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      For Klaus

      My best friend and bodyguard,

      my Bark-n-Bacon partner and my inspiration for

      Bunny, my most beloved demon.

      I miss you so much, my beautiful boy.

    

  


  
    
      "I was searching for how to preserve human energy. It is one of the forms of light. In the Soul sometimes equal to the supreme celestial light. I did not search for it for myself, but for the good of all. I believe that my discovery will make people's lives easier and more bearable and direct them to spirituality and morality."

      

      -Often attributed to Nicolas Tesla
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      Previously in DESCEND

      When we last left the world of DESCEND, things were tense, to say the least.

      The Founders were in the Gate, under attack from the angel-looking, demon-coded Atheciery.

      Galloyde has returned from the Galactic Ripple, a hidden region of space reached only through the sacrifice of 1,000 souls. He had been banished to this fantastical prison for breaking natural law. What the Council never realized was that the beings humanity feared as “demons” were actually the missing Founders: ten ancient species carrying the root DNA of all intelligent life throughout the Muldigals.

      Galloyde had hoped to help early humans survive and thrive. Instead, he allowed a violent and unstable branch of humanity to continue unchecked. Now, 150,000 years later, mankind teeters on the brink of self-eradication through war, rage, and their own destructive instincts.

      Sarah, Earth’s Demon-Keeper, believes humanity’s collapse could be prevented, and that her father may hold the key to saving them.

      For millennia, Sarah has ruled over Descend, the afterlife realm where most human souls travel after death. Despite its terrifying reputation, Descend was never meant to be a place of punishment, at least not for most. It was designed as a system of redemption, where souls could learn, heal, and eventually Ascend.

      Alongside Sarah are Nephemerus, the Elget assigned to Descend by the Council, and his longtime friend Desimidor. Together, they race against time to uncover a cure for humanity’s growing instability before mankind destroys itself—and every soul trapped within Descend and Ascend is lost forever.

      Standing in their way is Codet Vir Bahringers: social climber, manipulator, tyrant, and general pain in the ass.

      Codet has aligned himself with the Atheciery and will let entire worlds burn if it benefits him politically. He also maintains a deeply personal grudge against Neph and Desi stemming from their years together at Ala Mia, the academy where Elgets are trained.

      Whatever Codet truly wants, one thing remains certain: if there’s a chance to make things worse, he’ll find it.

      As the battle for The Gate reached its climax, Sarah unleashed a terrifying new level of power after witnessing Neph fall on the battlefield. Overcome with grief, she and Galloyde destroyed the Athecierian War Ships, leaving devastation in their wake.

      Broken and exhausted, Sarah is pulled back to safety within The Gate by her father.

      When we last saw her, she was drowning in hopelessness, having lost her love on the battlefield. As she stares into the fireplace, through the ashes, tears, and smoke, she sees Neph emerge.
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      Sarah sat up and stared at Nephemerus. He wrapped his arms around her and she kissed him all over his face. They pressed their foreheads together, holding one another, followed by a softer kiss, then looking into each other’s eyes again.

      I never wanted to do it, Neph said to her in their way. I need you to understand why.

      Neph wove his fingers around Sarah’s as he showed her what happened when he had spoken to Galloyde in that very room, just before the Athecierian attack. He had never pushed a memory onto her before, but he felt it was important she saw each detail of what happened.

      She watched the scene play out in her mind as if it was her very own memory. Neph pulled her into his chest, pressing his lips against her temple as she closed her eyes and saw Galloyde approach Nephemerus and motioned for them to talk.

      Sarah had just left the chamber room with Desi and remembered seeing them speak in hushed whispers as she closed the door.

      The vision was clear. “I have to run something by you that will be extremely difficult to consider.” Galloyde said, Neph listening intently.

      “With your military background, you are aware that seven Athecierian War Ships is a significant show of force. Far too much for a planet this size. Especially in a solar system this remote? This is an overreaction and out of character for the Athecierians.”

      Neph nodded in agreement. “Agreed. I have Raka searching for allies to call upon, but as you pointed out, we are extremely isolated out here. I share your concerns.” He paused. “You’re right, this response is not typical of the Atheciery. It doesn’t make any sense. In the past, they used a War Ship right? Even that is far too large for this planet.”

      Galloyde sighed. “This is why my plan is needed. I fear the alternative will result in the total destruction of this planet.”

      Neph considered this for a moment. “There is a considerable amount of information we are working without, but your assessment might not be hyperbole, considering the response we are facing. What is your plan for defense?”

      “Sarah and I.”

      Neph blinked. “And?”

      “Sarah and myself. That is all we need.”

      “We are all going to die.” Neph groaned.

      “That was not exactly the vote of confidence I was hoping for when I came over to speak with you, Admiral.”

      “Well I never heard of any wars that have been won against a single Overseer, nay, even against two, Galloyde. Granted, I have witnessed your daughter make light work of some Athecierian shits and their Cutters, but War Ships are quite a different thing.”

      Galloyde nodded thoughtfully. “Yes, Merus. War Ships are quite a different thing.” He paused. “My daughter possesses extraordinary power. I know the Overseer legend is often referred to as “power of unknown origin” or some nonsense. As if Overseers do not have a sense of what they can and cannot do. That is simply not true. I need you to understand that there is very little an Overseer cannot do.”

      Nephemerus considered this.

      “My daughter appears to pull back her abilities around certain people she cares for, perhaps so they feel more equal in the relationship?” Galloyde said, with a wisp of a smile growing at the corner of his mouth. “Rest assured, she is quite capable of astounding things. If she has chosen to be with a certain person, they must also be quite special. I do not doubt her opinion, Merus. Her feelings for you are significant, and this is why I must ask you to participate in this difficult plan.”

      Nephemerus furrowed his brow. “Is Sarah aware of your idea?”

      Galloyde shook his head. “She is not. If my daughter knew of this plan, it would not work. The success of this hinges on her not knowing. I understand you have a new relationship with her and I am putting you in a difficult position. One that I wish I did not have to do. I cannot see an alternative and I almost always see other possibilities.” He looked deflated.

      “What do you want to do?”

      “That is dependent on several factors, there are always so many unknowns, as you are aware. In the best case scenario, we go out there, open a dialogue with whomever has hired The Atheciery and either convince them they do not need whatever they came here for or delay them until your forces arrive.” Galloyde explained.

      “And worst case?” Neph pressed.

      “You already know the worst case, Admiral. They show up shooting. We cannot keep up with their attack. Seven War Ships, Merus. I do not have to explain what that means to you, of all people. I am no longer as powerful as I once was. I still have a few tricks up my sleeve but Sarah, she is strong enough to pull those War Ships right out of the sky⁠—“

      Neph stopped Galloyde. “Wait. What? You don’t really mean that. She can’t actually⁠—“

      Galloyde put his hand on Nephemerus’ shoulder. “Merus, I need you to understand this plainly. Sarah is the youngest of all the Overseers. She has not even begun to tap into her potential yet, because she has only been hidden away on this planet, rarely using her power. This is the problem. It is a muscle she does not normally use. Could she do it? Absolutely.”

      Nephemerus considered all of this. “I won’t lie to her.”

      “You will not be lying to her. I will.” Galloyde said, glancing away from Neph’s disapproving scowl. “If the time comes, I will create a false scene—a desirihia— that will elicit a strong reaction, enough for her to take down the War Ships. Her anger has always been the quickest way for her to access her power and it is the surest way we can destroy the enemy. If she believes you are in danger, I believe she will be able to access her full power without hesitation.”

      Nephemerus’ face twisted in anguish. “No. No! You cannot do this to her! She’s your daughter! I won’t do that. I love her!”

      “As do I, but what is the alternative? I will let you consider that part. If you can design a better plan, I will gladly do it. This is the worst—case scenario. If my daughter believes something happened to you, she will make them pay, decimate them. Then, she will return here and see that you are fine. Everyone here will survive. Otherwise, this entire planet will be destroyed…like Milva.” Galloyde’s face grew dark at the mention of the legendary planet, known best for its tragic ending, and the final resting place of Neph’s parents.

      Nephemerus ran his hands through his wavy black hair and grimaced. “I don’t want this. I don’t. I can’t hurt her.”

      “You are not doing this. I am. If this has to happen, she will return to you. She may hate me forever once she discovers what I did. I cannot stand the idea of losing her once again, but what other choice do we have? She could lose everyone she loves to the Athecierians or no one could be hurt. Think about this. If you come up with another way, I will happily follow your plan into this war, Admiral.” Galloyde then walked away, leaving Neph to decide between the best possible combat scenarios, and a man who wanted desperately to follow his heart.

      Nephemerus stayed behind, agonizing over any other choice and finding none better than what Galloyde had already decided upon. He joined the rest of the group just as Sarah was dropping Bob into Seglees’ cavern. He gave Galloyde a slight nod, Galloyde nodded back. Both unhappy. Both not wanting the worst case scenario, and both hoping for the best.
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      Sarah sat back on the couch and considered the memory she just witnessed. Neph handed her the water glass, she drank the rest. Finally, she spoke out loud to him for the first time since the battle.

      “I thought⁠—“

      “I know,” he said gently. “I’m not.” He smiled. “You really did save us all. Sarah, you did it.”

      She thought of the battlefield. “Neph, one of your ships crashed. All those crew members, it was so terrible,” she whispered.

      He kissed her hand and held her. “No, Sarah, none of that happened.” He sighed. “That ship didn’t exist. That was part of that…the desirihia. That part was all fake.”

      Sarah nodded slowly. “But it looked so real.” Neph didn’t say anything. She looked at him. “Do they all know? Does everyone know what happened out there?”

      “Galloyde carried you back here and confessed to everyone. I thought Bunny was going to kill him, truly. I’ve never seen Bunny rage like that before. It was one of the scariest things I’ve ever seen in my life.” Neph stared into the fire.

      Sarah nodded. “Oh. Yeah. I love Bunny, but he can get scary when he gets upset.”

      Neph stared at Sarah. “When he saw you, the way he howled, it was heartbreaking.  Tiny was able to stop him from tearing Galloyde apart, but just barely. Tiny was just as angry. I brought you in here and closed everyone out. I’m guessing Desi is the only reason they haven’t hung Galloyde yet.”

      Sarah stared at the flames and whispered. “You can’t die Nephemerus. Ever. I can’t lose you. I won’t. Do you hear me?”

      He slid off the couch and down onto his knees in front of her. His dark eyes searching hers. “I won’t ever leave you, I promise.” He laid his head on her lap as she brushed his hair back and stroked his cheek.

      After a few minutes, a light knock came at the door. Sarah called out to open the door. It was Jess. Neph stood up as Jess moved cautiously towards the couch.

      “Hey, so apparently I’m the only one brave enough to check on you two because you can’t make me bleed. You can damage my wiring, but I’m willing to risk it. Sarah, are you ok?”

      Sarah sighed and stood up as well. She waved for Jess to come closer. They hugged, then Neph led Sarah out of the chamber and towards the rest of the group. She saw they were all gathered together, worry worn heavily upon their faces.

      She looked for her father who had made himself scarce in a dark corner. She walked over to him and took his hand, pulling him towards the crowd.

      “It was a hard battle, but we did this together. We couldn’t have done it without all of you supporting us, right Dad?”

      Tears sprang to Galloyde’s eyes as he hugged his daughter. “I’m so sorry,” he whispered to her.

      I know. I understand. She silently said back to him.
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      Codet Bahringers had already killed most of the crew on the bridge of the Katska. He left one pilot alive. “Get me on that planet now, you fucking moth.” He ground his short, gapped teeth together. So much wasted time. How could one bitch destroy six War Ships? She had seen him too. She had looked right at him.

      

      Apparently that fucking Demon Keeper is an Overseer? Codet scanned his display, looking up anything he could find on Sarah from Veris. Nothing. Fucking nothing. That fucking whore probably didn’t even know what a Demon was, he snorted.

      

      “Entering orbit, we’ll arrive in less than 2 pilns, Precipice.” The last remaining bridge member reported.

      

      Codet sneered at him and puffed his robes out. “I’m going down there. Notify the fighters. We are all going down there. This isn’t over. I’m not losing to some fucking zoo keeper!”

      

      As Codet walked to his shuttle, he thought about what just happened. The last reports stated it wasn’t Galloyde pulling the War Ships out of the sky, it was a woman. The same woman the Galactic Cousel made him hire eons ago to deal with the stupid monsters on this worthless rock. Why would an Overseer from Veris even want to come to this idiotic planet?

      

      “I’m going to peel the skin off her body,” he grunted as he pulled himself up and into his shuttle. He screamed at the pilot all the way to the surface.
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      Inside The Gate, the rejoicing had ended and discussion turned to returning to the surface when suddenly the entire cave was rocked from an explosion.

      

      “That’s him!” Sarah exclaimed. “That must be the last War Ship, the one that escaped.” She squeezed her eyes closed. “I thought they left the solar system, where did it go?” She trailed off.

      “Wait! I saw a face when I tried to take it down the first time. I know that face…I just can’t place it.”

      

      Galloyde considered. “I saw him as well. I do not understand why he would risk coming back when he knows what you are capable of doing.”

      

      Neph looked at her. “Sarah. This doesn’t feel right.”

      

      Galloyde furrowed his brows. “I can see The Athecierians on board, but they seem like they want to run, not fight. Merus is right, something is very off.”

      

      Sarah said to Neph, “Your ships aren’t here yet. Maybe we⁠—“

      

      Another concussive strike to the cave sent sand and dust raining down on them. GilGerg cried out and Luis immediately comforted him. From the cavern underneath them, they could hear a yowl from Bob, then a soft, reassuring chirping from Seglee.

      

      “Or maybe we can’t wait.” Then her eyes lit up. “I’ll go talk with him and find out what he is looking for, then we’ll finally know. Maybe we could stop this right now. You all stay here, where it’s safe. Let me find out what is going on.”

      

      “No, Sarah, don’t.” Neph warned her. “I have a bad feeling about this.”

      

      Galloyde had his eyes closed. When he opened them, he looked at his daughter and said, “Sarah, we must wait.”

      

      Sarah reluctantly agreed, hanging her head in resignation. A long moment passed when another bomb caused a massive part of the rock wall to loosen and fall inside their cavern. Sarah pushed past Neph and Desi to divert the rock before it almost struck Bunny. He whimpered and mewled pitifully while she carefully checked him over. She found a small cut on his leg and covered it with a rag she ripped from her shirt, which immediately became soaked wet with his ever-present goo.

      

      When she was done, she saw everyone nervously looking back and forth. Yet another explosion sent even more sand and boulders flying. She pressed her dagger into Galloyde’s hand and mumbled a quick, “stay here, I’ll be right back.”

      

      Before Neph or her father could respond, she dropped The Gate, stepped out and replaced it behind her. She was already on her way up the passageway before the others knew what she was doing. She blocked out her father’s protests in her mind as she disappeared up the tunnels, anxious to confront the Athecierians and put a stop to the air raid.

      

      Just as she was leaving the last corridor, she thought she saw a bright flash of light illuminate the cave all around her. She worried that somehow The Gate had been breached.  She stopped and listened carefully, but couldn’t hear anything. She proceeded out the door into the courtyards.

      

      She was greeted with a very different sight than her earlier trip outside. Hundreds of Athecierian fighters stood at the ready with bows, swords, spears, and long curved blades. They were lined up along the horizon, standing on rooftops of nearby buildings and along the paved walkways of the campus. They stood on nearby fallen Cutter ships and even on the wings of the shuttle that sat before her. All of them had their weapons pointed at her and were waiting for their cue to attack.

      

      Sarah walked out into the open slowly. They made no move to engage with her. She could sense they felt…nervous? That would be understandable, as she just killed thousands of their fellow soldiers. No, it wasn’t her they were watching. Even though they had their weapons trained on her, they were looking somewhere else. She followed their gaze over to a small pile of bright purple robes that seemed to be swishing her way.

      

      “Sarrrrahhhh. Oh Sarrrrah. Sarah of Verissss!” The robes hissed as they grew closer. Traveling behind the short set of robes were two Athecierian mercenaries carrying a plain, small wooden box by rope handles on each end. The box was about three feet by two feet and stood eight inches tall. The two Athecierians ran in front of the pile of robes and placed the box onto the ground. Then the pile of robes stepped up on the box and when they did, a mostly bald head poked out of the top. She could see the face and it was that terrible face from her vision in the battlefield.

      

      “Sarrrrah of Verrriss who liiied to meeee.” A bright red face said in a grating high-pitched tone. This was Codet Bahringers, that Council Representative who had hired her to be the Demon Keeper in Galloyde’s absence. He was the one behind these attacks?

      “Representative Bahringers —“ Sarah began to say, stepping closer.

      

      “PRECIPICE Bahringers, you insolent rat!” He screamed at her.

      

      Whoa, Sarah thought. That was why they were watching him. She glanced towards the Athecierians again. They were absolutely terrified of him. They weren’t here for money. That’s why they hadn’t turned and run, she realized. She started to probe into a fighter’s mind for why they were following this madman when she was interrupted.

      

      “Why are you here?” Bahringers demanded. “Who are you? Why are you tormenting me?” He sneered at her.

      

      “What?” Sarah asked. “You came here —”

      

      “SILENCE!” He screamed again. There was quiet. “Well then? ANSWER ME!”

      

      Oh fuck, he’s off his little rocker, Sarah thought. Dad? Are you getting all of this?

      

      She was taken by surprise when it wasn’t her father’s voice, but Neph’s deep baritone who answered her back. Sarah, be very careful. He’s mean, angry and stupid, which is a dangerous mix. Whatever you do, do not turn your back on him.

      

      She took a deep breath and tried her best to be humble. “My apologies, my exalted Precipice Bahringers. It is my fault that I did not…welcome you here. You are correct. I am Sarah of Veris, whom you hired a very long time ago to work here as a Demon Keeper. I have not seen you since…”

      

      “You lieeeee!” Codet screeched. He was now holding a golden staff in one hand with a globe at the tip. He twisted it as he spoke. “You saw me, Sarrraahhh. You saw me when you tried to take down my ship, Sarrrrahhh. But I’m stronger than yeeewww. I’m smarter than yeeeww.” He laughed maniacally.

      

      Suddenly Galloyde appeared next to her. He looked confused. Then she saw Nephemerus appear next to Bahringers. He looked perplexed as well. Both of their hands were tied in front of them. Then a Traveler suddenly appeared on the other side of Bahringers. He wore the traditional dark brown robes of their kind. She recognized that the Traveler was not Urisca.

      

      “You fucker!” She spat out through clenched teeth. How did a fucking Traveler get into her Gate? Her hand instinctively went to her thigh holster.

      

      “Looking for this?” That irritating voice laughed and Bahringers held up her dagger.

      

      Dad! She called out but Galloyde didn’t respond. Again, Neph responded to her. Sarah, be calm with him. No matter what happens next, try to not react. He feeds off of pain and anger. We can fix anything that he does. We are a team.

      

      She heard something move behind her. She listened intently. Was that Bunny’s breathing? It could be him if the Traveler left The Gate open.

      

      “Well, well, well. Here we are. Back with my dear old friend, Nephe-fucking-merus. How I can’t wait to killlll you slowly.” Bahringers spat in Neph’s face.

      

      Neph laughed back at him. “I see you haven’t changed, Rodent Ball-Ringer. Still climbing up on boxes, pretending to be a big man? Awww, where’s your Mummy and Dada? They going to read you a beddy-bye story once they hoist your fat ass up into your crib, you creepy little fuck?”

      

      Sarah gasped. Bahringers’ face grew as purple as his robes as he plunged her dagger into Nephemerus’ chest. She screamed and punched out in the air at Bahringers, intending to send him flying back. He didn’t move.

      

      Neph fell to the ground and rolled away from the tyrant.

      

      Sarah, I’m fine. Don’t worry about me, she heard in her mind. Do not react to him!

      

      Bahringers laughed. “Ahhh ha ha hah! I’ve been working with The Grand Precipice for yearsssss. I went back after this useless hiva had me expelled.” He stepped off his box and was immediately swallowed by his robes. He pulled down on the robes so he could see over the neckline and kicked Neph in his back, before waddling over towards Sarah. “It took a long time to soften the old Elget’s mind, but I convinced him to help me find a way to defeat an Overseerrrr.”

      

      Then he looked towards Galloyde with insanity brewing behind his eyes. “Algetia just needed a little prodding. We figured out a way to protect ourselves from ahhhhttacksss.” He tried to touch Sarah’s face, but she only had to lift her chin slightly to be out of his reach.

      

      Bahringers moved over to Galloyde and walked around him. “Algetia had figured out how to kill an Overseer. I’ll confess, I wanted to know as well. Turns out, if you try hard enough, you can do just about anything.” He pulled the top of the sphere off the staff. Inside was a thin, needle—like spear protruding out of the bottom.

      

      Just as Codet pulled the globe off his staff, an eagle screeched loudly from just inside the cavern, followed by a deep yowl in the distance, followed by the thunder of hooves and cacophony of howls and screams as the Founders burst out of the entrance and spread out behind her.

      

      They were too late. Bahringers had already stabbed Galloyde in the chest. Galloyde stared down at the blood that began to pour from the wound in sheer amazement.

      

      “DAD!” She screamed.

      

      “You might be able to save one of them, Sarah, but not both!” Bahringers laughed. “Who am I kidding? Kill them all!” he commanded his army, as he took ahold of his Traveler’s cloak and instantly disappeared.

      

      Sarah, remember we are a team, she heard Neph say. Then she heard the word ‘team’ repeated in her head over and over again. She looked up into the azure sky and whistled as loud as she could. As the Athecierians began to raise their weapons, a low “pfft” sound was heard and one by one, all of the winged mercenaries fell to the ground, dead.

      

      Galloyde collapsed to the ground as well. He was lying on his side with a pool of blood growing underneath him. Sarah bent over her father. His face was ashen. “Sarah,” he whispered as he weakly tried to put his hand on hers.

      

      “Dad! What is happening?” She cried out. Neph appeared at her side, seemingly unharmed. He took Galloyde’s hand into his, “You do what I told you, Merus.” Galloyde coughed blood and wheezed.

      

      Neph nodded, his eyes filled with tears. “Yes sir, I will.”

      

      Galloyde looked back at Sarah and smiled. “I love you, my little gator.” Then Galloyde closed his eyes and died.
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      Sarah didn’t understand what was happening. She looked at Neph. “Is this a trick? Tell me this is a trick. This isn’t real. Is this a—a—another desirihia? This isn’t happening. He can’t die. He’s immortal. This isn’t possible!”

      Tiny and Seglee were standing over Galloyde, looking confused. Jess’ eyes were flicking back and forth, rapidly searching her databases for any information on Overseers.

      Nexar and Chronny stood a safe distance away as they watched the thousands of Thandicans perch on top of the buildings, sunlight glinting off of their silvery scales, which were now covered with Athecierian blood. The tiny Founders appeared to be uninterested in the events unfolding below.

      Desi stared in shock and horror, and asked Aramik if could Overseers actually die? Aramik, unable to form words simply walked away from the Elget, his head hanging in defeat.

      Sarah grabbed Neph’s jacket, “What did he tell you? What did he say?”

      His dark eyes were filled with so much sadness. His voice trembled as he spoke. “He…Sarah, I didn’t ask him to— He just did it. I⁠—“

      “Did what Nephemerus?” she shouted. “What did he do? Why is everyone acting like he’s dead? He’s an Overseer, he can’t die!”

      Neph tried to talk to her and she pushed him hard in the chest. “Everyone needs to stop! Everyone just needs to fucking STOP!”

      Sarah turned around and walked along the building to catch her breath. She closed her eyes. This is insane, she thought. Obviously that little lunatic drugged Galloyde or perhaps even all of them. That’s why they all think Galloyde is dead, but he can’t die.  He must be in a deep sleep. He’ll wake up soon. This is a forced delusion, a weaponized desirihia. That made the most sense, she thought. Codet is making them think they are seeing something that isn’t real.

      She turned the corner of the building and walked a little further away from the group. She looked up into the sky and saw the thousands of tiny birds roosting along the edge of the building. The Thandicans had come from Ball’s Pyramid. She had released Bezel when they got to The Gate. Bezel then flew home, retrieved the others from her nest and returned here. Like homing pigeons, Bezel needed to fly the path first so she could lead the rest. Sarah and Galloyde thought it best that she pretend to have the Thandican in The Gate to keep up the rouse that all the Founders were safely locked up, just as a precaution.

      Neph had been right to be scared of Bezel. These petite, scaled birds certainly were dangerous if they decided to choose violence. Sarah looked at all the dead Athecierian soldiers scattered across the fields. The Thandicans had patiently waited for their signal. Upon hearing her whistle, they nosedived right through the armor of the mercenaries and pierced their hearts, killing the entire army instantaneously.

      The Atheciery never heard their death coming, she mused as she walked back down the pathway.

      “Alright, I just need to get everyone on the same page, explain to them how all of this is just an illusion, one of Dad’s desirihias. It’s not real.” She told herself as she turned the last corner and saw everyone still standing in place, not moving. Good, at least they are finally being quiet for a moment.

      It wasn’t until Sarah was closer that she realized they weren’t just standing still, they were frozen, in mid-sentence. She saw Desi reaching out to catch Nephemerus, who was falling backwards through the air, eyes wide. Sarah realized this was because she shoved Neph in the chest. Had she really pushed him hard enough to knock him over?

      She looked straight up and saw a bird hanging in the air, wings locked in mid-flight. She saw an Athecierian fighter hovering thirty feet in the air, having rolled off the east end of the Descend training classroom after a Thandican replaced his heart with a dime-sized hole.

      Sarah walked over to Galloyde and sat down. She watched him carefully for any movement. His chest did not move. He wasn’t breathing. She felt for a pulse and found none. She looked at where Bahringers stabbed him in the chest. Blood had soaked his shirt.

      Galloyde had told her to wait back in the Gate and she didn’t listen. She didn’t listen to him or to Neph. They were right and she was wrong and now her father was dead. This was all her fault.

      She stood up and walked away. She walked away from her father, from Neph, from her Demons. She walked as far as she could, past the fiery rubble she created that day. Her mind blank. Whenever she did start to think, she stopped, closed her eyes, and imagined dark, black space. When her mind stopped racing, Sarah walked some more.
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      Sarah didn’t know how long or how far she had gone. At one point, she stopped walking, sat down and cried until she had no more tears. Then she pulled herself back to her feet and walked back the way she came. When she arrived back at the Descend campus, it appeared as if it was the exact same time of day as when she left, even though she had been walking for hours. Nothing had changed. Everyone was still frozen. Galloyde was still dead.

      Sarah felt like her brain could no longer process information. If she started time again, people would ask her questions and she wouldn’t be able to answer them. She didn’t want to talk. She didn’t want to do anything. She didn’t care anymore. Everything she spent thousands of years on was now gone, trying to rescue her father from the Ripple. All of her efforts were a waste. He was dead.

      She laid down on the pavement next to Galloyde and stared into the sky above her. Without turning her head, she could see Clara’s tail in the sky frozen high above her. She could see three dozen Thandicans hanging on the edge of the roofline, and she saw the tip of Desi’s hand reaching out to catch Neph before he fell.

      She felt a light tug on her sleeve. Probably a breeze she thought, as she closed her eyes.

      Had she really pushed Neph that hard?  Hard enough to fall? Then she remembered, that fucking tyrant had taken her dagger and stabbed Neph in the chest!

      The pressure on her sleeve increased. I’m here, she heard Neph say weakly, sounding very far away.

      She sat up and saw him on the ground next to her. He had fallen down and crawled over to her, his hand resting on her arm. He was moving so slowly, she could barely tell he was moving at all.

      Sarah… his mind called out weakly to her.

      She turned him over and cradled him in her arms, reaching down to open his shirt. No wound. She checked the shirt. It was torn where the dagger punctured through. How? He would have been killed if he was stabbed with her dagger.

      “Neph! Are you alright? I’m so sorry, I wasn’t— I wasn’t thinking.” She snapped her fingers and everyone around her finished their sentences and came back to life as she held him in her arms.

      “That took you a while,” he whispered. He rested his head against her chest, his hand holding her wrist. “I’ve been trying to reach you for hours.”

      She rested her head against his. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I wasn’t — I couldn’t…“ She stopped herself, watching as everyone made their way over to them. “I’m here Neph, I’m right here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      They all stood over Galloyde’s body, forming a round circle. Seglee and Bob had come up from the Lake to join everyone. Neph contacted Raka and had him return to Earth with the Noneru. The Clorrian Battle Ships and Air Ship had finally arrived in the quadrant and were told to stand down. They were placed into a holding pattern near a dwarf planet at the edge of the human’s solar system.

      “Sarah. I tied into the Clorrian research database.”Jess said. “There’s no real information on Overseers. I wasn’t able to find anything to help you as to what could have possibly happened with Galloyde.”

      “How are we going to help the humans now?” asked Nexar. “He was going to change everything. He had all the answers.”

      Desi stepped forward. “Well, before The Atheciery attack and well, just before everything, Galloyde instructed Tiny and I to—to—well,” he stammered. “He showed us the correct formula we will need to make in order to fix…ehh—fix the humans.”

      Neph watched his friend struggle awkwardly, which was so unlike him. Desi hung his head, sad and defeated. Sarah was staring off into the night sky, at the glimpses of stars shining bright against the dark backdrop. She didn’t seem to be hearing anything that was being said.

      Tiny put his paw on Desi’s shoulder. “Galloyde wanted the humans to thrive. His solution will work.” The Founder said, blinking back his own tears.

      A Thandican flew down and hovered in front of Neph, making a loud whirling sound. He gritted his teeth, trying not to react. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes, calming himself. Get past your fear, he told himself.

      The Thandican flew up and hovered right in front of his nose. Neph’s heart raced and the silver bird flew over to Sarah. She didn’t seem to notice the bird vying for her attention, so it returned back to Neph. It whirled louder again, in front of his face. This time, the whirling sounded different.

      Zzzzzz…..igh……zzzzz….up…….ight…….ook…zzzz…..up…..

      Sarah heard this and cocked her head to the side. She walked forward a few more feet and stared up at a different part of the dark sky.

      Several dozen more of the Thandicans buzzed around the group, all saying the same thing. Neph focused and swore he heard them more clearly.

      Zzzzz….look….up…zzzzzz…bright….light….

      He moved next to Sarah followed her eye line. In the darkness they spotted a pinpoint of green light. “What is that?” He asked.

      She shook her head and shrugged.

      Neph contacted the Noneru through his comms link. “Track that green light, it’s located west, south-west of our position, about 58 degrees above the horizon. Can you find it?” A brief moment passed.

      “Admiral, we see it. There is no vessel. No solid mass. It appears to be verdant light originating from the Ogiolo System, possibly Ala Mia. Current course is Earth, your location.

      “Why do they keep calling you ‘Admiral,’ Nephemerus?” Desi asked.

      Sarah gave Desi a withering look. “Oh, you like that? He’s not just any run-of-the-mill Admiral either.”

      Neph waved them off, “ETA?” he asked through his interface built into the same security wristband he had given to Sarah when she first boarded the Noneru.

      Sarah waved to everyone standing around Galloyde. “I think we probably want to move. With our luck, it’ll be some sort of death ray from across the universe. Let’s get inside⁠—“

      Her warning was too late and the light was already upon them. Specifically, it shone directly upon Galloyde. The beam bathed him in a soft green glow, lifting him high above the ground. Everyone watched as Galloyde’s body rotated from horizontal to vertical. The green light began to increase in intensity and glowed until it was almost white. Gasps flittered throughout the crowd as the light began to pierce his body.

      The intensity of the light soon became blinding. Everyone had to shield their eyes. Then, as quickly as it appeared, the light faded and Galloyde was standing upright, staring back at them.

      “Dad?” Sarah barely could breathe out his name.

      He looked around in wonder and confusion. He moved his arms up and down, then felt his chest, then his hands went up to his face. He looked around and stopped when he saw Sarah, staring at him, mouth hanging open.

      “Sarah?” he asked.

      He walked to her and took her in his arms, hugging her. She stood with arms hanging down at her side. She was in shock, looking over her previously dead father’s shoulder at Neph, who stared back at her, unsure of the situation.

      Galloyde stopped hugging her and looked into her eyes. “Gator? My little gator? It is me, your papa.” That was enough to start the tears flowing. She cried and hugged him back while Desi and Neph continued to exchange skeptical looks.

      When their embrace was done, Galloyde looked around and saw their faces. “I would like to sit. I feel very weak.” Tiny pulled up a boulder for him and Galloyde thanked him. He took a moment before starting. “I might not have enough energy in me to explain this well right at the moment. Either Sarah or Merus should take this memory from me.”

      “Let me.” Neph volunteered, stepping forward. He didn’t want Sarah to have to do anything right now. Galloyde gave him a weak smile, took Neph’s hand and a brief jolt ran through him, running up his arm. Neph nodded when it was done and let out a small chuckle. “Whew, now I feel a bit tired too. I’ll take a seat as well.”

      Tiny started to grab another boulder, but Neph stopped him. “I think everyone will want to make themselves comfortable for this.” He sat on the ground and gestured for the others to follow suit. They all sat and eagerly awaited what was to come next.
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      "This is from Galloyde’s memory, everyone,” Neph began. He closed his eyes and started to talk as if he was reciting a scene he was watching. His voice low and huskier than normal.

      “Back on Ala Mia, long before things had soured, we had spoken at length about the Keepers. They were the original Elgets. Not those who went to the new planetary systems to help primitive species make the leap to Ascend. No, these were the ones who had the highest power you could attain through proper training. They were the closest to being an Overseer without being born to it. They could intuit without actively reading your mind. They could push thoughts. They could create entire worlds inside your own mind. They saw the past, and present timelines, and they saw what was yet to come. The Keepers can do all of this just as well as an Overseer if they had the right talent and training!”

      Neph paused and looked at Galloyde who gave him an encouraging nod back. “We believed—we hypothesized that some Keepers were also Overseers. Born with innate knowledge, their powers remaining hidden until training revealed their strength.

      The Keepers were part of a society created by the Regal Council of Ala Mia. At the time, Overseers were merely scattered oddities, more of legend than fact. A Keeper was a known factor. A mage who was highly trained. Scientific. Historical. Overseers were made of fantasy and mysticism born on the wind.”

      Galloyde let out a brief hard laugh.

      “We became obsessed with the theory that a select few abandoned their schooling and ran off to become Overseers. Although there was no way to prove this, like many fascinating theories, there was also no way to disprove it without finding the Overseers who were out there.

      Now at the time, I did not know I myself was an Overseer. We thought I was simply an Elget, who was learning the ways of old with great proficiency. He too, shared the phenomenal gifts which I had. Yet over the years, I often wondered if those gifts were something more. Something much more.”

      Sarah listened to Neph speak her father’s memory. She looked to Galloyde who was lost deep in thought.

      Neph continued. “The Keepers believed if you could further the talent of an Elget to such heights, they could reach far beyond what we see in today’s trainees. Intuition. Telepathy. Telekinesis. Image implanting, and as you are witnessing in this moment — trading memories. The list was virtually endless. It was the intention of the Keepers to continue this practice within a worthy group of Elgets throughout time, but someone had decided that would not be the case and tried to destroy the Keepers’ book. He tossed it in a fire and walked away. He was such a fool. Hah!”

      At this, Galloyde snapped his fingers and made a small bonfire appear in the middle of the group. A low murmuring broke out among the listeners as they shifted closer to the fire for warmth. The night air had carried a chill upon its arrival.

      “But a student retrieved the book from the flames and hid it away for safekeeping.” Neph said gravely. Sarah noticed his voice was now much deeper and had a slight accent to it that was not natural to the Nephemerus she thought she knew so well.

      “Let me guess, that student was Algetia?” Desi called out.

      Galloyde nodded and shrugged off his exhaustion. “Indeed, he read that book and then read it again, then again, and again. He studied it and practiced it. This is why his skills were superior to his classmates. He quickly became the head Elget trainee, then intern, then head teacher, then eventually he took over the entire program. He wanted to continue on with the tradition of the Keepers, but he had not found students worthy of the tradition until⁠—“

      “Until you,” Sarah said, her voice barely above a whisper. “Until you went to Ala Mia.”

      Neph continued with the memory, in a voice much closer to his own. “Exactly. Algetia found what he was waiting for in Galloyde. Finally, a student worthy of the Keeper’s secrets. They began their training together, bouncing theories off each other, conducting experiments. Trying out new ideas, it was amazing for both of them⁠—“

      “Excuse me, quick question.” Desi held his hand up.

      “Desi, put your hand down. Just ask.” Neph chided.

      “Sorry. You said this was Galloyde’s memory, but this sounds more like a memory from Algetia.”

      Galloyde nodded. “Strong observation, Desimidor. Be patient. Wait for it.”

      Desi sat back with a half smile on his lips. Anxiously awaiting to see if he was correct.

      “So where were we?” Neph thought for a moment. “Yes, That’s right, all was going well before it suddenly went sideways. They were working on a particular project, one in which revolved around the Keeper’s belief of the seat of power.”

      Chronny groaned. Nexar shook her head and sighed loudly. Everyone looked lost. Neph took this in and recalibrated.

      “You see, the way we think of power is that it is finite. Elgets are born with special skills that enable them to do their work, but power — or magic as the humans call it — isn’t prevalent throughout the universes. Some species have twinges of mystical forces here and there, but it’s rare. The Keepers believed that the power the Elgets possessed was minute, a drop in the bucket. But they felt that it could be built upon, increase and flow more easily. In fact, they believed that every life form throughout the cosmos had the potential to harness power. Anyone at all could have the skills of an Elget. You Tiny, you Nexar, you too, GilGerg. Anyone here has the potential to be an Elget, according to the Book of the Keepers. You just had to find it and tune in your particular power.”

      This revelation sent a ripple of murmurs throughout the group.

      “Yet what if you never discover your power, so you never used it? How could you be trained to be as powerful as a Keeper? How many Keepers would we have if more species discovered their abilities?” Neph’s eyes grew wide as he posed this question, almost as if he was waiting for an answer to Algetia’s question.

      More murmuring continued in the group

      “The Keepers wanted to find out if there was a physical place where this power was located in a life form, or was it in chemical form? Was this a part of the brain or a nerve bundle? Did power exist in the same way that DNA does in our bloodstream? This was the focus of the last experiment Galloyde and Algetia were working on before…well, they didn’t know at the time it was going to be their last experiment. No one anticipated that their partnership would end so quickly.”

      “Olethia.” Galloyde whispered.

      “Now, we get to Codet Bahringers — no Merus, not now. Stay focused.” Neph said in two separate tones of voice. He looked surprised at himself. Galloyde couldn’t hide a smirk as Neph shot him an irritated look before continuing with the memory.

      Neph pushed through with the story. “Bahringers worked as a Representative for the Muldigal Council, and for reasons we are not going to discuss right now, had his sights set on destroying Overseers. As the long years passed, Algetia’s mind began to crumble and he was no longer the brilliant researcher he once was. Bahringers managed to convince the Galactic Council to let him become the Grand Precipice’s adjunct. This meant that Algetia no longer had to travel to Kentron to report to the Council directly, something Algetia hated doing. So he was happy to have someone else travel in his place.”

      Now it was Galloyde who told the story. “But Codet wasn’t doing this to help the Grand Precipice, his plan was to cut Algetia off from the Council, from Ala Mia…from everyone.  Codet weaseled his way into Algetia’s life, slowly taking over each task, taking away his responsibilities, and eventually, he put the old Elget into isolation, within his own house. Separated from students and staff as his mind continued to fall to pieces.

      “Meanwhile, Codet stayed busy. He found all the Grand Precipice’s lab manuals, books, notes, and stole them all. He took the power theories and developed a poison. One that would paralyze the power center of an Overseer. What that mentally stunted monster didn’t know was that Overseers simply cannot die because their bodies constantly regenerate. Paralyzing their power center would only temporarily disable them. They would “reboot” a moment later and be fine.”

      Sarah sat up and faced her father. “Except you didn’t reboot. You couldn’t. You stopped regenerating. Why?”

      Neph moved behind Sarah, wrapping his legs and arms around her, holding her protectively against his body.

      Galloyde didn’t answer her question, instead he said, “I had given up that research for one thing. Olethia. The irony was that she loved all of our work as much as we did…if only Algetia could have seen that as well…” He trailed off, his voice growing tired.

      He cleared his throat and continued after a moment. “When we arrived here on Earth, we kept discussing theorems, although we did not have any scientific tools to work with, not one notebook — nothing. I had to remember the information as best as I could. We hypothesized that the power center is electrical, it can act like a battery when it needs to be recharged. This was confirmed after Sarah and Merus rescued me on the Ripple.” Galloyde paused with a bitter, throaty chuckle.

      “The Council made a huge mistake by exiling me to a pure electrical field. That is how I survived. I could create a desirihia which fed me, housed me, entertained me. After you two rescued me, I kept feeling so drained of power, because of all the time I spent on the Ripple. It must have been all the energy I expended on the desirihia to survive, and I needed to recharge, right? Then the answer struck me when I saw Bob plunked down into Seglee’s cavern. He had to expand his size to match the lake. He adjusted to the input just as I had adjusted to the input of the electrical field on the Ripple. My battery wasn’t drained from creating the desirihia, I felt drained from not having a massive amount of energy flowing through me every second since I had left. The longer I was away from my power source, the pure energy of the Ripple, the more drained I felt.”

      Neph hugged Sarah tight. Galloyde looked at them both and sighed and continued. “So it made the most sense to pass what was left of my power to the most powerful Elget I know, so he could protect the most precious thing in all of the Universes…my daughter.”

      A few gasps were heard and more murmuring.

      “How?” Sarah whispered. “Wait, that light I saw in the tunnels! But how did you do it?”

      “The Stone.” Tiny answered.

      Everyone turned to Tiny and Galloyde nodded. “Yes, my absolutely brilliant friend.”

      “I think it would be better if you told this part.” Neph said to Tiny.

      Tiny looked around, shy at first, then he stood up and cleared his throat. “When Sarah left us down in the caverns, we were all looking at her as she dropped the Gate. That was when the Traveler stepped through and into the cavern. The bombing had worked, it created a diversion. The Traveler waited on the other side, hidden in the shadows until The Gate dropped. Then it came through the very second it was open.”

      Sarah gasped and squeezed Neph’s arms. “I did it? That’s
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