna smiled as a new strategy unfolded in her mind’s eye.  
 
    “So here is plan. Misha and me, we ride. We go through fold and surprise enemy. We are very good with rifles. Are you strong with rifles and horse?” 
 
    Penelope stepped away, glancing down at her thump gun.  
 
    “We don’t do horses. Sorry, no. And those rifles reload too slowly. I had no problem bringing down the last of the Doroshenkos.” 
 
    Rayna nodded. “Good. We clear path, then you come through fold, no problem. Or perhaps you wish to ride with Misha?” 
 
    Penelope sighed when Misha grabbed up two rifles and moved toward his horse. “You are insane,” she told Rayna. 
 
    “Yes. But I was not created by sane people. Is logical outcome.” 
 
    Penelope muttered something under her breath. “I’ll not debate ethics with a human-Jewel hybrid. But if you both plan to enter on horseback, prepare for a rough landing. The fold on the other side is five feet above the surface, and the surface is shifting under constant earthquakes. We leaped in from a shuttle.” 
 
    “Ah yes,” Misha said as he jumped upon his stallion. “The inertial drag between universes. Worse than usual?” 
 
    “Other than the occasional trenches opening up, the intensity is unchanged from fifteen years ago.” 
 
    “Is good,” Rayna said. “We bring horses to full gallop, as if leaping fence. Easy.” 
 
    Penelope shook her head. “The bifurcation zone between worlds is twenty meters across, Rayna. You will encounter a fog. When it begins to lift, the other side will fall off quickly. You are likely to fall and crash rather than stick a landing.” 
 
    She leaped upon her steed. “Then good you tell me distance, no? I am good with math. And you?” 
 
    Rayna beckoned her horse forward. The fold, visible thanks to the Caryllan pulse, lay fifty meters ahead. She was not surprised to look back and find Penelope jogging alongside Misha. She also saw one of the fallen Doroshenkos sitting up. Rayna turned her anger on the Chancellor in yellow. 
 
    “I thought you finished these traitors,” she shouted as a second Cossack moved his legs. Penelope held up her thump gun.  
 
    “This weapon incapacitates from a distance. It does not kill.” 
 
    Rayna grabbed the reins and signaled her steed forward.  
 
    “Chancellors are idiots,” she said as she galloped past, grabbing one of her rifles from its saddle pouch. She spat toward Penelope and aimed the weapon.  
 
    The first Cossack twisted about, looking for his rifle. Rayna ignored his pleas for life and pulled the trigger. A bullet cracked his skull. Rayna shot the other Doroshenko through the heart.  
 
    “Time to go to Earth now,” she yelled to Misha. “Time to say hello. Yes?” 
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    The Ukrainian Expanse 
 
    Standard Year (SY) 5355 
 
      
 
   R AYNA LANDED HER HORSE IN THE NEW WORLD with perfect form, seconds ahead of Misha. She grabbed a rifle from the saddle pouch and took quick stock of her surroundings. Unlike the world of her childhood, this version of Ukraine was stark in every direction—various ground covers, shrubs, monumental stones, and a surface that vibrated with a low rumble. Yet the contrast paled to what hovered nearby. She took a long breath to absorb the stunning reality of a crab-shaped vessel twenty meters off the ground.  
 
    Beneath the shuttle, six Chancellors in yellow-white bodysuits huddled. Two laid on the ground, their wounds being attended, while two others looked up at the shuttle while flicking their fingers through holographic projections. Rayna had seen it all before today thanks to Mentor’s encyclopedic teachings, but the reality threw her back. For a moment, the “idiots” impressed her.  
 
    The moment did not last.  
 
    Seconds after Penelope jumped from the fold, the Chancellors beneath the shuttle turned in Rayna’s direction—not to acknowledge her arrival, but to look beyond her and gasp. Rayna heard shouts, and the shuttle lurched to one side, firing retros. She and her companions twisted about and spotted a missile followed by a long contrail emerge from the setting sun.  
 
    Rayna blinked. The shuttle disintegrated, raining fire and tech upon the ground. Shrapnel spun outward, large pieces ripping apart bodies. Rayna heard the rush of tiny, bullet-sized shards fly past. The horses reared, but Rayna and Misha kept hold of the reins. 
 
    As they regrouped, their eyes fell upon Penelope, who stood between the horses. She wavered, but not from the continuing tremors. The woman reached for her gut, through which a twisted metal fragment impaled her. The Chancellor who moments earlier sought to put Rayna in her place, now struggled to speak. Instead, she tapped her amp and opened a holocube.  
 
    “Run,” she told Rayna and Misha. “Fast as you can. Find cover.” 
 
    Rayna did not argue, even though she saw no natural cover within eyesight. Perhaps those hills, she thought. At least two miles. The silhouette of another crab-shaped vessel emerged from the sunset. Rayna reached out a helping hand, but Penelope refused. Instead, she flicked her fingers through the holocube. She spoke in soft, urgent tones to someone Rayna could not see. Rayna heard the words final mission report. 
 
    She called to her steed, and they raced past the fallen Chancellors, only two of whom appeared alive. Rayna remembered Mentor’s warning about Chancellors being able to kill her on a whim. This new reality cut deep. 
 
    “If we push hard, we can make it,” Misha shouted from her horse. “They will stop to capture or kill the survivors first. If we are lucky, they may think we are ordinary fools who crossed the fold by mistake. Ride hard, Rayna.” 
 
    Rayna never knew Misha to deal in fantasies or retreats.  
 
    “And she called me insane,” Rayna said. “We have no hope to outrun that beast.” 
 
    “We might. Rayna, there are few horses on this Earth. All wild. Chancellors do not ride horses, not for two hundred years.” 
 
    Rayna’s disgust returned. “I was right. Chancellors are idiots.” 
 
    But not wrong, as she discovered.  
 
    When Rayna glanced back, the Scram slowed as it approached the survivors and hovered low about the fragmenting surface. Beyond it, the sun slipped beneath the horizon, casting brilliant hues of yellow, orange, and purple. Rayna’s training taught her distance was important, but nightfall critical to survival.  
 
    They charged with all due speed, their horses used to these demands but in constant danger of galloping into trenches along the cracked surface. They reached the halfway mark toward the hills when Rayna took another look behind and lost sight of the ship—until she looked up. The vessel produced running lights and a series of brilliant searchlights. She heard the engine fire and then… 
 
    The sun disappeared and rose at once. Or so Rayna thought.  
 
    Brilliant flashes fell from the sky, enormous ovoid waves of fire that appeared en route to decimate them both. But their course corrected, and they pummeled everything near the interdimensional fold. Flames took the form of gelatinous waves, bouncing up and down like explosive magma thrown from a volcano.  
 
    The pursuing ship took a direct hit and crashed. 
 
    They pulled back on the reins and watched the apocalypse.  
 
    “It must be Scorch protocol,” Misha said. “I served in the Unification Guard. I heard the rumors, but I never witnessed it.” 
 
    “Fire from space,” Rayna whispered to Mentor. “They have all this power but need me to save them?” 
 
    Mentor sat behind her saddle. “I doubt they’d say it quite that way, dearest. After all, some of them hunger for your utter annihilation.” 
 
    “I will not give them satisfaction.” 
 
    “Of that, I have little doubt. In the meantime, I suggest we proceed with caution to those hills. We have but a few minutes of good light.” 
 
    The final remnants of dusk clung to the low western sky when they reach the foothills, amazed both horses survived the treacherous terrain without breaking a leg. As they ascended, they stared back at the golden hue rising near the IDF.  
 
    “Do they think us dead?” Rayna asked.  
 
    “No,” Misha said with confidence. “Penelope used the stream to relay our status to her allies. They will come.” 
 
    “And the others? They will come, too. No?” 
 
    On this point, Misha hesitated. “Possible. Yes. Rayna, I spoke with Penelope at great length before you arrived. She believed there may be two other factions seeking the Jewels.” 
 
    “And both are enemy?” 
 
    “Unclear. Your Mentor must have told you about the United Green.” 
 
    “He did. What kind of bastards wish their people to die without chance to grow stronger?” 
 
    “Is not so simple, Rayna. Chancellors want to survive, but some do not believe in genetic re-engineering.” 
 
    Rayna laughed. “All Chancellors engineered. Mentor showed me how. No, Misha. They fear Jewel energy. They fear replacement.” 
 
    “Hmm. And after what you did today, can you see why?” 
 
    Rayna acknowledged the point and shut her mouth. She felt the Mentor trying to add in a word, but she shut him down. Her rebirth complete, Rayna wondered if he still served any useful purpose. 
 
    They rode another two hours, deep into the foothills. They came upon a stream and gave the horses a rest. Rayna drank from the stream and allowed her nerves to calm for the first time in days. The night sky was clear, the Milky Way stunning.  
 
    Yet Rayna was confused.  
 
    “The stars,” she said in Russian. “I recognize constellations, but they are not aligned. The scorpion should not be high this time of year.” 
 
    Misha laid back upon the firm ground and studied the night sky. 
 
    “I thought the Mentor would have told you,” he replied in Engleshe. “The universes do not replicate. There are vast similarities, even parallels, but causality prevents replication.” 
 
    “Is warmer here. Are seasons parallel?” 
 
    “No. We left Ukraine in April. If my math is correct, this would be July. Although the Collectorate calendar does not acknowledge the twelve-month cycle. We are affixed to a schedule of two hundred standard days for economic consistency across the forty worlds. I assumed Mentor would have taught you these fundamentals.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Maybe he did, and maybe I did not listen. Sometimes, I think him wise; other times, he is babbling fool.” 
 
    “You will need these essentials, Rayna. This is your world now. The life we led on the other side is no more. You understand this?” 
 
    She threw a rock into the stream. “I understand I hate Engleshe.” 
 
    “You will get used to it. Over time, even your accent will fade.” 
 
    “Did this happen to you when you learned Russian?” 
 
    Misha sighed. “The first six months were the hardest of my life. It wasn’t just about mastering the language. It was more the dialect. We were actors. Many Cossacks never trusted us.” 
 
        “Then why you do this stupid thing?” 
 
    “When the ten of you were created, we expected trouble. The Green was gaining power, but we believed in your potential to be the Chancellory’s future. We hedged our bets. Our leaders separated each of you, only one per fold. It gave you the best chance for survival. We understood the dangers of 19th-century Ukraine, but we sacrificed our lives for a greater purpose.” 
 
    “Would Father say this, too?” 
 
    Misha’s features softened. “Rayna, you loved him, as he loved you. But Pyotr never put his fondness of wealth and power aside. He distracted himself with people he should not have trusted. We argued often over the years.” 
 
    “I heard you. What was his Chancellor name?” 
 
    “Peter Gallivant.” 
 
    “And yours?” 
 
    “Michaud Julespierre.” 
 
    Rayna laughed, creating an echo through the narrow pass. “Sounds like girl’s name. You keep Misha.” 
 
    “I will have to claim my descendency to restore my status. I doubt the Julespierres will want a Tsukanov in the family.” 
 
    “Do I have family?” 
 
    “Uncertain. Claim your Gallivant descendency.” 
 
    “Not if name matters. I am always Rayna Tsukanova.” 
 
    “In your heart, yes. No one will take that spirit from you. But there are practical matters we must attend and…” 
 
    Rayna wanted nothing more of this. She pushed herself up and walked downstream.  
 
    The rage of these last days was subsiding, and this notion troubled her. She did not want to feel comfortable, but the memories of a Cossack childhood seemed like dreams. In the past few hours, she killed more people than in her previous seventeen years combined. Yet the sound and fury, the blood on her shaksha, the nuclear cloud—all felt like distant, fading echoes.  
 
    She heard feet.  
 
    “You did not want to leave it behind,” Misha said. “It was the only life you ever knew. But if you take the lessons we taught—your father, the Mentor, my training, all of it—you will make a new life here. What we left behind has groomed you for the struggle ahead.” 
 
    “Da.” She faced Misha. “And I will kill all enemies here, as I did there. Except for Vasily Shkuro, who I will find one day.” 
 
    They spoke no more of the past or the future that night. In time, she convinced Misha to sleep while Rayna kept watch. Two hours later, they switched. Rayna closed her eyes, but she only faded to the edge of sleep. The gentlest bubbling of the stream kept her on edge. At some point, she drifted away. 
 
    And then, an unexpected sensation arrived.  
 
    It came first as a gentle breeze kissing her cheek. Next, a caress. A voice followed, young yet firm and uncompromising. She did not make out the words.  
 
    She caught his eyes. Did they shimmer? 
 
    He was tall, with broad and imposing shoulders, a chest like the side of a mountain. A monument dressed in red.  
 
    She heard his name on the wind, and then it vanished.  
 
    “Rayna.” 
 
    Someone nudged her awake. She stared up at Misha, who greeted her with a broad smile, surrounded by the light of dawn. 
 
    “They have found us,” Misha said. “Our allies. We must go.” 
 
    Across the stream, a shuttle waited in silence, two men in white sporting huge weapons.  
 
    “These Chancellors are for us?” Rayna asked. 
 
    “Yes. We will rendezvous with the others. Perhaps you will even meet the second of the Earth Jewels.” 
 
    Rayna raced to the stream and splashed her face with cool water. 
 
    “I already have.”   
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    Tactical simulation facility 
 
    Great Plains Metroplex, NAC 
 
      
 
   I N THE MOMENTS AFTER JAMES HEARD the other Jewel whisper her name across time and space, dramatic changes followed. 
 
    The universe of the Collectorate opened its doors, filling his mind with its treasures and terrors. Philosophy, art, space exploration, physics, genetics, war, genocide. He needed no learning programs, no books, no holocube. James only needed keywords out of the mouths of others. His vibrant, continued conversations with Valentin provided the fodder he needed. 
 
    Unification Guard. Snap! He learned of its origin, command and control structure, deployment figures, tactical objectives, training regimens, and disposition of capital ships and Scramjets.  
 
    Ark Carriers. Snap! He learned the design of the interstellar city-ships, of their use during colonization, their planetary deployments and permanent civilian figures, and their defensive capabilities.  
 
    Chancellory. Snap! He learned of its foundation, rise to power, hierarchy of presidiums and sanctums, Elevation Philosophy, forced migrations of ethnics to the colonies, and treaty with the Solomons.  
 
    This encyclopedia of the Collectorate—impossible to consume instantaneously—stopped shy of James’s forethoughts. It was all there, waiting behind the curtain for whenever he needed to take a peek. The one thing standing guard between him and data overload was the source of it all: The Jewel called Ignatius Horne. 
 
    “Why show me this now?” James asked. 
 
    “Poor Chancellor design,” said Ignatius, standing on the deck of his orbital command ship, his uniform draped in medals. “Your engineers wanted you to have access to the Chancellory’s intellect combined with the Jewel’s primordial power. They programmed a universal database into your DNA, intending it to unlock in stages after your rebirth as a compliant soldier. But your little stunt following your death created unforeseen variables.” 
 
    James understood. “I defied the program. I kept my memories. I unleashed the dark. And now this.” 
 
    “See it as nothing but a positive, James. Your designers wanted a Jewel hybrid who might access knowledge on their terms. You are bypassing every roadblock.” 
 
    “So, I will know everything the Chancellors do.” 
 
    “Everything is an all-encompassing word. Yes? You will be up to speed on all matters at the time of your design. They introduced the program into your DNA before your second birthday. After that, the Jewel was isolated.” 
 
    “You’re right,” he told Ignatius. “Nothing but a positive. Perrone thinks I’ll create a whole new race of hybrids for him. He doesn’t know about this, or about you.” 
 
    “Hold those cards as long as you can, James. They see your growing physical aptitude. If they suspect you are far more than a Berserker with sculpted pectorals…” 
 
    “I get your point.”  
 
    Still, James could not push the other Jewel out of his mind.  
 
    “I know her name. Rayna. I can almost see her, Ignatius. This connection we have… it’s another variable I created, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Her link to you unlocked the database. But I have to wonder how much she is like you. If she were reborn as a new, compliant personality, she would be oblivious to her true nature. The Jewel energy could not reach out.” 
 
    “How can you be sure?” 
 
    Ignatius smiled as he studied the Earth, where massive nuclear explosions spread outward, continent to continent.  
 
    “Because I know our history, James. Most of it lived in freedom, a million years wandering the stars. But just enough of it in prison.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” James reached behind the curtain of knowledge, searching for historical data about the Jewels. Yet where he reached, he found a black box, unable to open. 
 
    “Not yet,” Ignatius said, his voice darker and deeper. “Allow me to retain something of my own. You will learn the last important secrets soon enough. For now, be happy with the body of an Adonis, the mind of a genius, and the killing capacity of a nuclear bomb.”  
 
    Ignatius waved off James. “You will meet her soon enough. For now, go and play with your brother.” 
 
    As much as his time with Valentin was enriching James in ways he never expected, he didn’t want to leave his special place with Ignatius. He wanted to know everything about Rayna. 
 
    Yet play was an appropriate instruction. Valentin brought him to a sparse, cavernous chamber on the outer fringe of the Metroplex where soldiers simulated combat.  Valentin said he received special dispensation from Perrone to visit the training simulator without a ranking officer’s presence.  
 
    “For now, he will give us anything we want,” Valentin insisted. “I think he is interested in our plans.” 
 
    “More to the point, our plans for him.” 
 
    Valentin’s laugh echoed across the chamber.  
 
    “There is an old saying about UG commanders. ‘Each silver bar on an admiral’s chest is polished with fear.’” 
 
    “Fear of what?” 
 
    “Not what. Whom. Everyone in the chain of command. Mostly the ambitious majors. The admirals are old, far removed from battle, and one embarrassment away from losing their careers or staining their descendencies. James, I love the UG and fighting for the Chancellory, but I would never wish promotion into the admiralty.” 
 
    James rested a hand upon Valentin’s shoulder, as if he’d been doing it all his life.  
 
    “But after what you’ve been through since we met, how much longer can you defend the Chancellory?” 
 
    “I can’t say, brother. There are so many questions. How many more like me? What about your kindred? Do we have a future of our own choosing, or of their making?” 
 
    Jamie nodded. “And then there’s the matter of our parents.” 
 
    “Where do I start with them? Love them? Kill them? Until we find answers, I believe we are perfectly positioned right here, close to Perrone. Do you agree?” 
 
    “I’m with you, dude. All the way.”  
 
    They shared a fist bump, a technique James taught Valentin during their hours of freewheeling exchanges.  
 
    The 180-degree reversal of fortune from two days ago amazed and invigorated James. When he awoke on the admiral’s Scramjet, he sensed hope disappearing. Now, he couldn’t have imagined a better scenario for entering this new world. An accelerated evolution, invaluable resources close by, gullible Chancellors who did not understand his true mission, and a brother.  
 
    A real brother. Anyone could look at them and tell.  
 
    The change in Valentin stunned him most. The cold, hardened warrior who first treated James like a virus to be exterminated now showed a heart. He was an independent thinker, a rebel in the Bouchet descendency, an admirer of fine art. He loved to kill, as with any devoted peacekeeper, but Valentin showed a sense of humor.  
 
    “Enough commiserating,” Valentin said then swirled about, his arms wide. “This, brother, is a commander’s playground, but it is also the closest thing to actual off-world combat. You are about to experience what it’s like to be a peacekeeper without traveling two hundred light-years. Prepared to have fun?” 
 
    “Haven’t had much of that the last couple years. I’m game.” 
 
    Valentin led him to a console station which jutted out from the rear bank of the chamber. He tapped his amp, and the console launched a series of three-dimensional displays. He pointed to each. 
 
    “Planet, tactical, arsenal. We can choose any colony, narrow down its geography, set topographical variances, and choose the enemy.” He smiled. “Over here, choose tactical deployments, battle formations, either historical or theoretical. And here, we select from every available weapon at our disposal, from Scramjets to blast rifles to flame thrusters. In other words…” 
 
    James nodded. He peeked behind his intellectual curtain.  
 
    “We can recreate a battle the way it played out the first time or design one for the next time.” 
 
    Valentin flexed his brow. “You catch on quick, James. Every ground engagement the UG has fought over the past three centuries is in here. Recorded and transmitted by peacekeepers during combat.” 
 
    James touched the console and understood everything at once.  
 
    “But they’re interactive,” he said. “We can step into a battle and become part of it, even change it.” 
 
    “We can fight and kill the enemy, and they can kill us. Brilliant, yes?” 
 
    “And we wouldn’t mind being killed, why?” 
 
    “To learn. Recognize our flaws. Refine our technique. Peacekeepers have a ninety-seven percent efficiency rate in the field. The indigos realize if we target them, we will almost certainly kill them. But we are not flawless. Our own casualty rate the past five hundred years is less than one-half of one percent, but out of millions of peacekeepers who engaged the indigos on thirty-four different colonies. The number is too high. I should know.” 
 
    James heard the dip in Valentin’s tone, remembered the story his brother told last night of the recent battle on Zwahili Kingdom and his regret at losing focus for even a second. He took the business of killing seriously but protecting his comrades more so. 
 
    “Typically,” Valentin said, “these simulators are used by officers and field analysts to refine strategy and establish policy. The only other simulators are on the Ark Carriers at UG headquarters. It folds combat peacekeepers into the simulations. Go ahead, James. Pick a colony, any tactical scenario, and a weapon.” 
 
    James encountered a rush as he swiped his fingers through the first display, choosing Moroccan Prime. Under tactical, he realized the most recent conflicts were in tightly clustered urban centers. He selected the Anheela Uprising of SY 5335. Behind his mental curtain, the details of the battle surfaced: Six thousand dead, ten of them peacekeepers. House-to-house fighting, sometimes hand-to-hand. Insurgents taken prisoner were publicly executed. The UG designated the battle a logistical failure because of high peacekeeper casualties. 
 
    Before he reviewed the arsenal, Valentin leaned in. 
 
    “A hint: The blast rifle is the peacekeeper’s weapon of choice. Always the most fun and efficient.” 
 
    James grabbed the schematic for the weapon, which he recognized. Valentin and his squad used blast rifles when they dropped from the Scramjet outside the IDF. They also used the weapons to execute Chief Patricia Wylehan’s team. Valentin was among the executioners.   
 
    In another life, he would have been repulsed. Instead, James used his hands to twist the schematic about, studying the sleek device. It slipped over the forearm like a custom-designed prosthetic, its bonding agent linking into the soldier’s nervous system, searching for Chancellor DNA. It featured four rotating barrels, each capable of dispensing up to one hundred explosive flash pegs, even one of which could tear apart a victim’s innards.  
 
    “Damn, that’s sweet.” 
 
    When those words fell from his lips, James didn’t flinch. Rather, he tasted the hunger last savored when he hurled a blade into his brother’s throat. He relived the moment when he charged into the battle at the IDF, unafraid to die. And when he unleashed fiery rage that turned a mercenary to ash. He heard his own words, clear and pure. To Valentin: We’re monsters. We’re killers. To Perrone, when asked how many he expected to kill: Thousands.  
 
    He selected the blast rifle, and the simulation started. He faced a new reality. The chamber seemed in flight as they descended into the atmosphere of a dusty brown planet with giant oceans, landing in the centuries-old city of Anheela, in a neighborhood of buildings hollowed by weapons fire, grenades, and bombs. Hooded figures and men in robes stood silent, some hiding in the shadows, women and children running in place, billowing smoke frozen like in a macabre painting.  
 
    “The simulation is waiting,” Valentin said. “Now for the fun.” 
 
    He pointed to the rear bank, where shelves of blast rifles opened, and tall ReCon tubes slid out from hidden cabinets.  
 
    “Combat uniform and simulated ammo, James. Trust me, it‘s like the real thing. The sounds of war, the smell of death. A peacekeeper’s dream. Are you ready to be a soldier?” 
 
    James smiled. “You have no idea.” 
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   H E WAS THERE. THE CRACKED, HARDSCRABBLE streets of Anheela carried him away into a guerrilla battle. The exchange of blast-rifle fire. Insurgents tossing grenades from hidden positions. The concussion of the blasts. The fleeting sensation of shrapnel bouncing off his combat bodysuit. The smell of urine. Malnourished dogs scavenging. A child throwing rocks at peacekeepers, scooped up by his terrified mother. And his company commander signaling in silence to advance.  
 
    Inside the combat helmet, 3D schematics of the insurgents’ lair revealed life signs clustered on the second level. Options available: Frontal assault, gas dispersal, or precision Scramjet strike. The battalion commander called off the strike – teams operated under Sanctum orders to preserve property. He considered gas inefficient, likely to ensnare civilians. He signaled, and the team took point on the three access locations for the next level. James and Valentin moved in silence toward the back stairwell along with two others.  
 
    As they ascended, schematics showed second-level movement. James was exhilarated not just by the hunt but also by the simulation itself—he was climbing stairs that only existed two hundred forty light-years away.  
 
    Valentin took lead and dispersed his team into a UG diamond pattern in close-quarters combat. James took right flank.  
 
    At the far end of the corridor, another team arrayed itself the same way. Just shy of the open doorways leading to flats, all eight soldiers stopped. Their schematics showed two insurgents just inside the central doorway, while others clustered well back, as if huddled. The soldiers communicated. Are we sure those are all hostiles? Possibility of hostages? The company commander insisted his intelligence was certain: Nothing but hostiles. Take them out.  
 
    In a flash, two insurgents bolted across the corridor without firing a shot. However, each dropped a tiny orb which spun and bobbed wildly. Electromagnetic pulse disrupters: Banned across the Collectorate, expensive, seen only among the most well-financed terrorists on a handful of colonies. Each team’s lead soldier reacted a nanosecond before their blast rifles and helmets could be deactivated. They initiated a blowback shield, capable of repelling the disruption. However, the shield was a defensive maneuver, keeping the teams in a holding pattern until they destroyed the orbs.  
 
    They communicated with the company commander, who gave each team leader new orders. Valentin communicated to his team, telling them to prepare for engagement on the flanks. Timed with the other team leader, Valentin reconfigured the shield to release him while maintaining blowback on James and the others. Valentin had less than a second to act, his aim requiring perfection.  
 
    When the shield fell, he unleashed a barrage on one orb while his counterpart attacked the other. Each blast rifle died after ejecting less than three flash pegs. Simultaneously, a cannon shot erupted from the right flank and blew apart the front wall of the flat. The concussion threw James and the team into a wall that itself was crumbling.  
 
    Bullets and tracers emerged from the smoke and rubble, a shrill symphony exploding from weapons not impacted by an EMP. James gathered himself, threw rubble aside and took his position. Bullets bounced off his bodysuit. He deduced their strategy: They couldn’t penetrate the suits with these weapons, but they didn’t need to. Provide a strong enough onslaught to keep the peacekeepers on the defensive, take heavy losses, then move closer in for the kill, and attack with long blades made of a metal capable of penetrating the bodysuit.  
 
    When the smoke cleared, he fired. The rhythmic vibrations of the blast rifle energized his soul and heated his blood. He saw the suicidal madness in the eyes of his enemy: a realization they could not win but intent to claim many prizes before defeat. James would not let that happen. He aimed and fired with abandon, bodies contorting as his flash pegs exploded within them. He stepped across rubble into their territory, and they turned on him.  
 
    Again and again he fired. Again and again they fell. They swung blades to the end, within range of James, coming from behind. He used the rifle to repel a blade before it cut him beneath the ribs. It was a madness with limits, for soon there were no more enemies. Only silence amid the smoke and rubble.  
 
    “End.” 
 
    He heard Valentin’s voice, and just as quickly the simulation closed down. But the adrenalin remained, as did the perspiration inside that suit and the echoes of a blast rifle in full combat mode tweaking the muscles in his right forearm.  
 
    They stood in the center of the silent chamber. Valentin tapped his helmet, which folded back over his head. James followed suit.  
 
    “Good choice,” Valentin said. “The claustrophobic engagements, those are the ones where you have the highest chance of casualties. We lost the other team leader. His helmet disruption allowed a tracer through. The man I folded in for was also hurt but he only needed a week in rehab then returned to duty. So, what do you think, brother?” 
 
    “Damnation.” He studied the console. “You say there’s three hundred years of battles in here?” 
 
    “From thirty-four colonies.” 
 
    “How much time did they give us?” 
 
    “Chamber belongs to us for as many hours as we need.” 
 
    “Music to my ears. Let’s play.” 
 
    And they did—for more than six hours, eighteen engagements, eleven different worlds. They faced open warfare in the desert, invaded insurgent camps deep inside tropical jungles, conducted Scorch campaigns that left no survivors, rescued hostages aboard a ship on stormy seas, assassinated political opponents threatening to topple a Sanctum-supported government, escorted refugees from a battle zone while taking sniper fire, and killed illegal arms manufacturers. As they danced from world to world and generation to generation, Valentin showed James the range of peacekeeper responsibilities. They were a mishmash of warriors, butchers, rescuers, hitmen, and guardians. Between engagements and looking behind that mental curtain, James asked: 
 
    “Do peacekeepers fight other people’s wars?” 
 
    “Yes. We usually settle local disputes. There have been some attempts to defy the UG directly, but the indigos can’t win those battles, so they don’t try. At least not until recently. It’s our mandate in The Foundation Treaty. Colonial governments have limited military powers, so we swoop in and take care of their ugliest business. In exchange, we remain stationed on Ark Carriers around every colony, and the Chancellory takes a healthy stake on profits involving planetary natural resources.” 
 
    “So, a cut of their economy for killing the bad guys.” 
 
    Valentin nodded. “The indigos couldn’t protect themselves without us. We’ve killed millions over the centuries. We keep them in line, and they respect the power of the Chancellory.” 
 
    “But you said some have tried to take you on.” 
 
    “Fools. Radicals. They think we’ve weakened since… well, since the fall of Hiebimini. Since we lost brontinium production, these indigo bastards think the Chancellory will stop producing soldiers. They’re positioning themselves for a future they’ll never claim.” 
 
    James selected Hiebimini from among the planet options, but no tactical engagements appeared.  
 
    “You won’t find our history with the Hiebim,” Valentin said. “It’s long and bloody, but the admiralty removed it before I was born.” 
 
    “Why? Hiebimini is painful to the Chancellors, but why remove everything?” 
 
    “The official line? There’s no point. After Hiebimini fell, the planet died. We evacuated almost every civilian. Other than a few radicals, nobody lives there anymore. There have been rumors. Some say the planet was terraformed. Others say it’s a barren rock. No matter. The system has been under UG blockade for twenty-five years. No one gets within five hundred thousand kilometers of the planet.” 
 
    This did not jibe with the history James cobbled together from Lydia the Mentor, Perrone, his newfound database, or the Jewel inside him calling itself Ignatius Horne. Or greater importance, he remembered his last conversation with Deputy Ignatius Horne, minutes before the observers killed him in Albion: 
 
    “I was named after a great man whose courage and ultimate sacrifice changed the course of human history,” the deputy said moments before he was killed. “I have tried to carry myself with the same honor and dedication to a selfless cause, and I hope that will be my legacy.” 
 
    The Jewel also praised the original man, claiming that “he and I, together” brought down the Chancellors. “He was a good man who found redemption at the end.” 
 
    James searched his database and found no cross-references to Ignatius Horne and Hiebimini. What the hell? 
 
    “Where I came from,” James told his brother, “people would hear about a blockade like that and ask, ‘What are they trying to hide?’ What have you heard?” 
 
    “My generation grew up after the blockade. We’ve never cared.” 
 
    James wanted to say, “Maybe you should,” but he held off. They were having fun, and he was learning too much about soldiering to focus on a puzzle he couldn’t yet solve. Instead, he asked: 
 
    “Where next?” 
 
    Valentin chose a new world; their simulated battles continued. 
 
    Yet with every new engagement, as hard as James focused, he felt an itch called Hiebimini. Patience, he told himself. Bigger damn fish to fry right now.  
 
    After eight hours in the simulators, they put away their weapons and entered the ReCon tubes, where they re-uniformed into comfort wear. James did not mind exhaustion, having grown ten pounds and a half-inch taller. The more he taxed his body, the more his Jewel energy built and reshaped him. He expected to be seven feet tall before the morning. 
 
    They made plans to eat, but circumstances interfered. When they stepped outside the chamber, Rear Admiral Perrone and Maj. Marshall greeted them, but neither smiled. The officers exchanged the traditional side-nod, and James followed suit. He stood still, shoulders firm, beside his brother.  
 
    “Gentlemen,” Perrone said. “I trust you have had a productive day. It is only just beginning. Suit up. The real world is calling.” 
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    New Stockholm City 
 
      
 
   T HE LAST TIME MICHAEL WAS MAGNETIZED to a still-seat, he slept for two hours. He refused to make that mistake again. 
 
    “I got to be ready for anything,” he told Sammie. “They need to know I can hold my own.” 
 
    An hour before they boarded the shuttle for destination unknown, they sat alone in Rikard’s bedroom. Sammie handed him the same pistol she took off him after the battle at the IDF. The same one he never fired even as their lives neared the brink.  
 
    “You have nine rounds,” she said. “If this goes bad, keep count. Make every shot matter. If you use them all, we’re in huge trouble.” 
 
    He sucked in his pride and asked for a refresher on how to hold and fire the weapon. Sammie also demonstrated the safety.  
 
    “I appreciate how you feel about killing.” She leaned against him. “But if we’re going on this quest with Jamie, we can’t avoid it. There’s as many Chancellors who want the Jewels dead as alive.” 
 
    “Hell, I knew that before I crossed the Albion County line. I get it, Sammie. We’re in a war. Guns, bombs, nukes. Whatever suits.” 
 
    “I believe in you, Michael. You saved my life when you killed Christian. You can hold your own.” 
 
    Michael did not mind her sounding like the older, wiser mentor.  
 
    “Sammie, there’s something I ain’t been able to put into words yet, but I need to say.” He grabbed her hand. “First few times I met you, I figured you for a cold fish. One of these smug little Daddy’s girls. The type who figure other kids got to bow down…” 
 
    She smirked. “A bitch, you mean?” 
 
    “That’s the one. Damned if I understood why J hung out with you. You turned out to be all right, and I don’t mean cause of the Wonder Woman shit. You got a big damn heart, and you ain’t in it just for yourself. You could take easy street right now. You heard Ophelia’s offer. All that money and power and…” He choked up. “I figured you’d drop us in a heartbeat when you made the Chancellor big time. But you’re putting every-damn-thing on the line.” 
 
    He squirmed. “Anyway, I just wanted you to know.” 
 
    He kissed her on the cheek. As he pulled back, he hesitated. Maybe it was the lighting, or maybe he was a fool. Something in her eyes? Either way, he couldn’t help himself.  
 
    “Last time I kissed a girl… proper kiss, on the lips… I got slapped. You, uh, you remember Wynona Smirnett?” 
 
    Sammie grimaced. “Wynona? You kissed her?” 
 
    “Yeah. Seemed like a good idea till it weren’t. Anyway, what I was thinking was, if I died today and that was my last kiss… well, hell, that don’t seem the proper way to go. If you get my speed.” 
 
    She did.  
 
    They met at the lips. Tender, quiet, long enough to cherish. 
 
    When they parted and shared lingering smiles, she said: 
 
    “Just for the record. The first few times I met you, I thought you were an idiot.” 
 
    “You thought right.” 
 
    Now, as he stood next to her in a still-seat, Michael appreciated the moment they shared, especially if it was the last.  
 
    When the shuttle landed at the staging area, Patricia told everyone to hold tight. She left the shuttle, insisting she’d return in less than five minutes. No one onboard said a word, which only tightened Michael’s nerves. If Ophelia was right, either Patricia, Rikard or Brey was a traitor. He wondered if and when they planned to spring a deadly surprise. The pistol felt reassuring in the side pouch attached to his Solomon bodysuit.  
 
    After ten minutes passed, Rikard broke the silence. 
 
    “Something is off about this. The Chief said she had this locked.” 
 
    “Patience,” Ophelia said. “These are mercs. After our last fiasco, she’s making sure not to bring another infiltrator onboard.” 
 
    When she finished, the bay door opened. Patricia entered, followed by six equally tall but less muscular men and women. They looked like the civilians Michael saw on the streets of New Stockholm—business suits and saris. Patricia wore a loose-fitting, three-piece ensemble.  
 
    A weapons bank opened; the mercenaries helped themselves to thump guns and small, revolver-sized weapons. Michael thought the latter resembled hose-end sprayers but assumed they were much deadlier. The mercenaries formed a lineup, and Ophelia motioned everyone else forward. The shuttle door closed.  
 
    “First,” she said, “I’ll need everyone except the pilot to nullify their amp.” She tapped her forehead and blinked thrice in quick succession, as did Patricia, Brey, and the mercenaries. “Rikard, run an internal scan for bleeders, active amps, or any propriety UG tech.” When he gave the all-clear, she resumed.  
 
    “Thank you,” she told the mercs. “I hope this mission will be nothing more than security detail. But if force is needed, the Chief assures me you are well-suited. Needless to say, your compensation will be exceptional.” To the pilot: “Open the schematics.” 
 
    Rikard reached for displays within the pilot’s cylindrical well and tossed out a holocube. Ophelia caught, positioned, and resized it for everyone. Michael spotted familiar geographical patterns: The Eastern Seaboard of the United States, not that either name meant anything here. The coastline seemed less jagged, as if shaved along the loose edges. Ophelia touched a spot which Michael guessed would have put them somewhere in Virginia. Then she drew a line east off the coast and hundreds of miles distant to a lonely island. 
 
    “Is that?” He whispered. 
 
    Sammie nodded. “Bermuda.” 
 
    “Our destination,” Ophelia said, “is the Isle of Seneca. Most Chancellors are unfamiliar with it.” She pointed to the southeast corner. “The entire population of one thousand is located here, the Heinlein Outpost. A beautiful facility with a spectacular view. These are primarily scientists, bioart designers, and a few rogue Chancellors who left urban living behind.” 
 
    “Who are we posing as?” Brey asked.  
 
    “For the record, we represent a bioengineering consortium based on Xavier’s Garden. We are developing an immuno-resistant strain of BM44. It’s for an insect-borne epidemic they’ve been experiencing in their southern jungles. Seneca’s flora may provide answers.” 
 
    “Decent cover,” Brey said, “but why the narrative? We’re only there to pick up the Ukrainian and move on.” 
 
    “Good question. This facility is compact, although its resources are considerable. New arrivals are carefully noted. We do not want to draw undo attention, which is why you,” she pointed to the mercs, “are not dressed for battle. We will arrive one hour before the Ukrainian, assuming no obstacles on either side. If all goes well, we will be gone inside two hours. Good? I will turn over the tactical details to Patricia.” 
 
    The Chief took over, talking only to the mercenaries, laying out a series of maneuvers and positions they should take upon exiting at the transport bay and at the time of transferring the Ukrainian. Michael lost interest in the details when a horrifying thought crossed his mind. He led Sammie aft. 
 
    “I know you don’t figure the Chief for a traitor, after what happened to her team,” he whispered. “But what if this has been a setup?” She frowned, but he didn’t give up. “No, seriously. Perrone knew everything about Patricia. Where she was stationed, her war record. All of it. Then he had the last of her team executed. What if… it’s crazy… but what if he did that to maintain her cover? Make us think there’s no way she’d ever work for the admiral.” 
 
    “Sounds like you watched too many Tom Cruise movies,” Sammie said. “But we’ve been through ten kinds of hell the last few days. If it makes you feel better, I’ll keep an open mind.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” He looked forward, where Ophelia consulted with Brey and Rikard as Patricia continued discussing tactical ops. “She’s talking as if we’re gonna cruise in, cruise out. Name me one thing we’ve done so far that didn’t damn near get us killed.” 
 
    “It would be nice to have something go our way for a change.” 
 
    Michael rubbed the pouch holding his gun but took no comfort.  
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   M ICHAEL SAW THROUGH OPHELIA TOMELIN, and the picture he was forming terrified him. She seemed smart enough, wealthy enough, and claimed to have powerful allies. Yet as Michael reviewed the full picture, he decided nothing added up.  
 
    As a leader, her track record appeared dismal. She led her team into a massacre at the fold after allowing a spy inside then seemed helpless when Perrone arrived and began barking orders. She didn’t expect the attack on Rikard’s shuttle and didn’t think to check for bleeders until after the fact. She learned of another spy in her presence but decided not to act. Who does that? One concern led to another. Who is she getting her information from? Is that person on her side? Is she just making this shit up as she goes?  
 
    While the shuttle made its way for the island, Michael used the quiet moments as opportunity to build his own backup plan if Ophelia’s failed. He called up more of the information he learned in the Tier 1 Educate amp. He looked for knowledge connected to terms he heard thrown around since he arrived. Some, such as presidium or sanctum, offered more details than he wanted, while terms related to weaponry, ships, Unification Guard, or anything related to stream amps came with a common disclaimer: 
 
    “The information you have requested will be facilitated in Stage B of this Tier. The required implantation of a Communications Amplifier to your synaptic cortex will take place in year six according to Chancellory bylaws. Please consult your educational consortium.” 
 
    “Great,” Michael whispered. “I’m a five-year-old.”  
 
    He addressed Ophelia, who stood in the still-seat to his left. 
 
    “So,” he said, under his breath, “You probably got a lot buzzing around in your gray matter right about now. Making sure you got the bases covered. But I could I trouble you with a couple questions?” 
 
    She didn’t look at him. “If it’s about the plan…” 
 
    “No. Got nothing to do with the plan.”  
 
    “Then perhaps they are best saved for later?” 
 
    “Now seems as good a time as any. How long before the island?” 
 
    “Twenty-seven minutes.” 
 
    “Perfect.” He recognized her tiny smile, the curt one many of his teachers employed while tolerating his silliness. “See, I don’t want to be a nuisance. I’m not the kid in the back seat always asking if we’re there yet. But I figure if I’m gonna spend the rest of my life in this universe, I need to get the inside dope.” 
 
    She eyed him with the now-familiar grimace of Chancellors who didn’t understand his references. But he had Ophelia’s attention. 
 
    “So, how long you been involved in all this?” 
 
    “All what, Michael?” 
 
    “The Jewels. Were you there from the start?” 
 
    She hesitated. She wasn’t expecting that question. 
 
    “No,” she said. “I came along after… after the creation.” 
 
    “So, you helped hide all these people in the other universes?” 
 
    “Not directly. I was a field delegate for a regional Sanctum on one of the colonies.” 
 
    A term Michael understood. “You were a politician?” 
 
    “Not a very good one, Michael. I trained as an exobiologist. My descendency has a long history with this Sanctum. A family tradition of sorts. I was biding my time for greater opportunity.” 
 
    “Huh. Guess that opportunity came around.” 
 
    “I was fortunate. My family has powerful allies.” 
 
    “So, you heard about the Jewels being created?” 
 
    She shook her head. “More complicated than that, and a longer story than we have time for. Why are you interested, Michael?” 
 
    “Well, I guess I got some time to ask questions. Been running around like a chicken with my head chopped off the last few days. I just started wondering: Who are these people? If these Jewels are so damn important for the future, why are folks killing each other? Who the hell decided this was even a good idea?” 
 
    She sighed. “Chancellors are complicated people.” 
 
    “Uncomplicate for me.” 
 
    “Whatever I say now will only lead to more questions. You need time and experience, Michael.” 
 
    “Great. Two things I got none of. So just answer this: Why did you join the folks who created these Jewels?” 
 
    “Because I want my people to live on.” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard about the Chancellors having a dicey future. Sucks to be you, I reckon. But here’s what I don’t get. You people are smart. You travel across the galaxy. You live the high life. What kind of nutcase thought it was a cool idea to mix human DNA with some kind of crazy-ass energy thing to turn people into bombs?” 
 
    She looked around with careful eyes and lowered her voice.  
 
    “The Berserker feature was unintended. The creator of the program saw the Jewel energy as a way to repair our DNA and allow us to procreate new generations stronger than ever.” 
 
    “So, everything was rolling along fine till the news of these Berserkers got out? That’s when you turned against each other?” 
 
    Her brows furled. “Michael, it’s more complicated than that.” 
 
    “Right. And you don’t have time to tell me the whole story. How long you been in charge of bringing the Jewels out of hiding?”  
 
    “Three years.” 
 
    “And you knew when it was gonna be time to bring them back?” 
 
    “Yes. The Jewel program embedded in the DNA required fifteen years from insertion to reach maturity.” 
 
    “You mean, to take over.” 
 
    “No, Michael. To create evolved Chancellors who can save our future.” 
 
    “If you had this time to prepare, what happened? How did it turn into a big ol’ clusterfuck?” 
 
    He assumed she didn’t care for the tone; she’d probably never been spoken to that way by someone wearing a Solomon bodysuit. Yet Michael refused to let up. Eventually, she responded. 
 
    “Many Chancellor families have powerful allies. Sometimes, our allies consort with our rivals. It’s in our nature, Michael. We have always been a very ambitious people. I tried to keep my rivals from learning about the IDFs and our mission. As you’ve seen, I was not successful.” 
 
    “Sorry, Ophelia. I’m not trying to rub it in your face. I just want to know what we’re up against. You can’t fight an enemy if you don’t know shit about them.” 
 
    “Trust me, Michael. I know who we are fighting.” 
 
    “Right. The admiral. But who else? Yesterday, when Sammie and I were on the beach, we saw that space elevator… SkyTower. The Chief said the person who was causing this trouble lived there. She right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And this person is the reason for all these mercs?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Let me guess. He’s the leader of that group I been hearing about… the United Green.” 
 
    She laughed. “No, his interest is very different.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Michael, the man in SkyTower created the human-Jewel hybrids.” 
 
    Michael’s heart skipped a beat.  
 
    “Wait, what? That don’t make sense. Now he’s trying to kill them?” 
 
    “I can’t…” She released a long exhale. “He has other plans now, and he sees his creations as a danger to those plans.” 
 
    “Huh? What plans? Who is this guy?” 
 
    “I don’t know the shape of his agenda. I haven’t worked with him in almost six years. But we need to rescue the two Jewels on Earth and take them off-world, where he has far less influence.” 
 
    “Damn. If he and the admiral are on the same side, J don’t have a chance, does he?” 
 
    “As I told you before, Augustus Perrone will not harm James. That’s not his goal. I assure you, he and Emil Bouchet are not allies.” 
 
    “Bouchet? That’s the guy in SkyTower? That’s…”  
 
    In a light-bulb moment, everything clicked.  
 
    “Holy shit on a stick. Emil Bouchet. He’s…” 
 
    She nodded. “James’s birth father, creator, would-be destroyer.”  
 
    Michael realized he underestimated just how disgusting these Chancellors were.  
 
    “You mean, he sent those soldiers to kill J? His own son? The kid he sent off to another universe to hide with a fake family for fifteen years? Then soon as Jamie returns, he tries to whack his own kid?” 
 
    Ophelia looked away, so Michael switched to Sammie, standing to his right. He kept his voice low.  
 
    “I reckon you been hearing this?” 
 
    She shed a tear, but he wasn’t sure whom it was for. When she nodded, he said: 
 
    “Tell me you didn’t know about this.” 
 
    “Not about his father. I had asked about SkyTower, but she never told me a name.” 
 
    Michael cut himself off. He didn’t want anyone seeing where his paranoia was leading him. He followed Jamie across the fold on an insane mission to kill the other Jewels before they unleashed holy terror, in this universe or any other. Ironically, Jamie’s own father beat him to the idea. And now they were headed into a rendezvous with one of Emil Bouchet’s targets.  
 
    Minutes later, as Rikard announced the shuttle was on final approach to the Heinlein Outpost, Michael realized everyone onboard was a damn fool. If he and Sammie were going to survive this day, he needed to do something immensely stupid.  
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    Heinlein Outpost, Isle of Seneca 
 
      
 
   A FTER THIRTY MINUTES ON LAND, MICHAEL CONCEDED to having walked into paradise. He stood with Sammie on the Level 4 viewing platform, where they were assigned. They watched the sun rise over the open ocean as a warm Atlantic breeze ruffled them. Fifty meters below, at the base of the slope upon which the facility was built, waves pounded the seawall.  
 
    “I could stay here forever,” he said, “if I didn’t think somebody might shoot at me any time now.” 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Sammie said. She admired the facility, built as a series of concentric hemispheres jutting from a rocky hillside. “Brey told me it was built eight hundred years ago, but it looks almost new. You would think the wind and salt would have worn it down.” 
 
    “Probably made of marosilicate,” he said with nonchalance. 
 
    Sammie gave him an eye that demanded an explanation.  
 
    “Oh, look at that,” Michael teased. “I know something you don’t. It was in my Tier 1 program. Architecture. It’s a superpowered bonding material. They used it on their first spaceships. Then near about everything else. Totally climate resistant.” 
 
    She nodded. “That explains what Daddy meant. He once said when the Chancellors build something, it stands for centuries, never growing old. I thought he was using a metaphor.” 
 
        “Metaphors.” Michael groaned. “That’s when Language Arts went downhill for me.” 
 
    She laughed. “No. You lost out on Language Arts when you stopped reading and decided life was about bingeing videos.” 
 
    He didn’t argue, but he appreciated the momentary distraction. He forgot they were assigned to this platform along with one mercenary. The woman, perhaps in her mid-thirties—although Michael stopped making assumptions since meeting peacekeepers—took a seat at a café-style table along the promenade. She retrieved a beverage and fruit dish from a mobile serving kiosk to fit in amid the residents who might venture out for their morning meal.  
 
    “Keep your eyes peeled,” Patricia told them when they received their assignment. “Don’t behave suspiciously. You are aides on a scientific mission. For now, you’re just acquainting yourselves with the facility.” 
 
    “And if we suspect trouble?” Sammie asked.  
 
    Patricia pointed to the mercenary, Sergeant Linton. “Give her this sign.” The Chief scratched twice beneath her right eye. “Otherwise, take no action. We cannot afford to stir a disruption.” 
 
    Sammie frowned. She must have hated being relegated to a supporting role. She was the destroyer of helicopters and a trained, stone-cold assassin. But proper Chancellors didn’t do the dirty work of their soldiers, and Ophelia needed Sammie for her family’s money, not to fight a civil war. Like Michael, she had unfastened her side pouch for quick access to her gun. 
 
    “You’re not buying this setup, either,” he told her on the platform.  
 
    She shook her head. “You remember the last time we were together at sunrise? With Jamie?” 
 
    How could he forget? A swim in Lake Vernon to wash off the bloodstains from two bullet wounds in the back. Still processing how his best friend healed him with a touch. A moment of peace. A moment of hope. And then the helicopter raining bullets.  
 
    “Running down that beach,” he said, “I wasn’t even sure I was alive. Thought I’d died and gone to hell. Made a shitload more sense.” 
 
    She nodded to Michael, and they faced the sea. She closed in. 
 
    “The Chief is an experienced UG officer, but I think her tactics are flawed. She’s spreading us too thin. We have people positioned on four levels. She thinks we’re covering our bases, but I think we’re leaving the landing port vulnerable.” 
 
    She nodded east, along the rocky shore. The multi-tiered transport center was a hundred meters distant, connected to the main facility by a pedestrian bridge. Their own shuttle was visible inside the open-air building, parked in a slot two tiers from the top. 
 
    “We docked in a full landing bay. That means the other Jewel’s shuttle will come in above or below. We need to have a defensive position when the shuttle arrives, not be over here playing lookout.” 
 
    Michael hummed. “I thought she sold that part well. Spread us out, make the enemy not realize who we are, if they’re here at all. When the Jewel arrives, we close the net, make the transfer. Easy peasy. Makes sense, unless the Chief has her own plans.” 
 
    Sammie bowed her head. “Come on, Michael. She’s not a traitor.” 
 
    “Well, somebody is. Remind me again. Where are Brey and Rikard?” 
 
    “Level 2, with a pair of mercs.” 
 
    “Cool. So, if one of them is the two-face, he can’t do anything without a bunch of eyes on him. And the Chief?” 
 
    “Mobile. That’s all I know.” 
 
    “In other words, she could be anywhere. And their amps are working again?” 
 
    “Yes, but she ordered them into circastream mode. They’re only connected to each other.” 
 
    He bowed his head. “Hold the phone, Sammie. Ain’t that the mistake Ophelia made back at the fold? She thought she knew everybody connected to her, but turns out, some smartass brought in Perrone, too.” When she nodded, he finished. “Sorry, Sammie, but I can’t stand by and wait for this thing to go sideways.” 
 
    “What are you saying, Michael?” 
 
    He gave her the high-sign, a scratch below his eye. “Hang loose.” 
 
    Time to act, dumbass, he told himself as he straightened his bodysuit and made a beeline for Sergeant Linton. In another context, he would have been fascinated with her beauty. Hazel eyes, wide and Nordic. Moonlight blond hair pulled into a bun. Graceful pose, eating fruit with a refined etiquette. But it was a con. She was a soldier on the big stage, ready to obliterate the enemy.  
 
    He pulled up a chair and joined her. Linton never made eye contact as she sipped a pink fruit beverage.  
 
    “I get it,” he told her. “Don’t wanna make like we know each other. So, you go on and eat your grapefruit. I’ll talk.” She hesitated, but just when Michael thought she’d rip him a new one, Linton set down her beverage and stabbed at another piece of citrus.  
 
    “I reckon you got peacekeeper smarts in you, which means you figure this scheme has more holes than Swiss cheese. And yeah, I ain’t got a lick of military training, but I reckon this much. You try something one time and it don’t work, then turn around and do it the same way again and expect a different outcome, you’re pretty much nuts. And I suppose you heard how the last time Ophelia Tomelin and the Chief teamed up, the Chief’s whole damn squad got wiped out.” He looked for any hint of discomfort. “You heard about that, right?” 
 
    Linton cleaned her bowl, wiping a tiny piece of grapefruit from her lips. She sat back, looked east to the rising sun, and finished her beverage. Michael waited. He saw the contemplation and at last a hint of a wry smile. 
 
    “You are a rodent,” she mumbled. As Linton gathered her dishes and rose from the table, she faced Michael. “I have killed ninety-seven men on four colonies. Indigo trash, all of them, but better men than you. Do as you are told.” 
 
    In a cat-like twist, she deposited her dishes into the mobile kiosk. Linton walked away, finding another spot ten meters west on the promenade. When Michael finished absorbing the cold wave, he returned to Sammie.  
 
    “I have told you how much I hate these people, right?”  
 
    She landed a caring hand on his chest.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Michael. You’re trying to help, but you’re a Solomon. They won’t listen.” 
 
    “Funny me. I thought we were fighting on the same side. But I said too much. She was pissed.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Told her what happened to the Chief’s last squad.” 
 
    “Oh, shit.” Her frown carried a condescension Michael thought he was growing used to. “Peacekeepers have an undying loyalty to their field commanders. If the commander has a black mark, they fight even harder. They want their commander to find redemption because no peacekeeper can live with failure. It’s about more than being a soldier; it’s part of the Chancellor idyll. One of Daddy’s first lessons.” 
 
    He felt sick. “Hell’s bells. I’m making friends right and left.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. She’s a mercenary. I’m sure she’s got her own issues to work through. After today, you’ll never see her again.” 
 
    “Right. And one day when I least expect it, she’ll come up from behind and…” He chased his hand across his neck. “Tell you what? Saving this Jewel better be worth it.” 
 
    “It will be if Jamie…” 
 
    Sammie stopped. She scanned the promenade. 
 
    “What?” Michael asked.  
 
    “Where is she? Linton?” 
 
    Sammie was right. Michael detected no sign of the sergeant.  
 
    “Super. Was there something in the Chief’s plan we missed?” 
 
    Sammie didn’t respond, so Michael joined her at the viewing platform. A silhouette emerged from the eastern sun. It flew in silence above the sea, its course certain. 
 
    “There it is,” Sammie said. “A little bit early, but it has to be…” 
 
    Michael caught new movement out of the corner of his eye. Four of Patricia’s crew moved toward the transport bays.  
 
    “I thought they weren’t supposed to move until…” 
 
    “After the shuttle docks,” she said. “You’re right, Michael. There’s something we missed, or…” They shared a knowing glance. “Or those aren’t the Chief’s people. I can’t see their faces.” 
 
    “And where the hell is the Chief? What about Ophelia?” 
 
    He said a silent curse but decided the time had come.  
 
    “He’s not here to save us this time.” Michael pulled his pistol out of the pouch. “We can do this. And yeah, Sammie, I can do this. I’m ready for whatever comes.” 
 
    She kissed him. “You are. Stay with me and follow my lead.” 
 
    “No sweat. This is probably a big fucking dream, anyway.” 
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   M ICHAEL SENSED THEY WERE IN TROUBLE the instant they landed at the bottom of the stairs and stepped out onto Level 3. The promenade was empty. The mobile kiosk vanished, but arrangements of cushioned seating ensembles made it look like a nice place to recline. He should have spotted at least two mercs.  
 
    “Maybe we ought to go inside,” he told Sammie, pointing toward wide tinted doors. “Whatever’s going on, it ain’t out here.” 
 
    “Something is off. Let’s try inside, Michael, but don’t do anything to call attention to us.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” he said, moving toward the doors. “But I ain’t putting this pistol back in the pouch.” 
 
    They entered what appeared to be a lobby. A long desk with drifting holocubes of island images was unmanned, and wall signs pointed down a corridor to residential landings. He stepped toward the desk and heard a gentle swell of violins. He stopped. They stared at each other. They took a step back, and the violins faded.  
 
    “Really?” He whispered, then started toward the desk again. The violins rose into a soothing melody.  
 
    “Sounds like Chopin,” Sammie said. She caught Michael’s frown. “I loved Ms. Hansen’s music class. He was her favorite composer.” 
 
    “As far as I’m concerned, music didn’t start until Elvis.” 
 
    Sammie ignored him. “Let’s try the residences.” 
 
    As they left the lobby, the violins disappeared.  
 
    The carpeted corridor between landings was long and winding at a steady yet slight curvature. The overhead lights were dim. Michael thought about retreat. 
 
    He said, “Aren’t there a thousand people living here?”  
 
    “That’s what she said.” 
 
    “So why do I think this place has been ghosted?” 
 
    “It’s early. The sun hasn’t been up for long.” 
 
    “Everywhere I been, there’s always people up before the sun.” 
 
    Michael didn’t care for what Sammie said next. 
 
    “Let’s find out. Let’s knock on doors.” 
 
    “Hold the phone. Wasn’t it you said not to draw attention?” 
 
    Her eyes radiated indecision. She wanted to take command, as she did at every perilous moment in Alabama. But she couldn’t read her own people as well on this Earth, and Michael knew that terrified her. Her training had not prepared her as well as she thought.  
 
    “Maybe you’re right. Why don’t we backtrack? Go to ground level. We’re bound to run into one of our people. We’ll… wait.” 
 
    Sammie raised her gun and moved forward on cat’s feet. Michael cursed under his breath but followed. Outside the first landings, which were across the corridor from each other, Sammie placed a finger over her lips and pointed to a spot just above each door. 
 
    That’s when he saw it: A tiny red pulse, about the size of a laser pointer. She motioned toward the other landings. His eyes refocused; Michael saw the same pulsations. She leaned in and whispered. 
 
    “It’s some kind of security. Maybe they’re under a lockdown.” 
 
    His stomach churned. “From what?” 
 
    She looked down at their guns. “People like us?” 
 
    He remembered the quarterly drills at Albion High School.  
 
    “Huh? We’re not active shooters.” 
 
    “But what if there are?” 
 
    “Well, shit. Let’s get the hell out of here.” 
 
    They retraced their steps and returned to the lobby just in time to catch movement outside on the promenade. 
 
    Two unfamiliar men—peacekeeper tall and wide—appeared in blue body suits, each bearing a silver weapon with long cylindrical shaft. Far nastier looking than thump guns, the shafts resembled military-grade silencers. He and Sammie ducked into the corridor and realized they needed to take another route.   
 
    As they scampered down the corridor, which appeared to extend two football fields, Michael’s palm sweated against the pistol. He kept his voice low.  
 
    “Who were those guys?” 
 
    “Not ours.” 
 
    “Looked like they were hunting for somebody.” 
 
    “You want to go back and ask them who?” 
 
    “Is it too soon to say we’re screwed?” 
 
    “Yes. Too soon.” 
 
    “I just don’t wanna keep running from guys with guns.” His breath quickened. “Already played that.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Michael. This isn’t like before. We’ve got people on our side. They knew the enemy might be here. They’ve got a plan.” 
 
    “If they do, they sure as shit didn’t let us in on it.” 
 
    As they reached the corridor’s end and Sammie put a finger over her lips, Michael and she stood at the top of the stairs and listened for footsteps below. The stairwell banked against the western end of the outpost. A multi-level window revealed the island beyond. The Atlantic smashed against a rocky shoreline, and just above it, a thick tree line guarded the island’s interior.  
 
    Sammie motioned downward, tapping thumb and forefinger together to indicate slow, gentle steps. As they took the first steps, she extended her weapon, gripped in both hands. Michael followed suit. You can do this, dumbass, he told himself.  
 
    They found no resistance as they reached Level 2. Signs directed them to research labs, not residences. He’d seen enough movies to know better and was relieved when she motioned downward to the main level.  
 
    Halfway there, the building shook. He thought earthquake, but Sammie knew otherwise. She didn’t have to say a word. 
 
    He did. “Blowing stuff up? Really? I’ll never trust a sunrise again.” 
 
    And down they went, pistols aimed. At the main level, they faced two options: Exit onto the promenade overlooking the ocean or exit the rear of the outpost. They split up, each checking a different option to deliver the all-clear. Sammie peeked out onto the promenade and retreated. Michael studied a walkway that cut like a snake into the stone hillside and scaled twenty meters to the tree line. Weapons fire above on the ocean side made the decision easy. 
 
    They scampered along the uneven path, exposed. The outpost towered above them, blocking the sun and creating a dawn effect. When they reached the trees, the land flattened, and multiple walkways offered options. Weapons fire came in short bursts, all in muddied echoes. The shooters were not close.  
 
    “Suggestions?” He asked. 
 
    “We have to find our people. They’re our best chance.” 
 
    “Assuming these other assholes aren’t picking them off right now.” 
 
    “What are you thinking, Michael?” 
 
    “What they told us during those drills at school. You hear shots, run the other way.” 
 
    Sammie nodded, but Michael anticipated her next words. “That’s for kids who don’t have guns. Besides, I thought you didn’t want to run from people with guns anymore.” 
 
    “I don’t. But I also don’t wanna see you dead.” 
 
    He sensed something unexpected and undefinable when he said those words. He drew a smile from Sammie.  
 
    “I came too far to die today,” she said. “But thanks.” 
 
    He shrugged. “So, we’re heading toward the gunfire?” 
 
    “We need to help our team.” 
 
    “Then away we go.” 
 
    They made their way east, crouching at moments where the foliage thinned out, exposing their position. As they neared what Michael thought resembled a gazebo, movement scaled the walkways from the main facility. In the distance, a shout and a cry preceded more weapons fire. Silence.  
 
    Michael thought he heard a familiar hum behind them and deep into the forest. Then it vanished.  
 
    A fist-sized rock rolled out of the trees and across the walkway. He and Sammie understood. 
 
    They fell to the ground a second before tracer fire cracked the morning air inches above them. They heard many footsteps. Faster and faster. Closer and closer.  
 
    As the shadows took form and rounded a bend just ahead, Sammie pulled her trigger, and Michael followed.  
 
    A man howled and stumbled. His allies came into full view and aimed long, silver weapons. They were wide-open targets, but when Michael fired, he missed. Sammie hit one shoulder high, but he only bounced back a half step. Four of them, all upright, the same blue bodysuits as seen on the Level 3 promenade.  
 
    Michael shifted his final thoughts to the parents he left behind in another universe. They would never learn how he died… 
 
    The tracers came as expected, but not in his direction. A landslide of flash pegs tore apart the four, who danced toward death as their bodies shredded. Two of their faces disintegrated. Arms separated. Blood sprayed. And then they were down.  
 
    Neither Michael nor Sammie had time to think. Their savior rode in on red, falling from the sky and landing between them and the dead. Just as Michael witnessed outside the fold, a massive peacekeeper in a crimson, armored bodysuit and matching helmet obliterated the enemy. The soldier stepped toward the defeated, looked over them, and turned his blast rifle to the man Sammie hit in the leg. He shot the enemy through the head.  
 
    The peacekeeper motioned for Sammie and Michael to hold still. He looked in every direction, tapped the side of his helmet, nodding his head as if receiving orders, then waved the two forward. Two other peacekeepers came into view, also as if dropped from the sky.  
 
    “You OK?” Michael whispered to Sammie, who nodded.  
 
    As they approached the peacekeeper, Michael couldn’t help but think he cheated death more than his fair share.  
 
    “Damn, you guys are wicked,” he told the soldier. “You always time things out like this?” 
 
    “Apparently,” the soldier said beneath his full-facial helmet. Michael could have sworn the voice sounded just like… he didn’t want to think it. Then the peacekeeper tapped the side of the helmet, and his face plate folded away.  
 
    “This was my first time,” he told Michael. “But yeah. We pride ourselves on our timing.” 
 
    Michael dropped his pistol. “Jamie?” 
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    UG Admiralty Scramjet Ericsson 
 
    20 minutes earlier, over the Atlantic 
 
      
 
   J AMES BOUCHET STEPPED FROM THE RECON TUBE clothed in the crimson armor of a peacekeeper, holding his helmet at his side. Valentin was right: The fabric fit his body better than a glove. It stretched and bent with every ripple and flex, every curvature – no matter how subtle. Yet it left him room to breathe, neither heating nor cooling his body. It expanded and shrank as if organic.  
 
    A full-body shield. Armor of the gods.  
 
    No wonder so few peacekeepers had died over the centuries. How hopeless the colonists must have felt when these red-suited beasts dropped from the sky.  
 
    James now understood his brother’s pride in the UG, in the glory of keeping the colonies at bay, in the slaughter necessary to cull the herd of discontent. James, as tall and musclebound as the six other combat-ready peacekeepers, tapped into Valentin’s pride. He embraced the adrenaline drawn from his commanding physical prowess, an intellect expanding exponentially through the trigger of keywords, and a taste for where the dark might lead him. 
 
    Valentin approached and pounded fists on his brother’s shoulders. 
 
    “You wear it well,” he told James in a hushed tone. “Too bad they deprived you of your prime fighting years.” 
 
    “Better late than sorry.” 
 
    “This will not be a simulation, brother.” 
 
    James pounded the shoulders of the brother he killed three days ago. “I need no more practice.”  
 
    He was right. The simulators taught him everything he needed: weaponry, tactics, protocol. In less than a day, the Jewel granted him access to years of peacekeeper training, restructuring his mind and heart into a creature prepared for any battle scenario.  
 
    So, James wasn’t surprised when Perrone and Maj. Marshall announced an emergency combat rescue and demanded James take part. In three days, he journeyed from prisoner to front lines.  
 
    Before departure from the Great Plains Metroplex, the admiral revealed a surprise: He installed James Bouchet into the Unification Guard registry. James’s combat history, including commendations from three different battalions, was a staggering forgery never to be uncovered, Perrone insisted. His twinkle reflected smug confidence and said this practice was not uncommon. It was also, as Valentin pointed out, necessary. 
 
    “The others have to know you’re one of us,” he said of the peacekeepers dispatched to the admiral’s Scramjet. “If they knew your true nature, they would never accept you.” 
 
    James wondered what they might think of Valentin, the immortal. In the back of his mind, James sensed a future not too distant where Chancellors might have to make these judgments: Concede to the next evolution of humanity or fight them to the death.  
 
    Until then, these unexpected turns played into his hands, and James did not minimize his good fortune.   
 
    Minutes later, they gathered around a holographic construction of their target zone on the Isle of Seneca. Admiral Augustus Perrone, who boarded without his No. 2, Maj. Sexton Marshall, displayed the southeast quadrant of the island and established the mission parameters. His first message: Avoid civilian collateral damage. 
 
    “We have triggered the facility’s lockdown protocol,” he said. “All potential combatants have been isolated and identified. Their stream implant frequencies will be relayed to your DR29 grids.” He nodded toward the helmets each soldier carried at his side. “We see no civilians on external scans. For now.” 
 
    “And the combatants, sir?” A peacekeeper asked. 
 
    “Two groups, one under the payroll of our allies, and the other subject to extermination.” He brought up an additional layer highlighting human movement within one hundred meters of the facility. The differentiation became clear at once. Fifteen signals flashed red, while twelve flashed white.  
 
    Perrone pointed to the red beacons. “Isolate and kill the enemy with prejudice. No negotiation, no quarter. Do we understand?” 
 
    The admiral’s eyes circled the soldiers, but he stopped at James, who did not hesitate to nod.  
 
    You think I might hesitate, he thought. You’re testing me. Good.  
 
    “We will blanket the island with a global stream block once you hit the ground. The block can withstand countermeasures for eighty seconds. Therefore, you must annihilate the targets with efficiency. Gentlemen, I do not have to tell you that initiating a GSB on Earth directly violates the Chancellory’s privacy protocols. We must allow none of our targets to report this maneuver. Understood?” 
 
    “Aye, sir,” each soldier said.  
 
    “Once the enemy is neutralized?” Valentin asked. 
 
    Perrone pointed to locations east and northeast of the facility. “Team A,” he said, nodding to soldiers at his right flank, “will rendezvous at the transport center. Gather our allies and prepare for immediate departure via their own shuttles. Team B,” he nodded to James, Valentin, and a soldier two inches taller, “you and I will meet at these coordinates and proceed on foot north. We should rendezvous with our Ukrainian package soon thereafter. Our cleanup team will land behind us and remove the bodies. Final extraction should be complete within fifteen minutes after you hit the ground. Then we will disengage their lockdown.” 
 
    A soldier flexed his brow. “Sir, this Ukrainian package. May I inquire as to the value of this individual?” 
 
    “You may not, Specialist Holland.” 
 
    The soldier nodded in full compliance.  
 
    James relished the idea of a peacekeeper rookie knowing more about the Ukrainian than anyone on the Scramjet. Ever since she first appeared in his dreams a day ago, the other Jewel seemed to whisper in his ear. He had the vaguest profile of her features, but he sensed the same pent-up anger and need to kill he experienced when the Jewel first twisted his mind in Austin Springs. He heard her desperation, understood how a lifetime of betrayal shaped her. And like James, this girl was also not compliant to Chancellory commands. She needs me. 
 
    This was not the time to dwell upon her. Mission first. Show the admiral what you are. Again.  
 
    The soldiers attached their helmets to the neck brace. James tapped the side; the helmet folded over him. Small nodes in the full-facial shield transmitted perfect peripheral view of his surroundings. His DR29 grid alighted before his eyes. Along with the others, he grabbed his Mark 10 Alexis blast rifle, which synthesized with his left arm and formed a deadly new appendage.  
 
    They took their positions behind the starboard exit panel. Seconds before arrival, the DR29 flashed instructions to trigger his gravity modifier boots. He did, with a simple stamp on each heel. A gentle breeze rose beneath him.  
 
    The exit panel vanished, and a spectacular view of an island paradise after sunrise opened before him. The Scramjet hummed as it veered across the landscape and slowed thirty meters above the tree line. His blood rushed, and fire surged in his belly. 
 
    For an instant, Peacekeeper James Bouchet remembered the sad, lost puppy he was just a few days ago. Jamie Sheridan—the hopeless curiosity of Albion, Alabama. A common thief, disoriented and headed nowhere fast. 
 
    “I’m not wrong to love this,” he told Ignatius Horne between blinks. “I’m not wrong to want these kills.” 
 
    “True,” Ignatius replied. Together, they stood upon a viewing platform overlooking the remains of a nuked Earth city. 
 
    “You’ve become the man born into you,” Ignatius continued. “In your position, I would resent the old me. My namesake, the liberator of Hiebimini, also resented his birthright. But I caution you to consider: The road Ignatius took to his own destiny was dressed in blood, scorn, and agony. He found happiness, but only for a short time.” 
 
    James remembered Ignatius nuking this city from orbit during their last visit deep inside his mind.  
 
    “Why didn’t his happiness last?” James asked. 
 
    “Because his fate was decided before his birth. Rather than resist, he chose self-sacrifice in the name of a greater purpose. For one day, he was the most powerful human being in the Collectorate. And then he was gone, all but erased from official memory.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this?” 
 
    “Because Ignatius Horne left a legacy founded in love. His wife and daughter continued to give voice to him and his sacrifice. If you embrace the innermost impulses of your new self, what legacy will you leave that is not drenched in blood and covered in ash?” 
 
    James wanted the last word.  
 
    “You don’t trust me. You don’t believe I can control this. You’re wrong, Ignatius. I only intend to kill people who need to die. When my mission succeeds, I’ll be done.” 
 
    “Perhaps. Or perhaps killing will become an intoxicant.” He pointed to the decimated city. “How many do you believe died here? Does it even matter? In my experience with humans, numbers only matter as long as they remember the faces. When they reach a certain threshold, the morality of murder dissolves. It becomes mere process. A means to control, and no more. Take heed, James. If you forget their faces, you will justify any atrocity.” 
 
    “Not a chance,” he insisted. “I have you along for the ride, and you’ll keep me sane.” 
 
    “You can hope, my friend. Now, follow orders and enjoy your kills.” 
 
    James blinked and reentered his exhilarating reality. 
 
    He jumped. 
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   H E RACED DOWN INVISIBLE STAIRS as he descended upon Seneca. The gravity modifier boots propelled him forward in a predetermined arc; James dropped no faster than if attached to a parachute. His rifle poised, James studied the DR29’s ground sensors and the target zone where he would soon land. He assessed his options, adjusted his landing radius, and prepared to fire.  
 
    He scoped five enemy targets, designated in red, closing in on two allies. Judging by the pace of the white simulations, these two did not understand they were walking into a trap. 
 
    He widened his external grid, evaluated the landing arcs of the other five members of his team. Each jumped according to a plan allowing maximum dispersal across the combat zone. Only Valentin would come down close enough to assist, but his arc was fifteen degrees to the left flank, and he jumped ten seconds after James. The other member of Team B, Specialist Boone Holland, would land fifty degrees and thirty meters beyond both brothers.  
 
    “OK then,” he whispered to himself. “All of them it is.” 
 
    He allowed the dark inside and froze his heart. Life was glorious. 
 
    As James prepared to fire, the white sims morphed into extended creatures, meaning they had fallen. But the DR29 captured exchanges of fire. They were defending themselves.  
 
    James locked in.  
 
    Before the enemy might see him falling from the sky, James targeted his weapon and fired. And fired. And fired.  
 
    The flash pegs ejected as a staccato symphony. He made slight, blink-of-an-eye adjustments and tore apart four targets. Their white sims vanished from the grid. The lone survivor had taken a hit and needed to be neutralized.  
 
    The ground arrived in a brilliant rush, but the grav-mod boots provided a gentle, stable landing.  
 
    He stood over the bodies and realized he knew nothing of these men, only assumed who they might be fighting for, and decided he did not care. Their blood splattered rocks and undergrowth along the walkway. He tasted the dark and relished the moment. Then James focused on the fifth enemy combatant, a man whose left quad took a hit from a bullet and who squirmed in agony.  
 
    “You need to die,” James said then shot the man in the head. 
 
    What did Ignatius call it? An intoxicant?  
 
    Whatever, James loved the smell of it. 
 
    Behind him, the people he saved began to stir. He heard them rise, caught their forms out of his peripheral, and motioned for them to remain still. He needed to reinsert the soldier, put away the monster.  
 
    James took stock of his position, tapped his helmet and reported the five kills. Orders came back. His zone was clear. Proceed toward the rest of Team B, now landing, and then to rendezvous point.   
 
    He looked behind. Coop. Sammie. What the hell? 
 
    The admiral said nothing about them in the mission report. Last James heard, they were safe in New Stockholm. He fought to refocus. He had orders; the combat zone wasn’t secured. Yet his heart told him to be joyous, to relish a reunion he thought might never happen after Perrone took him away.  
 
     “Damn, you guys are wicked,” Michael said, wide-eyed as he approached with Sammie. “You always time things out like this?” 
 
    James recognized a new dynamic at once: Michael, Sammie, a different relationship. What did they go through to get here? He risked the moment and played along with Michael.  
 
    “Apparently.” Then he tapped his helmet, which folded back. He knew this was a dangerous move. “This was my first time,” he told Michael. “But yeah. We pride ourselves on our timing.” 
 
    Michael dropped his pistol. “Jamie?” 
 
    In their astonishment, he understood they probably had a hundred questions, but now wasn’t the time for any of them.  
 
    He smiled. “I’ve had a growth spurt. And yeah,” he focused on Sammie. “It’s real. I’m in the UG.” He said to them both: “Everything has changed. But I need you to follow my lead so I can move you to safety. Coop, pick up that gun. Sammie, I understand now why you always dreamed of this. We’ll talk later. For now, follow.”  
 
    James tapped his helmet, which shielded his face. His weapon extended, he reassessed the ongoing engagement and led his old friends toward Valentin. 
 
    He did not look back. His joy for the reunion dampened when he realized what they must be thinking. Was their friend still inside this body? He wished the answer was a simple ‘yes.’  
 
    Did he go too far with Sammie? Would she feel he was rubbing this dramatic twist in her face? He blinked.  
 
    “I’m thinking like that kid back in Alabama,” he told Ignatius. “Drama and paranoia.” 
 
    “Yes. But perhaps that kid, as you call him, holds what is left of your humanity. You are a man now, a fighter, and they will respect you. Be careful they do not come to fear you.” 
 
    He blinked and joined his brother. Valentin tapped his helmet and received a new order. A second later, blasts echoed through the trees ahead as Specialist Holland took fire.  
 
    “We need to engage,” Valentin said then addressed Michael and Sammie. “Stay low and ten meters behind us. Your flanks are clear. The only danger is forward.” 
 
    In an instant, James found himself again and nodded to his brother. They headed into their first real battle side by side.  
 
    He invited the dark back in.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    37  
 
   M ICHAEL SAW THE FACE AND HEARD THE WORDS, but they did not elicit joy. The voice of the boy he met years ago swimming naked in a creek now sounded like every authority figure he dared not challenge. A principal. A sheriff. A coach. His father. Firm and confident but riled to anger. A man holding the high ground and unlikely to compromise. Not Jamie Sheridan. 
 
    As they crouched behind their friend toward rifle fire, Michael saw the same bewilderment in Sammie. This was a moment destined for hugs, smiles, and tears. Instead, he felt as displaced as the day he entered church wearing jeans and a collarless shirt, only to be handed the evil eye by old women in big hats and costume pearls.  
 
    He tried to whisper the obvious. “He’s seven feet tall. Seven feet tall,” he told her, although he wasn’t sure she was listening. “It’s only been three days. Right?” 
 
    She kept her pistol at a steady aim, her eyes flittering across the cluttered subtropical landscape. She resembled the battle-ready Wonder Woman he witnessed at Lake Vernon and after the scrum at the IDF. But Michael sensed the crack inside her. He wanted to hold her hand, even if she’d have none of it. 
 
    The peacekeepers raced into the fray like legendary heroes sent to Earth by the gods. They moved with stunning agility and killed without mercy. By comparison, Michael felt useless, his pistol no more important than a pop-gun on sale for $9.99 in the toy department at Walmart. He and Sammie trailed the firefight, as ordered, but he saw enough. The enemy fought with ruthless efficiency but died the same way. Even as the defeated lay sprawled amid the forest, James and the other two peacekeepers walked over them, firing an additional headshot into each. Weapons blasts echoed around the outpost, reaching a crescendo and then silence, as if timed to a scripted end.  
 
    The trio conversed in whispers, then James waved his friends ahead. Michael walked close to Sammie, who lowered her gun. 
 
    “J is right,” he told her. “Everything has changed.” 
 
    “I almost got us killed,” she said. “What was I thinking?” 
 
    “You did fine, Sammie. There’s other shit going on we don’t know about. But he does. Let’s get some answers.” 
 
    As they approached, James and the soldier at his side lowered their helmets. The third peacekeeper stood watch.  
 
    Michael scavenged his mind for a lead-off joke.  
 
    “And we were fired up about rescuing you,” he told his best friend. “Whatever that special sauce is, got any left over for us?” 
 
    James raised a small, pensive smile; not the guffaw Michael was shooting for. He lowered his blast rifle. 
 
    “If only,” James said. “I’m afraid it’s a special reserve.” 
 
    Michael tried to place the hard, hyper-masculine tone his No. 1 now carried. He remembered his uncle Nick Gentile, a lifelong bodybuilder and manic steroids abuser. He built himself into a Mr. Universe caricature. Even words of tender, loving care came across as the guttural battle cries of an embittered man. His best friend wasn’t there yet, but the bulges and ripples beneath the armor proved he was closing in fast.  
 
    “Oh my god,” Sammie interjected. “Brothers. You’re brothers.” 
 
    James nodded. “Michael, Samantha, I’d like to introduce you to First Specialist Valentin Bouchet, my younger brother. Also my teacher, and the man who kick-started my growth spurt.” 
 
    The brothers shared a deliberate smile.  
 
    Valentin tipped his head in greeting. “And then James killed me. But that is a story for another day.” 
 
    “Sounds like a damn good one to me,” Michael said. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Sammie jumped in. “Were you aware of him before you crossed the fold?” 
 
    James shook his head. “Only the names of my parents.” 
 
    “And you said younger brother. I don’t mean this the wrong way, Valentin, but you look thirty.” 
 
    “We will have time to talk later,” Valentin said. “Suffice to say, James has told me about both of you. You were born to Chancellors and planned to join the UG yourself, Samantha. But you weren’t raised in the Collectorate. We grow up much faster here. Yes?” 
 
    “Yes but…” 
 
    “I searched the records. By my estimation, you were born seven months before me, albeit in a different universe. If you had grown up here, you might have been my superior officer at my first posting. Fate toys with us in unexpected ways. But enough of this. We have orders to rendezvous with the admiral and finish our mission.” 
 
    James concurred and told his friends to put away their guns. Michael sealed his pistol in his pouch, and they started forward. Then it hit him. 
 
    “The admiral, you say? Just curious. What’s the dude’s name?” 
 
    James offered a comforting hand on his best friend’s shoulder.  
 
    “It’s him,” James said. “But I promise he won’t hurt you.” 
 
    “So, he knows what I did?” 
 
    “He gave me his word, Michael. I came clean about Alabama.” 
 
    “His word, huh? Look, Jamie, you’ve known this guy what? Three days? He don’t strike me as the kind of dude who lets a guy off for killing his kid.” 
 
    “He will this time because he needs me, and we need him. He knows what I’ll do if he hurts you.” Then James leaned in and whispered. “One other thing. Never call me Jamie again. My name is James Bouchet. That other kid died in Alabama. Respect who I am now.” 
 
    After the sudden chill subsided, Michael said, “Roger that” but thought Fuck me.  
 
    He said nothing more to James as they advanced but hung back with Sammie, who seemed a touch paler. She wanted to unleash a mouthful but restrained herself. They were taking orders from a guy who used to be the poster boy for the emo teen.  
 
    She strode close to him and whispered, “Whatever has happened, Michael, he has to behave this way around the other peacekeepers. Maybe later, we can be alone with him. You’ll see. He’s not totally changed. He can’t be.” 
 
    “Dunno. The dude is ripped, he’s wearing a full-body shield, and he’s reppin the hell out of that big damn gun. Definitely ain’t J in there. Least not the one I grew up with.” 
 
    Sammie moved ahead until she strode alongside the soldiers.  
 
    “So, Bouchet brothers, could you please explain to us what’s going on here? We came with Dr. Ophelia Tomelin and a security team to meet someone and protect her. After we arrived, nothing made sense. You being here makes even less. How did you…” 
 
    She didn’t finish. They came to an intersection of three walkways. Admiral Augustus Perrone appeared, adorned in the finery and medals she remembered outside the fold.  
 
    He spoke for his soldiers.  
 
    “How did they know where and when to strike? How did they distinguish enemies from allies? And why would dear Ophelia leave herself at the whims of the evil old admiral once again?”  
 
    He chuckled as he offered his soldiers a side-nod, and they reciprocated. Michael realized a sudden need to pee. He froze, but the admiral paid him no mind at first. Instead, he saluted his men. 
 
    “Outstanding work, peacekeepers. The facility is secure. We neutralized all targets before the global stream block fell. No outbound transmissions. Cleaners are arriving now. Team A is facilitating transport of the Tomelin mercenaries. We have eleven minutes until they lift the lockdown. Shall we proceed?” 
 
    Sammie persisted. “No. I want answers. What is going on here?” 
 
    “You’re a fast one, Ms. Pynn. As paranoid as your father and stubborn as your mother. Oh, yes. I knew them well. Shared a bed with Grace after my first shore leave. Thought she might be my future. But Walter got to her first, and Agatha bargained her way into my life. Stories and stories. Yes? Please, come along. We have a rendezvous of some import.” 
 
    As the admiral, his soldiers, and Sammie started ahead, Michael froze. If he backed away into the forest, nobody would care. He could join up with those bioart designers or rogue Chancellors that Ophelia talked about. He could… 
 
    “Mr. Cooper,” the admiral said. “Please do not tarry on my account.” 
 
    “Yeah, so… look, I’m not real jazzed about the situation and…” 
 
    “Understand this, Mr. Cooper. You killed my child, and I saved your life. The scales are far from balanced… by any measure. But I have larger concerns than the likes of you. I doubt this will offer you much comfort, but if I ever change my mind, rest assured you will go quickly, and you will not see it coming.” 
 
    Perrone opened his hands as if welcoming a new family member.  
 
    “I am an honest man. Always to the point.” 
 
    Michael thought of a conversation with Rikard in New Stockholm. 
 
    “Somebody told me there’s no such thing as an honest Chancellor.” 
 
    His line drew a hearty laugh. 
 
    “Point taken,” Perrone said and marched onward.   
 
    Michael looked to James for reassurance, but his best friend turned warrior never looked back.  
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   S AMANTHA PYNN MISCALCULATED EVERYTHING, to her shame. The years her parents prepared her, said she would be ready to ascend into the UG and beyond, weren’t enough. The cold discipline needed to be a killer wasn’t enough. Surviving a bloody civil war between her fellow observers in Alabama wasn’t enough. Loving Jamie, trusting Ophelia, and finding an unexpected connection with Michael weren’t enough.  
 
    Valentin’s words cut the hardest. You weren’t raised in the Collectorate. We grow up much faster here, he said. If you had grown up here, you might have been my superior officer at my first posting. Fate toys with us in unexpected ways. 
 
    Fate. Her father used to dismiss the idea, insisting every good Chancellor wrote his own script, made his own fortune. There were no strings, no cosmic puppeteers, only the forceful directives laid out by the individual. Samantha used to think she knew her script.  
 
    Now, the only thing she understood for sure: She was a fifteen-year-old girl walking a path built on delusion and false promises.   
 
    Michael seemed to have a better grasp on the true nature of her people than she did. He gave them less credit because they earned little. He refused to trust where she blindly handed over acceptance. 
 
    At the very least, the idealistic Sammie would have been proud of the new Jamie. He assumed the mantle of a Chancellor, wearing the suit symbolizing his people’s military might and legacy. He became a cold, disciplined killer. He earned the praise of an admiral and found the brother once denied to him. He was everything she expected of herself. 
 
    She wanted to hate him.  
 
    Instead, Sammie closed off her shame and pushed for answers.  
 
    “Tell me what this is about,” she insisted as she walked alongside the admiral. 
 
    “Hmm,” Perrone mused. “The answer to that query is altogether complicated. Perhaps you would prefer a logistical summary?” 
 
    “Fine. Why are you here?” 
 
    “I am here, child, because dear Ophelia is not the erratic fool you probably thought her to be after the IDF.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We are here at her beckon. She orchestrated this symphony, Ms. Pynn, with a nudge from myself and her Chief.” 
 
    “She and Patricia both? They knew about this?” 
 
    He sighed. “Think, Ms. Pynn. You’re a Chancellor—and, from what James has told me, your father trained you to be a peacekeeper. Did you not consider Ophelia’s plan to be more than a little flawed when she briefed you? Walking into a possible trap, exposing everyone to the enemy on a tiny island in the middle of the Atlantic? Did you not consider Patricia Wylehan’s tactical deployment at the outpost to defy logic?  
 
    “It’s simple, Ms. Pynn. Ophelia planned to rescue the second Jewel and she did not want to risk another debacle. We wanted this young woman brought to us in safety. Additionally, I needed to open another front in an ongoing security matter. Our needs merged.” 
 
    “What needs?” 
 
    “We share a common enemy.” He eyed all five people in his company. “The same one who almost killed James at the fold, who tried to obliterate you with an energy slew, and who we knew was desperate enough to walk into a trap of our own making.” 
 
    “My father,” James said.  
 
    Sammie faced the brothers. Valentin nodded. 
 
    “I have business with Emil Bouchet,” Perrone continued. “Today, I intend to finish it. Ophelia chose the Isle of Seneca out of convenience. She spent many years working at this facility and has contacts among the administration. She impressed on them the importance of this mission and made sure they sent the facility into lockdown right after your shuttle landed.” 
 
    “So, those others, they were sent here by Emil Bouchet?” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “Why? None of this makes sense. All we wanted to do was meet the Ukrainian girl and leave. Why pick a fight that wasn’t needed?” 
 
    “Because Emil’s ever-vigilant security apparatus learned of this rendezvous, with our assistance, and he predictably sent his primaries to ambush you at the transfer. Ophelia’s mercenaries and crew were dispersed for the sole purpose of drawing out the enemy. We knew they would make a move when the Jewel’s ship arrived. And everything—including that arrival—was timed for maximum effect. I must say, however, I was not made aware you and Mr. Cooper joined the mission. You will have to ask Ophelia and her Chief why they exposed you to such risk.” 
 
    Sammie’s frustration deepened. “Oh, I will. You can count on that. But we saw the shuttle coming in, and minutes later, we heard an explosion at the transport bay. What happened?” 
 
    “A tactic in line with Wylehan’s service record. Those vermin were never going to come anywhere near the Ukrainian. Besides, she was not on the Scram.” He chuckled. “Ophelia’s idea. The Scram arrived under blind flight during the middle of the night. It landed seven kilometers northeast of the facility. Bouchet’s people arrived at Heinlein three hours later. Enough time to make themselves comfortable.”  
 
    “What happened back there? Did any of our people die? We lost track of everyone at the last minute.” 
 
    “Wylehan had them on circastream. They took positions on the go-order. Two casualties among the mercenaries. Minimal losses. Their families will be compensated. Part of the deal.” 
 
    “What deal?” 
 
    “Ophelia and her Chief would not work with me without compensation and guarantees. Their rationale should be obvious.” 
 
    “What did you give them?” 
 
    “Protection and prestige, Ms. Pynn. Dear Ophelia maintains control over her project, and Patricia Wylehan walks away with a small fortune. She can settle anywhere off-world and live her days without taking arms against the Chancellory. I cannot erase her shame as a failed officer of the Guard, but I can free her of Earth, and that is no small reward.” 
 
    “That’s all she needed? Money? After what you did to her unit?” 
 
    He stopped and stared. “Do I detect moral qualms, Ms. Pynn? I thought Walter and Grace taught you better.” 
 
    She glanced at James, who seemed indifferent. At the very least, in no hurry to her defense. Behind him, Michael shrugged. He mouthed the silent words “I got nothing.”  
 
    She had little more, as if she was starting over, entering this world for the first time.  
 
    “Fine, Admiral. Great. So, I’m an idiot. But I’m not brain-dead. What did you gain by wiping out Emil Bouchet’s security team?” 
 
    “The same thing any good soldier earns when he lures the enemy away from his base of operations: A way in.” 
 
    He tossed out a holocube. It opened with an external shot of a giant structure looming well above the clouds and extending to the upper reaches of the atmosphere. Perrone focused on the brothers.  
 
    “This was not an easy decision for Valentin and James, but they each have special motivation. They must hold the sins of their father to account.” They nodded as he spoke. “Emil Bouchet has not left SkyTower in twenty years. He is well protected but also unaware I have been chipping away at his defenses for years. Thanks to my compromise with Ophelia, he risked his primaries. In effect, he gave away the keys to the front door.” 
 
    He double-tapped his amp and threw open a second holocube, which displayed a grand room with elegant furniture, vaulted ceilings, and sculptured lighting arrays. The view panned over.  
 
    Another festooned officer entered the frame.  
 
    “Maj. Marshall,” the admiral said. “Your report?” 
 
    “Excellent news, Admiral,” said Sexton Marshall. “We have secured the Bouchet compound. Minimal casualties.” 
 
    “And our hosts?” 
 
    “Awaiting your pleasure, sir.” 
 
    Marshall pointed and the holocube followed. Sammie did not recognize these people sitting on a couch, but the family resemblance was clear enough. Emil and Frances Bouchet. Sammie glanced at James, who gave no hint of emotion. After everything he went through with Tom and Marlena Sheridan, after agonizing over their deaths, she assumed he would show something. Joy, relief, anticipation, even rage. The old Jamie would have bundled them all.   
 
    “Very good,” Perrone said. “Emil, Frances! Wonderful to see you both again. And I have fantastic news. Both your sons are alive and well. Look at them.” He shifted the cube. “Soldiers of the Guard. A matching set. And so keen to speak to you on matters of great sensitivity. Yes?” 
 
    The parents said nothing. Maj. Marshall did. 
 
    “We await your arrival, Admiral.” 
 
    “Indeed, Major. A good and dutiful friend, as always.” 
 
    He closed the cubes and leaned in to Samantha. He grabbed her by the chin. 
 
    “You may be a Chancellor by birth, but you are also a child. Do not forget.” As Sammie let the verbal dagger bury deep, Perrone switched gears to James. “And now, for your present. What do you say we meet the other Jewel?” 
 
      
 
    39 
 
   J AMES DARED NOT EXPLAIN HIMSELF to Michael and Sammie, not when Holland, Valentin, or Perrone could disrupt his plans in a heartbeat. He wanted them to understand what he’d become and where he was headed. James blinked and strode beside Ignatius.  
 
    “I’m closer than I could have imagined. If my father has the answers Perrone promised, I’ll have a real chance to finish this.” 
 
    He walked alongside Ignatius through a street of the nuked city. Ashen sculptures of human remains lay scattered amid the rubble.  
 
    Ignatius sighed. “And if he does not? What then?” 
 
    “Then it means the admiral lied.” 
 
    “You heard what Michael said about honest Chancellors.” 
 
    “I’m not sure who to trust. One of them will turn on us, I’m sure of it. Perrone, Ophelia, Emil. There’s another move coming. If I don’t anticipate it…” 
 
    “You did not mention Valentin. Is he beyond reproach?” 
 
     “Yes. What we share is unique. He will be with me, whatever I decide.” 
 
    “And if your decision is to kill your father? Will he join you in plunging the knife through Emil’s heart?” 
 
    “If I prove our father needs to die, then yes. He will.” 
 
    Ignatius scooped ash. It fell through his fingers.  
 
    “You may be right, but I also think it won’t matter.” Ignatius ran his hand across James’s cheek, painting it gray. “She’s coming, James. She’ll be in front of you in minutes. When you see her, the changes in your life will dwarf these past few days.” 
 
    James pushed the other Jewel from his thoughts during the madness of the past few hours, but she was always there, niggling around in the back of his mind. Her presence never disappeared after she crossed into this universe and entered his dreams. 
 
    “Why?” James asked. “I already know what she is.” 
 
    “Precisely the problem. Like you, she can do THIS.” He pointed to the destruction. “But like you, she is an altered human coexisting with a life form of potential far beyond the human imagination. You are the only two of your kind in a hundred light-years. You will not be inclined to destroy what might literally be called a soulmate.” 
 
    “I’m stronger than you think, Ignatius.” 
 
    “Are you? There was one other like you. Like her. He walked the path possessing the wisdom of the Jewel. He struggled to the last day of his life, bearing the knowledge that a Jewel-human hybrid was an abomination. Then, on the day he liberated Hiebimini, he also liberated the Jewel within. He paid with his life, but he served the greater good. If I recall, you came through the fold with similar determination. Yes?” 
 
    “And my plan has not changed. You’ll see. But you… you never said Ignatius Horne was like me.” 
 
    “There are countless secrets I haven’t spilled, James. We’ve only known each other a short time. If you live long enough, you’ll learn all the secrets. Then you’ll beg to die.” 
 
    He blinked twice and continued following the party of five along a walkway heading northeast of the outpost.  
 
    They walked in silence for several minutes. Sammie didn’t say a word after Perrone called her a child. He couldn’t recall ever going this long without hearing Michael riff. If he had ten minutes in a room with them, he’d explain everything. They had no time for a meaningful conversation since crossing the fold.  
 
    Soon enough, fate arrived. Five figures rounded a bend in the walkway some hundred feet ahead just as the admiral’s Scramjet moved into position for a landing at a nearby clearing. The morning sun began to break over the eastern tree line.  
 
    Ophelia Tomelin led them. James didn’t recognize any of the other Chancellors, but he knew her. The Jewel. She was as tall as the rest, but she dressed like no one on this Earth. Her full-length coat reminded him of photos from world history class: Russian fighters in the old days, before the Communists took over. What were they called? Big fur hats, rounded swords? As they drew closer, he recognized the hilt of a sword in a pouch slung over the coat. He was already impressed. She must have refused to change into Chancellor garb. It was very warm here, perhaps eighty degrees. She had to be suffering underneath. 
 
    As they neared, he heard other voices on both teams speak, but James never took his eyes off the Jewel.  
 
    She carried the swagger of a girl his age – a rising senior ready to pounce on the world. But better: She was a fighter. Even more, she was a killer. Her features told a story: steeled by loss, world-weary, disciplined through purpose. James smelled the gunpowder on her hands, tasted the blood of her victims on her blade.  
 
    A surprising sound snapped him out of his trance. Sammie walked up to Ophelia and delivered a powerful slap across the woman’s right cheek, throwing the scientist back on her heels.  
 
    “You could have told us,” Sammie insisted. “Michael and I almost died out there.” 
 
    Ophelia glanced between Sammie and Perrone.  
 
    “I deserved that,” she said. “I’m sorry, Samantha. We had a plan, and I couldn’t risk drawing attention. I knew a classified way out of the facility, and I couldn’t risk suspicion by bringing others along.” 
 
    “You even removed Linton. She was supposed to protect us.” 
 
    “I didn’t think you would be in any danger. Our enemy wasn’t focused on you. They wanted the Jewel. And you are trained to defend yourself. Yes?” 
 
    “Come now,” Perrone interrupted. “No sense in a minor squabble over what might have been. Our guests have arrived, and we need to board my ship.” He introduced himself, but the girl did not speak. She did, however, glare. “I understand your position,” he told her. “If I had encountered the same treachery, I would be suspicious, too. No matter. You are with us now and safe.” 
 
    “You sure about that, Admiral?” Sammie unleashed her fury. “Ophelia said someone on our team was a spy. Didn’t you?” She stared down Dr. Tomelin. “Three possibilities: Brey, Rikard, and Patricia. Was that a lie, too?” 
 
    James heard the dispute, even as Ophelia struggled for a response, but his focus never left the Ukrainian. His heart grew lighter, his thoughts dizzy with anticipation as he studied her. Then it came to him. A full name. Rayna Tsukanova.  
 
    “We don’t have time for this,” Ophelia said. “I promise to talk later. Admiral, I’d like to introduce Misha Tsukanov, the last surviving observer of the Ukrainian team.” Misha offered Perrone a side-nod. Ophelia added, “It is not his birth name, but he has chosen to keep it.” 
 
    Misha, tall and blond and old enough to be the Jewel’s father, shared a smile with the girl. Misha wore a Chancellor-made suit.  
 
    “It is not protocol, but I have lived with this beautiful name for fifteen years, admiral. It has been my duty to watch over Rayna. In her honor, I wish to keep this identity.” 
 
    “Understood,” Perrone said. “We will reach accommodations with your descendency. And you,” he faced the girl. “Rayna Tsukanova. I cannot express how momentous this day has become.” 
 
    “You can try,” Rayna said, her thick Russian accent carrying a wind of disdain. “But do not bother. I have no use for praise.” 
 
    Misha interrupted. “Apologies. Rayna has been through a difficult experience. She has lost those who mattered most to her, including her father.” 
 
    “And my horses.” 
 
    “Yes, and the horses.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Perrone said. 
 
    “We struggled to meet our arrival schedule,” Misha said. “Rayna insisted our horses be brought aboard the Scram and taken to a safe place to live out their lives. We set them free on the plains of Domadi, where they could join the wild herds.” 
 
    Perrone nodded. “My condolences about your father. I did not know Peter well, but he always struck me as…” 
 
    “Do not talk of Father,” she glared.  
 
    “Very well. Then we should move forward. Rayna, I suspect you know who this is.” The admiral eyed James. “He too has suffered but is coming into his own quite beautifully. As will you. Rayna Tsukanova, meet…” 
 
    She jumped his words. “James Bouchet, son of Emil and Frances Bouchet.” James took a half-step forward, wondering if he should shake her hand, hug her, tip his head. Kiss her. But Rayna kept both arms wrapped behind her back. Firm, at a safe distance.  
 
    He kept his response cautious. “Pleased to meet you, Rayna.” 
 
    There were echoes of other voices, discussion of next steps, the need for Rayna to change out of her Cossack garb, and orders to board the Scramjet, but James listened to none of it. Instead, a different sensation arrived, an itch in his mind, taking form as a Russian voice.   
 
    -         You are more beautiful man than I dreamed.  
 
    He replied without opening his lips. 
 
    -         And you’re a beautiful woman. Your hair. What is it called? 
 
    -         It is forelock. All Cossacks of dignity wear it. Do you like? 
 
    -         I do.  
 
    -         This red skin you wear is ridiculous.  
 
    -         It keeps me alive in battle.  
 
    -         You have killed many? 
 
    -         Yes. And I will kill many more. 
 
    -         Good. Then we are fit for each other. No?  
 
    -         Yes. But we are also monsters.  
 
    -         Da. This is our tragedy. They must not know we speak this way.  
 
    -         Agreed. If they find out, they’ll try to separate us.  
 
    -         Which would be most terrible mistake.  
 
    -         Rayna, I feel your anger, but you have to play along with them for now. We need them, and some of them might even help us. 
 
    -         I do not play nice. These Chancellors are assholes. They have no honor. 
 
    -         Yes, most of them are shit. But there are friends. The man next to me is… 
 
    -         Your brother. I am no fool.  
 
    -         He more than anyone is the key. He has a strength we’ll need.  
 
    -         If you say so. I will trust you, James Bouchet. But you only. 
 
    -         Fair enough. We need to board the ship now, Rayna. We have so much to do.  
 
    When she turned away, the verbal connection severed, but not the smell of her skin or the imagined taste of her lips. He took deep but steady breaths. James thought of Ignatius’s words: When you see her, the changes in your life will dwarf these past few days. 
 
    James understood. Their telepathy did not surprise him.  
 
    A new light shone. A breeze calmed his soul but fired his imagination. He saw not ten steps ahead—like any good Chancellor—nor one hundred steps. Rather, he viewed thousands of permutations of a future unwinding itself. Secrets and machinations, loves and betrayals, deaths and sacrifices, births and renewals. And in all of it, endless rivers of blood.  
 
    Even as he joined the others on the Scramjet and heard the echoes of Sammie still complaining and Michael trying to hold her back; even as he listened to new orders from Perrone and shared the satisfaction of victory with Valentin and Holland; even as he recalled Ignatius’s advice and the horror of the nuked city; James made peace with the dark. 
 
    He swam in the tides of the impossible future.  
 
    He was of them and above them.  
 
    And she was beautiful.  
 
    Just for a second, he allowed himself to believe they were gods. 
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   R IKARD BRYZNEWIESKI WAS A PILOT long before he met and fell in love with the man he would marry, Matthias. Each time he took a job, Matthias feared for his safety, but they understood the risks were necessary. Now, five minutes removed from the Isle of Seneca and safe in his shuttle, Rikard wanted to go instream with his husband, but the time difference with Hong Kong Prefecture would be an inconvenience. Matthias loved his sleep. 
 
    Moreover, Rikard needed to finish a nagging task before he returned to the mainland. He stood in the navigation cylinder studying cubes.  
 
    He laid in the course and set the shuttle to auto-nav.  
 
    Brey Grinderson, Ophelia’s right hand who Rikard met a few days before the battle at the IDF, worked at the forward panels.  
 
    “So,” Rikard broke the silence, “she gave you no reason why she’s sending you back to New Stockholm instead of going with the admiral?” 
 
    Brey swiveled about. “I’ve never understood Ophelia’s logic. Truth is, I think what’s about to happen is above my pay status.” 
 
    “Doesn’t explain why she’s taking Michael Cooper and Samantha Pynn. But you’re right. No sense trying to figure her logic. At least we’re out of the line of fire. That’s a damn significant improvement. Yes?” 
 
    Brey smiled. “Ironic. I’m heading to safety, and you’re my pilot. Did you know I accused you of running away from the fold and leaving us there to die? Before I knew the truth.” 
 
    “Yes. She told me later. You were quite put-out.” He laughed. “I have a thing about people trying to blow up my ship—especially while I’m still in it.” He changed his tone. “What about the others? The Chief and her team? Strange they’re not returning with us.” 
 
    Brey shrugged. “They made a deal. Peacekeepers are taking them back to Great Plains Metroplex, process them, ship them off-world. Probably for the best.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, Brey. You’re not that stupid. Patricia Wylehan and those mercs will never set foot on land. They’ll be executed onboard that shuttle, weighted, and dumped in the Atlantic. I can’t believe the Chief was that naïve after what Perrone did to her first team.” 
 
    “She was tired and used up. Anyone could see it. She wanted an easy way out, and Perrone offered.” 
 
    Rikard stepped out of the cylinder. “It’s what you Chancellors always want. The easy way out. Money, prestige, leverage. Do any of you ever ask what it’s all for?” 
 
    Brey threw up his hands. “Talking to the wrong guy, my friend. I probably have less money than you and wouldn’t know prestige if it bit me in the ass. Leverage? My family gave up trying years ago.” 
 
    Rikard wiped a bead of sweat from his forehead.  
 
    “Yep. Brey Grinderson, hard-working Chancellor. Struggling to make ends meet.” 
 
    Brey started toward Rikard. “That’s beyond the line, Solomon. You need to remember your place.” 
 
    “Oh, I do, Brey. Trust me. I am constantly reminded. And usually, I’m good at keeping my mouth shut. But two days ago, I made a new friend. Poor bastard didn’t know what sorry business he was walking into when he crossed the fold. I’m curious, Brey. Have you talked much to Michael Cooper?” 
 
    “No. Why?” 
 
    “He’s very spirited. Refreshing. And probably far wiser than he knows. I hope he survives whatever is about to happen. I want him to be happy. He deserves it.” 
 
    Brey nodded. “Everyone deserves to be happy.” 
 
    Rikard waited no more. He removed his left hand from behind his back, certain Brey had missed the earlier move. He cupped a flash laser in his hand, aiming it at Brey’s heart.  
 
    “A nice sentiment,” Rikard said as Brey stepped back. “I know he ordered you to kill Michael Cooper.” Brey started to protest but Rikard shut him down. “No. Don’t even try. I know every inch of this ship. I know how you end-ran the stream to contact him. I also know you hacked Ophelia’s circastream at the fold to bring Perrone into the mix. He might have been our savior, but that was a side-effect of the plan. Not the intent. You want to deny any of this?” 
 
    Brey didn’t take his eye off the weapon, a small but deadly creation capable of single, explosive flash bursts.  
 
    “Yes. Sure. Perrone, he makes deals. Everything I was responsible for, my family’s shame, all of it. He was going to erase it. The part about Michael came later, after he knew what happened to his boy. I didn’t want to do it. He was adding conditions. But… but there’s no compromise with Perrone. You play his game, or you’re dead.” 
 
    Rikard nodded. The shaking in his trigger hand lessened.  
 
    “That’s ninety-nine percent of every Chancellor I’ve ever met.” The picture cleared. “Ophelia found out. Didn’t she? That’s why Michael isn’t with us now. She’s hedging her bets. She knew you’d kill him as soon he returned to New Stockholm and let his guard down. Yes? She has another play in mind.” 
 
    Brey looked away—all the confirmation Rikard needed. 
 
    “I’m tired of you people. All of you. Time’s up.” 
 
    Brey raised his hands. “Wait. What? Rikard, you have to…” 
 
    Rikard shot him through the heart. A red rose blossomed where Brey grabbed his tunic. He fell at Rikard’s feet, his eyes locked open. 
 
    Rikard nudged the safety on and lowered the weapon.  
 
    “Not so hard.” 
 
    He took a seat in the navigation cylinder and entered a deep-breathing exercise. Then he tapped his amp and fingered the ensuing cube. He waited two minutes before a picture from the other end emerged. As he expected, Matthias was groggy.  
 
    “Hello, my love,” Rickard told his husband. 
 
    “And hello to you. What time is it?” 
 
    “Apologies. I wouldn’t stream now unless it was important. I just wanted to tell you… my business with Ophelia Tomelin is done.” 
 
    Matthias rubbed his eyes and perked up. “The results? Were they as good you hoped?” 
 
    “Better, by light-years. Matty, everything has changed. We’re on the edge of something that will break the Chancellory. I won’t be surprised if they’re in all-out civil war within weeks.” 
 
    “What? Are you sure?” 
 
    “It’s worse than we feared, but also the best news for us. All those generations of Solomons waited for a chance to turn the tide. We’ll be the first. Thank your contacts for the breakthroughs on bleeder tech. Couldn’t have done it without them.” 
 
    He raised his right hand, balled a fist and turned up his thumb. Then he pivoted his thumb on its side. Matthias was wide awake. 
 
    “You plan to contact the others?” Matthias asked. 
 
    “When it’s safe. I’d tell you more, but best in person.” 
 
    “Can you come to Hong Kong?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ll be safer on the other side of the world. What’s coming could get ugly very fast.” 
 
    Matthias blew a kiss. “I’ll see you soon. I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” 
 
    Rikard disconnected the stream. The excitement of sharing a bed with his husband and watching the fall of the Chancellory thrilled him. But the distraction ended when he looked at Brey. 
 
    Rikard unlocked the safety seals on the starboard entry doors. They opened. He grabbed Brey’s body and dragged it to the edge, then fed Perrone’s spy to the Atlantic. 
 
   
  
 

 PART THREE 
 
    FAMILIES 
 
    I was once told there were no evil men. The quote went something like this: “Nobody wakes up in the morning and decides over eggs and bacon to be evil that day.” 
 
    One of my teachers even said the word ‘evil’ was a matter of perspective, and everyone – even insane people – thought their actions were in the right.  
 
    If true, I can justify every thousand people I kill by pointing to the new and better future I am creating. I can say these people were obstacles on a necessary path. Then I can look forward in hopes of scaring away the next thousand in my way. 
 
    Better yet, if I ever have a moment of weakness, all I have to do is listen as she whispers in my ear. My mind will calm, and my nerves will settle. I will not think of myself as a psychopath because when I look at her, I will know love.  
 
    Can a psychopath love?  
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   J AMES FELT TENSION SNAKE THROUGH the Scramjet, intensifying as they ventured farther from Seneca – even though few people spoke above a whisper.  
 
    Michael and Sammie didn’t know what to make of him; he saw it in their searching, baffled eyes. He understood why. To save them, he slaughtered the enemy with ruthless efficiency, but he also stood over a defeated man and murdered him. It was the way of the peacekeeper; he expected Sammie to value his cold-blooded skillset. He doubted she took pity on the men she pursued during Dacha training.  
 
    He touched Rayna’s mind.  
 
    - Do you like to kill? He asked her. 
 
    She was resisting Misha’s effort to put her in a ReCon tube to change into Chancellor clothes. Without looking at James, she responded. 
 
    - Is despicable act always, but I find satisfaction. Humans are stupid creatures. They often deserve death. 
 
    - Yes. But when you kill, do you feel stronger and happier? 
 
    - I am happy those who earned death are gone. For myself, I am angrier. I wish to kill again. 
 
    - Why? 
 
    - I do not know. It is perhaps what I am. 
 
    - What WE are.  
 
    - Da.  
 
    He severed his connection with Rayna and studied Michael. His oldest, dearest friend sat slumped in a chair, the weight of this new world tearing at him. Sammie sat beside Michael, holding his hand, whispering to him. He saw a tenderness she used to reserve only for Jamie Sheridan and for her precious Daddy. However, she held a stern, conspiratorial expression as her eyes darted between Ophelia, who was conferencing with Perrone, and the new addition to the Jewel contingent. She appeared to avoid the three crimson peacekeepers, who stood together at attention as ordered.  
 
    Valentin captured the moment when he leaned over to James. 
 
    “You were right, brother. Your friends do not appreciate what you have become. I will be glad to speak on your behalf.” 
 
    “I appreciate it, Valentin. But they don’t know you like I do.” 
 
    “Or what we’ve been through.” Valentin swallowed. “Sometimes, I taste the metal of the blade you jammed in my throat.” 
 
    James nodded. “Yeah, well, they don’t need to know those sorts of details. They saw me burn a man alive, so maybe they won’t be as freaked as I think.” 
 
    Valentin sighed. “That is not what troubles you. Yes?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It is what you have to tell them about our choices – you and I.” 
 
    His brother was right. “I brought them here. It was always going to be the three of us. Now …” 
 
    “You know what will happen if they follow us into this fight.” 
 
    He did. “I made a promise, Valentin.” 
 
    “We all make promises. But they are just words. They’ll understand. Or not. By then, none of it will matter.” 
 
    “Either way, they’ll be alive. That’s got to count for something.” 
 
    The admiral cut them off. He broke away from consultation with Ophelia and summoned everyone to attention. Rayna continued to resist Misha’s request. 
 
    “Rayna,” Perrone said. “I hope we have the pleasure to become more acquainted. In the meantime, however, I need your focus here. Afterward, you will change clothes. There will be no compromise on that point. You no longer live in Ukraine. Yes?” 
 
    Rayna bared teeth. “Da. But in Ukraine, we dress with pride. Here, you dress as if ready for bed. You look ridiculous.” 
 
    She had at least one ally. James saw Michael crack a smile.  
 
    “With all cultures,” Perrone said, “dress is a matter of both functionality and tradition. In time, you will come to understand our ways, Rayna. Despite your upbringing, you were born a Chancellor.” 
 
    “And then I became different.” She faced James. “We became different. I will wear your idiotic dress, but my way.” She tipped her head, and James reciprocated. He dropped inside her mind. 
 
    - Don’t make enemies, Rayna. Our future depends on what happens today. 
 
    She angled to Perrone without responding.  
 
    “Good,” he said. “Now, with trivialities aside, we must discuss our next step.” He gestured to the Chancellors who flew Rayna’s rescue shuttle. “Dr. Langdon, Ms. Myerson, we are grateful for your courage in bringing the Jewel to us. Ophelia will process a substantial stipend for you, with help from the UG. You will disembark at Redux. Understood?” 
 
    Judging by their bewilderment, they did not. When one of them objected, Perrone said: 
 
    “Your skillsets offer no benefit for our next operation. If conditions change, Ophelia will notify you. Yes?”  
 
    He insisted they enter the tubes. He ordered Specialist Holland to place them in stasis mode – in effect, putting them to sleep until arrival. James understood the technique well. Once they were shuttered away, Perrone continued.  
 
    “I will come to the point. I, along with my three peacekeepers, our latest arrival,” he pointed to Rayna, “and Ophelia will enter the residence of Emil and Frances Bouchet. For those unfamiliar, the Bouchets own sixteen levels of SkyTower two miles above the surface. Less than an hour ago, we commandeered their residence in direct violation of numerous Chancellory bylaws.” 
 
    He tapped his personal holocube and threw out a huge, three-dimensional graphic illustrating the Bouchet compound. The interface revealed a city-sized cylinder of facilities and residences a mile in diameter. Running down the center of it was the Transport Core, which connected the surface to the upper reach of SkyTower in low Earth orbit. The compound was a beehive of movement both lateral and vertical, but the distinctive focal points were yellow flashers, most of them stationary. James estimated a hundred.  
 
    “We have taken the Bouchets’ compound to prove a conspiracy that threatens to destroy the Chancellory as we know it. Over the past several years, I have placed my people in a variety of key roles throughout the compound, waiting for this opportunity. Many of my most devoted investigators debased themselves to pose as Solomons.” He paused, as if choked up. “When this is done, they will earn the greatest recognition.  
 
    “Our elaborate strategy to lure away Bouchet’s primary security agents gave us the opening to land the additional UG forces needed to take the compound. Maj. Sexton Marshall is in command, and we have nullified stream capability for the Bouchets and their associates. However, this mission contains a certain element of risk, in the event the Bouchets have contingencies in place. Therefore, no one other than those mentioned will be asked to come.” 
 
    He turned to Misha, who stood beside Rayna. 
 
    “Admiral, I gave away the last fifteen years of my life to protect Rayna and see her become all she was engineered to be. I will not desert her on her first day back.” 
 
    Rayna smiled for the first time since she entered the Scramjet.  
 
    “Very good, Misha. New life, same mission. As for the two of you,” he said to Michael and Sammie. “You were not supposed to be here, and you offer no obvious skillsets to this mission.” 
 
    Sammie stood, letting go of Michael’s hand.  
 
    “Then why aren’t we already in the tubes like those others?” 
 
    “Because I had a willing partner in this affair, and I listened to her.” 
 
    He shifted to Ophelia, who stepped forward.  
 
    “I deceived both of you on the island,” she said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t give you credit for the strength you’ve shown since you crossed the fold. Most important, you came with James, and the three of you care for each other. Your goal was to reunite with him. Now that you have, I think you may offer skills we need.” 
 
    For the first time in a while, both his friends turned to James before refocusing on Ophelia.  
 
    “What skills?” Michael asked. “I just started Tier 1 yesterday.” 
 
    “Your skill, Michael, is to see what Chancellors overlook.” She laughed. “We’re arrogant people. We’ve belittled you since you arrived. Understandably, you care little for us. Michael, we are set in our ways. We’ve been undermining and betraying each other for centuries. You bring a fresh approach. Perhaps you might point out something we miss at the corner of our vision. Yes?” 
 
    Michael shared a suspicious glance with Sammie.  
 
    “Nice speech, I reckon. I just got to wonder, Ophelia. You wouldn’t be keeping me close cause you figure this guy,” he pointed to Perrone, “is gonna have me killed if you ain’t protecting me?” 
 
    Perrone chuckled. “Mr. Cooper, my vengeance has nothing to do with you. I think you are a speck. If you live to be an old man, you will die in anonymity. You are here because James and Ophelia wish you to be, and because,” he turned to Sammie, “Ms. Pynn stands to inherit a vast fortune in her family name. Therefore, Ophelia considers her an important ally.” 
 
    Sammie placed hands on her hips. “So, it’s about money I don’t even have yet? Why do you want it?”  
 
    “We don’t,” Ophelia said. “It’s not about numbers.” 
 
    Sammie nodded. “Leverage. Daddy always told me…” 
 
    “Yes. What money buys more than anything.” 
 
    “Enough,” Perrone interjected. “Time to decide. Do you come with us or do we leave you behind in Redux?” 
 
    James saw the torment in their eyes. They wanted to go with their hearts, but they realized the practical choice. As they turned to each other and then to James, he felt a scratch in his mind. Rayna was there.  
 
    - It is trap, she said. This admiral is worse fool than my father.  
 
    - What do you mean? 
 
    - Your father owns palace in sky. Never would he be defeated like this. He is too powerful. He is laying trap.  
 
    - How? He’s been captured. He has nowhere to go. 
 
    - And where do we go when we are trapped inside?  
 
    She left his mind. A second later, James heard words cross his lips he didn’t expect. Words they needed to hear, even if it broke their hearts.  
 
    “No,” he told Michael and Sammie. “Your answer is no. You’re not coming.” 
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   J AMES STEADED HIMSELF. “ADMIRAL, MAY I SPEAK to them privately?” 
 
    Perrone frowned. “In my office, I assume?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Perrone tapped his amp, and the cloak rose over the aft portion of the ship. “Be quick about it. We have a narrow timetable.” 
 
    James whispered to his brother, “I might need you.” He passed Rayna, who did not touch his mind but stiffened her shoulders. As he led his friends to the cloak, Rayna demanded Perrone show her the clothing options before she entered the ReCon tube.  
 
    James took a quick lay of the land when behind the cloak, which provided a sound-dampening barrier. Three chairs – one behind the desk, high-backed, cushioned, comfortable; the others small, built for subservience. James chose his strategy and spoke to Ignatius. 
 
    “They have to see our paths are separating. But I’m confused. How honest should I be?” 
 
    Ignatius, rubbing the remains of a pink child’s toy amid the nuked city, appeared amused by the question. 
 
    “What is the more painful truth? The one unvarnished, or the one designed to fulfill a function?” 
 
    “Can’t they be the same?” 
 
    “Yes, but only one leaves additional revelations to play later.” 
 
    “This isn’t a game. They’re my only real friends.” 
 
    “Then your obligation to them supersedes any other aim.” 
 
    “An obligation to do what? To kick them out of my life?” 
 
    “If doing so ensures they don’t follow you down this path,” he pointed to the ashen city, “then you will say your goodbyes.”  Ignatius studied the storm clouds passing overhead. “Unless, you want them to join you in this theater of madness and death.” 
 
    James blinked and asked his friends to take the seats across the desk from him. He perceived how this looked, so he leaned forward and placed his fists together on the desk, imitating the admiral.  
 
    “It’s the only way,” he began. “Look, I’m sorry. I am. We made promises to each other, but nothing’s gone how we expected. We can’t help each other like we used to.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” Michael said it as an afterthought. “What you’re saying is, you don’t need Sammie and me no more cause … look at you, dude. Seriously. You’re part Thor, part Hercules, part Schwarzenegger. After what you did on the island, you’re a badass. We get it. You don’t need a couple friends from the backwater tagging along. Feel my speed?” 
 
    “Michael, it’s so much more than …” 
 
    “Seriously, just don’t, J. Jamie … oh, sorry. James. James Bouchet.” He turned to Sammie. “Don’t wanna piss off this guy.” 
 
    “Michael, I’m sorry about what happened on the island. I was lost in the moment. I didn’t expect you and Sammie would be there. I was excited.” 
 
    “More like digging the whole scene, if you ask me.” Michael leaned in this time. “Dude, look, I saw you kill people before today, but it was always different. Self-defense, or maybe you were being controlled. But that shit back there was something else. You were in control and loving it.” He pleaded to Sammie: “You figure I’m going overboard right now because your folks trained you to be just like these mountains in red pajamas.” 
 
    Sammie cupped a hand over Michael’s lips. 
 
    “It’s OK. I understand. You’re not out of line, Michael. We’re all trying to figure out the next step.” Then to James: “I can’t say I wasn’t jealous. Look at you. In three days, you became everything I grew up thinking I’d be. I guess your growth shouldn’t surprise me. We realized the Jewel would change you somehow. I just want to hear it straight. Are you officially a peacekeeper? And if so, how is that even possible?” 
 
    James wanted this to be over with. He leaned back.  
 
    “You can’t see my most important improvements. Sure, I’ll admit, I like this new body. I suppose it is badass.” He grinned at Michael. “But it’s what’s happening up here, in my mind, that matters. All I need is a keyword, and I know everything about it. I spent one day training with my brother, and I learned every battle technique of a peacekeeper, how to use every weapon, how to design combat strategies. I could lead a battalion into a firefight, and we’d win.  
 
    “I’m wearing this uniform because it suits Perrone’s agenda. It opens every door I need. The places I have to go, I can’t take you.” 
 
    Michael started to speak, but Sammie grabbed his hand and held tight. James saw the power she had on his best friend, and he wondered what they shared with each other these past few days. They were closer – more than even they realized.  
 
    Sammie spoke for them both. 
 
    “And where are these places, James? How are they any different than what we were facing when we crossed the fold?” 
 
    “Sammie, we left Alabama because we were out of choices. We were stupid enough to figure if we survived that shit, we could pull ourselves through any-damn-thing. Maybe we could, but now …” 
 
    “Now what?” 
 
    “Now, we can put names and faces on our enemies, and we know these Chancellors are bastards on a good day. Worse, they’re playing for keeps – their whole existence. They’ll sell out anybody, kill anybody, with competing agendas. Just because I’m wearing this uniform don’t mean I’d trust Perrone far as I could throw him. He’s out there talking about invading SkyTower to reveal a conspiracy. Sammie, Michael: There’s no conspiracy. It’s a cover. All of it. Perrone has another agenda. I haven’t nailed it, but there’s a thing between him and my father. He’s obsessed. It’s like the book his wife had us read in English. Moby Dick. I think my father is the admiral’s white whale. But why?” 
 
    Michael groaned. “Shit. Ain’t it obvious? Your father stuck his willie up the ol’ Queen Bee. Hell, Christian might have been your half-brother. See, dude? Guys like that are the same everywhere. They wanna prove who’s got the bigger dick.” 
 
    “Whatever it is, Michael, there will be bodies. I have a feeling we’re walking into something savage. Maybe even a trap. The people who survive will be the ones who never hesitate and don’t waste time making moral choices. Do you get my speed, Michael?” 
 
    Michael looked away. James saw the doubt he needed. 
 
    “Yeah, dude. You don’t reckon I’ll cut the mustard when it comes down to us against them.” 
 
    Sammie didn’t allow James to respond. “Michael, he’s saying you don’t have the experience to …” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Michael pulled his hand away from Sammie. “As if he’s been pulling the trigger since he was a young’un? Hell, Sammie. Your Daddy took you in the woods to gun down people like animals, and Mr. Universe here don’t want you around. So, I reckon you also don’t got enough experience, either.” 
 
    The awkward silence and the pooling water in her eyes told James he was making progress. Michael set him up; now he needed to finish. Their choice had to be an easy one. 
 
    “C’mon. Please, both of you. This isn’t about experience. We know what it’s like to kill. But there’s a world of difference between people who’ve killed and people who are killers. Sammie, they trained you to be a soldier, and a soldier kills when she has to. Michael, you killed a lousy son of a bitch who had it coming. You’re alive, and so is Sammie. You’re not a killer.”  
 
    The next words sat behind his tongue, harder to unleash than he expected:  
 
    “But I am a killer. Maybe it’s what I always was, but the Jewel brought it out. It’s part of who I am now. It feels natural. It’s this … hunger. I don’t have a better way to describe it.” His heart raced as the confession slipped through his lips. “What you saw on the island … that last man without his weapon? I stood over him and I aimed my rifle at his head, and I felt … I felt like a giant. I shot him and watched his brains blow out the back of his head.” His throat felt parched. “I enjoyed it. I wanted more. I still do. I always will.” 
 
    James brought them to tears, but he mustered none of his own. The mere talk of killing fueled the dark within. His stomach roiled with mounting anticipation. He wanted to be alone with Rayna, to go deep inside her mind, to explore her fuel for mayhem.  
 
    “Dude,” Michael choked back tears. “If you wanted to shove us out the door, I reckon you done a damn good job.” 
 
    “I just want you both to be safe. You can make a life here. You’re already doing so well. Ophelia has contacts. She can make…” 
 
    “It was going to be the three of us,” Sammie said, clearing her tears. “We knew the odds were against us from the start. If we died together, at least we’d go down fighting.” 
 
    “No. It was never the three of us. It was only me. My path was always gonna be different. I just didn’t admit it.” He swiveled his seat and stood, ready for this to end.  
 
    “Guys, I’m not even human anymore. I don’t know how many humans I’ll kill before I die. But the rest of my journey is about me, Rayna, the other Jewels, and my brother. This much is certain. If you went with me, you’d die before I could save you. Then I’d just be angrier and kill even more people. 
 
    “You have each other. Start a life here. No one will come after you, Coop. I promise. Sammie, you’re wealthy. Do this. For me?” 
 
    He didn’t need a response to know he defeated them. Their defiance washed away, their faith in him dissipating. He saw which way this would go, and his heart broke of necessity. 
 
    He started for the cloak. “Take a minute to get it together,” he told them. “Perrone and Ophelia need you to be certain.” 
 
    “You mentioned your brother,” Sammie said, her voice meek. “Will he stand by you the way we have?” 
 
    “He will. We didn’t know about each other until three days ago; but now, it’s like we’ve known each other our whole lives. He’s my blood. First real family I’ve ever had. He’ll be with me to the end.” 
 
    When neither said a word, James passed through the cloak.  
 
    He refused to look back.  
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    Hinton Transport Station 
 
    Philadelphia Redux, NAC 
 
      
 
   T HE MOMENT OF SAMMIE’S DREAMS ARRIVED, but she was in no mood to appreciate it. She and Michael stepped off the Scramjet onto one of hundreds of tiered landing platforms at the largest transportation hub on Earth. They arrived in the military sector, where shuttles, Scramjets, Uplift carriers, and interplanetary cruisers came and went in a dazzling symphony. It was the place where every new peacekeeper on the western continents arrived for departure into UG service off-world. It was, in so many ways, a monument of the Chancellory’s enduring legacy. As Sammie took in the visual spectacle, she focused on a future now lost in a fogbank.  
 
    Michael, however, tried to bring perspective to the moment. 
 
    “Holy Mary and Jesus. If this was a summer flick, I’d be like, ‘That’s some wicked CGI.’ But this? I can hear it. I can smell it. I can feel the heat. It’s like I’m living inside my dreams.” 
 
    She whispered, “I know,” and said nothing more about the future she’d never have.  
 
    Sammie wasn’t sure how she miscalculated so horribly. She remembered Jamie a week ago – moody, wandering, a lost boy always on the verge of tears, but someone she loved. She felt pity for what he’d lost and what fate would yet take from him, but she had planned to be there. A source of solace at the darkest hour. A fresh face when he was reborn into a compliant hybrid. A loyal friend to help him chart the future of Chancellors, even as she fought indigos on the colonies.  
 
    Then he threw her away. Not a hug, a kiss, a regret. Just, ‘See ya. I’ve got a real family now.’ She wanted to hate him. 
 
    Neither James nor his new brother said a word to Michael and Sammie during the final thirty minutes of the flight. Rather, they huddled at various times with Rayna or the admiral. The brothers entered the ReCon tubes and changed into a more rugged, dark green ensemble equipped with side-weapons. James pulled Rayna aside and showed the basics of his new toys. She smiled with relish but insisted on a pouch for her curved Cossack blade. If his mission was a clean, cold cut from the past, he succeeded. 
 
    After a minute viewing the Hinton Station theater, Sammie looked back, hoping to find him standing outside the ship, prepping for a formal farewell. No such luck. Instead, she saw Ophelia finger a cube and toss it to Dr. Talan Langdon, one of the team members ordered to disembark here. Ophelia designated Langdon as her proxy before the Reclamation and Descendency Sanctum, which would approve Sammie’s inheritance to the Pynn family fortune. Sammie was about to become a rich woman, but at the moment owned nothing more than the borrowed clothes on her back. 
 
    “He’s moving on,” Michael said. “Goodbye ain’t his thing.” 
 
    He wrapped an arm around her. Sammie wiped away the tears he must have noticed but stayed in Michael’s embrace. She always envisioned Jamie Sheridan’s skinny arms warming her body and following with a long, sweetened kiss.  
 
    “You heard him,” he told her. “James said we can build a life here. Maybe he’s nuts, or maybe he knows what’s coming. Either way, he ain’t the guy we grew up with. This new man, he’s walking straight into some deep, dark shit. I think maybe he’s right: This ain’t our fight.” 
 
    “So, we just give up?” 
 
    Michael chuckled. “Hell, no. C’mon, Sammie. Look at all this. You kidding me? We got a shot at being born again. Get my speed?” 
 
    “You’re right. We’re as helpless as newborns. No jobs, no skills. Michael, I’ll be sixteen next month. That’s two years as an adult on this Earth. I always thought I’d be ready, but my parents … ” 
 
    “They’d ease you into things. No sweat. I figure if we got each other’s back, and if Ophelia survives whatever the hell she’s about to do, and you get hold of your inheritance …” 
 
    Sammie’s mind had drifted so far away from the money and prestige, Michael’s pat solution to their dilemma seemed too easy.  
 
    “So, you think as long as we live off my bank account, it’s all good? And you’re willing to live that way?” 
 
    “Sure. We can open some doors, learn some ropes. Hell, we could travel together and see the Collectorate on your dime.” 
 
    “Despite what it would mean for you?” 
 
    She looked him in the eyes. Was he willing to subordinate himself after everything he’d been through since he arrived? After what generations of his family endured in Alabama?  
 
    “Look, Sammie, I’m not a moron. The only way I can live on Earth is by being a Solomon. It’s not as if them people are walking around in chains. Rikard and his husband are living mighty damn fine. You heard Ophelia. I’ll be your first designated Solomon. It’s all legal. We’ll be together. Anything else, we’ll work it out.” 
 
    “Michael, the way people looked at you, the things they said … it won’t disappear because you work for a rich Chancellor. You see that?” 
 
    Michael polished off a wry smile, but she saw the torment in his eyes. At least back home, he had family and friends in abundance who saw the world through the same lens. She almost said, “You’ll be alone here,” but she couldn’t bear him even considering the possibility of returning through the IDF.  
 
    “I ain’t punched any of these bastards yet,” he said. “Keep my head up and my shoulders sturdy. That’s what Gramps always said. It’s OK, Sammie. I’m chill. What choice do I got?” 
 
    As he said those words, Michael looked past her. His smile disappeared. She pivoted.  
 
    There he was, standing at the far edge of the platform, back turned to her, looking out upon the city. James stood next to his brother, hands clasped behind his back, a hulking monument to a Chancellor design she was coming to fear. She wanted to go to him, to say a proper goodbye, to demand he change his mind, to tell her the whole truth. Anything but this.  
 
    Yet she did not budge, and Michael would not let go. 
 
    “Can’t imagine what they’re planning,” he said. 
 
    “He never even told us details about his brother, or what happened between them. Three days, Michael. Three days!” 
 
    He tightened his hug. “I used to kid Jamie when he was going through his bodybuilder phase. Remember that? About four years ago he got into weights and started bingeing them powerlifting videos on YouTube? He gave it up about a month in when he weren’t seeing progress. Guess he found the easy button.” 
 
    “Like you said, he’s not the same man anymore.” 
 
    “And that’s why, if I never see him again, I’m just gonna remember the old Jamie.” Michael sighed. “First time we met, he was swimming butt naked in the Alamander River. I was throwing rocks at him. Instead of being sore, he invited me over to share peanut butter sandwiches and draw in his sketchpad. He was a good kid, before all the other shit came.” 
 
    “Before he learned his life was a fraud.” 
 
    As they watched, the second Jewel joined the brothers. She was a few inches shorter, but Sammie reckoned it was only a matter of time before she evolved like James.  
 
    “That girl, Rayna, I don’t get her. She grew up as a Cossack in nineteenth-century Ukraine. She comes to a world like this, and nothing seems to faze her. I think she’s like James … she’s a killer.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Michael said. “Bad vibes all the way. Deep, dark shit. But if you wanna say goodbye to him anyway, I’ll walk you over.” 
 
    She swiveled around to face Michael, inches from his lips.  
 
    “No.” The response came faster than expected. “He has his family now. We go a different way.” She kissed him. “You’re a new man, too. I’m proud you’re my friend, Michael.” 
 
    “Coming from the real Wonder Woman, that’s cool.” 
 
    His tone changed; that quip wasn’t Michael the comedian. It was someone who saw inside her. She felt it: He wanted another kiss. 
 
    Before she could make sense of the moment, Dr. Talan Langdon waved them in his direction. It was time to enter the bureaucracy, to claim a fortune, to be born again.  
 
    Yet as they slipped away toward the terminal and into Philadelphia Redux, Sammie looked back and saw three titans. She feared what chaos they were about to wreak on humanity.  
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   J AMES DIDN’T CARE ABOUT THE CITY he viewed from the platform’s edge. Even as Valentin pointed out the favorite haunts of his formative years and reminisced about his triumphs in the Philadelphia Redux Kwin-sho Dome, James steadied his eyes on the stunning expanse that dwarfed one of the world’s largest cities.  
 
    Three miles due north, SkyTower rose from the Earth in pure white like a dream of the impossible given form. A two-kilometer-wide spike planted in the ground by the gods. Its skin delivered a polished sheen that blazed in full sunlight. Thousands of landing platforms and windows flickered in different colors of the spectrum. Scram and shuttle traffic orbited the great beast like mosquitoes looking for places to land, their green fuel nacelles twinkling.  
 
    James turned his eyes north, dizzied as the space elevator rose into visual infinity. Clouds appeared to pass through the structure, which climbed beyond the stratosphere, punching through blue skies, toward low Earth orbit. James searched his burgeoning knowledge base and envisioned the entire climb. SkyTower’s two-kilometer diameter decreased in stages. Down to 1.4K at two miles  high; down to 0.9K at 10 miles; down to 0.4K at 50 miles; down to 0.2K at 120 miles; down to 500 meters at 200 miles; down to 100 meters at 300 miles to its terminus at 620 miles above the surface.   
 
    “And our father hasn’t left SkyTower in twenty years?” 
 
    James’s question caught Valentin off-guard.  
 
    “Um, no. At least not in my lifetime. Perrone says twenty, but I never talked to Father about it.” 
 
    “Was life good there?” 
 
    “Above the clouds? Honestly, you don’t even realize the difference unless you open a portal. I had everything I needed. Or, most everything. A few childhood friends lived in landings near us, but most lived here in the city. Especially my kwin-sho partners. Without them, I never would have joined the Guard.” 
 
    “But he objected to you joining, right?” 
 
    Valentin nodded. During the hours of conversations that built their bond, James heard only a brief reference to the disagreement. Valentin still harbored anger.  
 
    “I thought he’d use his influence to block my admission.” 
 
    “Why didn’t he?” 
 
    “Mother. She hated the idea as well, but she also knew they couldn’t afford to lose me. Now I realize why.” He sighed. “I stopped loving Mother before I was ten. Father at least I respected. But she … you’ll see, James.”  
 
    James swept his eyes from SkyTower to his brother. He remembered his own early disconnect from Marlena Sheridan, the woman he grew up assuming was his mother.  
 
    “Tell me, Valentin.” 
 
    “It’s hard to put into words. I don’t know what Father ever saw in her. James, you’ve met enough Chancellors to realize we are not tender creatures. We keep our hearts locked away. But Mother is something else. All she knows is strategy. Relationships are necessary only to fulfill the design.” He gazed upon the city, his eyes shining with water. “I cannot remember the last time she allowed me to touch her. When you meet Frances, you’ll understand.” 
 
    James had no words of comfort but sufficient empathy. He blinked and returned to Ignatius Horne. 
 
    “I need to ask you about the man whose name you took.” 
 
    They were walking through a library, its roof and two walls having disappeared. Books lay strewn and shredded amid ash and rubble. Raindrops fell in steady beats.  
 
    “What of him, James?” 
 
    “How deeply did he love? Was he like other Chancellors?” 
 
    Ignatius smiled. “At the end, he loved with all his heart. It allowed him to make the necessary sacrifice.” 
 
    “The wife and daughter you mentioned before?” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “What was his daughter’s name?” 
 
    “May-La.” 
 
    “Is she still alive?” 
 
    “I assume. She was alive before they assimilated me into you.” 
 
    “Why am I blocked from knowing about Ignatius and his history?” 
 
    “Because you are not the man he was at the end. Therefore, you would not understand or appreciate the choices he made. I will say this much: Ignatius, in a previous life, was as vicious a killer as you seem destined to become.” 
 
    “What changed?” 
 
    Ignatius thumbed through the pages of a tattered book. 
 
    “Ah. Therein lies the crux. James, I have given you everything else you asked. Allow me this small treasure. Ignatius died thirty-five standard years ago. Leave this alone for now. When you reach the place of desolation where Ignatius found himself, I will tell you the rest of the story. Yes?” 
 
    James blinked away, unsatisfied and also nervous. He suspected Ignatius was withholding the truth in expectation of James making a devastating error. When Ignatius first came to him, he vowed never to manipulate James the way Lydia did during those eight terrifying hours. The promise appeared to be crumbling. 
 
    James resumed his conversation with Valentin. 
 
    “You’re saying my mother wants me dead as much as my father?” 
 
    “She won’t say it, but I’m sure she does.” He laid a hand on James. “I won’t let it happen, brother. If I have to choose between them and you …” He choked up. “It’s a strange thing to admit, but my heart is no longer locked away. You are my brother, and I will fight for you.” 
 
    James’s heart buoyed and his shoulders firmed. “At least you won’t have to worry about dying for me.” 
 
    After an awkward pause, they shared a laugh.  
 
    When Rayna joined them a moment later, she interrupted with a bold declaration, pointing to SkyTower. 
 
    “You are planning attack without me,” she said. “Admiral knows I am essential part of success. You will share all with me.” 
 
    “Trust me, we were only talking as brothers,” Valentin said. “No more. The admiral already discussed operational details.” 
 
    She jumped inside James’s mind. 
 
    - You are very close to brother. I understand. You just met, no?  
 
    - Yes. We have many lost years to make up for.  
 
    - Da. I wished also for brother or sister, but I have nothing. All are gone now. This brother is distraction. You and I must be alone. I wish to be with you for very long time. You wish same. No? 
 
    She did not understand. Even being in the same room with her rose his temperature. James fought every instinct to appear level-headed. Still, the heartbeat they shared grew stronger.  
 
    - Soon, Rayna. We’ll have our time. I promise.  
 
    He felt her break away, leaving a playful itch inside his mind.  
 
    She cut a warrior’s figure in her new, black-and-violet ensemble, which contained wraps and pouches more esoteric than most Chancellors dared to wear, but in which she felt comfortable.  
 
    She pointed to SkyTower. “I think little of this temple you assholes have created.” She focused her dark, searching eyes on Valentin. “I hope you do not mind being called asshole because you are Chancellor. I hear this word years ago when Christian missionary come to my village. He was calm and beautiful man until there was accident and he burned hand. Then he became angry and called us assholes. I never asked for meaning. I assumed.” 
 
    Valentin grinned. “No offense taken. Many of us fit the word. Tell me, what is it you dislike about SkyTower?” 
 
    “It is very big. Yes, very big. But it is made by people who think themselves bigger than universe. Da? It rises forever, as if it is reaching for God. I know of this story from Bible.” 
 
    He turned to James and frowned. “Bible?” 
 
    “Religious book. Scripture. From my Earth and hers.” 
 
    “I see. We eliminated all forms of deity worship three thousand years ago.” 
 
    “I am sure,” Rayna said. “Religious people would never build such thing. They would fear their God. In Bible, there was Tower of Babel. People built it high to find God. But they did not understand, and they displeased him. He cast them out. They appeared elsewhere, speaking many languages. They never tried to reach God again.”  
 
    She paused as Valentin twisted his face. “Ah,” she said. “You know me for few hours, but you will see. I tell stories to make point.” She laughed. “There was no tower, and there was no God. Is all fantasy, but message is important. Humans who reach beyond themselves will fall. Is inevitable.” 
 
    Valentin twisted between his brother and the second Jewel.  
 
    “And you think this,” he pointed upward, “symbolizes our fall?” 
 
    “No. Not our fall. Theirs.” 
 
    She turned away toward the Scramjet. 
 
    “Valentin, I know you are immortal. Do not look surprised. And no, your brother did not tell me. Not admiral. Not anyone.” 
 
    “Then how?” 
 
    “Does not matter. You too are abomination.” She glanced at James. “Is time for us to take our place, and for other assholes to go away. Da?” 
 
    When she left them behind, Valentin and James shared a quiet moment. James recognized she was a much more volatile weapon than he ever anticipated.  
 
    His spirits rose at the prospect of victory. 
 
    Neither said a word as they returned to the Scramjet and prepared to meet their parents.  
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    SkyTower, 2.1 miles above Earth 
 
    Bouchet Compound, Level 6 
 
    South Platform 
 
      
 
   V ALENTIN BOUCHET LOVED HIS NEW BROTHER, yet this redirected loyalty unsettled him. These conflicting emotions clouded his goals and baffled his strategic decisions. His father would call these shudders a tragic flaw; Valentin would not disagree.  
 
    As he stepped off the Scramjet amid familiar surroundings, Valentin felt as if he were part of an army invading his own home. A traitor to his name. Then he remembered what his parents did to their boys.  
 
    “I’ve been on this platform a thousand times,” he told James. “When I was little, I loitered out here watching the ships come and go. The deck crew taught me how to control the cascade barrier and glidetrax.” He pointed to the platform’s open portal, which provided an epic view of wispy clouds slipping across the sky as if coming in for a landing. “I was raised to believe I was a god. Seems Father took it all too literally. Brother, you understand we have to hear him out first?” 
 
    James took a quick, pensive survey of the platform, as if soaking in memories that should have been his as well. Valentin saw a rock-hard, sculpted warrior standing in place of the scrawny, petulant creature he met outside the IDF. He sported the early outline of a rough-hewn, blond beard.  
 
    “Yes,” James said. “He’ll give his version of the truth. Then we’ll tell him to cut the crap or we’ll kill both him and our mother.” 
 
    His words didn’t sound like an order, but they weren’t too far removed from what Valentin feared might happen before day’s end. His brother was committed to taking the most ruthless path to victory. Valentin saw it in his eyes when he emerged from the admiral’s cloaked office and severed his connection to his closest friends. He also sensed a mysterious relationship developing between James and Rayna – if only in brief, aching glances. His brother was forming a new family.  
 
    “I am with you, James, so long as we make unified decisions.” 
 
    The crew spread out per the admiral’s orders. Already, guards under Perrone’s employ were stationed at key positions on the platform, some wearing Solomon attire. The admiral huddled with Col. Lamar Onyx, who was No. 2 in the compound’s takeover. They reviewed the mission sit-rep with Maj. Sexton Marshall via circastream. Valentin and James awaited orders.  
 
    “What do you think of it all?” Valentin asked his brother, who was studying the approaching cloud bank.  
 
    James shrugged, as if unimpressed by the spectacle.  
 
    “Hell of a garage, for sure.” He motioned to idle machinery near the landing dock. “Last place I lived, you could fit the entire shithole inside those two cargo loaders.” 
 
    “You told me of your home. All this has to be something out of a dream. Yet it seems mundane to you, as if you’ve always lived here. How have you adjusted with such ease?” 
 
    James fixed brown, piercing eyes on Perrone. His jaw tightened. 
 
    “People.” His voice was flat, resolute. “I spent the last eight hours of my first life running from people I cared about. Some trying to kill me, some trying to turn me into a monster. Then I found out they aren’t any better over here. When you are not so impressed with the people, I reckon you have little regard for the things they make. As Michael would say, you get my speed?” 
 
    Valentin nodded, but he saw a flinch when James mentioned his best friend’s name. Did he regret the decision to sever ties? 
 
    “I get your speed,” Valentin said. “But if everything goes the way we hope, I think you’ll find there are wonders beyond Earth to drive even a cynic to tears.” 
 
    Perrone and Onyx interrupted their musings.  
 
    “Gentlemen,” Perrone began, “we have three mission objectives and a delicate timetable. After consulting with Col. Onyx and Maj. Marshall, we agreed our operations can be safely sustained for no more than thirty standard hours. By that time, automated protocols will trigger unkind attention to the compound. If the Marks Presidium, of which your father is the ranking member, determines he is being held under military siege, myself and anyone under my command may be subject to Articles of Treason under Chancellory bylaws. Your career,” he said to Valentin, “will be destroyed despite your name, and you,” he told James, “will be summarily executed. On the hopeful side, if we achieve our objectives, they will hail us as heroes.” 
 
    Valentin thought the admiral would have been a much better fit for his mother. Like Frances Bouchet, Perrone judged life by strategic design, but with more flair. So strategic, he was certainly withholding key information. James was right: Don’t trust this man.  
 
    “We understand, sir. Should my brother and I proceed?” 
 
    “You may. When you talk to your parents, make sure they understand our terms. Yes?” 
 
    Valentin offered a side-nod, even though the upcoming script might not follow the admiral’s precise orders.  
 
    “Very good,” Perrone told them. “I realize you both have valid personal conflicts to resolve, but do not allow them to cloud our greater purpose. Maj. Marshall will expect to receive your report.” He looked past them to where Rayna stood, silent, hands behind her back, forelock dangling over one eye. “While you are gathering intelligence, I will join Rayna, Misha, our esteemed Dr. Tomelin, and Col. Onyx on a tour of your father’s biogenic labs.” 
 
    “If I may, sir,” Valentin said. “From your tone, I gather my parents have not been forthcoming with the Major?” 
 
    “I never expected them to be. No. They are banking on the element of time, which is why the two of you are our best option.” 
 
    Valentin shared a sideways glance with his brother. I am a soldier of the Guard. I will obey my commanding officer. His thoughts did not feel convincing. He despised Perrone for assuming loyalty while placing Valentin in an impossible situation. He would have exchanged duties for full combat in a hot zone on Moroccan Prime.  
 
    “We will see it done, sir,” he told Perrone with his most definitive side-nod. “We are prepared to do what’s necessary.” 
 
    Valentin directed James to a fleet of small coaches sitting outside the Bouchet residence. He chose the closest two-seater. When James jumped in, Valentin waved his hand over a holographic control, and the vehicle created a buffer ten inches between itself and the floor. The still-seats magnetized their passengers.  
 
    “We call them rifters,” he told his brother. “Stands for restricted intra-facilities transit. This model is two hundred years old.” He pressed his hand against the control, and the rifter shimmied forward through the residential access portal in silence. “Most people don’t realize how huge the compound is until they try to take it on foot. If we hiked every level, every promenade, we’d be walking for five hours. There are only eight private lifts, and we never use the Transport Core.” 
 
    James flexed a brow. “Why? That’s the center of SkyTower.” 
 
    “Father dismantled local access to T-Core long before I was born. Violates every safety protocol. No one else has ever had the leverage to do the same. He said it gave us security. We control three platforms and the airspace outside each. He thought it would prevent an incursion like the one Perrone made today.” 
 
    “Guess he thought wrong,” James said. “Tell me something, brother. You think our father would make that kind of mistake?” 
 
    There it was. James hit on the nagging itch that troubled Valentin from the first minute he learned how Perrone lured away Emil Bouchet’s primary security team. It seemed too stunning to be true, even then.  
 
    “You believe something else is happening here?” 
 
    James shook his head. “Maybe. If there’s one thing I’ve learned the hard way – nothing is how it seems. Not people, and damn sure not our own lives.” 
 
    “Good. At least we’re both paranoid. Gives us a better chance to expect the surprise before it hurts.” 
 
    Valentin eased the rifter through the huge promenades connecting the many segments of the residence. James commented on the endless nature of the facility. Valentin explained to him about the suites for each Bouchet, the leisure and recreation simulators, the botanical gardens, the aquarium, the ballroom, the art gallery, the guest wings, the staff quarters, and the music hall.  
 
    “When I first learned how to operate one of these,” Valentin said with a sly grin, “I caused endless chaos to staff. If not for the anti-collision buffer, I would have killed people before I was six.” 
 
    They entered the widest promenade and most lit. Hidden spotlights cast glows upon the walls to illuminate artifacts. Everything from bones to fabrics to urns to glistening jewels to paintings aligned both sides for more than a hundred meters.  
 
    “This is the colonial exhibit,” he told James. “Father’s acquisitions from all thirty-nine colonies. There’s more net worth on these walls than most Chancellors can find in their entire estate.” 
 
    James seemed impressed at last. “How does he do it? How does anybody become this rich?” 
 
    “By not spending money.” He saw the confusion in his brother then waited for the expression to change to sudden realization. 
 
    “Our father is a thief?” 
 
    He nodded. “Some of these pieces are treasures to the indigos. They’ve built legends and myths around these artifacts. If they knew the truth, well … not a thing they could do about it.” 
 
    “You were right, Valentin. What you said back on the platform. He raised you to be a god.” James leaned over. “But he’s just a man, and we have to make him remember that. We can’t let him walk away from what he did to us.” 
 
    “No worries, brother.” Valentin slowed the rifter as they approached the family communal suite. Maj. Sexton Marshall stood outside the portal awaiting their arrival. “He’s too arrogant to think his own sons would ever hurt him. And you’re a mystery to him. Nothing crawls under his skin more than lack of foreknowledge. Use that, James. There’s nothing I can say he won’t see coming.” 
 
    “And our mother?” 
 
    He guided the rifter to a gentle halt. “Watch her eyes. If she locks onto you, she’s interested. Grab the moment before you lose her.” 
 
    Maj. Marshall greeted them. Valentin was surprised to see him standing guard like a simple field soldier. In his short time under Perrone’s command, Valentin always saw Marshall at the admiral’s side, a dutiful No. 2. Marshall allowed Perrone to do most of the talking, but Valentin recognized who did the heavy lifting. The major was the largest physical specimen Valentin ever saw among high command, his stature more imperious than Perrone. Yet, Valentin sensed why Marshall never rose to the admiralty despite twenty years of UG service. He wore an old battle scar along his right jaw – a deficiency easily removed. The popular perception among peacekeepers was that officers who kept their scars longed for the days when they took orders rather than doling them out. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” the major said. “They are alone. I trust you will follow the protocols we laid out?” 
 
    “We will do our best, sir,” Valentin said. “But my parents pose a special challenge. They are unique.” 
 
    Marshall smiled, his hands cupped behind his back.  
 
    “Aren’t we all, First Specialist?” 
 
    Valentin held back; the major wouldn’t care for his answer. 
 
    “You should know,” Marshall continued, “that although we have nullified their stream capabilities, we granted them access to their internal amp. We wanted them to wait in comfort.” 
 
    “Understood.” He turned to James, who stood abreast. “Internal amps allow them household functions, limited entertainment, meal requisition. No communications whatsoever.” 
 
    “Sure,” James said. “It’s like having the hard drive but no wi-fi.”  
 
    “I don’t recognize those terms, but I’ll assume it’s an apt analogy. Are you ready for this?” 
 
    James placed a hand on the door. “To meet my second parents, who were also my first, but threw me away in another universe and now want me dead? Seriously? I can’t wait to meet these bastards. Lead the way, brother.” 
 
    Valentin placed his hand over a glowing seal, and the door disappeared in a scurry of pixels. He steadied his nerves. He never felt this terrified on a battlefield.  
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   J AMES SAW ENOUGH OF THE COMPOUND TO DECIDE his parents were well beyond redemption. These weren’t humans. They were vampires, and the human race was their feeding ground. As he entered the communal suite beside his brother, James searched his memory and recalled the only messages his parents ever sent him. Each came to him in the waning hours of his first life. 
 
    He blinked. “They sent me to my death,” he told Ignatius. “They tried to manipulate me into thinking they cared.” 
 
    Ignatius sat upon a white stump in a white forest.  
 
    “Perhaps they were acknowledging your inevitable fear in the final hours. Do not discount their humanity.” 
 
    “Why? Because they showed me video of this Earth? Because they showed a photo of the three of us on the day I was born? Ignatius, they ended each message the same way: ‘With Fondest Regards.’ Who speaks to their own child that way? Did they even craft those messages? Lydia could have been manipulating me.” 
 
    “All possible. But as your brother requested, hear them out. You will know if they bear even the slightest remorse.” 
 
    “And if they don’t? If they want me dead? What’s stopping me from killing them where they stand?” 
 
    “Shall we make a list?” 
 
    “I’m not interested in your sarcasm. When I return, you explain what this,” he pointed to the white forest, “is supposed to mean.” 
 
    He blinked. The communal suite was designed as a theater in the round but with four tiers. Sofas, staggered tables both oval and rectangular, bed-size pillows, and floating lamps decorated the tiers along with food and beverage kiosks. In the circular well, a black monolith glowed in the many colors of the spectrum.  
 
    Above it all, perhaps forty feet across, an open window to the world two miles above the surface dominated the suite. Small sheets of white clouds passed through, as if projected in three dimensions, and purple storm heads built in the distance. A flash of lightning. Seconds later, a hint of thunder. 
 
    “It’s a projection,” Valentin whispered. “But it is a live view from just outside.” 
 
    “And that?” He pointed to the monolith. 
 
    “UNIFAC. Unified Facilitator. Audio-visual, lighting, atmospheric controls, kiosk management, staff interface. Everything.” 
 
    “I saw that in a movie once. There were apes dancing around it.” They shared an awkward moment. “There’s room in here for hundreds of people. When do they …?” 
 
    “Five hundred. We moved my fourteenth birthday. Not big enough.” 
 
    “You know I’m not impressed. Right?” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be. They denied you this.” 
 
    A man’s voice arose from the lowest tier.  
 
    “If you intend to stand up there and whisper, we will not have a productive conversation.” 
 
    Valentin took the lead, walking to the edge of the upper tier, stopping at the height of the stairs.  
 
    “Most of my life has been whispered, Father. Why should this be any different?” 
 
    Emil Bouchet sat on a table-sized pillow, his legs extended and crossed. He faced away from his sons and appeared to be piecing together a holographic jigsaw puzzle. On the opposite side of the tier, Frances Bouchet removed a tray of cookies from a food kiosk and sorted through them with minimal interest. She sat them on a café table and picked up a book.  
 
    “Oh, Valentin,” his father replied. “Are you going straight for the dramatics? Your mother hates that side of you.” 
 
    “I think Mother hates everything about me, but I’m sure she will let you do all the hatemongering.” 
 
    Emil followed an audible sigh with, “There’s a nice white wine in the kiosk closest to you. Have it pour glasses for you and your brother. Then show your parents the courtesy of standing before us so we might have a proper conversation. Can you accomplish that, Valentin?” 
 
    James reached for his sidearm. “Has our father always been such a raging dick?” 
 
    “He has his moments. Do you …” 
 
    “I don’t want his damn wine. I’d probably be dead in five minutes.” 
 
    James took lead down the stairs and held his weapon, a short-pulse gun, at this side. He stamped into the well and aimed the gun at Emil, who did not take his attention off the jigsaw.  
 
    “So, what do I call you? Daddy? Pops? Old man? Corpse?” 
 
    Emil swiped away the puzzle. He reached for a tall-fluted glass half-filled with a light-pink, bubbly beverage. James saw the man up close for the first time, and he thought the last nickname fit. His father’s eyes were deeply inset, like a cadaver in the making. His hairline receded. He could have passed for a middle-aged, worn-down farm worker. Far from one of the most powerful men in the Collectorate. Emil sipped but lost some of the beverage on his simple, sky blue tunic.  
 
    “You’re not from around here,” Emil said, wiping the spot on his tunic. At last, he looked up. “Are you, James?” 
 
    “You made sure of that, Emil. Or was it Frances who sent me away? I couldn’t tell, seeing as how the Mentor delivered farewell messages from both of you.” 
 
    Emil thought for a second, as if musing about a funny episode from his earlier life. “Oh, yes. I remember something along those lines. Frances, I seem to recall we debated whether they served a purpose.” 
 
    James faced his mother, but she remained engrossed in a book, something James assumed these people long outgrew. Valentin motioned for him to lower his weapon then moved toward Emil. 
 
    “Father, why are you being this way? You know what needs to be said. You turned us into monsters. Your own sons. We have both died because of you.” 
 
    “And yet, strangely enough, here you are in the flesh. I believe the word you are scrambling for is resurrection. Yes? Perhaps a robust ‘thank you’ might be in order?” 
 
    Valentin bowed his head low. James saw him stew.  
 
    “To answer your question,” Valentin told James, “yes, our father can be a raging dick.” He closed within arm’s-length of Emil. “I wonder, Father. If we kill you, will you resurrect, too?” 
 
    “No. No, son, I will not. You and your brother were designed to save future generations. Mine will have no second chances.” 
 
    “Then why us? James was your first-born son. Instead of giving him all this, you re-engineered him into …” Valentin couldn’t say the word, so James stepped in. 
 
    “An abomination. A weapon of mass destruction. You didn’t intend to save anybody. You just wanted an army of us to fight your enemies while the Chancellors got sick and died. After you sent us into hiding, you realized you made a mistake. Maybe you realized a whole army of Berserkers wouldn’t be good for anybody.” 
 
    James snapped his fingers when he didn’t think Emil was paying proper attention. When their eyes locked, he continued.  
 
    “I can decide who lives and who dies, and I don’t need weapons.” He lifted his right hand. “If Valentin shot you, I could put this hand on you and heal the wound. Or, if he didn’t have the guts, I could lay this same hand on you and turn your body to ash. No coming back from that. What do you think, Daddy-O? Care to try it?” 
 
    Emil shrugged then pointed to James.  
 
    “Your complaint might have a nugget of veracity.” He turned to Valentin. “But you? Complaining of immortality? The ultimate gift.” He raised his voice, speaking to Frances. “I warned you he would not be grateful.” 
 
    Frances did not release herself from the book. She was as cold and disinterested as Valentin suggested, so James ignored her. 
 
    “Enough, Father.” Valentin said. “Why can’t you see the pain you have put us through? We did nothing as your sons to deserve this.” 
 
    “On that point, we agree, Valentin. Neither of you earned this outcome. You had the great misfortune of being our sons.” 
 
    “And how was that a misfortune?” 
 
    “Align the dots, son.” Emil readjusted his position on the pillow, sitting upright against the cushioned tier-back. “I led one of many factions attempting to reverse the collapse of the Chancellory. In fact, I came to the chase late in the competition. I was only nine during the fall of Hiebimini. I had no idea what it meant at the time – few Chancellors did. Many remain in denial.  
 
    “Most experiments focused on a simple goal: Negate the effect of brontinium extract on our genetic template. All failed. Chancellor DNA is irreversibly tied to the extract. Eight centuries of dependency ensured this outcome. Others have tried to develop a synthetic version, but we can only withdraw the compound from the ore.” 
 
    Valentin nodded. “And Hiebimini was the only source of the ore. I know this, Father. Why James? Why me?” 
 
    “Because I am, despite your skepticism, a man of rigid moral principles. Yes, yes. I see your scowls. Laugh if you wish. However, I chose a different path for our people. A new species. A restart, if you will. Your mother and I had no children, but my vision involved prototypes. I decided: If I were to experiment on infants, my child must be first in line. How dare I risk mutating or killing another Chancellor’s child?” 
 
    A part of James always knew his father would use this justification. A noble man, willing to sacrifice his own children for the good of all.  
 
    “Bullshit,” he shouted. “I wasn’t the first. Not even close. I’m no damn expert, but scientists never get it right the first time. They fail over and over again. That’s how the process works. I’d bet the farm you destroyed thousands of embryos – maybe even living babies – before you figured it out. A regular Frankenstein, you were. You don’t care about other people’s kids because you don’t care about your own.” 
 
    James saw a crack in his father’s smug aura. At the very least, he quashed the argument of the principled martyr.  
 
    Then a hand grabbed him from behind, and he swung about. He faced his mother, five inches shorter but furious teeth clenched.  
 
    “How dare you, James? We gave you life.” 
 
    Frances Bouchet smacked him across the face.  
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   T HE LAST TIME ANYONE SLAPPED JAMES, he was in full meltdown after Tom and Marlena Sheridan were shot to death. Ben, the brother who was not, tried to bring him back to reality after Jamie stormed to the jail, baseball bat in hand, set upon vengeance. Ben succeeded, if only for a time. Frances Bouchet did not.  
 
    James reacted to the stinging blow with one of his own.  
 
    He didn’t realize the damage at first, so consumed in making an instant statement to the mother who bore him to be a monster. Not until the pain on his cheek subsided did James realize she was lying flat on the floor, Valentin reaching for her.  
 
    She did not accept her youngest son’s hand.  
 
    “You had your chance to kill him,” she told Valentin. “You failed.” 
 
    He felt the bitterness in Valentin. This was why he stopped loving her. You’ll see, he told James when asked to describe their mother. Two observations struck James at once: Had he met his mother as a stranger on the street, he would have admired her beauty. She wore her years well, her coiffed strawberry blonde hair draping over her shoulder like a work of art. Her sons carried her eyes. Second, he realized Emil never made a move to defend her against a violent, murderous son. James grabbed Valentin and backed them away before either made another mistake. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” James whispered. “I couldn’t help myself. What is wrong with these people?” 
 
    Valentin nodded with empathy and came close to tears.  
 
    “People?” He tried to laugh. “Is that what they are? I’m the one to be sorry, brother. I’ve made every manner of excuse for them. They are horrible humans, but they gave me the life of a god. How was I supposed to reject them?” 
 
    James saw a sudden light in Valentin’s eyes. His brother found a truth worthy of sharing. Valentin pivoted to his mother. Frances massaged her jaw as she returned to the first tier. 
 
    “You’re right, Mother,” Valentin said, drawing closer. “You gave us life. Then Father gave us a gift we can never repay. By sacrificing your sons, you made certain we could never become like you. 
 
    “You’re right about something else. I did not kill James. He killed me.” He drew a hand against his neck. “And when I was given a second chance, did I thank my creator?” He glanced to Emil. “Not for a second. Instead, I found the brother you deprived me of. I saw the truths you locked away. This is the last day we will ever speak to each other.” 
 
    Frances muttered something indecipherable before sharing an alert, comfortable gaze with Emil, who took her cue by offering applause. 
 
    “The last day? Very dramatic, son, as if you rehearsed the moment.” When he had everyone’s attention, he continued. “I suppose this means you intend to murder us?” 
 
    “James and I have discussed the possibility.” 
 
    “I see. Parricide. So, what would be the methodology? You could shoot us. Whoever is standing outside would never reach us in time.” He zeroed in on James. “But I understand you have an especially unique disposal technique. Hot to the touch, I hear.” 
 
    As James listened to Emil, he recalled Tom Sheridan, a distant and passive man he now rated as Father of the Year by comparison.  
 
    Again, he showed Emil his right hand. “I could burn you to a crisp in seconds. Or I could drag it out, make the pain linger. I could pull it back and start over again. What do you prefer, Daddy?” 
 
    “You will make a fine torturer. Your mother and I have long preferred cremation to burial. Do your best, James.” 
 
    “You’re not afraid, are you? Don’t matter what we say.” 
 
    Emil tipped his brow like the teacher who couldn’t believe the student just asked such an outrageous question. 
 
    “Fear is a concept for the timid and the ordinary. Bouchets have no fear. Look at us, James. Look carefully. We are all despicable creatures. You and your brother are killers because you were born into a family of them. Your Mother and I long ago stopped keeping count. Yes, James. Our experiments produced many casualties. However, you have laid waste to thousands in a few days’ time, and you crave more. Valentin has slaughtered how many innocents in the Guard’s name? Oh, he’ll say he did it within the legal framework, but they were just indigos. And now, he has committed to stand at your side, blood in blood. And the Ukrainian girl? The two of you cannot wait to join each other in madness. No, James. Fear is not for the Bouchets.”    
 
    Valentin jumped in. “This is why you haven’t left SkyTower in twenty years. The people out there … they know what you are. You’re a disgrace to the Chancellory. To all humans.” 
 
    “Quite a declaration, son. Two points of clarification. First, I have not left in twenty-two years and four months. Your mother did make a day trip fifteen years ago. Second, those people you reference have no idea what we have done for them.” 
 
    “For them?” 
 
    Emil rose as if walking to the front of the stage under the spotlight, expecting rapt wonder from this audience.  
 
    “Be a man, Valentin. Open your eyes to reality. If not for our family and the empire we built along with your grandfather, there would be no hope for the Chancellory. Our kind rose to power three thousand years ago, but we have not innovated for centuries. Chancellors have lived off the produce of generations long gone. Satisfied. Complacent.   
 
     “You grandfather, Elian, had a different vision. He saw the Chancellory reach out beyond the Collectorate. He expected us to redefine our humanity and embrace the secrets of the expanse. He financed the missions that discovered the Jewels of Eternity drifting beyond our colonies.  
 
    “Without those Jewels, Hiebimini would not have fallen, and the Chancellory would have remained stagnant. With those same Jewels, we have an opportunity to fulfill your grandfather’s vision of a new species, driven by new imperatives. Elian was the most courageous man I ever knew. He showed me a path without fear. Our sons might kill us today, but we will die with a smile because the new species is guaranteed. As is our legacy.” 
 
    James shared a stunned moment with his brother. He tried to process what just happened, the revelations from his father, the momentary fit and prolonged silence of his mother. Too much, too fast. Instead, he blinked and found Ignatius. 
 
    “Is he telling the truth? Is my grandfather the one who set everything in motion?” 
 
    “Possible, but he would be a convenient scapegoat.” 
 
    James recalled Valentin discussing family history during their bonding time. He recounted Elian Bouchet dying in a depressurization accident above Ganymede twelve years ago. 
 
    “Some of these things he knows about Valentin and me. Even Rayna. How is that possible?” 
 
    “He created you. He blended humans and Jewels. He knows your programmed instincts. Or perhaps he is a father who sees the truth in the eyes of his sons. Or perhaps he is guessing. Does it matter?” 
 
    “Sure, it does. He owes us the truth. If he won’t give it then …” 
 
    “Then you will murder him?” 
 
    “I may not have a choice. I think Rayna’s in danger. She said this was a trap. I think …” 
 
    Ignatius rose from the white stump amid the white forest. 
 
    “He has already provided the most pivotal answer. You are so angry, James, you missed it. Think hard. You’ll know what to ask.” 
 
    He blinked and confronted Emil. 
 
    “The new species. How is it guaranteed? There are only ten hybrids. And how can you ever be sure about immortals?” 
 
    “Now that, James, is a well-considered question, and not delivered with this petty, pent-up anger.” He turned to his wife. “Frances, do you think they’ve earned an answer after coming in here with such blood in their eyes?” 
 
    She dusted off a cookie she enjoyed. 
 
    “I am not disposed to cooperating with men who assault me.” She narrowed her eyes at James. “However, they are two of the founding fathers. More or less.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Valentin asked. 
 
    “Awkward topic, son,” Emil interjected. “We have enough reserves of brontinium extract to fuel one more limited generation. Afterward, Chancellors will no longer bear children. This scientific reality led us down an unexpected path. I realized we had only enough Jewel energy to create one hundred hybrids like James. Too small a sample to rebuild our people before they lost their position in the Collectorate. However, your mother made a remarkable discovery. The extract can sustain life so long as that life is incapable of reproduction. If a child is born devoid of the chemical processes and internal facilitators necessary to generate new life – sperm, ovum – and infused with the extract in utero, the extract faces no impediment to regenerating cells perpetually. Which is why you,” he focused on Valentin, “cannot die.” 
 
    James saw the devastation inside his brother’s eyes.   
 
    “But I’ll never have children,” he said. “Why would you …?” 
 
    “A necessary bargain to avoid an impossible future. We cannot allow the best of humanity to wither and die. We drive evolution. We are not its victims. You will never be a father, but you will be a proud uncle.” He switched focus to James. “The hybrids will bear the children. Hundreds at first, thousands soon after. Something you said earlier, James, was not too far from the truth.” 
 
    “Which was what?” 
 
    “You said I wanted the Jewels to act as an army to fight our enemies while the Chancellors grew sick and died. No, no.” 
 
    James perceived the next words before he heard them. Something rising from the dark told him in the first hours after he was reborn. Now, he needed to hear it. To understand why the Jewels had to be hidden. To understand the last message his parents sent Jamie Sheridan: Through your death, the fates of millions to come will be ensured for centuries.   
 
    “You will not fight for the Chancellory,” Emil said. “On the contrary. You will destroy the Chancellory. Two remarkable new species will take humanity forward and build the next three thousand years. And the Collectorate? Nothing more than a launchpad. A small corner of an infinite expanse. As I told both of you before, the Bouchets are neither timid nor ordinary.”  
 
    Emil and Frances joined them in the well, holding hands. He saw it in their graceful strut, their assurance to each other of never being in danger. And the smiles they offered their sons – as if they instantly forgot the past. James recognized it: A victory march. Why did he not see the obvious? They aren’t prisoners.   
 
    “However,” Frances told her sons, “some Bouchets are gullible. You have been lied to at every turn.” 
 
    “Yes,” Valentin said, “by you.” He reached for his sidearm. 
 
    “No more dramatics, Valentin,” their father said. “It’s very simple. We are not your enemies. We are your rescuers. James, we never tried to kill you at the fold. We never tried to kill your friends or Dr. Tomelin. And my security forces on Seneca? Please. After what you’ve heard today, do you believe I would be so incredibly reckless?” 
 
    As the curtain came down, James saw the entire picture as he should have known it all along.  
 
    He whispered, “Fuck me.” 
 
    “Yes,” his father said. “That sounds about right.” 
 
    Emil tapped his amp three times. A cube emerged.  
 
    “Are our people in position?” He asked. 
 
    Maj. Sexton Marshall replied. 
 
    “Waiting for the good word, sir.” 
 
    “Outstanding.” Emil winked at James. “Execute.”  
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   R AYNA LONGED FOR A FAST HORSE but settled for listening to technological explanations she did not understand.  
 
    As her group walked through Bouchet research and development, Dr. Tomelin pointed out many impressive contraptions – most having to do with bioengineering. Tomelin delivered lectures on the purposes of each lab, the products in development, and which experiments violated Chancellory bylaws. She referenced working here until six years earlier. Admiral Perrone followed alongside, a cube open with others listening in. Rayna ignored the names of his accomplices when he rattled them off, followed by their long titles – an imperial element Rayna despised.  
 
    She wanted to be anywhere else. She searched her mind for a link to James, but she felt only an itch. When she called out, he did not respond. Instead, she felt a quiet breeze where his words should have bounced back. The breeze turned into a murmur then a heartbeat. She could touch him, and yet … 
 
    “Is he in danger?” She asked Mentor.  
 
    The tall man in white carried his pocket watch as he walked alongside her, admiring the technology.  
 
    “Fear not,” Mentor said. “It is only a matter of distance. You will both learn your range soon enough. Still dreaming of the first kiss?” 
 
    “You are disgusting. We will decide our future today. I should be with James now, not in this place where these assholes create their monsters.” 
 
    “Dare I remind you, Rayna? We are one of those monsters. They assimilated us into each other in this very facility.” 
 
    Mentor’s eyes twinkled, which infuriated Rayna. He seemed fascinated by the tubes, conduits, and holograms.  
 
    “I have no wish to know about my origin. Only what is ahead. Can you tell me what these people will do to creatures like me?” 
 
    “Depends, my dearest. They have the original mission objectives, but time changes hearts and minds. Speak to Admiral Perrone or Dr. Tomelin. They are here. If you need comfort, turn to Misha. He was invaluable to you from an early age.” 
 
    “A different world,” she told Mentor. “So now Misha is home and he wishes to show all he knows.” Misha looked her way as they walked, asking from time to time if she needed clarification on what she was hearing. Rayna shook her head each time, dismissing his concern. “I already learn much from you, Mentor. They can put object in my head and teach me the rest. Da?” 
 
    “True, dearest. But Misha loves you as a father.” 
 
    “I had one of those. I do not need another.” She nodded toward Perrone. “The admiral is much like Father. Very arrogant, most in love with himself, but also a fool. Just as Father, this man will not see the truth until it is too late.” 
 
    “Agree. He seems to possess a blind spot.” He checked the pocket watch. “Are you planning to destroy me when this is resolved?” 
 
    He caught Rayna by surprise, but she loved how Mentor always anticipated her moves. 
 
    “You will make your case when the time comes, Mentor, just as we have negotiated before. But you know the truth. You are as obsolete as Misha. When James and I are together and we have cleared our path, we will need no counsel from voices in our heads.” 
 
    “Fair point. What does one say to a Berserker? ‘Don’t go berserk?’” 
 
    “We will do as we want. It is the fate of all the Jewels.” 
 
    “Is it?” Mentor pointed to Perrone. “Have you heard what the admiral is telling his allies instream? He does not sound like a man who will give you total autonomy. I can’t imagine any sane Chancellor would give the ten of you absolute free will. Seems a very dicey proposition.” 
 
    “Will not be up to him. He will be gone soon.” 
 
    “I see. And who will oversee our lot?” 
 
    “Unsure.” Rayna pointed to Ophelia. “This one is a shapeshifter. She was very gentle, like a mother, when she met me on the island. Later, she spoke to the admiral as a different woman. She is harder than they know.” Rayna turned to Mentor. “Do you remember Nyura Yurkovich? She was a kind and loyal wife to Alexei. Gave him six children, all boys. She was most respected, but she fooled them all. The boys did not belong to Alexei. When he uncovered the truth, it was he who left the village in shame, not Nyura. He died weeks later, and she married the father of her children. Shapeshifters are very dangerous. They are also patient.” 
 
    “Which is why they are difficult to spot,” Mentor said. “You have never hidden behind a false face, my dearest. Take care that your honesty not betray you. You must practice the craft of nuance, especially if I am to be destroyed. You are a load to contain, even when you have a bug in your ear.” 
 
    Rayna shooed Mentor away, but a part of her ached at the thought of a permanent removal. In ten years, she spoke to him more than any human. He guided her through the darkest episodes, advised her even as she murdered her enemies--perceived or otherwise. He made sure she did not melt under the shock of this new world and its technological wonders. For years, he offered boundless literary descriptions of the Chancellors’ Earth, repeating the stories so nothing would be a great surprise. He never elevated the Chancellors above their flaws, never promised her a paradise. She owed him. Still, Rayna saw one path. 
 
    I have been here long enough. I only need James, and he only needs me. This is the way forward.  
 
    She sped up the process. Rayna pushed past Misha, Col. Onyx, and Ophelia to interrupt Perrone’s back-and-forth with his allies instream.  
 
    “Who are these people you speak to far away? They cannot be important if they are not here.” 
 
    Perrone scowled for an instant then shifted to a more receptive tone. “Ah,” he said, “so you are listening after all?” 
 
    “No, but I think you speak too long. We should go now.” 
 
    Perrone waved back Ophelia and Misha, who moved to pull in Rayna. He pushed at the cube and tossed out a large window for all to see. Three faces – two men, one woman - about the age of her deceased father stared back at her, their brows raised as if seeing a fabled beast for the first time.  
 
    “Rayna, may I introduce Leonard Mauritius, Barbara Quinton, and First Admiral Josephus Fierston. Everyone, this is our second Jewel, Rayna Tsukanova. As I’m sure you’d understand, she is struggling to adapt to protocol.” 
 
    “I do not struggle, Admiral. Why are these people important?” 
 
    “As I explained earlier, they represent a valuable alliance of presidiums and the Guard. They will be able to manage our future. The Bouchets committed countless crimes against humanity. Once they have been prosecuted and their assets redistributed, we will take the appropriate next steps. You were listening as we discussed the plans for the Jewel hybrids? Yes?” 
 
    She glanced at Misha, who seemed helpless in his new role.  
 
    “I heard, but you are not one to choose for us.” 
 
    Barbara Quinton spoke sharply from the cube. 
 
    “Augustus, we talked about this issue of non-compliant Jewels. You heard my concern. Does this one need to be reconditioned?” 
 
    “No more so than you, Barbara,” he said with a wink. “Rayna speaks her mind. As does Emil’s son. We cannot deny them their voice. The stakes are enormous. They will follow our lead when the time comes.” 
 
    Rayna kept the laugh to herself and faced the allies in the cube.  
 
    “I do not know you, so how do I trust?” She nodded to Perrone. “He is most confident man. Always he smiles. Very happy today. I think he smiles too much. Do you trust admiral?” 
 
    “With respect, young lady,” Barbara said, drawing Rayna’s ire, “you are not here to question our motives. We know what is best for the Chancellory.” 
 
    “I do not care what you know best. I will not see you again. You are fools.” She turned to Perrone. “This man is biggest fool.” 
 
    As she pivoted, Rayna heard squabbling, offended voices. Misha’s eyes flashed shame, but Ophelia gave away nothing, her stoic eyes flittering back and forth between the Jewel and Perrone. I was right about you, Rayna thought. You are shapeshifter. What is your plan? 
 
    A moment later, dissenting voices died down for Perrone.  
 
    “Col. Onyx, our young Jewel is no doubt exhausted. Please escort her and Misha Tsukanov to the designated guest quarters. I have sent details to your stream stack.” 
 
    The officer, who said nothing throughout the tour but kept one hand close to his sidearm, offered a side-nod and tapped his amp. When he faced Rayna with a barren expression, she wondered how quickly she could take him in a duel. He was as draped in muscles as the other soldiers, but she decided he lacked imagination and dared not think he might lose to a girl. She took comfort in her shaksha, which remained pouched against her chest. 
 
    “In the meantime,” Perrone told Ophelia and his instreamed allies, “I wish to unveil the most stunning piece of Emil Bouchet’s treachery. Would you agree, Dr. Tomelin?” 
 
    “Stunning,” she said, above a whisper. “Yes.” 
 
    Rayna noted the timid reply and wanted to hear more, but Onyx motioned for her to retreat. Misha suggested they comply.  
 
    “Behind the doors of this next laboratory,” Perrone said, “you will witness the greatest single threat to the elimination of the Chancellory. I have kept this information from you until today for fear of its implications.” 
 
    He droned on as he moved toward the double doors, Ophelia at his side. Rayna sensed what lay beyond the doors, but she focused her attention on a single word Perrone used: Fear. 
 
    She opened her mind, and Mentor was there for her.  
 
    “This will be our greatest challenge, their fear of us. Da?” 
 
    “I’d venture to say yes,” Mentor replied. “Clever, dearest.” 
 
    “We will have two choices, James and I. We can make them trust us by following orders. Or, we can give orders. Then they will fear us.” 
 
    “True. They will also move against you.” 
 
    “The stupid ones will. The cowards will do as we say. They will be like Doroshenkos. James and I will be Vasily Shkuro.” 
 
    Mentor sighed. “I thought Vasily Shkuro had no honor.” 
 
    “He does not.” She turned to Mentor. “But he defeated my family. I will not be defeated again.” 
 
    The tall man smiled. “No. I rather think not. If I might make one last pitch to be around when you give these orders? I …” 
 
    Mentor stopped, as did everyone else. Rayna, Misha, and Col. Onyx swung about. The double doors opened, but the way through was blocked.  
 
    Eight armed soldiers flanked the tallest peacekeeper Rayna saw since crossing the fold. Perrone was irate.  
 
    “Major Marshall, what on Earth is this?” 
 
    The voices on his cube fell silent, and the images blinked out. 
 
    “What this is,” the major said, “is the end of the line, sir. In the name of the Unification Guard, under powers granted to me by The Foundation Treaty, and with permission of the residing Marks Presidium, it is my duty as Major Sexton Marshall to relieve you of command and to detain you on charges of gross neglect of thirty Chancellory bylaws and illicit abuse of the power of the Admiralty to affect treason and murder. Please relinquish your sidearm, sir.” 
 
    Rayna tensed. She couldn’t hope to take out a phalanx of peacekeepers plus one more at her side. She thought of every move as the admiral backed away from the major. 
 
    “I will relinquish nothing to you, Sexton. You were my most trusted officer all these years. You …” 
 
    “Yes, sir. And I took my cues from the master.” Marshall looked beyond Perrone to the others. “The rest of you are free to go. Dr. Tomelin, I have sent Bouchet’s instructions to your stream stack.” 
 
    Ophelia pivoted without a word. Col. Onyx lowered his sidearm and strutted toward the phalanx.  
 
    “It’s over, Augustus,” Marshall continued. “Your amp has been nullified. We will detain your collaborators within the hour, including the First Admiral. What you do now will go far in determining their fate as well. I need your sidearm.” 
 
    Rayna went from desperate to exhilarated in seconds. She did not understand the intricacies of what just happened, but Perrone never saw this coming. Just like Father.  
 
    “Come,” Ophelia told her without slowing down. “I think we deserve a meal.” 
 
    Rayna shared a smile with Mentor. “They are assholes still, but she is smartest one. I must come to know her better.” 
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   J AMES WAS AS SPEECHLESS AS VALENTIN. Their assumptions died as fast their father ordered the arrest of Perrone, his allies in other presidiums, and every infiltrator in the compound. Emil’s revelations about the price of immortality seemed a mere distraction when he told them of his longstanding deal with Maj. Sexton Marshall and Dr. Ophelia Tomelin. His apology for using dramatics in the communal suite as a stalling tactic struck James as bizarre but sincere. Yet nothing prepared James for the invitation to afternoon tea in the observatory.  
 
    Emil and Frances left the suite hand-in-hand with muted smiles, as if this victory was a foregone conclusion.  
 
    “It’s what they do,” Valentin told James. “Every triumph, large or small, is time to celebrate. It’s been this way all my life. The spread will be incredible this time.” 
 
    Rifters arrived at the observatory, and Solomons laid out a buffet suited for fifty guests. The brothers joined their parents in a domed spectacle resembling a planetarium Jamie Sheridan visited on a field trip to Birmingham. Three-dimensional projections of Collectorate star systems lorded above the feast. Along the sides of the dome, images from each featured colony showed off natural wonders: spectacular terrains from seas and mountains to sunsets in colors he never imagined. Beautiful as they were, he felt the setting was as staged as every other event since he crossed the fold.  
 
    “Please, sons,” Emil said with full plate. “Eat. If you’re not yet prepared to sit with us, we understand.” 
 
    Smells familiar and strange arose from twenty heated platters. Meats blended with cheeses, seafood raw and spiced, vegetables steeped in creams, fruit sliced as rainbows. James wanted it all, just like the first meal he ate after killing his brother and transforming.  
 
    “This is tea?” He whispered to Valentin.  
 
    “The best food you’ll ever eat. Trust me, it was the only thing I missed when I joined the Guard.” 
 
    “You know they’re trying to butter us up?” 
 
    “There’s more about the immortals they haven’t said.” 
 
    “The Jewels, too. There are eight more hybrids on other planets. I guaran-damn-tee they’ve heard reports by now.” 
 
    “You’re right, brother. Father pays for priority comm channels over the Fulcrum. Faster even than military.”  
 
    “You think he’d give us answers if we asked real nice?” 
 
    “No, James. I say we wait. Let’s see who else arrives. In the meantime, we take a table far from my parents and eat.” 
 
    The food was, as Valentin claimed, spectacular. Taste sensations drew James back to the buffet three times, two plates each, for a bottomless well. They ate in relative silence, but James saw a continuous, low banter between his parents.  
 
    Unfamiliar faces arrived – Valentin said they were high executives in the Marks Presidium. They offered polite nods to the heads of the family en route to the buffet. Maj. Marshall and Ophelia trailed them. Neither paid the brothers any mind, but James lost interest in them as soon as Rayna entered with her observer, Misha.  
 
    Their eyes locked. James felt a cool, perfumed breeze, the strongest link yet. Even from a distance, he smelled her skin and tasted her lips. They dropped into each other’s minds. He began: 
 
    -         Don’t appear anxious. They’ll be watching us. 
 
    -         Is good thing they cannot hear us. They dislike what I say. 
 
    -         Follow Ophelia and take a plate. The food is good. Sit with us. 
 
    -         This is like feast after hunt, but I do not see admiral basting over fire like deer.  
 
    -         They do it differently here. When you were in the labs, did you hear anything about the others like us? 
 
    -         Admiral said how good soldiers follow orders. I did not listen well. He is gone now. No matter.  
 
    - Be ready for anything, Rayna. This is supposed to be a celebration, but something is still wrong. I feel it. 
 
    - What is wrong is we came here. What is wrong is I left Ukraine.  
 
    - You won’t regret it much longer. I promise. 
 
    He saw a wry smile as she took a plate. He watched her confusion as Misha explained the offerings. She filled her plate with raw fish and bread. She and Misha shared words about where to sit, but Misha lost. They separated. Rayna sat across from the brothers, nodded, but ate in silence. When Rayna noticed the colony world floating above, she seemed disinterested.  
 
    Is she unimpressed? Is she terrified?  
 
    James scanned the room. Maj. Marshall and Ophelia sat away from his parents, which confused him. They were co-conspirators – how long did they work to make this happen? Why not toast victory together? Valentin whispered the same surprise in his ear. There are too damn many questions, James thought.  
 
    As if on cue, his father and the major left their tables and joined each other. Emil tapped his fluted glass with a knife.  
 
    “I will be succinct, which will come as a great surprise to my long-term associates.” Short, awkward laughter arose from the presidium executives. “Augustus Perrone and his allies posed an existential threat to the Chancellory. While there are many to thank for their efforts, none more so than Major Sexton Marshall, who risked his esteemed career for years to achieve this outcome.” 
 
    Emil offered a symbolic side-nod and took his seat.  
 
    “I am a loyal soldier of the Guard,” Marshall began. “I have given my life to defend the Chancellory and maintain stability on the colonies. We all lost at the fall of Hiebimini. We also know the most visionary among us have worked hard to give our people a future. The very notion of any Chancellor attempting to destroy or pervert that work is beyond criminal. Augustus Perrone was not only willing to ruin the Bouchets with false claims of crimes against humanity, he planned to annihilate the key to extended life. I witnessed him pit two brothers in combat for his entertainment, knowing he would one day execute them and incinerate their bodies along with the other Jewel hybrids and extended-life prototypes. He also ordered assassinations – including that of Dr. Tomelin – and carried out illegal UG operations on Earth in violation of The Foundation Treaty. We also have proof he has been an agent of The United Green, despite sending his own wife and son into hiding with a hybrid.” 
 
    James shared disbelief with Valentin.  
 
    “He’s lying,” Valentin whispered. “Perrone’s a bastard, but he wanted to steal Father’s work, not end it.” 
 
    James saw the wandering eyes zeroing in on them. He jumped into Rayna’s mind. 
 
    -         Are you sure Perrone said nothing against us? 
 
    -         No. He introduced me to his circle of fools. One did not like my words and said Jewels must be compliant. She did not say to kill me. If he wanted us dead, he could have killed us on island. 
 
    He disconnected. Perrone could have killed him many times, starting outside the fold. He knew what James and Rayna were capable of. Why keep the threats alive?  
 
    Marshall went on, listing Perrone’s crimes. He disclosed his own effort to place so-called infiltrators into SkyTower in the admiral’s name. He talked of mercenaries hired in Bouchet’s name who sacrificed their lives on Seneca to lure Perrone into the trap. He spoke of how Ophelia’s inside knowledge of the Bouchet operation and ability to adapt to “unexpected events” at the fold proved valuable in luring Perrone into their trap.  
 
    “Soon, I will transmit the evidentiary package to the Magistrate General of the Guard,” he continued. “In the coming days, this scandal will test our assumptions about Chancellor unity. Regardless, the proper faction now controls the future.” 
 
    Rayna jumped into James’s mind. 
 
    - I knew admiral was a fool. This man is true master.  
 
    - Did you hear him? ‘Controls the future.’ Control it how? You and I are part of that future.  
 
    - I told you this was trap, but you did not listen. These people think they own us because they created us. You know what they will do if they do not trust us. Da? 
 
    She was right. He felt it in his bones.  
 
    - I have an idea. 
 
    He disconnected and turned to his brother.  
 
    “The three of us need to talk,” he whispered. “Can you get us out of here?” 
 
    Valentin nodded. Once mild applause for the major died away and Marshall took his seat, Valentin had a word with his parents. The discussion lasted long enough to make James uneasy. Valentin returned, stopping at the head of the table. He did not whisper. 
 
    “Father has permitted me to provide you a tour of our home. Then I will show you to the guest quarters for the night.” 
 
    “Sounds great,” James said. “I’d love to see how I might have grown up. Rayna?” He nodded in a way that said, “Just play along.” Her mischievous smile indicated she understood. 
 
    However, Misha popped up from the next table. “Please allow me to come. I want to make sure Rayna’s transition is …” 
 
    “No.” Rayna grabbed his hand. “Your job is done. Go home to family now. Change name. You dislike Tsukanov.” 
 
    He winced as Rayna twisted his hand. Misha relented. 
 
    James thought they were clear until a towering, familiar voice rose. 
 
    “Peacekeepers Bouchet and Bouchet. Soldiers of the Guard.”  
 
    Maj. Marshall put down a napkin but did not rise. Valentin stood at attention, so James followed suit. 
 
    “Expect to be summoned soon. Col. Onyx will contact you for a final mission briefing.” They responded with side-nods as he turned to Rayna. “And young Miss Tsukanova. You were also witness to important events here, on Seneca, and in the Ukrainian Expanse. You will be summoned as well. Do you understand?” 
 
    “I do,” Rayna said. “I will tell everything you need. Da?” 
 
    James felt relief at Rayna’s choice to play nice. Yet the instant they left the observatory and hopped aboard a rifter, he realized what was happening. Everyone in that room was talking ab                                                                                out the Jewels – openly, frankly. With Perrone and his conspiracy behind them, only one issue remained. Control the future. 
 
    “They need us to be compliant,” James told Valentin as he took Rayna’s hand, a heated surge of Jewel energy passing between them. “We will never be. Do you understand what that means, brother?” 
 
    Valentin closed his eyes. James didn’t need an answer. He understood. 
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    Philadelphia Redux 
 
    Hamilton Park Overlook 
 
      
 
   S AMANTHA PYNN WAS OFFICIALLY ONE of the thousand wealthiest Chancellors on Earth. She inherited her parents’ compound in Boston Prefecture, a suite of landings in New Stockholm City, a shared outpost on the Pacific Riviera, and a standing residential occupancy pass for the Ark Carrier Infinitus, orbiting Indonesia Prime. She owned a seat on the Americus Presidium and acquired her first Solomon. She wore a Transitional Communicator around her right wrist until the sanctum approved her stream amp for installation. Her purchase of a private uplift would be completed in days. She was, at long last, one of them. 
 
    Sammie never felt more terrified.  
 
    She gazed upon the city and realized she was in over her head. Philadelphia Redux rose similar to a pair of mighty cliffs, its cylindrical skyscrapers lining either side of a vast forest a kilometer wide, a powerful river chasing through the center. The polychrome towers glistened orange, pink, and yellow from the late-afternoon sunlight. She watched as residents detached balconies from their landings in these towers and descended to the park. Scrams, shuttles, and uplifts flew higher overhead, their green nacelles comparable to fireflies.  
 
    No story her father ever told, no heartfelt moment of nostalgia prepared Sammie for this.  
 
    “It’s so big,” she said, braced against the guardrails fronting Hamilton Park Plaza, inside which she became an official Chancellor. “I can’t breathe, Michael.” 
 
    He held her close, the same comforting arm there throughout the hearing. The Reclamation and Descendency Sanctum didn’t believe she was up to the challenge – Sammie saw it in their suspicious eyes. Yet they had no choice but to approve her. The credentials provided by Dr. Ophelia Tomelin and supported in person by her proxy, Dr. Talan Langdon, boosted her case. Only when they discussed the Americus Presidium – and their universal admiration of it – did the panel seem to drop its skepticism. 
 
    “I reckon this happens when dreams come true,” Michael said. “You look around and ask yourself, ‘Now what?’” He pointed northeast to SkyTower, which hogged most of the horizon. “Or, I reckon you could look at that damn piece of work for a while, and the city just ain’t so big anymore. Small potatoes, if you ask me.” 
 
    She tried looking up, made it to cloud level, then shifted quickly to the ground. It was true what they told her: SkyTower was disorienting, as if the rational brain wasn’t meant to process it.  
 
    “I wish he was here,” she said. “Maybe if I had tried harder, he might have seen there was a better way.” 
 
    “What, J? Nah, that ship sailed. You saw the look in his eyes.” 
 
    “Do you wonder what’s happening up there, Michael?” 
 
    “Up where? I can’t even see that high. And I’ll tell you one thing, sure as shit. You’ll never see my ass up there. They brag on it, but I don’t reckon that’s how God meant us to live.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you were religious.” 
 
    “First Baptist. Sometimes. Truth is, a man sees SkyTower, how can he not be religious?” 
 
    Sammie didn’t argue. She couldn’t imagine how she would gotten through the day without Michael. After the panel approved her claim, a legal advisor walked them through the next steps and provided both with TransComs. Michael, whose Earth residency might take weeks to finalize, compared the device to a smart watch on steroids. It delivered holographic communications and data. Yet it also contained everything they needed to set up temporary residency in the city before flying to one of Sammie’s properties. Throughout it all, Michael littered the room with questions and colloquialisms, flushing out any “Chancellor bullshit.” He was her brother, her guardian, her best friend.  
 
    “Thank you for everything today,” she said. “I needed you.” 
 
    He shrugged to a goofy smile. “Hey, just doing my bit, ya know?” 
 
    “It’s been a long day. Glad it’s almost over.” 
 
    “Hell, a long week. What day is this anyway?” 
 
    She looked over her shoulder. A few citizens – most colonial tourists – milled about the Overlook or checked into duopods, the open-air vehicles designed similar to the detachable balconies moving between the residential towers. Sammie had an idea. 
 
    “Before he left, Dr. Langdon said we should take a public duopod down to the park. Said it would be refreshing, especially before dinner. You’re probably hungry, too, but maybe it’s worth a try?” 
 
    “That Langdon was a strange bird, wasn’t he? Couldn’t wait to high-tail out of the city.” He examined the duopods. “Sure. I’m game. Langdon said the tourists rave about it. I’m guessing lots of these folks come from other planets. What you think they’d say about a fellow from another universe? Talk about your tourist!” 
 
    Sammie laughed, almost cried. She loved how the silly Michael from Albion did not disappear under the overwhelming trappings of this world. Yet she wondered how long he could keep it together. 
 
    The duopod operated with a code drawn from her TransCom. It offered six destinations. She let Michael choose, and away they flew.  
 
    It drifted silently westward, toward the fading sun and away from SkyTower. They sat back in cushioned comfort. The air was still. 
 
    “Sweet,” Michael said.  
 
    It was beautiful. It was perfect. It was everything they had not shared since they ran for their lives. For a while, they observed in silence, but Sammie studied Michael more than the city or the forest. The question nagging her all day cut the quiet. 
 
    “Michael, do you want to go home?” 
 
    He opened his mouth to speak, caught his words, and frowned as if he didn’t understand the question.  
 
    “Sure.” He looked away. “Doesn’t everybody wanna go home?” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “Look, can’t we just take this in? We go eat. Go to sleep.” 
 
    Sammie had to do this. If he stayed with her out of obligation, he would hate her. Dr. Langdon, in a quiet moment after the hearing, gave advice she needed to hear. He pointed to Rayna Tsukanova, whom he rescued in the Ukrainian Expanse and who grew angrier in his shuttle with each passing hour over the Atlantic. 
 
    “This is not his home,” Langdon advised. “This universe may kill him in spirit before it buries him. He deserves the option.”  
 
    She grabbed Michael’s hand and kissed it.  
 
    “I have money now. I can make sure we find the IDF. You’ll go home, and you’ll be safe with your family.” 
 
    He twisted his frown, as if she’d gone daffy. 
 
    “Safe? You mean after I finish explaining where I been and what happened? No. Not a chance.” 
 
    “Your parents love you. They can give you what this world can’t.” 
 
    “Maybe. But Sammie, they can’t make me forget what happened. They can’t make me forget about them damn bodies in Albion and Austin Springs and … you think anybody found Christian Bidwell yet? I put two bullets in him, and he’s probably out there rotting in the sun. Nobody deserves that shit.” 
 
    His tears fell, and she hated herself for turning the moment dark. 
 
    “Michael, this world is more dangerous. You’ve seen it.” 
 
    “Look, no place is safe. Not really. That shit is just a dream we tell ourselves. Get my speed? If I go back, I’ll never forget what I saw here. I’ll always wonder what happened to J. And …” He fought the tears before they swelled. “I won’t be able to put you out of my mind. Ever. You see that, right? You get what I’m saying?” 
 
    She did. For the first time, Sammie had no doubt.  
 
    They fell silent in each other’s arms and held tight.  
 
    Sammie hated herself for rejoicing inside. When she rose at last, he was there to wipe her tears. More than a brother, a friend, or a guardian. She closed her eyes and felt his lips against hers. 
 
    She had no idea how long it lasted – forever would have satisfied. Yet when they did separate, they shared the awkward smiles that said, “What just happened here?” 
 
    Michael looked around.  
 
    “I think we landed. That was quiet.” 
 
    The duopod came to a rest in the park. A walkway adjacent to their landing pad took them into the woods in one direction and to a small pond in another.  
 
    “Which way?” She asked. 
 
    “Dunno. Think I’d rather sit here and kiss my new girl for a while.” He laughed at himself. “I sound like a dude out of a 50’s flick.” 
 
    She looked west. “Well, we probably only have a couple hours of sunlight. Maybe walk a little way? You can hold my hand.” 
 
    He faked a gasp. “What? Solomon holding hands with a Chancellor?” He took on a Southern drawl. “Now, we just can’t have that around these here parts. Get my speed, missy?” 
 
    She laughed. “I always loved your Cracker imitation.” 
 
    “I’m gonna be a standup comic. Dunno if they have those in the Collectorate, but these jackasses need to lighten up.” 
 
    “Good luck with that.” 
 
    They walked hand-in-hand toward the pond.  
 
    “How about that?” Michael said. “Ducks. Just like back home.” 
 
    “Yes. Maybe this is how we get on with it, Michael. Find the things that remind us of back home.” She laughed. “All the years I dreamed of being here, Albion was my home. I never appreciated it.” 
 
    “Don’t beat yourself up. You were on loan.” 
 
    They stopped at the edge. She wished she had food for the ducks, which approached as if expecting a treat.  
 
    She caressed Michael’s cheek. He wore four-day stubble. 
 
    Sammie started to ask if he ever thought about growing a beard. The words came, waited, but never passed. She heard a muted pop and felt a sudden itch in her belly. 
 
    A familiar gaseous taste rose from deep within. Her vision blurred. Michael asked her something, but she didn’t hear. Sammie held her hand against the source of sudden pain and lifted it. Blood.  
 
    “Sammie?” 
 
    She twisted, lighter than air, but he held her up. Then another muted pop broke the silence. A hole opened in the left side of Michael’s chest, just above the Solomon tri-crest. He coughed, and she thought he apologized for everything.  
 
    She fell to one knee when he let go. She heard a splash. Then Sammie slipped into the night.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    51 
 
   M ICHAEL DREAMED OF STATIC INTERFERENCE. He turned every channel on his Granddaddy’s old set. Nothing. Sometimes a voice cried out through the white noise. An image passed by in a single frame. He adjusted the rabbit ears. No better, but the geometry changed: Lightning, thick snow, scrambled flashes. He banged on the set. Then he dreamed of more static interference. 
 
    In time, the pain became too much for his fists, and it radiated through his arms and into his chest. It burned. His ribs cracked. 
 
    And still, the white noise. 
 
    His Granddaddy said, “You doin’ it wrong, child. Give me here.” 
 
    An old man’s hand took a hammer to the screen. Again and again. The screen cracked, shattered, rebuilt itself. 
 
    Each time the white noise diminished, the scrambled signals formed images which lasted seconds. Voices inside the screen demanded his attention. Warned him to be ready. Said the pain would never go away. Take the hammer, they said. You need the hammer. Hang on.  
 
    The pain seared his chest, snaked up his throat, and burst between his lips. As he screamed, his eyes opened.  
 
    Lights flashed yellow and green, blurred and frazzled. He heard a rhythmic series of hums and whirrs. Voices unfamiliar, rushed, frightened. He tried to move, but his arms and legs felt bolted down. Through short, panicked breaths, Michael made deductions. He was lying on his back; the flashing device hovering over his chest was sending waves of heat into his body.  
 
    “What?” He said it three times before someone noticed. 
 
    “You’re back,” a woman said. “Incredible.” 
 
    Michael refocused and took stock of the tall, imposing figure at his side. He needed a moment, making sure he left the dream world. 
 
    “Chief? What are you doing here?” 
 
    Patricia Wylehan, who he last saw dispersing mercenaries on Seneca, shot a smile Michael recognized as one of utter disbelief. 
 
    “You are one tough soldier,” she said, dabbing a cloth on his face, wiping away perspiration. “I was sure you were gone. We all were.”  
 
    “We? Who is? I don’t get this shit. Chief, what the hell is …” 
 
    Flashes struck him broadside. The duopod. Her lips, her tears.  
 
    Ducks.  
 
    “Sammie,” he said, pain shredding his chest. “Where’s Sammie?” 
 
    The Chief’s smile vanished. Michael didn’t want to hear it … 
 
    “It’s bad,” she said. “Worse than yours.”  
 
    Patricia stepped back and looked across the room. Michael’s eyes followed her to another large hospital bed. Machines hovered over the patient, head to foot. A doctor passed by, reading holographic data. Then Michael saw Sammie’s face. Quiet, at peace, pale. 
 
    “She’s alive?” He tried to speak loud enough for the doctor to hear, but his voice cracked. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Patricia closed in and blocked the view.  
 
    “They’re doing everything. I promise. Do you remember it?” 
 
    “Just … we were happy. I was about to tell her something important. It was … Yeah. I was gonna say I loved her.” 
 
    “Good for you, Michael. Anything positive to come out of this day! OK, OK. So, here’s the situation, and I need you to listen carefully. Remain calm. The machines are healing you, but you’re not clear of danger. Understand?” 
 
    He nodded. Michael wanted to know what was happening to Sammie, but he saw stark terror on the face of a woman who spent years in the thick of deadly combat.  
 
    “You were both shot by a flash laser. It was an assassination.” 
 
    “What? How? I …” The lightbulb flashed on. “Perrone.” 
 
    “Not Perrone. Worse. Look, Michael, there’s so much to tell you, and everything has been falling apart. We don’t have long to talk.” 
 
    “You’re scared shitless, Chief. What’s going on?” 
 
    Patricia took a deep breath. “Things have happened since you went down. The city is being evacuated. We must leave here soon. They’re going to bring in stasis mods for both of you. Keep you stable during travel.” 
 
    “The city? Philadelphia Redux? Why?” 
 
    “Because it’s more or less the end of the world.” 
 
    “Holy … sorry, what?” 
 
    “Calm down, Michael. You’re fragile. I shouldn’t be talking to you. Look, I was being dramatic, but this day will change everything.” 
 
    “How does this … Chief, this is nuts. How long have we been here? How the hell are you even here?” 
 
    Panicked voices echoed from the hallways. Patricia darted her eyes back and forth.  
 
    “You were shot three hours ago. Michael, I’m here because I was looking for you and Sammie. I was trying to save you, and essentially I failed.” 
 
    “Back up. Seriously. Tell me what happened.” 
 
    “Michael, everything we thought was going down on Seneca was a lie. It wasn’t about picking up the Ukrainian. It was about setting up Perrone. This thing was bigger than we imagined. Ophelia was in on it, and so was Emil Bouchet.” 
 
    “J’s father? I don’t get it.” 
 
    “I don’t have the details. They took down Perrone in SkyTower, but everything went south. I don’t have any news about your friend. It’s madness. Just listen, Michael. OK?” He nodded. “The people running this game wanted to make sure they silenced all the loose threads. That meant everyone who took part in the operation on Seneca and at the interdimensional fold. I should be dead. You and Sammie gone. Plus, our pilot Rikard, the observers for the Ukrainian, and anybody who violated the lockdown at Heinlein Outpost. 
 
    “We’re alive because Ophelia Tomelin drew a line. I knew she was ambitious, even more ruthless than people gave her credit for. But she has a heart. We can be thankful. She sent a message to my stream stack after leaving Seneca. She said Perrone gave his peacekeepers orders to execute me and my team over the Atlantic. We were onboard the shuttle by then. We commandeered it before they could act. I persuaded most of them these were illegal orders to commit murder. Two of them stayed loyal to Perrone and fought us. I lost one of my team, but we killed two of theirs.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. That bastard put you through the blender.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine, Michael. I’m an old soldier.” 
 
    He feared the next part. “So, how did you find us? If Perrone wasn’t trying to kill me then …?” 
 
    “Turns out, Perrone didn’t give up his vengeance. Ophelia sent a message to Rikard’s stream stack, too. She revealed the spy’s identity. Same guy Perrone commissioned to kill you. Brey Grinderson.” 
 
    “How did …?” 
 
    “Rikard took him out. Brey is shark food by now. And Rikard, there’s more to him than meets the eye. At any rate, when you landed at Redux, Ophelia sent me another message. She said you two weren’t under her protection anymore. She begged me to find you. Explained where you’d be. You were with one of her associates?” 
 
    “Yeah. Dr. Langdon.” 
 
    “That’s the one. He didn’t want any of part of this business.” 
 
    “Explains why he got the hell out of town so fast.” 
 
    “I just landed in New Stockholm when I received her message. One of my team came along. We hired a private uplift, but we missed Sammie’s hearing. Fortunately, you were assigned TransComs, and there aren’t many of those around. We homed in on TransCom signatures and narrowed down possibilities. We detected you in the park, seconds before you were shot. We knew it was you when you saw your signatures collapse. The shooter came out of hiding to make sure of his work. My associate is a trained sniper. He took out the bastard. Another few seconds …” 
 
    Michael didn’t want to think about it. All this, just minutes after Sammie asked him if he wanted to go home. After reminding him how dangerous this world was.  
 
    “Thank you, Chief. You saved us.” 
 
    “No, don’t thank me, Michael. There’s other business at play here. Neither one of you should have survived those wounds. When I jumped out of the uplift, I was sure you were both dead. The pond was already stained with your blood, and Sammie … she all but bled out by the time we got here. Michael, I’ve seen nasty wounds in battle. Things that take down peacekeepers. The shooter didn’t miss. Your wounds should have been fatal. Nobody can explain why you’re alive; but for whatever reason, the tissues and blood vessels within the wounds tried to regenerate. Not enough to heal but enough to keep you alive at a minimum. It was as if your body was buying time.” 
 
    All the dots connected. 
 
    “Jamie. It was Jamie.” 
 
    “What, Michael?” 
 
    “Before we crossed the fold, they shot me in the back. Jamie healed me. His touch brought me back. Sammie, too. She took a bullet in the gut. He just reached down and healed her. Jamie, he was like a damn savior sent from God. Whatever he put in us, whatever that special juice, I reckon it kept us going this time, too.” 
 
    Patricia leaned back, appearing more frightened than impressed. 
 
    “Look, Michael, about him …” 
 
    “He can fix Sammie. He went to SkyTower. We need to bring him down here. I’m telling you, he’s got the power of life in him.” 
 
    “And death. No. I’m sorry. It’s too late anyway. Michael, we …” 
 
    A heavily-armed man raced into the room and pulled Patricia back. He did not whisper.  
 
    “Five minutes, Chief. We go or we’re stuck. It’s insane out there.” 
 
    “Thanks, Cam. Tell the doctors we’re ready for the stasis mods.” 
 
    Michael’s chest still blazed, but his impatience hurt more. 
 
    “What is going on out there?” 
 
    “Nobody is certain how it happened. There are rumors. But Earth will never be the same again.” 
 
    Two doctors raced into the room and launched a pair of flat stretchers. They tapped their amps and tossed out cubes, which they reshaped into translucent cylinders. As the first one hovered over their heads, the doctors raised and leveled Sammie’s bed. They dropped the stasis mod over her and refashioned it until the mod encased her like a cocoon.  
 
    A vicious whistle outside turned into an explosion that rocked the facility. The doctors and Patricia lost their footing. Michael rocked about under the yellow/green monitors. Patricia cursed then regained her composure. She raced to Michael’s side.  
 
    “Do you remember when we were walking to Rikard’s shuttle, after what happened at the fold? Remember what you asked me?” 
 
    Michael couldn’t unpack that segment of his memory, although he remembered the journey – mostly for how it ended, with energy slews from the night sky. He shook his head. 
 
    She obliged. “You asked me if I thought you would die if you stayed on Earth. I said yes. I’m sorry, Michael. I didn’t know you as I do now. You will not die here. Not on my watch. And neither will she. We will get you out of the city, and you will heal. Might take some time, but as I said before, everything has changed.  
 
    “I have to go. I’m going to prep the uplift. You’ll be asleep in the stasis mod. I’ll see you again. Soon.” 
 
    She dashed away as the doctors turned their attention to Michael. He didn’t have a chance to thank her, but he had a hundred other questions, one leading into the next.  
 
    Just before the mod wrapped around him, Michael took one more look at Sammie. He made a promise. 
 
    Three words.  
 
    That’s all he planned to say when she woke. 
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    Bouchet compound 
 
    Three hours earlier 
 
      
 
   O PHELIA TOMELIN DID NOT LIKE THE TONE of these voices. She gave up too much, made too many compromises, to see the deal change at the last minute. She despised everyone in the room – Emil and Frances Bouchet, Sexton Marshall, and the toads from the Marks Presidium. You made this deal because you had to, she reasoned. You breathed their oxygen because you had to.  
 
    Five minutes after the meal ended, the banter became more contentious, the conspiratorial whispers more insidious. She felt whatever morsels of leverage she held to be slipping away. 
 
     “No,” she told Emil. “I never agreed to this delay. You promised me a system-class transport with enough capacity for a crew of thirty. You own a fleet, Emil. Why are you backing down?” 
 
    “Calm yourself, Ophelia.” He sipped wine. “Your theatrics have not grown endearing with age. A smaller ship is docked at Hinton Station pending instructions. I will send the details to your steam stack with an adjusted timetable.” 
 
    “Why the delay, Emil?” 
 
    “The Marks Presidium has legitimate concerns. You plan to take my son and the Ukrainian off-world to rendezvous with the other hybrids then establish a base for their training and procreation.” 
 
    They incensed her. “You call it training. I call it education. They are starting new lives. They need cultural and social adaptation skills. We agreed to this months ago.” 
 
    “We did,” Maj. Marshall intervened. “Emil, if I may? Dr. Tomelin, agreements related to the hybrids were reasonable. But conditions on the ground changed. We did not foresee the deaths of so many observers. Then there is the flawed hybrid programming.”  
 
    The Marks Presidium nodded in unison, and she saw Emil and Frances share a suspicious glance.  
 
    “You call it flawed, Major. Yes, James and Rayna are non-compliant, and they are head-strong. They are angry for what they have experienced. We need …” 
 
    “They are nuclear weapons, Ophelia. Or worse.” 
 
    “As are the other hybrids. You don’t like losing control.” 
 
    “Over weapons of untold power? Absolutely not, Ophelia. I do not need Berserkers who think for themselves.” 
 
    “They can be re-educated.” She turned to Emil. “As long as they don’t consider us the enemy, we’ll have no issues. Once we receive the final reports about the other eight, we can adjust our plans.” 
 
    She caught Emil’s sly grin, an unusual giveaway from the most stoic man she knew. Frances and the Major followed suit.  
 
    “I should have known. You already have the report. When?” 
 
    Emil sighed. “Yesterday morning.” 
 
    “And why wasn’t I told?” 
 
    “Because,” the Major said, “you would have wanted details. We feared you might introduce a new variable.” 
 
    “What truth, Sexton?” 
 
    “The other eight are in our custody, some are already en route to the rendezvous site, and all are compliant. Perfect programming.” 
 
    Her heart sank. She saw their treacherous minds at work. As long as the math worked for them, they were happy.  
 
    “I’m pleased to hear it,” she lied. “All I’ve ever wanted was to educate the hybrids and give them the best possible future.” 
 
    “Which is why we kept you close.” Frances spoke up. “Your devotion has been impressive. Now is the time for practicality. We have eight compliant hybrids. Four males, four females. We can begin procreation in weeks, through both natural and artificial systems. Will two more hybrids make a vital statistical difference?” 
 
    She hated Frances the most. A cold chill preceded the woman.  
 
    “You dismiss them by calling them hybrids, but James and Rayna are incredible specimens. Analyzing their genome to understand how they sidetracked the programming will be worth the investment.” 
 
    Emil shook his head. “We know why they are non-compliant. James was the original prototype. Rayna received the same package. We had concerns about the Mentor program then refashioned it before infusing the other eight. A clear denominator.” 
 
    “So, that’s it?” She spoke to everyone. “You plan to kill them?” 
 
    Again, she heard conspiratorial asides while eyes looked askance. 
 
    Marshall took point. “Understand our position, Ophelia. This is a fragile maneuver, both militarily and politically. We are about to dismantle two presidiums and remove a First Admiral and Rear Admiral from the Guard. The uproar will echo throughout the Chancellory, here and off-world. When evidence reveals the existence of the hybrids and the extended-life prototypes, factions will scramble for control. Others will demand the extermination of these projects. And you thought The United Green was influential? 
 
    “We have no choice. This will require a delicate balance. Chancellors have been on edge since Hiebimini. They need little motivation to turn on each other.” 
 
    Emil wrapped an arm around her. She always hated his touch, never gave him what he wanted.  
 
    “We hope you understand this is for the best. You will have full administrative control over the hybrid education program.” 
 
    Her stomach roiled. “Emil, he’s your son. Frances?” 
 
    “James was a calculation,” his mother said, devoid of emotion. “I’m sure the Major will see it done quickly and without pain.” 
 
    “Of course,” he said. “One head shot each before they suspect. Anything more methodical, we take a risk.” 
 
    She cupped her hands over her head.  
 
    “We sentenced them to a childhood in exile. They suffered untold horrors becoming creatures we made. Now they have a chance to fulfill their purpose. But we’re just going to kill them.” 
 
    “Yes.” Marshall tapped his amp. “Excellent summary. On a related matter, Emil, we need to detain your son Valentin as well.” 
 
    Emil flexed a brow. “Pardon?” 
 
    “I should have brought the matter forward sooner. Perrone threw us for a surprise when he reassigned Valentin to his command. If your son were not on Earth, he never would have joined this business. He will be detained and disciplined alongside Perrone.” 
 
    “On what charge?” 
 
    “Murder. He executed unarmed men outside the interdimensional fold, and he killed two men during the action on Seneca, both of which were illegal.” 
 
    “Under Perrone’s orders.” 
 
    “Which were illegal. A soldier of the Guard may refuse illegal orders. If we plan to convict Perrone, we must produce those who followed his orders. This happened on Earth, not a colony.” 
 
    Emil took steps toward the Major but maintained his stoicism. 
 
    “The Guard has performed illegal actions without consequence for centuries. You have the power to make Valentin’s role vanish.” 
 
    “The power, but not the desire. Everyone must sacrifice. I did not take part in either operation, but I have lost any chance of promotion to the Admiralty and will be forced to retire after the inquest. You will have one less son. Ophelia will have two less hybrids. Balance.” 
 
    “One less?” Frances scratched under an ear. “The Magistrate General will not call for death in Valentin’s case?” 
 
    “He’ll serve two years confinement to think about his next career. I will dispatch a discrete team shortly. If Valentin is with the hybrids, I hope he does not make any unfortunate choices. We cannot tolerate another variable. Understood?” 
 
    The Bouchets nodded and invited the Marks Presidium to café in the botanical gardens. They do it with ease, Ophelia thought.  
 
    Emil suggested Ophelia go for a swim next door to calm her nerves as they completed the business. “You still enjoy it. Yes?” 
 
    “I do. Send me the ship’s data. I’ll await your word.” She softened her tone for them. “Eighty percent is a high success rate.” 
 
    Emil took his wife’s hand. Frances nodded. 
 
    “You will be a sufficient teacher, Ophelia.”  
 
    Unbelievable, she thought. One son about to be executed and another going to prison, and you couldn’t care less.  
 
    Ophelia strained a smile but stifled her rage. This wasn’t over. 
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   T HEY TOOK A RIFTER TO VALENTIN’S PERSONAL SUITE, but they didn’t say a word during the two-minute ride. Valentin insisted on silence, and James assumed why. He tossed around strategies in his head, considered probabilities given what his growing insights told him about the compound. Yet he never took his eyes off Rayna, whose heartbeat rang clear and whose blood flowed hot inside him though he only held her hand. The air between them smoldered with the scent of the union they both craved. 
 
    He saw the triumphant moment in his mind – the two of them together in every way. More than love. More than intercourse. A destination out of reach for ordinary humans: The sharing of energy more than a million years old.  
 
    James remembered his vow to Michael and Sammie: He’d kill the Jewels then take his own life, for the good of all humanity. Now, he recognized how naïve Jamie Sheridan was. A damn fool. James intended to save the Jewels. For the good of all humanity.  
 
    First, he needed to reset his focus on the here and now. Without quick action, thoughts of the future would be moot.  
 
    Valentin tapped his amp outside his suite; the door disappeared long enough for the three to enter. James muzzled his amazement as his eyes befell what might have been his own in another life.  
 
    The suite was a smorgasbord of every luxury befitting the prince of a Chancellor king. Beneath a live panorama of the sky outside the tower, the suite featured a sauna, a multi-tiered training station, virtual battle simulators, a bar stocked with beverages behind glass, two food kiosks, and a hemispheric sofa behind which a black monolith called a UNIFAC glowed in colors of the rainbow. On the near wall, images of Valentin’s peacekeeper history – from induction to combat to shore leave – flashed in sequence. A short set of carpeted stairs led up to what James assumed was a bedroom, its external walls decorated with artifacts. He wondered whether they too were stolen from the colonies. Jealousy made an appearance. 
 
    At first, James didn’t realize Valentin broke away as he and Rayna gawked at the spectacle. He caught Valentin fingering a cube to open a panel on the outer wall beyond the sauna. He surveyed several shelves and found a small, hand-held device. When he returned, Valentin displayed a green cube the size of a golf ball. He pressed it against a holo-window he threw open and analyzed the results. He sighed in relief when the results came back. 
 
    “We’re in the clear,” he told them and swiped away the window. “We can talk.” 
 
    “What were you looking for?” 
 
    “Bleeders. It’s UG tech. We can plant them on anyone by touch. They hide in the bloodstream. Everything you say or do, everything you see, is sent back to the monitor. They dissolve after two hours.” 
 
    “What made you suspicious?” 
 
    Valentin smiled. “Aside from my parents and the Major being, as you would say, raging dicks? They allowed us to leave the observatory too easily. No escort. I thought it over. Mother slapped you, but she touches no one other than Father. When I asked permission to leave, Father touched my hand. Perhaps he hoped I’d see it as him making an effort, but he could have planted a bleeder.” 
 
    Rayna laughed. “You have worst parents in history of humanity. Maybe for all Earths.” 
 
    “They may not be the best, but they gave me all this.” 
 
    “Pretty toys for boys with big muscles and big penis. You are proud of this? Da?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “I spent many happy days here. I wish they had given my brother the same chance.” 
 
    James intervened. “We don’t have time for this. Rayna, we are depending on each other. What we need now is a plan.” 
 
    “Yes,” Valentin said. “First, we need objectives. We must leave SkyTower, but where do we go?” 
 
    “As long as we stay on Earth, they’ll track us and kill us. But if we’re out there,” he pointed up, “we have a chance. There are eight other Jewels. I’m sure there’s a plan to bring them together. If we had that information, we’d have a destination.” 
 
    “Good, James. I have an idea how to acquire the details, but I’m not sure how long the task will take. Assuming we know the destination, we have a more immediate concern: Transportation.” 
 
    Valentin led them to the hemispheric sofa and spoke to the UNIFAC monolith, asking for surveillance of the compound’s landing platforms. Images of the three docks did not surprise him. Peacekeepers guarded Perrone’s Scramjet with blast rifles. Three levels higher, on the south side, another Scramjet sat quiet with a similar complement of soldiers. The third option – two levels below the residence – sat empty. 
 
    “Lots of security,” James said. “Worried we might try to leave?” 
 
    “Ship on 9 is the Major’s,” Valentin said. He pointed to the empty platform. “There’s our best bet. They won’t expect the move.” 
 
    “What do we do there? Jump?” 
 
    “My friends and I used to. Grav-mod boots. It’s not a huge drop to the observation platform above Stage 1. It would also give us access to the Transport Core.” 
 
    “Then to the surface. How long to Hinton Station from there?” 
 
    “By loop, less than a minute. The challenge will be booking passage on an intersystem transport. They come in and out all day. It’s an endless parade. But as soon as I enter my credentials, it goes into the public datastream. We’ll be discovered if they are looking.” 
 
    Rayna grabbed James’s hand. The uncommon warmth returned. 
 
    “Is too complicated. We have simple way out.” She pointed to Perrone’s Scramjet. “We kill those assholes and take ship.” 
 
    James and Valentin glowered at each other. She was right. 
 
    “It is the most direct way,” James told his brother.  
 
    “Yes, but they are not mercs. They are soldiers of the Guard. Like me and you. To murder a brother in arms is worse than treason.” 
 
    Rayna was having none of it. “You sound like scared child. Look at you. Giant warrior. Trained killer. You have no duty to these men. They are not brothers. They are your enemy. You kill enemy. Da?” 
 
    “She has a point,” James said. “These soldiers have orders. They will see of us as hostiles. Brother, the Guard has been your life. But not for me. The only reason Perrone inducted me was to keep me on his string. You don’t have to do this. I have no problem killing those men, or anyone else who gets in our way.” 
 
    Valentin leaned forward. “You’re right. If these soldiers are willing to kill me in my home, then I have no allegiance. And if I have no allegiance, I have no home.” He pointed to the surveillance image. “But if I do this, there’s no coming back. Even Father couldn’t fix this mess. All I ever wanted to do was serve the Chancellory. All I wanted to do today was get you two off-world. Can’t do both. If we make it out alive, we find a new home together. Yes?” 
 
    James patted him on the back. “Are you kidding? Always, brother. You’re willing to give up everything for us. Rayna?” 
 
    “New family is good. So, I will be sister?” 
 
    “Or more,” James said. He saw the twinkle. She understood. 
 
    Valentin took a deep breath.  
 
    “OK, we have three pressing issues. One, a Scramjet is not system-capable. Best option? Fly into orbit, rendezvous with Camellia Transfer Port. The Marks Presidium maintains five system-class transports. Private luxury carriers. I’ll arrange a pilot in advance – CTP is crawling with colonial free agents looking for contract hires. The ship has no arsenal, but it will take us to the Fulcrum, and that’s all we need.” 
 
    “Good plan,” James said. “The second issue?” 
 
    “Weapons. We need more than these to have a chance.” He motioned to his side-arm. “The soldiers guarding the Scramjet aren’t wearing bodysuits, so they’re vulnerable.” 
 
    “I saw this,” Rayna said. “Why do they not wear ugly red skin?” 
 
    “Those are called combat bodysuits. They aren’t wearing them for the same reason James and I changed after Seneca. If we came here in full armor, it would be considered a military siege. They’re creating the illusion we came by invitation rather than invasion. Walks a fine line but stays within Earth law.” 
 
    “You are very confusing people,” she said. “I wish to have biggest gun. My shaksha is only good when close.” 
 
    “We have an armory for our security teams,” Valentin said. “One level down.” He pointed to a hovering, three-dimensional schematic. “My UG status gives me access.” He grabbed at the room and threw it open to visual surveillance. No one stood outside. 
 
     “What models?” James asked. 
 
    “Everything you‘ve already used, brother. Top military grade.” 
 
    “Good. After we break in, we’ll be exposed. If it’s this easy to watch the facility, they’ll send everyone after us. We need armor.” 
 
    “That’s where you come in. You learn entire systems through keywords. I have a ReCon tube in my bedroom. Standard civilian model. If I showed you into the customizer algorithm, how quickly could you access the programs for military bodysuits?” 
 
    “As long as I don’t stop to look around? Seconds.” 
 
    “We must move fast. If they,” he said, pointing to the soldiers on the platform, “get wind too early, they’ll go inside and hit those ReCons. If they match armor for armor, we’ll have a problem.” 
 
    “Understood. You said earlier there were three issues?” 
 
    Valentin hesitated, making James uncomfortable.  
 
    “Third might be the most complicated. We need to know where the others like you are being taken. Without it, we’d be searching the Collectorate blind. There are five people in SkyTower who have that intelligence. Only one will be motivated to give it up.” 
 
    James’s shock wore off. His brother was making sense. 
 
    “Perrone. He knows he’s finished, but he still has leverage. We offer him a way out. Just a matter of where they’re holding him. Teach me the security basics, brother, and I’ll do the rest.” 
 
    Valentin nodded, but he appeared to have an upset stomach. 
 
    “There’s something else. If we succeed, you and Rayna will discover where your people are. I want to find the others like me. James, I am almost fifteen. He must have created thousands of us by now. But I have no access to the R&D datastream. They have never allowed me above Level 8. I wouldn’t know how to lead you in. The proof could be anywhere.”  
 
    After an awkward pause, Rayna spoke up. 
 
    “I know where it is.” She waited as they looked at her in shock. “Is true. When Admiral was taking us on tour, he was talking to awful people. I called them fools. He tried to send me away, but I heard him. He said in next laboratory was greatest single threat to Chancellory. He said it was your father’s most stunning treachery. When doors opened, they took him. Must be place.” 
 
    Valentin showed a spark. “Do you remember the level?” 
 
    “Was Level 10. I ignored corridors and names of divisions. I heard only bioengineering. Dr. Tomelin knows. She was not surprised. I think she worked on project, too.” 
 
    Valentin walked into the giant schematic and flashed his hands at key locations in the facility: The armory on Level 5, the landing platforms on Levels 6 and 9, and the nondescript quarter of Level 10 designated for bioengineering.  
 
    “Once you determine Perrone’s location,” he told James, “we can build a strategy. If we can’t include Level 10, I will understand.” 
 
    James felt the same thrill of the moment that overtook him in the woods near Lake Vernon; again during the firefight outside the IDF; as he fought his brother to the death; and as he descended from a Scramjet to Seneca, his blast rifle blazing. He heard the call of the dark and felt driven to show his enemies what they most feared.  
 
    Rayna spoke for him.  
 
    “All will be good, Valentin. We will find our people. You will find yours. We will kill these assholes with our big guns, but there is more. We can do more. Da, James? We can make these fools remember us forever. Those who live will tell stories. We will be free. And I will have babies with James. New family is good.” 
 
    James wanted to kiss her right then. And more.  
 
    He knew better.  
 
    “Planning ahead,” Valentin said. “Good goal. Father told me I would be a proud uncle.” 
 
    “Before I can be a proud dad,” James said, “we have work to do. They’ll be coming soon. We can’t be here when they arrive. Let’s start with the security for … Valentin?”  
 
    His brother stared into the void, as if transfixed by a ghost or demon. His lips moved, but James couldn’t make out the syllables. After a moment, Valentin snapped out of it.  
 
    “It’s worse than we thought,” he said.  
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   O PHELIA WENT FOR A SWIM. Only after Emil made the proposal, did Ophelia recall why she used to love the pool in the residence. Exercise and stress relief had nothing to do with it.  
 
    She recalled the first time: A few casual laps offered as reward for a vital research breakthrough. Even then, she sensed Emil was softening her, preparing for the day when she would become more than a mere employee. She never allowed such a disgusting thing to come to pass, but she always took advantage of the pool.  
 
    Especially after her discovery.  
 
    As a condition of R&D employment, they restricted her amp to internal circastream only. No communications beyond SkyTower. All new data planted to her stack existed only inside the barricade.  
 
    Then she swam. Backstroke at first, butterfly next. After a spell, she became disenchanted with the repetition. She slipped an air cavern over her head then dived to the bottom. She wanted music both grand and sweeping. She wanted Sibelius. Ophelia tapped her stack but realized she forgot to plant his works there – always, she listened to him instream. She double-tapped her amp to find a resource beyond, forgetting about the rules.  
 
    After ten minutes listening to Sibelius did Ophelia realize she was violating her terms of employment. She tried other comm links, including circastreams with friends and former colleagues. She communicated with ease. How had no one spotted this flaw? For ten months, she swam. For ten months, she delivered Bouchet secrets to other presidiums and deepened her financials.  
 
    Now, with time running out for her hybrids, she swam again, hoping the flaw remained undetected. Her amp was not as restricted today, but Ophelia assumed instream communications were being monitored until the siege ended. One slip, and she’d never leave alive. She was relieved to discover the security hole still existed.  
 
    She worked quickly. She contacted the system transport Emil put on hold. The pilot of the Passaic Dawn was a CTP contract hire, not a fulltime Bouchet navigator. All he cared about was the job and the pay. No loyalty to Emil. An easier negotiation. 
 
    Ophelia gave him instructions, made certain he programmed in the ship’s coordinates and fed the proof back to her. He did so merrily when she transferred 15-K credits to his business account.  
 
    “Be there,” she told him. “The next time I signal, you will have forty seconds to act, or I will rescind the credits.” 
 
    “I will be there,” he said. “How many passengers?” 
 
    “You will know soon enough. Mr. Bouchet appreciates discretion.” 
 
    She disconnected the pilot. Her air cavern held eight more minutes supply. Ophelia felt a tingle of additional tension as she prepared her next move. The ship’s arrival wouldn’t matter if this communication proved unsuccessful. The trick was being able to find him amid the clutter of military-assigned amp stacks. Sexton Marshall showed her the techniques and provided her with authorization codes months ago, a necessity for maintaining their quiet alliance.  
 
    She opened a holocube at twelve feet below water. Stream filters trickled down as if sliding on ice. She spoke to the glass. 
 
    “Open InterStream diode. Command authorization 1-12-Tomelin-X-Invidious-TellSync.” 
 
    When the action completed, she said: “Find UG property First Specialist Valentin Bouchet. Identify by registry code.” 
 
    The result came back in seconds: Q#Z,1,06. 
 
    “Initiate contact with UG authorization stack for Bouchet.Valentin. Q#Z,1,06. Override internal security field. Command authorization Classification.G3Tomelin.” 
 
    She waited for the field, knowing this was her riskiest move. In her years in his father’s employ, she saw Valentin twice, both times at a distance, never sharing a word. Even on the Scramjet from Seneca, they were strangers. But he had to know how important she was to the hybrids. Ophelia’s concern: Was he irrevocably loyal to his new brother? 
 
    The field opened, and she waited. Valentin did not tap his amp. She didn’t want to theorize. Instead, she spoke, knowing her message would plant itself on his stack. He’d see it right after.  
 
    “Valentin, this is Dr. Ophelia Tomelin. Please listen carefully. You, your brother, and Rayna are about to be taken. The Major and your parents have reached a deal. You are to be charged with murder in collusion with Augustus Perrone. You will be stripped of uniform and imprisoned for two years. James and Rayna will be shot on sight. If you resist, the soldiers have orders to kill you as well.  
 
    “I will provide refuge for James and Rayna far from Earth. I am trusting you will help me. I am sending you information on a rescue ship. Provide this data to James and Rayna along with a route to the platform. Valentin, I have known you for years though we have never spoken. I believe in you. Give your brother a chance. I will protect him. I will give him purpose and freedom. I place my faith in you now.” 
 
    She checked her remaining oxygen and continued. “You have four minutes should you choose a direct response. If you choose silence, I will be left to hope you make the honorable decision.” 
 
    Ophelia waited and stewed over her last encounter with the Bouchets. Yes, Frances, they DO make a statistical difference, she thought. No, Emil, this is NOT for the best. Yes, Frances, he IS more than a calculation. No, Frances, I will be a GREAT teacher.  
 
    She twitched as a vibration struck her amp. Valentin responded. 
 
    She listened. She raged. 
 
    She surrendered. 
 
    Just before her air cavern timed out, Ophelia concluded her plan was certain to fail.  
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   V ALENTIN STOPPED TRYING TO MAKE his father proud after he spit on Emil during his fourteenth birthday celebration and left behind the six hundred invited guests. He spent a night of debauchery down in the city with his friends and later reported to Hinton Station for deployment. He hated the way they parted, and even hundreds of light-years away, he never gave up on the idea of a happy reunion. 
 
    But every decision he made thereafter, from the split-second in combat to the long, philosophical contemplations of his future, Valentin held firm to a simple notion: Father will never try to shape me again. 
 
    Now, he understood the folly of it all. His father designed him before birth and ensured a legacy for centuries to come. I will always be in your debt, Valentin thought, and I will always rue the day I became your son. He found peace in one idea of the inevitable: You will turn to ash and be forgotten long before me, Father. They will forget you. I will make sure they forget you. 
 
    He cemented this vow in a savage heart as he prepared to unleash death on anyone who came between him and a new life.  
 
    Valentin was suited, armed, and committed to the revised plan. Ophelia Tomelin came along in their moment of need. He hoped she could uphold her end.  
 
    Both he and James carried a Mark 10 Alexis blast rifle along with pulse lasers for side-arms, while Rayna found a Mark 7 Pining Rifle to her satisfaction. The long-necked barrel, she said, reminded her of hunting expeditions in Ukraine. Valentin gave her a quick primer, but she dismissed him once she figured out the trigger buttons. She did not mind the Mark 7 carrying a fourth the capacity of the Mark 10. She enjoyed the challenge of making each shot count.  
 
    Rayna did not take to the combat bodysuit as well. The “ugly red skin” did not, Valentin admitted, look as fetching on someone of ordinary physique as it did covering the bulk of a peacekeeper. The hardest part was convincing to wear the helmet.  
 
    “Trust me,” he told her. “It has saved my life in many battles. You wish to survive. Yes?” 
 
    Teaching her how to catalyze the full-facial shield and not become disoriented by the DR29 grid inside was an additional hurdle, one that tested his patience. She is costing us time. He didn’t say the words, but James saw his concern and talked her down.  
 
    “I can see all around,” she said, flabbergasted. 
 
    “Yes,” James told her. “It’s an incredible tool but …” 
 
    “But take care,” Valentin said. “The peripheral gives you full circle flexibility, but do not use it when your focus must be on the enemy in front of you. You will lose your aim.” 
 
    Valentin set the schematic of the compound in his DR29, laying out the mission targets. He shared it with James and Rayna.  
 
    “If it’s too much,” he told Rayna, “dismiss it with a swipe and follow.” 
 
    “I do not follow well,” she said. “I shoot first at head of pack.” 
 
    Which is what she did. As they rounded a Level 5 bend on a four-seat rifter, they approached their first target and encountered an expected guard. Rayna aimed her rifle between the peacekeepers and shot the uniformed woman through the head.  
 
    “Very light,” she said, ignoring the kill. “I make good choice.” 
 
    Valentin hopped off the rifter, swiped his hand across a digital door panel. Seconds later, he entered, rifle aimed.  
 
    Rear Admiral Augustus Perrone jumped up, knocking over a small table with a half-eaten meal. A small staff bedroom was his holding pen. He wore none of the trappings of an admiral, his uniform having been stripped bare. For an instant, Valentin felt pity.  
 
    “You have ten seconds to answer my questions,” he said. 
 
    “Peacekeeper, what are you doing? You answer my questions.” 
 
    Valentin moved closer and tapped off his helmet. 
 
    “Ten seconds, Augustus, or you’re dead.” 
 
    “First Specialist. Naturally. You and your father were in on this. You will be executed for this treason.” 
 
    “No, Augustus. I won’t. Again, you have ten seconds. Answer. Why did you do this to me and my family?” 
 
    Perrone clinched his fists, moving within an inch of the barrel.  
 
    “I owe you nothing.” 
 
    “Five seconds, Augustus.” 
 
    The admiral’s fight diminished when James removed his helmet. 
 
     “Ah, now I understand. The brothers who died. You seek revenge? I wonder, James. Did your friend Michael feel anything before my assassin ended him? And what about you, Valentin? Has your resurrection destroyed all you believed in? Here you are, violating every principle we taught you.” 
 
    Valentin wanted to cry but also laugh. He should have known. 
 
        “That’s what you wanted. Hurt him through us. You tear down Father by tearing down his sons. You don’t care about the Jewels or the immortals. You don’t even care about the future of Chancellors. You only want to destroy the Bouchet name. You are filth.” 
 
    “You have no concept, boy. What stands between Emil and I began when we were children. You do not understand.” 
 
    Valentin stepped back and lowered his rifle. “But I do. Father always beat you at everything. He never stopped beating you. Even when you were light-years apart. My father is a disgusting human being, but you are not even that. Goodbye, Augustus.” 
 
    James lurched forward, his rifle chest-high.  
 
    “You made me kill my brother,” he said.  
 
    Perrone tried to reply, but James shredded his chest with flash pegs then stood over the body and obliterated the admiral’s head. 
 
    When he looked over the blood-ravaged corpse, Valentin felt no sense of guilt, nor violation of duty. Just as James spoke of his former identity falling away into the shadows, Valentin felt another persona making its way from the depths.  
 
    The beast told him to fear nothing. His path was eternal. 
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   J AMES DID NOT TAKE PERRONE AT HIS WORD. Even if Michael was in danger, James could not offer help. I gave him and Sammie a chance. They’ll have to figure it out for themselves. He blocked his old family from his mind and focused on his new one. He studied the DR29 grid and penetrated the compound for heat signatures. James detected a sense of urgency in clusters on Levels 6, 7, and 9, but most of more than eight hundred in the compound seemed unaware of the new threat.  
 
    He was ready when the lift opened on Level 5. He and Valentin shot three guards in Solomon tri-crests as the door slid away. As they stood over the bodies, James analyzed the trip ahead. 
 
    “They’ll try to force the lift to a stop at every level. Be ready.” 
 
    He didn’t care for their strategic position, but he also knew how many point-blank shots the armor tolerated before weakening. They prepared. Valentin took point on bended knee, ready to leap, his blast rifle square against the door. James and Rayna flanked him, rifles chest-high. As expected, the lift stopped at Level 6. Outside, security waited like a firing squad. A single heat signature emerged fifty meters down the promenade.  
 
    Valentin signaled with his fingers: Four ahead – two low, two high – plus two on left flank, two on right flank.  
 
    Flash pegs and short-range laser pulses exploded as the door began sliding open. They smashed into metal, dinged off helmets, and thumped the red fabric, creating electric vibrations, slowing James’s his new family a half-step but not preventing the inevitable. 
 
    The security team had no chance, their blood spraying the promenade a sickly hue. They fell screaming in ridiculous contortions, their bodies obliterated from within. One guard fled as the attackers in red jumped from the lift, but James took careful aim and blew the back of the man’s head off.  
 
    As he turned back to the lift, knowing this scene was about to repeat on Level 7, James glared down the promenade and saw a single figure walking away with urgency. Even from a distance, he recognized Emil. For a second, he wanted to give chase. His father, more than anyone, deserved to die today. The urge faded when he came back to reality. 
 
    They killed ten on Level 7, but Levels 8 and 9 went unchallenged. The strategy was changing. As they approached their destination, James and Valentin discussed the dramatic movements in heat signatures. Hundreds moved; the threat was no longer hidden.  
 
    They reached Level 10, bioengineering, but stalled the lift before it opened. James and Valentin considered an unusual series of clusters. 
 
    “The entire compound has lockdown stations,” Valentin said. “Precautions Father took before I was born, in case of attack from outside or within. The R&D levels have the most stations.” 
 
    “Are they impenetrable?” 
 
    “Depends. If they tripped Black Standard, the stations cannot be opened by anyone for six hours minimum.” 
 
    “Good. At least this way we’ll be able to sort out security from the rest.” He scanned Level 10. A few people were scrambling, but no one moving toward the lift. “There,” he said, pointing to a blue flasher six hundred meters away. “Is that her tracker?” 
 
    “Yes,” Valentin confirmed. “She promised to trip her amp flag when she was in position.” 
 
    “We must take care,” Rayna said. “This woman is shapeshifter. She may lay new trap.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” James said, “but we can’t take any chances.”  
 
    They shared a moment and understood what had to be done. 
 
    “Kill everyone not named Ophelia Tomelin,” he said. 
 
    The order dripped from his tongue with ease. James saw no room for mercy or hesitation. Their escape would be difficult enough. They needed no complications. He damn well had enough of humans and their complications.  
 
    Valentin triggered the door with the security protocol Ophelia gave him. They found a rifter close by and drove down three quiet corridors. On their final turn, three civilians saw them. Terrified, they raced into the lab complex Rayna remembered. James saw no threat on the DR29, but they aimed rifles high as they entered the lab. 
 
    They startled Ophelia, who gasped at the three towering figures in crimson battle armor. Her hair was wet and dripping. 
 
    “This is madness,” she told them. “You could have been at the platform by now. Our ship is leaving Hinton Station.” 
 
    “You know why we’re here,” Valentin said. “We don’t leave without the repository. You will give us access to everything.” 
 
    “Yes, Valentin. I have the codes. But there are things inside … the time it will take for an off-load is …” 
 
    James saw the other civilians cowering under a high-bank lab station with huge monitors. He heard Rayna jump in his mind. 
 
    - Look how they hide like frightened children. Did they create us? 
 
    - They might have. Or maybe they create the immortals. 
 
    - They give children no choice and turn them to monsters.  
 
    - Ask them, Rayna. If they say yes, kill them. 
 
    - What if they say no? 
 
    - Kill them. 
 
    He tasted her relish. He disconnected and refocused on Ophelia. Rayna moved in on new prey. 
 
    “What?” Ophelia said. “Where is she …?” 
 
    “How long will this take?” James said. 
 
    “I can’t be certain. I haven’t worked here in six years. The project has grown since then. We were already at a few hundred viable subjects when I left. There may be thousands now.” 
 
    “Where are …” 
 
    Screams preceded rifle fire. A brief silence followed. 
 
    “Why?” Ophelia screamed. “That was unnecessary. They were no threat to you.” 
 
    “Everyone is a threat,” James said, lifting his rifle. “You’re a threat, Ophelia. We have no reason to trust anyone. Understand? Give us everything. If you do, we leave together on your ship. If not, I will kill you where you stand, and we’ll escape anyway.” 
 
    She raised her hands in surrender. “Please, James. I am doing this to save your life. To save her life. When this is over, please do not make me regret my choice.” 
 
    She led them to the giant double doors where, two hours ago, Perrone’s short reign over the Bouchets ended. She tapped her amp and fingered a holographic schematic.  
 
    James reexamined the DR29 grid. Security movement was coalescing into varied positions on Level 6, spreading outward into what appeared to be combat movements. He counted ten different groupings, none with more than six heat signatures.  
 
    “What do you think?” He asked Valentin. 
 
    “The Major is organizing. I have an idea.” 
 
    Ophelia triggered the massive doors, which began to slide away. 
 
    “I need you to keep a level head,” she told them. “This will not be easy, especially for you, Valentin.” 
 
    They lowered their rifles in stunned awe as the deep lab with high vaults unveiled itself. The DR29 picked up hundreds of tiny heat signatures.  
 
    In the center, a vast light table displayed diagnostic holocubes. To either side, and two tiers high, banks of small tubes – only three feet tall – glowed a sickly yellow. Each was filled with fluid. Fetuses floated inside, connected to umbilicals. 
 
    The pattern was easy to spot: The largest fetuses – those nearing maturity – occupied the forward tubes. They became smaller, more fragile, toward the back end of the tiers. At the rear, the tubes appeared empty. Upon closer inspection, something grew in each. An embryo, newly formed.  
 
    Valentin tapped off his helmet. James and Rayna followed suit.  
 
    “What is this evil?” Rayna said. 
 
    “Extended-life Chancellors.” Ophelia turned to Valentin. “Ones who will live for centuries. Maybe longer. At least, that’s the theory.” 
 
    “Theory?” Valentin asked. “Not for certain?” 
 
    “For one hundred percent? No. There will be failures. There already have been. But so far, most have passed the early tests.” 
 
    She drew all their eyes.  
 
    “What do you mean?” James asked. 
 
    “Please understand this,” she said. “I left here six years ago. I was never in charge of this project.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” James asked again. 
 
    “I only saw it done once. After they come to term, each infant is removed from incubation and monitored for seven days. They are then placed into individual chambers. A vacuum is created in each. The infant is suffocated. When brain function ceases, oxygen is restored. The successes resurrect within minutes.” 
 
    “And the failures?” Valentin’s trigger hand twitched.  
 
    “Incinerated.” 
 
    James saw the sheen of developing tears in his brother’s eyes.  
 
    Valentin bowed his head. “My parents did this to me?” 
 
    “I can’t say, Valentin,” she said. “I did not come onboard until years after your birth. You were the prototype. I asked Frances once, but she admitted nothing. Even denied knowing about the project.” 
 
    He nodded. “That sounds like Mother.” 
 
    “All people who did this thing deserve to die,” Rayna said. “You are one,” she told Ophelia. “You deserve to die.” 
 
    Ophelia moved toward the central operating bank.  
 
    “Rayna, please. We don’t have time for moralizing. This is difficult to handle, but we need to access the repository now.” 
 
    “You’re right,” James said. “But Rayna is also right. When we have everything we came for, I’ll leave the decision to my brother. He should decide what to do with you.” 
 
    She ignored his threat and began entering codes into a central processing field. They gathered around her, unable to keep their eyes off the tubed immortals. 
 
    As the data search began, vast files flickered before them, displaying genetic profiles, identities, and Collectorate gemstamps. The latter caught Valentin’s attention. 
 
    “Does this mean they are being distributed?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ophelia said. “Emil wanted them hidden within the general population everywhere instead of confined to central locations, where they might be placed at risk.” 
 
    “How do you know this thing?” Rayna intervened. 
 
    “My primary job was reassignment. I placed most of them with descendencies in need of heirs. Sometimes, we sent them to mixed-breed families on colonies. The ones where former peacekeepers went rogue and married indigos. Emil wanted them to experience a wide variety of environments to test their adaptability.” 
 
    “How many?” Valentin asked. 
 
    “By the time I left here, we had assigned three hundred children. A few on Earth, a few on the system stations, most on Ark Carriers, the rest on colonies.” She faced Valentin. “None were older than six. But the program was in its early stages. If I’m right, there are ten times as many spread across the Collectorate.” 
 
    “If someone wanted to find them all, could he?” 
 
    Just as the files coalesced into a finished data package, she said: 
 
    “Yes, Valentin. Everything is here. But aren’t they better off not knowing? They are all children, younger than you.”  
 
    He pushed her aside. “Perrone called me a boy right before my brother killed him. Do you think I’m a child?” 
 
    “I think you are as angry as James and Rayna, and well justified. But you cannot change what they did to you or those others.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Valentin began transferring the data package to his stream stack. “I have an idea, thanks to Father.” 
 
    “And we need to leave,” she said. “It’s time to head to the platform. Our pilot will be waiting for the signal.” 
 
    Valentin nodded. “You made the adjustment we discussed?” 
 
    “Yes, but I don’t know how we …” 
 
    Valentin turned to James. “Isolate the platform surveillance.” 
 
    James reset his helmet and grabbed live images on his DR29 then tossed out the cubes. Ophelia gasped when she saw the developments. The Scramjets on Levels 6 and 9 were leaving.  
 
    “Why would they …?” 
 
    “They’re trying to leave us with no way out,” Valentin said. “They’ll initiate portal locks when the ships have cleared. Since we can’t access the T-Core, we are essentially trapped. We must fight our way out. I thought the Major might resort to this.” 
 
    James added, “Which is why they didn’t come after us. They don’t care if we have the repository because we’ll never leave here alive.” 
 
    “I understand his plan,” Valentin told them. “They are clustering near the lifts. On his orders, they’ll ascend simultaneously. They’ll stop at Level 7. The lift program will be reset making descent impossible. Then they move up again. Repeat the process. If we stay ahead of them, they’ll close off the options beneath us until we’re trapped on Level 16. Then they’ll coalesce and hunt us down en masse. I’m sure they raided the armory and reuniformed as many soldiers into combat suits as they could before launching the Scramjets.” 
 
    “But this facility is more than a mile in diameter,” she said. 
 
    “Might take a while,” James said, “but they won’t care. That’s why we need to move. Has the repository off-loaded?” 
 
    “It has,” Valentin said. “I’ll share it to both your DR29s. Ophelia, it’s already on its way to your stream stack. Now, your turn. Send me the data for the hybrids.” 
 
    “No, Valentin. Once I give you that information, I have no leverage. You will take me with you, like it or not.” 
 
    He pivoted to James. “Brother?” 
 
    James felt time slipping away. 
 
    “You guarantee their safety, Ophelia? The other eight?” 
 
    “No, James, but I can lead you there. The ten of you deserve life and freedom away from …” She hesitated before resuming. 
 
     “Three years ago, Emil decided to kill the hybrids. He believed the immortals solved our future. He worked out a plan with Sexton to send agents across all ten folds, hunt you down, and kill you then recall the observers. I pleaded with Sexton. I made a military case for keeping you alive. Emil went along, but only if I took charge of the recovery and education programs. I will never put any of you at risk.” 
 
    James saw the truth in her eyes. One honest Chancellor – at least for today. He turned to his brother. 
 
    “Go with her. Make sure she’s safe. They just moved to Level 7. If they reach Level 9 before the ship arrives …” 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    “What we agreed might be necessary.” He shifted toward the hundreds of yellow tubes. “I can end it all, if that’s what you want.” 
 
    He nodded. “Will it be quick and painless?” 
 
    “I promise, brother. Take the ship. We’ll see you soon.” 
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   R AYNA EXPECTED THEIR PLANS MIGHT come to this, but to see James give orders with such confidence electrified her soul. Even in the ugly red skin, he was the most beautiful man she ever saw, a commander in the making. The future father of her children. What these Chancellor assholes deserved. As the others ran from the lab, she jumped into his mind.  
 
    - You will do this for Valentin?  
 
    - I will do anything for my brother. Or you. 
 
    - What color eyes will our children have? 
 
    - Whatever we want them to be.  
 
    - True. We are not human.  
 
    “No,” James said aloud. “We’re better. We’re the future.” 
 
    He came to her with a savage aggression she long hoped for. He strapped his arms around her and kissed with a hunger of someone waiting decades for this moment. The Jewel’s undeniable heat rose in rhythmic waves, exchanging energy, intellect, and desire.  
 
    She saw it all. The little boy, Jamie. The older one named Ben, who pretended to be his brother. She saw the observers. She felt Sammie’s lingering desire for a boy she couldn’t have. And Michael, the fool at his side. She saw Jamie save them both from certain death and kill Sammie’s father. She felt the jealousy and rage of the Mentor Lydia, who trapped him and denied him the opportunity of the forever. She saw his rebirth, his confusion, and then his commitment. She touched the vast intellect hidden behind a curtain in his mind and witnessed the future he was devising for them all.  
 
    Then at last something else rose. A dark wave she felt every time she killed her enemies. The boy beside the Dnieper River. The traitor Kamily Doroshenko. Rayna confirmed what she always suspected but dared not say aloud or even to Mentor.  
 
    I am not a murderer. I am a warrior. I am a hero. My children will be heroes.  
 
    When their lips parted, she put her conflicts behind and looked to the path forward with this man who exceeded her dreams. Rayna did not understand joy until this moment.  
 
    “Time to be a god, my love,” she told him. “Do what you must for Valentin. Then we show them the future.” 
 
    His eyes cast love and darkness in union. He was prepared. 
 
    He placed his hand over the first tube on the lowest tier. She saw him grit his teeth and close his eyes as he summoned the half of him all humans should most fear.  
 
    The liquid inside the tube caught fire and eviscerated the fetus. The heat spread as a crackling black virus overrunning the nearest tubes, like lava from a raging volcano. He stepped away and grabbed Rayna’s hand. They stood together and watched as the conflagration incinerated tube after tube, from the smallest embryos around the opposite side forward to those nearing maturity. 
 
    When nothing remained but smoldering ash, Rayna studied James’s features. She saw neither the horror of what he did nor a lack of resolution to do it again. He was not weakened. Rather, his firm jaw and piercing eyes said he was ready to finish this. 
 
    The moment was quiet, without words verbal or interior.  
 
    She looked out the corner of her eye, however, and saw Mentor staring not at his pocket watch for a change. Rather, he appeared awestruck by the scene. 
 
    “Ah, my dearest,” Mentor said without looking at Rayna. “You will give me the heave-ho after this. Might I offer one parting word?” 
 
    “Speak quickly and to the point,” she said. 
 
    “I never knew a god who did not dissolve into mythology. And I was created by gods. Love your children, my dearest. They will be your salvation.” He pivoted to her. “If you find salvation at all.”  
 
    He wasn’t the same Mentor who first appeared in her life ten years ago. She heard the disappointment.  
 
    “You were a good friend, Mentor. I would not be here but for you. Yes. Time for you to go. I rescind our deal.” 
 
    She flicked her fingers, and he disappeared.  
 
    Rayna decided she must have no regrets. She pointed to the massive processing field in the center of the lab.  
 
    “Should we destroy the machines?” 
 
    “We will,” James said. “Soon enough.” 
 
    “There are thousands like your brother. Will he wish to search for them? What will he do if he finds them?” 
 
    “I have ideas, but we will have time to plan. We find our people first. Yes?” 
 
    He kissed her again, this time like a gentleman.  
 
    “Da. Ours first.” 
 
    He studied the DR29 surveillance. Ophelia and Valentin were entering the Level 9 platform. The Major’s forces were sitting at Level 8. They’d move any second.  
 
    “Will they attack platform?” She said. 
 
    “No. They’ll come after the platform a different way. We are all that matters to them. My parents and the Major know what happens if they don’t kill us today.” 
 
    “Then we must kill them instead.” 
 
    They stared into each other’s eyes, a moment she would trade for nothing. Yet the moment was brief, of necessity. 
 
    “You look beautiful in red,” he told her. “It’s time.” 
 
    She triggered her helmet and called up the DR29. She saw the Major’s forces stop at Level 9. They did not exit the lifts or move toward the platform, as James predicted. They were scattered over a quarter of a mile, but they blocked all downward exits. No matter. 
 
    There would be no retreat for anyone, and no chance to surrender. 
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   V ALENTIN GAVE HIMSELF SIXTY SECONDS to bring down the platform’s cascade barrier. He’d done it before, learning how during those times he played on the Level 6 platform. Deck engineers showed him how the controls worked, even allowed him to open it for a cargo ship’s arrival. He studied the manual control diagnostics and went to work. Valentin needed to override the remote blocking no doubt instituted under the Major’s command.  
 
    “He’s on his way in,” Ophelia told him as she communicated with the pilot through her amp. “Five hundred meters. He says he won’t come closer than a hundred meters if the barrier doesn’t fall.” 
 
    “Not an issue,” Valentin said, watching his program dance to his particular tune. “In five.” 
 
    He watched and waited. If he overlooked a step, the barrier would remain, and the pilot would know something was off.  
 
    The energy field dissolved on cue. 
 
    “All right, here we go,” he told Ophelia. “You follow my lead. We have maybe two minutes before we lose this ship.” 
 
    The Passaic Dawn came in for a fast landing, as instructed. The ship was lean – a small liner designed for twenty passengers, with full facilities including private beds and baths. Green nacelles lined the lateral flanks, chasing up and behind into system engines half as long as the ship they powered.  
 
    “Do not disengage the nacelles,” she yelled across the amp as they ran to the opening port-side ramp, telling the pilot to abandon normal landing protocol. “Repeat, do not disengage nacelles.”  
 
    They raced onboard, through the primary cabin and forward to the command deck. Valentin raised his rifle chest-high as the pilot left his seat. He told the man to return at once. 
 
    “What is this?” The pilot was a gray-haired man as old as Valentin’s grandfather, the last time they saw each other. “I was told nothing about a military requisition. I will not …” 
 
    “You will,” Valentin said. “Close the entry now and take us out of here. You have five seconds.” 
 
    The pilot gulped but did not sit. “No. You will tell me …” 
 
    Valentin had enough and pushed the man into the seat. The holographic navigation cylinder wrapped around the pilot.  
 
    “There are thirty-five billion people in the Collectorate,” Valentin said. “You are one. Nobody will care you’re gone. Do it!” 
 
    That did the trick, but Valentin wasn’t sure they were fast enough. He slipped into the co-pilot’s swivel and allowed the cylinder to fall. His fingers dashed through the diagnostics as the Passaic Dawn reversed course and cleared the platform. He surveyed for traffic proximity.  
 
    He extended the search range around the tower. That’s when he saw them. Two Scramjets, in a rush, a kilometer out. 
 
    “Just as we thought. They reorganized at Level 6, coalesced all personnel except for navigators. They’re coming for us now.” 
 
    The pilot turned pale as he redirected the ship on a new bearing. 
 
    “Who’s coming? What are you doing to me?” 
 
    “Scramjets. Fully armed.” 
 
    “What are you? Some kind of fugitive?” 
 
    “Yes.” He turned his rifle on the pilot. “Turn off glidetrax. You’ll need full atmospheric burst.” 
 
    “This is a temperate travel zone. If I miscalculate …” 
 
    “I know the regs. Do it anyway or I’ll shoot you in the head.” 
 
    The pilot glanced at Ophelia, as if she could talk sense to him. 
 
    “Do it,” she said. “We have nothing to lose.” 
 
    The pilot followed suit; the Passaic Dawn cleared the tower. 
 
    Valentin did not breathe a sigh of relief. Timing was everything, and their hopes rested on how well his brother counted minutes. 
 
    He looked up at Ophelia. “We’ll know when it’s time.” 
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   J AMES STUDIED THE SCHEMATICS of the Bouchet compound and recognized vertical architectural features running through every level. A massive network of beams encircled the Transport Core, like vertebrae around a spinal cord. Buttresses extended outward in a symmetric pattern one hundred meters from the Core. He studied a rosette of beams and small buttresses midway between the Core and the exterior. The key to it all, he deduced, were the girders along the perimeter, each three hundred meters long and laid out equidistant. The tower’s skeleton. 
 
    He identified where to take Rayna for their last stand, so they ran. 
 
    The Major’s forces spilled out of the lifts on Level 10 and moved toward them. James and Rayna skirted past the closest group of soldiers until reaching one of four energy centrifuges that regulated power in each quadrant. They blasted their way into the facility and took quick stock. James saw the high ground and kissed Rayna.  
 
    They climbed up to a maintenance platform above the humming centrifuge and waited, a clear view of both ways into the facility. 
 
    Ten minutes passed before the Major’s teams coalesced around their target. From the perch, James watched as soldiers – half in body armor – raced in below, taking positions along the perimeter, each at least fifty meters from their targets. The Jewels trained their rifles on the enemy, standing back-to-back to guard their flanks. 
 
    James entered Rayna’s mind. 
 
    - They won’t fire yet but be prepared. 
 
    - They are frightened. They do not understand our strategy. 
 
    - If they did, they would run. 
 
    He disconnected when he saw Maj. Marshall saunter into the facility, hands behind his back, self-assured. Even from this great distance, James saw the Major’s smug confidence. 
 
    Sexton Marshall fingered a cube and balled up his new design. He hurled it at James as if pitching a curveball. The cube splintered in front of James and evolved into a life-size rendition of the Major.  
 
    “Rather than yelling,” the Major said through his projection, “I thought we might have a civil conversation, James.” 
 
    “To talk us into surrendering so you can execute us?” 
 
    “Succinct summary, James. You have a way for tightening dialogue. No, I was thinking we discussed practicality.” 
 
    “Which would be?” 
 
    “You have no wish to surrender. Your aims are greater, I suspect. Otherwise, you would have escaped with your brother and Dr. Tomelin. You also know we will take great care before firing on you, given the inherent risks involved here. However, as we cannot allow the two of you to go free, the risks are acceptable. Once we open fire, you will hold us at bay for some time. You will kill, in my estimation, a third of my forces. By then, however, your rifles will be spent. Your armor will be weakened. It can only absorb and repulse so much flash energy before degrading. But you will never come to that.” 
 
    James wasn’t sure whether to play along. He tried to read the Major’s features, but this was far from the man he thought he knew while training at the GPM. No, this was an officer who held back for years, cloaking his ambition behind infinite patience, to snare his greatest prize. Marshall was terrified but also certain in victory.  
 
    “You recognize what we can do,” James said. 
 
    “Yes, but I believe you will not go there. James, whatever you think of this world or its people, or however you judge the creators who turned your life into pain – you must hold a shred of human decency in your heart. You have evolved into a new form of life, but you are also a Chancellor by birth and human by essence.” 
 
    “Chancellors are dying. We are the future. Die with dignity.” 
 
    The Major twisted a frown. “No need to become messianic. You have considerable abilities, yes, but there are only ten of you.” 
 
    “More than ten. You know what I mean.” 
 
    “The extended-lifers. Already in the thousands. However, they can resurrect. You and the other hybrids cannot.” He lifted a finger, as if testing the wind. “I will make you a guarantee in exchange for your surrender.” 
 
    “Why should a dead man believe in a deal from a Chancellor?” 
 
    The Major nodded, as if acknowledging a valid point. 
 
    “The unarmed Passaic Dawn is in a holding pattern five kilometers from this tower. I have two Scramjets awaiting orders to pursue. If I give them the word, they will chase down and kill your brother and Ophelia Tomelin. If you submit now, I will guarantee them free passage. If Valentin wishes to pursue the other extended-lifers, he will be free from prosecution to do so. Dr. Tomelin may raise the compliant hybrids. Your future will arrive but in less disruptive fashion. What do you say, James?” 
 
    Rayna scratched his mind. 
 
    - Father made deal with man like him. Last time I saw Father, he had red ring around his throat.  
 
    - He knows we won’t make a deal. He just doesn’t want to explain the mess to anyone. 
 
    - What of your brother?  Are you worried for him? 
 
    - No. He can take care of himself. If our plan goes wrong, he will start again. He understands who he is now.  
 
    - I wish to know Valentin better. He is not terrible man. 
 
    - He’ll appreciate the compliment. Time to finish negotiations. The Major seems impatient for my answer. 
 
    He disconnected.  
 
    “I’m considering your offer,” James said. “But one question first. All those years trying to set up Perrone. If you hated him so much, why not just have him killed? You could have taken his place.” 
 
    Marshall chuckled. “Why play elaborate games of deception and brinkmanship? Why not murder him as you did today? Short answer? Because this is what men such as me have to live for. James, behind our titles and power, we rot in perpetual monotony. Naturally, we crave the chance to leverage other lives. Call it the tragedy of the Chancellors, if you must.  
 
    “You deprived me of a more elegant end to Augustus Perrone, but I have only myself to blame. If not for me, you never would have crossed the fold.” 
 
    Marshall’s words cut deep. For a moment, the blast rifle felt heavier. Then James regrouped and recalled Ophelia’s admission. 
 
    “I already learned how you prevented my father from killing the Jewels three years ago.”  
 
    “Yes, there was an intervention, but I’m referring to another tactical maneuver. An error in judgment. Fifteen years ago, I was a colonel assigned to Special Services Division. I was also friends with a man named Walter Pynn. Or as you knew him: Walter Huggins.” 
 
    Sammie’s father. The first person I killed.  
 
    “Through him, I learned about the hybrids and became a believer. Before Walter went into exile with you and the observers, he complained about his fellow travelers. Paranoid, Walter was. He paid me to bring an additional level of security to the recovery day. Which I did. Two Shock Units.” 
 
    It made sense before Marshall said another word.  
 
    “I gave Ophelia no choice but to send them through, assuming she wished to maintain control of the project. Now that I have pieced together your story, I know you would have been killed, never resurrected, and all this prevented – if only I betrayed Walter. As I said earlier, James, I have only myself to blame.  
 
    “Time to decide. Surrender or die.” 
 
    The irony of it twisted James about. A father who created him then tried to kill him because he feared the monster. A zealot who died protecting him to give birth to the same monster. A soldier who dispatched beasts to the battlefield now pleading with the very monster he gifted to the world. 
 
    “You gave me new life,” James said. “Now you will know me.” 
 
    All confidence – and color – vanished from the Major’s face. 
 
    He tapped his amp. 
 
    “All soldiers. Fire. Scramjets 4 and 6: Pursue and destroy.” 
 
    Hundreds of flash pegs and tracers screamed in pursuit of two targets in red. James smiled. He heard the warrior in Rayna exult. 
 
    Know me.  
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   J AMES BLINKED AND RETURNED to the white forest. He stood eye to eye with Ignatius Horne. 
 
    “This is how it ends for us,” James said. He respected the Jewel for coming in his hour of need, emerging while James faced paralysis inside a ReCon tube on Perrone’s Scramjet. “You deserved a final goodbye and thank you.” 
 
    “Yes,” Ignatius said, deep wrinkles of resignation crisscrossing his features. “You’ve grown beyond me. What remains to be seen is whether you will be worthy of all I’ve given you.” 
 
    “You mean the map? The one that shows me how to tear down everything and start again?” 
 
    “Ah.” Ignatius closed to a hair’s breadth of James, inspecting him as if analyzing every pore, every new hair in his stubble. “Did you not see another clue in the map? Did you not see a choice to rediscover your humanity instead?” 
 
    “I am not human.” 
 
    “No. Neither was he.”  
 
    The white forest began to shift. The trees morphed into rays of sunlight. Soon, they became confined to narrow channels. Twelve beams of light broke through the settling darkness and formed a perfect circle around them both. 
 
    “What are you showing me, Ignatius?” 
 
    “I told you I would finish my story, but only in your moment of desolation. You wanted to hear of the sacrifice of Ignatius Horne and the fall of Hiebimini. Look upon it, James, and see a miracle.” 
 
    He stood amid two thousand people ranting and hissing at two figured in the center of a circular theater. The only light burst through twelve portals equidistant around the theater.  
 
    He identified it without the guidance: This was the Hall of Sun, most revered spot in Messalina, capital of Hiebimini. Thirty-five years ago. 
 
    The eight-foot-tall Chancellor at the center had golden hair and dressed in an orange/brown robe. He dwarfed the slouched Hiebim at his side. The natives cowered at this giant among them.  
 
    “He was a beautiful man,” the Jewel said, its words echoing from behind James. “You will reach his height in time.” 
 
    The man called Ignatius Horne spoke to the crowd about truth as a liberator. He told them: “At the core of human pain is a struggle to vanquish truth and its unrelenting pain.” He told his listeners the most painful of truths, that they had been deceived for nine centuries. He spoke of a Chancellor-made drug called Genysen that colonists took to strengthen their immune system against their own worlds. But the true purpose of the drug was control, to make them worship the Chancellory and never stand against it. 
 
    The news stunned the crowd. Ignatius used this moment to tell them how the Chancellors were to be pitied, how they overreached and now stood on the brink themselves. Ignatius then revealed he was not alone. “The second voice,” Ignatius told the crowd, “is called The Father, and he bears a message founded in the death of another civilization not unlike our own.” 
 
    James whirled about as a hidden voice whispered in his ear.  
 
    “Yes, James. I said Ignatius Horne was like you. Part human, part Jewel. The last of a 3,000-year-old bloodline.” 
 
    “It was you? You were ‘The Father?’ ” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking. The lines between the Jewels of Eternity are in constant motion. They redesigned you with a piece of him, although I cannot say where that piece begins and ends.” 
 
    “How did you come to me from so far away?” 
 
    “Distance is relative. My entity has never been to Hiebimini.” 
 
    “Then how?” 
 
    “It is neither here nor there. Not this star system or the next. Neither one universe nor another. What matters, James, is what happened in the Hall of Sun. Watch him, James. Learn from him.” 
 
    The Father spoke through Ignatius and told the story of his creators, who more than a million years ago evolved to their genetic height and fancied themselves gods. They lived for centuries before being brought low by a pandemic. He explained how the Jewels spread their legacy across the universe. How these Jewels came upon Earth before the rise of the Chancellory and manipulated the course of history. And how, after colonization, the Chancellors discovered a mineral capable of elevating their genome: Brontinium. Without the extract, he told the crowd, Chancellors will break down. “In three hundred years,” he told them, “the final descendants of the Chancellor caste will go to dust.” 
 
    Chaos broke out. Shouts of peacekeepers storming the hall. Shots fired in all directions. Ignatius fought hard until he fell to his knees.  
 
    “His birth name,” the Jewel told James, “was Ilya Hollander. He was trained to be a warrior, a killer, a destroyer of worlds. He rejected his father’s lies and fulfilled a prophecy ending the longest tyranny in history. To become this man, he needed to find love that he might give of himself to liberate others. To show the truth of their existence.”  
 
    The man named Ilya Hollander contorted. Rivulets of blood emerged from every orifice and snaked through the lining of his robes. The blood danced around him and congealed. The new mass took form, spawning limbs and a head. For an instant, it transformed into the first man in Ilya’s bloodline. Ilya spoke to the old man. “Safe journey.” The old man dissolved into a haze and blasted through the roof of the dome. 
 
    James stood over Ilya, who took his last breath and looked skyward. The Jewel whispered, “He feels the love of his wife and remembers the voice of the daughter he left behind.” 
 
    “What happened after The Father escaped?” 
 
    “Escaped? Or set free?” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “We embraced each other high above the planet. We encircled Hiebimini and breathed upon it. We destroyed the brontinium and redesigned the world.” 
 
    James considered everything he saw and heard, pivoted about, and found himself stuck again in the white forest. Ignatius sat upon a white stump, his legs crossed.  
 
    “The choice is simple, James. When you next blink, you accept one of two outcomes. You surrender to death but preserve your humanity. Or, you accept the delusion of godhood and become their nightmare.” 
 
    He considered the options. He thought of the beaches of Pensacola when he was a boy. He thought of Earth cities turned to ash. He understood the journey this Jewel laid out for him.  
 
    “You knew this moment would come.” 
 
    “There was no certainty, but causality recommended it.” 
 
    “Do you have a true name or a true face?” 
 
    “No, by the creators’ design.” 
 
    James smiled as he wrapped a hand over the man’s shoulders.  
 
    “You’re wrong. Your name is James Bouchet. It always will be.” 
 
    The Jewel’s eyes faded and darkened. James continued.  
 
    “The original Ignatius Horne did not end tyranny. His truth set no one free. But he started humanity down a new path. What he started, I will finish. And you,” he said, tightening his hand around the Jewel’s neck, “will always be ME.”  
 
    He squeezed with fury. Bones snapped, and the world created by the Jewel trembled. The white forest dissolved. 
 
    James blinked again, his future sealed.  
 
    Know me.  
 
    Flash pegs shattered against his bodysuit, and he returned indiscriminate fire. Down below, soldiers fell and the Major ran.  
 
    Too late.  
 
    The dark washed over him in an instant of exultation, a furious joy born a million years ago. It coursed through his blood. He heard the echoes of the dark consume Rayna. They fell into each other’s minds and saw the limitless stars waiting for them.  
 
    They spoke in unison. 
 
    Show them who we are.   
 
    Two Berserkers acted as one.  
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   O PHELIA WILLFULLY COMPROMISED her principles when she allied with Emil and Sexton. She told herself she was working for the greater good of the Chancellory. Her reward might not show itself for decades, but she would leave behind the legacy of a great rebirth for her people.  
 
    Now, as she wiped away her tears and pushed sloppy hair out of her face, Ophelia questioned everything – foremost, her decision to rescue the hybrids.  
 
    She sat in the passenger cabin of the Passaic Dawn, staring across the aisle at the ship’s pilot, who slumped over, his eyes open and a pulse laser hole over his heart. He didn’t want to turn back after Valentin ordered full atmospheric burn. He wanted nothing to do with escaped criminals. He was a reasonable man – though Ophelia couldn’t remember his name.  
 
    What she did remember was Valentin enraged, dragging him back to the cabin and shooting him point-blank. He claimed the pilot would have to be killed at some point anyway; he knew too much. Their escape must be clean. 
 
    In his fury, she saw the same ruthlessness as all the others who wielded unlimited power without consideration of principle or human decency. Bouchet, Marshall, Perrone. The worst of the Chancellory. 
 
    Yet as much as Ophelia wanted to blame others, she could not look past a mirror. I knew what they were. I would gladly have traded places. I am no better.  
 
    With that, she pulled herself together and returned to the command deck, hoping to see a calmer Valentin.  
 
    The Passaic Dawn settled into a hover five kilometers east of SkyTower. The late-afternoon sun went into full eclipse behind the structure, which itself dominated the cloudscape, expanding more than a mile across. Even from this distance, it seemed more like a great wall than a cylindrical tower.  
 
    Valentin settled into the pilot’s chair, the navigation cylinder swirling around him. He was studying ship movements when Ophelia fell into the co-pilot’s seat. He appeared all business, as if the execution moments ago was forgotten. 
 
    “What is the plan, Valentin?” 
 
    “Any moment now,” he said. “Just watch. You can’t miss it.” 
 
    “They won’t do this, will they?” 
 
    He did not break focus but from the floating graphics.  
 
    “They have to. The truth compels them.” 
 
    Her heart jumped. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means we have exposed these generations for their lies. I shut my eyes until I met my brother. He has shown me the future we must have. As did you, Ophelia.” 
 
    “And what is this future?” 
 
    “James said it best. It’s the one we create after we tear down everything else.” He inhaled, as if breathing in the fragrance of the sweetest rose. “We will tear it down, Ophelia.” 
 
    “But … he was speaking in metaphors. Yes? Not …” 
 
    Valentin seemed at peace when he ignored her.  
 
    “Here we go. Scramjets are beginning attack run.” A warning beacon called out. “They will be in position to fire in fifteen seconds.” 
 
    “What? Why aren’t you doing anything? We have to …” 
 
    Valentin pivoted to Ophelia. He placed a finger over his lips. 
 
    “Watch. We will remember this the rest of our lives.” 
 
    The initial blast shattered the dampening sky and filled the command deck with a fiery glow brighter than the sun. When the initial wave retreated, Ophelia saw the full magnitude. 
 
    A crevasse opened in SkyTower, a firestorm hurling destruction outward, the concussion and debris obliterating anything in the vicinity. The warning beacon died when the Scramjets became ensnared in the mouth of the nuclear wave.  
 
    “No. No.” Ophelia whimpered. “Not this way.” 
 
    The storm sliced through the tower in an outward radius. Wispy cloud banks glowed yellow and orange. 
 
    “Hold on,” Valentin said. “Here it comes.” 
 
    The concussion shook the Passaic Dawn. Command deck controls flickered for a few seconds then stabilized along with the ship.  
 
    The storm expanded. Small ships in the tower’s “temperate travel zone” – shuttles, uplifts and cargo transports – burned and fell toward the Earth like lit matches.  
 
    Horrified but unable to shy away, Ophelia looked far north and south to realize what the Berserkers wrought. The blazing nuclear crevasse arrived at either horizon, racing to intersect the multiplying eastern devastation.  
 
    The hybrids took a slice out of SkyTower in seconds. Even her worst nightmares never went this far, never dared to imagine monsters of such scale. She was trying to fool herself again. 
 
    We should have killed them.  
 
    “Horrible,” Valentin said. “Beautiful. Necessary. Remember this, Ophelia. You were here when the future began.” 
 
    She expected to see madness in his eyes, but Valentin instead looked to be in love. She saw no disquiet in his soul as he fingered the controls and set a new course.  
 
    “We have to be quick. The fires are dying but the tower might come down anytime now.” 
 
    “Wait, what? We’re going in?” 
 
    He smiled. “James and Rayna are waiting.” 
 
    “No. How could they have survived? I thought …” 
 
    Valentin opened his DR29 and tossed it into the navigation cylinder. Ophelia studied the schematics. Nine levels of SkyTower were wiped away, save for the outer girders. Two levels above the base of the devastation, a pair of red blips activated. 
 
    “We’ll do great things,” Valentin told her. “All three of us. I’m sure we could use your help. What do you say, Ophelia?” 
 
    As the Passaic Dawn accelerated, Ophelia buried her face in her hands and cried.  
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   A S THE WORLD ENDED AROUND HIM, James wrapped Rayna in a loving, protective embrace. They calmed the storm within as it raged outward, spreading feverish destruction in every direction. Unlike the first time he unleashed the Jewel’s intensity on Earth, James directed the nuclear torrent to open its blossoms to the western and north quadrants of his family’s compound, while Rayna consumed the southern and eastern zones.  
 
    He saw humans atomized in a blink then the wealth and trappings of god-wannabes turned to ash and hurled out among the clouds, left to fall as gray showers upon the surface. He heard the Transport Core shatter and implode, the furious flames spiraling for miles up the series of great lifts connecting Earth to low orbit. The lifts exploded, crackled, and fell, an arsenal of fiery debris tumbling down shaft. 
 
    The inner rosette of weight-bearing supports melted away, caught in the storm’s heart. The outer girders resisted, their job to hold up this monstrosity for an eternity. But James heard the cracking, felt the buckling. Eternity had an expiration date. 
 
    When he opened his eyes, he saw the murky yellow reflections of a western sun shining through the distant opening. Scattered fires and explosions pockmarked the sudden expanse. Sections of the base of what used to be Level 8 collapsed, creating new fires and outbreaks. The new ceiling – once the roof of Level 16 – glowed as orange streaks expanded. It was cracking and would fall in minutes.  
 
    He floated with Rayna, their gravity-modifier boots lowering them at a gentle pace. They wrecked their bodysuits, the fabric torn and in places burnt. They tapped off their helmets, which were blackened and bent. James was exhausted, and Rayna appeared spent. A red glow appeared in the corners of her eyes, a reflection of his own. 
 
    He kissed her.  
 
    “You’re beautiful,” he told her. “How does it feel to be born?” 
 
    “Is very hard work. We are good now? All the others … they are behind us?” 
 
    “Yes. They deserved this. They will never try to hurt us again. I promise.” The kiss was stronger this time. “How many children should we have?” 
 
    Rayna thought for a moment. “Will they be gods like us?” 
 
    “Even better.” 
 
    James intended to keep his promise. The work of making a new family would begin today.  
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    Four months later 
 
    Pacific Riviera 
 
    Pynn Outpost 
 
      
 
   M ICHAEL COOPER BROUGHT THE UPLIFT to its softest landing yet. He was getting the hang of it. One more week until he achieved full licensure in short-range navigation. More important, he’d open a revenue stream. The coastal outposts were a growth industry for Solomons. The data was clear: Chancellors were fleeing the cities, looking for refuge with distance between property lines.  
 
    “Take advantage,” Rikard told him instream. “You’re building a future. We’ll need people everywhere after the war dies down.” 
 
    Rikard admitted to being jealous. He and Matthias wanted a place on the west coast after losing everything in New Stockholm, but those dreams had to wait. Matthias’s business took a hit after the disaster; Chancellors weren’t as interested in his bio-art. Rikard struggled when his name was linked to Ophelia Tomelin.  
 
    “Once the opportunities pick up,” Rikard told him, “maybe I’ll drop in, and we’ll talk about a partnership.” 
 
    Rikard always ended their streams with the sideways thumb. He never told Michael every detail about the underground movement, but he revealed enough. Four days earlier, Michael matched Rikard’s signal for the first time. Rikard said he was pleased. 
 
    “I have a feeling, Michael. You will be one of our best.” 
 
    Michael felt it, too. The long night far behind, Michael found days of peace, purpose, and – to his amazement – acceptance. Still, he appreciated having the flash pistol on his side pouch. 
 
    Outside the uplift, he smelled the ocean. It came in on a strong breeze. Gulls cackled. A storm moved onshore two kilometers north.  
 
    He almost forgot to log his distance, so Michael tapped his amp and threw open a holocube log. He spoke into it. 
 
    “Standard day: 29. Tally: 14.77 kilometers, 5 rotations. Stack data to licensure bureau.”  
 
    When the data vanished into a vortex, he threw away the cube and tapped off his amp. He was glad to be home.  
 
    The aroma coming from the kitchen took him back to another world. The spices, the shrimp, the fish. Gumbo? In the Collectorate?  
 
    He found her stirring a pot while the recipe drifted overhead. He came home to a similar tableau every evening, a love she found during her recuperation. When she saw him, Samantha froze the recipe holocube and set her stirring spoon aside.  
 
    “You change the lighting in here or something?” He asked. 
 
    “No, but you ask every day.”  
 
    “Well, seems you’re more beautiful every time I come home. How about I slide on over and get some loving?” 
 
    They wrapped tight and disappeared into the usual pre-meal of lips, tongue, and the desire to put dinner on the backburner in favor of a jaunt in bed. They only had a month’s experience since Samantha received medical clearance for strenuous physical activity. Each day they found new strategies and new positions. 
 
    Samantha proposed more adventurous techniques, insisting her body could handle them, but Michael recalled how fragile she was those first weeks. How the assassin’s laser pulse sliced her spinal cord and ripped open her stomach. How, after Chancellor technology rebuilt her and set her to walking in two weeks, he feared a fatal setback at a moment’s notice. How they argued on the thirtieth day of her recovery until she laid down an ultimatum: Move forward or out.  
 
    “She’s a hell of a woman,” he told Rikard when asked how Samantha was recuperating. “She’s growing into the Chancellor these lunatics need. They’re gonna be coming to her for lessons one day. You watch. She’ll show ’em what’s for.” 
 
    He told her about Rikard’s movement. She had no problem with it, even said the time for change was coming.  
 
    They kissed to the bouquet of gumbo until a timer went off.  
 
    “Hold the thought,” she said, reaching behind the pot.  
 
    This was ancient-world cooking in Chancellor terms, but Samantha wanted it no other way. Most Chancellors relied on Solomons and automation to make their meals.  
 
    “Your beard is filling out nice,” she told him. 
 
    He rubbed along the jaw line. “Yeah, I like it. Then again, it was your idea. So, how did things go with the presidium today?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Better than the first meeting. I tell you, sweetie, those people are in a state. They’re looking over their shoulders thinking other presidiums are moving against us. They want me to sprout fresh ideas because I’m their little miracle gal.” 
 
    “Look, those jerks probably been carrying on the same way for generations. They can’t get out of their own damn box. I can’t blame them. There’s two or three assassinations every week. The shit going on with some of them families is nasty. I heard a rumor today about a hit job and reprisal on an Ark Carrier.” 
 
    She stirred the gumbo. “I heard it, too. The Catalan system. If this spreads through the carriers, where will it end?” 
 
    “Yep. They’ll eat each other alive, and the future won’t matter.” 
 
    “I think it will come down to the Guard. Eventually, they’ll make a move. Some already want soldiers in the cities. There hasn’t been a combat deployment on Earth for eight hundred years.” 
 
    Michael tapped into his first-Earth education. 
 
        “I recall a time when a bunch of redcoats walked the streets, and things didn’t go so hot for them. But I think we’ll be OK this time. The new weapons law seems to be working out. Still can’t believe they gave access to Solomons.” He tugged at his side-arm.  
 
    She sighed. “Nearabout every Solomon is somebody’s part-time bodyguard. Chancellors who didn’t serve in the UG want others to kill for them, and there aren’t enough mercs to go around.” 
 
    “The Chancellors are fools. When this civil war ends, they’re gonna revoke the weapons law. They’re gonna want these back. Not happening.” 
 
    She focused on the gumbo. “Is that what Rikard says?” 
 
    “Him, me, others. Chancellors, too. You’ve heard it.” 
 
    “Yes, Michael, I’ve heard it.” Her tone deepened. Whenever she transitioned from ‘sweetie’ to ‘Michael,’ the conversation headed south. “Revolution is not a given. If the Solomons are smart, they’ll use leverage to strike a compromise. I think the Chancellory would allow property ownership to avoid all-out war.” 
 
    “Maybe. But can you see these people giving away their domination of Earth without a blood fight?” 
 
    “Michael, please. Just stop. OK? You’re passionate, but … everything was so beautiful a few minutes ago. Every time we talk about these issues …” 
 
    He hugged her. “I’m sorry, Sam. I know how to bring down a room. Let’s just eat dinner and have a quiet evening.” 
 
    She thanked him with a kiss, but he felt her tension as she pulled away. He assumed her meeting with the Americus Presidium did not go well. This was only her second attendance. He didn’t ask about the agenda the first time, and he wasn’t now. Solomon knowledge of presidium business was illegal under the Solomon Economic and Ethics Treaty. They decided weeks ago to protect themselves by not discussing details – the only part of their lives off the table. 
 
    Instead, Michael backed off and watched her find peace as she perfected her gumbo. He’d never seen her this beautiful. Taller by an inch, hair close-cropped for presidium appearances, a flowered sari in gold and lavender. A woman of sixteen. Assured, confident. Everything her parents wanted shy of a peacekeeper rank. 
 
    Dinner on the oceanfront balcony was perfect. The gumbo wasn’t what he remembered from trips to Louisiana, but it was close enough. She chose the perfect wine. Then again, she bought only the best wines. She burned through credits faster than he thought wise. When she bought out the other owner of their property share plus the pieces of land on either side, he worried – until she showed him the financials. She could spend this way for decades.  
 
    Sitting next to her watching the final hour of the sun never got old. They finished with mangoes and pineapples sautéed in jubriska, an ancient liquor with a touch of mint and a sniff of bourbon.  
 
    He toasted her. “I’ll say this much. Anybody back in Alabama want some good damn food? Just cross the fold, baby.” 
 
    “Must be something in the water. Right?” 
 
    “Or the cook.” 
 
    They finished their wine and settled back as the sun dipped close to the horizon. They took it in for a few minutes. Michael waited until he saw just the right measure of peace in her features.   
 
    “So, um, what do you say we head in for some real dessert?” 
 
    She spit out a laugh. “You haven’t tried that line in two weeks.” 
 
    “What can I say? They’re on rotation.” 
 
    She sat up and gave him a long, excited grin. He thought she would nod. Instead, she said the thing he most dreaded. 
 
    “No.”  
 
    Her grin did not diminish. Michael saw this look before.  
 
    She was bracing him for unpleasant news.  
 
    “What? Something else happen with the presidium?” 
 
    “No. Has nothing to do with them. But something else did happen today. I waited until now because I didn’t want to ruin dinner. It’s always perfect. Just the two of us out here.” 
 
    He sensed the good vibes running aground. “Tell me.” 
 
    “A file was transmitted into my personal stream stack. My encrypted administrative level. At first, I wanted to delete it, but I can’t keep something like this from you.” 
 
    He heard the crack in her tone. This was bad. 
 
    “Who sent it?” 
 
    She tapped her amp, fingered directories in her cube, and threw it out in front of them. The sunset disrupted the image, so Michael swiped behind to fill the background. He didn’t have to read far to know what he was seeing:  
 
    I used to play in the river when I was little. I swam naked because nobody was around. I liked peanut butter and jelly. Skippy was my favorite brand. I wanted to draw comic books for a living.  
 
    When I was twelve, I started smoking. My best friend and I walked the long way home from school and shared a cigarette at our hideout.  
 
    We decided to become world-class burglars. We weren’t very good at it, but we stole our first car when we were fourteen. 
 
    It was fun, and nobody got hurt. 
 
    We knew our hometown could never contain us. But we weren’t stupid, so we planned to wait until graduation, then we’d be off. Where? Who knew? We just wanted to have fun and ignore as many rules as we could.  
 
    Maybe it was all a dream. Maybe I was never that boy. Maybe I will stop killing people someday. Maybe they will figure out how to kill me before the dark drowns them all. 
 
    The message continued, but Michael trembled. Samantha slid her chair close and grabbed his hand.  
 
    “Fuck,” he whispered. “How can this be, Sam?” 
 
    “It’s him, sweetie. Look at the last part. Remember what he told us after Seneca? About wanting to kill again? Maybe I will stop killing people someday.” 
 
    “No. Not now. Not after four months. After everything he did?” 
 
    She kissed his cheek. “Keep reading.” 
 
    I never believed in love at first sight. Why should I? My so-called parents might have loved each other, but they never showed it. 
 
    At school, the kids called it love, but it was about sex. Every dude I knew just wanted to find a quick way under the covers. They shared stories every time they conquered somebody. And if they didn’t finish the job, they’d make up whatever came to mind.  
 
    Mostly, they just wanted a trophy at their side. It’s not like they were going to marry these girls. Sometimes, they’d make a baby. Most girls thought I was a freak. Or dangerous. They talked to me, but usually so they could twist my words when they texted about me. 
 
    Turns out, I was the most dangerous freak they’d ever know. Did I kill any of them before I crossed the fold? Those who lived will always be telling stories about me.  
 
    You see, I know the truth: Love at first sight is real. It’s the most powerful obsession a man can have. Once it grabs hold, you got no choice but to play. 
 
    I knew it the second I saw her. I knew I’d kill for her. There’s so much blood, but she leads me on. These things I hunger to do … 
 
    Samantha leaned in. “That hunger was one of the last things he told us about. He must be with Rayna. The reports are true.” 
 
        “So, this is about what? Blame it on Rayna? All those deaths?” 
 
    “No, sweetie. He’s not making any excuses. Read the last part.” 
 
    Michael’s day was ruined. Also, his week and the rest of the month. He wished Samantha had deleted the file. 
 
    I was once told there were no evil men. The quote went something like this: “Nobody wakes up in the morning and decides over eggs and bacon to be evil that day.” One of my teachers even said the word ‘evil’ was a matter of perspective, and everyone – even insane people – thought their actions were in the right.  
 
    If true, I can justify every thousand people I kill by pointing to the new and better future I am creating. I can say these people were obstacles on a necessary path. Then I can look forward in hopes of scaring away the next thousand in my way. 
 
    Better yet, if I ever have a moment of weakness, all I have to do is listen as she whispers in my ear. My mind will calm, and my nerves will settle. I will not think of myself as a psychopath because when I look at her, I will know love.  
 
    Can a psychopath love?  
 
    He stared at the screen, his blood raging.  
 
    “That’s how he ends? By saying he’s in love, so he can’t be nuts?” He threw a wine glass into the dunes. “If I could wrap my hands around his neck, I’d choke the life out of that bastard.” 
 
    He pushed his chair away and made for the beach. By the time he reached the sand, which curled between his toes, Michael keeled over. He wanted to vomit dinner but produced dry heaves. He was empty but for the rage and the lingering nightmares.  
 
    Michael had watched the vids over and over for weeks. The blast carving out nine levels of SkyTower. The debris raining down on Philadelphia Redux like firebombs. The desperate attempts to evacuate the tower and every city within 700 miles before its superstructure gave way. Its collapse six hours later, the segments breaking apart on a southeast trajectory into the Atlantic. The 300-foot tidal wave that wiped out most of New Stockholm in seconds. Rescue and recovery operations that took weeks; death lists still growing. The missing assumed lost in the nuclear explosion or drowned deep in the Atlantic.  
 
    In the first days, as he prayed for Samantha to recover, Michael hoped for a misunderstanding. He hoped the rumor of a ship leaving the blast zone and disappearing from UG system trackers was misplaced. Then came the survivors and their testimony. Michael hoped no more. 
 
    At the surf’s edge, he stiffened when Samantha draped her arms around from behind and laid her head against him. 
 
    “Why, Sam? You knew what it would do to me.” 
 
    “Yes. And if you found out I kept it from you?” 
 
    Her took her point. She had no choice.  
 
    “How did he do it? He’s not even in the solar system anymore, if the reports are right.” 
 
    “I’m not sure. At first, I assumed he had help. There aren’t many who can break into admin-level stacks. I assume Ophelia Tomelin. We thought his parents were lost, but who knows for sure? There were those so-called sightings at Ganymede Station and Xavier’s Garden. No, Michael. I thought about it all afternoon, then I remembered what he said to us on the way to Redux. ‘All I need is a keyword, and I know everything about it.’ What if he’s just reached a point where he doesn’t need help from anybody?” 
 
    Michael’s heart fell. “He controls it all. Life. Death. The future. He is a god.” He pushed off Samantha and stepped away. “The Bible predicted Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. Hell, he has nine riding shotgun. You know damn well he was behind the attack on that base holding the hybrids. All eight of them – poof! What d’ya bet Ophelia’s up there right now training those lunatics to follow their true master?” 
 
    “Those are rumors. We don’t have any proof. The witnesses …” 
 
    “You mean the ones left alive because they hid the best?” 
 
    “Michael, we are still trying to gain more information about …” 
 
    He cupped a hand over her mouth. “Enough already. Seriously. Stop minimizing anything that son of a bitch does. Sam, we can’t run from this anymore. That message? Think about it. The first part was meant for me. He started with the day we met. The second part was meant for you. He wanted to tell you he found somebody better. And the third? That was for us both. He is taunting us, Sam. He’s also reminding us.” 
 
    His right hand twitched, as it often did when he allowed himself to think of the long night.  
 
    “Michael. What?” 
 
    Michael’s rage subsided as the guilt took over. He gritted his teeth and tried his damndest to hold back the sobs.  
 
    “He killed one hundred thirty thousand people. One. Thirty.” 
 
    “You saw the security evidence, Michael. They surrounded him. They were going to execute him and Rayna.” 
 
    “So why didn’t he let it happen? Two lives for a hundred thirty thousand. He killed them because he loved what he was, he loved Rayna, and he didn’t care about the rest of us anymore. He wasn’t just sending a message to the Chancellors about how powerful he was. He was thanking you and me for making him possible.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed into vicious slits.  
 
    “Michael, do not put this on us! Jamie did this. He is responsible.” 
 
    “Jamie did nothing. It was James Bouchet, or whatever the hell he’s out there calling himself. Look, we’ve been dancing around this for four months. People like Agatha Bidwell were right – he needed to be killed. They realized what these hybrids were. So did Jamie. He wanted to die. He went into the woods alone to kill himself. The Mentor stopped him, but when Agatha got her shot, he surrendered. She put eight bullets in him.” 
 
    He fell to his knees. “It should have ended there. But you and me couldn’t let that shit go. We had to protect him from the Queen Bee. He was dead when we showed up, but he came back to save us from the Shock Units. He broke every rule about life and death. And now, he controls it all. Why? Because of you and me. We followed him here. We believed in him. We fought for him.” 
 
    Sam joined him in the sand. “We didn’t know. How could we?” 
 
    “We knew because Jamie knew. Every day I get two images stuck in my head. First, the tidal wave destroying New Stockholm. The second one, I made up. We’re sitting by that creek after he came back to life. I see myself pull out a pistol and blow his brains out. 
 
    “I knew, Sam. You, too. We brought that monster here. We took down SkyTower as sure as he did. We set him free on the galaxy. We started a civil war about controlling the future of hybrids and immortals. He knows it, too. And that message? He’s thanking us.” 
 
    The last slice of sun dimmed over the western horizon as she tried to kiss him. “Please stop. Michael, I love you. Please stop this.” 
 
    He kissed her. “Sam, I love you more than I can ever say. If anyone tries to hurt you again, I’ll kill him. I’ll die for you. But I ain’t gonna shake this. Trust me, I been trying every damn day.” 
 
    “Let’s go to the house. We can talk. Make sense of it. I promise.” 
 
    The waves lapped at his feet. The water was brisk, just the way he loved it when they skinny-dipped. Michael didn’t think he’d make it back without losing his dinner. He leaned on her for support. 
 
    “They won’t be able to kill him. He’s too smart now. He’ll build an army, no matter how many years it takes. Hybrids and immortals. They’ll kill millions, Sam. Billions. There’s only one thing to do.” 
 
    Even in the settling dusk, he saw the tears and terror in her eyes. 
 
    “He told us how in the message. You read part of it out loud. Maybe they will figure out how to kill me before the dark drowns them all.” 
 
    “You are wrong, sweetie. No. You are wrong.” 
 
    He kissed her on the forehead. 
 
    “The only ones who can kill him are the ones who created him. He’s waiting for us to try. Somewhere out there, he’s laughing and waiting.” 
 
    He wiped her tears. They sat down together, the surf nipping at their heels. The breeze faded. Soon, the night draped them in a sky full of endless stars. He had no idea where to start, but Michael understood what his heart was telling him. 
 
    He thought back to the old days. To Albion. To the boy he used to love as a brother. To Jamie. 
 
    “I’m coming for you, dude. Get my speed?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THE STORY DOESN’T END HERE 
 
      
 
    Book 3 of The Impossible Future saga continues in early 2020, as James, Rayna, and Valentin begin their crusade for a new future, while Michael and Sam steer the turbulent waters of the Chancellory civil war on Earth. Don’t miss the continuation when The Reversing Tide debuts exclusively on Amazon.  
 
    If you enjoyed this second chapter in the four-part saga, please take a moment to write an honest review on Amazon. Your comments are greatly valued.  
 
    Go to www.frankkennedy.org and sign up for my newsletter, which will provide an opportunity to receive a free advance copy, as well as other offers connected to my work. Additionally, I hope you will take time to learn about my body of work and read my blog.  
 
      
 
   
  
 

 FIND OUT HOW IT ALL BEGAN 
 
      
 
    What led up to the cataclysmic events that set the stage for new breeds of hybrids and immortals? What are the secrets built up over 3,000 years that threatened to bring the Chancellory to its knees?  
 
    This sweeping story – an epic saga of father and sons, their ambition, obsessions, and frailties – is told in The Father Unbound, also available on Amazon.  
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