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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Onnisa jolted awake.

      The nightmare clung to her like tar. Frightening images lingered: Earth deteriorating into a fiery blaze of madness, enormous loss of life, and Queen Samantha, falling, spiraling into an all-consuming black hole.

      The dream left her shaken and uncertain. This was not a dream of her home, of a Kryg in the past, arriving as warm nostalgia. This was different.

      It was a premonition, a warning.

      Samantha and the entire Earth were in danger.

      She sensed the darkness. Drifting like thick smoke wafting in the air after a raging fire, expanding, devouring. Filling each space it touched. If left unchecked, it would spread throughout the universe, swallowing up every planet in its vicinity.

      Rising, Onnisa drew her robe tightly around her against the cold. The air had a strange quality about it today, as if it were charged with electricity. While she usually felt the familiar current, the sparks of energy rippling through her fingers where she held her power, today, it spread along the entire surface of her body, lifting her hairs upright. It prickled her skin, and no amount of rubbing would make it go away.

      In the distance, dark-gray storm clouds gathered in protest—treacherous, insistent. Thunder rumbled, announcing its angry presence.

      She gazed outside at Kassa Lake, its surface improbably calm. Light from the red sun reflected over the trees and shrubs, drenching them in a fiery hue, as if ablaze. Except for the lake. The shade of light bouncing off its glassy surface looked like human blood.

      Across the lake, she could feel—as much as see—the arriving storm clouds, ominous and unforgiving. A coldness crept up her spine.

      She would have expected a scene in motion, the yellow Kylie flowers fluttering on the wind, filtering the air. Instead, the air remained still, empty. The flowers, the leaves, even the branches stood motionless, as if even the slightest movement might upset their balance. Flowers rested on the ground and the surface of the lake. It felt like death. Without any wind, a thick haze permeated the air like a heavy shroud, suffocating the landscape.

      Onnisa felt the crackling of electricity again in her hands. A few of her fingers had acquired a yellowish tinge at their blue tips. They would fall off soon. Losing a finger was not particularly painful, but it served as a reminder of her fragility. She rubbed them, both stimulating and soothing them. She had lost a few of her dozens of fingers over the years, mostly from overuse and old age. With each finger she lost, some of the electrical current was lost, too. In the past, she could easily regenerate her limbs. But not now. Not after nine hundred and fifty-nine years. Old age was a privilege, but it came with its afflictions and limitations. She thanked the stars for her gift of translucence, the unique power of Krygian Elders to share thoughts and memories through hand-to-hand contact. But her gift would not last forever. She would not last forever. She would need to find and train a replacement soon.

      But none of that mattered right at this moment.

      She returned her gaze to the menacing dark clouds merging, transforming. Creeping ever closer toward the tranquil lake.

      Darkness is looming.

      What mattered now was that Queen Samantha Sanderson’s life was at risk, which meant the stability of Kryg and Earth was threatened, too.

      She would need to discuss her concerns with the other Elders. They needed to remain vigilant about potential threats, even those seemingly insignificant.
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      Sam Sanderson woke, her heart beating rapidly. A nightmare lingered—images of enemy alien ships, of giant, black, egg-shaped pods descending from the sky. And inside them, those menacing creatures. Like giant spherical jellyfish, a hybrid of AI machinery and organic flesh. Their mutating bodies, slick black bubbling masses. Those gleaming metallic barbed tentacles slicing through the air. They hovered on purple pockets of energy, racing to locate and destroy their victims…

      She rubbed her eyes, trying to erase the frightening images. Dense grogginess and a pounding headache put her on edge—a raw, pulsating ache that only intensified as she took in her strange surroundings.

      This wasn’t home. At least, it wasn’t her home on Maple River Drive in Moncton, New Brunswick, with her grandfather. And this wasn’t her comfortable bed. This confining, gloomy room with drab white walls was definitely not her residence quarters at the military base, either. So where was she?

      She bolted upright. A bed, a sink, and a toilet. No windows. Where there should have been a door, instead were thick, impenetrable iron bars.

      She gulped, her mouth dry. She pulled her blanket closer, the damp coldness of the air threatening to seep into her bones.

      Her mouth gaped open in sudden awful awareness. This was no nightmare.

      They’d captured her.

      But of course they had. And it was all her fault. Annoyance—with herself—mixed with shame and desolation brewed inside her.

      She quietly cursed. The whole situation had been entirely preventable. She had done this. She had allowed it to happen. It could have all been so easily avoided—if only she had told someone the truth earlier.

      If only she hadn’t listened to that creature, hadn’t allowed it into her mind and thoughts…

      If only she hadn’t used her telepathy, playing at it like it was some game!

      Terrible decision.

      She threw the blanket aside and stood. Placing her hands on the cold iron bars of the cell, she rattled them forcefully, her anger erupting. She peered down the long, silent hallway. She was alone, isolated. She wouldn’t be surprised if they left her in this cell to rot.

      “Kobe? Can you hear me?” She tried to reach out to him using their telepathic connection.

      Nothing.

      She tried again. This time, to the only other person she could trust.

      “ONNISA! Please! Can you hear me? Can you help me?”

      She concentrated, waiting for a response as the seconds ticked by.

      There was only silence.

      She sighed in frustration as loneliness and despair stirred inside her. They probably had this cell equipped with telepathic interception technology. It would block any attempted transmission.

      Now, she was truly alone.

      She shivered, thinking about what had led her here.

      When she had first arrived at the military base, the admiral had given her only one rule: don’t use your telepathy. It was prohibited. And for good reason, apparently. But what had she done? She’d broken the protocol. Destroyed the admiral’s trust.

      Careless. Incredibly stupid.

      Heat rose to her face. She’d been so foolish to allow the creature’s thoughts into her mind. Thoughts that had easily flowed like water. The creature had been kept securely in a tank in a high-security laboratory at the base. The same creature from her nightmare. She shuddered, recalling its menacing presence. Those razor-sharp tentacles. Its globular body, floating in the tank as it communicated with her telepathically. It had compelled her to enter the lab. And she had followed all of its instructions—dutifully and obediently. Unquestioning.

      Totally reckless.

      She felt disgusted with herself. How easily she had been manipulated.

      It was as if someone had been working with this creature to allow her access to the lab. But more than that, someone had been tampering with the lab’s supplies, sabotaging the work. Important work. Work that was needed to stop the assailants.

      And she would look like the perpetrator.

      Guilty. Framed.

      Now, she was here, alone, in this prison cell. Awaiting her fate.

      She perked up as footsteps echoed down the hall, fast approaching.

      They were coming for her.
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      THREE WEEKS EARLIER

      Sam could barely cram herself into the tiny photo booth beside Kato, a smile glued to her face. There was something fun and old-timey about these photo booths. The total randomness and spontaneity of capturing the moment. A tangible, traditional-type photo. No preparation, no re-dos. And completely unfiltered.

      “Wait, let’s put on the matching sunglasses first!” Kato said.

      “Yes!” Sam pulled out the white-rimmed sunglasses, then fed some coins into the slot. It was one of the few places that still took coins. The screen flashed, giving them only three seconds to prepare. “Ready?”

      “No!” Kato said. “Quick, strike a pose!”

      Sam leaned in closer so that they were both in the frame. Then, she shot her arm straight up into the air, though she couldn’t stop laughing at how ridiculous they looked.

      The flash blinded her.

      “Let’s try a silly one,” Kato suggested.

      They stuck out their tongues.

      A few more flashes, a few more photos until their coins were used up, and the photos slid out the side slot. Sam picked them up, trying not to laugh and utterly failing. The photos were candid, genuine. Now she had a memento to lift her spirits if she ever felt lonely again.

      “Classy,” Sam joked.

      She almost didn’t recognize herself in the photos. Who was this impostor? The girl looked confident, stress-free. She looked cool. A far different person than what she felt inside: unsure, nervous, confused. But she’d changed a lot since last year. More and more, she wanted to embrace this fun, exciting side—her alter ego. She liked that she could let herself go with Kato and not worry about what anyone else thought.

      “I love them!” Kato erupted, pointing to the one where their fingers connected, making a heart shape. “That one’s my favorite!”

      “Me too. We’ll make copies later so we can each have them.”

      “We should get to the caf soon to meet with the boys,” Kato said, and Sam nodded.

      They grabbed their bags and hustled through the crowd.

      The mall buzzed with people. Families bustled between stores. Sam’s shopping mission with Kato earlier that morning had proved successful. They’d picked up a couple of T-shirts and a few pairs of jeans on sale. The sales rep had remarked on the ones Kato wore, noticing how short they’d looked. Having grown several inches over the summer, she now stood half a foot taller than Sam.

      Kato also carried herself with more confidence. She never worried about what others thought. Sam loved her no-nonsense attitude. Whether they were going for bike rides or playing board games, Kato always had the most energy. Willing and enthusiastic, Kato always supported and encouraged her friends in whatever new endeavor they proposed.

      On their way to the cafeteria, Sam heard a commotion. A large group of shoppers gathered up ahead.

      “What’s going on?” Kato asked.

      Sam stood on her toes, straining to see over the heads of the crowd. She couldn’t see a blasted thing. “No idea. Come on!” Grabbing Kato’s hand, she hustled through the sea of people, ignoring the crowd’s protests.

      A huge entertainment area had been cordoned off beneath the stage. The crowd gawked in amazement at a young woman in her late teens doing tricks on her Hovershoes. She wore a tight black jumpsuit with the gleaming purple Phoenix Sky 8 company logo on her chest. Hovering on a pocket of purple energy, she swayed from side to side. Her movements looked effortless and magical. Sparks flew as she gathered speed. She twisted up her body, doing a flip in midair. Whoops and hollers rang from the crowd.

      Something inside Sam ignited. “That looks so fun!”

      She could only dream of Hovershoes. Once you strapped them on, you floated on air. You could shift your weight to choose which direction and how fast you wanted to go. She craved the feeling of flying, of freedom and adventure.

      Kato sighed. “If only we had enough money…”

      Of course, neither of them did. It would take her more than a year of saving up all her allowance for them! Only the rich kids could afford them. Like Simon.

      A booth beside the stage contained row upon row of Hovershoes. There seemed to be an infinite number of styles. Sam drooled over each of them. She liked the shiny black ones the best—the ones with the purple laces. They looked sleek, the material almost otherworldly. She picked one up, half-expecting it to be heavy and cumbersome. But it was surprisingly light and smooth. Turning it over, she swore she could feel the shoe vibrating with a strange electricity. She admired the intricate latticework and the holographic logo shimmering in the light. She wondered what kinds of adventures these types of shoes could take her on…

      A large sign displayed the words superpower contest. Underneath, it read: what is your superpower? It listed some examples: telepathy, power absorption, invisibility, replication, x-ray vision, precognition, and mind control.

      A man in his forties with a mic spoke to the audience, his tone energetic, engaging. “Give another round of applause to Jackie,” he said as she made her way off the stage. “Now, who would like to win a pair of Hovershoes?”

      Screams and cheers rippled through the crowd. Sam’s interest piqued and then skyrocketed. She glanced at Kato, who looked equally enthused at the possibility of winning a pair of those expensive shoes.

      The man continued. “Let’s get this contest started!”

      Sam and Kato watched as a line of mostly teens gathered to the right of the stage, waiting for their chance to play.

      A red velvet chair rested in the middle of the stage, facing the audience. Behind it, a massive screen projected dozens of various images.

      The contestants stared at the images, trying to memorize all the details before the game started. But there were so many. An industrial fan whirred in the corner of the stage, blowing a sweet fragrance into the air. It seemed to affect the participants in line. They were all bouncing up and down, brimming with excitement to start the game.

      A girl stood beside Sam and Kato, frowning. “There are at least fifty images to choose from, and I picked the right one, but I only got one detail right. And they needed at least three. They never told me that beforehand. I was so close! Everyone agreed I should’ve won! I’d been studying all the images for hours. But I’m going to keep trying.”

      They watched as, one by one, eager contestants took a seat, each with the same outcome.

      The man with the mic would place a pair of vision-blocking goggles over the participant’s head. Then came the noise-canceling headphones. He gave them a few seconds to get ready. Next, he selected one of the images from the screen using a handheld device. He zoomed in, the image taking up the entire screen.

      The images were random.

      First, a picture of a rhinoceros in the savanna appeared. It drank from a watering hole with a couple of shrubs in the distance.

      The next participant’s image revealed a two-story yellow house at the top of a hill. Snow covered the ground. Three children tobogganed on red sleds.

      Each contestant tried to guess the image behind them using a few adjectives. Each person described an entirely different scene—getting it magnificently wrong. Laughs rang out from the crowd each time.

      The game was a ruse, of course. The whole point seemed to be to make the participants look foolish. Could the game even be won? Sam didn’t think so. Or maybe there was a low chance, if at all. The game reminded contestants of their weaknesses and drew attention to the Hovershoes. People were desperate to fill a gap. What better way to do it than with a contest that intentionally made people feel inadequate and ridiculed them for it? If people didn’t have superpowers, at least they could try and win the Hovershoes to make them feel powerful.

      But the contest instilled a false hope. Sam was sure the game was fixed, somehow. And the girl’s experience of almost winning only proved it. The company wasn’t upfront about what was required to win. Once people lost, it only gave them more incentive to buy the shoes outright. The game was deceptive, and that wasn’t right. It was downright manipulative.

      She didn’t want to be part of it. “Come on, Kato. We should go.”

      “Wait, I just want to see a bit more—”

      As each contestant walked off the stage disheartened, Sam grew even more infuriated with the company’s tactics. Many of the contestants were young. They looked especially distraught and miserable when they didn’t win.

      Sam turned her attention back to the shoes. But her eyes drifted to a nearby poster displaying information about the technology.

      She did a double take. The shoes had an unlimited power supply? Surely they required electricity or batteries for recharging?

      The young woman, Jackie, who had been doing tricks on her Hovershoes, now stood a few feet away. She looked eager to help potential customers. Sam turned to face her. “I don’t understand. How’s it an unlimited power supply? Where does it get its power? Doesn’t it have batteries?”

      Jackie shook her head. “No. Batteries break down over time. These shoes use new advanced technology developed by the military. Something called a Gideon spark. Named after the scientist from Barbados who invented it. The energy renews itself over time.”

      Gideon spark? She’d never heard of it—or the scientist—before. Now she was captivated. She wanted to learn not only about the technology and how it worked but also about its genius inventor.

      Jackie continued. “The shoes are excellent quality. They’re expensive, but they’re made to last. They come with a lifetime warranty, too. I’ve had mine for three years now. They also adjust in length a couple of sizes as you grow. See?” She pressed a button at the base of the shoe she was holding, and it grew in length right before Sam’s eyes.

      “Wow! That’s impressive!”

      Jackie grinned, but it was fleeting. Curious, Sam followed Jackie’s gaze. A boy a few years older than Sam strode toward them like he owned the place. It wasn’t the way he walked that caught her attention, but the expression on his face. A self-assuredness. And something more. A remarkable certainty, as if he could change the future with the snap of his fingers. He smirked like he was hiding a secret or an inside joke.

      His friend, another boy, stood close by for support. Sam wondered what they were plotting. Maybe a dare was involved.

      The boy approached, and Jackie eyed him suspiciously. “Can I help you?”

      “Yes. If you go on a date with me, I’ll show you my superpowers,” he said haughtily.

      Sam and Kato both stifled their laughter. It was the cheesiest pickup line she’d ever heard.

      Jackie was also taken aback, her face reddening. She glared at him like he was from another planet. “In your dreams, Duncan,” she scoffed.

      The boy’s animated expression immediately faded to disappointment. He shrugged. “I tried.”

      Sam was disappointed. He shared the same silly bravado of many of the boys in her school. She had expected high school boys to be cooler.

      “Dude, she’s like way out of your league, anyway,” his friend added as they hurried away, disappearing into the crowd.

      Jackie turned her attention to Sam and Kato. “Can I help you ladies find some sizes?”

      Sam really wanted to try a pair. She wanted to master the flips and twists and rolls Jackie had performed earlier. She could tell Kato wanted to try them too.

      But then she remembered the time. It was almost lunch, and her stomach grumbled.

      She returned the shoe to the shelf, the excitement slowly dissipating. “We’re late and have to go. Maybe later.”

      “Sure. We’ll be around all day. You should come back and try the contest.”

      As they were leaving, the man with the mic spoke up. “Folks, we’re going to take a little break from the contest. But come back at 1 p.m., and we’ll get it started again!”

      The man’s nagging played on Sam’s nerves. The company was setting people up to fail—every time.

      In the heat of the moment, something changed inside her, like a switch had gone off.

      An idea floated into her mind, and despite her best efforts to push it away, she let it in.

      She could use her telepathy to win the game.

      Even though it was dangerous—not to mention her skill was a secret from most people—she still wanted to do it to prove them wrong.

      “Maybe we could win a pair,” Sam suggested to Kato, an energy growing inside her. “We should come back later and try.”

      “Maybe,” Kato said. She didn’t look as excited now, perhaps because she didn’t think they could do it. “We should get going, though. Simon and Kobe are probably already at the caf, wondering where we are.”

      “You’re right.”

      They hurried to the cafeteria to join Kobe and Simon for lunch, the possibilities tugging at the edge of Sam’s mind.
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      Sam gazed at the sea of faces in the cafeteria, trying to spot Kobe and Simon, but it was impossible. There were too many people. And it was noisy and cramped, which put her on edge. She would have much preferred a quiet place to eat. Like outside in the park, where sounds didn’t reverberate off floors and walls. How would they even find an empty table here?

      “Where are they?” Kato asked.

      Sam looked around. She had trouble spotting anyone, let alone squeezing by without stumbling over people’s toes.

      Kato paused and placed her bags on the ground. “Hold on. Let me text my brother.”

      “We’re over by the pizza place.”

      Sam heard the words in her mind. It was Kobe. They’d gotten better at reading each other’s minds over the summer. Now it was just habit.

      He must have sensed her bewilderment because not a moment later, she caught his gaze from a table on the other side of the cafeteria. He waved.

      “I see him. Let’s go,” Sam said, and Kato followed her over.

      Two large pizzas were stacked on the table, one already half-eaten. Sam still couldn’t believe Simon’s colossal appetite. He was the tallest, lankiest boy in her class, half a foot taller than Kato and Kobe.

      Simon pushed his glasses higher while chewing another bite. “Well, well! I’d say you were both successful,” he said between mouthfuls, eyeing the multiple bags Sam and Kato carried.

      “Hey, Noodle,” Kato teased. “Save some for the rest of us!” She sat down and helped herself to a slice of pizza. Sam also took a slice, going for the vegetarian option.

      “We’re all shopped out,” Sam admitted. “What about you guys?”

      Simon slid his hand into his backpack and pulled out a thin chrome-metal case. Sam stared at the bulging-eyed, festering monster etched into its cover. Usually, games were kept in plastic cases, not metal. This had to be a collector’s edition that cost a lot more. Maybe it had extra special features, too. Virtual reality games were popular, but Sam’s parents and grandfather wouldn’t allow them in their home. Too distracting, her grandfather had said. Deteriorates the mind. She’d tried one once at Simon’s house. It was pretty amazing and life-like. She hoped Simon would let her try this one as well, without too much obvious drooling.

      “Zombie Apocalypse: Infinity Deathmatch 5. The best, newest virtual reality game in the series.” Simon beamed. “Just released yesterday.”

      Kato smirked. “It’s nice to see your back-to-school shopping went well. You’re really investing in a high-quality education.”

      “Hey, you can learn a lot about surviving from these games!”

      “Oh yeah? Like how to hole up somewhere and store food if we get raided by zombies?” Kato teased.

      “Well, it’s not just that,” Simon started, a little defensively. “You need strategy—skills, weapons! You need to know how to kill those monsters. It’s not so easy.”

      “You mean it’s not so easy killing something that’s already dead?” Kato laughed. “I don’t think you have anything to worry about.”

      “You sure about that?” Simon grinned. “You never know when monsters will threaten the human race. It’s always good to be prepared.”

      “Speaking of being prepared, do you really want to go back to school?” Kobe asked. Sam could tell he was anxious about it by the way he tapped his foot on the ground. He wore faded jeans with holes ripped around the knees and a black T-shirt. He’d grown his hair out over the summer, too, almost as long as Kato’s. Unlike the rest of them, he wasn’t carrying any bags. He didn’t look happy about being at the mall, either. But of course not. He was an introvert and preferred the quiet. Like she did.

      “Um, yeah,” Kato replied, as if no other answer existed. “I mean, the summer was great and all, but we’re starting eighth grade. It’s a big deal—you know, it feels different, somehow. The last year before high school.”

      Sam had mixed feelings about school starting. For her, the end of summer aligned with her parents going off on another government mission. They were heading to adventure, and she was stuck here, left behind with her grandfather. He wasn’t so bad to live with. Except for the earlier curfews, more frequent check-ins, and stricter rules. He had an aversion to anything fun-related. He wanted to keep an eye on her at all times. She often found it excessive. But she couldn’t complain. After all, he had her best interests at heart. He was overly worried about her parents’ safety since they hadn’t said when they would be back, and he didn’t want to lose Sam, too.

      “I don’t know…” Sam started. “I guess so. My parents left on another mission, so it’s just me and my grandfather. But to be honest, I wish I could explore the galaxy too. Starting classes just doesn’t feel as remotely thrilling.”

      “Are you still using your—thingy—to travel through space?” Simon asked. “What’s it called?”

      Sam rolled her eyes. The thingy was, of course, the klug. The Krygian device could create wormholes for interstellar travel—when it was working! Which, of course, it wasn’t now. It hadn’t for some time. It was wonky at the best of times and had failed her more than once. She couldn’t use its power or tap into its teleportation capabilities remotely. The power was gone.

      “No. It’s busted. My parents confiscated it after what happened. I still can’t believe it broke on my way back from Kryg and that I ended up in a coma. Anyway, they don’t want me using it anymore.”

      “Makes sense,” Simon said. “But it would be fun to go on another adventure.”

      “Yeah,” Kato and Kobe replied in unison.

      Sam sighed, placing her elbows on the table and resting her chin on her palms. How she longed to go on another adventure again, too. Explore the universe. It would be way better than sitting at a desk all day or shutting herself in her room doing homework in the evenings.

      “What about you, Kobe? Did you get anything for back-to-school?”

      Kobe, with a shrug, shifted into telepathy. “Nope. I hate shopping. Can’t find anything that looks good or fits. It takes too long.”

      “I know. It’s a zoo today with so many people. The lines are massive.”

      “Yeah, and I don’t really need any new clothes. The ones I have still fit.”

      “You guys are doing it again,” Kato complained. “Stop that!”

      “What?” Sam asked. “Oh, sorry.” Heat rushed to her face. Her secret telepathic conversation with Kobe wasn’t particularly embarrassing. Instead, she was mortified they might feel left out for not hearing it.

      Simon smiled. “Did you want to share your conversation with us, or is it private?”

      “I was just saying I don’t like shopping. I don’t need anything anyway,” Kobe said, then added, “except maybe one thing.”

      “Let me guess,” Simon said, leaning forward. “The Phoenix Sky 8 Fire Racer Hovershoes.”

      “Bingo.”

      Kato slid her brother a concerned glance. “Mom didn’t give you money to buy those crazy expensive shoes!”

      “Yeah, I know. Just saying it’d be cool.”

      “Do you want to play the Superpower Contest?” Simon suggested. “It’s been happening every Friday for the past few weeks. As far as I know, no one has won a pair yet.”

      Despite wanting those Hovershoes, she still felt conflicted about it. “I don’t know. Seems like that contest sets people up to fail.”

      “Yeah, but with your telepathy skills,” he said, eyeing Sam and Kobe carefully, “you two could win. Easy.”

      “We could take turns,” Kobe said. “While you’re in the chair, I could view the images and give you the answers. And vice versa.”

      Sam pondered the opportunity. After all, the same idea had occurred to her earlier, too…

      But no. It was a bad idea to use her telepathy. It was a special gift bestowed on her by the Krygians. She couldn’t use it for cheap tricks.

      “That’s cheating.”

      “No,” Kobe said. “Not if you have a special ability. Which…we do.”

      “They are literally inviting you to use superpowers,” Simon chimed in.

      “Both good points,” Sam mused. Communicating with Kobe telepathically had become easier over the summer. But the ability had its limits. Neither of them could communicate with others the same way. It only worked with a willing and capable partner who shared the same ability. With Kobe there, they could coordinate it perfectly. Both Kobe and Kato really wanted a pair of those shoes. And Sam wanted a chance to win the contest and disrupt the company’s unfair game. It wouldn’t cause any trouble, right? It wouldn’t hurt anyone. What could go wrong?

      “Okay. I’m in!” Sam said.

      Kobe grinned. “Then let’s do this!”
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      RADIO TELESCOPE RESEARCH STATION 23, UNDISCLOSED LOCATION, CANADA

      Kwan Yun liked puzzles. The more challenging, the better. Sudoku and chess were her favorites. She was twenty-two now, but she’d learned to code at five. They’d called her a prodigy then. Who knew what they called her now?

      She spoke six languages: English, French, Korean, Mandarin, Spanish, and Russian. Her brilliance in languages, pattern recognition, and intelligence had sparked the interest of the Canadian government. When the opportunity had arisen to take a position at a radio telescope research station in Canada, she hadn’t hesitated. A respectable salary, a good quality of life, an opportunity to start over, and a chance to study signal patterns? She promptly accepted. She’d spent her whole life moving around. She looked forward to a place where she could put down roots. A place where she could leave her troubled past behind.

      A fresh start.

      When she escaped North Korea as a young child and was sent to an orphanage in South Korea, she was given a new identity. Her original name, Soo Min, meaning “excellence and cleverness,” might have reflected her nature, but her new name, Kwan… Well, that meant “strong.” She liked that. It was undeniably fitting.

      With her large frame, strong bone structure, and angular face, people often mistook her for male. Her short hair and half-shaved head only contributed to this. Not that she cared. People tended to underestimate her physical fortitude. She could bench press one hundred and eighty pounds and bring a grown man to his knees with her skills in Jujitsu and Krav Maga, the martial arts used by the Israeli Defense Forces.

      Their team at the research station was responsible for monitoring and decoding signals from space. They’d listened to signals for many years. Most signals were just noise—sometimes interference from other satellites, and sometimes pulsars or other natural galactic events. But their job was to search for messages from intelligent life. Of course, it was difficult. They didn’t know what to look for, let alone which method would be used to send the signal. They had appreciated having her as a fresh pair of eyes and ears on the project.

      Her colleague, Raphael, was in charge of calibrating the signals, determining their origin—whether they could be explained by natural phenomena, human-made technology, or something else. Her role was to explore whatever fell into the category of “something else.”

      The last interesting signal they’d received was just over three years ago. A series of repeated fast radio bursts. They considered the possibility it was an intentional signal sent from an intelligent extraterrestrial civilization. But after further study, it was just another neutron star. Since then…

      Nothing.

      Kwan sighed.

      With billions of stars in the universe, finding anything would take time. At least she was free to use any of the station’s equipment as she saw fit. Dr. Vaughn, the station’s director, would set her up with anything she needed.

      But that wasn’t enough. Not for her.

      She’d taken it one step further. She’d developed a software program to detect patterns in communications and get a better understanding of the nature of the signals. Coding was one of her passions. She’d played around with a sophisticated software algorithm for a while. She hoped it might offer up a solution.

      This particular algorithm used a machine-learning AI to detect patterns in communications. From Morse code to number pattern recognition, it had the ability to translate signal coding into multiple human languages. She didn’t know if it would work, but it was worth a try. After all, other scientists and inventors had failed numerous times. That was part of the experimentation process. Some even spent years testing inventions through trial and error before succeeding. By integrating a machine-learning AI, the process might be able to find something in less time.

      She knew what was at stake. She’d need to do solid work, at least for this first year, if she wanted a permanent position later. If she was good enough, they might even allow her to relocate to Canada permanently.

      If everything went smoothly.

      Kwan had worked hard this past summer, tweaking her software. Experimenting with its compatibilities and arrays. But the summer had proved uneventful. She’d received a few signals, but nothing that couldn’t be explained away as natural phenomena.

      Today, she felt a sadness, a longing that pierced her heart.

      She sat at her desk, her gaze drawn again to the picture of Jae-Hwa. Her lovely eyes and long black hair, pulled into her signature side braid. The image tugged at her heart as much as it reminded her of the pain of living so far from each other.

      The photograph was from their picnic this past spring. Before her assignment. They’d decided to get matching tattoos on their wrists. Two birds flying together to signify their promise to stay together. That was the day they’d declared their love for one another.

      Now, she wondered if she would ever see her again. They’d met at university in Canada, but Jae-Hwa was back in South Korea now, working odd jobs with little money and suffering the weight of student debt. If Kwan could permanently relocate to Canada, it would be easier to get Jae-Hwa a visa too. Kwan’s salary could help pay off their student debt. And they wouldn’t have to worry about traveling long distances to see each other. She could see them building a life here together.

      Her face flushed at the glimmer of hope she felt when recalling how Jae-Hwa had spoken so excitedly about joining her in Canada. It would be paradise for them to be able to stay here indefinitely!

      But she couldn’t get her hopes up.

      She pushed those thoughts aside to instead focus on the main task. With Dr. Vaughn away at a conference, it was just her and Raphael. Raphael was friendly enough—in the beginning. But over time, he’d become more reserved and less inclined to take to her suggestions. They were both vying for a permanent position at the research station. Perhaps he felt threatened? Kwan was pretty much an expert at reading people but sometimes had an issue when communicating. She tended to give off the wrong signals. She may as well have worn a shirt that said: I can read you, but you can’t read me. Perhaps she had come across as too eager.

      Still, she needed him to respect her if she was going to get any further in her challenging assignment.

      “I’ve made some tweaks to the software.” She’d applied a code to filter out dark matter in case it happened to block any incoming signals. “Would it be okay to install the updates? It might help us get a better understanding about the nature of the signals.”

      Raphael hesitated, and a look of surprise flashed in his eyes. “I don’t know if Dr. Vaughn—”

      “Dr. Vaughn said I could use any of the equipment,” she blurted. What she needed was leverage. “That I could use it at my leisure. I could call him, if you—”

      “Oh, no. That’s okay. Go for it. It would be amazing to be the first to crack this signal, but don’t get your hopes up. It takes a long time to get any good, solid data.”

      “Great. Thanks.”

      She installed the software updates. It only took a moment to load. Flashes of coding appeared on the screen, running the algorithms. She stepped into the lunch room to grab an apple from the fridge. She sunk her teeth into its juicy flesh, enjoying the sweetness on her lips. She thought about calling Jae-Hwa tonight. Three days had passed since they last spoke. Too long—an eternity.

      When she returned to the lab, a beeping sound rang from the computers.

      Maybe a pulsar. Possibly a black hole. Or, more likely, a glitch with the coding.

      She was ready to dismiss it but stopped when she saw Raphael’s shocked expression.

      He looked up from his screen, his eyes darting back and forth. “Kwan, you need to see this! I—I think the software update you just installed…it’s acting up.”

      She hurried over to his workstation, eyeing the information on the screen. “That’s weird.” Her heart skipped a beat at the strange words on the display. Depicted continuously in several languages was the same phrase repeated:

      
        
        deliver the queen of kryg to logom or risk the destruction of gaia.

      

      

      She leaned closer, half-expecting to find she’d misread it. But she hadn’t. The words were there, the message plain and straightforward.

      She swallowed before speaking. “I don’t understand. What does this mean?”

      The message was specific, outlandish even. Raphael gazed at her, bewildered.

      If this wasn’t some joke on her, then who had sent the message, and why?

      A series of numbers flashed on the screen that she didn’t recognize. It looked like locational coordinates of some sort. Who—or what—was Logom? And who was the Queen of Kryg?

      A moment later, flashing red text appeared in the middle of the screen.

      
        
        security level 6

        forwarding message to gaia now

      

      

      Raphael’s mouth fell open, and a dazed look spread across his face. “Security Level 6? That’s like, way beyond my pay grade.”

      The phone rang. Raphael picked it up. “Hello?” He paused. “Yes, it’s Raphael, Admiral Green. No…no, I wasn’t the one to… No. Her name is Kwan. Kwan Yun. She started with us over the summer. Hold on a sec.” He passed the phone to her, his voice barely a whisper. “It’s the big, big boss. She wants to speak to you directly.”

      “Hello?” Kwan said, her voice dry.

      “I’m Admiral Green. I operate this research station and others. You need to tell me what happened, and you need to tell me now.”

      Admiral Green’s voice was even, laser-focused, and urgent. The kind of voice that could cut through glass.

      Kwan thought about what was at stake. Would they reprimand her for using a machine-learning AI in the coding without Dr. Vaughn’s knowledge? Would they send her back to her home country? Had her software run amok and accidentally intercepted a secret military project? Perhaps the “Queen of Kryg” was something else, like a code name for a person of high influence.

      But what were Logom and GAIA?

      Kwan shifted uncomfortably. How much information did she need to give? If Admiral Green operated this center, then Kwan was at her mercy. She needed to tell the truth. All of it. But she needed to tell it in such a way as to remain on Admiral Green’s good side. She needed to sound innocent, unwitting. Maybe apologetic, too.

      “Sure.” Kwan forced the word out. “Uh… I installed a software program. It’s something I developed over the summer. I updated it with some modifications a few minutes ago. I—I think it just picked up a signal now. I don’t know what it means. If I made a mistake, I’m sorry—”

      “No,” the admiral sighed. “No, you didn’t. Now, you need to listen to me. I’m going to send a transport chopper to pick you up at the research station. You need to pack your bags and be ready in twenty-four hours. You’ll be escorted to the Newfoundland and Labrador GAIA military base. It’s a matter of international security.”

      She perked up. What did Admiral Green mean by international security? “Wait, what? I don’t know if Dr. Vaughn will allow me—”

      “Don’t worry about Dr. Vaughn. I’ll take care of things. Now, I’ll be making arrangements for you to take an indefinite leave of absence from your job. Don’t worry. Your expenses will be covered. We need your expert assistance here at the base. So, can you be ready for tomorrow?”

      Kwan hesitated. She had no choice. “Yes.” Her plans of staying here, with a stable position, and bringing Jae-Hwa to live with her started to crumble into a pile of dust that now traveled in the wind.

      “Good. Bring that software. And one last thing.”

      “Yes, Admiral?”

      A small pause. “Make sure you have your will in order.”

      There was a click on the other end, and the line went dead.
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      Sam and her friends arrived at the Hovershoes entertainment complex, where the crowd had doubled in size.

      She and Kobe hurried to take their places in line.

      One by one, eager contestants guessed the images behind them and failed. The crowd absolutely relished the contestants’ incorrect answers.

      Sam turned back to Kobe a few feet down the line. He looked eager to do this. More eager than she was. But she didn’t want to let him down. She’d thought she wanted to win a pair of those shoes too. But now…

      Was this what the Queen of Kryg should do? Use her telepathy to cheat in a silly game to win a pair of shoes?

      The next contestant was a young girl who looked around seven years old. She wavered at first as the man with the mic coaxed her to take a seat in the red chair. Finally, she made her way to the center of the stage. Her mother stood to the side, cheering her on. The girl was silent and nervous. The man placed the vision-blocking goggles over her head. Then came the noise-canceling earphones. The crowd fell silent.

      She called out, her voice wavering. “I…I don’t see anything. All I see is…darkness!” She screamed. Pulling off the headphones and goggles, she ran across the stage, visibly shaken. Not everyone could handle sensory deprivation. Maybe the girl was too young to understand the game. Her mother consoled her, and they left.

      Sam was next. She hesitated, still conflicted. But Kobe was counting on her now. And she couldn’t get the girl’s reaction out of her mind. She willed herself forward, taking a seat on the big, cushy chair. This was her idea, wasn’t it? And they’d already come this far.

      The man placed the goggles over her eyes. Darkness. Then came the noise-canceling headphones, and that part of her world was blotted out too, the crowd’s chatter disappearing. She was alone.

      It was more than unnerving.

      She took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

      Kobe’s voice flowed into her mind: “It’s a picture of an old man wearing a brown vest. He’s seated on a green bench in the park. There’s a small white dog beside him. There are trees on either side of the pathway and a little girl with a blue jacket playing hopscotch.”

      Instead of speaking, Sam remained silent, her thoughts turning instead to the Hovershoes. The thrill of taking them out to the skateboard park and mastering those tricks beckoned her. Adventure was calling. It was meant to be. After all, why was she given the gift of telepathy if she was never meant to use it?

      “Hurry, they’re waiting,” Kobe urged.

      Her thoughts returned to the image Kobe had described. The old man could have been her grandfather, along with their dog, Pip. Whether it was a coincidence or not, she didn’t know. She sighed, the words flowing out of her mouth too easily. “It’s a picture of an old man. He’s wearing a brown vest. He’s in the park, seated on a green bench, with trees on either side. There’s a small white dog beside him. There’s a little girl with a blue jacket…playing hopscotch.”

      She immediately realized her mistake. They only needed to give a few adjectives to describe the scene. She had given too many details. Now, people would wonder. They’d know her gift. She may as well have announced to the world, “I am the Queen of Kryg! Powerful telepath!” That, and placed a giant target on her back.

      This had all been a horrible, terrible mistake.

      She yanked off the goggles and headphones, only to find…

      Silence.

      The crowd stood frozen. An eerie quiet hung in the air. Even the man with the mic looked stunned, his eyes wide, his mouth drooping open. The mic dropped from his hand, setting off a squeal of feedback that shocked the onlookers out of their stupor. A wave of frantic chatter and excited whispers rippled through the crowd.

      The presenter grabbed up the mic, along with his faculties, and his lips curled into a smile. “Give a round of applause, folks. Our first winner of the day, but not our last! You, too, can win. But only if you give it a try!” He turned to Sam. “Head over to the booth, and Jackie will get you set up with your size.”

      Sam pretended to be happy, surprised. But inside, she felt like a fraud. An impostor.

      While she waited for Jackie to retrieve the shoes, she sensed…

      Sam looked over the crowd. She was certain she’d felt something, like someone watching her from the sidelines. She couldn’t quite place it.

      Jackie returned with the shoes. “Congrats! Why are you frowning? You’re the first person I know who has won this contest.”

      Sam forced a smile and took the bag but wondered how she would explain it to her grandfather later. She managed a quick “Thanks” before retreating into the crowd.

      A deep chill flooded her body. She clutched her arms, goosebumps forming.

      “You’re in danger.”

      She heard the words in her mind, but she couldn’t determine their source. She whipped her head around, scanning the audience. There were so many people. But nothing seemed out of the ordinary. The audience’s attention was on the next contestant.

      Still, the uneasiness lingered, as if a ghost had witnessed her transgressions and she was being monitored for later repercussions.

      She must have imagined it. It was just the guilt weighing on her conscience.

      She looked over to the stage. Kobe was next in line.

      Here we go again.
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        * * *

      

      Simon’s mom picked Sam and her friends up from the mall. The SUV was big enough to fit all their bags, but just barely.

      Kobe couldn’t stop beaming. “You can borrow my Hovershoes, Kato. After all, we’re the same size. But only if you promise to take good care of them and protect them with your life!”

      “Yes, I know. I promise,” Kato replied, rolling her eyes.

      Whatever brief enthusiasm Sam had felt at the prospect of winning had vanished.

      Someone had seen them, observed them from the crowd—someone with questionable intent.

      She shook her head. The more likely scenario was that she was just tired and overreacting. That, and feeling guilty. She’d used her powers—this gift from the Krygians that could save lives and worlds—to cheat. And for what? To win some shoes. Shoes she didn’t need. Maybe the warning she’d heard in her mind was just her own paranoid thoughts playing tricks on her.

      She kept her thoughts to herself during the car ride home. She didn’t want to disrupt the festive mood.

      Upon arriving at her house, she stared in surprise at the many changes. Solar lights lined the pathway and the garden bed in front of the veranda. Her grandfather chatted with a stranger, who looked like he was installing a security camera at their front entrance. A security keypad hung from the wall just beyond the doorway.

      “Hi, Grandpa. What’s all this?”

      But her grandfather didn’t answer. Instead, he eyed the bag she carried containing her Hovershoes. And he didn’t look pleased. “What’s that?”

      “I… This?” She studied his concerned expression and felt a pang of guilt. If she told him they’d cheated, he would be disappointed in her. But what was the alternative? Lie to him about the whole thing? That would be worse. Either way, he’d be angry. But she didn’t want to let it destroy her day. She would just give the necessary details. Try to brush it off. Maybe that would keep the mood lighthearted. But the words came out too hastily, too forced.

      “They were having this contest at the mall. Kobe and I… Well, we each won a free pair! It was so much fun, Grandpa, and so easy!” she gushed, though she immediately regretted adding the last part. It was so easy because she’d cheated. “Kobe and I were thinking of trying them out later this aft—”

      “Come inside. Now. I need to have a word with you.”

      Sam faltered. Her grandfather looked…furious. She’d never seen that look on his face in her life. Beet red, a mix of anger and fear flashing in his eyes. A crease dug in between his eyebrows, like a crack forming in the Earth, threatening to engulf everything on the surface. His hands trembled, like he couldn’t control them. He acted as though she had just committed a serious crime. A mix of humiliation and regret rose inside her.

      He led her to the kitchen, at the back of the house, where they were out of earshot of the security man out front.

      She didn’t have to read her grandfather’s thoughts to know why he was angry. He must have figured out what had happened at the mall. She felt ashamed—not just about her actions, but because she’d let him down. But she hadn’t hurt anyone, and her friends had been so happy. So what was the big deal?

      “Those shoes are very expensive. I would hazard a guess that the game wasn’t meant to be easy. How many people were watching?”

      The question caught her off guard. Shouldn’t he have been impressed they’d won, not angry? “I don’t know, Grandpa. Does it matter?”

      “Yes, it does.”

      “Maybe fifty. I don’t know.”

      He sighed, trying to regain his composure. “I’ll take them. Come on. Give them here.”

      Sam handed the shoes to him reluctantly, her energy deflating.

      “And, you’re grounded.”

      “What? Why?” She couldn’t stop her voice from elevating. She’d never been grounded before. What did that even mean? “I don’t understand. We won them fair and square. What did I do wrong?”

      The lie rang hollow. She heard it even as the words came spilling out. She felt terrible for lying to him and immediately regretted it.

      He rubbed his forehead gently. “I’m trying to protect you, don’t you see?” His voice was barely a whisper. “After everything that happened with Titus and the kidnapping, I should have installed this security system earlier, but with your parents home, it just didn’t feel as much of a priority. But now that they’re away…” His voice trailed off for a moment. “I don’t want you bragging about your special abilities, either. At the mall, anyone could have been watching. People can have…bad intentions. Someone might want to…experiment on you, or worse. You know I care about you. I just don’t want to see you get hurt.”

      Sam sighed. He was right. Last year, Titus Dyaderos, the CEO of TitusTech, had used technology to intercept her thoughts. Even though he’d been captured and his lab had burned down, it was still possible the technology existed elsewhere. She was still the Queen of Kryg, and she was still vulnerable. If her secret got out, it would be the end of her—the end of all of them.

      But was her grandfather taking security matters to an extreme? It sure felt like it.

      “I’m sorry, Grandpa. I promise not to use my abilities again. But please don’t take the shoes. I promised Kato we could try them out together this evening at the skateboard park. I just want to be a normal kid, you know? Besides, I’m almost fourteen. I know how to take care of myself!”

      “No, and I don’t want to discuss it any more. I don’t want you spending time with your friends this evening.”

      What happened next surprised not only her grandfather; it surprised her.

      The words came spewing out. They seemed to come out of a deep, dark hole, somewhere she hadn’t known existed. Or chose not to. “You can’t control my life! I know you miss Mom and Dad like I do, but keeping me locked up here isn’t going to keep me safe. And it’s not going to bring them back.”

      She immediately wished she could take the words back. But she couldn’t. Not now. There was truth to them, but that truth would just make her grandfather sad. Her parents had abandoned her—them—again. But it wasn’t her grandfather’s fault.

      He turned to her, the fury gone from his face. But not his resolve. “That’s enough complaining, young lady. Any more, and you’ll be grounded until school starts.”

      She trudged upstairs to her room, which now felt more like a prison. She could tolerate many things. She could navigate a dark cave on another planet, give a nerve-racking speech on the spot to a community of otherworldly beings, and endure Simon’s bad jokes. She had learned to deal with uncertainty, like her parents being away with no promise of when they would return. But the one thing she couldn’t tolerate was being confined, away from her friends, with a fear of missing out.
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      After arriving at the underwater military base, the first thing they did to Kwan was take away her cell phone. She watched as a woman in a military uniform slipped it into a paper bag, only to hand it to another soldier, who whisked it away. The cell phone was her only link to Jae-Hwa. Without it, she felt anxious, isolated.

      Helpless.

      How would she fulfill her promise to Jae-Hwa now—let alone contact her to explain what was going on?

      They still hadn’t told her why she was here. Panic rose up inside her, but she tried not to show it. She tried to stay grounded as she took in as many details as she could.

      Her cell phone was gone now. In its place, they gave her a visitor pass. They immediately escorted her to a small meeting room for a debriefing. The room was one of hundreds at this sprawling underwater facility. It was sparsely furnished, with only a wooden table and a few chairs. No paintings or windows. Nothing to distract its visitors.

      Kwan sat at the wooden table and waited, wondering why she’d been brought here. The small, sterile room felt stuffy. Across from her sat Admiral Green and Dr. Otto Krill, one of the base’s scientists. He looked to be in his seventies, with thinning silver hair, a scruffy beard, and large, circular spectacles. Worry creased his face. How many years had he spent in this lab, and what had he seen?

      A stern and exacting woman, Admiral Green swiftly brought Kwan up to speed on the base’s functioning and mission objectives, while Dr. Krill remained silent for the most part.

      The base served as a waystation for interplanetary visitors and a research and development laboratory. Its employees were part of GAIA, the Great Alliance for Interplanetary Affairs, a secret organization that operated to protect its members’ interests, including the health and safety of Earth. One of the base’s tasks was to monitor and mitigate any threats to the organization.

      It was a lot to take in. But it wasn’t totally ludicrous. She knew of the stories and studies—the eyewitness accounts of extraterrestrials. Of course, people had dismissed them, thinking the people behind the stories just wanted fame and fortune or had otherwise gone off the rails. But Kwan sensed some truth here. Classified documents and video footage had been leaked to the media. They’d been denounced, of course. But even high-ranking retired scientists and officials had described the presence of advanced civilizations visiting Earth. If the government was leaking these classified documents over time, perhaps they were preparing society for a truth they’d long kept hidden. A truth meant to come to light, slowly, so that people might adjust better to the news.

      It wasn’t so outlandish to consider the possibilities. After all, there’d been numerous advancements in space technologies. Statistically, there was a high likelihood of intelligent extraterrestrial life in the universe, given the billions of stars and planets. TitusTech had been harvesting minerals on the moon to make electronics for quite some time and had an entire department dedicated to supporting the government with its secret space program. They’d been using AI robots to explore other habitable planets for decades. Things seemed to be advancing at a record pace, suggesting that something was up, but the vast majority of the public was unaware of the details—so far.

      Kwan had absorbed as much as she could, but having not slept in twenty-four hours, the weight of the information overwhelmed her, as did the throbbing pain in her head. She wasn’t sure how much more she could soak up.

      “Kwan?”

      She shook herself alert. “Sorry, could you please repeat the question, Admiral?”

      The admiral flashed her a look, half-stern, half-perplexed. “Kwan, do you understand why you’re here?”

      Did she understand? Nope!

      Did they want her software, or something else? Were they going to try to cover up something, like they’d done in the past? Convince her that what she’d discovered was a fluke, a random blip in the data continuum, and then tell her to get on with some other work? Would they transfer her? Lock her away so she couldn’t reveal the message, even though she didn’t understand what it meant? The possibilities were endless.

      “No,” she replied. “I don’t. Please, enlighten me.” The statement came out more abrupt than she had
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