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FOREWORD


I want to thank everyone for being here.

This is a multi-POV novel that took over my life for a while.

It was tough to edit, but I did it.

Hopefully you enjoy!
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JAKSA


Jaksa stared into the pale night skies of Benin, her senses prickling with tension. No, she thought. Not again. She stiffened, and the hairs on her arms rose as a familiar energy swept through her, deep and unsettling. Somewhere, far across the galaxy, a power had shifted. Not something—someone.

This was the third time in a handful of years she had felt this energy stir. The last two times, she had traced the source—young, promising portal openers, now secured within her training facility. It was almost laughable how quickly the universe had responded after eons of near silence. Now, after generations of nothing, everything was changing—rapidly, dangerously. And in times of upheaval, it was those who controlled the portals who would rise to dominance. She just had to ensure they rose for her reasons.

Jaksa’s ability to sense this energy was like a sixth sense, a finely tuned instinct honed over centuries, sharper now with age. She focused, her eyes glazing over as her vision shifted to darkness—cold, vast darkness. The moon faded, and she delved deeper, trying to grasp the elusive power. This wasn’t a portal being opened, not yet. But the raw energy was unmistakable. It was stirring, growing. She shivered and clenched her fists. I must find it—before anyone else does.

Her bones ached from the exertion of tracking the source. Eight centuries had taken their toll, though her skin remained smooth, with only a few scars hinting at her long life’s battles. She was one of the last Olmas, a race once revered for their mastery of energy, now dwindling into myth. She stood taller than most, but it was not her physical presence that commanded attention—it was the power she held.

The Sagras had known for generations of her unparalleled ability to locate portal energy, an ancient technique passed down through her family. Portal magic, the bending of elemental forces to rip open the fabric of space and time, was a coveted gift. It was a tool, yes—but also a weapon. One she intended to control entirely. She had seen how useful it was for trade, for warfare. The galaxy had no idea of the destruction she could unleash once the right portal opener was under her thumb.

This latest disturbance concerned her. It was raw and undisciplined, yet potent beyond measure. For the Sagras, this was an opportunity—a chance to seize control of the future. For Jaksa, it was much more personal. She needed to find this source, mold it, own it, before the Dissidence could sniff out its potential. If they got there first… no. She would not allow it.

Her breath came in shallow gasps as she pushed herself further, her vision growing hazy with exertion. Tracking power across the cosmos strained her mind and body, and she felt the toll in her bones. Her knees buckled, and she cried out as her hands slammed against the cold concrete. But she wouldn’t stop. Not until she had found it.

The Dissidence—the bane of her existence. They were nothing more than a scattered group of insurgents, gnawing at the edges of her empire. Their strength came from the portals, their ability to vanish and reappear without a trace. But no one had ever found their homeworld, and Jaksa’s patience for them was running thin. She would find it, sooner or later. And when she did, she would crush them.

But not now. Now, her mind latched onto something else—there. A spark, a small planet on the edge of the galaxy. Jaksa’s lips curled into a tight smile. She had it. For now, the tingling sensation faded, but it had left her with enough. Enough to hunt. Enough to control.

Shakily, she rose, wiping the sweat from her brow, though her body trembled from the strain. At least she had a location. She could work from there. Jaksa straightened her clothes and moved toward the palace, already plotting her next steps.

The corridors of the Sagras palace were lined with guards, their eyes averted as she passed. Her presence commanded respect and fear in equal measure. The Royal Room loomed ahead, ostentatious and revoltingly gaudy, with its gaudy paintings and that oversized throne that dwarfed the man who sat on it.

Ozren, her son, waited for her outside the doors. Tall and imposing, he had been her faithful servant for five centuries, but Jaksa knew better than to trust even him completely. His loyalty was useful. For now.

“Good morning, Mother,” Ozren greeted, kneeling as he always did, though both knew it was for show.

“How is he today?” Jaksa asked, barely disguising her contempt.

“Worried, as always. Larya couldn’t join us—someone had to oversee training.”

Larya, her granddaughter. A disappointment, perhaps, but not without use. Jaksa had long warned her there would be no family favoritism in their line of work, and to her credit, Larya hadn’t flinched. She was a hard worker, good at keeping the newest portal openers in line. That would suffice.

“Let’s get this over with,” Jaksa muttered.

They entered the Royal Room. Prince Sagras lay sprawled across the throne like a bored child, his head lolling against the armrest. The sight disgusted her. This was the man meant to rule the universe? The Sagras family had once been fierce, unyielding, a dynasty of warriors and leaders who understood the weight of their power. And now? Now they were left with him.

“Jaksa. Ozren. What is it this time?” Prince Sagras’s voice was sluggish, his interest waning even before they began.

“I have detected significant portal energy from a small planet at the far edge of the galaxy, Your Majesty. Their civilization is unregulated, likely unaware of our existence. Primitive space travel, no doubt.”

Prince Sagras yawned, barely covering his mouth. “And you think this matters? One more primitive planet to worry about?”

“There’s tremendous power there,” Jaksa replied, her voice sharp. “If we act quickly, we can redirect it before anyone else does. He will open a gateway soon, and when he does, I’ll use our students to pull him in.”

“Fine, fine.” Prince Sagras waved her off, disinterested. “Do what you must.”

Jaksa’s teeth clenched. Fool, she thought. You have no idea what’s at stake, and you never will.

“That’s all, Your Majesty,” she said, bowing with mock deference before turning to leave.

As she walked out, her thoughts were already elsewhere. There was work to be done. The portal openers would be hers. And with them, the universe.
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ANTON


Anton despised leaving his house every morning to go to work even more than he despised leaving work every evening to return home. He had never been a particularly motivated employee, and that was fine with him. Anton was well aware he would never become a doctor or a lawyer. He lacked the constitution to become a construction worker or the creativity to become an artist. Right now, at this moment in time, he didn’t know what he wanted from life.

Even mundane tasks like working in the post office or driving a bus were out of his league. He didn’t have the concentration. According to the workplace counselor, this was just a phase some people went through, and he would eventually discover something he really wanted to do when he least anticipated it. Anton wished he could believe him, but his parents had been the ones that instilled in him that hope only fueled disappointment.

The majority of the other people at work were just as foolish as he was, with no true destination in life. Most of their families owned businesses where they could work after quitting their jobs. Others intended to join the military later; they didn’t need a plan. These were the people who only occasionally spoke to Anton, those who used him to buy alcohol because of his height, and who later invited him to something as stupid as a burping contest.

Then there were the smart ones. Those who paid attention during training, completed their projects on time, and actually seemed to care. Anton couldn’t help but be envious, even if he knew he could do better. He just didn’t want to be like these people. He needed more; he just didn’t know what more was. Although, like him, these people had to deal with all the bullying and name-calling, when it came down to it, they would have nice jobs and Anton would have nothing.

Anton’s father used to work in manufacturing until his manager discovered he was stealing toilet paper from the firm. His mother used to iron clothing for the neighbors until she injured her back and had to stop. Her father’s Navy service had provided her with a tiny pension, but it was barely enough to support the house, and it didn’t cover his sister Cassie’s medical expenses at all.

When his sister was born, jealousy spread through Anton just like any other normal child who was no longer the center of attention. His parents were only interested in Cassie, and all their visitors wanted to see the adorable, tiny baby and not him. By the time she was three, her peculiar behavior worried the family, and Anton recalled being left with a neighbor one day while his parents took Cassie to the doctors.

They came home five hours later, with red, puffy faces and tears in their eyes. Anton’s father walked straight past him to get a beer, while his mother refused to touch Cassie, whom they’d left in the car.

“Mom, what’s wrong?” he dared to ask, but neither of them would answer him.

Not able to stand his sister alone and crying, he went to her. She wailed on the backseat, her face red, her screams louder than he’d ever heard from her before. Anton soon discovered why when he opened the door and a terrible smell drifted out. “Ugh,” he said, then leaned in, undid the belts, and lifted her out. Now in his arms, Cassie soon quieted, and he liked that.

With some whispered cursing, Anton taught himself how to change a diaper. Once she was clean and wrapped back up, Anton looked her in the eyes and wondered what was so horrifying at the doctor’s that it would cause two grown-ups to behave in such a manner. His mother still refused to go near them, and his father didn’t seem like the ideal person to turn to for assistance, either.

Late into the evening, Anton sat with Cassie in his lap, and they spent the afternoon watching TV. He scanned her eyes from time to time; they were lost in the TV images, and every now and then she’d giggle or smile. He fetched a can of baby food from the pantry and helped to spoon-feed her. Years later, he finally recognized that that day had been the most important day of his life, their bond super-important.

Even then, life was unjust. He’d switch with her in a heartbeat, despite the fact that he knew exactly what she had. Cassie was locked inside her mind, trapped inside that horrible house, trapped in that run-down town where everyone was a nobody. Yet, she looked to be having a better time than anyone Anton knew. Why couldn’t Anton be like her?

The next few weeks passed quickly, and Anton took care of Cassie when he could.

One day a few years later, on his way home, Anton stopped at the market and bought a Dr Pepper and a comic book. He would get the soda, and she would get the comic. It didn’t matter which superhero was in it; Cassie just enjoyed looking at the stunning drawings. Or did she? More than once, Anton imagined seeing Cassie’s eyes look beyond the colors, beyond the paper, and seeing something only her particular intellect could comprehend.

From the street, he could hear fighting. His mother was shouting at his father this time, which was unpleasant, but not as horrible as the other way around. Anton’s father had been fired, and so for three months the whole family was living off of his mother’s pension. When she was provoked, which was frequently, his mother could be a horrible person; and when Anton’s father was sober, which was rare, he could be a good man.

Anton dashed inside, avoiding being whacked in the face with a spoon. In prior arguments, his mother had shattered all the dishes and bowls, and all she had to hurl around now was the silverware.

She yelled awful words about the entire family, which Anton didn’t care to listen to. Instead, he tried to find Cassie and bring her to their safe place.

Cassie sobbed behind the couch, sucking her thumb, even at six. A habit she never dropped when stressed. Her short, brown hair was a tangle, but Anton found no bruises on her. He sat by her side and began sucking his own thumb while staring her in the eyes. Cassie returned the stare, and they remained there for a few moments until Anton pulled his thumb from his mouth. Cassie followed suit. It was a promising sign.

“Let’s go,” Anton said. “To the happy place.”

Cassie gave him a weak nod, but she understood.

“Remember,” Anton remarked. “Eyes and ears closed. See nothing, hear nothing.”

Cassie covered her ears with her hands and closed her eyes. Anton gently took his sister’s arm and led her upstairs. The conflict in their living room now in full swing, he knew that, as a result, they became invisible. Looking after Cassie, right now, was all he could do.

When things grew bad, they went up into the house’s modest attic to hide. It had fold-up stairs which they could use to avoid physical conflict. It was also the only place Cassie felt comfortable enough to show off her most hidden talent.

Anton wasn’t sure where it all started. They had been visiting their happy place for nearly four years now. He was aware of the attic prior to Cassie’s diagnosis, but as their link grew deeper, he thought they needed a spot that only they knew about. So he cleaned the attic, reinforced the steps, placed some lamps, and brought items that Cassie should be interested in, such as comic books and toys.

She was never interested in the toys, but she would spend hours looking at the comics or pretending to read the novels. She held them upside down or sideways at times, attempting to absorb the story from all angles. Anton took pleasure in telling Cassie about the characters and why they were fighting, knowing she didn’t care about the fictional details, but that she loved listening to him. Even though she didn’t comprehend those pages, she appreciated them, and him.

At some point, Anton bought paper and watercolors, believing Cassie might be able to draw or scribble the characters she loved. Initially, there were only four colors: red, white, yellow, and blue. Cassie stared at the pots for quite some time. She felt their texture with the tips of her fingers before combining them in her palm. Anton handed her a sheet of paper, which she worked on.

It was amazing to see her painting come to life. It wasn’t a masterpiece, but Anton could tell what it was even before it was finished. A drawing of a superhero flying above a city, smiling brightly. Cassie’s favorite superhero from the comics she’d been reading.

When she finally handed it over to him, beaming, Anton yelled triumphantly and kissed her on the cheek. That afternoon, she created five more sketches, all of which depicted comic book characters. Anton let the paint dry before going downstairs to show his parents. He hoped they’d love the paintings, just as much as he did. They revealed that Cassie had more going on inside than she showed.

“Look, Dad!” he exclaimed, bursting in on his father, who was watching a basketball game. “You’ll never guess who did this.”

His father accepted the drawings and looked at them with disinterest. “These aren’t fantastic,” he said as he handed them back to Anton.

“Yes, but it was Cassie! I think…”

“Grab me a beer, would you?” He held up an empty can, which Anton took off him, then went to get a fresh one.

Anton then went to his parents’ bedroom. His mom sat on an ergonomic pillow, smoking a cigarette and doing her fingernails.

“Mom, you need to see this,” he implored, extending the papers. “These are drawings Cassie made!”

“Cassie doesn’t draw,” his mom replied.

“But now she does. It’s fantastic…”

“Ok, ok, leave them over the drawer. I’ll see them before I go to bed.”

Anton left the pictures where she said, covering them with a snow globe as a paperweight. These reactions were annoying, but Cassie’s brilliance still overwhelmed him. That meant she wasn’t completely cut off from the rest of the world, as most people assumed. She could be reached with a little more work, and he promised himself he would extend the effort, even if no one else would.

The next morning, when Anton approached the bedroom, his mother was snoring. Because of the noise she made while sleeping, his father used to sleep on the living room couch. The paintings were all there, along with the snow globe. His heart sank; she hadn’t even touched them.

Anton’s rage simply became stronger with every passing day. He realized now that this was his fate: to keep going back and forth through that empty life, from his home to work and back again, with no way out.

He lacked both talent and promise. Cassie, though, had so much promise. After that first day with the paint pots, he began saving all his money, in order to buy Cassie better materials. He also managed to buy a few brushes from the local art shop, despite their cost.

Making a living through art was not simple. Anton was well aware of this. Yet he cultivated his beloved younger sister’s skill for two years, getting her what she needed.

Cassie had never attended conventional school, since her parents thought she “wasn’t worth the money.” They were so careless that they never figured out who taught her to use the restroom and eat with her mouth closed. Anton was responsible for every bit of progress she made. And Anton didn’t have enough money to send Cassie to a reputable art school, either.

The house was crammed with beautiful sketches, and nobody else gave a damn. Cassie hid with her thumb in her mouth the entire time Anton was not at home.

He cleaned the kitchen after they’d both eaten breakfast, while Cassie painted, a pair of headphones playing music soothing to her. “No one would miss us if we left,” he said to her, even if she wasn’t listening. They really could both disappear and no one would notice, at least for a long time.

The fighting was heating up again in the living room. Anton put the dishcloth down and walked to his sister, putting a hand on her shoulder and leaning over to see what she’d been painting. He stared at a familiar-looking image. A tall, young man in a black jacket with short hair. “Is this me, Cassie?” he asked, smiling at her.

She bit her lower lip in response.

“You’ve never drawn me before. This is excellent. This is the river, right? And what exactly is this black thing?”

It was an upside-down triangle with round corners, painted entirely in black, and it seemed out of place in the rest of the image. A passage to some unknown dark place, almost like a black hole.

What worried him, though, was that in this portrait, Cassie was nowhere to be seen.

“Is this like a portal?” he asked. “A doorway I can escape through? That’s not something I’d do, Cassie. I wouldn’t get away without you. I’m taking you with me, wherever I go. You believe that, don’t you?”

She bit her lower lip even more firmly.

“Don’t do that. You’re going to make it bleed,” Anton said. “Now, I’ve been thinking about something. I’ve been thinking we could go away, you and me. I know where dad keeps his money. We can get out of this place and this life and take care of one another. What do you think?”
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ANTON


It took Anton a while to figure things out, but he was set on this course of action. They had to leave.

His alarm went off at 3 a.m. Anton had set it for quite early, despite the fact he didn’t think he’d be able to sleep at all that night. As the phone began to play an old punk rock tune in his ears, he jumped awake. The first thing that occurred to him was that it was too late. But it wasn’t the case. He was okay; they would be okay.

They needed to leave when everyone else was sleeping. His plan was to go to the river and follow the stream until it reached a truck stop outside the city, at which point they could hitchhike until they got far away.

Anton had saved time by sleeping in his clothes. He crept across the hall and entered Cassie’s room, expecting to see her fast asleep. To his amazement, she was up and dressed, with the exception of the laces in her shoes, which she had never been able to tie. That made Anton feel a lot better about the situation.

It was simple to leave the house, but Anton was surprised to see so many people awake on the streets. The majority of them were early morning runners, attempting to get some exercise before heading to work or their morning routine. They didn’t pay much attention to the two siblings walking down the street by themselves. It was too late to back out now.

“Hurry,” Anton said quietly to Cassie. “We need to get to the station as soon as possible.”

Cassie’s little steps were more noticeable. She clasped his hand as she hurried alongside him.

“Lookie, lookie, who we’ve got here.”

Anton spun around to see Mac, in his joggers, carrying a sports drink. Mac’s crimson face was drenched in sweat, but he didn’t appear fatigued. Anton drew his sister to him with a single, smooth gesture. “Please, leave us alone,” he said.

“Bit early for taking your sister for a walk, isn’t it?” Mac asked, spitting in front of them.

Anton tightened his fist, then let it go. He really didn’t need this right now. It wasn’t the right time or the place. If he tried to fight Mac here, he might injure Cassie. “We’re not doing you any harm,” was all he could muster.

“Harm? Your nasty breath taints the countryside. That’s harmful. Don’t you see how the plants around you are dying?”

Anton squeezed Cassie’s hand as he knelt down to her level. “Didn’t we talk about this?” Anton’s gaze never left Mac’s as he drew closer.

“We talked about this, right?” Anton’s eyes never left Mac’s as he drew in closer and closer. “You gotta run. Run home as fast as you can and wait for me. Okay?”

Cassie ran as fast as she could. Mac’s arm flicked out in an attempt to catch her. She was far too quick and slid past him.

“Oh, you’ve done it now.” Mac yelled at him and then lunged.

Anton bolted in the opposite direction. He was swift, but not as quick as his sister. He threw his bag away, knowing that his ambitions to hitchhike with Cassie were ruined.

The key thing was that Mac pursued him, rather than Cassie. Anton looked back to make sure Mac was indeed chasing after him. He was, so he ran, faster than he had before. Others noticed their antics; this just made him run even faster. He hoped he might lose Mac, but that was just that, hope.

“You can’t outrun me,” Mac shouted behind him.

Anton looked, then stumbled as a result of this. He lost his footing and fell down a grassy hill, plummeting over thirty feet toward the river.

He tried to let himself roll, to not fight it, but he stuck a hand out, his shoulder taking the brunt of his fall. He stopped before falling into the icy waters.

“You shouldn’t have said anything at work,” Mac screamed as he ran down the bank toward him. “All this is because you can’t keep your fucking mouth shut.”

Nobody else was on the riverbank that morning. The shrubs shielded them from the joggers on the streets, of whom there weren’t many.

Mac’s fist connected with Anton’s jaw, knocking him further backwards to the river. He forced him backwards, kneeling on his chest, fingers tightening around his throat. Mac needed little time to strangle Anton, and he had a fair chance of doing so without anyone hearing a single word or groan.

They struggled and Anton managed to get Mac off him for just a moment. “Help!” he screamed. No one heard.

A moment later, he plunged into the shallows at the side of the river, hoping Mac wouldn’t follow. He was wrong. Mac grabbed his jacket from behind, forcing his head under water.

Anton panicked, drawing in a breath that wasn’t really a breath. His lungs filled with deadly fluid, and his life flashed before him in slow, steady beats.

His last birthday with Cassie.

A girl he liked at work.

All hope, gone.

This was the final straw; it was all over.

He wasn’t going to survive. He knew it.

Anton’s fingers grasped at anything they could get a hold of.

Nothing. Nothing but time was slipping away from him. Nothing but sand slipped between his fingertips

As Anton’s life vanished, Mac’s hand never relaxed. His body spasmed around him, and his thrashing ultimately stopped. Anton’s eyes twinkled as dazzling blue lightning flashed through all of his facial veins. He closed his mouth.

He had to live; he had to survive.

Blue rays of electricity spread down his right arm and into his hand. The rock bed underneath him shifted and moved. No; the rock shifted, shifted towards him. Then he had it in his hands. Anton clutched it tightly. He needed to breathe again. Breathe in the wonderful, fresh air around him.

He had to wait, he reasoned.

Mac had to think he was dead.

Anton relaxed more, allowing himself to fall limp. When Mac’s fingers began to weaken around his throat, Anton went for it. He swung upwards with that rock, and he swung hard.

The rock he’d laced beneath his fingers found its mark, striking Mac in the temple. Anton’s head surfaced, knocking Mac off balance. Anton struck him again, this time smashing him in the nose.

The sickening crunch reverberated in his ears and Mac turned and fell backwards, face down. Anton pushed the crunching sound away, struggling, coughing, gasping for air.

He’d made it. He was still alive.

Mac, on the other hand…

Anton swallowed, adrenaline still coursing through his veins. Had he murdered someone?

No, no, no. No.

Shit. Shitttttttttttttttttt. Shit!

In the freezing cold, he splashed over to him, saw blood dripping into the water. Mac didn’t move at all. He really was dead.

Anton attempted to move Mac, roll him over, anything. He couldn’t do it. His breathing was labored, and his body was exhausted from the fight. With a heave, Anton finally flipped Mac over, and his eyes simply rolled back. He was gone. Well gone. Deader than dead.

Anton scurried back.

Fuck.

This couldn’t possibly be happening. It just couldn’t.

But it had happened. And he’d wanted it to happen. He had wanted to kill him. Now he was at a loss. Shouldn’t he just rush back to town and pretend it never happened? What? What should he do?

He scrambled about for his phone, anything. Nothing was in his pockets at all. His phone had vanished, as had his wallet, both most likely lost in the river somewhere.

Anton fixed his gaze on Mac’s lifeless, slumped-over form. His breathing had calmed, but his heart still raced. He needed to talk to someone, anyone.

No.

He made his way to the bank.

Anton crawled out of the water and sat in the rising sunlight. The sun was almost up, his clothes almost dry. At least on top, though his trousers were still drenched, cold setting in.

He considered checking Mac’s body for money or anything else he could use, but he walked away, refusing to touch him again. Mac was dead. Nothing he did now would make that go away. Robbing him certainly wouldn’t.

Don’t be a fucking idiot! He tightened his hands and came to a halt. It would be a lot easier right now if Mac had money on him. He might still be able to flee, hitchhike, and get the fuck out of there.

What about Cassie, though? His heart sank. She had to be home by now, right? He was aware she would remain on the porch until their parents opened the front door in the morning. She couldn’t tell them what had happened, but they’d figure it out. Everyone would figure it out. And what type of life would they have then?

Anton swore under his breath and returned to Mac’s body. Mac was as cold as the water, but Anton patted him down. He pulled out his wallet and took out all the money he could. He left the cards and other items, then turned and hurled them down the river.

He walked and walked and walked. Most likely in circles. I need to check on Cassie. The trees in the surrounding area never appeared so thin. Am I lost?

When he looked at his watch, he realized it was later than he had anticipated. All the regular people in his town would have begun their day. Maybe Mac’s parents had noticed he hadn’t returned from his morning jog?

Once back onto the streets, he noted the people meandering about, casting awkward glances his way. Anton straightened his back, ran a hand through his hair, and walked past them all. Whatever would happen, he needed to face it.

A number of Mac’s friends were ahead of him. “Hey, Anton,” one called. “You seen Mac?”

Anton averted his gaze and proceeded to cross the street.

“Hey! Anton, don’t walk away from me,” another one of the guys barked at him.

The traffic whizzed by, faster and faster. There was no way out. On the one side of the road, he had Mac’s pals stalking him. On the other side of the road, cars rushed by with no room to spare. He’d never get across it.

“Where is Mac?” the guy demanded again, his face flushed by Anton’s refusal to respond.

Mac is dead! He had to restrain himself from yelling his thoughts. His body is washed up on the riverbank. I slammed a rock into his fucking brains. He earned it! We never bothered anyone. All I wanted to do was get away with Cassie. But he had to sabotage that as well. So I killed him, and I pray he burns in hell!

A gap in the traffic at the far edge of his vision made him think he could make a run for it. He was certain he could. No way was he going to face Mac’s friends right now. He needed to talk to his father, see his sister, make sure she was okay, the authorities, anyone but them, not them at all.

Mac’s friends were closing in on him, and Mac’s broken face appeared before him. Anton noticed the bully’s visage ahead of him. It had to be a nightmare, all of it.

The car ahead of the gap passed him, and he ran for it.

Instantly, time slowed.

He’d been wrong, so very wrong.

Brakes slammed on, and a loud scream of tires permeated the air. Burning rubber pricked his nose a split-second later. Once more, Anton’s life flashed before him. He could watch all of it, as if he were a bystander.

Anton crossed his arms in front of him, as if doing so would stop the car from hurtling towards him.

“Fuck! I’m too late!” A voice from behind him said. Something -- not something, but someone, gripped his shoulder and yanked him backwards.

A figure approached Anton, his heavy-set hands outstretched, and what appeared to be glowing energy burst forth toward the car.

The car was just inches away from him. The front end collided with his legs. He saw his bones and knees break; he felt excruciating pain. The car stopped dead. Its hood crumpled as though it had collided with a brick wall.

Impossible.

It had only hit Anton; he was no brick wall.

Anton’s legs gave up and he fell backwards instead of over the top of the car. The hand on his shoulder gripped him tightly.

The figure turned to face him. “Have you got him?” His voice was deep and gruff, but Anton couldn’t see who he was because his face was hidden behind a heavy, gray cowl.

“Yes! Move now!”

Dragged backwards, the world before him faded, and then the world around him glowed with life. Swirling golden colors in a variety of tones. A distinct sweet, yet sour taste, flooded his mouth. Like if he’d eaten bad candy.

“Don’t drop him,” the man said.

“What part of ‘I’ve got him,’ don’t you understand?” snarled the other speaker. She was pissed, but she was a force to be reckoned with.

Anton flew backward into the energy field surrounding them.

The world around him intensified with colors. The pain tripled. His legs felt like toothpicks that had been chewed down to shreds.

“He’s not used to our gravity!”

“No kidding. I’m going to have to let go.”

“Don’t! He won’t survive!”

“He will,” the woman said. “He will, or none of us will.”

The world around Anton became even darker. His entire body felt heavy, and he lacked the energy to combat it. Peculiar noises surrounded him; there were three people arguing around him, in a strange dialect.

Is this the end? Is this what it feels like to die?

“Cassie,” he whispered quietly to no one.

Black.

Nothing but darkness and pain.
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Dreams flittered through Anton’s mind, as pain brought him in and out of consciousness. He wondered where he was, where Cassie was, but then his mind drifted backwards, to all the horrible times at work and before. Being bullied by those who enjoyed bullying just for its own sake, regardless of the target.

Most people hated work because they were too lazy or too disinterested to care about anything. Some thought they would never use anything useful inside those walls, and they’d rather be outside living their lives, drinking, or dating. Others were more clever and had no problems with the tasks they faced, whether it was tackling projects or dealing with numbers, but still struggled with the same bullies who beat them down in the breakroom or expected them to share their notes.

Mac had been the worst of them. Everything about him was ugly and cruel, and Anton had wondered if he even was a human being, or a demon who came from hell to make his life unbearable.

All his troubles had started during a company team-building day, when Anton had been forced to play volleyball against Mac’s team. Anton had been expecting to be awful at the game, but to his surprise, his team had won. He hadn’t felt like bragging much about it—after all, it was just a stupid game—but as they’d exited the square, something had hit him in the ear. Anton had turned around and had seen Mac laughing his ass off. The others had been laughing too, but not like him. Mac had thrown the volleyball at Anton’s ear, which had remained red like a tomato for the rest of the day. Anton had kept wondering what it would be like if Mac had thrown a basketball at his nose.

From that day on, Anton had become Mac’s favorite target. He hadn’t done anything to deserve that honor, and he’d tried his best to escape it. But bullying was like a fish net: The more you tried to escape it, the more tangled you got.

One day a few weeks later, Mac had sneaked into the break room, grabbed Anton’s bag, and proceeded to kick it around while everyone laughed. That stunt had led Mac to a disciplinary, and he had returned madder than ever, telling Anton he was going to pay for that.

Things had gotten worse when Mac had found out Anton had a sister who never left the house.

The awful stories he would spread about, telling everyone Cassie was being fed on her own feces, and that Anton was just as sick as she was. The others had laughed and made up names for Cassie. That had been more than Anton was willing to bear, and even now, in his nightmares, he promised them both revenge.

Awful ideas for revenge had passed through Anton’s mind. He had known his father owned a gun. Anton would never kill anyone—at least he’d thought he wouldn’t—but he had thought of hiding the gun in Mac’s bag and telling the boss. That would have led to a firing, at the very least. But the police would have been able to trace the gun and find out who it belonged to. That would only have meant more humiliation for Anton. There had to be another way.

Getting into a physical fight with Mac would also have been suicide. Anton had never hit anyone in his life. Mac had hit several people. Mac had been bigger, tougher, and meaner. The only way Anton could have won a fight against Mac would have been by taking him by surprise and knocking him out before he got hurt, an almost impossible task, as Mac always had his friends around him.

Towards the end of summer, Anton had an important deadline for which he wasn’t prepared. The manager was explaining the rules of the project when someone had slapped Anton in the back of his head. He hadn’t needed to turn around to know who it was.

“Don’t screw this up,” Mac had whispered, so close Anton could smell his breath. “I need to ace this. If you don’t help me out, I’m going to pay a visit to your sister.”

The pencil had almost broken in half in Anton’s hand, but he’d remained calm. “I told you I’m not good at this.”

“Remember what I said,” Mac had warned.

Anton hadn’t wanted to, but he’d thought of his sister. How terrified she’d be if Mac did visit. He’d kept tilting his head sideways so Mac could see his work. Of course, the manager had noticed it, as Anton had imagined he would. He’d confiscated their reports and sent them both to the boss’s office. Mac hadn’t said a word as they’d both sat in the waiting room, and he’d remained quiet as the boss gave them a lecture about responsibility.

When they’d left the office and were on their way back to their desks, Mac had pushed Anton to the ground, hard. “You’re dead,” he’d said. “You just don’t know that yet.”

Anton had stayed on the ground, watching Mac walk away. Why did it have to be that way? Anton had wanted to get caught; he’d wanted trouble if that meant giving trouble to Mac as well. He’d wondered how life would be for Mac when he got home. Would his parents be waiting for him with a piece of chocolate cake, or were they despicable assholes like Anton’s own mother? Something must have happened to Mac to make him so awful. Anton didn’t know what it was, and figured he never would. All he wanted was some peace in life, and he wouldn’t get that until he got rid of Mac.

All lines had been crossed after the report deadline. Anton had had a hunch that Mac had done that on purpose, that he had known Anton wasn’t good at that task and had wanted an excuse to pick on him more later.

Wherever Anton had gone, Mac and his friends had not been far behind. Anton hadn’t understood why people had wanted to be around that guy. Maybe it was his confidence, or maybe they had felt that by taking his side, they would get an easy pass. Those had been the guys who had held Anton’s arms while Mac had kicked him in the nuts once, twice, three times. With his face on the ground, his body numb in pain, Anton had still been able to hear what Mac had said. It was about Cassie, and unspeakable things that Mac planned to do to her. All Anton could do was yell, dribble falling from his mouth, which had only made the bullies laugh harder.

That afternoon, Anton had wobbled his way home. His mother was on the phone and his father, nowhere to be seen. Cassie was sitting in the middle of the kitchen, staring at the void. All Anton had wanted was to apply some ice to his balls and lie down in his bed all afternoon. But he realized there were no dirty dishes in the kitchen, which meant no food had been prepared, which meant Cassie was hungry. He couldn’t have that.

“Do you think there’s another world out there?” he’d asked Cassie while she ate her peanut butter and honey sandwich. He had prepared two for her, knowing she hadn’t eaten all day. “Not life after death. That’s for the birds. Just somewhere different, with a place for people like me and you. People who don’t fit.”

Her eyes were still lost, but Anton liked to talk to her. It soothed his mind. “I was thinking of those drawings you make. I don’t know where you get them from, but I like them. If a hole opened in front of me, I would jump into it without thinking twice. As long as it takes me away from this shit life.”

Cassie had finished the first sandwich and picked the other one from the plate. That had put a smile on Anton’s face. For all that life kept throwing at him, he still made a darn good peanut butter and honey sandwich.

Sometimes Anton had envied Cassie. She had been trapped inside her own mind, only expressing herself through her drawings. Their parents had never sent her to any school or program, figuring she was never going to learn anything. Cassie spent the entire day inside the house, except for when Anton managed to sneak her out and treat her to some ice cream.

Anton wasn’t sure if Cassie could understand the meaning of his words, but she was listening, and that was more than any other person in the world was willing to do. Their father was always too busy, too tired, or too drunk—often all three of these—to lend his ears to Anton for more than five seconds. Their mother also drank a lot, mostly beer, and spent her days watching videos on her phone and promising she would ditch her husband and marry someone else. The kids weren’t included in that promise.

After their snack, they had retreated upstairs to the attic, and Anton had perused the drawings Cassie had created that day. These ones had been different. The river was still there, and so was the hole, but Anton was gone. Cassie stood by the other side of the river, unable to cross it to reach the hole.

“Is this you?” Anton had asked, pointing at the drawing. “It’s you, isn’t it?”

Anton hadn’t been able to shake the feeling that Cassie was trying to tell him something with that drawing.

Now, he knew what it was.

He had passed through the hole, and she had been left behind.

How had she known?

Despite the pain he was still feeling, or maybe because of it, Anton had decided to take action. He was tired of being bullied. What was there for him? Even if he survived work, moved on, and got a job, everything would continue to be the same shit. He could either sit down and wait for life to pass, or take the one person he loved and get out of there.

Anton didn’t have a suitcase, so he’d had to fit everything they’d need in his work bag. A change of clothes for him, one for Cassie, a Swiss army knife, a dozen chocolate bars, two bottles of water, and the little money he had in the world. It wasn’t enough to buy two bus passes. He’d figured they would have to hitchhike.

It was dark by the time he’d finished gathering all his stuff. Anton had sent his little sister to sleep without telling her what they were going to do. He’d wanted it to be a surprise.

Lying down in his bed, he’d stared at the ceiling, darkness surrounding him, thinking of where they were going to be by that time on the next day. Anywhere but here would be fine.

The darkness had comforted him then; the darkness had been all he knew.
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The darkness persisted. It was like a restless, feverish dream that lasted all night till you awoke exhausted. He’d been hit by a car. That was not a dream. It was impossible to forget the sensation of being hurled like a ragdoll, landing on both legs, and having them snap like twigs. His dreams didn’t disturb him as much as the pain that followed.

Anton had the asphalt beneath him, the early sun above him, and people yelling in astonishment all around him. But there was something else, something more unnerving. He couldn’t see it because it was hidden behind him. The folks weren’t yelling at the young man laying on the ground in a pool of blood; they were yelling at whatever was behind him, Anton concluded.

Anton had no idea what that was and was in no condition to turn around and investigate. Despite the pain and shock, he could still feel something at the tips of his fingers, like a tickle that emitted invisible sparks. He couldn’t tell if that meant anything because there was so much going on at the same time.

They snatched him up like a dockworker hefting a bag of cereal. Anton’s legs felt like a sack full of marbles, only the marbles were the fragments of his bones. Everything was heavier than it had ever been. The hand that had grabbed him and dragged him here was sticky and firm. There was blood in his eyes, and he kept them shut.

There were a lot more screams now, but they were distant, muted, as if they came in through a window. Anton was carried by a stiff hand that placed its fingers on the back of his head. Anton’s hands moved by themselves, making an unrecognizable gesture, and the window seemed to close.

They moved him about in what appeared to be an ambulance. The voices around him reminded Anton of medical TV shows, despite the fact that he couldn’t comprehend most of what they were saying. When he tried to open his eyes, everything was back to black and blue. Then someone placed their palm on his face, and he fell asleep.

Anton had no idea how much time had passed before he opened his eyes again. He was stretched out on a bed, unable to feel anything beneath his legs. The excruciating ache from a minute before had vanished. The pain he was experiencing now was far more bearable, like the ache you might feel after a long walk when you’re out of shape.

Was this what heaven looked like? Or was it hell?

Anton was numb from some kind of anesthesia, but it should have meant he was in a hospital, and this didn’t look or feel like a hospital. The room wasn’t dark, yet it was difficult to see anything. Anton couldn’t see much because his head was restrained by a cervical collar, and all he could do was roll his eyes. The walls were a deep blue, almost black color, and the air was cold.

Anton attempted to raise his arm, but it only moved a few inches. He initially thought there was some type of strap holding it, but it was just muscle weakness. He tried to focus on what was going on around him. He couldn’t make out the strange, low sounds. There was a dripping sound and something beeping, which could indicate that this was a hospital.

“Cassie…,” Anton mumbled. His tongue felt dry and clumsy, like a dying snail inside his mouth. “Cassie….”

Someone moved around him.

Anton could see a set of foreign symbols and numbers in his vision. He didn’t understand it. When he moved his eyes, it moved. He kept swiping at it.

“Turn the AI off,” the woman’s voice, stern now, cut through the air. “At least for now, he can’t cope with it.”

The symbols vanished. He wondered if they were what she’d asked to turn off.

He faded out again for a while, then felt someone with him once more.

“Cassie?” he asked again.

It wasn’t Cassie. It appeared to be a tall woman with pale, blue skin and a hood over her head, from what he could make out. That almost made him laugh. “Can you hear me?” asked the blue individual, who sounded feminine. “Can you understand what I’m saying?”

“Y-yes….”

She smiled at someone standing by her side. Anton couldn’t figure out who it was. “I told you the translator would work. They’ve managed to decode most primitive languages.”

“Let me examine his reflexes,” the other figure, whom Anton assumed to be a doctor, offered. He shone a light into Anton’s left eye first, then into his right. “They’re responding fine. He should be stable soon.”

“You should install the translator in him permanently, while he’s here,” the blue lady suggested.

“He understands us perfectly.”

“That’s because we have our own translators. But he’ll need it to communicate with those who don’t. Follow my instructions.”

Anton’s eyes were returning to normal, but he still couldn’t see the doctor clearly. Was he also blue? What was going on? “Cassie….” he mumbled once more.

“What is that?” asked the blue lady. “It’s not translating for me.”

“It’s likely a name,” the doctor said. “We still have much to learn about this boy’s mind and the world he came from.”

“We’ll have time for that later.”

“Are we sure this is wise?” the doctor inquired. “We’ve seen people like him before. They can be unpredictable. And he’s still very young to be learning any of this.”

“The others who arrived are similar age too. This is when their portal-opening abilities are strongest. They lose much of that power as they grow older. We need to harness it while we can; you know this.”

They continued their conversation as they moved away. Anton had a lot of questions, but something told him he wouldn’t get answers just yet.

After that, he didn’t see anyone else for a long time. He wouldn’t have been able to focus on them even if they were present. He quickly noticed his legs starting to heal, but it wasn’t normal healing. At first, it itched, then the itching turned to intense pain. It wasn’t the pain of broken bones but of bones being reconstructed.

Anton had broken his left arm as a child. His parents had taken him to the hospital, where the doctor had set the bones back in line and wrapped it in a plaster cast to immobilize it while it healed. Anton had hated wearing it, but he’d missed it when they finally took it off.

This, however, was nothing like that. Whoever these people were, they were using strange methods to heal him. He couldn’t see exactly what they were doing, but it felt as though the bone fragments were being pulled back together, as if magnetized.

Every now and again, he tried to raise his arms, testing himself. Every time he did, they moved a little higher. Anton longed to remove the collar, free his legs, and crawl out of this place to find Cassie.

The thought of her being alone without him gave him strength to fight, but not enough to leave—not yet.

How much time had passed—hours? days? weeks? The pain in his legs had subsided from agonizing to bearable. They didn’t give him any food; he was fed through a tube the entire time.

The nurses waited until he was unconscious to clean and bathe him. After that first encounter with the blue woman, they must have decided to limit their interactions with him.

As crazy as it sounded, Anton understood what was happening. Aliens were using their technology to heal him.

Whether they were from another planet or a different dimension, they were certainly not from Earth—that much was clear. His legs had been utterly destroyed, and in a normal hospital, they would have been amputated. Now, despite the pain—or because of it—he could feel them coming back together.

Anton had seen enough sci-fi movies to know this was the point in the story where the protagonist would refuse to believe what was happening. But he wasn’t going to play that role. His life had been a constant hell since childhood, and if this was a new reality, he was intrigued.

Eventually, the doctor returned with two nurses, and Anton was able to see them more clearly. Their skin wasn’t blue like the woman’s but a dark yellow, and their eyes were slightly too large, their noses flat, making them look just a bit inhuman.

“Good morning,” the doctor said. “I’ll be performing some tests on you soon, but first, we need to install a translator device. It’s a simple implant behind your ear that will allow you to understand any language in the galaxy. You’ve been able to understand us because we have translators of our own, but having your own will make communication easier.”

Anton could only manage to say, “Cool!” He chuckled at how ridiculous it sounded, but it hurt too much to laugh harder.
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Jaksa had been observing Anton from the monitor for three days. His body was responding well to the treatment, which was decades beyond anything on his home planet. Jaksa knew she could use this to her advantage. Without their intervention, he would have been crippled for life, perhaps dead.

“You seem to like this one, grandmother,” a soft voice murmured. Jaksa didn’t need to turn to know it was Larya, Commander Sirota’s daughter, her granddaughter. Larya stood over seven feet tall, her skin purplish-blue, her voice always firm. As the youngest in the family, she embodied their future. Though she hadn’t yet mated and given Jaksa great-grandchildren, Jaksa remained hopeful. One day, she thought, I’ll hold her newborn in my arms.

“I like broken people,” Jaksa said, gazing at the screen. “They can be pieced back together in many ways.” She pointed at Anton. “And he’s interesting. See how he tests himself when he thinks no one is watching?”

“I’ve seen it. He’s healing faster than we anticipated.”

“Did you gather any information for me?”

Larya wasn’t a soldier, but she was adept at finding information. Since the moment Anton arrived through the portal, she had committed herself to learning everything she could about him and his world. Jaksa hoped his planet wasn’t too important; otherwise, they might face challenges transporting him.

“He’s from a planet called Earth,” Larya explained. “It’s the third planet from its sun, divided into continents, each with its own government. They haven’t ventured beyond their moon, so opening a portal in front of a small group shouldn’t cause major issues. Even if it does, they have no means of retaliation.”

“And what of the boy himself?” Jaksa asked, pleased with the report. She knew more about Earth than she let on.

“You were right to call him young,” Larya continued. “He’s twenty Earth-years old, which makes him an adult in his culture. His name is Anton Láska. Besides the leg injuries, which will heal in a few days, he has high cholesterol and slight hearing loss in his left ear. No major surgeries, except for a poorly set broken arm when he was younger.”

“Any clue how he managed to trigger the Ekasai within him?”

“You mean the portal energy?” Larya said. “You always confuse me with that term.”

Jaksa nodded, watching her granddaughter’s face.

“So far, he hasn’t given us any clues. But it’s clear he’s highly emotionally guarded. When I opened the portal, his connection to the energy was strong. Given the danger he was in, it’s no surprise he sought escape.”

“If you hadn’t tapped into that opening, we might have lost him,” Jaksa said with a frown. She wished she could send a team to investigate the site on Earth, but it was too far, and another portal now would be too risky. No matter. In time, Anton would tell them what they needed to know. She was sure of it.
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As the pain slowly ebbed from his body, Anton’s thoughts grew clearer, although he couldn’t fully comprehend the environment around him. After they removed the cervical collar, his neck was stiff but fine, and he could finally see what kind of room he was in. He was the only patient. The walls were a deep blue, an unfamiliar color for any hospital he’d ever encountered—where the walls were usually sterile whites or soft pastels.

Aside from a few tubes connecting to his body and legs, there was minimal equipment. The technology here seemed vastly superior, the tubes apparently guiding his body in how to repair itself.

They brought him his first full meal the day he could sit up. Anton’s stomach growled, but he was anxious they’d serve him something alien and unrecognizable, like in the sci-fi movies he’d seen. When the nurse arrived with a tray of dry biscuits and what appeared to be a cup of water, it was a pleasant surprise. The biscuits were sweet and rich, reminding him of gingerbread, and the water, laced with something fruity, was refreshing.

When the nurse returned to take away the empty tray, Anton noticed she had the same flat nose and large eyes as the doctor. Her skin, however, was a more familiar tone, similar to his own. She didn’t speak at first, just collected his tray and began to leave. “Hey, could you stay a minute, please?” he called.

The nurse turned and smiled softly. “You can’t have any more yet. Orders from the doctor.”

“Oh, that’s fine,” Anton replied quickly. “I just… I’m trying to understand what happened. How did I get here?”

Her smile faded slightly. “I don’t have the authority to tell you that. But stay calm. Soon you’ll be able to walk, and then they’ll explain everything.”

“This isn’t Earth, is it?” Anton asked, his voice trembling. “At least tell me that.”

“Is that your home planet?” she asked.

Anton nodded, his breath catching as he waited for her response.

“Then no,” she said softly. “I’m sorry, this is not Earth.”

Tears stung Anton’s eyes, but he fought to suppress them. “What planet is this?”

“It doesn’t matter which planet,” she sighed. “What’s important is that it’s part of the Sagras.”

“What… what are the Sagras?” Anton’s curiosity was piqued, despite the gravity of the situation.

The nurse seemed uneasy, as if she was treading dangerous ground. “The Sagras family governs a federation of worlds. Prince Sagras is our current leader, and we all serve him. Since you were brought here, you’re now part of our Federation. You, too, must serve our Prince.”

It was nonsensical talk, but Anton couldn’t do much about it. His legs were nearly healed, something that would have been impossible in any Earth hospital. The technology here, the people, their size, their skin tones—it all pointed to possibilities that Anton found strangely exciting, in spite of his situation.

The pain had twisted his mind at first, leaving him vulnerable, and now, in the recovery process, he found himself more open to the idea of being on another planet, being treated by alien nurses, and hearing talk of intergalactic rulers. But that wasn’t the main reason he accepted what was happening. Anton’s life on Earth had been a ceaseless struggle up to this point. Sure, many kids had issues with their parents, many were bullied, but for Anton, that wasn’t the worst of it.

While others found ways out of their troubles through cleverness or resilience, Anton had always felt like a blank canvas, one that lacked any spark of creativity or purpose to fill it. He couldn’t even do something as simple as drawing, like Cassie could. Cassie had retreated into herself, finding solace within her own mind, while Anton couldn’t find anything—neither inside nor outside of himself—to feel connected to. When the nurse left him, he felt his heart sink a little.

The bottom line was that Anton knew he didn’t have the imagination to invent this scenario. Whatever was happening, it had to be real. In some strange way, that was reassuring. He had been as good as dead after that car hit him, and now here he was, on a foreign planet, being healed by advanced technology. These people wanted something from him, though he couldn’t yet imagine what it was. But he knew one thing for certain: as soon as he was walking, he’d find out.

During his recovery, Anton had not thought much about Cassie. Now, with his mind clearer, he began to worry about his little sister. What had happened to her after he killed Mac by the riverbank? The last thing he had told her was to run home, something he knew she could do.

How would their parents react when she burst into the house that morning? Would they punish her for leaving so early? And what would they do when they found out Anton had vanished? Mac’s body would have been discovered within hours, and it wouldn’t take long for the authorities to connect the dots—especially after Anton disappeared into thin air in front of witnesses. What would the papers say? Local teen kills classmate, is hit by a car, and then abducted by aliens ? Even the trashiest tabloids wouldn’t print a story that absurd.

When the nurse returned later to check his medication, Anton tried to engage her in conversation again. This time, she remained silent, saying she had been instructed not to divulge any more information. Better-qualified individuals would soon brief him. Anton felt a pang of sympathy for the nurse, who had likely been reprimanded for saying too much. He didn’t press her.

Surprisingly, Anton felt at peace. Anxiety only clawed at him when he thought of Cassie. He wasn’t there to protect her, but as long as she made it home and was safe, she could wait for him. He would return for her. He had to.
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“Are you certain about this?” Commander Sirota asked Larya as the three of them stood in the corridor outside Anton’s room.

They had debated at length who should be the one to explain to Anton the truth about the Sagras, their mission, and most importantly, why they needed his unique abilities as an Ekasai—a portal opener.

“I believe we should do this together,” Jaksa affirmed.

“You just want him on your side,” Larya accused, her voice low but sharp, her gaze cold as it rested on her father.

Ozren caught her arm, pulling her closer. “This isn’t about sides. It’s about his potential. Do you understand how powerful he could be? Grandmother felt him from billions of light-years away, beyond our sector of the universe.”

Larya lowered her head. “I know,” she muttered. “We were the ones who went after him.”

“Your father is right,” Jaksa interjected. As the matriarch, she rarely enjoyed being overruled, but in this case, she agreed. “He needs to hear this from all of us.”

Larya, however, wasn’t convinced. She met her father’s gaze, then Jaksa’s. “Father, Grandmother… I know how eager you both are to see his reaction, but hearing this from you two will only make him panic. Father, you’ll be too blunt, and Grandmother, you’ll try to overwhelm him with tales of his potential. We don’t even know what triggers his portal-opening abilities yet. I think diplomacy would go a long way here. And I’m far more diplomatic than either of you.”

Jaksa and Commander Sirota exchanged a brief glance. “You’ve convinced me,” Jaksa said at last. “We’ll watch from the monitor.”

Larya smiled, nodded, and entered the room where Anton lay, staring blankly at the ceiling. He didn’t look at her at first, probably assuming it was the nurse again. When he noticed the tall, purplish woman standing by the door, he sat up, trying to compose himself.

“At ease,” Larya said, waving her hand casually. “How are your legs?”

“Much better,” Anton admitted. “This technology is… incredible. The translator, too. We don’t have anything like this on Earth.”

“Were you a doctor on your planet?” Larya asked with a smile.

Anton shook his head. “No, nothing like that. I’m too young. And even if I were smart enough, I couldn’t handle the responsibility of someone’s life in my hands.”

“I’m going to be direct with you,” Larya said, her tone serious. “Is that all right?”

Anton exhaled deeply. “Honestly, that’s the most refreshing thing I’ve heard since I got here.”

Larya pulled a chair up to the bed and sat down. “You’re here because you’re an Ekasai, a portal opener. Do you know what that is?”

“No.” He lied, then immediately felt a pang of guilt. “I’m sorry… I guess I do know a little, but it sounds too unbelievable.”

“Unbelievable?”

“Like something out of a story.”

“Ah,” Larya smiled. “Well, think of a portal as a door. When you open it, you step through into another place in the universe. You can travel incredible distances, but you need the power to open that door.”

“And you think I can do that?” Anton asked, incredulous.

Larya held up her hand, a bright spark of energy dancing between her fingers. “Yes. I know you can.”

Anton stared at her hand, reminded of the blue energy that had surged through him as he nearly drowned.

“Tell me more,” he said. “Please. You’re the only one who’s spoken to me honestly.”

Larya rested her hands in her lap. “The galaxy was once full of portals, connecting worlds like rooms in a house. People could travel freely, but some decided such power was too dangerous to be available to just anyone. A war broke out a thousand years ago. Millions died so that a select few could control the portal-opening power. The Sagras family won that war, and for centuries, they have been the gatekeepers of portal travel, ensuring that only those deemed worthy can use it.”

Her eyes held his, her words carrying a weight Anton couldn’t ignore.

She continued: “Portal openers are rare now. We can’t train them unless they have natural talent, and only a handful are born in each generation. My grandmother, Jaksa, whom you met, has a unique gift for sensing Ekasai across the galaxy. We’ve been doing this for centuries, but there’s still so much we don’t understand about the ability. What we do know is that strong emotions and intense pain can trigger a portal without the Ekasai’s control. That’s dangerous. You’re here because we want to help you master this power. You’re very special, Anton.”

The word “special” struck Anton deeply. “So let me get this straight. Ekasai are rare, you think I’m special, and you need me for something, right?”

“There’s change coming,” Larya said, her voice steady. “My grandmother sensed you from so far away. We need to gather those who can open portals. Do you remember how you opened your first one?”

“No,” Anton said, but his mind began to drift back. “I think… I was running away.”

Larya waited patiently. “Go on.”

“I was running with my sister, Cassie. She’s… unique. We were running from this bully, Mac, who had made my life hell…”

Anton’s voice wavered as he recalled that day. “I killed him. I killed Mac.”

Larya listened, her face unreadable as Anton spoke of the violence, the rock in his hand, and the overwhelming fear.

“My sister,” he said suddenly, a surge of panic in his chest. “I need to go back for her. Cassie is all alone!”

Anton started to get up, but Larya placed a firm hand on his arm. “Easy,” she said gently. “One thing at a time. You want to save her, right?”

“Yes!” Anton exclaimed. “More than anything.”

“But what kind of life can you give her now? If you return to your planet, you’ll be hunted for what you did. You have no way to protect her, not yet. Stay here. We’ll train you. Help you become stronger. Then you can go back, bring her here, and live among us.”

Anton slumped back onto the bed, feeling the weight of her words. “I want to bring her now.”

“No,” Larya said firmly. “First, you have to prove yourself. When we decide you’ve done enough, then maybe we’ll help you rescue her.”

Anton stared at her, helpless. What choice did he have?
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Larya stood with an authoritative presence, watching the two young teens before her as they sparred. “Stop!” she commanded, her voice sharp and unwavering. The teens both halted immediately, bowing their heads in respect. “Begin again from the start. Your form is sloppy, and your energy is becoming unstable.”

She saw them exchange a brief glance before resuming their katas. Larya moved with precision as she circled them, her sharp eyes scrutinizing every detail of their movements. She knew all too well how one false step could be deadly, training ground or not. Even with the protective shielding, the damage they could cause without control could be catastrophic. They had to master this restraint.

As she walked, Larya’s thoughts drifted to Anton and the challenges ahead. The two before her paled in comparison to him; she could sense it deep within every fiber of her being, just as Jaksa had.

Larya was the last of her line. Jaksa, her grandmother, had been one of the most powerful figures in the galaxy for centuries, maneuvering the strings behind the Sagras with ruthless efficiency. Many whispered that Jaksa was less a politician and more of a puppeteer, and Larya sometimes wondered how much of that was true. Jaksa understood power, and she understood people, but Larya doubted her grandmother would survive much longer without someone to step forward as the family’s new face, their future.

Jaksa had birthed twin sons—an anomaly in itself—but only Larya’s father, Commander Sirota, had survived to adulthood. Her uncle had died years before she was born, a casualty of her grandmother’s choices—choices Larya understood but still resented. Jaksa had forced the twins to compete against one another in a traditional rite of combat, a brutal fight to the death to determine which son would carry on the family’s bloodline. No one knew the exact nature of the contest, whether it was a battle of wits or brute strength, but Ozren had emerged the victor, and his brother had vanished, presumed dead.

Larya had been raised solely by her father, never knowing her biological mother. At just two hundred years old, Larya was still considered relatively young by her species’ standards, yet she was already heavily involved in training the next generation of portal openers across the galaxy. Her natural charisma and ability to command respect made her an effective teacher.

Family, to her people, was a complex concept. Larya had no siblings and was destined to be the matriarch of the next generation. However, during a routine medical examination, she had learned she would never bear children. Jaksa had been visibly disappointed, and Larya had expected her to order her father to find another mate to continue the family line. Yet, to her surprise, that never happened. Larya had been solidified as the family’s last heir.

Despite her limitations, Larya thrived working alongside her father and grandmother. She had always been driven by the desire to shape the future, training the young from various worlds. They brought diverse challenges, each one presenting unique opportunity. The universal translation devices they used made communication seamless, allowing her to train beings of nearly any species.

The two teens in front of her now came from vastly different regions of the galaxy, far from each other and even farther from where they stood now. Larya had been working with Iro, the boy, for over a year, and Magna, the girl, for about six months. The gymnasium they trained in was designed for rigorous physical conditioning, preparing them for the demands ahead.

Iro was a short, stocky young man with a dark-orange complexion and bright, intelligent eyes. Magna, on the other hand, had pale blue skin—not quite the same shade as Larya’s—and was tall, slender, but incredibly strong. Her lungs and limbs were powerful, a trait honed from her time as an opera singer on her home planet. That voice had been the key to unlocking her first portal.

Every student they trained was unique. The triggers that activated their powers were as varied as their backgrounds. Larya had heard of portals opening due to hunger, rage, and even intense passion.

Iro stumbled slightly, causing Magna to lose her own footing. “Enough,” Larya declared, her voice firm. “Come to me.” She motioned for them to approach. “You’ve both progressed well in your training. Sit.” They complied, sitting before her with nervous energy. She paused, studying their faces, weighing her words. “I’m proud of the progress you’ve made,” she finally said, catching Magna’s raised eyebrow.

“Thank you, ma’am,” they both said in unison.

“As you are aware, discovering any Ekasai is incredibly rare, and training them is even more difficult.”

Iro’s brow furrowed. “I’m sorry, ma’am, but there’s something….”

“What is it?” Larya’s tone was sharp, her arms crossing as a faint tension tingled across her skin. Could they already sense Anton?

“There’s something off,” Magna admitted. “The energy here… it’s different.”

Larya resisted the urge to rub her arms, forcing herself to maintain her composure. They are perceptive, she thought. “What you’re sensing is the presence of an untrained portal opener,” she allowed.

“There’s someone new?” Magna sat straighter, eyes wide with curiosity.

“Who is it?” Iro asked, his shoulders slumping slightly. Larya noted the subtle defeat in his posture. Had he already sensed Anton’s potential?

“We brought someone through a portal a few weeks ago. His name is Anton Láska, from a planet called Earth. His situation is… more complicated than yours when you first arrived.”

She watched their reactions closely—Magna was intrigued, while Iro seemed more defensive. Perhaps he could already feel the threat of Anton’s potential. “Earth is a relatively new player in space exploration. They have no knowledge of the Sagras or the significance of portals.”

Iro raised his hand, something he often did. His outspoken nature was something Larya hadn’t yet decided if she liked. Still, she allowed him to speak. “Ma’am, Magna and I have been working together for a long time. I worry that introducing someone new will disrupt the harmony we’ve developed.”

Larya arched an eyebrow, her gaze shifting to Magna. “Magna, do you feel that you and Iro are in perfect harmony?”

Magna shrugged. “I’m not sure what he means. We’ve been working well together, but… harmony?”

“I just don’t want us to lose what we’ve built,” Iro stammered.

Larya couldn’t suppress a small smile. They might be powerful, but they were still young, she mused. She had seen Iro’s obvious crush on Magna, and while it was amusing, it also raised concerns. Relationships could compromise focus.

She sobered quickly. “You are here to work as a team,” she said, her tone firm once more. “Your reward will come once you’ve completed your training, and we will keep our promise. Understood?”

“Yes, ma’am!” they both responded, more in sync this time.

“Iro, you have a session with the Monk in half an hour. You’re dismissed. Magna, stay. I’d like to speak with you.”

Iro glanced at Magna before bowing deeply to Larya and leaving the room. “How can I be of service?” Magna asked.

“Walk with me,” Larya instructed, gesturing toward the courtyard. The space was familiar to Larya, having spent countless hours training there herself. It appeared unremarkable, just an open space with basic exercise equipment, yet it held the weight of countless lessons learned.

As they walked, Larya glanced at Magna. “Do you enjoy your training here?”

Magna nodded. “Yes, very much.”

“You’ve made remarkable progress. You’re stronger, leaner, more capable than when you arrived. But tell me—have you tried singing again?”

Magna stopped in her tracks, her eyes wide. “Ma’am, you know I can’t sing anymore. It was my singing that caused….”

“I know,” Larya said softly. “I understand the trauma you experienced. But you were brought here for a reason, and you won’t reach your full potential unless….”

“There has to be another way,” Magna interrupted, then quickly apologized. “I’m sorry, ma’am. I shouldn’t have—”

“You are free to speak your mind with me, Magna,” Larya said, her voice calm but commanding. “I wouldn’t advise doing the same with my father or grandmother, but I value open communication. Still, we need results, and the Monk’s sessions were meant to help you confront this.”

The Monk was an ancient telepath whom Jaksa had discovered on a distant moon. He was small, wiry, and always barefoot, but his mental abilities were unparalleled. His role was to help the students train their minds, while Larya and her team trained their bodies.

“He takes me to places I don’t want to go,” Magna said, her voice trembling. “He keeps telling me to let go of the past, but I can’t. What if it happens again?”

Larya sighed inwardly, knowing she had pressed this issue too soon. Magna’s trauma was still too raw, but Larya had hoped for more progress by now.

She placed a hand on Magna’s shoulder, steering her gently forward. “Tell me about Iro,” she said, shifting the subject. “You’ve certainly made an impression on him.”

Magna smirked slightly. “He’s smart, but I beat him at every sport we play. I’m not sure if he’s letting me win, though. He’s… sweet. But like you said, we’re not here to have fun.”

Larya nodded. “What do you two talk about when no one is around? Do you discuss the past or the future?”

“I don’t like talking about who I used to be,” Magna admitted.

“So, you’re thinking about the future, then.”

Magna nodded. “But it’s hard to imagine. What happens after the training? What happens when we can open portals at will?”

Larya paused, inhaling the scent of the sweet flowers blooming in the courtyard. “Let me tell you something, Magna. I haven’t been doing this for long. You’re the first group I’ve personally overseen. The Sagras haven’t trained Ekasai in centuries. The portals we rely on are growing unstable, and if they close, it will be catastrophic. We don’t know when it could happen. We live in constant fear.”

Magna swallowed hard. “That’s a heavy responsibility.”

Larya nodded gravely. “It is. And that’s why bringing in another student—like Anton—will be beneficial. We need competition. It’s the drive to outdo each other that fuels your abilities. That’s why I need to know: is there something going on between you and Iro?”

Magna’s face flushed. “No, ma’am. There’s nothing going on.”

“Keep it that way,” Larya said firmly. “You are incredibly gifted, and it would be a waste to let personal feelings interfere with your potential.”

Magna met her gaze before finally dipping her head in submission. “Of course, ma’am.”
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Anton began physical therapy the day after Larya had spoken with him about the portals. It was straightforward now that his leg had fully healed. The process wasn’t much different from how they would have treated him on Earth—stretching, moving, relearning what his body already knew. Walking, using each leg fully again. Anton remembered when he’d fractured his hand at fourteen and had spent time in a physical therapy facility, watching others with far worse injuries. He understood what went into recovery.

The first step came when one of the nurses informed him that she had been authorized to reactivate his ‘system AI.’

That worried him. “Is it like the translator?”

“Not quite,” she replied and approached his head with a peculiar device. She tapped the side of his head, and immediately the floating words appeared in his vision again.

Anton’s pulse quickened.

“Control them with your thoughts,” the nurse said gently. “Look at me.”

He focused on her, and a small label appeared beside her face:

Andrea Vrel – Nurse, Level 17

“You can turn it off,” she continued. “Just think ‘off.’ It’s simple.”

Anton did as she instructed, and the interface vanished. “Okay, that’s... not too bad. What else does it do?”

“You’ll learn more each day, but for now, it’s set to a basic level. It will guide you as you become more comfortable with it.”

Anton nodded. “That makes sense.”

“Come,” the nurse said. “It’s time for your first day of physical therapy.”

Anton frowned. “I’m not sure I’m ready for this.”

“You are,” she reassured him, her tone firm but kind. “Let’s go.”

Andrea helped him into a wheelchair—one with manual wheels like those on Earth—and wheeled him to the exercise room. There, he was assisted onto a stretcher, lying flat, staring up at yet another unfamiliar ceiling. He sighed inwardly.

No one had told Anton exactly where he was, and he wasn’t sure how to ask. It was obvious that he wasn’t on Earth, but where exactly? Another planet? A massive ship? A space station? Someone with more imagination than him might have entertained the possibilities. But Anton needed facts.

His imagination went no further than the fact that he had died in that car accident. And now, like something out of the stories Cassie adored, he’d been transported to another world. A world with strange technologies and magical portals. This wasn’t heaven, nor was it hell—it was something entirely different. And Anton couldn’t deny the possibilities intrigued him.

I’ll figure it out, he told himself. I just need to be patient.

Another nurse arrived to help with his exercises. She said little, methodically guiding his legs through gentle motions. It felt good—almost pleasant. When her fingers brushed the back of his calf, a wave of warmth spread through him, flushing his neck. He bit his lip, feeling foolish at the involuntary response. The nurse smiled knowingly.

“It’s normal,” she said lightly. “You’re a young man. I was starting to wonder if your body was still working properly.”

Embarrassed, Anton covered his face with his hand. “Sorry.”

“There’s nothing to apologize for,” she reassured him, her professionalism unwavering. “It’s a natural response.”

He tried to refocus, pushing the thoughts away. “What’s your name?” he asked after a few moments, eager for a distraction.

“Dabby,” the nurse answered. It sounded nearly like “Debby” to him.

“I had a friend in college named Debbie,” Anton said, smiling faintly. “I liked her a lot.”

“Do you miss her? Miss home?” Dabby asked, her voice softening.

“Yeah,” Anton admitted, his mind drifting to his sister. “Especially my sister.”

His mood darkened at the thought of Cassie, and any lingering embarrassment quickly faded.

“I’m sorry,” Dabby said, sympathy clear in her eyes. “I can’t imagine what that must feel like.”

She tapped his leg gently. “Lift your leg a little higher for me.”

Anton complied, feeling the tension ease as she continued her work.

Dabby placed her hands on his thigh, gently kneading the muscle. She applied pressure, her hands moving higher, and Anton felt his pulse quicken again. “Does this hurt?”

“No,” Anton managed to say.

“That’s a good sign,” she said. “The doctor wants you to keep up these exercises before bed, for several months. It’ll help prevent any lingering pain.”

Anton groaned. “Great. I thought magic was supposed to heal everything instantly.”

“Magic?” She cocked her head, amused. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

She helped him sit up and guided him back to the wheelchair. As she pushed him back to his room, Anton felt an unexpected emptiness settle over him when she left.

Over the days, as he spent more time with Dabby, the loneliness after her departure only intensified. He found himself thinking about her constantly, and he couldn’t believe it. He was falling for an alien nurse—someone who could be decades, if not centuries, older than him.

Stockholm Syndrome? he wondered. He’d seen enough movies where captives fell in love with their caretakers. Dabby was the one who cared for him the most, so it made sense. Or did it?

“Are you comfortable?” she asked the next morning, settling him back into bed. “Anything else you need?”

“Can we just talk for a while?” Anton asked. “I haven’t really spoken to anyone in ages.”

Dabby hesitated, but nodded. “Of course. What would you like to talk about?”

“Tell me about yourself. Where are you from? All this intergalactic stuff is... well, it’s a lot to process.”

She grinned, moving closer. “I’m from here—Lahmee. That’s the name of the planet you’re currently on. We’re an important world, because one of the universe’s most crucial portals is located here. It gives us access to almost every other planet, except those outside Sagras’ jurisdiction—like your home.”

“What are the Sagras like?” Anton asked, curiosity piqued.

Dabby paused. “Do you mean the whole family, or Prince Sagras himself? I’ve never met him, of course. He’s one of the last remaining members of the family, and he’s refused to have children. He claims our technology is advanced enough to keep him alive forever.”

“Is he a good leader?”

Dabby choked a little on his question, stifling a laugh. “Yes, of course. Most of us have never known another.”

“And those three blue people who brought me here?” Anton pressed. His mind raced with questions. Too many.

“You’re asking a lot,” she said cautiously. “Jaksa, Commander Sirota, and Larya—they are the backbone of our leadership. We can’t imagine what it would be like without them. They support Prince Sagras in everything. Anything else?”

Anton had a thousand more questions, but he saw Dabby’s discomfort and decided to ease off. When he mentioned the rulers, her mood had shifted.

He wanted to ask about her life—how someone from this world became a nurse, what growing up here was like. Did they have schools? Bullies?

His thoughts inevitably drifted back to Mac, to Cassie. Would they let him bring Cassie here? Could he open a portal and bring her? Would they even allow it?

Probably not. It was clear their help came with strings attached, and they wouldn’t just give him what he wanted without extracting something in return. Patience was required, but Anton had never been particularly patient. He had to play along, though. If he played this game right, he could get what he wanted.

The next afternoon, Dabby was noticeably more distant. She only spoke when necessary, and Anton couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d overstepped.

“You have an appointment with the doctor later,” she said as she wheeled him from his room. “They’ll assess if you’re ready to start training.”

Despite feeling well enough to walk on his own, Anton let Dabby wheel him through the hallways. They passed through vast corridors, the sound of distant voices echoing from behind heavy doors.

“What’s happening in there?” Anton asked, gesturing toward the noise.

“It’s just part of the hospital,” she said curtly.

He decided not to press further. He hadn’t seen the doctor in some time—only Dabby, who handled most of his care. But this world had its own rules. He reminded himself that things worked differently here, and hospitals might not be what he was used to.

When they arrived at the office, Dabby scanned her eye, and the door opened. Inside was a sterile room, filled with strange instruments lining the walls.

Anton’s eyes finally landed on the doctor, standing in the corner. He wore a white coat, much like doctors on Earth, but resembled a Jang more than a human. Anton was getting used to seeing different species, and he wondered how many more he’d encounter in the future.

Dabby stayed close, which gave him some comfort. Dr. Jang, as Anton silently dubbed him, said little. He instructed Anton to move his legs, perform some stretches, and inspected him with various tools—one of which resembled instant X-rays.

“When you leave here,” the doctor said, “your legs will be stronger than they ever were before.”

“Back home, I’d be crippled for life,” Anton admitted.

“You’re receiving the best care in the galaxy,” Dr. Jang said, his tone matter-of-fact. “We’ve used advanced, experimental techniques on you. You’ll be ready to begin training in three or four days.

Anton wondered briefly about the time differences here—how many hours were in a day, how long their days compared to Earth’s. He’d only later learn that the universal translator adjusted measurements. When Dr. Jang said ‘three days,’ he meant it in Earth terms, though the days themselves would feel longer.

Curious, Anton decided to ask the doctor one more thing: “What kind of training is this?”

Dr. Jang looked at him, his eyes heavy with fatigue. “Do you like sports, young man?”

The question made Anton cringe. He hated sports. Playing them, watching them, talking about them. It wasn’t just because he was bad at them—it was because, to him, the whole ordeal seemed pointless.

“I didn’t know you had sports on this planet,” Anton replied cautiously.

“You’re going to be trained in portal opening,” Dr. Jang explained. “That requires a healthy body and mind. You can’t have one without the other. But don’t worry—you’re leaving here in better shape than you’ve ever been in.”

Dr. Jang gave Dabby a list of instructions for Anton’s medication. As they returned to his room, neither of them spoke. Anton still had countless questions, but Dabby no longer felt like the right person to ask. Three days, and he’d be out of the hospital. After that, many doors would open for him. Literal doors—portal doors.
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Those three days were grueling. Every night, Anton was plagued by vivid, garish dreams of his sister, waking him with screams that echoed in the dark, lonely hospital room. He could have summoned Dabby with the press of a button, but he feared she’d administer something to force him into sleep, something he didn’t want.

Instead, he grew accustomed to using the system AI, scanning people’s profiles and seeing names, ranks, jobs, or skills displayed before him.

Dabby explained that it was only what people allowed you to see. Some individuals’ information was hidden entirely—like Commander Sirota’s or Jaksa’s.

Just like back home, in the games. Naturally, Anton was eager to see his own details. Dabby revealed that, for now, they were keeping that information from him until he was “ready.”

Ready? He was ready now. He tried again and again to access it but failed. The frustration gnawed at him, much like the sleepless nights spent avoiding nightmares—nightmares of his old life, of the murder, the accident, and Cassie.

Around him, people kept talking about portals, about their power to control the galaxy. While awake, it all sounded absurd to Anton, especially in the dead of night as he stared at the ceiling. Training—that’s what they kept mentioning. Could he really do what they claimed?

Anton had witnessed strange things since arriving on Lahmee, the most surreal being his own recovery after the car had shattered him. Without that, he might have thought this was some elaborate prank, designed to humiliate him. But this was real. There was no denying it.

“Wait for me, Cassie,” he whispered into the stillness of the room. “I’ll give you everything you’ve ever dreamed of and more. Just wait.”
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The next morning, when Dabby entered with his breakfast, she set the tray down and touched the top of his head gently. “Are you feeling unwell?”

“No,” Anton replied, reaching for the juice first, as always.

“You haven’t slept at all, have you?” she observed.

He frowned, swallowing the sweet liquid. “How can you tell?”

You look like a ghost,” she said, pushing the bowl of toasted cereal toward him. “You’re one complicated patient, you know that?”

“It’s the nightmares,” Anton muttered. “I keep dreaming about my sister, and...”

“Give me a moment.” Dabby walked out of the room before he could say anything else. Anton sighed, weary from days of sleeplessness. He expected her to return with a sedative, but when she came back, her hands were empty as she collected the tray.

“They said not to worry about your sleep,” she said. “The Monk will take care of that later.”

“The Monk?” Anton asked, puzzled. “What monk?”

“Don’t you have monks on your planet? Men who lead spiritual lives?”

“There are monks, but I never believed in that sort of thing.”

“You certainly will after meeting our Monk.”
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Dr. Jang knocked lightly before entering the examination room. “Final check-up time,” he announced.

“Yes,” Anton replied, sweat beading on his forehead. He quickly wiped it away.

“Don’t be nervous,” Dr. Jang said, his tone reassuring.

Anton was anxious, though not about the check-up itself. It was the unknown that awaited him beyond the hospital walls. Dr. Frog’s examination was thorough but familiar, aside from the occasional strange tool, much like medical exams back on Earth.

Dr. Jang tested Anton’s reflexes and overall mobility. “All good,” he said, sitting back down. “Now, for the final test, I need to activate your internal AI.”

“They’re finally giving me full access?”

“Almost,” Dr. Jang smiled. “But you’ll see.”

He pulled out a pen-like device and tapped the side of Anton’s head. Anton felt a small jolt but nothing significant.

“Now,” Dr. Jang said. “Think ‘self.’ That should do it.”

Anton did so, and the strange symbols in his vision twisted, transforming into English.

He read:

Name: Anton Láska

Age: 20

Species: Human

Sex: Male

Bloodline: Unknown

Ekasai Level: 1

Health: 87%

Active Meridians: 4

Natural Affinity: Water

Nanites: 100

Translator: Grade 1

Chosen Specialist: Ekasai manipulator.

Portals Opened: 2

Strength: 5

Dexterity: 5

Constitution: 10

Intelligence: 10

Wisdom: 10

Charisma: 5

Luck: 2

“What does it all mean?” Anton asked, his voice betraying his confusion.

“It means you’ve got a long road ahead of you,” Dr. Jang said, his expression serious. “But you have potential.”

Anton sighed. “So, I’m weak for now?”

“You wouldn’t be here if we didn’t believe in your potential,” Dr. Jang assured him, stepping back.

Anton’s eyes lingered on Ekasai Level: 1. “How powerful do portal openers need to be?”

“Commander Sirota will explain the rest,” Dr. Jang said, his tone final. “You’ll be fine. This is where my role ends, though. Dabby will take you to the next building, and from there, you’re on your own with the others.”

“Will you check in on me?” Anton asked, feeling an unexpected pang of disappointment.

“No,” Dr. Jang replied, “I’m only here for emergencies. But you’re in good hands. Just not mine anymore.”

“Oh,” Anton said softly, “Thank you. For everything.”

Dr. Jang smiled and extended his hand. “You’ve been a model patient. Even if you ask more questions than most. Godspeed, Anton Láska.”

They shook hands, and Anton felt a strange sadness as the doctor left. He turned to see Dabby waiting for him by the door. “Ready?”

He nodded, slowly rising from his chair. This was it—the beginning of something new.

Dabby led him through the vast corridors and into an elevator. An awkward silence hung between them, and Anton wasn’t sure how to break it. These were their final moments together, and he wanted to leave a good impression, but the words didn’t come.

When they arrived on the ground floor, Larya was waiting with a wide smile. “You can leave him with me now,” she said to Dabby.

“Goodbye, Anton,” Dabby said softly, placing her hand on his arm. “Go out there and do something good. I’ll be cheering for you.”

She leaned in and kissed his cheek gently before turning to leave.

“You two would make a fine couple,” Larya teased as she led Anton through the foyer. He noticed several creatures of different shapes and sizes, all of them injured or recovering. “Of course, for Earthlings, that would be bestiality, wouldn’t it? But we’re far more progressive out here. Marriage is not solely for reproduction.”

“Please stop,” Anton muttered, his face burning with embarrassment.

Larya smiled, dipping her head slightly. “I didn’t mean to offend.”

They arrived at a smaller elevator, and Larya flashed her credentials to the guard. She pressed the buttons in a specific sequence, and Anton realized, with some surprise, that the elevator didn’t just move up and down—it also moved diagonally. He found it unnerving, especially since he couldn’t see through the walls. Though the elevator moved quickly, it took over fifteen minutes to reach their destination.

“Let’s go,” Larya said as the doors opened.

Despite spending weeks in bed, Anton found that walking came easier than he’d expected. He was stronger, more capable than he had been before the accident. As he took his first steps outside, it dawned on him just how much they had healed him—not only restoring his legs but making them more powerful than ever.

The passageway they entered had white walls lined with purple streaks. “This is the training facility,” Larya explained. “You’ll be spending most of your time here. But first, there’s someone I want you to meet.”

Anton followed, still in awe of his own recovery. He thought about how, if he had been on Earth, he would have spent the rest of his life in a wheelchair, likely in pain or drugged into submission. What they had done for him here was beyond comprehension. Could they heal anyone like this? And what about the mind—could that be healed as well? And if it could, what might that mean for someone like Cassie?

They passed through a glass door into a garden filled with towering plants, some ten meters tall, in vibrant shades of green and purple. As they walked along the pebbled path, the space fell into a serene silence.

“What are we doing here?” Anton asked in a hushed tone, not wanting to disrupt the tranquility.

“You’re going to meet the Monk,” Larya said. “He’s a spiritual being—the last of his kind. There’s much you need to understand before you begin training, and it’s best if you hear it from him.”

Anton felt a twinge of anxiety. He had never been one for spiritual teachings or philosophy, and the mention of the Monk unsettled him.

“We built this garden for him,” Larya continued, leading him around a tree that looked like it was made of concrete. “He doesn’t eat, drink, or sleep. Some say his body has long since died, but his mind remains.”

The Monk sat at the base of the concrete tree, legs crossed, looking like a figure out of an ancient painting. His appearance was human-like, with a thick beard, large brown eyes, and a lean, ascetic frame. He didn’t resemble anyone Anton had met, but he reminded him of the monks he had seen in documentaries—those who spent months fasting in pursuit of enlightenment.

“Sit,” the Monk’s voice came, though his lips didn’t move. The command was not spoken but delivered as an idea.

Anton glanced at Larya, seeking confirmation. She nodded, and he sat by a root in front of the Monk, closing his eyes without being told.

When he closed them, he didn’t see the usual darkness. Instead, everything around him was golden, and he felt himself at the center of it. “You have a question,” the Monk said. “Something you need to understand.”

What was it? Anton asked himself. “Portals?”

“Yes, portals,” the Monk affirmed.

“I need to understand how they work,” Anton said, after a moment of hesitation. “What’s the science behind them all?”

“Portals aren’t science,” the Monk said, his voice calm but resolute. “Science is born from knowledge. From thought. From experimentation. You learn, pass it forward, and the next generation begins where the last left off. Portals aren’t like that.”

Anton furrowed his brow. “So... magic? Are portals magic then?”

The Monk’s lips curled slightly. “A portal is a spatial connection between two points. In that sense, yes, they are closer to magic than to science. But don’t mistake it for something whimsical.” He paused, then gestured, “Look.”

In front of them, an image began to take shape—clear and sharp, like a memory coming into focus. A road, the hum of tires over gravel. A car, familiar in its mundane details. Anton’s pulse quickened. “That’s my world! That’s Earth! How do you know this?”

The Monk’s gaze didn’t falter. “Your mind forms these images, based on what you know. I provide the framework; the rest comes from you.”

As the car rolled down the road, Anton could almost feel the vibrations beneath him, the monotonous pull of a long journey. Time stretched, a moment lasting far too long, until sweat dotted his forehead. He wiped it away, disoriented. It had only been a minute, but it felt like hours.

Suddenly, something unfamiliar appeared in the path—the inverted triangle with rounded edges. The same symbol Cassie had drawn. The one he had opened.

“There’s another one, farther away,” Anton whispered. “Thousands of kilometers away... It’s like... teleportation!” The word tumbled out as he remembered the old sci-fi films he’d devoured online. The car moved through the triangle, vanishing, only to reappear in another location.

“No,” the Monk corrected sharply, his tone firm. “This is teleportation.”

In an instant, the world around them shifted. They were no longer observing from a distance; they stood at the side of the road, as if transported there. The road was the same, yet not the same. A memory, real and unreal all at once.

Anton’s breath hitched, and he pressed his hands to his eyes. “Holy shit! Are we actually on Earth?”

“No,” the Monk replied, his voice steady. “We are still elsewhere. But the image you see is drawn from your mind. This is not your planet.”

The car returned, but this time, something about it was different. It shimmered, fading in and out of reality, becoming almost transparent before disappearing altogether. It reappeared a moment later, in a new spot, perfectly still. Anton’s mind struggled to catch up. He thought he was beginning to understand.

“Portals are not about moving objects,” the Monk explained. “They are about connecting two locations, bridging the distance between them. The objects themselves still must travel. This is not instantaneous transport. It’s a pathway.”

“And what does this have to do with me?” Anton asked, his voice quieter now, the gravity of the situation sinking in.

The Monk extended his hand, conjuring the familiar image of the inverted triangle. “This is your symbol, Anton. Your connection. It’s not something that can be taught to just anyone. Each Ekasai has a unique energy, and yours allows you to create these pathways. We need to cultivate it, to amplify your ability.”

“So it is magic,” Anton murmured, more to himself than the Monk. His voice grew firmer. “That’s why I’m here. If it were science, you could teach anyone to do it.”

The Monk smiled again, though there was a deeper sadness in his eyes. “Call it magic if you wish. But it’s more than that. It’s power.”

Anton blinked, a memory tugging at the edge of his thoughts. “I remember tasting something... when it happened. Something sweet, at the back of my mouth. I didn’t think much of it at the time, but now...”

“That is your signature,” the Monk confirmed. “Each Ekasai has a unique response. Some taste something, others hear a sound or smell something familiar. It’s how your mind interprets the energy.”

Anton stared at the growing triangle, its shape warping until it was large enough for him to step through. Without hesitation, he moved forward, the space around him warping. The landscape shifted violently, and he found himself on a mountaintop, the air thin and crisp.

He looked up. Above him, strange shapes littered the sky, like fractures in reality. “Are these... all portals?” he asked, his voice barely a whisper.

The Monk floated beside him, legs crossed, swaying slightly as if borne by a gentle breeze. “Centuries ago, these were all open portals. The people who opened them are long gone, but their pathways remain. Weak, fragile connections, lost without those who kept them open. The Sagras wish to create new ones—portals they can control, link to their technology. But what they do with these portals is of little concern to me. I care only that they remain protected, and not abused.”

Anton turned toward him, frowning. “Protected? Why do you care? Who are you?”

The Monk’s eyes darkened, and the triangle appeared once more. Anton followed without question, and they stepped through. This time, the world they entered was not peaceful.

An ancient temple, massive columns rising toward the sky. Inside, chaos. A massacre, blood staining the stone floors as monks were slaughtered. Anton’s heart raced. They weren’t fighters; they never stood a chance. One monk, clutching a small boy, tried to flee. But there was no escape. A shot rang out, and the boy fell.

“This,” the Monk said, his voice laced with sorrow, “was thousands of years ago. Before the Sagras came to power. My people were tasked with protecting the Ekasai, with guarding the knowledge of the portals. But we were betrayed, slaughtered. I alone survived. And I have spent every moment since preparing, so that I might protect those who remain.”

The image flickered, shimmering before fading. Anton blinked, and suddenly they were back under the concrete tree. The silence was deafening.

The Monk’s presence was different now—frail, as if the effort of revealing his past had drained him. He looked ancient, almost mummified, despite the vitality Anton had sensed before.

Larya’s hand on Anton’s shoulder jolted him from his thoughts. He hadn’t heard her approach.

“I didn’t mean to startle you,” she said softly. “Come, I’ll show you where you’ll be staying. He needs rest now.”

Anton stood slowly, still processing everything he’d seen. He glanced back at the Monk, offering a nod of respect. “Thank you,” he said, his voice steady but filled with questions. “I hope we’ll speak again soon.”

The Monk said nothing, but his eyes held Anton’s for a moment longer. In that silence, something passed between them. A mutual understanding.
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LARYA


Larya pulled her cloak tight around her as she made her way across the training grounds, the cold air biting into her skin. The wind was sharp, cutting through her layers and sinking deep into her bones. Great idea to come out here, in this weather. She quickened her pace, abandoning her usual measured stride. The last thing she needed was to arrive soaked to the bone.

Most of Larya’s travels were conducted in the warmth of pods—the same kind Anton had mistaken for an elevator. She rarely ventured outside, a realization that troubled her more than she’d admit. The suns of Lahmee could scorch her pale blue skin to a shade of deep purple if she lingered too long beneath them. Today, though, there were no suns. Only rain—thick, cold, and relentless. She ran faster, shivering against the chill.

When the building finally loomed into view, she acknowledged the guards with a swift, almost curt, wave. They dipped their heads and opened the pod for her as she stepped inside, leaving the downpour behind.

The guards had grown accustomed to her frequent visits in recent weeks. She had spent long hours in the archives, delving into records about the planets surrounding Earth and the peculiar people who inhabited them—both in the past and present.

Her grandmother had asked for detailed information, and Larya knew the archives held what she sought. Jaksa had mentioned Earthlings before—brief, casual comments, but enough to suggest she knew more than she let on. Larya knew better than to confront her grandmother without preparation. This wasn’t the time for direct questions; not yet. First, she needed to arm herself with knowledge.

She found little warmth in the archive’s ancient halls. The air here was as cold as the data stored in its vaults. Larya made her way to the family’s private computer archive, palming open the door and sitting at the large desk before a reflective screen. She shrugged off her cloak and set to work, her fingers deft as she navigated the filing system. More screens blinked to life around her as the archives responded to her commands.

The files were stored in microscopic crystals, deep within temperature-controlled racks. Once the system was operational, the heat it generated would turn the room into a furnace. But Larya was used to discomfort. Her focus was on what lay ahead.

Initially, Larya had dismissed Anton’s species as primitive, their potential insignificant compared to the other races in the galaxy. But as she delved deeper into Earth’s history, her view shifted. Humans were adept at war, skilled in survival, yet also masters of creativity—an intriguing paradox. Larya admired their versatility. They were proficient in medicine, literature, and the arts of battle. The concept of film intrigued her—a form of expression unlike anything she had encountered elsewhere in the universe.

And then, there was their obsession with family. Humans clung to family ties, bound by blood in ways Larya found oddly noble. In contrast, her own relationships—with her father, with Jaksa—were shaped by shared purpose, not bloodlines. If circumstances demanded it, they would kill one another without hesitation.

There was no judgment in that thought. It was simply the nature of power.

The file on Earth was extensive, detailing millennia of history. Most of it was gleaned from the humans themselves, stored in their primitive cloud systems. The earliest records were fragmented, pieced together by their historians, while their more recent history was meticulously documented. Larya sifted through it, skipping the trivial—a slew of images featuring small animals with pointy ears, and the bizarre abundance of human sexual acts, which appeared to serve no practical purpose. She didn’t linger on those distractions.

What truly caught her attention was something buried deeper—information on prior recruits her grandmother had brought from Earth, long before Larya’s time. This was no classified file, so perhaps Jaksa had meant for her to find it eventually. Or maybe her grandmother hadn’t thought about Earth in decades. If those recruits had failed, they would have been forgotten, just as easily as they were found.

Larya tried searching for more details, but found none. The information was frustratingly incomplete. She closed the file and rose, knowing she’d have to confront her grandmother sooner rather than later.
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The door to Jaksa’s office was grand, towering above anyone who passed through. Larya didn’t bother knocking. The guards bowed as she entered without hesitation.

“Larya!” a deep voice greeted her. It was her father, Ozren, seated at Jaksa’s desk, casually smoking a bone pipe. The scent of the smoke, sharp and acrid, filled the room.

“We’ve been waiting,” Jaksa added, her tone more measured but no less commanding. She sat behind the massive desk, the weight of her presence filling the room.

Larya moved to sit across from them. “I’ve been in the archives,” she explained, crossing her legs and settling into her seat. “Studying more about Earth and its people.”

Ozren raised an eyebrow, exhaling smoke. “Still catching up? You’ve been handling the boy for months. Haven’t you been curious before?”

Larya gave him a measured look. “Curiosity is a luxury,” she replied. “My focus has been on Anton’s rehabilitation. Understanding his abilities is another matter. If we are to control him, we must first know what drives him.” Jaksa smiled, though her eyes remained sharp. “And have you learned anything worth sharing?”

Larya leaned back slightly, considering her words. “I’m still uncertain about his portal-opening abilities. But what I do know is this—his power manifests under extreme distress. A bully had tormented him, pushing him to the edge. In a moment of desperation, Anton killed him. But the portal didn’t open because of the murder. It opened because Anton was running—from the guilt, from the consequences. Mere seconds before a vehicle struck him, he tore open the fabric of space. Had you not intervened, he would have died.”

Ozren tapped his pipe against the table, his eyes narrowing. “Do you think the desire to kill was the trigger?”

Larya’s gaze hardened. “No. And I hope to the gods that’s not the case. If violence is what fuels his power, we have a far greater problem on our hands.”

Jaksa’s expression grew more serious. “Violence is easy to reproduce. But if we rely on that, we risk breaking him. He’s fragile enough as it is.”

“Pain can be simulated,” Ozren added, though his tone was skeptical. “But the mind only takes so much before it snaps.”

Jaksa steepled her fingers, her voice colder now. “Exactly. Ekasai are rare. We can’t afford to squander this one because we pushed him too far. “

Ozren turned to Larya. “So, what’s your plan?”

Larya met his gaze evenly. “I want to see how he interacts with the others. We haven’t had much success with them individually, but together, there may be something. Rivalry, competition—it could be what we need to push them further.”

“Competition breeds strength,” Ozren mused, a small smile tugging at his lips. “Perhaps that’s what we’ve been missing.”

Jaksa, however, didn’t share the smile. She shot Ozren a sharp look. “Leave us, Son. I need a word with Larya alone.”

There were few people in the galaxy who could command Ozren as Jaksa did. He was a diplomat, a soldier, a scholar, and a professor—a formidable presence, respected by many. But if Jaksa wanted him out of the room, he would leave without argument. Not because she was his mother, or even because of her position, but because he respected her intellect. Ozren admired her as a strategist; he knew if Jaksa believed his absence would benefit the plan, he would not second-guess her.

“Come closer, Larya,” Jaksa murmured, reaching under her desk. She began placing a set of objects on the polished surface—a rusted sword, a gilded cross, another sword, and a military helmet. Her movements were precise, deliberate. “Tell me what you see.”

Larya studied the items. “The swords... taken from soldiers, I imagine. They look to be from different regions, different eras. The cross is a religious symbol, likely from Earth. The helmet... large enough for a human skull.”

Jaksa nodded approvingly. “I have trained humans before. Most are... difficult. Impetuous. They respond poorly to authority, but their arrogance can serve a purpose, it motivates those from other planets, fuels competition. Humans cling to their belief that they are unique, even as they flounder in their insignificance. They’re like insects—dangerous in swarms, insignificant when alone.”

“How many have you trained?” Larya asked, her tone measured.

“Five.” Jaksa’s gaze shifted to the screen before them. She pressed a button, and an image appeared—a well-built man with one of the swords. “This one came from Greece. His people had fought a ten-year war and were on their way home. Their ships were lost at sea, drifting for weeks. One by one, the crew died of disease and madness. Some jumped overboard, driven mad by thirst and heat. He was the last. Burning alive under the sun, his throat parched, he opened a portal that brought his ship of dead men here.”

Larya’s eyes widened slightly. “Here?”

Jaksa’s voice remained calm, though her eyes gleamed with memory. “Yes. But he was broken beyond repair, both in body and mind. We tried to heal him, but in the end, we had to put him to rest before he harmed himself—or us.”

Larya glanced at the cross, then met Jaksa’s gaze again. “And the priest?”

“A man of faith. Not unlike our monks, though his devotion was to something more abstract. He spent decades in a monastery, transcribing books, isolated from the world. His focus became so intense that it opened a doorway in his mind, though he never knew it. We had to act quickly, pulling him through before he became lost. But...” Jaksa paused, her expression hardening, “he died of a heart attack on the journey back.”

Larya sat back, absorbing the weight of what she’d heard. “So... not all your recruits were successful.”

“No. But we had better luck with the Samurai.” Jaksa shook her head and gestured to the second sword. “He was the most promising. He spoke a different language, came from a different time. When we found him, he was about to commit ritual suicide. His master had died, and to him, a Samurai without a master was worthless. We convinced him that we would be his new masters.”

“How did his training go?” Larya asked, intrigued.

“Hiroto... was unlike the others. He feared nothing—not even death. His first portal opened because he wanted to die, not escape. He saw death as the ultimate honor, and we had to tread carefully to keep him with us.” Jaksa’s face darkened. “We gave him his sword back to gain his trust. He respected us for that.”

Larya’s eyes narrowed. “And what happened to him?”

“He... opened a portal on himself. It was a mistake. His body was severed—half of him on one side of the portal, half on the other.”

“Do you think it was intentional? Another suicide attempt?”

Jaksa sighed, a rare show of frustration. “I don’t know. We were so confident in his training, we let him practice unsupervised. A miscalculation.”

“And the soldier?” Larya picked up the helmet, turning it over in her hands.

Jaksa’s lips pressed into a thin line. “A brutal story. His army marched to destroy a town, only to find it had already been razed by its own people. There was no shelter, no food, nothing but the freezing winds of winter. As they trudged home, men fell dead where they stood, their minds and bodies ravaged by the cold and hunger. Those who survived were shells of their former selves.”

Larya nodded, her voice quiet. “Did his mind survive?”

“Barely. We treated him, as we’ve treated Anton. He was a competent Ekasai, but humans age quickly. His usefulness was fleeting.” Jaksa took the helmet from her, placing it gently back on the desk. “That is why I’ve kept these... reminders. They are a testament to the potential and the fragility of humanity.”

“And what do you see in Anton?” Larya asked, her tone laced with curiosity.

Jaksa’s eyes softened, just for a moment. “I see hope... and danger. He is unlike the others—perhaps because he is younger, or perhaps because of his connection to that girl. But there is something there, something worth nurturing. And that is why I am both curious and... nervous, for what his future holds. For him, and for us.”
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ANTON


Few things had terrified Anton more during his adolescence than the prospect of being drafted into the army. His demeanor, his awkwardness—he knew it would make him an easy target for both officers and his fellow recruits. Watching Full Metal Jacket had cemented his fear. He swore back then that if he ever found himself drafted, he’d sooner cut off a toe than endure it.

Now, the irony was undeniable. Here he was, seated on a narrow bed in an empty room, a soldier—not of Earth’s armies, but as an Ekasai, a portal opener on an alien world.

His stats were stuck. No matter how much he focused, willed them to change, they stayed the same. Strength, Dexterity... Luck. The numbers taunted him, unmoving. That last one, especially—Luck—seemed like something forever out of reach. Yet here he was, unique in this army, and for the first time in his life, someone, something, was invested in him. They wanted him to reach his full potential. The commitment was strange, almost alien in itself. But it felt good—odd, yes, but good.

The pale green walls of the room made him dizzy if he looked at them for too long. The room was sparse: just a bed, a closet for his uniform. He longed for something familiar, posters, books—anything to bring warmth to this sterile space. But that wasn’t why he was here. He exhaled, running his hands over his legs. They were strong, stronger than they had ever been. He could feel it, the latent power in them, ready to be unleashed.

Larya had handed him a bag with everything he’d need—clothes, boots, and a few energy bars. “I’ll be back in thirty minutes to take you to meet the others,” she had said.

His stomach tightened at the thought. He knew nothing about them beyond their youth and that they hailed from distant regions of the universe. But the prospect of meeting more aliens didn’t seem strange anymore. In fact, everything about this place had started to feel like waking from a deep, suffocating sleep. Earth seemed distant now, a bad dream he couldn’t quite remember. He didn’t miss it. There was only one part of that life he still cared about.

“I’ll come back for you,” Anton whispered to the green walls. “I’ll bring you here, and you’ll finally be free, Cassie.”

His thoughts turned to his sister, guilt gnawing at him. The last time he saw her, he had told her to run, to flee from Mac. What’s she doing now? he wondered. Did the cops question her? Are our parents even looking for me? He doubted it. Maybe they were relieved. Maybe his disappearance was exactly what they’d wanted.

“Fuck them,” Anton muttered, his voice louder this time. His parents had never cared. To them, he was nothing but dead weight. A failure. But now, now he was something. “Look at me now,” he hissed, standing up. “Look at me now.”

He stretched, testing his legs. They were strong, stronger than he had ever imagined possible. Beneath the black trousers, his scars still traced his skin, but they felt like badges now. He threw a few kicks into the air, testing the power in them. He could shatter bones with these legs. Mac’s bones. He could’ve done it.

But Mac was dead, and Anton had put him there. The thought gnawed at him, twisting in his chest. He should feel something—relief, satisfaction, anything. But all he felt was the weight of it, dragging him down. His hands shook, and he had to steady them against the wall, forcing deep breaths into his lungs.

“I killed him,” Anton whispered, the words heavy, pulling at the edges of his sanity. He clenched his fists, forcing the trembling to stop. He didn’t have time to lose control, not now, not with the others waiting for him.

He smoothed his clothes, standing by the door, willing himself to stay calm. His legs, at least, were strong enough to hold him for hours if necessary. But it wasn’t long before there was a knock. When the door opened, Larya was there, her dark brown suit crisp and professional, though not militaristic.

“I see you’re ready,” she said, her eyes scanning him with a practiced ease.

“Of course,” Anton replied. “Ma’am.”

“You don’t need to call me that,” she said with a smile. “I’m not military. I’m just here to introduce you to your new colleagues. Come with me.”

He followed her down a long corridor, his mind racing. The place was vast, and he couldn’t help but wonder when it had been built, how long it had stood here. They traveled in the same strange pods, the ones he had mistaken for elevators. Everything about this world felt enclosed, sheltered. Even the garden with the Monk had a ceiling. Was there even a sky here?

“You’ll be training with two others,” Larya said, her voice pulling him from his thoughts. “Both come from very different regions of the galaxy, places your people haven’t even dreamed of. They’re like you—they built portals in moments of extreme distress. Both have agreed to serve and protect the Sagras.”

“Protect from what?” Anton asked, the question spilling out before he could stop himself.

Larya paused, her gaze flickering toward him. She hesitated, then said, “There is a rebel force. They call themselves the Dissidence. You’ll learn more in time.”

“I didn’t mean to...”

“It’s alright,” Larya reassured him, her smile returning. “Curiosity is good. It shows you’re ready to learn. Ready to defend.” She resumed walking, her pace brisk but unhurried.

They passed several locked doors before entering a large training hall. The space reminded Anton of the Olympic gymnastics arenas he’d seen on TV—rings, bars, mats. Do they expect me to use this?

“Portal openers focus better when their bodies are strong,” Larya explained, her tone matter-of-fact.

“I... I can’t...” Anton stammered. “I’ve never done anything like this before.”

A soft voice interrupted him from behind. “Neither had I,” it said, “but you’ll find it gets easier.”

Anton turned to see a tall woman with smooth, blue skin. She was lithe, her features young, her hair short and dark. She wiped the sweat from her brow, her black uniform clinging to her slender form.

“I’m Magna Hely,” she said, her voice calm and steady. “You must be the new guy. Where are you from?”

“I’m Anton,” he said. “From Earth.”

“Earth?” Magna’s brow furrowed. “Isn’t that the planet where people poison themselves?”

Anton blinked. “I... I guess?”

“I’ve heard about it. I hope you’re smarter than the others.”

“I do my best,” Anton said, feeling the weight of her gaze.

“Iro!” Magna called over her shoulder. “Come meet the new guy.”

Anton hadn’t noticed the young man hanging upside down from a beam. Iro dropped to the ground effortlessly, landing with precision. His eyes darkened as he took in Anton’s appearance.

“Iro Crowe,” the boy said, his voice clipped. “You’re...”

“Anton,” he repeated. “Just Anton.”

“You’ll spend most of your time here,” Larya said, her voice a quiet command. “You need to be in the best shape possible. Opening portals takes a toll on both the mind and the body. Without control, the energy can overwhelm you.”

“I wasn’t prepared the last time,” Anton muttered, lowering his gaze.

“No,” Larya said gently, “you weren’t. But you were under extreme stress.”

“Don’t remind me,” Anton growled, clenching his fists.

“We’ve all been there,” Magna said, her voice a soft balm. “Haven’t we, Iro?”

Iro just nodded, his eyes never leaving Anton.

“At certain times,” Larya explained, her voice firm but not unkind, “your body will produce more energy than you’re used to. Our goal is to train you so that you won’t need to open a portal just to release that energy. We want you to have absolute control over both your mind and body.”

Anton’s thoughts flickered. Control my mind? He recalled the endless, restless nights, his thoughts swirling like a storm. The nightmares that plagued him. If those weren’t enough stress to open a thousand portals, he didn’t know what was. “My mind?” he repeated.

“We’ll help with that too,” Larya assured. “All our students meet regularly with the Monk to purify their thoughts. He will guide you through it.”

Anton’s gut twisted. They think of me as a weapon, he realized. A tool that needs to be cleaned, calibrated, and kept ready for use whenever they need to fire me.

“And what about Magna and Iro?” Anton asked, his tone sharper than before. “What triggers their portals?”

Larya began, “Magna is capable of—”

“Stress,” Magna cut her off abruptly. “It’s the same for all of us. Different things trigger us, but we’ll get to know each other’s triggers over time.”

She’s ashamed, Anton thought, watching Magna’s averted gaze. Maybe she had her own ghosts, just like him.

Larya reached into her pocket and pulled out what looked like a wristwatch. “Place this on your left wrist,” she instructed. “It will link to your AI and guide you through your physical training. Magna has been here six months, and Iro for eight. You’ll need to catch up to them in the next four months.”

Anton’s eyebrows shot up in disbelief. “Four months? That’s impossible! How am I supposed to catch up that fast when they’ve had so much more time?”

“We’ve made adjustments to your body while you were recovering,” Larya said evenly. “You’ll catch up. Trust me. Don’t worry.”

Don’t worry. It was the last thing anyone could say to him and expect it to help.

“I need to speak with you,” Magna said to Larya, moving closer. Her voice dropped to a whisper, but Anton could still see her eyes flicking toward him every so often.

“You’ll do as you’re told,” Larya snapped, loud enough for all of them to hear. “If you don’t like it, Magna, you’re free to go back to your homeworld. But I doubt they’d welcome you.”

“That’s not fair,” Magna retorted, frustration clear in her voice, but she didn’t press further.

Larya dismissed the exchange with a wave of her hand. “Anton, the wrist piece will provide all your instructions. It’ll guide you through the exercises, test your abilities, and show you the way back to your room. After training, it’ll lead you to the mess hall for dinner. Follow its directions. And a word of advice—don’t try to open any doors that are meant to stay closed.”

With that, Larya turned and strode away, leaving Anton standing in the middle of the court, unsure of what to make of the cryptic warning.

“What doors was she talking about?” Anton asked, turning to Iro.

Iro barely spared him a glance as he shrugged. “You don’t want to know. Just follow the wrist coach.”

Magna stepped closer to him, her tone softer than before. “Look, we’re both in a tough spot. I agree with you—four months isn’t enough time to catch up. Unless you’re in amazing shape, or...”

“Or what?” Anton asked, tension rising. Magna was already starting to get on his nerves.

“Or,” she hesitated, looking away, “you’re already a brilliant Ekasai.”

“I’m neither,” Anton replied bluntly, though part of him wondered. He didn’t know what he was yet, not fully.

Magna seemed to lose interest in the conversation, her eyes glazing over. “Do what you need to do. Just... stay out of my way.” She gestured toward one side of the court, where the training equipment awaited.

Anton glanced at the machines, feeling the weight of his new reality sink in. He had no choice but to begin.
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The court was vast, with enough room for each of them to train independently. As he approached the equipment, the wrist piece activated.

“I’m ready when you are,” a voice said from the device.

Startled, Anton stopped mid-step. “Wait, you can talk?”

“Of course. What else did you expect me to do?” the voice replied, almost amused.

“I don’t know...” Anton rubbed his face, feeling the stubble on his chin. “I wasn’t expecting you to... be so...”

“Sentient?” the voice offered.

“Yeah. Something like that. Are you... alive?”

“I’m a programmed nano-device. I connect with your body, your AI, and the Sagras network.”

Anton sighed. “So they’ll be watching everything I do?”

“Yes,” the voice said without hesitation. “That’s their job. They need to watch you so they can help you grow. As do I.”

“What’s your name?” Anton asked, moving toward the machine.

“You can call me Lynd.”

“Nice to meet you, Lynd. So... what do I do first?”

Lynd guided him through a series of stretches, similar to the ones Anton remembered from his high school gym classes. Then came the weights. Anton was surprised by the strength in his limbs, not just his legs, but his entire body. He remembered Larya mentioning they had made some “adjustments” to him while he was unconscious. Maybe that was why they expected him to catch up to Magna and Iro so quickly.

He lifted the weights with ease, far more than he ever could have managed before. A hundred and twenty pounds? That’s insane. He marveled at the newfound power in his arms. Why can’t they just make me stronger all at once? Why do I even need to train?

But curiosity got the better of him. He grabbed a thirty-pound weight, testing his limits. What else could I do with this kind of strength?

It was too much. The weight slipped from his hands and landed on his pinkie toe with a dull thud.

A sharp, searing pain shot through his body. Anton clenched his jaw, biting back a scream. He couldn’t—wouldn’t—look like a fool in front of Magna and Iro. He wouldn’t let them see him break.

As the pain pulsed through him, something flickered in front of his eyes. A shape, small but distinct, hovered there—a triangle with rounded edges, glowing faintly. Anton blinked, and the pain sharpened his focus. He realized, with a jolt, that through the sheer force of his agony, he had just opened a tiny portal.
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ANTON


The training was nothing like what Anton had imagined. It was now his third day, and all he had been doing was hopping around, doing push-ups, and following instructions from the wrist piece. Was that really all there was to opening portals? He couldn’t believe it. The entire experience felt like a test of patience, and he started to wonder if they were holding him back deliberately, to see what he could achieve on his own.

Anton wasn’t sure whether he should tell anyone about the small portal he had accidentally opened. His peers didn’t seem particularly friendly, and he feared they might inform Larya. He decided he’d only say something if it happened again, and even then, he’d deal with whatever consequences followed.

Distracted, he dropped a weight on his toe, breaking it. They healed it quickly, of course, but the experience gave him pause. After a brief rest, he returned to exercising, carefully following the wrist piece’s guidance. Yet the isolation weighed on him. He could see Magna and Iro working out in their own corners, but they trained alone, just as he did. The loneliness was suffocating.

Why couldn’t they train together, or with an actual coach? Anton thought. Maybe it was dangerous for three Ekasai to work out side by side. Perhaps the combined energy could open unintended portals. He didn’t know enough yet to fully understand the risks, but he suspected there was a reason they were brought together. Maybe, when they had more control over their abilities, they’d be expected to work as a team for whatever mission their masters had in mind.

Anton decided to approach Magna. She had at least spoken to him on the first day, so she seemed the better option.

“How long do you think we have to keep doing this?” he asked, trying not to sound too desperate for conversation.

Magna was running on the treadmill, her hair swaying with each step. She glanced at him, wide-eyed, seemingly startled by his question. The rhythm of her feet slowed. “What are you doing?” she asked.

“I’m just making conversation. Don’t you think we should try to be... friends?”

Her expression hardened. “I can’t—We’re not supposed to—just get back to work.”

Anton wasn’t exactly a social expert, but he was tired of the silence, of the monotony. Under normal circumstances, he might have backed off and returned to his workout, but nothing about this situation was normal. “You think we’ll get punished for talking?”

Magna stepped off the treadmill and faced him. She was much taller than he realized, nearly seven inches taller. “They’re watching everything,” she said quietly, pointing to the wrist piece.

Anton raised an eyebrow. “If they’re really that close, whispering won’t help.”

Magna hesitated, then unclasped her wrist piece and motioned for him to do the same. They hung them on the treadmill’s handlebars and moved to the far side of the room, making sure Iro couldn’t see them.

“Fine,” she said, crossing her arms. “What do you want to talk about?”

“How did you open your first portal?” Anton asked.

Magna sighed, her eyes softening. “I was an opera singer. A professional. The first time I hit a high pitch, a doorway appeared in front of me. Not long after that, the Sagras came for me. Got me drafted into all this.”

“Used to be? You don’t sing anymore?”

Magna’s face tightened. “I’d rather do something that matters now. What about you? What did you do before all this?”

Anton hesitated, unsure if he should be truthful about the portal. “I looked after my little sister. They’re forcing me to leave her behind, but... not forever. I’ll go back for her. I’ll bring her here.”

“Bring her here? For what?”

He paused, really thinking it over. What would Cassie gain from this? The thought of bringing her into this world, locked in these dull buildings, felt wrong. He had learned of many worlds, of many beings living across the galaxy, but here he was, stuck in a sterile training facility with no view of any of it.

“I take it you haven’t met the Monk yet,” Magna said, breaking the silence.

“I have,” Anton replied.

“Well, you’ll be seeing a lot more of him. He might have some of the answers you’re looking for. Just be patient.”

The silence returned. Magna wiped her brow with the back of her sleeve, and Anton found himself noticing the curve of her body, how the tight training suit hugged her. He quickly forced his mind away from such thoughts—she was from another species, after all, and besides, he wasn’t exactly smooth with women, even on Earth.

“Do you dream a lot?” Magna asked suddenly.

“What?” Anton blinked. “Oh, uh, yeah. Yeah, I do.”

“Me too. Mostly about being back on stage, singing. Larya says portal openers dream more than regular people. It’s connected somehow. They’ve been studying us for millennia, but there’s still a lot they don’t understand.”

Anton hesitated before speaking. “I opened a portal the other day,” he finally admitted. “A small one. The day I broke my toe.”

Magna’s eyes widened. “On your first day? How big was it?”

“Tiny,” Anton said, holding his fingers close together.

“Where did it lead?”

“I don’t know,” he confessed. “Does it matter?”

“Of course, it matters!” Magna exclaimed. “What if it had opened to the vacuum of space? You could’ve been sucked right through. Or you could’ve opened it to the core of a star and burned us all alive. You’ve got to be careful, Anton. Portals aren’t something you can mess around with.”

Her words hit hard. “I thought I saw something familiar through it. Like... like I was looking at a wall in my old house, back on Earth.”

Magna’s expression softened. “Portals are tied to emotions, to memories. Didn’t anyone tell you that?”

“Who’s ‘they’?”

Magna shrugged. “They, us, it doesn’t matter. What matters is, they’re training us for a reason. They need to know we can handle it when they need us.”

It made sense, in a twisted way. Anton had heard of survival training for airline pilots, where they were dropped into harsh environments to see if they could handle themselves in a real emergency. This is no different, he thought.

“I heard a story about the first portal opener they brought here,” Magna said, her tone lowering. “They told him to open a portal on the other side of the planet, in some precise location. But by the time he managed to open it, the planet had moved. Everyone in the room got sucked in, and anyone who came in after got pulled through too.”

“What?” Anton’s heart skipped a beat. “How did they close it?”

“There are ways,” Magna said vaguely. “But don’t worry. They’ll teach you everything you need to know here, over time.”

Great, Anton thought. Just like school. He’d hated school.

“You didn’t like school?” Magna asked, noticing his expression.

“Not at all,” he muttered. “But if it helps me learn... and use this...” He lifted his hands. “I’m here to learn.”

“Did you close the portal?” Magna asked suddenly.

Anton frowned. Did I? His mind raced through the events of that day—the murder, the chase, the accident.

“I don’t know,” he admitted.

Magna put a hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry. Larya told Iro that they saved your life. You didn’t have enough time or energy to close the portal, even if you knew how.”

“Why did they save me?” Anton asked, genuinely curious.

Magna’s grip tightened before she let go. “There are a lot of reasons. One of them is to see how much you can endure.”

“I’ll never learn all of this.”

“You will,” she assured him. “They’ll teach you everything about the Sagras, the Dissidence, and what your role will be.”

Before Anton could ask more, a voice interrupted.

“That’s how it was for both of us.”

They turned to see Iro standing there, watching them with his arms crossed.

“Iro, what are you doing here?” Magna asked.

“I’m taking a break. What about you two?”

“Just talking,” Magna said, folding her arms. Anton nodded along, feeling the tension rise.

Iro didn’t seem like a bully, not exactly, but there was an edge to him. Anton had seen guys like him before—people who sided with the stronger crowd to avoid becoming a target themselves. He decided it wasn’t worth stirring up trouble. Without a word, he picked up his wrist piece and returned to the other side of the room to train alone. His mind, however, remained focused on their conversation, on portals, and on everything he still didn’t understand.
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LARYA


Larya sat across from her father in the austere meeting room, the air thick with the weight of their conversation. She had given her report earlier, and now she waited in silence for his response.

“I believe we’ve found what we’ve been seeking for all these years,” Commander Sirota finally said, rubbing his tired eyes. The strain of the past few weeks was etched in his every movement. “And who would have thought we’d find it on Earth of all places?”

The excitement surrounding Anton was undeniable. His small achievement—opening a portal by merely dropping a weight on his foot—had electrified the discussions. He hadn’t known they were watching, and they had no intention of telling him. But the fact remained: he had accomplished more in a few short days than most recruits did at this stage.

“It’s too soon to make such claims, Father,” Larya replied, her voice calm but firm. “Yes, he shows potential, more than we’ve ever seen. But without proper guidance...”

“We’ll see to it that he receives the best training,” her father interjected, a note of impatience creeping into his tone as he shifted a few objects around his desk. Larya watched him carefully. There was more he wanted to say, and she knew better than to interrupt. “It’s our duty,” he continued, finally meeting her gaze.

Larya held back what she really wanted to say. They still hadn’t perfected the Ekasai training, and she doubted they could replicate the conditions under which Anton had opened that portal. It wasn’t simply about forcing open portals under stress; their task was more intricate. They were molding something far greater—a being who could control the very fabric of space.

When Commander Sirota stood, she rose with him, mirroring his posture out of respect. “We’ve come a long way to reach this point,” he said, his voice low but commanding. “I expect nothing less than your full commitment. Your grandmother and I will not tolerate errors. This is your moment to prove your worth. The rewards will be immense, but failure...” He let the threat linger, heavy in the room. “Did I make myself clear?”

“Yes, Father,” she responded, bowing as he left the room.

Once alone, Larya exhaled slowly, her discomfort rising. It felt unnatural to speak of the recruits as tools, yet that was precisely what they were becoming. These three, so different in origin, were still so young—barely past adolescence. It was impossible not to think of them as children, even though their fates were to be sealed as military assets.

The realization weighed heavily on her. Her father and grandmother felt no such burden. To them, people had value only as far as they could be utilized. Larya, though, struggled to reconcile the duty she had been born into with her personal sense of empathy. She used to have her own life, but all of that had been set aside in service to the family.

She worked in the same complex where the recruits trained. The buildings were interconnected by the transporters Anton had mistaken for elevators. Besides the training grounds and the Monk’s garden, there were labs where scientists endlessly sought to recreate the portal phenomenon. Larya knew it was futile. As the Monk had said, portals were more magic than science—a soul that could not be conjured in a lab. The thought always amused her.

Tonight, though, she chose to walk home, preferring the fresh air and the scent of the gardens to the cold sterility of the transports. Jaksa often insisted she take a bodyguard when venturing out, not because of any real danger, but because losing Larya to a mere accident would be an irreplaceable loss. Larya, much to her grandmother’s frustration, always refused.

Stepping into the streets of her home city, she savored the familiar surroundings. The soft glow of the three moons bathed the city in a pale, silvery light. Larya looked up, smiling as she spotted the oval-shaped portal hanging in the sky like a silent sentinel. That ancient gateway, opened long before she was born, connected their world with Aden, a key trading partner. Every day, ships passed through it, completing in minutes what would otherwise take centuries.

As she continued walking, people parted for her, nodding in deference. Her family’s status was legendary here, second only to Prince Sagras himself. It was a level of admiration that came with power, but one Larya found increasingly hollow. Someday, when the rest of her family had passed on, she dreamed of reforming the system from within.

Passing through the wealthier part of the city, the grandeur of her family’s influence loomed large. The great edifice of her workplace dominated the skyline, a testament to the Sirota legacy. Yet, turning her head, Larya’s eyes were drawn to the shadows—a group of beggars huddled over a fire, cooking a small horned lizard. Their gaunt faces lit with momentary excitement as they prepared to divide the meager meal amongst themselves.

She pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders. The air had grown colder, the sight stirring something deep inside her. Larya had no need to walk through this part of town; she could have avoided it altogether. But she chose to, as a reminder that if she had been born into a different life, she might have been one of them.

“Larya?” a voice called out.

She turned, recognizing the familiar tone. “Dem?”

The man who approached was a shadow of his former self. Once, he had worked in the same building as Larya, a sports coach in charge of the very training Anton and the others were now enduring. But after a scandal involving drug use, he had been dismissed. Now, he stood before her, thinner, disheveled, and dressed in ragged, soiled clothes.

“Look where I’ve ended up,” Dem said, his face etched with sorrow.

Larya placed her hands gently on his shoulders. “I fought for you,” she said softly. “I had nothing to do with what happened.”

“It’s alright,” Dem replied with a broken smile, showing the gaps in his teeth. “It doesn’t matter anymore. This place isn’t so bad.”

“Do you still...” She hesitated, not wanting to ask but needing to know. The drug that had taken him down was more dangerous than anything they’d encountered, and his fall had forced them to shut down an entire side of the program.

“It’s the only joy I have left,” Dem replied, lowering his gaze.

Larya felt a twinge of discomfort. She had been one of the few who’d stood up for Dem when things had gone wrong. “Do you think there’s anything I can do?”

“I can’t remember the last time I ate something hot,” Dem said, shaking his head. “You could buy me lunch.”

Without hesitation, Larya gestured for him to follow, and they walked to a nearby cantina. As they entered, the waiter, who had been preparing to throw Dem out, stopped in his tracks when he saw her. She and her former colleague sat down, and she instructed him to order whatever he wanted. Her own appetite was nonexistent.

“Your basic systems are operating well,” she began, trying to engage him while he ravenously consumed his meal. “We have several new recruits who show promise. Still, I think we could benefit from a flesh-and-blood coach. You were the best.”

“I wasn’t the only one,” Dem said between bites. “You could’ve hired any coach in the universe.”

She nodded, remembering how, long before Dem’s fall from grace, they had implemented the virtual training system. It was a marvel of technology, but there had been voices advocating for scrapping the entire program after Dem’s scandal. Commander Sirota had personally insisted they keep Dem’s design, trusting it even when others had wanted to cast doubt on him.

Dem leaned back, wiping his hands on his cloak. “The only thing you can’t replace is that Monk of yours. You put too much faith in that old mystic. Now, tell me about these recruits.”

“You know I can’t share that kind of information.”

Dem waved a hand dismissively. “Come on. Who am I going to tell? No one listens to a man like me anymore.”

Larya hesitated, weighing the risk. Rumors had a way of spreading, even from the mouths of those who seemed least likely to cause harm. But she was tired, and Dem had once been someone she could confide in, back when things were simpler.

“There are two young men and a young woman,” she said finally, pouring herself a glass of water from the pitcher on the table. “One of the young men just joined us, under... troubling circumstances.”

Dem raised an eyebrow. “What kind of trouble?”

“He killed someone,” Larya admitted, her voice lowering. “He opened a portal in a moment of extreme stress, long before he knew what he was capable of. His potential is unlike anything we’ve seen, but we can’t let him realize that. It would ruin him, make him arrogant.”

“And ruin his training,” Dem finished, nodding in understanding.

“Exactly. We’re using the other two to push him, to motivate him. They’re talented, but nowhere near his level. It’s rare to find such power in someone so...”

“So young,” Dem finished her thought. “They’re still children, aren’t they? You’re giving immense power to kids who have no idea how to wield it.”

Larya pressed a hand to her chest, feeling the weight of her own conscience. “Yes. Children in many ways, even though one of them—Anton—has already faced more than many adults. The girl, Magna, only ever wanted to sing. And the other young man is clever but fragile. I don’t think he had much of a future before we brought him here.”

Dem’s eyes narrowed. “And doesn’t it bother you? Giving this kind of power to people who can barely handle their own lives?”

She sighed, taking a sip of her drink. “We’ve been trying to understand portal opening for centuries, and yet we’re no closer to real answers. It only seems to manifest in adolescents, and we still don’t know why. There are so many questions we may never have answers to.”

“Can I order a drink?” Dem asked, interrupting her train of thought.

“Go ahead,” she replied, signaling the waiter. As their drinks arrived, Larya found herself lost in thought again. Every time she saw one of the old portals in the sky, she couldn’t help but worry. What if they all closed one day, without warning? The consequences would be catastrophic. Her planet relied on the constant flow of goods through those gateways. Without them, everything would fall apart.

“It’s terrifying,” she muttered, stirring her drink. “Without those portals, everything collapses.”

Dem downed his drink in one gulp and then fixed her with a piercing stare. “You can’t just treat people like weapons, Larya.”

Her eyes flickered with warning, her voice dropping to a whisper. “We’re not talking about that. Not here.”

Dem leaned in, his expression softening but his words sharp. “I’m just saying, what happens when they figure it out? When they realize they’re being used? What would you do in their place?”

She froze, unable to answer. She had grown too fond of these recruits—too attached, perhaps. She shouldn’t have let herself care this much, but it was too late now.

“You know, Jaksa won’t hesitate to replace you if it comes to that,” Dem continued, his voice gentler now. “Don’t confuse her or Commander Sirota for family. You’re just as expendable as the recruits.”

“What do you want me to say?” Larya snapped, though her voice was quiet. “I know I’m expendable. But what I’m doing is important.”

“Important to whom?”

“To everyone. It’s critical, and I’m not going to let you convince me otherwise.”

Two more drinks arrived, and they drank in silence. Finally, Dem stood up, placing his glass down with a deliberate thud.

“I have to go.”

“Why?” Larya asked, a note of exasperation creeping into her voice. “Got a pressing appointment somewhere?”

“No,” he said, his voice thick with disappointment. “I have to go because I can’t stand hearing you lie to yourself.”

Larya bowed her head. She couldn’t argue with him. Not anymore.

“You’ll have to face the truth at some point, Larya,” Dem said, his tone softer now. Then, without another word, he turned and left.

Larya paid the bill and resumed her walk home, his words echoing in her mind. She hated how right he was. She was disposable, and that truth gnawed at her, deep down. She had spent years training to be indispensable, but the reality was always looming—if Jaksa and Sirota decided she wasn’t useful anymore, they’d replace her without a second thought.

When she finally reached her apartment, she kicked off her shoes and hung up her jacket, the silence of her home greeting her like an old friend. Normally, she found comfort in the solitude, but tonight it felt different—empty, hollow.

After a hot shower, she lay in bed, staring at the ceiling for hours before giving in and taking a sleeping pill. As she drifted off, one thought haunted her:

I’m not really disposable. Am I?
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ANTON


Anton sat with his eyes open, watching the Monk, who was fully absorbed in his own breathing. They both sat cross-legged, but the Monk was levitating just a few inches above the ground, a silent testament to his mastery. The garden around them was tranquil, the air cool and impossibly pure—unlike anything Anton had ever breathed before. In this moment, it didn’t matter how he’d arrived here, nor what came after. Time had ceased to exist. There was no past or future, just the present, shared between him and the Monk.

Anton struggled with his breathing. His chest rose and fell slowly, deliberately, but something inside him stalled. He could feel it—the constant battle in his mind, the questions pulling him back into the noise of his life.

“You have questions,” the Monk said softly. “They cloud your spirit. Release them. Be present here, now. That is the only way forward.”

Anton tried. He really did. Most of the thoughts drifted away like smoke, but one refused to leave him. No matter how much he tried to focus on the now, it lingered, heavy in the back of his mind:

What happened to Cassie after she ran?

It was the question that had haunted him since the day he left Earth. It was the chain that kept him from fully embracing this strange new world. He wanted to believe he could be free of it, that he could learn to harness his power without that question pulling him back. But it was always there, tethering him to the past.

The Monk’s voice broke into his thoughts again. “You won’t reach your full potential until you let go of that question.”

Anton knew that. He also knew that the Sagras didn’t care about Cassie. They had made no promises to save her, nor had they offered him any real hope. They only cared about one thing: the portals. The power he held. They had used the idea of rescuing Cassie as a tool, dangling it in front of him to keep him compliant. But deep down, he knew he was on his own. If he wanted to save her, he had to learn to control his abilities. And for that, he had to focus.

But focus required clarity, and clarity was something he lacked. He let out a long breath, the connection between him and the Monk fading. He could feel it—the power, the potential—it was within him, but it was just out of reach.

“I’m sorry,” Anton said, voice low.

“No mind,” the Monk replied calmly. “We will get there. In time.”

Anton’s gaze drifted back to the Monk. He knew this was about more than just meditation. It wasn’t about relaxation or unwinding. It was about control. Discipline. If he couldn’t control his thoughts, how could he ever hope to control something as dangerous and volatile as a portal?

Magna had once told him that portal openers often had vivid dreams. Anton understood now. His own dreams had become strange and unsettling. He saw himself surrounded by people with horns, circling him, listening to him. He was their teacher, but what was he teaching? The dreams made no sense, but they left a lingering impression on him. Anton had never seen himself as a teacher, but here, in this place, everything was different.
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It had been a month since Anton started training, and the AI on his wrist had grown more demanding with each passing day. His body had changed—he was stronger now, faster. His mind, too, was sharper, though it still struggled to silence the noise of his past.

The Monk saw him every other day, helping him purge the anger, the guilt, the fear. But it wasn’t easy. Anton had never been one to let things go. He still hated Mac, even if he regretted the killing. He still resented his parents for abandoning him and Cassie when they needed them the most.

Let it go, the Monk had said. Throw it into the fire. Burn it to ash. Clear your mind, or it will consume you.

It was simple advice, but putting it into practice was anything but simple.

Cassie. Mac. The accident. The murder.

Anton felt the weight of it all as he sat across from the Monk, who hovered silently, his eyes closed, his breath steady. The Monk didn’t need to speak to see into Anton’s soul. He knew. He always knew.

As Anton struggled to center himself, the world around him seemed to fade away. The cool air filled his lungs, carrying the scent of the orchards beyond the garden. It was sweet and fresh, almost intoxicating. Anton could hear the wind rustling through the Monk’s long, graying hair. The sight of it tickling his nose almost made him laugh. The Monk opened one eye, glaring at him briefly, and Anton forced himself back to focus.

But then his thoughts shifted again—to Magna. She had a similar fresh scent, especially after a workout. Anton found himself thinking about her more often than he should, wondering about the possibilities between them. She was attractive, no denying that. And they were the only two around who could really understand each other. But Anton knew better than to let his mind go down that path. He had more important things to worry about.

Breathe. Breathe. Breathe.

Focus. Focus. Focus.

But the thoughts persisted. He broke his concentration again, standing abruptly to drink from the ceramic water bottle nearby. As he wiped sweat from his brow, he felt frustration welling up inside. He was stronger, yes, but the real challenge was taming his mind.

The Monk, of course, remained calm and still, oblivious to the world around him. Or perhaps he wasn’t oblivious at all—perhaps he simply didn’t care. Anton often wondered if the Monk could die. If the garden caught fire, would he sit there and burn? If an assassin crept in, would he sit there and bleed out, still meditating?

Anton had no answers. But he did know one thing: humans had always thought themselves the center of the universe, the peak of evolution. And yet here he was, a young man with no real future on Earth, sitting in a garden light-year away from home, learning secrets that no one on his planet had even imagined.

His mind drifted again.

Magna. Cassie. Mac. The murder.

Anton set down the bottle, forcing himself to sit back down. He couldn’t keep losing focus like this. He couldn’t afford to. Closing his eyes, he tried again, breathing deeply, letting the air fill him.

Inhale, exhale. Inhale, exhale.

One by one, he let the thoughts slip away.

Cassie. Mac. The pain.

The hardest part was Cassie. What had happened to her? Was she safe? Would he ever see her again?

Anton clenched his fists, struggling to push the thought away. If he wanted to save her, if he wanted to go back to Earth and bring her here, he had to let go first.

But could he?

When Anton opened his eyes, the Monk was levitating once more, this time about forty inches above the ground. Oddly enough, Anton felt like he was levitating too. He knew it wasn’t real, just an illusion brought on by his meditation, but it was enough for him. No more thoughts were clouding his mind. Everything had been stripped away.

He couldn’t tell how much time had passed. It didn’t matter whether it was minutes or hours. What mattered was that he had finally let go. He felt lighter, as though he were being carried by the very air itself.

Coming out of that trance-like state felt like waking up from a deep, peaceful dream, with no alarm to jar him awake. Slowly, he stood, gathered his belongings, and made his way out of the garden. As Anton reached the doorway, he noticed Larya standing there, her expression neutral. How long had she been watching?

“What’s holding you back?” she asked, her voice quiet but probing.

Anton knew they were monitoring him—watching his training, his progress. But who exactly was watching, and how? Cameras, maybe? He wasn’t sure how they kept track of him in this part of the galaxy. But they couldn’t see what was truly inside his head, not the constant struggle he faced every time he tried to let go. “I worked through it, in the end,” he said.

Larya tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, her fingers moving nervously. Why was she uneasy? “That’s enough for now. But before you can open portals consistently, you’ll need to remove it all from your mind. The Monk may not be enough for you. If you need to talk about it… I’m here.”

Anton offered a small, thin smile. Was she offering to be his confidante? An intergalactic therapist? He doubted she was the right person for that role.

“Does this have to do with your sister?” Larya pressed gently. “We know you’re worried about her. But the only way you can help her is to succeed in your training.”

“I’m doing my best, okay?” Anton replied, his tone sharp. “You’ve already told me that. Don’t tell me how I should feel.”

Larya nodded, seemingly unfazed by his defensiveness. “I’ve noticed you’ve been talking with Magna. We don’t typically encourage recruits to get close. Competition usually brings better results. But I think your team might need a different approach. If you think it helps, I could arrange for more interaction between the two of you.”

Anton felt his face flush. “I don’t… I mean, I’m not sure…”

Larya’s eyes twinkled with amusement. “I don’t mean it like that,” she clarified. “Right now, the three of you only see each other at the gym. I’m not against you getting to know each other better. It’s an experiment, but I believe it could help you all succeed.”

“Can we leave Iro out of it?” Anton asked quickly.

Larya raised an eyebrow, curious. “Why? Anton, we can’t tell you how to feel about your family or your teammates. But just keep in mind, there’s more at stake here than your emotions or personal conflicts.” She left it at that, sensing that pushing further wouldn’t get her any answers.

“Did you see the shape during your meditation?” she asked after a pause. “The upside-down triangle with rounded edges?”

“No,” Anton admitted, confused. “Should I have?”

“At some point, you will. Let me know when you do. It’s something we’re particularly interested in.”

Just a cog in the machine, Anton thought bitterly, but he didn’t say it aloud. He was starting to accept that reality, though he liked to believe he was a big cog, at least. They were investing time and resources in him—more than anyone had ever done for him on Earth.

“Is there any way I can find out if Cassie’s okay?” Anton asked, his voice softer now. “It would help me concentrate.”

“There are no monitors on Earth,” Larya explained. “Your planet is too far away, even though we have portals that span much of the galaxy. That’s why, when the opportunity arose, and you opened your portal, we were able to pull you through. It would’ve taken years to send a ship to retrieve you.”

Magna had mentioned something about being sent to Benin via spaceship. The thought of that long, uncertain journey made Anton shudder. And he knew that by the time a ship could’ve reached him on Earth, he’d be rotting in a jail cell for Mac’s murder—or worse, dead.

“What should I do now?” he asked, unsure of his next steps.

“Go take a shower, relax. You have the rest of the day off. We’ll call on you if we need you.”

Anton nodded, thanking her quietly before heading back to his dorm. Time off felt like a joke. What was he supposed to do with it? Lie in bed and stare at the ceiling until the walls started to close in on him? He would’ve preferred to head to the gym, but he didn’t want to push Larya’s patience.

Instead, he sat on the floor of his room and tried to recreate what he’d experienced in the garden with the Monk. He closed his eyes, inhaled deeply, and focused on his breathing.

Inhale. Exhale. Forget everything.

But Cassie’s face wouldn’t leave his mind. She was still there, just as real as the air filling his lungs.

(Cassie.)

He couldn’t let her go.
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LARYA


For someone whose life revolved around portals, Larya hated going through them. The sensation wasn’t special for her. Passing through a portal felt no different than walking under a bridge or through a long tunnel.

Regular spaceships transported thousands of people every day through distances that would have otherwise taken hundreds of years. They did this without a second thought, commuting to work or returning home to their families, never stopping to think that they were violating the very laws of nature. No one considered what might happen if the portals simply ceased to exist one day. But Larya thought about it, and it made her uneasy. Maybe it was because, despite spending her life studying them, she still knew so little. Her grandmother knew more than anyone, but even Jaksa’s knowledge barely scratched the surface of the mystery.

That morning, Larya walked the quiet corridors toward her grandmother’s quarters. She was due to report on the progress of the portal openers, and Jaksa would want to start planning for phase two. Larya had grown fond of all three of them—Anton, Magna, and Iro—but Anton had a resilience and strength that set him apart. He had been training for months and was showing remarkable promise. Still, she wasn’t ready to cast aside Magna or Iro; their growth had been impressive too.

As she walked, her HUD pinged softly, signaling a message. She didn’t need to check the name; she knew it would be her grandmother. She clicked the notification and read the message.

Admiral J. Sirota: Pick one of the Ekasai. We need them for a mission.

Larya frowned. Choose only one? They were each uniquely skilled, and she hated the idea of selecting just one for some mission. She needed more information. Maybe a conversation with Jaksa would make the decision easier. Larya believed that if the three recruits could work together, their synergy would enhance their abilities. But so far, they had been isolated, training independently in the same space, a situation that fostered competition more than collaboration. It was time to submit her proposal for joint training.

Another ping.

Admiral J. Sirota: I’m relocating to Nebir this morning. We can reschedule our meeting, or you may join me.

Larya stopped walking and quickly typed back.

Commander L. Sirota: What are you doing there?

Admiral J. Sirota: Overseeing Prince Sagras’ troops. Join me. You should see them in action.

Commander L. Sirota: I’m too far away to reach Nebir quickly.

Admiral J. Sirota: Use Portal Six, and you can catch up. You know that.

Larya cursed under her breath. Of course. Nebir was in a neighboring system, connected to Benin via a sky portal. It would take just over an hour to reach Nebir using Portal Six, and once there, finding Jaksa would be simple. Her grandmother knew this couldn’t be rescheduled and was playing on Larya’s reluctance to use portals. Jaksa knew her granddaughter’s discomfort with portal travel and was undoubtedly forcing the issue on purpose.

Still, Larya wasn’t one to back down, and there was no avoiding this trip. While she could take a private transport, the next public ship leaving for Portal Six would be faster. It departed in ten minutes, and Larya knew she couldn’t waste any more time.

She quickly made her way to the station and boarded the half-full transport. Luck was on her side as she secured a private cabin. It wasn’t the fastest ship, but the view was enough to distract her from her growing unease.

From her window, she could see the city fading into the distance—the training facility and the serene Monk’s garden, her neighborhood with its elegant buildings, and the poorer districts where she had recently found Dim. Soon, even that faded, and the ship crossed over a vast stretch of water, heading toward Portal Six.

With a sigh, she closed the window curtain and leaned back in her seat, gripping the fabric of her trousers tightly. Her anxiety, like a dull pressure in her chest, flared up at the thought of passing through the portal. The Monk had taught her breathing exercises to manage the fear, and while they often worked, they weren’t working now.

“This is your Commander speaking,” came a voice over the ship’s intercom. “We are approaching Portal Six. Please fasten your belts.”

A light blinked, and Larya pressed the button at her side. Straps emerged from the seat, securing her firmly. These were no ordinary seatbelts. Passing through a portal meant entering a different gravity field, and for a brief, unsettling moment, you experienced the forces of two conflicting gravitational pulls. Then everything flipped, and you were upside down before the ship corrected itself. The belts were designed to prevent passengers from being tossed against the ceiling.

That was, by far, Larya’s least favorite part of portal travel. She couldn’t understand how anyone went through it regularly. Thankfully, not all portals were like this—vertical ones, like the portal that had brought Anton to them, didn’t create the same effect.

With a shudder, the ship began to transition through the portal.

“Easy there, easy there,” Larya whispered to herself, knowing the trip through the portal wouldn’t be easy.

First, there was the familiar sensation, the subtle tug as though she was being pulled upward. After the disorienting rotation, things settled. The lighter gravity of Nebir pressed less on her body, a small but distinct difference from Benin’s gravity. This weightlessness didn’t bother her as much as the discomfort of returning to Benin later, when everything would feel too heavy again.

Larya pressed the button at her side, and the straps unlatched themselves. She wiped her brow with a handkerchief, hoping she had enough time to compose herself before meeting Jaksa. She didn’t want to look tired or weak in front of her grandmother. That might derail her plans.

She was the first off the ship, greeted by Jaksa’s secretary, who informed her she had one hour before her grandmother would depart to review the troops. That was perfect. Larya knew that if she couldn’t convince Jaksa in ten minutes, an hour wouldn’t make a difference.

She was driven to the government building not in a shuttle or taxi, but by the secretary himself. Nebir was a small planet with smooth hills, its buildings housing much of the galaxy’s bureaucratic machinery. Few troops were stationed there, as the low gravity weakened their muscles over time, making the inspection a formality more than anything else.

Larya walked briskly into the government building, unescorted. She knew her way to Jaksa’s office. No need to knock, she simply pushed the door open. Jaksa sat behind her large desk, her expression as neutral as ever.

“You’re early,” Jaksa said, her voice steady and unreadable. “I was expecting your father to join us, but it seems he had other duties.”

“Don’t worry, we won’t keep the troops waiting,” Larya replied as she closed the door behind her.

“Oh, the soldiers,” Jaksa said, dismissively. “It’s all a bore, really. They’ll be leaving soon enough. I only insisted on having the ceremony here because Nebir’s air is easier on my aging lungs.”

The comment struck Larya. Jaksa, always so sharp and calculating, wasn’t above making choices for her own comfort—even if it meant stationing troops in a place that could weaken them. Larya filed that away, knowing it wasn’t the time to confront her on it.

“What’s on your mind?” Jaksa asked, her tone shifting to business.

“The portal openers,” Larya replied. She knew Jaksa feigned disinterest, but they were both deeply invested in the program. “We’ve made tremendous progress, and I believe it’s time to change the way we approach their training.”

Jaksa’s eyebrow lifted slightly. “Go on.”

“I want them to work together. They each have unique strengths, and I believe that by combining their abilities, they can achieve far more. I propose we train them to collaborate as a team, not just individually.”

Jaksa seemed to mull over the idea. “You’re aware of the dangers of multiple portals opening simultaneously. I don’t have to remind you of the risks when portals collide.”

Larya nodded. She knew Jaksa would bring it up. Portal collisions were rare but catastrophic when they occurred. “That’s why I think this is the right time. If we train them properly, we can ensure they coordinate, think as one. Not by stripping away their individuality, but by harnessing their unique talents to create something stronger together.”

Jaksa’s forehead creased with thought. “And how exactly do you plan to do this?”

It was time to reveal her wild card. Larya’s heart raced. “I know someone who can design a training program to make them work together. His name is Dim Chade.”

“Dim Chade? The one we dismissed? Why bring him back?” Jaksa’s gaze sharpened.

“Because he’s the best,” Larya said, recalling her recent conversation with Dim. He had been intrigued by the idea of returning, despite the circumstances of his departure.

Jaksa continued to study her without speaking, the silence hanging heavy between them. Larya felt the weight of Jaksa’s scrutiny but refused to back down.

Finally, Jaksa broke the silence. “You’ve always been clever, Larya. I remember when you were a child, so full of bright ideas. I encouraged your father to push you harder because I knew you had the intelligence to carry our legacy forward. But sometimes you come to me with these ideas, and I wonder if you think I’m too old and stuck in tradition to consider them.”

“That’s not what I—”

Jaksa silenced her with a wave of her hand. “Give me more credit. I may be old, but I know the only way to survive is to adapt. So, I’ll entertain your idea, and you have my permission to proceed.”

Larya was momentarily stunned. She hadn’t expected Jaksa to agree so easily. “I won’t let you down.”

“However,” Jaksa added, her voice firm. “I want you to focus on Anton. I’ve been around Ekasai long enough to recognize real potential, and Anton has something rare. You think his power is driven by anger and emotion, but there’s more to it. He opened his first portal to save himself from drowning—an instinct, yes, but with a rational purpose. If he hadn’t joined forces with our team, that car would have killed him.”

Larya hesitated. She wasn’t entirely convinced about Anton’s abilities yet. But Jaksa had a point. There was something about Anton that set him apart. His raw potential was undeniable, and if anyone could unlock it, it was her.

“I’ll give him everything I’ve got,” Larya promised. “This will be the best portal-opening team the Sagras have ever seen. I’m certain of it.”

“Just remember, they work for me. Don’t forget that.” Jaksa gave a rare, slight smile.

Larya stiffened. Jaksa’s words carried a warning. Everyone in the family knew Jaksa held the real power behind the Sagra throne. Prince Sagras were mere figureheads, puppets under her control. Jaksa never spoke about it openly, but the reality was clear to those close enough to see it.

“My dear granddaughter,” Jaksa said softly, standing and tucking a loose strand of Larya’s hair behind her ear. Larya felt a strange mix of warmth and fear. “You are different from your father. When I’m gone, you might have the chance to lead, but remember—power isn’t something to share. Not even with family.”

Larya’s heart raced, and she felt a bead of sweat roll down her spine.

“You’re dismissed,” Jaksa’s eyes were cold, unreadable, as they locked onto hers. “Keep me informed.”

Larya nodded and left the office, her mind reeling. She had gotten what she wanted, but it didn’t feel like a victory. That was how it always felt with Jaksa.
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ANTON


The days passed, and yet, despite everything, Anton continued having variations of the same dream. Every night, it was always some version of Cassie and him—sometimes in the attic of their old house, sometimes in his current training facility. No matter the setting, Cassie was always there, painting, while he stood in the corner, unseen and unheard. He wanted to speak to her, to reassure her that everything would be fine, that once his training was complete, he would come back for her. He would have the power to take her far away from their old life, from everything. But no matter how hard he tried to speak, his lips wouldn’t move. The words simply wouldn’t come out.

Cassie’s paintings in these dreams were disturbingly clear. She wasn’t just idly drawing—she was depicting her reality. The most unsettling of all was the recurring image: a triangle with rounded corners, upside down. Anton didn’t understand it fully, but he knew it had to mean something. Cassie always knew more than people gave her credit for. He felt certain of it. Perhaps, like him, she was marked by something from their lineage, something that set them apart from the mediocrity of their parents.

In the dream, Cassie would finish the triangle and then draw three tall, blue figures. Anton knew who they were—Larya, Commander Sirota, and Jaksa. Though he hadn’t seen the last two in months, he felt their presence looming over everything he did. He didn’t trust them, but what choice did he have? He was stuck here, bound by the forces that had brought him to this place. Whether they had his best interests in mind or not wasn’t relevant—he had to play the part they expected of him, for now.

Three months had passed since he arrived, and Anton had changed—physically, yes, but it was more than just that. His body was stronger than it had ever been, but his mind had undergone the most significant transformation. His sessions with the Monk had ingrained new mental habits in him. Meditation no longer began and ended in the garden. Now, it was woven into his daily life, sharpening his awareness, keeping him grounded. It helped him control the surge of power within him and prevented accidental portal openings when he was physically pushed to his limits. That alone was something to be thankful for.

Yet, no matter how focused or disciplined he became, there was one thing he couldn’t rid himself of—Cassie. She was his anchor, his reason for enduring this training. In every moment of struggle, her image floated into his mind, reminding him of why he had to succeed, why he had to become stronger. She was the motivation driving him to become the best Ekasai he could be. Her presence was as constant as a photograph on a desk—always there to remind him of what he was working toward.

But then there were the nightmares.

One night, the worst version of the dream struck again. It was different from the others, more vivid, more painful. When Anton awoke, sweat soaked through his sheets, and fragments of the nightmare clung to him like a dark cloud. He saw Cassie sitting on a bench, two police officers looming over her, asking questions. Behind her, two more officers spoke in hushed tones. He caught enough of their conversation to piece it together—they had abandoned her. The house was empty. Bags packed. Their parents were gone.

He saw Mac’s body, zipped up in a bag. Then, a broadcast on a screen in front of a store—public panic, the town gripped by the idea of a crazed child murderer.

Anton lay there, suppressing the urge to scream. He didn’t need supernatural insight to understand what was happening. The authorities back home would have figured out by now that he was the one who had killed Mac. And despite Cassie’s state, they would question her, probably relentlessly. And Cassie, sweet and unassuming, would likely tell them everything without hesitation. The truth was just the truth to her. It never crossed her mind to lie.

The dream ended with people witnessing him opening the portal, trying to explain it to others. Twenty, maybe more, had seen him. One of them would be taken seriously, eventually. That was the only way Anton Láska could have escaped—through a portal, a story that would grow into an urban legend in that small town. Something for people to whisper about but never really believe.

But Anton didn’t care about those people. They had watched him and Cassie suffer through years of bullying, years of being ignored, and had done nothing. His parents? They were long gone, lost in their own selfishness. They didn’t even try to hide their affairs anymore. Mac’s family, too, would be torn apart by this, but Anton had no sympathy for them. The only person he cared about was Cassie. She was the only thing that mattered.

The next morning, Larya gathered him, Magna, and Iro together. “We’re going to do things differently from now on,” she said. “Starting tomorrow, your training will change, and we’ll be bringing in another instructor soon.”

Anton seized on the moment to ask the question that had been gnawing at him. “Are we going to get hands-on instruction on how to open portals?”

Larya shook her head. “Not yet. For now, the focus will be on getting you to work more closely together. We don’t have a spare Ekasai to guide you through the details, so you’ll need to figure it out together.”

Frustration surged through him. He had been waiting for months, growing stronger physically and mentally, but still, the one thing he needed—practical training in opening portals—remained elusive. They were expecting them to figure it out on their own? He wanted to push for more answers, but Larya quickly shut down further questions, ushering them into their usual routine.

Anton’s mind buzzed with impatience. They expected him to learn by simply working with Magna and Iro, as if the knowledge would magically reveal itself through teamwork. He wanted to believe it, but the more time passed, the more it felt like a game he didn’t know the rules to.

That night, the dreams turned darker.

He found himself back in the attic again, with Cassie. This time, though, their home was engulfed in flames. He reached for her, desperate to pull her to safety, but his hands passed through her like smoke. Cassie, oblivious to the inferno around them, kept sketching—this time the triangle, larger than ever, filling the sky. Anton tried to summon a portal, something to save them, but the flames came too fast. Cassie, no longer made of smoke, melted like wax, her figure collapsing under the intense heat of the attic.

Anton woke, drenched in sweat, gasping for air in the dead of night. His heart pounded, and a deep, gnawing fear took hold of him. How long could Cassie survive without him? How much longer could she last in that house, alone? Three months already felt like an eternity. If she was truly abandoned now, left to fend for herself, what hope did she have?

His thoughts raced. If I could just find her and bring her here...

He whispered it into the darkness. The words felt foreign, even to himself. What was he saying? He could bring her here. He had the ability. He’d done it before—accidentally, maybe—but it had happened. And that had been months ago. He’d grown stronger since then, gained more control. Surely, if he tried, he could open a portal large enough to bring her through.

But practice, real practice, was hard to come by. Every time he approached the subject or tried to talk about it, someone shut him down. It was maddening. The broken toe from his first portal incident was ancient history, and he felt ready now—strong enough, maybe even skilled enough to control it. If only they’d let me.

It wasn’t just for Cassie anymore, either. He could feel it deep inside. He needed to prove something—to himself, to Magna, even to Iro. Prove that he wasn’t just some scared kid running from his past. He was part of this team now, part of something bigger. And maybe—just maybe—that was enough to finally bring his sister here. Magna had once told him to think with his heart, not his brain, when trying to open a portal. He couldn’t think of a better guide than that, because his heart knew exactly where Cassie would be—the one place she’d always gone when things got bad: the eaves.

Anton stood in his room, summoning the image of their attic. He could see it in his mind’s eye: the trapdoor in the floor, the low ceiling slanting above them, the small window letting in just a sliver of light. He knew it as well as he knew anything. He closed his eyes, focusing hard, willing the portal to appear.

Nothing.

His eyes snapped open, scanning the empty room. The same sterile walls, the same sparse furniture. Should I hurt myself again? he wondered. Maybe that would trigger it.

No, that wasn’t the answer. He closed his eyes once more, trying again. This time, he pictured the front of his childhood home. The cracked, weather-worn paint. The neighborhood where they grew up, full of people who turned a blind eye to their suffering. He could still hear his mother’s voice in his head, cruel and distant, telling him once that she wished Cassie had been aborted. It would’ve made their lives easier. That memory always brought a surge of anger. He remembered wanting to hurt her for saying it.

And then something happened.

That same strange, sweet smell—like burnt candy—filled the back of his throat. It was subtle at first, then overwhelming. He coughed, swallowing hard, but the taste lingered. Is this it?

He opened his eyes, and there it was—the triangle. Small, barely the size of an orange, but unmistakable. The portal shimmered in front of him, its edges glowing faintly. He couldn’t step through it, but he leaned in, peering into the other side.

It’s my house.

He saw the boarded-up windows, the front one shattered and hastily covered with planks. The other windows were shut tight. And then he saw it: bright red spray paint on the front wall. At first, it was too far to make out, but slowly, the word came into focus—MURDERER.

Anton’s stomach lurched.

That was his legacy. That’s what he had left behind for Cassie.

The portal flickered and then closed, vanishing as quickly as it had appeared. Anton didn’t try to stop it. He sat down heavily on his bed, staring blankly at the ceiling. He was equal parts elated and terrified. He had opened a portal again—he’d done it. But what he’d seen on the other side... that was his mess. That was his crime, left for Cassie to deal with.

He had promised her they would leave that place and build a better life together. And yet, he had left her behind. Alone.

Anton wasn’t strong enough to help her yet. He knew that. He wasn’t ready. First, he had to save himself. He had to become something more—more than just a murderer, more than the broken boy he used to be. You have to make yourself into someone worthy of saving her, he told himself, over and over.

The thought of Cassie’s pain, her loneliness, cut him deep. But he forced himself to push it aside. He had to focus. He had to get stronger, faster. He had to become the best Ekasai he could be, for her sake and for his own.

Whenever her memory threatened to overwhelm him, he relied on the exercises the Monk had taught him. He pushed her out of his mind, suppressing the guilt and the fear. He had to be more than just Cassie’s brother, more than just the boy who killed a man. He had to become someone Cassie could look up to. Someone she could be proud of.

Forever.
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“Early?” Magna asked as Anton entered the gym, stretching his legs out as he walked in.

“Needed to do something,” he replied, not really sure what else to say.

Magna nodded and looked away. “Same,” she muttered, sitting on a mat in the corner, not actually exercising.

“You?” Anton asked, surprised to see her there this early in the morning. He hadn’t expected anyone to be inside yet.

“I couldn’t sleep,” he explained when she didn’t answer. “Why are you here so early? You barely need the extra training. You’re way ahead of me.”

“I barely need two hours of sleep,” she said, sitting up to stretch. “I’m here every morning before anyone else. I’ve never seen you awake so early. Are you alright?”

It was a skillful deflection, Anton realized, one he admired. “I’m just a little worried about the new coach they’re bringing in.”

Magna gave him a faint smile, though Anton knew how she avoided direct truths. “You shouldn’t lose sleep over that. But if staying awake helps, then I respect that. Training is always a good option. The stronger we are, the better.”

Anton sat beside her on the carpet. Magna looked striking in her training gear. For a brief moment, he imagined her in an opera costume, performing. “Tell me about your life before all of this,” he asked, curiosity pushing him to learn more.

She paused, eyes flickering with tiny sparks of light that he hadn’t noticed before. “What do you want to know?” she asked cautiously.

“Anything,” he said with a shrug. “It doesn’t have to be about your journey here. I just want to know more about you. To be... friends.”

“Friends,” she repeated, her voice softening. Her smile widened just a bit, though it seemed reluctant. “I have five younger sisters. We come from a creative family. On my planet, artists are highly valued members of society. My father pushed me toward a career, and I always loved singing. Opera seemed natural, like something I was born to do.”

“We have opera on Earth,” Anton said. “Some of the best singers are opera singers.”

She might have blushed. It was hard to tell.

“It was demanding,” she continued. “The training, the lessons. Music teachers, drama coaches. I had this one teacher I couldn’t stand. He always said if I didn’t work harder, I wouldn’t get anywhere.”

“I hate teachers like that,” Anton said. “My sister had a few like that, too.”

Magna nodded. “He was harsh, but he wasn’t wrong. To become who I wanted to be, I had to push myself. And I did. Every single day.” As she spoke, her face darkened, and the light in her eyes dimmed. There was pain in her voice, and Anton felt an urge to comfort her but held back.

“That’s when it happened,” she said quietly.

“When did what happen?” Anton asked.

Magna’s gaze hardened. “There’s a reason I only sleep a couple of hours every night. It’s not just because I’m from a different planet. I was raised to be an artist, to sing, but instead, I became a soldier. It wasn’t an easy transition.”

She turned away, her whole-body slumping. Anton wanted to say something comforting, but the words didn’t come. Instead, he said, “You can tell me whatever you want, whenever you want. No judgment.”

“I’m done talking,” she said abruptly, pushing herself up to stand. “Let’s just train.”

“Wait,” Anton blurted, stopping her before she walked away. “Let me tell you something. But you have to promise not to tell anyone.”

That caught her attention, and she sat back down, curiosity flickering in her eyes. “Who would I even tell?”

“No one, I hope,” Anton sighed. “I opened a new portal last night. In my room.”

Magna’s eyes widened in shock. “What? Did you hurt yourself again?”

He shook his head. “No. I did it on purpose. I was just thinking about my old house, concentrating on it. The doorway appeared in front of me. It was small,” he said, holding his hands up to demonstrate the size. “Not big enough for me to go through, or I would’ve gone in to get my sister.”

Magna stared at him, disbelief written all over her face. “I’ve never been able to open a portal on my own like that.”

“Have you tried?” Anton asked.

She opened her mouth, then closed it, thinking. “I need to hit a specific vocal pitch to open a portal,” she admitted after a pause. “I can’t do that in my room without everyone hearing. Larya once took me to a soundproof chamber to practice, but I couldn’t do it. There’s something you should know, Anton. The first time I opened a portal on my home planet... I hurt people. My voice, it—it harmed them. They didn’t know what to do with me. They gagged me, to stop me from singing. I was terrified they would kill me or lock me away forever. That’s when Commander Sirota found me. They felt the portal open and offered me safety here. I couldn’t say no. I was too scared and confused.”

Anton’s mind raced. “They can feel when portals open?”

“Didn’t they detect yours?” she asked. “You were far from the Sagras system.”

He nodded, remembering how they had pulled him through after his accident. “Then they probably know I opened one last night. Do you think they’ll punish me?”

Magna hesitated. “Maybe. Or maybe they know punishing you won’t help. Things are strange here, Anton. They want us to learn, but they also want to control the situation, to keep us safe from ourselves.”

Anton considered her words, feeling a mixture of excitement and fear. He had opened another portal. That meant he was getting stronger, getting closer to mastering his power. But with that power came danger, and a growing awareness that he wasn’t the only one being watched.

He wasn’t sure if that made him feel safer—or more trapped.
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Anton’s mind drifted back to the last time he had seen his younger sister, Cassie. He had told her to hurry back home, unsure if she even knew the way. His desperation had driven him to push her away, to get her out of danger. In his mind, he always pictured her rushing upstairs, hiding in her room, waiting for him to come back. But he hadn’t returned. Maybe he never would.

What if things had gone differently? Cassie had a backpack—food, clothes, some money. What if she hadn’t run home but instead made it to the truck stop like they’d always talked about? What if she had hidden in the back of one of those trucks and escaped? Taken on the world by herself? It wasn’t the happiest thought, but the idea of her getting away from their broken home, from the lynch mob that had turned on their parents, was one he cherished.

“Are you thinking of her?” Magna’s voice pulled him back to the present.

“What?” Anton shook his head.

“You were lost for a moment,” she said softly. “I could tell you were thinking about your sister.”

“Yeah,” Anton replied. “I was thinking about her getting her freedom.”

“You weren’t happy at home, were you?”

“Me? No. How about you?”

Magna gave a bittersweet smile. “I was at the height of my life. I was about to take the stage as the principal singer at the biggest opera house in my country. People would travel miles just to hear me. Then I discovered this ability—this curse. And it was tied to my voice. Every time I sang, there was a risk... a risk that I’d open a portal and hurt someone.”

Anton shook his head. “It’s not just about hurting people. Portals can bring worlds together.”

Magna’s smile faded into a frown. “You like the power, don’t you? For you, it’s a gift. For me, it’s a burden.”

“Then why don’t you leave?”

She let out a bitter laugh. “Leave? How? Do I just march up to Jaksa and tell her I’m quitting? And do what after that? There’s no way out. They want me to be their weapon, and I’m not in a position to refuse. So, I do my best because that’s how I was raised. Ask Iro. He’ll tell you the same thing. We’re here not because we want to be but because we don’t have a choice. Might as well give it everything.”

Anton winced at the mention of Iro. They never saw eye to eye, and he suspected Iro harbored some resentment toward him—maybe because of his power, or maybe because Magna talked to him more often.

“You mentioned hurting people,” Anton added, his tone darkening. “I’ve killed someone too. Back on Earth.” The confession tumbled out. “Not through a portal. But the energy—maybe it helped me. I did it with my hands and a rock. He was trying to kill me, and I… I fought back. And then I ran.”

Magna’s face grew serious. She reached over, placing her hands on his trembling ones. “Do you feel guilty?”

Anton’s eyes dropped to his shaking hands. “At first, I thought I should. I couldn’t sleep. But after a while… I realized it was me or him. If I hadn’t done it, he would’ve killed me, and then what would Cassie have done? I did what I had to. I killed someone who deserved it.”

Magna nodded, her expression unreadable. “Sometimes, doing something terrible teaches you who you are.”

“I’m telling you this because I won’t judge you if you ever need to talk about your past,” Anton said, hoping to ease her into her own confession.

Magna shifted her gaze to the floor, withdrawing her hands. Anton regretted pushing her too far. He knew she harbored a dark secret about her first portal, but he hadn’t expected her to reveal it so easily.

Silence settled between them. He sat still, waiting, either for her to speak or to walk away.

After what felt like hours, Magna finally spoke. “I killed my music teacher.” Her voice was calm, steady. “I tore him in half with the first portal I ever opened. He was pushing me to sing louder, and I was in so much pain. I hit a note I’d never hit before. My eyes were closed, but I could feel the air shift, the room grow cold. When I opened my eyes, he was split—right down the middle. Blood and guts everywhere. And in the center, a golden portal.”

Anton remained silent, his heart heavy as she continued. “People rushed in when they heard me scream, but no one knew what to do. The portal kept growing, and I kept screaming. They gagged me eventually, and that’s how I stayed until the Sagras took me.”

Her face was unreadable, and Anton marveled at how calm she seemed. No shaking hands, no tears in her eyes. “It wasn’t your fault,” he said quietly.

“I know,” Magna replied. “I’ve made my peace with it. I’d rather be somewhere I can learn to control this power and ensure I never hurt anyone again.”

Morning light began to creep in through the windows. Anton glanced toward the door. “Looks like it’s time for breakfast.”

Magna followed his gaze. “I guess we’ve been talking a while. Sorry.”

“I’m not sorry.” He stood and stretched. “But I am hungry. You coming?”

Magna shook her head. “I’ll train for a bit. Maybe join later.”

Anton nodded and left, his mind swirling with everything they had discussed. He ate slowly, savoring the food as his thoughts lingered on her words. By the time he reached the training grounds, Magna was nowhere to be found.
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Anton barely slept anymore. The quiet of night, with nothing but his own thoughts, terrified him. He longed for the kind of sleep where you drift in and out, never sure if you’re really awake. But that wasn’t an option. He could either stay awake until his body gave out and surrendered to nightmares, or he could go to bed and face them head-on.

Most nights, it was the same dream—Mac’s face, and the sound of the rock as it smashed into his skull. But at some point, it wasn’t Mac anymore. The face shifted, first to Magna, then Iro, then Jaksa, the Monk, his parents—even himself. He kept hitting, the skull cracking open like an eggshell. And just when the dream reached its peak, the face morphed into Cassie. That was when the horror set in.

But the nightmare never ended there. It shifted again, this time to the gym, where Anton was holding a five-ton weight over his head. It didn’t feel heavy at first, but when he let it fall, it crashed through the floor, leaving a hole—a triangle with rounded edges. And through it, Anton could see the blackness of deep space, the weight plummeting toward Earth.

“Cassie!” he shouted, panic rising. “It’s going to fall on her!”

“Don’t worry about Cassiopeia,” Larya said, appearing as a hot dog vendor for some inexplicable reason. “She’s just a minor constellation.”

“Her name is Cassandra!” Anton yelled back. “Not Cassiopeia!”

“Then she must be very wise,” Larya responded, completely unfazed. “Want onions on your hot dog?”

The weight was still falling, now like a meteor from a disaster movie, aiming straight for Earth. Anton could feel the dread build inside him, knowing it would hit Cassie. And just as Larya handed him the hot dog, he always woke up.

Anton would stare at the light switch by his bed, the same kind they had on Earth. Turning on the lights didn’t help much. The room was as sterile as ever—bare walls, minimal furniture. If he had his way, he’d cover the walls with posters of his favorite movies and bands, something to make the space feel like his. At the very least, he wished for a picture of Cassie, something to remind him why he was going through all this. Just one.

A soft sound by the door made him look up. The door creaked open slightly.

“Did you get any sleep?” Magna’s voice cut through the stillness.

Anton frowned and sat up straighter. “What are you doing here? This is my space.”

“I just wanted to check on you, see if you were asleep.” She lowered her head slightly, looking almost shy. “Maybe you’d like to go for a walk or something?”

She stood there in the same light-blue two-piece pajama set he was wearing, the color a striking contrast to her deep blue skin. The outfit, snug against her lean frame, made her look even more attractive than she did during training.

A chill ran up Anton’s spine. Here he was, light-years away from his parents, in his room with a girl—a girl he liked.

There were plenty of reasons why Anton had been an easy target for bullying back home, one of them being that he had never kissed a girl. Not that he’d advertised it, but somehow, the bullies just knew. Bullies were like that, sensing your vulnerabilities no matter how hard you tried to hide them.

The closest Anton had ever come was holding hands with a girl while walking down the street. It had been nice, her hand warm in his. He had held onto that memory for a long time. But she eventually found someone else, and Anton was left with nothing. Until now, he’d pretty much given up on the idea of ever losing his virginity.

This was new territory for him, and he wasn’t sure what to do. “I thought these doors were locked at night, to keep us safe,” he said, trying to change the subject.

“They are—from the inside,” Magna replied, smiling. “But once you’re in the hallway, you can open any door from the outside.”

She had come to his room, of her own free will. Anton’s heart began to race. What was she planning to do with him, alone in his room, at this hour?

“I’m glad I found the right room,” she said with a small laugh that sounded a bit awkward. “I didn’t want to end up in Iro’s room by mistake. Though... I do like Iro, too.”

“Do you ever go to his room?” Anton blurted out, instantly regretting the question.

Magna didn’t seem fazed. She stepped closer, taking his hand in hers. “Iro’s... by-the-book. Not that it’s a bad thing, but I want to show you something I don’t think he’d approve of.”

Her grip was firm, and there was a strange weight to it. Whatever brief thought Anton had of the two of them getting into bed together vanished. Magna wasn’t here for that. But still, the touch of her hand was nice—really nice.

“Are we sneaking out of the room?” Anton asked, feeling a surge of curiosity.

“No, nothing like that. They’d know. I’ve got a much better way out. Get on your knees.”

“What?”

Magna made an exaggerated gesture, clearly expecting him to follow her lead. He knelt down, and she stepped onto his back, using him as a platform. She was lighter than he’d expected, and in a flash, she was pulling him up into a square hole in the ceiling.

They stood in a gleaming metal pipe, large enough for them to stand upright and move around freely.

“Ventilation ducts?” Anton guessed, remembering all the spy movies where this trick had been used.

“Redirection pipes,” Magna corrected. “They used to flood these with freezing water to disperse portal energy if a student got out of hand. Larya told me about them. They haven’t been used in centuries, but they’re still here. We won’t be in them for long.”

After crawling about fifteen feet along the pipe, Magna opened another hatch, and they dropped down into a corridor at the far end of the hallway from Anton’s room. The absence of guards or cameras surprised him.

“I thought security would be tighter,” he said.

“They’re watching us, make no mistake. They see everything and will report it all to Larya in the morning. But this... this is different. Larya wants us to be friends, not just soldiers.”

“No, we’re going to get punished for this,” Anton said, though he wasn’t entirely convinced.

Magna gave him a seductive smile. “Haven’t you ever been punished before?”

Anton was caught off guard, speechless. He looked around, trying to gather his thoughts. Then it hit him. Friends?

Magna took his hand again, leading him to the end of the passageway. She pushed open a door that revealed a series of spiral steps, uneven in a way that was foreign but reminiscent of those found on Earth. Magna climbed quickly, but Anton, in good shape now from his training, kept pace. They ascended what felt like twenty-five flights of stairs before she pushed another door open, her face lighting up with excitement.

“We’re here. Look,” she said, breathless with anticipation.

The cool night air filled Anton’s lungs as they stepped onto the rooftop. From there, the orange sky stretched out before them, and overhead, ships whizzed by, transports moving effortlessly between planets. But what caught Anton’s attention were the two enormous portals hovering in the sky—one shaped like an oval, the other like a diamond. Ships passed through them, carrying the people of Benin to far-off corners of the galaxy.

Anton stared, his mouth slightly open in awe.

“What are you thinking?” Magna asked, her voice soft beside him.

“It’s beautiful,” he admitted, his voice filled with wonder. “But who opened them? And how do they stay open?”

Magna’s expression shifted as she looked back at the portals. “These are the oldest gateways,” she explained. “They changed life for everyone in the galaxy.”

“Not for my planet,” Anton said quietly, the sadness creeping into his voice. “We haven’t even been discovered until now.”

“You’ll get there,” Magna reassured him. “Larya said your world is still developing its technology. Imagine what it would be like if the Sagras could expand there. Your people’s lives would change forever, and you have the power to bring about that change.”

“I’m not sure I want that,” he confessed, the weight of her words settling over him. “There are people on my planet who are probably worse than the Sagras.”

“Don’t say that out loud! You don’t know enough yet.” Magna playfully slapped his arm.

“No,” he said, rubbing his arm where she’d hit him. “But I understand greed and power. They corrupt everyone.”

Magna led him to the edge of the roof, pointing out the landmarks below. “That’s the greenhouse and the garden where we meet with the Monk,” she said, her voice calm. “It looks a lot bigger from up here, doesn’t it?”

She crossed to the opposite side of the roof and gestured for him to follow. “And there,” she pointed out, “that’s the city. It’s where people from all over the universe come to do business, even from my home world.”

“What’s the name of your planet again?” Anton asked, his curiosity piqued.

“Espacata,” she answered, “in the Cassiopeia system.”

Anton’s body stiffened. He reached for her suddenly, his grip firm around her arm.

“What are you doing?” Magna exclaimed, yanking her arm back. “Why did you grab me like that?”

“You said ‘Cassiopeia.’ How do you know that name?”

Magna’s face shifted to confusion. “What’s going on with you? It’s just the translation. I say it in my language, and the translator interprets it in a way you’ll understand. Want to hear it in my language?”

Without waiting for his response, Magna turned off her translator, and the sound that came out of her mouth was so alien, so impossible for Anton to repeat, that he could only stare. She turned her translator back on and looked at him, her expression still puzzled.

“I’m sorry,” Anton muttered, lowering his gaze. “I didn’t think. I just... reacted.”

“What was that all about anyway?” Magna brushed off his concern. “Why does the name matter?”

He hesitated, then told her about his dream—the weight, the portal, and the fear that it would fall on Cassie’s head. Magna listened intently, her eyes focused, before speaking.

“So the name ‘Cassiopeia’ has meaning for you because... it’s like your sister’s?”

Anton nodded. “Yeah. Her name’s Cassie. I don’t know if it means anything more than that, though. My parents weren’t the type to give names much thought.”

He paused, recalling a memory that had lingered in the back of his mind. “But there’s something... I read about a woman named Cassandra in a book once. She was from Troy, during the Trojan War. She could see the future, but no one believed her. I don’t remember much else, but it didn’t end well for her.”

Magna’s face softened, her expression growing thoughtful. “Do you think your sister might have some kind of gift? Like she can sense things before they happen?”

“I don’t know,” Anton admitted, his voice uncertain. “Maybe. She’s always had a strange way of seeing the world.”

Magna stepped closer to him, her presence calming. “Dreams can be powerful. They might tell us things about ourselves, or even about the world around us.”

Anton gazed at her, realizing how close they stood. He reached up without thinking, gently tucking a lock of her hair behind her ear. It felt natural, like the most normal thing in the world. Magna didn’t flinch. Instead, she locked eyes with him, her gaze warm and steady, the amber hue of her eyes captivating him.

“I’ve been having dreams too,” Magna said softly, her voice barely above a whisper. “Nightmares, really. In them, I’m on this planet I’ve never seen before. The people there are peaceful, living in small villages. They farm, they fish, they teach their children. It’s... beautiful. It feels like home, but it’s not.”

Anton furrowed his brow. “It’s not your home planet?”

“No.” Magna accentuated her words with a shake of her head. “My world is nothing like that. But these people... they don’t want to fight. They just want to live in peace.”

“Do you think they’re—” Anton’s mind raced. “—the Dissidence?”

Magna nodded slowly. “I do. The Sagras have always told us the Dissidence are dangerous, that they want to destroy everything we’ve built. But now, I’m not so sure.”

Anton felt a chill run down his spine. “You shouldn’t talk about this with anyone else, Magna. Not Larya. Not Iro. If the Sagras hear...”

“I know,” Magna whispered. “But I needed to tell someone. Can I talk to you about it?”

Anton hesitated, then nodded. “You can talk to me.”

Magna smiled at him, a soft, grateful smile. “Thanks. It’s just... these dreams, they feel too real. I’m scared they’re not just dreams.”

For a long while, they stood in silence, staring up at the night sky. Anton’s mind wandered, thinking about the vastness of the universe, the portals, and the power they held. The power he held. It was overwhelming.

“Maybe the Dissidence aren’t the bad guys,” Magna said quietly, almost to herself. “Maybe they just want to live.”

“Let’s not jump to conclusions,” Anton cautioned, his voice gentle but firm. “We need to finish our training first, understand what’s really going on.”

Magna nodded, though her thoughts seemed far away. “They say things are going to change soon. We’ll have to work together. Be completely in sync.”

Anton wasn’t sure if she was talking about the Dissidence or something else, but the weight of her words lingered between them.

“You should try to get some sleep,” Magna said, finally breaking the silence. “Use the meditation techniques the Monk taught you. It’ll help.”

“I’m not tired,” Anton said, his voice low. “I like being here with you. Alone.”

Magna gave him a soft smile, but her eyes held a trace of sadness. “I’m not tired either. But we need to rest. We’ll do this again, okay?”

Anton lowered his head; his heart heavy as Magna led him back the way they had come.
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When Anton stepped out of his room the next day, he found Iro standing by the door, arms folded, watching him with an unreadable expression. Anton hadn’t yet figured Iro out. They had barely spoken since Anton arrived, keeping their distance during training sessions. There was always something guarded about Iro that made Anton uneasy, but it was clear things were going to change now. Larya had said they’d need to start collaborating to develop their portal-opening techniques. Anton wasn’t opposed to that, and he figured it wouldn’t be too hard to work with the others. But Iro? He was a mystery, and Anton didn’t like uncertainties.

“Morning,” Anton greeted him cautiously. He couldn’t help but wonder why Iro was standing there. That had never happened before. “You heading to the gym already?”

Iro’s lips curled into a thin smile, one that didn’t reach his eyes. “I was thinking we could have a little chat, you and me.”

Anton raised an eyebrow but didn’t stop moving. “Sure, but if you don’t mind walking, I don’t want to be late.” He continued down the hallway, and Iro followed in silence.

The halls were massive, with an emptiness that made their footsteps echo in the quiet. Iro still hadn’t spoken, and the silence between them grew heavier with each step. By the time they reached the gym, Anton was more on edge than ever. He tried to move past Iro and head into the training area, but a hand grabbed his shoulder—firm, insistent. Anton froze.

“What do you want to talk about?” Anton asked, keeping his voice steady, though he could feel a tension building.

“You’ve been here for three months,” Iro began, his voice calm but with an underlying bite. “And you still can’t open a full portal.”

Anton felt a flash of irritation. He’d been making progress—slow progress, sure, but he was getting there. He knew Iro was trying to get under his skin, but Anton wasn’t going to give him that satisfaction. What mattered more was the way Iro had grabbed him. It brought back a rush of memories he’d been working hard to suppress—Mac’s face, the weight of the rock in his hand, the blood, the finality of it all.

Easy. Breathe, he reminded himself, repeating the lessons the Monk had drilled into him. He had come a long way since arriving here, especially mentally. The Monk’s sessions had helped him find balance, and without that, Anton might’ve lashed out at Iro right then and there. Instead, he kept himself grounded.

“How long have you been here?” Anton asked, sidestepping Iro’s accusation.

“Long enough to know you’re struggling,” Iro replied, his tone condescending.

Anton let the insult slide. “What triggers your portals?” he asked.

Iro’s eyes narrowed. “None of your business.”

Anton shrugged. “Well, I’ll tell you what triggers mine: pain and death. You know, whenever I’ve killed someone or felt that kind of pain, the portals open. Want to try it out?”

Iro’s smirk faltered. “You want to test yourself, huh? Prove you’ve got what it takes?”

Anton’s face remained neutral, though his muscles were tight. “We’re not authorized to open portals outside of training. They’ll know.”

Iro’s eyes gleamed with something Anton couldn’t quite read—maybe excitement, maybe arrogance. “Come on,” Iro urged, stepping closer. “I want to see what you’re capable of. How about that little rooftop hideaway Magna showed you? Think you’re the first one she’s taken up there?”

Anton’s fists clenched so tightly his nails dug into his palms. His temper flared, the desire to smash Iro’s smug face into the floor rising quickly. But Anton took a deep breath, forcing the rage back down. He wasn’t that person anymore. He couldn’t be.

“I’m sorry,” Iro added, the smirk returning. “Didn’t mean to offend. I actually like Magna, but... you know how it is.”

“No,” Anton cut in sharply. “I know why you’re doing this. You want to get me in trouble.”

Iro tilted his head, feigning innocence. “Trouble? No, no. I’m just curious. Everyone says you’re the next big thing around here. I’ve been at this for almost a year and I still haven’t fully figured out how to control my portals. You think they’re actually teaching us something useful? It’s all about control, refining your mind and body. I’m tired of waiting for results, and I bet you are too.”

Anton felt his irritation mount again but kept his voice calm. “Larya said the pace would change. Maybe we should wait and see.”

Iro scoffed. “Why wait? Imagine if the new coach shows up and finds us already opening portals on our own. We’d be ahead of the game.”

It was becoming clearer what Iro was after. And why wasn’t he talking to Magna about this? She was always up early, always training before the others. This offer was trouble, and Anton knew it. But he couldn’t resist the challenge Iro was dangling in front of him.

“Alright,” Anton finally said, a decision forming in his mind. “Let’s go. I’ll show you what I can do.”

They headed up to the roof, the sun bright above them, casting long shadows across the ground. The sky had a strange green hue to it, and Anton could see transports whizzing past, entering and exiting the sky portals like cars slipping through tunnels on Earth. Larya had once mentioned how ordinary this sight had become for most people, but to Anton, it was still awe-inspiring.

“It’s something, isn’t it?” Iro asked, staring at the portals. “Most people don’t realize those could close at any moment. They don’t think about what would happen if they got stuck on some faraway planet, unable to come back.”

Anton nodded, feeling uneasy. The instability of the portals worried him more than he liked to admit. These weren’t tunnels you could just detour around. If a portal closed while you were on the other side, you were stuck—possibly forever.

“They know the risks, though, don’t they?” Anton asked.

“Of course,” Iro said. “But like anything, people ignore the worst-case scenario until it happens.”

Anton took a step toward the edge of the roof, raising his hands slowly. It felt right, like sitting down at a piano and finally pressing the keys. The familiar sickly-sweet taste filled the back of his throat, and he could feel the power building inside him.

He thought about Mac—about the cruelty, the humiliation, the years of torment. He thought about his parents, their neglect, their selfishness. And then he thought about Cassie, about everything he had done to protect her, and the rage flared again, hotter than before.

Anton opened his eyes. In front of him, the air shimmered, colors swirling together. It wasn’t a full portal yet, just the beginning—the golden triangle with rounded edges that had appeared before.

“Can you see it?” Anton asked, his voice low, controlled.

“Yes,” Iro said, but there was fear in his voice now. “I see it. Enough. We need to stop.”

“Didn’t you want a portal?” Anton asked, his voice growing harder. “I’m giving you a portal.”

Anton’s feet lifted off the ground, drawn toward the triangle as the power inside him surged. He could feel the floor beneath them cracking.

“Stop!” Iro yelled, panic rising in his voice. “Anton, stop!”

But Anton couldn’t. He didn’t want to. He wanted Iro to be scared, to feel that fear crawling through his veins. “I’m giving you a fucking portal!” he shouted. “Look at it!”

Suddenly, something sharp pierced his ankle. He gasped, the power draining from his body as quickly as it had built up. His limbs went numb, and he was aware of people moving around him, but their voices were muffled. The portal disappeared, and darkness crept into the edges of his vision. Anton felt himself being lifted, carried away as everything faded into black.


20


ANTON


Anton tossed and turned in his bed, drenched in sweat. Voices murmured somewhere in the background, distant but unmistakable.

“Did you see the size of that portal?” Larya’s voice was hushed but sharp, as though she was trying to keep her emotions in check.

Another voice, low and familiar—her father. “You’re right. He’s something else, but he’s also undisciplined. That makes him useless to us in the field.”

Anton stayed perfectly still, breathing slow and even. He didn’t want to let them know he was awake and listening. He heard the door click softly, followed by Larya’s voice.

“You can open your eyes,” she said. “My father’s gone.”

Anton did as she said, meeting her cold, steady gaze.

“I’m sor—” he began.

“No,” Larya interrupted, holding up her hand. “You’re not. Don’t waste your breath. You wanted to prove you were stronger than Iro, and you did.”

He lowered his eyes, the sting of guilt settling in. “I didn’t mean to cause trouble.”

“Trouble?” Larya gave a slight shake of her head. “You didn’t cause trouble. What you did was... remarkable. I’ve been waiting a lot longer than I thought I’d have to, but I knew it would happen eventually.”

Anton looked up at her, trying to gauge her reaction. Was she genuinely impressed, or was there something more beneath the surface?

“You don’t have much time, Anton,” she continued, her voice taking on an edge of warning. “Do yourself a favor and train like your life depends on it—because it does.”

He stared at her, the weight of her words settling over him like a heavy blanket. “Your father... he would kill me, wouldn’t he?”

Larya paused at the door, her eyes hard and unflinching. “Just like he’d kill me if I failed him. Don’t let me down, Anton, and I won’t let him down either.”

With that, she left, leaving him alone in the silence of the room.

[image: ]


And so, Anton trained. Harder than ever. His days bled together, and he pushed himself beyond what he thought were his limits. Magna, who had always seemed so far ahead of him, now struggled to keep pace. Iro, too, found it hard to match Anton’s newfound drive.

But the nights were restless. Despite his exhaustion, sleep still eluded him. When he did manage to drift off, the nightmares came, relentless and vivid. The AI, Lynd, tracked his progress mercilessly, pushing him for more. Faster. Stronger. Better.

He pulled up his ‘Character Sheet,’ reorganized to mimic the format of the games he used to play back on Earth.

Name: Anton Láska

Age: 20

Species: Human

Bloodline: Unknown

Ekasai Level: 1

Health: 87%

Active Meridians: 5

Natural Affinity: Water

Nanites: 140

Translator: Grade 1

Chosen Specialist: Ekasai Manipulator

Portals Opened: 4

Strength: 9

Dexterity: 9

Constitution: 14

Intelligence: 14

Wisdom: 10

Charisma: 7

Luck: 2

Four months in. His stats had climbed steadily. A point here, a point there—except for his luck, which hadn’t budged. Typical.

Anton had been worried that opening that portal with Iro might have put him on thin ice with his superiors. So far, nothing had come of it, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that it had painted a target on his back. Still, one thing had become clear: he was better than the others. For the first time in his life, he was number one. He wasn’t sure how to handle it.

Larya and her father’s visit had marked the beginning of a new phase in their training. Their new instructor, Dem, was introduced the next morning. Dem looked like someone who had seen more than his share of hard times, a man who had battled his demons and somehow lived to tell the tale. There was a rawness to him, a tired but determined edge that reminded Anton of someone clinging to the edge of sobriety.

Under Dem’s guidance, they were being shaped into a team. Anton wasn’t thrilled about it. He had never been much of a team player, preferring to rely on his own abilities rather than trust others. He still didn’t trust Iro after what happened on the roof, and as much as he liked Magna, there was something holding her back. She wasn’t reaching her potential, and Anton didn’t know why.

Larya, on the other hand, was thrilled with the new arrangement. Dem, it turned out, had developed the training applications they’d been using all along. Anton had almost asked why Dem hadn’t been training them in person this whole time, but he held his tongue. The answer wouldn’t have been pretty.

Before they could start working together to open portals, Dem told them they needed to learn to move and think as one. Apparently, opening multiple portals simultaneously could be dangerous—something about the risk of collisions. To build their synchronicity, Dem had them dance. Yes, dance.

It was awkward and strange, and Anton hated every minute of it. Magna, of course, had more experience with music, so she adapted quickly. Iro was just as bad as Anton, and the two of them found themselves laughing in spite of themselves as they stumbled through the exercises. Dem was right, though. It was breaking down barriers, helping them understand each other in a way they hadn’t before.

But whether this new approach would work remained to be seen. Anton still had his doubts. They were a long way from mastering anything together.

In the meantime, he tried to push thoughts of Cassie from his mind. The memory of his house with the word “MURDERER” spray-painted on the wall haunted him. He prayed that his parents were taking care of her, though he knew better than to believe it.

Late at night, Anton hoped Magna might knock on his door again, take him back up to the roof where they could talk. He found comfort in her company, in the way she listened to him. He wanted to know more about her—what drove her, what had happened when her world fell apart.

Both of their lives had shattered in different ways, but there was one undeniable truth they shared. They had both killed someone. That bond, as dark as it was, connected them.

Anton still didn’t know what Iro’s story was. The guy was a mystery, and Anton had been avoiding the question. But there was something about Iro that made Anton think he wasn’t as clean-cut as he pretended to be.

The competition between them was intense, and Anton thrived on it. He pushed himself harder every day, unwilling to let Iro get the upper hand again.

As he turned over in bed, facing the door, Anton knew this wasn’t just some temporary phase. His life on Earth was over. He wasn’t going back to finish any kind of education, he wasn’t going to walk into work as the new and improved version of himself, showing those bullies what he was capable of. This was his life now, and it would be for the rest of his days.

A soft knock interrupted his thoughts.

“Come in?” he called.

No answer.

Frowning, Anton got out of bed and opened the door. He half-expected to see Magna on the other side, but instead, he found a small drone hovering there. It looked like some sort of flying boombox, complete with a slender metal arm and a dark screen that flashed a message.

You have 10 minutes to get into your uniform and follow the drone.

Anton had never received such a message before. Larya wasn’t the type to send a drone, was she? It seemed far too impersonal for her. If she had something to say, she would have sent a messenger—someone made of flesh and bone, not metal and circuits.

As he put on his uniform and boots, brushing his hair with his fingers, Anton couldn’t help but wonder what it meant. He stepped into the corridor where the drone patiently waited, hovering silently, and followed its lead through the labyrinth of hallways. The emptiness of the place, the lack of people, felt unsettling. Every door they passed was locked, save for the ones the drone unlocked ahead of him, giving the place an eerie, ghost ship-like quality.

They arrived at an elevator, the same kind Anton remembered from his first day here. He still hated them. The way the lift moved—first sideways, then up—made his stomach churn, a reminder of just how alien everything around him still was. He gritted his teeth until the doors opened once more, and the drone resumed its journey down another set of long, imposing corridors. These halls were different. Taller. Fourteen feet high at least, with thick, dark carpets underfoot and walls made of brown stone, adorned with grotesque, unrecognizable paintings. The bizarre images of twisted creatures, some too monstrous to comprehend, unsettled him. He quickly turned his eyes away, focusing on the path ahead.

At the end of the hall stood a massive door that looked far too heavy for him to open, but the drone did it effortlessly. Inside, the room was spartan, its walls the same stone as the corridor, though without the unsettling art. A large, hexagonal table dominated the space, laden with enough food to feed a small army. Seated at the head of the table was Jaksa—Larya’s grandmother, the one who held real power behind the Sagras’ throne.

“Leave us,” Jaksa commanded, her voice steady and cold. For a moment, Anton thought she was speaking to him, but then the drone bowed with its mechanical arm and silently floated out of the room.

“Please, have a seat,” Jaksa said, gesturing to the single empty chair beside her. “Help yourself to the food.”

Anton hesitated but sat down. He would have preferred to be farther away from her, but there was no other option. The smell of the food hit him—a sharp contrast to the bland rations he’d been living on during training. The table was full of strange dishes, none of which he recognized, though something resembling a large crab leg caught his eye. His stomach growled. Without further thought, he grabbed the crab-like shell, cracking it open with his hands, and pulled the tender meat from it. It was unlike anything he’d ever tasted—rich, delicate, and impossibly delicious.

“My granddaughter believes in a more austere lifestyle for someone like you, a portal opener,” Jaksa said, watching him eat. “Too much time spent with that Monk, I imagine. But I’ve learned that a well-fed body makes for a well-fed mind, and that’s what we need right now, don’t you think?”

Anton nodded, his mouth too full to reply. He felt a pang of embarrassment as he realized he was eating like he hadn’t seen food in days, but the meal was irresistible. He tried to slow down, chewing more carefully, but little noises of satisfaction still escaped him.

“I’m very old, Anton,” Jaksa continued, her voice taking on a more thoughtful tone. “Old by my species’ standards, and even older by yours. Your people were still fighting with swords when I was born. My mother used to tell me stories about the first Portal War when I was just a child.”

That got his attention. “War?”

Jaksa nodded, her eyes distant, heavy with the weight of memories long past. Up close, Anton could see just how old she really was—her face etched with deep lines, her posture slumped with the exhaustion of a life that had stretched across centuries.

“There was a time,” Jaksa said, “when portals connected every planet in the universe, and people moved freely between them. Portal openers were as common as anyone else. It was a different time.”

Anton listened intently, occasionally glancing at her, though he focused more on the food than her face. He had stopped eating the pink fruit in his hand, suddenly more interested in the history lesson unfolding before him.

“What caused the war?” Anton asked, more out of politeness than real curiosity, though the story was starting to draw him in.

“The universe became disordered,” Jaksa explained, her voice dropping lower. “Portals were opened recklessly, powered by Ekasai, and those who controlled the most Ekasai held all the power. People began breeding for it—genetic experiments, designed to produce more portal openers. It was barbaric. They thought they could manipulate life itself, but it failed. I’ve seen the remnants of those experiments. The tapes. The labs. It’s the kind of thing that keeps you awake at night.”

Anton averted his gaze, suddenly feeling nauseous. What could be so terrible that it still haunted her after all these years? He realized then that the entire meal had been prepared for him, but she wasn’t eating. What was her goal?

“There were three factions in the war,” Jaksa continued, her tone grim. “The Caminas, the Cabals, and the Sagras. Each of them wanted complete control over the portals. Entire worlds were turned into battlegrounds. Ships as large as cities would descend from these portals, massacring populations. Trillions—yes, trillions—of lives were lost.”

Anton stopped eating altogether, pushing his plate away. He couldn’t stomach the thought of such a massive loss of life.

“How did it end?” he asked, almost dreading the answer.

“We annihilated them,” Jaksa said flatly. “The Caminas and the Cabals. We created a weapon—one powerful enough to destroy entire solar systems in a single day. Their soldiers were given a choice: join the Sagras or die. You’d be surprised how many chose death.”

Anton’s stomach churned. He couldn’t eat anymore. The realization that he was working for people capable of such mass destruction sat like lead in his gut. It reminded him of the time his history teacher had shown them footage of Hiroshima. He remembered the melted skin, the burned cities—and Mac making jokes about it while the rest of the class laughed along.

“We’re going after the Dissidence,” Jaksa said suddenly, breaking his thoughts. “They’re still out there, using portals we can’t detect. Prince Sagras won’t allow us to use the same weapon again, or we’d lose all the Ekasai with them. That’s why we need you, Anton. You and the others. You’re going to help us find them.”

“Why are they a threat?” Anton asked, his voice cautious.

Jaksa turned away from him, her eyes distant. “They’re the last remnants of everything we destroyed. And for some reason, they still have portal openers, portals we can’t control. We need the three of you working together to track them down.”

Anton’s mind spun. This wasn’t just training anymore. This was war. And Jaksa made one thing very clear: they needed his loyalty—at any cost.
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LARYA


Larya padded across the cool floor of her quarters, bare feet sinking slightly into the plush carpeting, as she towel-dried her hair. She moved with a quiet grace, crossing the room to sit on the couch. Once settled, she crossed her legs and reached for the button to begin dictating her daily report. Jaksa would review it later, likely before the workday started tomorrow.

“The three students—Anton, Magna, and Iro—underwent their first round of team training today. Master Chade has taken the lead in getting them to work in harmony. The initial phase took place in the gymnasium where the portal openers usually conduct their physical conditioning. It’s not the ideal space for this type of exercise, but we wanted the first session to be in a familiar environment. The most challenging aspect of training multiple portal openers at once is avoiding the creation of overlapping portals. We all know how catastrophic that can be. For that reason, no portals will be opened in phases one through four of this program. Instead, we’ve developed a series of physical exercises that force them to collaborate.”

It was only the first day, but Larya could already see the benefits. There was something about having a live instructor—a real, flesh-and-blood teacher—that changed the dynamic entirely. The students responded differently. Better. Even though there was a long way to go, she could tell they were starting to function as a team. It was a small victory, but it was enough to make her feel a sense of pride in their progress.

And, of course, seeing Dem Chade back in action was another relief. She had always admired him, despite everything that had happened, and it pained her to see him reduced to a hobo’s existence. She wasn’t merely helping out an old friend, though. Dem’s expulsion from the program had been unjust, and giving him another chance was the least she could do. More importantly, she knew that he had the expertise to get these three to truly work together, something no one else could do.

Her father, of course, had been less than pleased with her decision to bring Dem back into the fold, but he wouldn’t defy Jaksa’s approval. Why Jaksa had agreed to reinstate Dem remained unclear to Larya, but she knew her grandmother well enough to understand it wasn’t an act of mercy or a leap of faith. Jaksa was testing her—testing Larya’s ability to manage this project, to carry on the family’s legacy in her own way.

Larya took a slow sip from her glass of red wine, savoring its rich taste as she continued. “The first phase of training is more theatrical than physical. The students still have their daily workout regimens, but with Dem leading, things have already shifted. Today, they were tasked with performing a series of mime exercises, telling a story without uttering a single word. It was awkward for them at first, but slowly they started to find enjoyment in it. Even Iro, who rarely cracks a smile and clearly harbors resentment towards Anton, managed to engage in the exercise. After that, they had to dance together—without music. Each one imagined their own tune in their head and moved accordingly. Magna, understandably, was tense at first given her background, but eventually, they were all moving as if they shared the same song.”

As Larya paused to take another sip of her wine, her gaze drifted to one of the portals visible from her vantage point. She was beginning to loathe those portals—much like a bartender who grows to despise the smell of alcohol after too many long nights behind the bar. The novelty had worn off for her. She was more concerned with the people she was training than with the portals themselves. After all, the stakes were not just about them. If they failed, the entire universe could be at risk. And yet, she couldn’t help but wonder—would that really be such a tragedy? Was the death of the portals truly something to fear, or could it be a fresh start?

But her job wasn’t to question the purpose of their mission. It was to ensure these three students—Anton, Magna, and Iro—survived, thrived, and became the team they needed to be.

To accomplish that, Larya knew they needed more than just physical conditioning. It was about strategy, about understanding how each individual’s strengths and weaknesses could be woven together into something greater. Dem was the perfect person to bring out the best in them, despite his troubled past. Of course, there was the matter of his history with substance abuse—a secret that had once been whispered, until a toxicology report confirmed it.

The medical tools had cleared his body of the drug, but curing the mind was a different battle altogether, and no one had bothered to fight that fight. Not Commander Sirota, not Jaksa. When they deemed Dem unfit to lead the training, he lost everything. Without a job, without a purpose, he fell back into addiction. They had still been using his training programs, though, piping his voice into their wristpieces as if nothing had changed.

Larya’s voice softened as she reflected on it. “Bringing Dem back into the fold wasn’t an easy decision, but it was the right one. Despite everything, I believe he is the key to getting these three to where they need to be.”

She finished her report and leaned back into the couch, staring out into the night. The weight of the responsibility pressed down on her. She had to believe that the students were capable, that Dem could keep it together, and that somehow, they could find a way forward.

Failure was not an option—not for her, and certainly not for her family.
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Working closely with the students, Larya knew that simply getting them in shape wasn’t enough. In the past, the system had always focused on finding the strongest and discarding the rest. It hadn’t worked. Portal openers were rare—too rare to waste with an outdated method. She’d seen it fail time and time again. This cohort had to be different. If they continued on the same path, they’d lose every valuable opener, just as they had in previous generations.

“We’re still figuring out how to channel their energy into a single portal without triggering a disaster,” Larya dictated, her voice measured. “After decades of study, we still don’t fully understand what creates portals or why only certain individuals can open them. My theory is that portal energy doesn’t come from the opener at all—it’s always there, omnipresent. The role of the opener is to locate that energy and channel it. If that’s the case, we need them all to tune into the same frequency, so to speak, and focus their collective will toward the same point. When I talk about energy, I don’t mean electrical or nuclear power. Portals are something else entirely—perhaps something closer to what we might call magic.”

She paused, reflecting, and then deleted that last sentence. “Magic” was a dangerous word to put in a formal report. Instead, she leaned back on the couch, staring into her wine glass, thinking of her father and grandmother.

“They want results,” she murmured, turning off the recorder for a moment. “My father wants me to focus everything on Anton, the most powerful of the three. He thinks we should invest all our resources in him alone. My grandmother... well, she agrees, but she’s been patient enough to let me do things my way—for now. I know she respects me more than my father does, but at the end of the day, they both want to use Anton for their own ends.”

And what ends were those? Even with the recorder off, Larya found herself hesitant to articulate it. It felt dangerous to think about, let alone speak. They wanted to crush the Dissidence, that much was clear. The Dissidence was nothing more than a scattered group of farmers and laborers who used portals to survive. They posed no direct threat to the Sagras. Yet, the Sagras wanted to hunt them down, to eliminate them. For what? Control. Power.

Jaksa had always had a keen instinct for power. She had spent her life pulling the strings behind the scenes, influencing the rise and fall of princes, including Prince Sagras himself, who now ruled the galaxy. He had no heirs, and once he died, there would be chaos. Whoever controlled the portals would control everything. Maybe Jaksa was done standing in the shadows. Maybe she wanted that power for herself.

Larya’s thoughts spiraled. So many dangerous ideas. She needed to focus on the task at hand. She switched the recorder back on.

“The three recruits still attend daily sessions with the Monk,” she continued. “Unfortunately, these sessions must remain individual. The Monk is not equipped to handle more than one student at a time. Magna struggles emotionally when she reflects on her past, as does Anton. I suspect they’re forming a bond, possibly because both of them killed someone the day they opened their first portals. Iro, by contrast, is at peace with his portal, which I believe makes him the weakest of the three.”

Larya had her suspicions about Iro’s feelings toward Magna. There was an edge to his rivalry with Anton that went beyond training, beyond power. But she wasn’t about to include that in her report. Teenage infatuation didn’t belong in an official document.

“Of the three,” she went on, “Anton is the only one from a species with a long history of genocide. Humanity has seen more wars and developed more destructive technologies than either Magna’s or Iro’s people. Magna’s species is focused on art and music. Iro’s background is more industrial. Their solar systems are loyal to the Sagras and benefit from portal technology. Anton’s planet, on the other hand, remains unaware of our existence. He’s learning everything from scratch, and that’s what sets him apart from the others.”

She sighed, setting the recorder aside and reaching for another sip of wine. The report was drifting, turning into something more personal. She deleted the last few lines. Jaksa knew all of this already. There was no point in repeating it.

Larya replayed the recording from the beginning, making sure it was concise, accurate. When she was satisfied, she sent it off to Jaksa. She hoped her grandmother would consider her findings seriously, but Jaksa was rarely open to outside opinions. Still, Larya felt like she’d gained some ground when Jaksa had approved bringing Dem back into the fold. It may have been a test, but it was a test they’d passed together.

That, at least, was progress.

She finished her wine, the last sip warming her from the inside, and moved to her bedroom. As she lay down, her mind drifted to the past—her mother’s lavish banquets, where she would celebrate the selection of her favorite portal openers. Larya had always despised those events. Now, though, she wondered if things were finally changing, if there was a better way forward.

With that thought, Larya slept peacefully for the first time in weeks.
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ANTON


Anton had never received such a message before. Larya wasn’t the type to send a drone, was she? She would have dispatched a messenger in person, not a machine. As he pulled on his uniform, combed his hair with his fingers, and stepped into the hallway where the drone waited, his mind kept spinning, trying to piece things together. What did this mean?

The walk through the massive structure felt surreal. The drone unlocked doors as they went, leading him through empty corridors that made the place feel like a ghost ship. When they entered the elevator—the same kind he remembered from his first day—Anton’s stomach churned. The lift’s movement, first horizontal and then vertical, always made him uneasy.

When the doors opened, the air felt different. The corridors here were taller, the ceilings impossibly high, and the floor was covered with a thick, dark carpet. The walls were made of rough brown stone, adorned with grotesque paintings that Anton couldn’t decipher. They depicted creatures so strange they looked like something pulled from a nightmare. He glanced away, unsettled, focusing on where the drone was leading him.

At the end of the hall stood a towering door that seemed far too heavy to open. Thankfully, the drone handled that, revealing a large room inside—its walls made from the same cold stone. A hexagonal table was set up, laden with food. More food than Anton had seen in months. And sitting at the head of the table, as if she ruled the universe itself, was Jaksa.

“Leave us,” she said, and for a moment, Anton thought she was talking to him. But the drone bowed and buzzed away, leaving them alone. “Please, Anton, have a seat. Eat.”

Anton hesitated, but the smell of the food was too tempting. He sat down at the only other chair, instinctively putting some distance between himself and Jaksa. His stomach growled as he picked at the food—crab-like legs and bread-like rolls—his hands moving on autopilot while his mind spun. Jaksa just watched him, a faint smile on her lips.

“My granddaughter is a strong believer in the simple life,” Jaksa said, her voice smooth and deliberate. “She must’ve spent too much time with that Monk. But me? I believe a happy body makes for a happy mind. And we need happy minds, don’t you think?”

Anton nodded, his mouth too full to answer. He hadn’t tasted food this good since...well, he couldn’t remember. The richness of it all made tiny, embarrassing noises escape as he chewed, but Jaksa didn’t seem to mind. She was watching him too closely, anyway.

“I’m old, Anton. Very old, even by the standards of my species. You humans were still fighting with swords when I was born. When I was young, my mother told me stories of the first Portal War.”

That got Anton’s attention. He swallowed hard. “War?” he repeated.

Jaksa nodded, her eyes drifting to some distant memory. Up close, Anton could see the depth of the lines on her face, the weariness in her shoulders. Despite her commanding presence, everything about her felt ancient, like she was weighed down by the years.

“Yes, war. There was a time when portals were plentiful, and every planet was connected by them. Portal openers were not rare, like they are now. You could say they were born every minute.”

Anton listened intently, peeling apart the food with his fingers. Jaksa’s words painted a picture of a universe far different from the one he’d known. “What caused the war?” he asked, if only to show he was paying attention.

“The universe became...unruly. Too many portals, too many people abusing them. The powerful got greedy. They started experimenting, trying to breed Ekasai, women who could bear children with the power to open portals. It didn’t work, of course. But that didn’t stop them from trying.”

Jaksa’s voice hardened, and Anton could feel the weight of what she was saying. He looked down at his plate, suddenly losing his appetite. What could have been so horrific that even Jaksa, someone clearly capable of great cruelty, would speak of it with such disdain?

“There were three great factions,” Jaksa continued, “the Caminas, the Cabals, and the Sagras. Each one fought for control of the portals, and the power they represented. Imagine, Anton, portals the size of entire planets, from which fleets of soldiers would emerge, ready to destroy everything in their path. Trillions died in that war. Trillions.”

Anton felt sick. Trillions of lives lost? He pushed his plate away.

“The war ended,” Jaksa said, her voice dropping, “when the Sagras developed a weapon. A weapon that wiped out entire solar systems. Both the Caminas and Cabals were annihilated on the same day. The soldiers who survived were given a choice: join us, or be executed.”

Anton’s stomach twisted. Jaksa spoke of genocide like it was just another chapter in a history book. He suddenly felt very small, like a pawn on a chessboard too vast to comprehend. Was this who he was working for? A woman who saw whole civilizations as nothing more than obstacles to be removed?

“We are going after the Dissidence now,” Jaksa said, her voice sharpening. “They’ve been using portals, but we can’t track them. Prince Sagras refuses to use the same weapon we deployed last time. It would kill every Ekasai we know. But we need you, Anton. We need all three of you, working together. And we need your loyalty. At all costs.”

Anton clenched his fists under the table. Jaksa’s words swirled in his mind. Loyalty at all costs. He didn’t trust her, not fully. But there was no turning back now. He had to survive. He had to become something more than just another pawn.

“I understand,” he said finally, his voice steady.

Jaksa gave him a long, hard look before standing up. “Good,” she said. “Then train hard, Anton. You don’t have much time left.”

What a jerk. Anton realized that he might’ve been like Iro, once—an awkward, uncomfortable kid who didn’t know how to talk to people. He’d spent too many nights making up stories in his head about what life would be like if he had a girlfriend, if he was stronger, if he wasn’t such an outsider. It seemed like a lifetime ago, but in truth, only a few months had passed since those days. How long had it actually been, though? He had no way of knowing. Time here felt strange, like it moved differently. Was it months? A year? The truth was, without a watch or a calendar, he was utterly lost.

What Anton did know was that Iro’s ramblings were just nonsense, as far as he was concerned. “This is ridiculous,” Anton said, turning his back to head toward his room. He had no desire to keep talking about Magna, and Iro’s jealousy was clear enough. But the fact that Magna hadn’t shown up to the gym... it lingered in his mind. Something was off.

“You’re not listening!” Iro shouted, following close behind.

“Why should I?” Anton kept his pace steady, not bothering to look back.

“Because I know things. Things you haven’t even begun to understand. You’ve only just arrived here, but I’ve been hearing about the Sagras and what’s behind them my whole life. People on my planet don’t even speak their name aloud. They can get killed for it. But me? I’ve heard the whispers. I know how things really work. And I’m telling you, Anton, the best thing for your sister is to stay as far away from this place as possible. She’s as good as dead the second she steps foot here.”

Anton’s hands curled into tight fists. He stopped and turned, his voice low and dangerous. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“I don’t?” Iro’s voice softened slightly. “Do you really think they’re training us to build roads or maintain what they’ve already built? Sure, maybe that’s part of it. But the real reason... the real reason they’re investing so much in us—”

Anton already knew. He had felt the unease, sensed that the truth was darker than anyone let on. But Iro didn’t understand that Cassie was different. She couldn’t survive on Earth alone, not without him. I have to bring her here, Anton thought. He didn’t have a choice.

“Do you know what they’re planning?” Anton asked, his voice hard.

Iro hesitated. “Have you heard about the war? How it really ended?”

Anton nodded, though the words were stuck in his throat. He wanted to mention the weapon that destroyed entire solar systems, but it felt too awful to say out loud. Some truths were better left unspoken.

“What’s your version of the story?” Anton asked, watching Iro’s face go pale, the color draining as if Anton had struck a nerve.

“You want to escape, don’t you?” Anton pressed. “Is that it?”

“No,” Iro whispered, almost to himself. “We’re prisoners here, and we’re never getting out. I know that now. But I don’t want you getting in the way of what I have with Magna.”

Anton laughed. It was sharp, humorless. “Magna can make her own choices. Or have you forgotten? Are we done here?”

“There’s one more thing.”

Before Anton could react, Iro made a sweeping motion with his arms, and Anton saw nothing but a wash of colors—vivid and overwhelming, like the hallucinations he’d had that time he fainted in the hospital with food poisoning. It lasted only a second, but when the colors disappeared, Iro was gone. Then came a sharp blow to the back of his head, and Anton stumbled.

Rather than panic, Anton closed his eyes and took a deep breath, focusing. The Monk had trained him for this. He could feel Iro’s portal, not with his eyes but with a deeper sense he had developed through months of training. The portal was behind him, and Anton leaped into the air just as Iro’s kick swiped through empty space.

Iro looked shocked. Anton smiled.

This wasn’t like that time with Mac, when he’d been a panicked, desperate boy who grabbed a rock in fear. No, now he was trained, focused. This fight was second nature to him.

Iro moved to open his arms again, but Anton didn’t give him the chance. His palms came together in a fluid motion, as if in prayer, then rotated outwards, fingertips pointing down. The movement was instinctive, something Anton hadn’t been taught but somehow knew.

The portal opened beneath Iro’s feet. A second one appeared in the ceiling on the far side of the gym, and Iro dropped through, landing on a pile of exercise mats.

“I don’t want to hurt you,” Anton said, his voice calm, but with an edge that startled even him. “If I wanted to, I could have. So let’s stop this. Let’s talk like men, not fight like boys.”

“There’s nothing to talk about,” Iro snapped, pushing himself off the mats. His arms moved again, opening a portal behind Anton, but Anton was gone before Iro could land his strike. He was already perched in the rafters above, watching.

“I’m not going to stab you in the back, Iro,” Anton said, looking down. “That’s not my style.”

He dropped down, landing smoothly just in front of Iro, a portal opening beneath him to cushion the fall. Iro remained silent, his eyes wide with confusion and, more importantly, fear. Anton felt powerful. His hands rested on his shoulders, and he couldn’t quite believe the surge of strength and confidence coursing through him.

Was this how it felt to truly be in control?

Anton’s palms came together again, and when he opened his eyes, they were white, glowing with energy he barely understood. Iro’s face twisted in alarm, and he looked up as a massive triangle with rounded edges began to form in the ceiling.

“What are you doing?” Iro shouted, backing away as something began to fall through the portal.

Anton didn’t know what he was doing. He didn’t care. The raw power flowing through him was too intoxicating. A loud crash echoed through the gym as a giant triangular rock, the size of a tractor, slammed into the floor, shattering equipment and narrowly missing Iro.
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LARYA


The day Anton opened that portal, everything changed. Larya had been standing at a crossroads for some time, gaining favors from Jaksa, but always knowing the price would eventually come. Few people truly understood how crucial Larya’s work was. Most saw the portals in the skies above Mina as a natural force, as certain as the light of their sun or the gravity that held them to the ground.

But Larya knew better. Portals were powerful, but fragile. Most people assumed they’d last forever, much like they assumed the sun would shine for eons. The reality was far less stable.

What no one realized—or even considered—was that portals weren’t natural at all. Nor were they scientific inventions. The originators of the portals had been forgotten by history, and as a result, people took them for granted. Jaksa had passed this knowledge to her son, Commander Sirota, who then passed it to Larya. Ever since she was a child, she had wanted to understand the portals’ true nature—not only how to operate them but how to shut them down, should the need arise.

The day would come when things went wrong. It wasn’t a matter of if, but when.

Maybe the portals couldn’t all be shut down at once, not without causing a universal catastrophe, but one wrong move—a single portal shrinking or malfunctioning—could wreak havoc on their economy, their infrastructure, on everything. She needed to be ready for that moment, to have a plan.

For years, Larya had worked on theories for creating new portals rather than relying on the ones that already existed. She had some ideas, but until recently, she hadn’t been given the freedom to explore them. Jaksa allowing her to bring Dem back had signaled a shift. It was a small step toward gaining real authority. She needed to push things further.

That morning, Larya had been in a meeting with Dem when it happened. The shift in the air was unmistakable, followed by a deafening bang that shook the entire facility. It wasn’t just the sound—it was the energy. Instinctively, Larya knew something had gone terribly wrong.

Without a second thought, she shot up from her chair, knocking it to the ground, and bolted toward the training dorms. She hadn’t carried a weapon in years, and in that moment, she cursed herself for it.

As she moved through the building, the corridors became chaotic, filled with personnel evacuating through secure exits. But Larya didn’t follow the crowd; she was running in the opposite direction.

She encountered Magna in the midst of the confusion. The girl looked pale, clearly shaken.

“Are you all right?” Larya asked quickly.

“I—I didn’t go to training,” Magna stammered. “I wasn’t feeling well.”

Larya nodded. “Go outside with the others. I’ll handle it.”

She continued toward the gym, but when she arrived, she was stopped by Jaksa’s guards. “Ma’am, you need to evacuate,” one of them insisted, blocking her path.

“What’s happening? Are the boys safe?”

“They’re alive, ma’am. But we’re still assessing the situation. Please, follow protocol.”

Protocol Larya wanted to laugh. It was her protocol. But now, with the situation spiraling, she had no choice but to comply. Reluctantly, she moved back outside, trying to find some order amidst the chaos.

Hours passed before she was finally allowed back inside. By then, a perimeter had been established, isolating the gym from the rest of the facility. She was briefed quickly—Anton and Iro had gotten into a fight, one that escalated beyond anyone’s control. Anton had opened a portal, and through it had come a massive rock, smashing into the gym. Iro was in shock, unable to provide any coherent information. Anton had been isolated for questioning.

Larya suited up in a contamination suit, unsure of what they were dealing with. The rock could be radioactive or carry some unknown contagion. She entered the gym, where the lead scientist, Fastet, was already examining the scene.

“What are we looking at?” Larya asked, stepping up to the large rock dominating the center of the room.

Fastet looked up from his instruments, his voice muffled through the suit’s helmet. “It seems like the two boys got into an argument. Anton opened a gateway, not realizing what was on the other side.”

Larya stared at the rock. It was immense, jagged, and completely out of place in the otherwise sterile gym environment. “So he pulled a rock through a portal.”

“More or less.” Fastet nodded. “The exact origin is unknown, but it’s clear he had no control over what came through.”

Larya frowned, her mind racing. This was the moment she had dreaded—the moment when the portals became unpredictable and when the balance of control started to slip. Anton’s power was growing faster than anticipated, and that made him both an asset and a danger.

“We need to get ahead of this,” she muttered, more to herself than to Fastet. “I want full reports on Anton’s condition, on Iro’s mental state, and on this... thing.” She gestured to the rock.

“We’re on it.” Fastet frowned. But this is uncharted territory, Larya. We’re not sure how to handle this.”

Larya sighed, staring at the rock once more. Uncharted territory. That’s exactly what they were in now—dealing with powers beyond their control, forces they barely understood.

The day Anton opened that portal, everything changed. Larya had already sensed she was approaching a pivotal moment, her small victories stacking up in Jaksa’s favor. But Jaksa was not a woman who handed out favors without expecting something in return. Larya knew that better than anyone. And she understood that few people around her truly grasped the gravity of the work she was doing. To them, the portals that lined the skies of Mina were as stable and inevitable as the stars, the sun, or the planet’s gravitational pull. A natural law.

But they were wrong.

Portals were neither natural nor scientific. They were delicate constructs, maintained through a power few understood and fewer could control. If people truly knew how fragile the entire system was—how easily it could fall apart—they would panic.

Jaksa had taught her son, Commander Sirota, the ancient knowledge of the portals, and Sirota had passed it down to Larya. She had absorbed every word, every lesson, because she knew that when things went wrong—and they would go wrong—she would need to be ready.

Larya had spent years researching ways to create new portals, independent of the ones already open. That was her long-term goal. But Jaksa had never given her the freedom to pursue those ideas, until recently. Bringing Dem back had been a sign that Jaksa was willing to let her try new approaches. And now, Anton’s outburst was about to force everyone to rethink what they believed they knew.

When Larya heard the bang—felt the shift in the air—she knew immediately something had gone wrong. This was no minor disturbance. The building shook with a force that rattled her bones. It wasn’t an earthquake; there were no earthquakes on Mina. Her immediate thought was of sabotage. A terrorist attack, perhaps. But her instincts, honed through years of experience, told her it was something much worse. Something far more dangerous.

Without hesitation, she bolted from her seat, sending her chair crashing to the ground, and sprinted toward the training dorms. She hadn’t carried a weapon in years, and now, she cursed herself for it. This was no time for caution. As she navigated through the chaos of the facility, staff streamed in the opposite direction, evacuating in a hurry. Larya pressed on, her mind fixated on the three portal openers.

She crossed paths with Magna in the confusion. The girl was pale, visibly shaken.

“Are you all right?” Larya asked, her tone more demanding than concerned.

“I didn’t go to training,” Magna stammered, her voice weak. “I wasn’t feeling well.”

Larya gave her a sharp nod. “Go outside with the others. I’ll handle this.” She moved on, her pace quickening.

When she reached the gym, she was met by Jaksa’s personal guards, blocking the entrance. “Ma’am, you need to evacuate,” one of them instructed firmly.

“Are the boys safe?” she demanded, her eyes burning with intensity.

“They’re alive, ma’am. We’re still assessing the situation. But we need you to follow procedure.”

Procedure. The word made her bristle. It was her procedure, after all. She ground her teeth but nodded, unwilling to risk making the situation worse by arguing. With a final glance at the sealed gym doors, she turned and retreated outside.

Hours later, after a perimeter had been secured and the situation somewhat stabilized, Larya was called back inside. The morning had been a chaotic blur, but now they had some answers. Anton had opened a portal in the gym, and through it had come an asteroid. A massive rock, larger than anything they had ever seen before. Iro was in shock, barely coherent, and Anton had been isolated for questioning.

Dressed in a contamination suit, Larya returned to the gym, where Fastet, the lead scientist, was already hard at work, examining the asteroid.

“What are we dealing with here, Fastet?” she asked, her voice steady, though her mind raced with a hundred questions.

Fastet looked up from his instruments, his voice muffled through his helmet. “This isn’t just a rock, Larya. This is an asteroid. A fragment, really, that was cleaved when the portal closed. You can see it’s cut flat at the top—almost as if the portal sliced through it before the entire mass could pass through.”

Larya stared at the colossal chunk of stone, the magnitude of the event sinking in. “An asteroid field? You’re sure?”

Fastet nodded. “The only thing we don’t know is where it came from. It could be from this side of the galaxy, or it could be from the far reaches of the universe. We’ll run tests, but it’s unlike anything we’ve encountered before.”

Larya took a slow breath, glancing around the gym. “Your team knows how sensitive this is, correct? We can’t have this getting out.”

“My team is discreet,” Fastet replied, though there was a note of uncertainty in his voice. “But this is big, Larya. People heard the impact. It’s going to leak eventually.”

“I’ll handle that,” she said, more to herself than to him.

Fastet paused, then asked, “Do you have control of this situation? Of him? Because if that kid can open a portal and pull an asteroid into the gym, there’s no telling what he could do next.”

Larya’s expression hardened. “We’ve got this under control, Fastet.”

He didn’t look convinced. “I’m a scientist. This... magic... makes me uneasy.”

Magic, Larya thought. That’s what it felt like sometimes. Fastet was right to be uneasy. Portals were still a mystery, even to those who worked with them every day. And now, with Anton’s abilities growing, the stakes were higher than ever.

“I’m going to speak with Anton,” she said, turning on her heel.

When she reached the holding room, she found Anton shackled, sitting behind a reinforced glass barrier. The sight of him—so young, so small—struck her. He didn’t look like a dangerous weapon. He looked like a scared boy. A single guard stood behind him, and even the guard seemed out of place, like a formality in a situation that had spiraled beyond protocol.

“How are they treating you?” Larya asked, her voice echoing slightly through the glass.

Anton shifted in his seat, the chains clinking as he moved. “I don’t remember anything,” he mumbled.

Larya sat down across from him, her eyes sharp but not unkind. “Let me tell you, then. You and Iro were in the gym. He pushed you, provoked you, and you retaliated. You opened a portal. But you didn’t stop there. The power inside you—it took over. You opened another portal, and that’s when the asteroid came through. You nearly crushed both of you.”

Anton’s face drained of color, his mouth hanging open. “Did anyone... get hurt?”

“No,” Larya reassured him. “But we’re still assessing the situation. The asteroid could carry unknown risks. We’re moving you, Magna, and Iro to a new facility to continue your training.”

Anton shook his head, his face flushing red with frustration. “Training? After what happened? You expect me to go back in there?”

“What happened was a breakthrough, Anton,” Larya said, leaning forward. “You and Iro showed what you’re capable of. This is about control now. Mastering that power.”

“No!” Anton shouted, rattling his chains. “I’m not going back. Not after this.”

The guard behind Anton moved, gripping a sedative device, but Larya raised her hand, stopping him. She needed Anton to trust her.

“Anton,” she said softly, “you’ve become too powerful to return to Earth. You know that. Imagine the damage you could cause there, if you opened a portal like this in a moment of anger or fear.”

Tears welled in Anton’s eyes, but he didn’t sob. “So what? I’m dangerous now? I’m a prisoner?”

“The chains weren’t my idea,” Larya said gently. “I’ll speak with the warden. We’ll get them off. But you need to understand—this is bigger than you. Bigger than any of us.”

These weren’t just kids anymore, Larya reminded herself. They were weapons. And the world was going to use them. One way or another.
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LARYA


Larya knew that you could get more out of people by treating them well. She’d learned this firsthand. The young portal openers under her guidance weren’t soldiers to be broken down and rebuilt. They weren’t tools to be disciplined into submission. They were young men and women, each searching for their place in the universe, and they needed to feel like they were part of something greater.

Their training wasn’t designed to make them cold or unfeeling. Their mission wasn’t to be soldiers of death or mere instruments to fix intergalactic problems. Their development was about unlocking potential—physical, mental, and spiritual. But she knew too well how strict or militant methods could backfire. Breaking them, pushing too hard, wouldn’t just be ineffective—it would be dangerous. They needed to trust each other, to function as a team. Not out of fear, but out of belief in their shared purpose.

But now, standing in front of Anton, shackled like a prisoner, Larya realized that somewhere along the way, she had failed. The moment she saw those chains, she knew that. The failure had started the moment she’d manipulated Iro into testing Anton, into goading him. She’d misjudged him—misjudged all of them—and she was paying the price.

She let out a slow, measured breath, her eyes scanning Anton’s face. He had changed so much since arriving here. His dedication, his relentless drive to train and learn had reshaped him. There was no doubt that, had his life unfolded differently, he’d be a different person entirely back on Earth. Stronger, more confident. Maybe even content. But here, in these circumstances, he was trapped. And it was Larya’s decisions that had led to this moment.

This was her mistake.

“What’s the point of these chains?” Anton asked, his voice shaking but defiant. “You know if I wanted to, I could open a portal and get out of here.”

Larya saw through the bravado. He wasn’t in control—not right now. He might not even be sure how to open another portal at the moment. But he was trying to reclaim his dignity. “I know,” she said, forcing a smile that felt wrong on her face. “I’ll have them remove the shackles soon.”

“Why not now?” Anton pressed. “Are you afraid of me?”

She hesitated, the words catching in her throat. The truth was, she was afraid. Not just of Anton, but of what all three of them could become. What they were already capable of. Admitting that fear to him, though, would be a grave mistake. “I need to ask you some questions first,” she said, sidestepping the issue. “Will you answer me honestly?”

Anton stared at her for a moment, his expression unreadable. At first, he shook his head, but then, slowly, he nodded.

“How did it feel when you opened the portal?” she asked. “Was it the same as before? The taste in the back of your mouth... that sweet taste.”

“It’s still there,” Anton said quietly. “Stronger than before. I can’t get rid of it, no matter how much I drink or try to wash it out.”

Larya nodded, absorbing the information. “Anything else? Any other sensations—heat, cold, lightheadedness?”

Anton looked down, thinking hard. Larya waited patiently. “When Iro started opening his portals, I saw shapes. Weird ones, like... light butterflies. Like when you stare at the sun for too long and you see those spots.”

“That’s the reverse side of a portal,” Larya said, cutting in. “If you stare at it too long, it can make you dizzy. Some people faint. It’s why we train astronauts to use special equipment when they observe sky gateways from orbit.”

“You never taught us that.”

“There’s a lot we haven’t had the time to teach,” she admitted. “It would take years to cover everything we know about portals. Until now, we’ve focused on sharpening your instincts. It’s worked for generations... but maybe it’s time to change how we approach things.” She hesitated, feeling the weight of the moment. “What happened with you and Iro might have been the breakthrough we needed to move to the next level.”

“I want my life back!” Anton’s voice exploded, catching her off guard. “I want my life back! I want my life back!”

His sudden outburst startled Larya, and before she could react, the guard behind him stepped forward, activating the sedative device. Within seconds, Anton slumped, unconscious.

Larya stood frozen, watching the young man as the guard moved to unchain him. Her heart sank as she realized just how deeply she’d miscalculated. Anton had been shouting for his life back—what life? The one he’d wanted to escape from? The one he’d hated so much he was willing to kill to leave behind?

She watched the guard hoist Anton’s limp form onto his shoulder and carry him away. The words echoed in her mind. What exactly did Anton think he was asking for? A life of freedom? Of safety? He wasn’t going to get that, not here, not with the power he held within him. He had become something more than the boy who arrived here, and there was no going back to the way things were.

A voice crackled over the speaker on the wall. “Shall we bring in the other one?”

Larya’s breath caught, and her response was immediate: “Yes. Bring him now.”
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Iro and Anton had both been arrested. Unlike Anton, Iro resisted when the guards cuffed him and dragged him to the cell. From the moment he was detained, he demanded to see Larya, insisting that everything had been a mistake. But Larya chose to speak with Anton first, not only because he was far more important than Iro, but because she felt something different toward Anton—something she never had for Iro. Even though both of them were fractured young men, Anton had an inner depth that Iro lacked.

When Iro finally shuffled into the room, cuffed and flanked by a new guard, he sat down with a dry, strained voice. “That didn’t go so well.”

“No,” Larya responded. “It wasn’t what we anticipated. But it could have been far worse. Imagine if Magna had been there.”

“Magna wouldn’t have fallen for it. She knows me too well,” Iro said confidently. “Even if I’d brought up her singing.”

“Oh, really?” Larya raised an eyebrow. In all their time together, neither Iro nor Magna had dared bring up her singing in Larya’s presence. Not only did they know it would hurt her, but they understood the risk of unleashing Magna’s powers, potentially triggering a portal disaster that could eclipse the chaos from earlier that morning. Magna’s abilities far surpassed Iro’s, and her powers were unpredictable.

Larya had always known that Anton was easier to manipulate. His motivations were clear and often centered around his sister, which made him more manageable. Iro, on the other hand, had military discipline and was reliable—up to a point. If Larya could combine the best traits of Anton, Iro, and Magna, she could create something truly formidable. But she needed all three of them, working together.

“Why wasn’t Magna there today?” Iro asked, his curiosity laced with something more.

Larya could see the depth of his feelings for Magna, a connection that went beyond mere camaraderie. She had been pondering how best to use that to her advantage.

“Sore throat,” Larya replied, the irony not lost on her—both Iro and Magna had weaknesses tied to their voices, though for opposite reasons.

“Convenient for us, wasn’t it?” Iro sighed. “But don’t think I didn’t give Anton a run for his money. I fought hard.”

“And he gave you something heavier than you expected,” Larya said, her tone firm. “We know you’re talented, Iro. You’ve opened more gateways than anyone else. But that wasn’t the test. I told you to push Anton until he snapped—and you did. The irony is, you might have saved the whole program.”

“What?” Iro asked, baffled.

Larya explained what she’d told Anton earlier. “Jaksa had already agreed to test my hypothesis, but now I can sell her on something more. I can sell it to Prince Sagras, too. What you and Anton did today—it changes everything.”

The conversation shifted, with Iro recounting the familiar sensations he experienced while making his portals—the smell of burning wood and the itching on his tongue. He kept boasting about his performance, and though Larya nodded along, her thoughts remained with Anton. Iro was skilled, yes, but Anton was something else entirely. His portal abilities had a range and precision that set him apart. And he hadn’t even reached his full potential yet.

“How long do I have to stay here?” Iro asked, breaking her reverie.

“They’ll release you after your medical exam,” she said, standing up. “Is there anything you need?”

“I’d like to talk to Magna,” he said, a touch of vulnerability in his voice.

Larya smirked. “How about something more reasonable, like a special meal or an extra pillow? Magna’s in quarantine, just to be safe. This whole day has been a waste.”

“It wasn’t the asteroid,” Iro snapped, his frustration spilling over. “It’s Anton!”

Larya almost stumbled backward as Iro lunged toward the glass, his face inches from it, red with anger. The guard moved to intervene, but she motioned for him to stop.

“Calm down,” Larya said, her voice ice-cold. “You’re not going to like what happens if you don’t.”

Iro collapsed back into his seat, breathing heavily. “I’m sick of Anton. I’m sick of this whole mess. I left my life behind for this—for a future. Everything was going fine until...”

“Everything wasn’t going fine,” Larya interrupted, her patience wearing thin. “The money’s running out. People have forgotten that those sky portals could close at any moment. You and Magna were doing well, but Anton has brought attention to this program. He’s what’s making it interesting to the people who matter—the ones who fund us.”

Iro’s body shook with a mix of anger and fear. “Are you going to tell your father about this?”

Larya blinked, taken aback. “What do you mean?”

“You and I. We set up this fight. I made Anton react. My father’s going to think I’m an idiot when he finds out.”

“Does his opinion matter to you?” Larya asked, her voice low and dangerous.

Iro shook his head, but she could see the truth in his eyes. He did care. He craved approval, especially from figures like Commander Sirota.

“Look, I don’t enjoy being seen as a fool,” Iro admitted, his anger deflating.

“Then stop acting like one,” Larya snapped. “You have no idea what I deal with on a daily basis. Balancing egos, handling the three of you while trying to keep this program afloat. I’ve made peace with the fact that I’ll never be appreciated. All I care about is doing what’s right.”

“I want that too,” Iro said quietly, his outburst gone.

“Good,” she replied, her voice sharp. “Then follow my instructions. No more outbursts. No more pushing Anton just because you’re jealous. I need you focused.”

Iro nodded, but Larya wasn’t convinced. She turned, leaving the room, her mind already spinning with the next steps. She needed to fix this—fast.


25


ANTON


After spending a day and a night in that cold, cramped cell, Anton felt an immense relief being back in the Monk’s garden, with the sun on his face. He took slow, deep breaths, appreciating the crisp air and the fragrant aroma of the exotic flowers around him. It was a welcome reprieve.

Larya hadn’t been able to get him released as quickly as they had promised, but at least he hadn’t been subjected to any more questions. He’d simply sat in the cell, shackles gone, staring at the wall until the lights dimmed, just as Larya had said. Surprisingly, Anton had slept better than expected, and true to her word, Larya had arrived the next morning to pick him up.

“They ran all the necessary tests,” she had said, as they walked down the corridor. “The asteroid isn’t radioactive, and no microbes were detected. We’ve even received offers from seven different museums interested in buying it. You’ll get a cut, of course.”

“I didn’t even know we could have money here,” Anton had replied. “But thanks. And thanks for getting me out. I didn’t deserve to be treated like that.”

“We’ll make it up to you,” Larya had assured him. “We’re setting up a new training facility in another building. You’ll see it soon. For now, I thought a session with the Monk might help.”

“Is he still here?”

“We couldn’t move him. The Monk is delicate. There’s so much we don’t know about him, and some think removing him from the garden might kill him.”

Anton had been struck by Larya’s openness. For all the control they tried to project, it was clear they didn’t have all the answers. The portals, the Monk, even the training—they were playing with forces they barely understood. “I want to see Magna,” he had said.

“I promise you’ll see her soon. The three of you will be reunited.”

“The three of us? Who says I want to see Iro again?”

“We’re not giving you that choice,” Larya had said firmly. “You’re here to complete a mission, and that means working with your team. Don’t worry—he’s ready to make amends. You need to figure things out between you.”

That conversation had taken place barely an hour ago, but Anton tried to push it out of his mind as he focused on his breathing. The Monk sat before him, hovering inches above the ground as he always did, silently guiding Anton through posture and breathing techniques.

Now, the Monk was encouraging him to relax and go somewhere happy. Anton struggled with that. He didn’t have a happy place. His house on Earth? No. His job? Absolutely not. Maybe the riverbank... but even that was tainted by the memory of what he’d done to Mac.

People kept telling him that happy thoughts would help him “fly,” but Anton knew better when it came to portals. They didn’t want him to think happy thoughts—they wanted him in control of his pain, his anger. Larya might act friendly, but Anton knew she didn’t care about his happiness. She wanted him to master his dark thoughts, to channel them.

Now, though, Anton had his own agenda. More than anything, he wanted control—control over his powers, his destiny. That meant mastering his emotions, just like they wanted, but on his terms. He would learn everything they had to teach him, use every resource they gave him. And when the time came, he would use that knowledge to his advantage.

If he couldn’t find a happy place, he would create one. That’s what the Monk was whispering to him, even if the words weren’t spoken aloud. Anton closed his eyes and began to imagine something new.

He pictured a scene from an old movie he’d seen on his computer—a glacial lake, surrounded by tall trees. In the vision, he built a small cabin by the water, a place that was entirely his own. He imagined walking along the lake’s edge, feeling the cold breeze, and arriving at the cabin. The door was unlocked—no need to worry about intruders here. The inside was warm and inviting, with a fireplace crackling, a pot of stew simmering over the flames, and a cup of tea waiting on a rustic wooden table.

Everything inside—the furniture, the structure itself—was built by Anton’s own hands. He could almost smell the fresh pine from the walls, hear the fire’s gentle crackle. He took a seat in a comfortable chair, removing his boots and stretching out. This place was perfect. It was unlike anything he’d experienced in the real world—something out of a story, or maybe a dream. But now, it was real to him. A safe haven, one that held no memories—good or bad.

Anton had found his escape.

Sitting there, he contemplated his abilities, the changes he’d undergone since arriving here. He didn’t just feel different—he was different. The person he was who had always been bullied back on Earth was gone, replaced by someone stronger, someone with purpose. But despite all that growth, a small part of him still felt insecure, uncertain. That was something he needed to change.

He reflected on his stats, something Lynd had helped him track. He realized, with some surprise, that he’d had a birthday while he’d been here—and hadn’t even known it.

Anton’s thoughts turned back to the real world. He knew the time would come when he would have to face Iro and Magna again. But now, with this new control, with this newfound vision of power and purpose, he would be ready.

He wasn’t the same scared kid anymore. And soon, everyone—Larya, Iro, and even Magna—would see that.
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There were other changes, but one thing caught Anton’s interest the most: Portals opened: 5 o f 20. What happens when he reaches 20?

He noted his affinity with water, which had always made him feel stronger. But now, something new appeared: Air. Questions flooded his mind, especially about these ranks and affinities. He had a million things to ask the Monk. But his thoughts circled back to Cassie.

For a brief moment, it felt like something was missing from his newly constructed happy place. Cassie. Why hadn’t she shown up? He could create anything here, couldn’t he? He could make her appear, walk through the door of that imaginary shack. She wouldn’t be any less real than the stew simmering over the fire, but she hadn’t appeared.

“This is becoming dangerous,” said a voice that wasn’t his own. Anton turned and saw the Monk, hovering in the middle of the room. His mouth didn’t move when he spoke.

“You can’t deceive yourself, Anton. You can’t pretend she’s here when she isn’t.”

“This is my imagination,” Anton shot back. “I can do anything I want.”

“You don’t truly believe that,” the Monk said calmly. “Perhaps you did before. But not now. Keep this as your place of peace. Let Cassie go. You have to.”

Someone knocked on the door. “It’s her!” Anton shouted, moving toward the door. “I have to let her in! It’s cold out there!”

“Don’t!” the Monk warned, but Anton ignored him. He flung open the door, only to find… nothing. No Cassie. No snow, no sky, no earth. Just a dark, endless void.

“What’s happening?” Anton asked, panic creeping into his voice. He turned back, only to find that the inside of the shack had vanished too. It was just him now—him, the empty doorway, and nothingness all around.

His hands began to tremble, and he knew this feeling all too well—a panic attack. He tried to steady his breathing. All he’d wanted was to see Cassie again, to tell her he was sorry, to promise her that he would come back. But that wasn’t going to happen. Not like this. Not until he could control the beast inside him.

“Alright,” Anton muttered to himself, “so much for the happy place. Let’s see the darkness.”

It was like flipping a channel on a TV. Suddenly, he found himself back in the house where he and Cassie had grown up. Only this time, Anton was no bigger than a mouse. The stairs loomed before him like a mountain, the carpet like thick grass under his feet. He could hear his father snoring on the couch, his mother tapping away on her phone. And yet, physics seemed to have abandoned him.

Was Cassie here? Was this where he would find her? Anton didn’t care. He would search through this nightmare if it meant seeing her again. He began climbing the stairs, knowing she’d likely be in the attic, but the climb was agonizing. Each step felt like scaling a cliff. Sweat trickled down his back, and his knees ached. He kept climbing, counting the steps as he went—twenty steps, but still more to go.

The rules of reality no longer applied here. This was a nightmare, and Anton knew it. But it felt real, more real than anything else. He tried to will himself to wake up, to escape the nightmare, but he couldn’t. He had to confront this.

“What kind of demons are you facing?” The Monk’s voice boomed from above.

Anton looked up and saw the Monk, towering over him like a monolith. “What?”

“You know what demons you’re dealing with. And it’s not just one.”

“I need to protect Cassie,” Anton insisted, his voice cracking.

“No. Say it,” the Monk commanded.

Anton hesitated, reflecting on everything. Trying to save Cassie, killing Mac to escape, enduring the training for her sake. He had been so consumed with her that he had forgotten himself. He had a life of his own. “I have to protect her,” he whispered, tears forming in his eyes. “I have to.”

“It’s not your job,” the Monk replied. “You were just a child. You still are. You can’t carry this weight alone. When you decided to run with her, you knew it couldn’t work.”

“It could have worked!” Anton shouted. “There was always a chance! You don’t understand! She needs me—she needs me!”

But deep down, Anton knew the truth. He wasn’t strong enough to save her. All that time, he had imagined himself swooping in like a hero to save her, but it was a fantasy. He wasn’t her savior. They would have ended up worse off, hungry and alone.

“I need to do something for her,” he said, his voice quieter now.

“There’s nothing more you can do,” the Monk said, his words echoing Anton’s own unspoken thoughts. “Not for her. Not right now.”

The weight of the truth hit Anton like a punch. He wasn’t a hero. He wasn’t ready. But maybe, someday, he could be. He wasn’t the size of a mouse anymore. The stairs weren’t impossible to climb. But he wasn’t going up them now.

“I’ll see you again, Cassie,” he whispered. “But I have things I need to do first.”

Anton opened his eyes. He was back in the garden, the Monk still floating nearby. His feet were firmly planted on the ground now, and he felt… steady.

Pop. Pop. Pop.

Portals began to open around him like flowers in bloom, appearing in clusters. It was just him and the Monk in the garden, but Anton knew they were watching.

Pop. Pop. Pop.

Portals opened: 11 of 20.

More portals burst into existence, surrounding him like a dome of triangles, each one touching the next like cells in a beehive.

“Hold them, Anton,” the Monk said. “You’ve got them.”

And he did. For the first time, Anton truly felt in control, connected to the worlds that lay beyond each portal. He held them there for what felt like a lifetime. Then, exhausted, he collapsed to the ground, closing all the portals at once.

Paramedics rushed in, lifting him onto a stretcher. Larya was with them, her eyes filled with concern. As they carried him away, Anton looked up at her and whispered, “Help me.”

Larya stopped the medics, leaning down close to him. “I’m doing everything I can. For you. Not them. Do you trust me?”

Anton looked deep into her eyes, seeing a kind of truth there he hadn’t noticed before. He nodded. “I trust you. Don’t let me down.”

His words sent a shiver through Larya. She blinked back tears and whispered, “I won’t. I promise.”
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LARYA


Larya disliked her family. She disagreed with her father’s rigid views and despised everything her grandmother represented. Yet, despite this, there was always a sense of respect. Their lineage tied them together, but they weren’t a true family in any meaningful sense. There was no word to describe what they were. Without official titles, the three of them held immense power within the Sagras Empire, but their bond was built on authority, not love.

Larya had tried to meet with Prince Sagras, but her request was denied. No doubt, her grandmother Jaksa had orchestrated it. Prince Sagras was Jaksa’s most valuable asset, and she would be the one to inform him about the asteroid incident and any benefits that might arise from it.

“What happened that day changes everything,” Jaksa had said during their conference with Larya and her father. “Things must shift.

Larya wasn’t sure what kind of changes her grandmother meant. Jaksa had already accepted her proposal to bring Dem back into the fold, which had been a surprising victory. But now, what new adjustments did Jaksa have in mind?

The meeting was called late at night. Like Larya, Commander Sirota looked exhausted, though he was better at hiding it. Larya had spent the entire day inspecting the new training facilities and discussing the next steps with Dem.

They gathered at Jaksa’s long, empty table, the same one she used to host feasts for portal openers when she wanted to speak with them. Jaksa liked to hold meetings at one end while the others sat far away, ensuring they understood their place beneath her. Larya felt it now. Even Commander Sirota took a wooden chair to Jaksa’s right, while Larya stood throughout the meeting. She always felt diminished sitting in those chairs. Standing made her feel more grounded.

Commander Sirota took the lead, pacing as he spoke. “We’ve granted you considerable freedom with this program, Larya. You’ve worked hard, offered fresh and creative ideas. But that’s not enough. This could have been a far worse disaster than we’ve ever faced.”

Larya agreed. Things were no longer the same.

But Jaksa wasn’t focused on the asteroid itself, despite the havoc it could have caused. She was more concerned with Anton’s creation of a honeycomb of portals in the Monk’s garden. It wasn’t just about the portals he opened; it was about the many planets from different systems that had witnessed those portals.

“If just two of those portals had touched…” Commander Sirota mused, his voice tense. “It would’ve been catastrophic.”

“And if more of them had collided?” Jaksa added. “Only ten would have been enough to generate an explosion capable of wiping out the entire system.”

“I’m ashamed,” Larya admitted quietly. “I never expected Anton to learn so quickly—or to be so defiant.”

“Don’t be too hard on yourself,” Commander Sirota interjected. “It wasn’t a complete disaster. The boy managed to stop the portals in time, and he did it safely. He might just be the one we’ve been searching for.”

“Exactly,” Jaksa agreed. “His potential is immense, and he’s starting to realize it. The problem lies with the Monk. He’s been leading Anton down dangerous paths within his mind. We’ve always known that opening portals requires as much mental control as physical training.”

Larya stayed silent, knowing when to listen rather than speak.

“We want to test him in the field,” Jaksa continued. “But with precautions. The moment we sense he’s a danger to others, we’ll pull him out. What do you think?”

Larya held back her true thoughts. She knew this type of plan all too well. They had used similar methods before—implanting devices that could shock a soldier into submission if they disobeyed orders. But Anton wasn’t a soldier. He was a student, and more importantly, a key asset to the Sagras. The eagerness to send him into the field so quickly… it worried her.

“What kind of field mission are we talking about?” she asked cautiously.

“I’m taking him to the Silver Desert,” her father replied. “Four days. No food, no water. It’s designed to test his endurance.”

Larya knew the Silver Desert well. It was a grueling form of training, one used long ago. The desert, named for its silvery-gray sands, was a place that changed people. She had heard the stories—people returned with a hardened view of military life and obedience to commands.

“It’s about self-control,” Commander Sirota added.

“May I speak freely, Father?” Larya asked hesitantly. “This doesn’t sit right with me. I feel like I’m being kept in the dark. I know I don’t have the same authority as you two, but I work with these students every day…”

“You are still responsible for them,” Jaksa interrupted. “We need you in your role. Ensure that the other two continue their training. We’ll handle Anton. We’ll need the others in time.”

“This feels like an effort to undermine everything I’ve built,” Larya said, struggling to keep her emotions in check.

“The program is not yours,” Commander Sirota corrected. “It’s not mine or Jaksa’s either. Everything we do is under the Sagras’ guidance. Don’t forget that.”

“Anton is becoming too dangerous,” Jaksa warned. “There’s no point in having a powerful opener if we can’t control him. It’s like wielding a small gun that destroys an entire building. He has vast potential, but we don’t yet know how to control it.”

“I don’t think sending him to the desert is the solution.”

“What do you know of the desert?” her father asked, his face still stern.

Larya lowered her head. “I’m sorry, Father.”

“Enough,” Jaksa said, raising a hand, still maintaining control of the room. “This isn’t a suicide mission, Larya. It’s not even dangerous. Anton impressed me with how well he managed those portals in the gym. We just need to see if he can apply those same abilities in the field.”

“What about Iro? He fought Anton using his own skills.”

“He had three times the training,” Jaksa said dismissively. “But he let his emotions cloud his judgment. He still needs work.”

Larya stayed quiet. She didn’t trust the plan, but she knew better than to push too hard. She wasn’t going to win this battle. Not here, not now.

The wheels had already been set in motion.

Larya laughed, a humorless, bitter laugh. “That’s an odd thing to say,” she remarked.

“We want you to prepare Magna to become the main Ekasai,” Commander Sirota explained. “She may be weaker than Anton, but she’s more reliable. Her power comes from her voice and her passion. We have different plans for Anton. He’s like a pistol that’s blown up a building—you don’t keep that gun lying around in case a burglar shows up. You put that strength to work where it can handle bigger problems.”

“Your analogies are confusing,” Larya admitted, though she knew there was truth in them.

Her father chuckled, but it felt forced. “You’re becoming quite impertinent, young lady. Is that how I raised you?”

“Young lady?” Larya raised an eyebrow. She wanted to bite back, to tell him that he hadn’t raised her at all. She’d been cared for by handmaids until she was old enough to study portal opening under his guidance. They hadn’t really connected until her training began. Before then, there had been no relationship, only silence.

Jaksa interrupted. “What are your thoughts, Larya?”

“Anton is far more than just a weapon,” Larya began, her tone measured. “He’s stronger than any gateway opener I’ve ever seen. If he were inclined toward politics, he could topple entire solar systems. He’s unaware of his full potential, and I’m not sure how he’d react if he knew.”

“That’s a serious statement,” Jaksa noted, her tone grave.

“And I stand by it,” Larya replied, her voice firm.

“We’re in a dangerous situation,” Commander Sirota said, stepping closer. “When someone this powerful can’t be controlled, the safest course is to neutralize the threat. But, as dangerous as he is, we also can’t ignore the power he could wield for us. Those who control the portals control the galaxy.”

Larya understood the comparison. It was like discovering a new, volatile energy source. Do you abandon it because it’s dangerous, or do you push forward, hoping you can harness it without losing control?

Larya had an answer, though it wasn’t one her father or grandmother would easily accept. “I can’t abandon the others,” she said, standing firm. “Not now.”

“Do you think they have the same potential as Anton?” Jaksa inquired. “Anything close to his power?”

“Magna, definitely. We haven’t seen the full depth of her abilities yet. I’m excited to see what she’s truly capable of.”

“And Iro?” Commander Sirota pressed. “He’s disciplined but lacks the raw strength.”

Larya hesitated for a split second. “He performed well at the gym that day.”

“We’re not training stuntmen,” Jaksa said, dismissive.

“I need all three of them,” Larya insisted. “Iro and Anton are opposites—they balance each other. If I cut Iro out now, both Anton and Magna will feel expendable. We started with this team, and we need to see it through. Iro is far more talented than you think. You would know that if you watched his training sessions.”

“He’s average,” Commander Sirota replied, unimpressed. “He can open gateways when he wants to show off, but the fact that he wants to show off says more about his weaknesses than his strengths.”

“Iro stays,” Larya’s tone was unyielding. “I’m the one who works with them every day. I’ve fought to make them the best they can be, and I won’t abandon that now.”

There was a moment of silence. Jaksa and her father exchanged glances before standing. The debate was over, but it was unclear who had won. “We’ll follow Larya’s plan,” Jaksa said finally. “But I expect results, and they’d better be impressive.”

“I won’t let you down, Grandmother,” Larya promised.

As they left the room, Commander Sirota lingered behind. “Walk with me,” he said, leading her down the corridor. “What do you think about the Silver Desert?”

Larya’s steps faltered. “Isn’t it too soon? What Anton did was remarkable, but you and I both know what Jaksa has in mind for him out there. It frightens me.”

“You don’t think he can handle it?”

“I think he can, and that’s what scares me. Jaksa is too focused on Anton’s power to recognize the risks.”

Her father nodded, understanding her concern. Neither of them would dare say such things to Jaksa’s face, of course. Only a few portal openers had ever advanced to the level of desert-proof training. It wasn’t just grueling—it was dangerous for the opener and potentially catastrophic for everyone else. Bringing an asteroid into the gym was nothing compared to the challenges Anton would face in the Silver Desert.

“I taught you many things, my daughter,” Ozren said, stopping to face her. His expression softened, the commander’s mask slipping away to reveal the father underneath. “But one lesson you never learned was to keep your distance. You care too much.”

Larya swallowed. She hadn’t seen him like this in years. “Should I be more detached? More like a sergeant?”

“Even sergeants get too attached to their troops,” he replied. “You need to operate like a surgeon—dispassionate, precise. Handle the flesh, and don’t worry about the soul.”

“That sounds more like a butcher than a surgeon,” Larya shot back.

He smiled faintly. “You get the point. Anton is the galaxy’s most powerful weapon—”

“He’s not a weapon!” Larya’s voice was sharp, cutting him off.

“Poor Larya,” Commander Sirota sighed, shaking his head sadly. “You’re still just a teacher, too soft for this galaxy.”

Larya didn’t respond, but inside, her resolve hardened. She wasn’t soft. She wasn’t naïve. She was fighting to make something out of the chaos around her. And no matter how powerful Anton became, she wouldn’t let them turn him into a tool.
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ANTON


Anton had seen plenty of movies set in prisons, but none of them looked like this. The cell was small, with a bed and a toilet, yet so clean that it felt like no one had ever been there before. Sitting in that sterile cell, Anton found it surreal—he was imprisoned again, but this time, he had no idea what he had done, nor how he had done it.

It was as if he were a beginner trying to play a violin, producing only screeches instead of music. Some people were meant to master the instrument, and over time, they would thrive. Others, like Anton felt now, would struggle, and might have to switch to something else. Still, he didn’t want to give up on the portals—not when this strange system had imprisoned him for his mistakes. But what if they gave up on him? What if they decided he wasn’t worth the trouble? Would they send him back to Earth?

Anton imagined himself as a washed-up drunk, slouched in an alley with a bottle of vodka in a paper bag, telling rambling stories about being abducted by aliens. He shook the thought away. They had removed his shackles, but he was still locked up, left to sit alone, staring at the floor. He wished they’d at least given him something to measure time—a clock, a window, anything. Without a sense of time, the minutes stretched into hours, and days blurred into moments.

He paced, trying to shake off the frustration that gnawed at him. The people here acted like soldiers, but they were politicians, too, and politicians always said one thing, believed another, and did something completely different. Anton had learned that much.

Hours passed in silence, until finally, he got a visitor. Jaksa Sirota stood at his cell door. She had to bend slightly to avoid hitting her head on the low ceiling. The guard stepped back and left her there, alone with Anton. His pulse quickened at her imposing presence.

“Good evening, Anton,” she said, her voice resonating like it belonged in grand halls, not prison cells.

“Good evening, ma’am,” Anton said, standing and saluting her out of habit.

Jaksa walked to the small bed and sat down, making the cell seem even smaller. “None of this was my decision,” she said, her voice calm. “I didn’t want them to bind you and imprison you, but there are protocols. You brought something foreign from space onto Mina, and we couldn’t be certain it wasn’t dangerous.”

Anton nodded stiffly. “I understand.” He kept his words simple, unsure of what else to say.

“How are your sessions with the Monk going?” she asked.

“We made some progress today, but you already know that. That’s why I’m in here, isn’t it?”

Jaksa nodded, her gaze sharp. “Do you think the Monk is helping you with your abilities?”

Anton hesitated, feeling like she already knew the answer. “I’m still not sure how any of this works.”

“None of us know,” Jaksa admitted. “My granddaughter may have told you this already, but portals remain a mystery. We may never fully understand them. What we do know is that every opener has a trigger. Your trigger seems to be intense emotion, correct?”

“Yes.”

Jaksa regarded him with a slight smile. “You will be released immediately. Shower and put on your combat suit. They’ll provide you with everything you need. I’ll be waiting for you outside. We’re going to practice in the field today.”

“The field?” Anton asked, feeling a chill run down his spine.

“Not a battlefield,” Jaksa clarified. “We’re going outside. I want to see the full extent of your abilities, which we can’t assess in a gym. Keep your questions to yourself, and be ready in thirty minutes.”

She stood and left as swiftly as she had arrived, her towering figure disappearing through the cell door. Anton sat for a moment, stunned, unsure if he should follow her or wait. A guard soon appeared, signaling for him to follow. They made their way down the sterile, empty corridors, past cells that echoed with silence, until they reached a small bathroom where Anton was told to shower.

The water was hot, almost scalding, but it felt good, washing away the grime and sweat that had clung to him since the fight with Iro. After drying off, the guard handed him a fresh combat suit—sleek, practical, with heavy boots and gloves. It felt oddly comforting, like armor against whatever awaited him outside.

Anton was then led to a transport that resembled the elevator he’d mistaken for one on his first day. The guard pressed a few buttons, but didn’t step inside. Anton was no longer a prisoner—he was free to walk the rest of the way on his own.

Anton had learned not to ask too many questions or wonder too much about what was going on. Since arriving on Mina, he’d realized that nothing ever went according to plan. Instead of trying to figure everything out, Anton decided to just go with the flow. When the transport doors opened, Jaksa and two guards were waiting.

“Right on time,” Jaksa said. It wasn’t often that she complimented anyone, so Anton was grateful for the acknowledgment. “Come with me.”

They stepped out into a structure that looked like all the others Anton had seen on Mina. He turned to Jaksa. “Where are we?”

“On your planet, the closest thing you have to this place is an airport,” she explained. “I know a little about Earth and its people. You humans are primitive, but you think highly of yourselves. We could conquer Earth if we wanted, but you don’t have much to offer us—except for portal openers. I’ve trained humans before. I know your potential.”

She led him to a small train-like vehicle, the guards following close behind. They were the only ones there. “This thing is usually crowded, but after your little escapade, we had to impose a quarantine. No ships will enter or leave Mina for the next few days. Still, I have enough clout to get things done.” Jaksa grinned, then added, “And I didn’t want to wait to see what you’re capable of, so here we are.”

Jaksa took a seat on one of the benches, and Anton sat across from her. The guards stood at either door, making Anton realize that they weren’t there to protect Jaksa from him—they were there to protect him from others. Anton was valuable to them, a precious asset, and Jaksa was ensuring that nothing happened to him.

As the train moved through a tunnel, they passed several enormous underground stations. Anton caught glimpses of parked spaceships. The scale of everything was mind-blowing compared to anything he had seen on Earth.

“I’m curious,” Jaksa said, breaking the silence. “How does this compare to your airports?”

“I’ve never been to an airport.”

Jaksa raised an eyebrow. “Never?”

“Flying is expensive. My parents didn’t have the money for it. Even if they did, I don’t think they’d spend it on plane tickets.”

Jaksa looked surprised. She was used to traveling across galaxies, and here was someone who had barely left his hometown. The train slowed to a stop, and the guards stepped out to inspect the station. Though it was empty, they searched thoroughly before giving the all-clear. Anton and Jaksa stepped out onto the platform, where he saw the ship they were about to board. It was round and bright yellow, very different from the ships he’d seen in movies. There were no windows, only a metal ramp leading up to an open door.

“After you,” Jaksa said.

Anton ascended the ramp and entered a room filled with empty seats. Jaksa told him to choose any seat, and he picked one in the aisle since there were no windows to look out of.

“We have many kinds of transports,” Jaksa explained as she sat beside him. “They take people through the portals above Mina to other parts of the galaxy. But we still need ships like this one for travel within our solar system—until, of course, we figure out how to open portals to these places as well.”

Anton nodded, thinking, That will be my job, won’t it? He wondered if Magna and Iro had experienced anything like this.

“Did the others go through this too? Magna and Iro?” he asked.

“You’re far more powerful than they are,” Jaksa said. “Perhaps more powerful than any portal opener I’ve seen in my lifetime. It’s not just the number of portals you can open, or their size—it’s your ability to connect with your destination. You do it instinctively, not rationally. You wanted to hit Iro, so you opened a portal to an asteroid field you had no idea existed. That kind of instinct is rare.”

t intrigued Anton as well. How could he open a portal to somewhere he didn’t even know existed?

The flight itself was smooth and silent. Anton couldn’t even tell if they were moving. He wanted to ask more questions, but held back, unsure of what lay ahead. Jaksa had said they were going to do field training. He wondered what that could mean, and whether he was ready for it.

Jaksa broke the silence again. “What has the Monk been teaching you lately?”

“We’ve been exploring my happy and unhappy places,” Anton said, recalling the sessions. “He says those are the two sides of the portal.”

“That’s what portals are—connections between two different places, or even two different emotions. Some say a skilled portal opener can even connect different points in time. But we’re not there yet. Tell me, Anton, why did you bring that asteroid?”

“I’m not sure,” Anton admitted.

“Has there been an asteroid disaster on Earth?”

“Yes, but...”

“But what?”

“It happened millions of years ago. It killed the dinosaurs. It has nothing to do with me or Iro.”

Jaksa blinked slowly. “It doesn’t have to make sense. It almost never does.”

The ship shook, and Anton grabbed his seat.

“We’ve entered the gravitational field,” Jaksa said calmly. “We’ll be in the atmosphere soon.”

Things settled down quickly, and Anton felt the ship descending vertically. A slight heaviness came over him, which he assumed was due to the planet’s gravity. The ship came to a halt.

“We’re here,” Jaksa said, standing up. “Come on. We have a lot to discover, and you have a lot to do.”
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LARYA


Larya often felt like she was battling against an overwhelming force, powerless in the face of her grandmother Jaksa’s authority. Jaksa’s decisions were final, and Larya had to work around them as best she could. But she knew one thing: she had gained Anton’s trust, and that meant everything to her.

Even though Jaksa had allowed her to bring Dem into the program to help train the young portal openers, Larya had come to realize just how little control she truly had over the situation. It had been five days since Anton had brought the asteroid into their main facility. Since then, they had set up several new, smaller training facilities with less equipment, but that didn’t matter. Dem was the best coach they could have, and Larya had confidence in his ability to make a difference.

Dem had cleaned up well, looking like a new man in his uniform, standing tall and ready to prove himself. Larya still thought back to how she had found him, living on the streets like a beggar. It had been a waste of his talent, and she’d felt compelled to help. But it wasn’t just an act of kindness. She truly believed that Dem could change the course of the program and help the students she had started to care about, including Anton.

“Good morning,” she said as she entered the gym. Dem wasn’t the only one there. Magna, always the early riser, was seated on the floor, cross-legged, her eyes wide open and focused on something distant.

“Morning, ma’am,” Dem replied. “She’s been like that since I got here.”

Larya smiled, recognizing Magna’s intense focus. The girl had lived a hard life, and her fear of losing control of her voice—the source of her portal opening power—was palpable. She had already killed people unintentionally by singing. It was something she loved, but now feared, and the Monk had been teaching her to control those urges through meditation. It saddened Larya that Magna had to fear the one thing that had once brought her the most joy.

“The other two should be here soon,” Larya said to Dem. “I wish you could have met them earlier, but maybe this is the right time.”

Dem put his hand on her shoulder. “I just wanted to say thank you. I never thought I’d get the chance to work again.”

“You don’t have to thank me,” Larya replied.

“What do they think about all of this?” Dem asked, referring to her father and grandmother.

“My father believes I’m better suited as a teacher than a strategist. He says I care too much about them as individuals and forget they’re supposed to be weapons.”

“And I take it you’re still the one running the program?”

Larya shook her head. “Jaksa is in charge of everything. I’ve been given room to operate, but I can’t make any real mistakes.”

As they spoke, they didn’t notice Magna coming out of her meditation. “Morning,” she said. “I was trying to find something in my mind.”

“Did you succeed?” Larya asked.

Magna stretched her arms, thinking. “The search itself was helpful. But I’m still worried. If I hadn’t been sick that day, maybe I could’ve stopped Anton and Iro from fighting.”

“What happened was meant to happen,” Larya reassured her. “And I think you’ve met your new coach.”

Before she could say more, Iro walked into the room. He hadn’t seen Larya since their confrontation in the prison, but he hid any lingering resentment behind a friendly smile. He greeted everyone and sat beside Magna.

“Almost everyone is here,” Larya said. “But we’re still waiting on Anton. You’ve all been through a lot, but I believe you’ll learn to work together.

Larya had seen it happen before—recruits who never returned. She remembered four openers sacrificed under Jaksa’s harsh tutelage since she’d begun her work. Openers were rare, appearing sporadically across generations, and Larya believed in nurturing them, educating them until they were ready to face the dangers of the field. But Jaksa was impatient. She saw potential and wanted to extract as much from them as possible. Larya could still picture the marble planet Ahtar, its Silver Desert, where Jaksa had sent the openers on impossible tasks. None had succeeded. None had come back.

How could someone with so much power be so reckless? Larya had often wondered if Jaksa’s centuries of experience had taught her nothing. But then again, maybe they had. After all, Jaksa had given Larya the freedom to run her own program, at least for a while. But things might be different now, especially after Larya had made the mistake of pitting Iro against Anton. That one misstep could have jeopardized everything.

“What happened to Anton?” Magna asked.

“I don’t think he’s coming,” Iro said. “Maybe we should just start.”

“No,” Larya replied firmly. “You three need to work as a team. That’s the entire point. Wait for me here, no matter how long it takes.”

Larya left the room, her mind racing. She boarded the first empty vehicle she could find, heading back to the building where she had spent most of her childhood. Her thoughts swirled with dread as the vehicle carried her through the city.

She knew the chances of finding Jaksa were slim, but she had no other options. She marched through the corridors, determined to confront anyone who got in her way, but the guards knew better than to provoke Jaksa’s granddaughter. When she reached the room where Jaksa had recently hosted Anton, she found it almost empty. Almost. Commander Sirota sat in Jaksa’s chair, eating a piece of fruit and sipping water. He had been expecting her.

“You know why I’m here,” Larya said.

“Would you like something to eat?” her father asked, biting into the fruit.

“I don’t eat her food anymore.”

Commander Sirota spat out a seed. “You think she poisons it? There’s no need for that. The food is just a way to make people comfortable, lower their defenses. It’s the best in the galaxy.”

“Where did she take him? To Ahtar?”

Her father stood up, finishing his drink. “One day, you’ll have to accept that portal openers work for us, not the other way around. Things would be different if you had to kill someone to survive, as I had to with my brother.”

“There are times I wish I could kill you,” Larya said coldly.

“You could. I could kill you, too. We could both kill her. Quite the family we are, aren’t we?” Sirota smirked. “Your Earth boy was taken to Ahtar. Jaksa wants to push him to his limits. If he succeeds, we won’t need your program anymore. We’ll have what we need.”

“And what is it that you need?” she asked, standing a few feet away, the tension palpable between them.

“You know our priorities. We need someone who can help us eliminate the Dissidence.”

Larya threw her hands up in frustration. “The Dissidence? They’re fishermen and farmers! You’re terrified of people who don’t even need our empire to survive. You’re wasting an incredible power—something that could teach us how to live better, to understand ourselves—and all you see is destruction. It’s like using a priceless gem to break a window.”

“Are you finished?” her father asked, his tone cold as he stood.

Larya wiped tears from her eyes. “If Anton succeeds, you won’t need the other two. If he fails, Jaksa will kill him, and they won’t be able to train together.”

“Don’t worry, we’ll still find a use for them,” Commander Sirota said, walking toward her. “And if this plan doesn’t work, we’ll just keep searching.”

Larya stepped back, holding up a hand. “What are you so afraid of? I’m not talking about the Aesaki—I mean the farmers and fishermen.”

“You underestimate them,” her father said. “They have more power than they realize. If they ever figure out how much, they could threaten everything.”

“That’s the point! They might change everything for the better. But all you want is to kill them, just in case. Have you ever considered teaching them about their power? No, because sharing it means losing control.”

“The Dissidence must be destroyed, one way or another. It’s what I’ve been taught my whole life,” he said, his voice flat.

Larya laughed bitterly. “Isn’t it funny? All this time, all this effort, and the farmers and fishermen are still out there, doing what they’ve always done. We’re a galactic empire, and we can’t even find them.”

Commander Sirota slapped her across the face, but the laughter continued. “Get out!” he shouted. “I don’t want to see you again.”

Larya left without another word, her laughter echoing as she boarded the shuttle back to the training facility. By the time she arrived, her laughter had faded. She entered the gym and found Dim, Magna, and Iro waiting for her.

“You’re free to go,” she said to the group. “Except for you, Iro. I need to talk to you.”

The others left without question, while Iro sat down, confused.

“I need you to speak with Anton,” Larya said quietly.

Iro stiffened. “Not like last time?”

“No, it’s different this time. Just a conversation. Do this for me, and I’ll make sure you stay safe.”

“Safe? Am I in danger?”

Larya didn’t answer directly. “There’s more you need to know about portals. Let me explain.”
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Anton had never experienced a desert before, but this one felt utterly alien. As he descended the ladder, following Jaksa, a chill crept through him, sending shivers down his spine. He told himself it was the excitement of being on a different planet, but the truth was simpler: it was freezing. The silver sand, true to its name, glittered under a cold light, reflecting the icy chill of the barren landscape.

Jaksa handed him a pair of goggles and a drink that tasted like a watered-down version of Gatorade. Anton scanned the horizon, his gut churning with unease. There was no mistaking this for a routine trip. Something felt wrong.

“This planet is uninhabited,” Jaksa said as they began to walk across the smooth pebbles. “No oxygen issues, you’ll breathe fine. But there’s no water, no life. Nothing survives here.”

Anton’s boots sunk into the silvery pebbles, each step feeling heavier than the last. The air was dry and biting, and it burned as it filled his lungs. Stooping down, Anton picked up a smooth, cold pebble, feeling its weight in his hand. It reminded him of something.

“Marble,” he said, more to himself than to her.

“Marble?” Jaksa repeated, unfamiliar with the term.

Anton explained, “On Earth, it’s a stone formed under heat and pressure. Rare and valuable in some places.”

He glanced around at the expanse of glittering pebbles stretching for miles. The thought crossed his mind—if he could open a portal back to Earth, this planet could be worth a fortune. A desert made of marble. Not as valuable as gold or gems, but there was enough here to make him rich beyond imagination.

“Keep moving,” Jaksa ordered. “No souvenirs.”

Anton hesitated, considering slipping a pebble into his pocket, but the fear of what might happen if Jaksa caught him won out. The rules here weren’t like Earth’s. Consequences were… different.

Their trek across the desert seemed endless. Every step felt like a struggle against the unyielding pebbles that shifted underfoot. Anton hadn’t traveled this far from home—Earth or Mina—ever. Not like this. He wondered why they were walking so far from the ship. What was Jaksa planning?

After what felt like an eternity, a strange structure loomed ahead. A concrete platform, about fourteen feet off the ground, broken and rusty, stood alone in the sea of silver. A short staircase led them to the top. From this vantage point, Anton could see for miles, the vast emptiness stretching out like a forgotten wasteland.

“Stop staring down,” Jaksa snapped. “Look up.”

Anton lifted his gaze to the sky. It wasn’t the familiar blue or even the dark canvas of night. The sky was green, a strange, eerie hue that seemed to shift as he stared at it. And then he saw them—two moons. One, a deep, rich purple, the other a larger blue orb hanging in the distance.

“We’ve seen you open portals before,” Jaksa said, her voice steady, but edged with a challenge. “You brought an asteroid from who-knows-where. But this… this is a little different.” She pointed at the purple moon. “Focus on that. Open a portal and take us there.”

Anton’s head snapped toward her. “Wait, what? You want me to create a portal to the moon?”

Jaksa didn’t flinch. “Exactly. You can do it, Anton. I’ve seen what you’re capable of. I know you can. Now, focus.”

His mind whirled. The last time he’d opened a portal on his own, it had nearly killed him—or worse, gotten him locked away. He had been punished for using his abilities, shackled and silenced. And yet, here was Jaksa, the most powerful person he had ever met, telling him to let it all out. To push beyond his limits.

The thought thrilled him, even if he didn’t trust her. He smiled despite himself, and she noticed.

“Will I be in trouble for doing this?” he asked, cautiously.

Jaksa’s expression softened, almost indulgent. “You’re with me. There’s no one else here, no one to watch, no one to judge. Just you and me. I want you to try, Anton. Give it everything you have.”

She stepped back, leaving Anton in the center of the platform as if she were an audience member waiting for the grand performance to begin. Anton dropped into a cross-legged position, placing his hands on his knees, and closed his eyes. He breathed deeply, feeling the cold air burn through his chest.

The purple moon. He had to focus on the purple moon. No, not purple—it was magenta, he realized, the strange sky distorting its true color. He tried to visualize what it would be like there. Magenta sand. What else? What could he connect with?

As he visualized the moon, he felt a strange pull, like invisible threads tying him to it. It wasn’t as distant as it seemed. Anton’s heart pounded, the rush of energy building inside him. The power was there, within reach. All he had to do was open the door.

But then came the doubt. Could he really do it? Could he rip open the sky and create a pathway to a moon millions of miles away? The thought was intoxicating and terrifying in equal measure.

He felt the pull grow stronger. His fingers tingled. The air around him seemed to hum with energy. The portal was there, just waiting to be torn open.

Anton opened his eyes.

Nothing.

The moons remained distant, untouched by his efforts.

He clenched his fists, frustration flaring. This was why they had arrested him, why they didn’t trust him. They expected too much. He had thought it would come easily, but opening a portal like that, it wasn’t just about raw power. It was control, precision, and the ability to connect.

“Try again,” Jaksa urged from behind him. “You’re close. I can feel it. Focus.”

Anton swallowed his anger and closed his eyes once more, but this time, he cleared his mind of the frustration, the pressure. He focused only on the moon, feeling the pull, that thread between him and it.

This time, he didn’t force it. He let it come naturally, like breathing.

The energy built again, swirling around him like a storm. And then, slowly, carefully, he reached out.

There was a sound—a soft hum that grew louder, like wind rushing through a narrow passage.

When he opened his eyes again, the sky had changed. A triangular rift had formed, shimmering and translucent, like a wound in the fabric of reality.

Anton stared at it, wide-eyed. The portal was there. He had done it.

Jaksa stepped forward, her gaze fixed on the portal, her expression unreadable. “Good,” she said softly. “Very good.”

Anton’s breaths came ragged now, a blend of frustration and exhilaration burning in his chest. He hadn’t been able to control his focus, the pressure mounting like a weight pressing down on his mind. Despite the Monk’s teachings, despite the hours spent practicing, Anton couldn’t fully drown out the chaotic noise in his head.

What did the Monk tell you? he questioned himself again, trying to sift through the panic that clouded his thoughts.

He closed his eyes, inhaling deeply, and exhaling slower this time. His body hovered ever so slightly off the ground, though he remained unaware of it. The landscape of the frozen marble desert melted away as he forced himself to return to his happy place—the one constant source of calm in his mental exercises.

Cassie.

The scene shifted to an old schoolyard. Anton and Cassie were alone, hand in hand as she pulled him into a vacant classroom. She grabbed a piece of chalk and began drawing on the blackboard—an intricate sketch of the human brain, as if she had the knowledge of someone far beyond her years.

“How do you know all this?” Anton asked, bemused.

“How do you?” she replied with a smile, her voice echoing in his mind. “I’m part of you, silly.”

Cassie had always been his safe place. He finally understood.

But now wasn’t the time for happy thoughts. Anton let go of that peaceful imagery and let the darker memories surface, knowing the Monk’s voice was always right—balance came from facing both light and shadow. He opened his eyes, the purple moon looming above like an unspoken challenge. It was time to let the other side in.

The desert around him twisted, shifting into something out of a nightmare. Anton saw the familiar silver dunes stretch endlessly, but now they weren’t cold and empty. They were tainted by his past—memories of humiliation, of torment. A crude flag, nothing more than a piece of torn underwear, fluttered weakly atop one of the dunes. Mac’s flag. The bullies’ mocking laughter echoed in the wind, sinister and relentless.

Anton dug into the sand, his hands working desperately, faster and faster, as if searching for something buried deep within. But the deeper he went, the worse it smelled—a putrid stench of decay. Yet, there was no body, no answers, just the feeling of sinking into a grave of his own making. The sand collapsed, burying him, suffocating him as the haunting laughter of demons circled above.

The pain surged through him, but with it came power.

Anton’s eyes snapped open. His body remained still, but his mind surged with control. He stretched his hands toward the sky, and something shifted. A golden dot appeared, small at first, shimmering in the cold air. Slowly, it expanded, taking on a triangular form with smooth, rounded edges. The mark was unmistakable—his portal, his creation.

It grew, slowly at first, then faster as Anton honed his focus. The vastness of the purple moon above began to shift and blur, as if coming into alignment with the portal he was shaping. The sensation was intoxicating—a flood of raw energy that coursed through him, filling every fiber of his being. He was more alive now than he had ever been.

The portal expanded, a gateway between two worlds, revealing the magenta sands of the moon beyond. Anton felt an overwhelming sense of triumph as he peered through the portal, his heart pounding in his chest. He had done it—reached farther than any human ever had. He had defied every expectation placed upon him, exceeded every limit.

“What do you think now, Dad?” Anton whispered under his breath, a bitter smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. His parents had never believed in him. They thought he was destined to amount to nothing. But here he was, opening a gateway to another world. And Mac—Mac could never touch him again.

“That’s enough, Anton,” Jaksa’s voice interrupted, sharp and commanding.

He didn’t listen. His heart swelled with the heady rush of power. It was unlike anything he had ever experienced—better than anything else in life. He wanted to push further, to test the boundaries of what he could do. Why should he stop now? Why not see how far his abilities could take him?

“Anton!” Jaksa shouted again, her voice cutting through his euphoria.

Something was wrong. He could feel it now. His feet were no longer on solid ground. The pebbles of the marble desert around him had begun to float, weightless, rising into the air like scattered debris. Anton’s heart skipped a beat as he realized the extent of what was happening. The portal he had opened wasn’t just a doorway—it was pulling at the very fabric of the world around them.

He turned to look at Jaksa, her stern expression framed by the rising stones around her. She was hovering too, and her eyes betrayed a rare flicker of concern.

“The gravitational fields are merging,” Jaksa explained, her voice calm but urgent. “If you don’t close the portal, we’ll be sucked in.”

Anton’s breath caught in his throat. Above them, the portal had grown enormous—its triangular form now the size of a football stadium, a massive tear in the sky that loomed ominously over the platform. He could feel the pull, the sheer force dragging at him, tugging at the edges of reality itself. If he didn’t act soon, everything—himself, Jaksa, and the entire ship’s crew—would be pulled into the void, lost to the purple moon.

For a fleeting moment, Anton hesitated. He had never felt power like this before. It was the greatest thing he had ever created, a testament to his potential. If he closed it now, would he ever be able to reach this level again?

But survival instinct won out. Jaksa’s life, and possibly his own, hung in the balance. With a deep breath, Anton focused his mind once more. Closing the portal would be easier than opening it—he had learned that much. But it still took focus. Discipline.

“Close it. Now!” Jaksa’s voice cracked like a whip.

With a steady exhale, Anton made the decision. He summoned the same energy that had opened the portal, and with a sharp movement of his hands, he willed the rift to close. The massive triangle began to shrink, the edges folding inward as the connection between the two worlds faded. The pull on his body lessened, the floating stones gently returning to the ground.

And then, with a final flicker, the portal vanished.
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Anton didn’t feel exhausted, not physically. Opening a portal, especially one as large as the one he’d just closed, drained something deeper—an internal reservoir he couldn’t quite name. He wasn’t out of breath or fatigued in the way he’d be after running or fighting, but he could tell that something inside him was spent. It would be a while before he could summon the energy to open another one.

The image of the portal lingered in his mind. He’d stood on that cold platform, hands raised, watching the jagged triangular shape tear into the sky like a wound. On the other side, a planet and its moon, separated for millions of years, had almost been drawn into each other’s orbit. He’d nearly brought them together in an unthinkable cataclysm. There had been a strange beauty in the power, a moment of surreal clarity in the chaos.

And yet, closing it had been shockingly simple. A drop of his arms, a quiet command from his mind, and the portal had snapped shut. Jaksa’s voice had echoed in his ears, a harsh command, but it hadn’t been necessary. He’d already known it had to end.

“Get down!” Jaksa had shouted, but the damage had already been done.

The pebbles that had been sucked upwards into the swirling vortex began to rain down, like shards of glass from a shattered window. Jaksa had tried to shield him, her larger frame moving to cover his, but the effort was futile. They both took the brunt of the debris. Anton had felt sharp pain tear into his shoulder, a jagged stone slamming into his temple before everything went dark.

When he woke, his head was wrapped in bandages, his shoulder aching but bound. He’d been moved back to the ship, its familiar sterile walls and soft hum underfoot a stark contrast to the chaos that had just transpired. He didn’t remember much from the planet. Fractured images came to him in jagged flashes—bits of sky, the feeling of being pulled apart and drawn together all at once—but none of it formed a cohesive whole.

A woman with dark skin and bright, emerald eyes came to check on him. She moved quietly, efficiently, and reminded him of the nurse back on Earth, the one who’d patched him up after that fight. He wanted to ask her name, wanted to speak, but the words felt stuck in his throat.

“Are you hungry?” she asked, her voice soft but businesslike.

“Something sweet,” Anton managed to say, surprising himself. His voice felt distant, hollow, like it belonged to someone else. She returned with a juice box, and he sipped slowly, feeling the strange sensation of bananas and something else unfamiliar coating his tongue.

She lingered for a moment, watching him. “We’re heading back to Mina,” she said. “Jaksa will be here shortly.”

He nodded, still too disoriented to piece everything together. As she walked away, he realized something—a small, frustrating realization that somehow cut deeper than it should have: He was still shy. Despite everything—opening portals, nearly colliding moons, surviving battles—he still found himself hesitant, awkward around people. The power he held over worlds did nothing to quell that.

Jaksa arrived soon after, her presence heavy in the small space. She looked unscathed, her skin thicker and tougher than his own, though her expression was unreadable. “How are you feeling?” she asked, her tone more clinical than concerned.

“I’m… fine,” Anton mumbled, noticing the spilled juice on his lap. “Sorry about the mess.”

She waved it off. “Do you remember what you did?”

“Not everything.”

“You nearly created a gravitational collision between that planet and its moon. They’ll be drawn into each other over the next few hundred years. Can you even comprehend the scale of what would’ve happened if I hadn’t stopped you?”

Her words hit hard, but Anton couldn’t tell if she was scolding him or marveling at his potential. He tried to explain himself, though it felt inadequate. “I didn’t mean to. It just felt… right. For the first time in my life, I felt like I was exactly where I was supposed to be. Then you told me to stop, and I… I did.”

His voice faltered, realizing how close he had come to something far beyond his control. It had felt like losing something—innocence, perhaps. Or maybe it was just the weight of realizing how much destruction he was capable of.

Jaksa’s eyes narrowed, but not in anger. “My granddaughter thinks the combined power of multiple portal openers brings balance. But what I saw today, Anton… you created something far beyond balance. You have a gift that others don’t. And I think it’s time you learned why.”

He blinked. “Learn what, exactly?”

“The truth about this war,” Jaksa said, leaning forward. Her voice lowered, taking on a conspiratorial tone. “The Sagras have kept this galaxy together for generations. When portals were open to anyone, the galaxy was chaos—factions warring, planets destroyed. You’ve seen what one portal can do. Imagine hundreds, thousands, each person wielding that power recklessly.”

Anton nodded, her words settling heavily. It wasn’t the first time he’d thought about the chaos that portals could unleash. But hearing it framed this way, with the weight of history behind it, made him see things more clearly.

She paused, letting the gravity of her words sink in. “We are a dying race, Anton, because no one trusts us anymore. The power of the portals is too great. It’s feared.”

Her words rang true. For a moment, Anton sat in silence, processing it all. He thought of the Dissidence, of the scattered, frightened people he had come to protect. He thought of the Sagras, their iron grip on the galaxy, and the fragile balance they sought to maintain. And he thought of the moons, almost touching, almost kissing in a deadly embrace.

“We’re dying because people don’t understand us,” Anton said quietly. “They don’t see what we see.”

Jaksa nodded, a rare moment of agreement between them. “Exactly. And that’s why you’re important. You can shape the future. You can either save us, or destroy us.”

The weight of her words settled like a stone in his chest, and for the first time, Anton truly understood the gravity of the choice before him.

“Portals aren’t like roads. Any government can build a road for people to travel. But portals... they’re more like rivers,” Jaksa began, her voice steady, calculated. “Rivers that carry people to their destinations and provide life-sustaining resources. But if individuals tamper with those rivers, altering their course for their own gain, the river will eventually dry up, leaving billions without the resources they rely on.”

Anton listened, the weight of her words sinking in. His mind drifted to the river in his hometown, the one where he and Mac had their final confrontation. There were nights when Anton had stood by that river, feeling the crushing weight of his thoughts, wondering if it would be easier to let the water take him. But it hadn’t. Just like the portal that had pulled him into a completely different life.

“You want me to open ‘specific rivers’ for the Sagras,” he said, his tone flat. “Rivers no one else can.”

Jaksa smiled thinly. “An interesting analogy. But it’s not just about navigation, Anton. The Dissidence is a threat. They’re like a disease, spreading through the galaxy, using their own portals to gather strength. They want to tear down everything the Sagras have built, everything I’ve fought for.”

Every time Anton heard about the Dissidence, he pictured the ragtag rebels from old sci-fi movies, fighting against an all-powerful empire. But the Sagras never gave him a clear picture of who the Dissidence truly were, only what they were supposed to be.

“I have a rare ability,” Jaksa continued. “It took me centuries to master it. I can sense portals opening anywhere in the galaxy. That’s how I found you, and your colleagues. But once the portals close, the trail fades quickly. The Dissidence must be using old portals, ones I can’t detect immediately.”

“Like walking along the dry bed of a river, no longer flowing?” Anton asked.

Jaksa’s eyes narrowed, her smile sharpening. “Yes, exactly. And if they ever find someone with your level of power, it could tip the balance of the galaxy. The Dissidence could topple the Sagras, and that would be a catastrophe for the universe.”

Anton studied her. He could see through the cracks in her controlled demeanor. “So, you’re not entirely sure who or where they are, are you?”

Her hand brushed the wound on his forehead lightly, like a mother tending to a child. But there was nothing comforting about it. She nodded.

“And what happens to me?” he asked, forcing himself to stay still, to not pull away from her touch even though his skin crawled.

“Things are changing, Anton,” Jaksa said, her voice soft but full of control. “You’ve done enough to prove you’re valuable. Sagras will want to test if you can be controlled. But understand this—what happened here never occurred. You’ll return to training with the others, and I’ll work on bringing you under my supervision.”

Anton exhaled slowly. He knew what Jaksa wanted, the control she craved. “And what happens if I don’t live up to your expectations?”

Jaksa’s lips twitched in amusement. “You will. Because I have no plan that comes close to your potential, Anton. You are my key.”

Anton thought of Magna. She had been in the academy longer than him, had more experience, more power. And yet Jaksa was betting on him. It felt strange to be anyone’s ‘key,’ to be a prodigy when he had never been one in his life.

She saw the doubt in his eyes and continued. “The Dissidence was born from the ashes of the last war. When the Sagras took control, we agreed that no one else could wield the power of portals like us. It was too dangerous. The Dissidence represents those who defied that order. They are the remnants of the most powerful races in the universe who rebelled against our control. They’ve been hunted for centuries, and yet, a few still remain.”

“And they use portals to attack the Sagras?”

Jaksa’s gaze hardened. “Their existence is an attack. One that must be ended.” She stood, her movements sharp, decisive. “I’ll send someone with food. Would you like anything else?”

Anton stared at her for a moment, weighing his next words. “I’ll take the food.”

Jaksa’s expression softened, but it was a mask, a practiced one. “Good. We’ll talk soon, Anton.” She left without another word, the door closing behind her with a hiss.

Anton leaned back against the wall, the cold seeping into his skin. He wished for a window, something to connect him to the outside world, to the stars. But the room was as cold and sterile as Jaksa herself.

Moments later, the door slid open again. The young woman from before appeared, this time with a tray of food bars and juice. “Hello, handsome,” she purred, her demeanor annoyingly bubbly, her cleavage more pronounced than it had been earlier.

Anton’s eyes narrowed as he studied her. Something about her felt off, too perfect. “Kez, right? Did Jaksa send you to flirt with me?”

The smile faltered on her lips. “I—no, I’m just here to—”

“Go.” His voice was quiet but firm, his eyes hardening. “Leave the food.”

Kez looked relieved, almost grateful for the excuse to leave. She set the tray down and scurried out of the room, her flirtatious act crumbling as she went.

Anton stared at the door long after she had gone, his mind racing. Jaksa was playing games, trying to manipulate him, trying to see where his weaknesses lay. But he wasn’t going to let her control him. Not like this.

He looked down at the food bars, his stomach rumbling. He took one, biting into it, but the taste was hollow. Everything was empty here, just like Jaksa’s promises.


31


ANTON


Anton’s nights were sleepless, worse than ever since Jaksa had revealed the full extent of her plans. Instead of resting, he worked out relentlessly in his room, pushing himself until his body collapsed from exhaustion. Only then could he catch a few hours of sleep—utterly drained, physically and mentally. The only person he really wanted to talk to was Magna, but she hadn’t come to him since the asteroid incident. He missed those late-night conversations on the roof when things were simpler—when he thought life might still make sense. But now, they were in a different place, living a life that felt completely foreign.

A life that supposedly had meaning and purpose.

A life where he excelled at something, but still wasn’t sure for whom he was doing it...

He hadn’t felt this way since he was a child, back when he was the first in his class to spell his name. He remembered the praise, how everyone, even the other kids, looked at him with something close to admiration. But that feeling didn’t last. He had never been the best at anything again—not in school, sports, or social circles. And when it came to his sister, Cassie, well… she had consumed every ounce of his energy. He had never told anyone, but there was a brief, terrible moment when he wondered what life would be like without her. He remembered punching himself in the face for even thinking it. He nearly broke his nose that day.

Now, here he was—on another planet—finally good at something. But he’d never abandon Cassie. Not for this.

Everything had shifted after his conversation with Jaksa. He could feel it. His training would resume in a few days, but he knew Jaksa would be watching him closely, evaluating every move. She was waiting to see how he’d interact with the others—how he’d handle his newfound power. Maybe she even hoped for a rematch with Iro.

It was hard to read Jaksa. He understood Larya—her devotion to the training, her desire to see them master their abilities. But Jaksa? She was a mystery. He didn’t trust her, and deep down, he knew he couldn’t.

The new bed was softer than the old one, but it didn’t matter. Anton lay staring at the ceiling, replaying everything in his mind until he noticed the faint sound of footsteps. Someone was in the room.

“Anton?” a voice whispered.

He sat up immediately. “Iro?” he asked, surprised.

Iro stood by the door, fully dressed in his uniform, looking worse for wear. “We need to talk,” he said.

“You’re not supposed to be here,” Anton replied, wary. He hadn’t seen Iro since the fight, and this wasn’t exactly the reunion he expected.

“I know. Neither of us should be here. But this is important. And I’m not here to fight.”

Anton wasn’t scared. He had beaten Iro before, and if it came to it, he knew he could do it again. But he was tired—tired of the mind games, the endless conspiracy. Still, he knew there’d be no peace until he heard Iro out.

“You want to talk? About what?”

“Come with me to the gym. It’ll just be us,” Iro said. “I promise.”

“Fine,” Anton agreed, though he wasn’t going anywhere in his pajamas. “Wait outside.”

After dressing in his combat uniform and boots, Anton met Iro in the hall. He was unfamiliar with the new facility, so he followed Iro’s lead. The building was old, but the walls had been freshly painted after the asteroid incident. It was smaller than the last place, but Anton couldn’t shake the guilt of the destruction he’d caused. He tried to push it out of his mind.

“Why the gym?” Anton asked as they walked.

“Because the electronics aren’t working yet,” Iro said, gesturing to the walls. “No one can watch us. There’s something in the metal, Larya said. Blocks signals.”

Anton grinned slightly. “Good to know.”

When they reached the gym, it was empty—no equipment, just a wide, open space. “Alright, Iro. What do you want?” Anton crossed his arms. “I’m not staying here all night.”

Iro sat on the ground, cross-legged, and motioned for Anton to do the same. Anton remained standing, looking down at him, unsure what this was all about.

“Forget everything that’s happened up to this point,” Iro began. “It doesn’t matter—not anymore. But I need to know something. What happened the day they took you on that ship? I thought that was it. I thought I’d never see you again.”

“I’m not telling you anything,” Anton said flatly. He didn’t trust Iro, not with this.

“I’m not asking for secrets,” Iro replied. “But don’t you see what’s happening? They told me the same thing they told you—that the Sagras saved the galaxy, that the Dissidence is a threat. But what are we really fighting for?”

Anton clenched his fists. He didn’t want to admit it, but Iro’s words hit close to home. That was the question, wasn’t it? What was this all for? The Dissidence? The Sagras? Jaksa’s cryptic promises? None of it made sense.

“Did they tell you that portals are dangerous?” Iro continued. “That the Dissidence are a disease, spreading throughout the galaxy, threatening everything we’ve built?”

“They said a lot of things,” Anton muttered.

Iro’s gaze was intense. “Do you believe them?”

Anton hesitated. He didn’t have a clear answer. He wanted to believe in something, but the more he learned, the more he doubted.

“I don’t know what to believe anymore,” Anton admitted. “Jaksa talks about the Dissidence like they’re the enemy. Like they’re the ones who will destroy everything. But the more I hear, the more it feels like she’s hiding something.”

Iro nodded. “That’s because she is. We’re not soldiers, Anton. We never were. We’re weapons.”

Anton stared at Iro, the truth of his words settling like a stone in his gut. He had felt it too—that sense of being used, manipulated. Jaksa didn’t see them as people. They were tools, meant to carry out her plans. And those plans? Anton was starting to doubt they were for the greater good.

“I don’t know where this is going, Iro,” Anton said after a long pause. “But I’m not going to be anyone’s pawn.”

“Neither am I,” Iro said. He stood up, meeting Anton’s gaze. “That’s why we need to stick together. We don’t know who we can trust, but if we’re going to survive this, we need to look out for each other.”

Anton wasn’t sure he could trust Iro either. But for now, he nodded. “Agreed.”

They stood there in the empty gym, two figures caught in a game far larger than themselves, uncertain of what the future held.

“What’s the big deal? Are you a spy for the Dissidence?” Anton’s voice carried a hint of accusation, though deep down, he wasn’t even sure he cared about the answer.

“How can you ask me such a thing?” Iro stood up, visibly agitated. “I’m here for one reason. For generations, my family has been merchants. When the Sagras discovered I could open portals, they offered me training. My family thought I’d be able to help with new routes, new opportunities for trade.” His tone shifted, almost pleading. “But after you brought that asteroid... I started asking questions.”

“Like what?” Anton replied, his sarcasm instinctively kicking in as a defense. “That I could bring a giant asteroid down on your planet and kill everyone?”

The instant the words left his mouth, Anton regretted them. He didn’t like Iro—never had—but that didn’t mean he should talk like that. He wasn’t a killer, and he hated being made to sound like one. Mac’s death was still a weight he couldn’t shake, no matter how far he was from Earth.

Iro’s pupils dilated, his hands clenching into tight fists, but he took a breath and stepped back. “Don’t joke about that.”

“Sorry. I’m... sorry. But I still don’t get what your problem is.”

Iro, still tense, took another step closer, his voice low and almost conspiratorial. Anton instinctively leaned back, not comfortable with how close the conversation was getting. “It’s not just the asteroid,” Iro said. “It’s what it means. When you brought that thing, it reminded me of stories I heard growing up. Stories about how the Sagras won their war, about the weapons they used. We’ve been told we’re being trained to open portals for trade or defense. But what if that’s a lie?”

“What are you afraid of?” Anton asked, trying to mask his unease. “That we’ll be opening portals into asteroid fields and dropping them on innocent planets?”

“No,” Iro said, his voice steady but intense. “It’s not about asteroids. It’s about what you did—cutting that rock clean in half with a portal. You didn’t just move it, Anton. You sliced it. Do you even understand what that means? Portals aren’t just doors. They can be the sharpest weapon in the universe.”

Anton didn’t have an immediate answer to that. He’d never thought of his power like that before. He’d always seen portals as a way to escape, a way to run when things got too hard. He hadn’t considered their destructive potential, not like this.

Iro leaned in closer, his voice almost a whisper. “Imagine what they could do with that kind of power. Cut a planet in half. Cut a star in half. The Sagras have the ultimate weapon, and they’re training us to use it. Doesn’t that scare you?”

Anton clenched his fists, feeling a surge of anger rise. “You’re jealous, aren’t you?”

Iro’s eyes flared, but he didn’t react the way Anton expected. “Jealous? No. I’m scared, Anton. I’m scared of what they’re turning us into.”

“You don’t have my power, and that’s what this is all about.” Anton felt his face flush with anger, the heat rising to his ears. He wanted to shut Iro up, to prove he wasn’t the scared little kid he used to be. “You have no idea what I’ve been through to get here.”

Iro’s jaw tightened. “Oh, I don’t? You think you’re the only one who’s been through something? My family gave me away to the Sagras because they were starving. They sold me for the promise of food and security. So don’t you dare act like you’re the only one who’s had it hard.”

“What’s your point?” Anton shouted, frustrated by Iro’s calm. “That we’re being used as weapons? I knew that from day one.”

Iro’s gaze softened, as if he’d realized something about Anton. “You don’t see the problem with that, do you?”

Anton hesitated, his mind racing. “Of course I do. I don’t want to be a weapon, I don’t want to fight in a war I don’t even understand. But what choice do we have? I’m not walking away from this.”

Iro looked like he was about to say something else but stopped himself. His face twisted with frustration, and Anton could tell he was struggling with something deeper. “I don’t know what the answer is. But I know I can’t just accept this.”

Anton turned, intending to leave, but Iro’s next words stopped him cold.

“That fight we had,” Iro said quietly, “it wasn’t random. Larya told me to do it. She wanted to see what you could do when you were pushed.”

Anton froze, replaying that moment in his mind. Larya had promised to guide him, to not betray him. Now he saw the truth: she’d already broken that promise.

Something inside Anton snapped. He spun around and charged at Iro, his fist raised. But Iro, despite everything, was better trained. He dodged the punch and countered, his fist slamming into Anton’s face. Anton collapsed to the floor, the pain sharp and immediate.

Iro knelt down, his voice calm but firm. “Don’t make me do that again.”

Anton sat there, blood dripping from his nose, feeling small and defeated. He’d always thought he was special, that he had something no one else did. But here he was, just a kid again, getting beaten down by someone stronger.

“I don’t know what to do,” Anton finally admitted, his voice barely a whisper.

Iro stood up, his face unreadable. “Neither do I. But we can’t let them turn us into weapons, Anton.”

Anton watched as Iro left the gym, leaving him alone with his thoughts and his bleeding nose. He wanted to hate Iro, to despise him for what he’d said and done. But the truth was, Iro wasn’t the enemy.

Back in his room, Anton pressed his back against the wall, cradling his face with his hands. He didn’t know who to trust anymore. Not Larya. Not the Sagras. Not even himself.

Sleep wouldn’t come easy tonight, but maybe that didn’t matter. Maybe it was time to stop running from the truth.
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ANTON


Anton sat on the infirmary bed, nursing the dull ache in his fractured nose, waiting for something to give. As if hearing his thoughts, Magna slid onto the bed beside him, her uniform spotless, pristine against the stark white of the infirmary. She looked... perfect. As always. The facility switch had thrown everything into chaos, but it hadn’t fazed her. Anton wasn’t sure if anything could. Or if she even cared about the things that weighed on him so heavily.

“How are you doing?” Magna asked, the words calm, detached.

He forced a smile. “Can’t you tell?” He gestured at his nose, still feeling the strange echo of pain every time he spoke. His voice sounded different—muffled, distorted. It made him feel vulnerable, and he hated that.

Magna glanced at him, seemingly unaffected. “You should have come here last night. They would’ve fixed it by now. You wouldn’t be hurting so much.”

Anton shrugged, not wanting to admit how embarrassed he was to tell anyone he’d lost a fight with Iro. He couldn’t stand the thought of people knowing. By the time Dim dragged him to training that morning, the sharp pain had faded into a kind of numbness. But the humiliation... that lingered. The instructor hadn’t even commented, just brought him straight to the infirmary. And, of course, Magna had been there, sitting like an immovable force of calm.

“How’s your throat?” he asked, changing the subject.

Magna shrugged, her expression unreadable. “It’s fine. I’m only here for a routine check-up. Larya wanted to be sure I’m fully healed.” She hesitated for a second, her voice softening just a fraction. “She thinks nothing will work until the three of us talk. You and Iro need to sort this out, Anton. We’ve already lost too much time.”

He looked away, trying to brush off the tension. “I’ve been busy. They took me out for some kind of... evaluation.” He couldn’t help it; he wanted her to care. He needed to believe that she did. But her face remained indifferent.

“Did you bring them another asteroid?” Her voice held a faint edge of sarcasm, barely there, but enough to sting.

“I brought the whole moon this time,” he muttered, the humor falling flat.

Magna shifted, her body language signaling boredom. “I miss having a roof to myself. This building is ancient.” She said it so casually, not realizing—or maybe not caring—how much the words dug at him. She would rather be alone. She didn’t want him around.

That night they’d spent together on the roof, watching the stars, had been perfect. One of the few moments in his life that had felt... right. And yet here they were. He was falling for her, but it was clear she didn’t feel the same. Not anymore.

“Aren’t you going to ask who broke my nose?” Anton asked, trying to shift the conversation again.

Magna barely glanced at him. “It wasn’t me, so it had to be Iro. No need to ask.”

“I went easy on him,” Anton said, a hint of pride in his voice. “I could’ve torn him apart if I wanted.”

“Maybe you’ll get a rematch,” Magna replied, her tone teasing, but there was an edge to it. “I’d love to see that.”

“Why are you being so harsh?” Anton hated how vulnerable he sounded, hated how needy it made him feel.

Magna stood, her expression hardening. “Because you don’t play for the team, Anton. You act like you’re above everyone else. You have power, more than any of us, but that doesn’t make you better. You act like it does. You walk around thinking you’re superior to Iro, to me, to everyone. And you’re not. Power doesn’t make you superior.”

Anton blinked, taken aback. “Am I not?”

“No, you’re not,” she snapped. “You’re strong, Anton. But strength isn’t everything. There’s so much more to this than just raw power. Portal opening requires more than force, more than brute strength. It’s about control, understanding, working together. But you? You’re always focused on how special you are. How...”

“What happened to your face?” Commander Sirota’s voice interrupted her tirade, cutting through the tension like a knife. His sharp eyes immediately locked on Anton’s bruised and swollen nose. “You look like you’ve been through a war zone.”

“Just a training accident,” Anton muttered, avoiding the commander’s gaze.

“We’ll need to have a word,” Sirota said, turning to the doctor. “Can you take care of him, please? If the young lady doesn’t mind.”

“Not at all, sir,” Magna said, her voice suddenly polite, all traces of the earlier tension gone. She refused to meet Anton’s gaze.

The doctor gestured for Anton to follow. After a few quick checks, Anton found himself lying in a strange contraption, almost like a coffin. He couldn’t help but feel claustrophobic, though the doctor didn’t close it. A soft pink light hovered over his face, the pain from his nose intensifying for just a moment before it faded entirely. When the doctor handed him a mirror, Anton barely recognized himself. His nose was back to normal, like nothing had ever happened.

But as he walked past Magna, following Sirota down the hallway, he knew his face wasn’t the only thing that needed fixing. His heart was still fractured in a way no machine could mend.

He replayed that night with Magna on the roof in his mind, over and over. She had wanted him then. Or at least, it had felt like it. What had changed?

The answer was obvious: everything. He wasn’t the same person anymore. Neither of them were. They had discovered too much about themselves, about their powers, and about each other. And it had ruined whatever fragile connection they’d had. He pushed the memories away. There was no point in holding on to something that wasn’t real anymore.

As they walked, Commander Sirota’s voice broke the silence. “I trust they’ve been treating you well here, son?”

Anton clenched his jaw, stifling the frustration that bubbled just beneath the surface. Was this what his life had come to? Traveling across galaxies, only to be trapped in sterile halls and endless training sessions? Was this all there was?

“I’m not complaining,” he muttered, though it was a lie.

They reached a small room guarded by a soldier. Sirota gestured for Anton to step inside. There was little furniture, just two chairs. Sirota motioned for him to sit.

“Did you know my family has quite a history with extraordinary abilities?” Sirota said, leaning back in his chair.

“What kind of abilities, sir?”

Sirota smiled, but there was something behind it—a kind of sadness, perhaps. “My grandfather had the ability to locate things that were lost. Objects, people. He could feel them, like a compass pointing him in the right direction. My mother, as you might know, can sense portals opening across the galaxy. She’s very proud of it, even though she’s never been able to track down the Dissidence. That failure has haunted her. And my daughter, Larya... she has a talent for seeing the best in people, for knowing how to bring out their potential. It’s subtle, but powerful.”

“And what about you, sir?” Anton asked, attempting to keep his voice steady, though he couldn’t help the tension curling in his gut.

Sirota’s face remained impassive, but his eyes gleamed with something that made Anton uneasy. “I read minds,” he began, then tilted his head slightly. “Well, not quite. I can’t pick out every word floating through your head, but it’s like looking at a painting. I don’t need to know the individual brushstrokes or the medium to understand what the image conveys.”

Anton shifted, feeling a sudden wave of discomfort. “Can you tell what I’m thinking right now?”

Sirota’s smile was thin. “You’re worried that I’ll uncover something—your deepest thoughts, the secrets you’ve buried. You think you’re hiding it well, but you’re not. And no, I don’t need any special ability to sense that.” He paused, letting the moment stretch before continuing. “But let me tell you what was in your mind just before we entered this room. You’ve had enough of this place—the corridors, the sterile walls. You want something more, something exciting. Did I get that right?”

The blood drained from Anton’s face. He felt exposed, like Sirota had reached inside and tugged his thoughts out into the light. “I… I didn’t mean...”

“Don’t apologize,” Sirota cut in, his tone almost gentle. “You’re young, Anton. It’s natural to feel frustrated. To want more. I remember what it was like, though it was a long time ago.” His voice hardened slightly. “But you aren’t here for excitement. You’re here because we need you. Every resource we expend on you serves a purpose, and I need to know you understand that.”

Anton nodded slowly. “I do, sir.”

Sirota’s eyes narrowed. “Good. Because we have a mission for you. We need you to open a gateway, Anton, so we can send a group of our soldiers through.”

At those words, Anton’s thoughts raced. It was strange to think about how far he’d come since opening his first portal—how much had changed. Time felt like an illusion now, warped and stretched thin by all that had happened. He couldn’t remember the exact moment he realized just how dangerous his power could be, but standing here now, with Sirota’s unblinking gaze on him, the weight of it felt heavier than ever.

“Is it going to be difficult?” Anton asked, his voice betraying a flicker of uncertainty.

Sirota’s expression didn’t change. “It’s a straightforward operation. You open the portal, the ship passes through, and the soldiers survey the area. After that, you close the portal and wait aboard the ship until they’re done. Simple.” He leaned forward slightly. “We believe the Dissidence may be hiding on this planet. Your role is essential.”

There was something in Sirota’s tone that unsettled Anton, like the man was holding something back. His mind flashed to the training he’d endured—the relentless testing, the mental strain. This felt too simple, too... clean.

Sirota must have sensed his hesitation. “I know what you’re thinking, and you’re right to have doubts. But here’s the truth, Anton. You’re not finished with your training. You’re far from it. But you’re the most promising recruit we’ve ever had. And we’re running out of time. My family and Prince Sagras want results, and they want them now.”

Anton swallowed hard. His throat felt tight. “What happens if we find the Dissidence? Do you think they’ll be... hostile?”

Sirota gave a thin smile, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “That’s not for you to worry about. Your job is to open the portal, and close it when the time comes. Leave the rest to the soldiers. This is only one of many planets we need to explore. They’re scattered so far across the galaxy that portals are the only way to reach them. Sending a fleet of ships isn’t practical. We need you.”

The weight of the words hung in the air between them. This was what it had all been for—the grueling training, the emotional and physical exhaustion. Anton’s mind churned. He had to succeed. Not just for them. Not for the Sagras. For Cassie.

“I’ll take the mission, sir,” Anton said, forcing his voice to sound strong.

Sirota’s gaze sharpened, and for a moment, Anton thought he saw a flicker of approval. “Good. Don’t let us down, and we won’t let you down.” He paused, his voice softening, just slightly. “I know there’s someone you want to bring here. Someone from your old life.”

“My sister,” Anton said quietly. “Cassie.”

Sirota nodded. “Family ties. That’s something I’ve never fully understood, but I know they mean a lot to you.” He leaned back in his chair, eyes still fixed on Anton. “Complete this mission, Anton. Do what we ask, and we’ll see what we can do about bringing your sister here.”

Anton’s heart pounded in his chest. He wanted to believe it. But deep down, a part of him knew better. The words coming from Sirota’s mouth were hollow, promises meant to manipulate him. He could sense the falseness, the empty rhetoric designed to keep him in line.

Still, he played along. “Thank you, sir,” Anton said, forcing a smile. Inside, though, he was already formulating a plan. He couldn’t rely on them. If he wanted Cassie safe, he’d have to figure it out on his own. He’d have to master his abilities, push himself further than ever before. He wasn’t ready yet, but he would be.

Soon.
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LARYA


Larya kicked open the door to her grandmother’s office, the wood smashing into the plaster behind it, sending shards of the wall scattering across the floor. Her pulse thundered in her ears, her anger building with each step toward the center of the room.

Jaksa stood by the massive windows, her back to Larya, watching the rain pound against the glass. The city’s skyline stretched out below them, with its sprawling streets, grey bridges, and towering skyscrapers. From here, everything looked dirty, no amount of rain could wash away the grime. It was fitting—this room always gave Larya a sinking feeling. She had spent countless hours here as a child, subjected to her grandmother’s constant tests of wit and endurance. None of it had been fun; every game, every puzzle was just another way for Jaksa to ensure that Larya deserved to be a part of the family.

The worst part was discovering, years later, that Jaksa had murdered one of her own children in favor of Commander Sirota. The weight of that knowledge still sat heavily on Larya’s shoulders. Her family was twisted beyond repair.

Larya’s voice cut through the quiet, sharp as a blade. “What the hell were you thinking? Sabotaging my program—endangering my students?”

Jaksa didn’t flinch, didn’t even turn around. Her calm demeanor infuriated Larya more. The woman’s stillness, the rain beating against the window, all of it felt like some sick game Jaksa had been playing for years. Larya clenched her fists, waiting for a response.

Finally, Jaksa spoke, her voice as steady as the rain. “Good morning, Larya.”

“Don’t talk down to me!” Larya snapped. “I’m tired of being treated like a child who doesn’t understand how the world works. Do you know how much time and effort I’ve put into training those three? You’ve no right to send Anton off on a mission he’s not prepared for—just to push him to his breaking point!”

Jaksa slowly turned, her ancient face as impassive as ever. Her eyes, cold and calculating, met Larya’s fiery gaze. In those eyes, Larya saw everything she’d been staring at her entire life: indifference, calculation, and control. There was no affection, no warmth, not even familial connection—just an unyielding desire for results. That had always been Jaksa’s way. Larya had spent years trying to prove herself, but she realized now that she had always been a pawn in Jaksa’s game.

“Good morning, Larya,” Jaksa repeated, stepping toward her.

“Why do you keep saying that?” Larya gritted her teeth.

Jaksa’s lips curled slightly, the closest thing to a smile Larya had ever seen on her grandmother’s face. “Isn’t that what you’re after? The small formalities? The respect?” Her voice was almost mocking. “You barged in here for what, exactly?”

Larya’s shoulders stiffened. The control Jaksa still wielded over her was suffocating. “Where did you send him?” Larya demanded, her voice breaking slightly.

“It’s none of your concern,” Jaksa replied coolly.

“It’s literally my concern. Anton’s my responsibility. Everything about him is my business.”

“Not anymore,” Jaksa said, stepping closer, her voice low. “I’m relieving you of your duties to the Ekasai.”

“You can’t be serious. This is my life. You can’t take this away from me.” Larya’s stomach flipped.

Jaksa raised an eyebrow, her tone cold and indifferent. “And what, exactly, is your life? Finding portal openers and training them? Chasing after some misplaced idea of making yourself indispensable to us?”

Larya’s chest tightened. “I’m here to help them reach their full potential! To help the Sagras, to help the—”

“Farmers and fishermen,” Jaksa interrupted, her voice dripping with disdain.

Larya’s face flushed with anger. “I’m not here to debate who the enemy is. I’m doing my job, ensuring the Ekasai reach their true potential. What do you want from me?”

Jaksa turned away, staring out into the rain-soaked skyline once again. Thunder rumbled in the distance, and lightning flashed, casting a harsh glow over the room. “Do you want to know what your father never taught you?” Jaksa asked, her voice soft but sharp.

“What?” Larya demanded.

“If you want to build something great,” Jaksa said, her voice taking on a more ominous tone, “you must first destroy what was there before.”

“I don’t understand.” Larya’s brow furrowed.

Jaksa turned, her eyes narrowing. “You’re naive, Larya. You still think portals are about connecting worlds, about improving trade routes. That’s not their true power. Portals are weapons—powerful enough to reshape the universe. We must seize control of them before others do.”

Her heart raced. “Why? What’s the point of all this? The Sagras are thriving, the Dissidence is practically non-existent. Why take such risks now?”

Jaksa moved with the speed of someone decades younger, slapping Larya across the face. The impact sent her stumbling backward, her hand instinctively reaching up to her stinging cheek.

“I’m surrounded by fools,” Jaksa hissed. “You can’t see what’s right in front of you. The Dissidence, the farmers, the fishermen—all of it means nothing in the grand scheme. Power, Larya. That’s all that matters. You think you know this galaxy? You know nothing.”

Larya’s mind whirled, her cheek burning from the slap. Anyone else who had dared to lay a hand on her would be dead by now. But Jaksa… Jaksa was different. Larya slowly sank to her knees, bowing her head in submission, even though her blood boiled. She hated herself for it, but there was no choice. She couldn’t challenge Jaksa, not yet.

As she knelt, staring at the floor, she could almost see the bloodstains from her childhood still ingrained in the tiles, long since washed away but never forgotten.

“Can you tell me the truth, Grandmother? What is the big picture I’m missing? Please pardon my ignorance and enlighten me on your plans for the Ekasai.”

The words tasted bitter in Larya’s mouth. She hated sounding so weak, but there was no other way to approach Jaksa. Larya was younger, stronger, and in better shape than Jaksa. If she wanted to, she could break her grandmother’s legs and neck right there, with no one to stop her. Yet, something about Jaksa held power over her, something beyond physical strength. It was like facing a force of nature, an ancient, unseen power. She felt the weight of it, the sense that killing Jaksa would be like destroying something far larger than herself.

Even the most faithless person might hesitate to strike down a religious figure. It wasn’t about fear of punishment. There were dozens of people who would benefit from Jaksa’s death, who would even thank Larya for doing their dirty work. But there was a reason no one dared to poison her drink or hire a killer. Jaksa had outlived them all, outmaneuvered them all. She was a fixture, as permanent as the stars. Killing her felt like severing something vital, something no one could live without.

But Larya needed to live without her. One day, she would.

Today wasn’t that day.

“Pathetic,” Jaksa spat. “You’re all pathetic. You don’t recognize the power? The ultimate power?”

“What ultimate power?” Larya asked, her voice barely more than a whisper. She couldn’t bring herself to meet Jaksa’s gaze.

“You stupid child, stand up. I want to look you in the eyes.”

Larya obeyed, but it was difficult to hold Jaksa’s piercing stare. She could feel the weight of her grandmother’s words settling over her, suffocating her. The ultimate power? What could Jaksa possibly mean?

“Believe it or not, I was once a child too,” Jaksa said, her voice softer now. “The universe was different then. We could travel anywhere in an instant. The entire galaxy was our playground. When you see the universe like that, everything seems so small... so limited. I had a toy once, a glass polygon. Through it, you could see all the colors of the universe. It was beautiful. And one day, I threw it on the ground. I was curious. Would the colors spill out and cover everything? Would I create my own universe?”

Larya blinked. Jaksa had never told her this story, not in all the years of training, not in all the lessons about power and control. Why now?

“What happened?” Larya asked.

“Nothing,” Jaksa replied, her voice hardening. “The glass shattered, the colors faded, and everything went black. That’s when I began to understand.”

“How does this relate to the Ekasai?” Larya asked, though a part of her already knew.

“Don’t force me to slap you again,” Jaksa warned. “That glass toy is the universe. Not just this galaxy, but the entire universe. You can play with it all you want, but you’ll never have real power until you can shatter it all at once.”

Larya’s breath caught in her throat. She tried to speak, but the words wouldn’t come. This was the power Jaksa had been chasing all along—the power to destroy everything.

“You want to annihilate the universe?” Larya whispered, barely able to believe it.

“The power to control life and death. To control everything,” Jaksa said, her eyes gleaming. “What could stop me if I had that?”

Larya’s mind whirled as she tried to process what she was hearing. Her grandmother wasn’t just talking about controlling planets or galaxies—she wanted the power to destroy all life. Past, present, future, everything. And for what? To be in control? Jaksa was utterly insane.

Larya felt bile rising in her throat, but she swallowed it down. She had to keep her composure. She couldn’t let Jaksa see how deeply this revelation disturbed her. She couldn’t afford to fall apart now.

“How do the Ekasai fit into this scheme?” Larya asked, her voice more controlled, though her mind was racing.

“Portal energy can be harnessed and manipulated,” Jaksa explained. “Your students are only scratching the surface of their abilities. They can create portals in two dimensions, which is enough to destroy a planet or a star. But I want more. I want the raw energy from two portals colliding. Imagine portals the size of galaxies, crossing each other. The result would be beyond anything we’ve ever imagined.”

Larya felt the room closing in around her. She had known her family had committed atrocities, but this... This was beyond anything she could have ever imagined. Jaksa was talking about creating an irreversible, universe-wide cataclysm—an extinction of all life across time and space. Her grandmother was cultivating the power to commit mass genocide on a cosmic scale.

Larya swallowed her revulsion, forcing herself to remain calm. If Jaksa suspected that Larya was turning against her, things could escalate quickly, and Larya wasn’t ready for that. She had to keep Jaksa talking, had to learn as much as she could.

“So why send Anton on a mission now? Why not train him here until he’s ready?” Larya asked, trying to keep her voice steady.

“Training him here would be too slow,” Jaksa said. “We’ve been coddling these children for too long. I needed to take more drastic measures.”

“What if he dies?” Larya asked, her heart racing. “How long will it take to find another like him?”

“I’m patient,” Jaksa said with a dismissive wave. “Patient enough to risk it all. I’ve been doing this for centuries, long before you were born, and I’ll keep doing it long after you’re gone.”

Larya’s blood ran cold. That sounded like a threat.

“I’m ashamed to share your blood,” she said, the words slipping out before she could stop them.

“Blood means nothing,” Jaksa replied, her voice icy. “You should know that by now. You’re dismissed, Larya. Go back to your little playground at the hospital. I doubt I’ll need you again.”

Larya felt a sharp pain in her chest as she realized what Jaksa was saying. She had been cast aside, like all the other pawns Jaksa had no more use for.

She turned and left the room, her mind a whirlwind of conflicting emotions. She wanted to turn back, to strike Jaksa down and end this madness once and for all. But she couldn’t. Not yet. Not until she had a plan.

As she boarded the transport back to the training facilities, Jaksa’s words echoed in her mind: Blood means nothing.

Those words would haunt her for the rest of her life.
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Anton slid the uniform on, the material thicker, stronger than his usual training gear. It stretched to fit his form snugly, like the gym uniform, but there was something different about this one. It had stats, bold numbers that caught his eye:

Sagras’ Personal Fleet Uniform – Grade 2 – Enhances body strength, dexterity, and constitution x10.

Anton sat to pull on his boots, which felt surprisingly light despite their size. The uniform moved with him, adjusting seamlessly. A vest with sturdy padding followed, but he noticed the empty holster by his hip. There was no gun. That small detail brought a wave of relief—at least they didn’t expect him to fight. His task was clear: open the portal, and let the soldiers handle the rest.

His HUD blinked directions at him, and soon he was stepping into a small shuttle, two guards escorting him. There were no windows in the shuttle, but the speed was unmistakable. They were moving fast. Faster than he’d expected.

As the shuttle pulled up to the landing line, Anton’s heart raced. It felt like the first time he’d been out of the training facility in ages, though it had only been a few days since he’d gone to another planet. He glanced around, hoping to spot Jaksa. It didn’t surprise him when she didn’t show up.

There was no sign of Commander Sirota, either.

Stepping out onto the landing, Anton saw the large gray ship before him, a ramp leading up to the open door. A line of eight soldiers stood waiting, each holding a rifle. Their sergeant, marked by the different color of his helmet, approached Anton. “You’re right on time, sir!” he said, snapping to attention. “We depart in ten minutes. Would you like to inspect the troops?”

Anton almost laughed. He had never been treated with authority before, and he had no idea how to respond. “Uh, I’m sure they’re... fine.”

The sergeant nodded, as if that was all the reassurance he needed. “Very well, sir. Have you been briefed on the mission?”

Anton nodded, even though there were still gaps in his understanding. He had studied the mission through his wrist piece on the way, but there was one crucial piece missing: how exactly was he supposed to open a portal to the exact location they wanted? No one had told him that.

The mission was straightforward enough. They were heading to a distant moon suspected to harbor the Dissidence, a journey that would take 47 years by traditional means. His task was to open a portal to transport them there directly. It was supposed to be a scouting mission—no fighting, no killing, just reconnaissance. If successful, a larger force would follow.

But without Jaksa or Commander Sirota present, Anton felt a pang of uncertainty. This was his test, but it felt like they had abandoned him. He shook his head, trying to dispel the doubts. This was his moment. His chance to prove himself.

“Shall we leave, sir?” the sergeant asked again, pulling Anton from his thoughts.

“Yes,” Anton said, his voice stronger now. “Let’s go.”

The sergeant barked an order, and the soldiers filed up the ramp into the ship. Anton followed, his heart pounding with a mixture of excitement and dread. It felt good to be treated with respect, to have his abilities acknowledged. But deep down, he knew they were putting too much faith in him. Jaksa must have convinced them he could snap his fingers and make a portal appear.

If only it were that easy.

“You’ll be up front with the pilot,” the sergeant explained as they boarded. “You’ll be able to see the portal as you create it.”

Anton nodded, though his stomach twisted with anxiety. He had no idea if he could even do what they were asking. What if he failed in front of everyone? What if he opened a portal to the wrong place—or worse, to nowhere at all?

He settled into his seat beside the pilot, who greeted him with a nod. “We’re headed here,” the pilot said, pulling up a holographic map of the galaxy. He pointed to a distant moon. “That’s your target.”

Anton barely glanced at the map. His mind was elsewhere, racing through all the possible outcomes. Three scenarios played out in his head.

The first, and most likely, was failure. He wouldn’t be able to open the portal, and they’d have to return empty-handed. He’d be humiliated, and Jaksa would surely punish him for it.

The second, far more terrifying scenario, was that he’d open a portal—but to the wrong place. They’d step through into some random part of the galaxy, maybe even into the void of space or the heart of a star. He wasn’t sure if he could open another portal to get them out.

The third possibility, the least likely in his mind, was that he’d succeed. He’d open the portal to the right location, and they’d complete the mission without a hitch. That seemed too perfect, though, too clean.

The ship hummed to life, lifting off the ground. Anton watched the pilot work, his hands moving smoothly over the controls. Everything looked so complicated, yet the pilot made it seem effortless.

“Once we’re in position, it’s all up to you,” the pilot said.

Anton took a deep breath. He couldn’t fail. Not here, not now. He had to pull this off.

He closed his eyes, trying to calm his racing thoughts. His hands rested on his knees, fingers twitching with nervous energy. He envisioned the portal, the way it should feel when it opened. He could see the moon in his mind, distant and cold, waiting for him to reach out and connect them.

When he opened his eyes again, the ship had settled into its course. The sergeant turned to him expectantly. “Ready, sir?”

Anton nodded. “Let’s do this.”

He raised his hands, concentrating on the space in front of the ship. He could feel the energy building, the familiar hum of the portal forming in his mind. Slowly, carefully, he reached out, willing the portal to open.

A golden dot appeared in the air ahead, shimmering like a distant star.

The soldiers fell silent, watching in awe as the dot expanded, growing larger and larger. The golden light stretched, forming the familiar triangular shape. Anton’s heart pounded in his chest. It was working.

The portal grew wider, revealing the faint outline of the distant moon on the other side.

For a moment, Anton allowed himself to feel triumphant. He had done it. He had opened the portal.

But then something shifted. The portal wavered, the edges blurring. A low hum filled the air, and the ship began to tremble.

“What’s happening?” the pilot asked, his voice tense.

Anton gritted his teeth, trying to hold the portal steady. But the energy was slipping, spiraling out of his control.

“Shut it down!” the sergeant shouted.

“I’m trying!” Anton yelled back, his hands shaking as he struggled to close the portal. The golden light flickered, then collapsed in on itself, disappearing with a loud crack.

The ship went still, the hum fading away.

Anton slumped back in his seat, breathing hard. He had done it. Barely.

The sergeant turned to him, his face pale. “That was close.”

Anton could only nod, his mind reeling. He had succeeded, but just barely. And he had a sinking feeling that next time, it wouldn’t be so easy.
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Anton had never excelled in geography, and it was too late to change that now. He’d come to realize that opening portals had less to do with understanding the precise coordinates of a location and more to do with trusting his gut—following that instinct, letting it guide him. It wasn’t science; it was closer to magic, and yet, Anton didn’t see himself as any kind of magician.

The ship lifted off, the engine humming quietly beneath him. The technology was far beyond anything humans had ever developed, yet it wasn’t enough for these people. They always wanted more: more tech, more control, more magic. Even here, among alien species with different colors, shapes, and customs, Anton saw the same relentless drive for power that he recognized all too well in humans.

“We’re ready when you are, sir,” the pilot’s voice interrupted his thoughts.

Anton glanced at the empty green sky through the ship’s glass front. His palms began to sweat. This was it—the moment he feared would expose him as an amateur, a fraud.

No! A voice inside him cried out. It wasn’t his voice. It was the voice of a little girl waiting for him back on Earth.

It’s impossible, Anton argued silently, doubting his ability to locate the destination just by glancing at a map.

Your perception is off the charts, came Cassie’s voice again. You don’t see it, but you see it.

Cryptic as always. Yet, Anton knew the message: stop feeling sorry for yourself and focus.

He glanced at the pilot, who was watching him expectantly. The soldiers behind him were still chatting, laughing, as if this were a routine mission. Anton clenched his jaw. “Can I have some silence?” he asked.

“Silence,” the pilot barked through the intercom. “The Ekasai needs to concentrate.”

The soldiers fell quiet, though one laugh lingered, only to be quickly cut off by the sergeant’s command. Anton finally had the stillness he needed. No more delaying.

Raising his hands, palms out toward the glass, Anton closed his eyes. He didn’t really need the gesture, but it bought him time to gather himself. He pictured standing beside Jaksa, opening that massive portal to the moon, nearly pulling it into the planet. Jaksa had trusted him to avert a disaster back then. Now, she believed he could do it again. But why?

Shutting out his thoughts, Anton let go of everything: his doubts, fears, rational thinking. It all dissolved as a swirl of colors appeared in his mind’s eye—green, red, orange, and gold. His hands trembled as the energy built within him.

Even with his eyes closed, he could see the shape forming in his mind. The familiar triangle with its rounded edges, glowing golden, just like before. But something remained hidden within, something he couldn’t see.

Anton opened his eyes. The pilot said something, but his words were lost in the haze of concentration. Ahead of them, a portal shimmered in the sky, large enough for the ship to pass through.

He had done it.

“Attention, everyone,” the pilot’s voice echoed through the ship. “Buckle up and hold tight. We don’t know what the gravity will be like once we’re through.”

They trusted him enough to fly into his portal, wherever it led. Anton’s stomach tightened. He hoped he deserved that trust because if he didn’t, the consequences could be deadly.

“Are you all right, sir?” the pilot asked, glancing at him.

“I don’t know how long the portal will hold,” Anton admitted.

“Don’t worry,” the pilot reassured him, pushing buttons on the control panel. “It’ll only take a minute. You close the portal once we’re through. Fasten your seatbelt.”

Anton buckled in, hating that he’d have to close the portal. Not because of vanity or attachment to his creation, but because closing it meant he’d have to reopen another to get them home. Opening portals felt like catching lightning in a bottle; closing them seemed like a waste of power.

The ship tilted forward as it entered the portal, a stomach-churning shift as the gravity tilted 45 degrees. The sensation of falling gripped Anton, a brief moment of freefall in the void.

“We’re good,” the pilot announced, leveling the ship.

Anton looked out the windshield. The planet below them came into view: pink hills, pine forests, rivers cutting through the landscape like silver threads. It was a beautiful planet, peaceful. No sign of any Dissidence base. Yet.

The soldiers unbuckled and prepared their weapons. “Good news,” the pilot said. “The atmosphere is breathable, and gravity is close to Mina’s.”

Anton stared at the portal hanging behind them. His job wasn’t over yet. Unsure of how to close it, he simply willed it shut, and in an instant, it vanished—popped like a soap bubble.

It felt wrong, like a waste, closing something so vast and powerful. Now, all that was left was the mission, and once again, he was alone. Alone without Magna, Iro, or even Larya.

What would happen next?
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Anton anticipated they would land immediately, and the pilot, with expert skill, did exactly that. Banking the ship to one side, the pilot deftly selected a landing zone. The portal Anton had opened wasn’t necessarily where they believed the Dissidence were hiding—it was just a location. Still, the beauty of the planet captivated Anton.

For someone who had never flown before, it was surreal. It was one thing to pass through a portal, but seeing the world unfold beneath them, watching the new surface of the planet blur by at such a breakneck pace— that was thrilling. The pilot maneuvered the ship with ease, following the coordinates glowing in front of him. The vast pine forest gave way to shorter vegetation. Anton gripped his seat tight as the landing gear clunked beneath them.

“We’re getting closer,” the pilot said. “We’ll land immediately, and they’ll walk the rest of the way. You okay?”

“A little dizzy,” Anton admitted.

“Get the Ekasai something to drink.”

A soldier approached with a frosty bottle, and Anton gulped down the liquid. It tasted like coconut water, soothing his nerves but not fully calming the storm brewing inside him. He appreciated the drink, though he wished it was something stronger.

The landing was smooth, just a soft bump. Still, Anton’s mind spun. Their lives are in my hands, he thought, the weight of it crashing over him. He was going to have to stay behind in the ship, as the sergeant reminded him. “We can’t risk losing you. If anything happens, we’re trapped here.”

Those words lingered, sinking in. Anton followed the pilot to the back of the ship. One soldier remained inside, his face twisted with frustration while the others went out on the mission.

“You’re him, aren’t you?” the soldier asked.

“What?” Anton replied.

“The big Ekasai. People are talking about you everywhere. They say you almost destroyed Mina with an asteroid.”

The pilot stepped forward. “Show some respect for the Ekasai.”

The soldier fell silent, but his words clung to Anton. People are talking about me? He hadn’t realized that the world outside the training facility even knew of his existence. His isolation had kept him from realizing just how much his actions had rippled across the galaxy. “What else are they saying?” Anton asked, curious and unsettled.

“Don’t answer that,” the pilot warned.

“He was the one who asked,” the soldier shot back, eyes flicking between Anton and the pilot. “And I don’t take orders from you. I take them from him.”

Anton swallowed hard. Am I really in command here? “Tell me,” he said, unable to hide his curiosity.

The soldier licked his lips. “You’re a living legend. Some say you’re a Messiah, here to save us all. Others think you’re a fraud, a tool Jaksa’s using to control us. And there are those who say you don’t exist at all, that you’re just some propaganda.”

Anton’s hand trembled. Messiah? Me? The title felt absurd. The soldier continued speaking, but Anton struggled to focus. He felt a sweetness in his mouth, but only for a moment. Then it turned rotten, like candy gone bad. He knew what that meant—he was spiraling. He needed to control it.

“Are you okay?” the pilot asked.

“I didn’t ask for any of this,” Anton finally replied. “None of it.”

The pilot’s radio crackled, interrupting the moment. “Send it,” the pilot said, but Anton couldn’t make out the sergeant’s words. Then, he heard it. Gunfire. The distinct pop, pop, pop of shots being fired.

“What’s going on?” Anton demanded, spinning around.

“What do you think? Our mission objective,” the soldier said coldly.

More gunfire, louder this time, and Anton jumped in his seat. “No!” he shouted. “That’s not what I was promised. This was supposed to be recon—just recon!” Panic seized him as the reality of the mission struck home.

Then came the screams. People. They’re shooting people!

“No, no, no!” Anton’s voice wavered. Power surged inside him, uncontrollable, wild. This wasn’t what he wanted. Not at all.

“Stop it!” he yelled, fists clenching so tight that pain shot through his hands. The soldier watched him, eyes wide with fear.

“Is he... levitating?” the soldier whispered, stepping back and turning his weapon toward Anton.

Anton’s heart pounded in his chest. The fear in the soldier’s eyes was too familiar—it mirrored his own. “I told you to be quiet,” the pilot said. “We have our orders. If we found the Dissidence, we were to eliminate them.”

Anton’s mind raced. Happy place. Happy place. The words echoed in his head, but they felt empty, useless. Inside, he saw something surreal: a lava-filled lake, shimmering with heat. Sweat poured from his body, and in the center of it all, Cassie. His sister, trapped in the searing heat.

No. No. She’ll burn!

A prick on his forearm snapped him out of it. Someone was trying to inject him with something, but the needle didn’t penetrate his skin. His body was too tense, too charged.

Put him out! Now!” The soldier’s voice wavered as he struggled with the needle.

“No!” Anton shoved the pilot aside, the needle snapping against his uniform. It was too much. The pressure, the pain—it was too much to bear.

Like a balloon stretched to its limit, Anton screamed, the power inside him straining until it finally burst.

BOOM!

Everything disappeared. The happy place, the bad place—everything. The ship... was gone.

Anton blinked in confusion. There is no ship. What?! He was floating above the planet’s surface, far too high to be standing. He looked around, his breath catching in his throat. The sky stretched above him, planets and moons hanging in the vast expanse. Below, nothing but empty space.

The pilot and the soldier— gone. The ship— gone. All that remained was the ship’s mangled hull, torn apart like paper.

Fuck.

Here’s how I enhanced the chapter, aligned with Anton’s growing conflict, and the broader narrative:

The pilot and the soldier lay at Anton’s feet, their bodies still and lifeless. As Anton lowered himself to the ground, his foot merged with the blood from their severed necks. The sight of their cleanly sliced bodies, along with the top of the ship and the halved trees around them, filled him with dread. Anton, of course, was unharmed. He had closed the portal he’d opened— with them still inside it.

A different kind of panic gripped him now. It had nothing to do with his portal-opening abilities, but with the consequences of what he’d done. The rest of the platoon would return soon, having completed their mission. They’d find their transport wrecked, two of their comrades dead, and no way home.

They’ll know it was me. The realization washed over Anton, and he felt as though he couldn’t breathe. What will happen to me?

The sense of déjà vu was suffocating. He had been in this place before, when he accidentally killed Mac with a rock and had to flee. But this— this was so much worse. It wasn’t just about the two lives he had ended. The rest of the soldiers were stranded, left with no escape because of him. He couldn’t just flee like last time, could he? He needed to make it right.

Maybe I can open a portal for them to walk through, Anton thought. Maybe I can get them back to Mina. But then what? He’d have to face the consequences. Jaksa. Commander Sirota. They’ll know. They’ll punish me.

He pressed his hand to his chest, forcing himself to breathe in and out. His pulse pounded in his ears, and his heart raced. Stay calm, Anton. Stay calm. What could he do this time— cut the moon in half?

His first instinct was to run, to bolt into the woods, but he stopped himself. He sank to the ground, crossing his legs and forcing his breath to slow. He closed his eyes, trying to calm the storm inside his head.

It took time, but eventually, his hands stopped shaking. Anton thought back to his lessons with the Monk, trying to find his way back to the happy place. The lake appeared in his mind, now serene, with calm waters reflecting a sky filled with planets. The reflection was so clear he could see himself sitting there, a small figure on the edge of the pier.

“We weren’t supposed to go through all of this,” a voice said. The calm was interrupted as someone splashed into his lake, disturbing the peace. Anton tried to concentrate, but the voice persisted. “We were just kids,” it murmured, and Anton recognized it.

“Do I have to run again?” he asked the voice.

“Do you want to run?”

Anton opened his eyes wide, his heart still thudding in his chest. He knew what he had to do.

Stealing from the dead feels wrong, Anton thought as he rifled through the fallen soldier’s bag. He found a bottle of that coconut-flavored drink, a couple of energy bars, a knife, and a small first-aid kit. He considered taking the gun but decided against it—it would only weigh him down, and he had no idea how to use it.

Even through his thick boots, stepping on the fresh grass felt oddly comforting. But the question lingered in his mind: What should I do now?

He didn’t know where he was going, but it didn’t matter. Anywhere is better than here. He couldn’t face the platoon. Couldn’t explain what had happened. Commander Sirota, Jaksa—they all lied to me. Even Larya had lied to him. And Magna? The one person he thought might care? Clearly, she didn’t.

The portals were supposed to be a gift, Anton thought bitterly. But so far, they had only brought him pain.

He spun around a few times, squeezing his eyes shut and pressing his palm to his forehead. He opened his eyes, and between two ancient trees, shimmering in the air before him, was another portal. A small one this time, but it was his. Anton didn’t look back. He took two steps forward and passed through it.

The air on the other side was cooler, and the trees smelled familiar—like the forests back on Earth. Where am I? How far did I go? He didn’t know, but he didn’t care. Staying there was death.

Maybe this place could be a new home. A place to train himself, away from the lies, the manipulation, the pressure. He could be a castaway, surviving alone in nature until his mind was calm. Once that happened, he could open a portal back to Earth, back to Cassie. They could escape together, away from all the battles and royal schemes. All he wanted now was his old, miserable life back.

Anton began to run. His training had made him stronger than he had ever been before, and it felt good to push his body to its limits. The forest air filled his lungs, fresh and clean. He ran for what felt like an hour, dodging rocks and tree roots. The further he went, the more he felt like he was shedding the weight of his guilt and fear.

Finally, he stopped, panting hard. He collapsed under the shade of a tall tree, breathing deep. He stared up at the sky, barely visible through the thick canopy of leaves. There’s no way out of this, he thought. No portals here. No way home.

But strangely, that didn’t bother him. He wasn’t scared, not the way he thought he should be. Instead, something about this place felt like home. Not his real home—the one with the bullies, and the neglectful parents—but a home he had imagined. A place he had longed for but never known.

There were no animals, no birds or insects. Just the silence of the pine trees. It was almost dreamlike, the way the forest seemed to stretch on forever. But Anton didn’t care. He felt safe here.

Eventually, Anton picked himself up and resumed walking. His supplies wouldn’t last forever, and he needed to find food and water. His goal remained the same: find a way back to Earth, rescue Cassie. But for now, he was content in the forest.

He listened for sounds, and soon he heard it: a trickle of water. A stream! Elated, he followed the sound until he found the source. He drank deeply from the cold, clear stream, filling his bottle before sitting down again.

Someone would come looking for him. They would eventually track him down. But for now, Anton felt free. He was going to get Cassie, and together, they would disappear. Perhaps Spain, or Italy. Somewhere no one would find them. After that, he would never open a portal again.

Anton sat with his legs crossed and closed his eyes, trying to picture home. He inhaled deeply, raising his hands, concentrating as hard as he could. Come on, Anton. Just one more portal.

But nothing happened.

Maybe he was too tired, too drained. Or maybe I’m just not meant to go home yet. He checked his wrist for the stat sheet, surprised to find that it still worked, even this far from Mira or the Sagras.

Name = Anton Láska

Age = 21

Species = Human

Sex = Male

Bloodline = Unknown

Ekasai Level = 2

Health = 72%

Active Meridians = 6

Natural Affinity = Water

Nanites = 267

Translator = Grade 1

Chosen Specialist = Ekasai manipulator

Portals Opened = 22

Strength = 19

Dexterity =19

Constitution = 26

Intelligence = 14

Wisdom = 11

Charisma = 7

Luck = 3

Affinities - Rank

Water - 2

Fire -

Earth -

Air - 1

Light -

Darkness -

Spirit -

Sagra’s Personal Fleet Uniform – Grade 2 – Enhances body strength, dexterity and constitution x 10.

When he finished his meal, he stood and started walking again, determined. He would get Cassie back. He would open one final portal and disappear. And then… no more portals, no more missions.

Just a quiet life.

Something passed right in front of his face and landed with a thump on the tree by his side. Anton looked up; an arrow stuck to the bark of a tree. When he turned his head in the opposite direction, he saw three men pointing their bows at him.
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Jaksa stood rigid before the Prince’s imposing double doors, waiting to be received. The two guards flanking her remained as silent as statues, their eyes fixed ahead. They didn’t need to speak. Their presence alone was a reminder of the power at play here.

Chairs were scattered around the anteroom, enough to seat an entire regiment, but Jaksa never sat. She preferred to stand, a solitary figure in the center of the room. Prince Sagras was one of the few people who could make her wait, and wait she did—not out of respect, but out of necessity. Sagras was a tool she needed, a conduit for her power.

Jaksa didn’t see herself as a puppet master, as so many believed. Puppets dance for the world to see. No, she saw herself as a strategist, playing both sides of the board in a game only she understood. The pieces didn’t know they were being moved toward mutual destruction—only Jaksa knew that.

But now she had to downplay her importance, bend before a fool. Less than an hour ago, they had received word: Anton’s mission had ended in catastrophe. The ship was destroyed, the communication system shattered. The last transmission was garbled, but the single image they managed to send—a ship, sliced clean in half—was all Jaksa needed. Anton had lost control. The ship, the pilot, and the backup Ekasai—dead.

The doors opened. Jaksa stepped forward, her chin held high. The dim lighting inside the room didn’t conceal its grandeur. Every piece of furniture glittered, the richness of the wood alone worth a lifetime of wages. Jaksa always marveled at how everything gleamed without a single servant in sight. A façade, she thought. Like everything here.

Prince Sagras paced restlessly before settling into his massive throne. He looked even smaller than usual, his legs dangling like a child playing king. His garish red and green attire clashed with the room’s opulence, and Jaksa had to suppress a smirk at the absurdity of it all. There was nothing regal about him.

“Jaksa,” he said, waving her in with a tired gesture. “Finally, we meet again.”

She stepped forward, keeping her expression blank. “Your Highness. How can I serve you?”

“Cut the formalities,” he snapped, shifting awkwardly in the throne. “You sent an untrained opener on a mission, against the advice of your granddaughter. I can’t monitor every damn decision on this planet, but I expect you to handle things. Two people out of three were against this…”

“Commander Sirota was in favor,” Jaksa interrupted.

Sagras went still, his face hardening. “Did you just interrupt me?”

Jaksa felt the tension in her clenched fists. Oh, how she wanted to say everything on her mind, to unleash the truth onto this spoiled child who played at being a ruler. Ungrateful, ignorant fool! He had heard only stories of the things she had lived through, the wars she had seen, the lives she had ended.

“I’m sorry, Your Highness,” she said, her voice even.

Sagras settled back into his seat, his small stature even more pronounced in the cavernous throne. “Don’t forget your place, Jaksa. You’ve been around longer than any of us, but you’re not a Sagras. You’re a servant. I can have you thrown out like common trash with a single word.”

Jaksa’s nails dug into her palms, the pain keeping her grounded. She swallowed the bitter retort that surged in her throat. He doesn’t know, she reminded herself. He doesn’t know the power I hold.

Years ago, she had allied herself with the Sagras family, then just a small merchant clan trying to break into politics. They had wealth but no vision. She had seen in them not allies, but a blank canvas on which to paint her masterpiece. They were rich and desperate for power. She was strong and utterly without charm, but that was the point—she didn’t need charm. She needed control.

And now she was here, watching this child dangle his feet from a throne he didn’t deserve.

Jaksa thought back to her childhood in the overcrowded shack with her parents and twenty brothers. She had been the only girl, relegated to cooking and cleaning. Resources were scarce, and yet her parents kept having more children, each new mouth to feed pushing them closer to starvation. But Jaksa had taken control, even then. One by one, her brothers died. None suspected the food she prepared was laced with poison. She did what she had to do.

Now, standing before Sagras, Jaksa held back her rage, her memories of power earned through blood.

“I understand the consequences of my decision,” she said at last, her voice as calm as ever. “But Anton is…special. His potential is unlike anything we’ve seen in generations.”

Sagras snorted, leaning back in his seat. “And now he’s gone, isn’t he? His ship cut in half like paper.”

“The mission failed, yes,” Jaksa replied, her voice steady. “But he’s not dead. I can sense him. He’s still out there.”

Sagras leaned forward, his eyes narrowing. “You’ve always had a sense for these things, Jaksa. But feelings won’t save you now. You have two weeks to find him, or your head will be the next to roll.”

Jaksa’s eyes flickered, but she said nothing. She had dealt with worse threats than this petulant child’s. She bowed her head slightly, just enough to appear deferential.

“As you command, Your Highness.”

Jaksa hadn’t always killed her brothers, but when her mother kept bringing more into the world, she realized it was no use. The question became: who should die next—her mother or her father? Her father, she decided. Without him, her mother would be left powerless, leaving Jaksa in charge.

She had already left that miserable shack when she opened her first and only portal. The sensation was strange and electrifying, but it had never come again. Portal opening was not her true gift; manipulation, control—that was her power. And that never went away.

The Sagras family had been easy to manipulate, especially the man who once led them. Jaksa discovered his ambitions and fed them, like a farmer fattening pigs for slaughter. For centuries, she had fattened that pig. Now, she was growing tired of waiting.

“I like to believe I’m a little more valuable than that, my lord,” Jaksa said calmly. “My services have made your family what it is today.”

Prince Sagras shifted on his oversized throne, his legs dangling over the edge like a child’s. “That’s why I’m giving you the benefit of the doubt,” he replied, his voice thick with arrogance. “But I know you. You always have a hidden agenda. I want to know what it is this time.”

Jaksa swallowed the urge to sneer. She had to play humble. For now. “Sir, as you know, each portal opener has a unique trigger that unleashes their full potential—”

“Yes, yes, I’m aware,” he interrupted. “Get to the point.”

“I believe Anton is the most powerful portal opener we’ve ever encountered. Testing his power in the field was essential to understanding its true scope.”

Sagras leaned back, unimpressed. “And why didn’t you bring this idea to me?”

“Because, with all due respect, you are not qualified to make that decision.”

Sagras’s face darkened. “Did you just question my authority?”

“I’m sorry, your Highness.”

His expression grew angrier, his eyes narrowing. “I told you to watch your tongue. You forget yourself, Jaksa. You’re not one of us. You’re a servant. I could have you thrown out like any peasant on the street.”

Jaksa clenched her fists behind her back, her nails digging into her palms. How she longed to show him just how little power he had. She could snap his neck before he called for help. She could crush him. But why kill the fool when he was still useful?

“Your Highness, if you wish, I can return when you’re feeling more... composed.”

“Stay,” he barked. “This conversation isn’t over. You don’t think I’m qualified to command your Ekasai?”

“I said qualified, not entitled,” Jaksa corrected, her voice cold. “There’s a difference.”

Sagras’s nostrils flared. “Then what would a ‘qualified’ person like you do?”

Jaksa had a thousand things she wanted to say, but not all of them would leave her lips. She wouldn’t tell him about the centuries of frustration she’d endured—watching as the Sagras wasted the talent of every Ekasai she brought to them. She wouldn’t mention the countless young men and women ripped from their potential, subjected to pointless tests, drugged, prodded, and sliced open in the name of “science.”

The Sagras family had never understood portal opening. Some believed it was triggered by a gland in the brain, others thought it was tied to repressed memories. *Idiots.* Jaksa had seen those scientists try to replicate those triggers in sterile labs, stripping the students of their purity and spark. Even Larya thought she could train them through drills and didactics, but they all missed the point.

“Sir,” Jaksa began, her voice steady, “the only way to truly unlock portal-opening power is on the battlefield. In the heat of real combat.”

“You mean risking our most valuable assets in warzones? Where they could be killed?” Sagras snorted.

*Fool,* Jaksa thought. *They’re all fools.* Not one person in this galaxy understood what she did. Even her own blood, Larya, didn’t comprehend the allure of it all—having the power to control everything, to hold the universe in the palm of your hand, knowing you could destroy it if you wished... but choosing not to.

“Are you listening to me, Jaksa?” Sagras snapped, his voice breaking her thoughts. “I don’t like repeating myself.”

“My mind was halfway across the universe, my lord,” she replied, her words carefully chosen.

Sagras chuckled, licking his lips. “Any other person who said that to me would be dead by now.” His smile widened, a grotesque grin. “Do you know why I tolerate you, Jaksa? Because you despise me. You despise everyone. But you know, without me, you would have nothing.”

She kept her face neutral. “Would you be kind enough to repeat your last statement, my lord?”

“I said I understand your obsession with this boy from Earth. I get it, Jaksa. You’ve always had a passion for possibilities. But this young man is lost. He could be anywhere by now. The only thing that matters is finding him and bringing him back.”

“We will recover him,” Jaksa assured him. “I promise.”

Sagras’s grin faded. “You’ll get him back? No, Jaksa. You’ll bring him back to me. No matter the cost.”

Jaksa nodded slightly. Sagras leaned back, satisfied, and waved his hand dismissively. “You’re dismissed.”

She bowed her head, just enough to show deference, and left the room. As the doors closed behind her, Jaksa unclenched her fists and looked down at her palm, marked with crescent-shaped wounds from her nails. She licked the blood from her fingers, the taste of copper on her tongue grounding her.

I’ll find Anton first, she vowed. Before anyone else. At any cost.
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ANTON


Anton raised his hands slowly, swallowing the lump in his throat. “I’m no threat,” he said.

But the men surrounding him didn’t ease up. Their weapons inched closer. Anton didn’t want to hurt anyone—he’d already caused enough pain. He also couldn’t make any sudden moves; he was drained, both physically and mentally.

“No threat,” one of them muttered. Anton’s eyes flicked to the man who had spoken. He appeared to be the leader, the others following his silent commands. “You have no idea what you just did. Bring him.”

They pulled him roughly to his feet, shoving him forward. He saw someone grab his pack.

Once again, he had no control over where he was being taken. Yet, despite the weapons aimed at him, Anton didn’t sense real danger.

This was the first time he had encountered anyone outside of the Sagras, aside from Magna and Iro. Were these people taking him prisoner? Were they the Dissidence? Anton had no idea what to expect, though he probably should have realized by now that no place he landed would be empty. He already knew there were billions of people scattered across the galaxy, but seeing this group dressed in ragged clothes, wielding weapons made of wood, left him confused. Why did the Sagras view them as such a threat?

All that training, all that effort—there had to be something more here. Something hidden beneath the surface. Their portal abilities, perhaps? Anton recalled the boring history classes from school. Some kids had enjoyed imagining themselves fighting in ancient wars with swords and arrows, but Anton had never felt that excitement. And now, he realized they had never bothered to teach him much about their enemies.

The reason was obvious—they didn’t want him to know.

If he had seen these people earlier, his training might have gone differently. Magna and Iro would probably feel the same.

Someone tied his hands behind his back with rough rope and tossed him into a wagon, its driver steering creatures that resembled zebras more than horses. Five or six people surrounded him, keeping quiet the entire way. The wagon was empty, possibly meant to carry game back to their village. The people around him didn’t look like soldiers—they were more like hunters or gatherers who had stumbled upon something they shouldn’t have: a Sagras soldier.

Was that what he had become? A member of the Sagras? His uniform and likely his scent, reeked of them. Their bathing products had a distinct smell, even though he had tried to pick something neutral.

Now, was he a prisoner of war?

Anton had no idea what to expect next.

Would they torture him for information? Hold him for ransom? Execute him in front of their people, turning his body into a symbolic piñata?

As the wagon wobbled and trundled on for hours, Anton’s mind spiraled into worst-case scenarios. The silence only made things worse. They didn’t taunt or poke him; they just remained quiet, leading him through the forest until the tall pines gave way to shorter, fuller trees. The murmur of voices reached his ears, and soon, they arrived at a large fenced area.

The fence opened to reveal round structures scattered across a village. Men, women, and children moved about, dressed in simple clothing and carrying rudimentary tools and weapons. Someone played a flute, and another sang a song about planting and sowing. Anton’s translator allowed him to understand the lyrics.

As the wagon entered the village, people gathered to get a glimpse of him.

“What is that?” someone asked.

“A Sagras pig,” one of the hunters said. “There could be more of them nearby. They could come at any time.”

So, he hadn’t left the planet after all. His shoulders sagged. Trouble was on its way, and these people would be caught in the middle.

The villagers’ whispers reached his ears.

“What are we going to do?”

“Should we escape?”

“How could they have found us?”

“Why won’t they leave us alone?”

“He’s so young!”

One of the men grabbed his arm and yanked him off the wagon, leading him through the muddy village paths. Children reached out to touch his uniform, only to be pulled back by their mothers.

Though weak, Anton straightened his back, determined not to show any more vulnerability. If he was going to die, he’d at least face it with dignity. He met the eyes of those who stared at him, refusing to let them see his fear.

Three men escorted him into a building with thick stone walls and barred windows. They untied his hands, replacing the rope with a heavy, rusted chain attached to a metal ball. Without a word, they left him alone in the darkness.

Anton tested the weight of the ball and found he could barely lift it. Exhaustion dragged him down. Unable to fight it, he lay on the cold floor, closing his eyes in a futile attempt to rest.

Something hit his head. Jolting upright, Anton spotted a group of kids laughing at him through the window, an avocado seed rolling on the floor.

He rushed toward them, but the chain yanked him back, sending him crashing to the ground. The kids erupted into laughter.

Furious, Anton cursed at them, then slumped on the floor. “You have no idea what I can do,” he muttered. “I could open a portal and send you straight to hell.”

“Then do it!” one of the older kids challenged. “Open a portal, or get out of there if you’re so powerful.”

It wasn’t a bad idea. Anton closed his eyes, focusing. Home. Earth. Cassie. He could do it. He had to.

He visualized the portal slicing through the chain, freeing him. He could almost feel it...

But he was too weak. Too drained. His vision blurred, and the image of the portal slipped away.

“You can’t do it! You can’t do it!” The kids chanted in unison.

The cell door creaked open, and the children scattered before they were caught. An old woman stepped in, her dress woven from straw-like material, carrying two bowls. “Those damn kids,” she muttered. “I hope they didn’t bother you much. I brought food and milk.”

Anton hadn’t realized how hungry he was until the scent hit him. The breadfruit was dense but satisfying, and the milk warm and sweet. He devoured it quickly, feeling slightly more human with each bite. “Thank you,” he said. “I need to talk to someone—the leader of this village. I wasn’t supposed to be here. I was just doing a job, and—”

“Someone will come when it’s time,” the woman interrupted, her tone kind but firm. “We have a lot to discuss. I’ll make sure those kids don’t bother you again. They’re just curious. None of us have ever seen someone from the Sagras before.”

With that, she took the empty bowls and left.

Anton’s thoughts spiraled. Were they planning to torture him? Would they try to use him against the Sagras? From what little he’d seen, these people didn’t seem eager for war, but appearances could be deceiving.

Hours crawled by, each one heavier than the last. The silence gnawed at him, and he almost wished the kids would return, just to have some form of interaction. Instead, he tried to focus on breathing exercises to calm his nerves, but the weight of uncertainty pressed harder with every breath.

The door opened again, and this time an older man stepped in. He was short and stocky, with long blue hair and a wrinkled, wise smile. A guard hovered by the door, but the man approached without hesitation, unafraid.

“I’m sorry about your treatment,” he said, his voice gravelly but soft. “My name is Zalea. And you are?”

“Anton,” he answered simply.

“You don’t seem like you belong here,” Zalea observed. “That uniform doesn’t fit you—not just physically. Where do you come from?”

“A planet called Earth.”

“Earth,” Zalea repeated, tasting the word. “You seem so... young.”

“I’m not a child,” Anton snapped.

Zalea’s smile didn’t waver. “You’ve been trained by the Sagras, haven’t you?”

Anton nodded.

“Then you must know by now, we are what they call the Dissidence.”

Another nod.

“We don’t think of ourselves that way,” Zalea said, a hint of amusement in his voice. “We formed after our worlds fell apart from disagreement, yes. But we are peaceful. We use portals to sustain ourselves. War doesn’t interest us, though we fiercely protect our right to use portals. We won’t surrender that.”

Anton’s chest tightened. “What’s going to happen to me?”

“We don’t believe in torture or unnecessary punishment,” Zalea reassured him. “But you need to understand—you won’t be rescued by the Sagras. You are one of us now.”

“What?” Anton’s pulse quickened. “I’m not a tool. You can’t just own me!”

Zalea chuckled. “You love to define yourself by what you’re not, don’t you? Not a child, not a tool... Anton, you’ve been a tool since the moment you joined this life. Unless Jaksa Sirota has had a miraculous change of heart, nothing has changed.”

Zalea stepped closer, his eyes narrowing slightly. “Our trackers found you by accident. They were hunting when they saw your ship. It took them hours to reach the crash site, and when they did... well, they found two dead, and bloody footprints leading away. You left a trail.”

Anton flinched, remembering the scene. “I thought I’d left them... far away.”

“How many portals have you opened?” Zalea asked, but Anton stayed silent.

Zalea shrugged. “No matter. Our hunters followed your trail, found you exhausted. The soldiers didn’t expect you to take them home, did they?”

Anton winced as Zalea continued, “There was another opener, wasn’t there? My son heard the soldiers complete their mission. They slaughtered a small settlement before they were stranded, unable to communicate or return. Our hunters are skilled at hiding their tracks, though. Your... former friends won’t find you.”

Anton couldn’t suppress a bitter laugh. “They’re not my friends.”

Zalea chuckled again. “Fair enough. But they won’t find you, friend or foe.”

Anton leaned forward. “What do you plan to do with me?”

Zalea came so close that Anton could have snapped his neck if he wanted to, and Zalea knew it. Yet, he didn’t flinch. “We don’t have a plan,” Zalea replied. “But we do have a need. You’ll stay with us. Work like the rest of us. If you prove yourself, we’ll consider letting you use your powers. Our portals are weakening, and without them, we won’t survive.”

Anton’s mind raced, but outwardly, he remained calm. “All I want is to go back to Earth, to my life.”

Zalea shook his head. “We’re saving your life now, Anton. Our help isn’t free. Prove your worth, and we’ll talk about what comes next.”

Anton nodded, already formulating his escape plan. Once his strength returned, he would open a portal back to Earth, back to Cassie. “I’ll... consider it,” he said. “If that’s the price.”

“That’s the price,” Zalea confirmed. “You have the night to think it over. We’ll talk again at dawn. Try to rest.”

Zalea left, and the guard followed, locking the door behind them. Alone in the dim light, Anton paced, his thoughts swirling. They knew what he was capable of, yet they were keeping him alive, trusting him to live among them.

Why?

As exhaustion finally overtook him, Anton slumped against the wall. He fell into a restless sleep, his body curled against the cold rock, his mind still racing with questions and plans.
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ANTON


Anton compared this cell to the one he’d been thrown into after delivering the asteroid to Mina. That one had been sleek, high-tech, impossible to escape from—everything locked down and monitored. This place felt like something out of a pirate movie, a third-rate prison that might hold a madman muttering in the corner, a tough guy boasting about jail life, or an old man feeding his pet rat in the shadows.

But this cell was empty. Anton hadn’t seen another soul since his captors brought him in late at night. He could barely see out of the high, barred window, and the brats who taunted him hadn’t returned. He had no way of getting any information.

At Mina, Larya had been assigned to keep an eye on him. He hadn’t fully trusted her, but it was something—at least she listened. Here, he had no idea what came next. Torture? Execution? Maybe they didn’t even want information, just an example to be made of him—a slow, painful death, perhaps, tied to a post or hanging from a tree. Or maybe they’d simply let him rot.

But the worst possibility? They’d try to recruit him, turn him into one of them. Anton shuddered. That was the most terrifying thought of all. The Sagras had invested in him, saved his life, and trained him. He owed them everything. Becoming a traitor now, after everything, would be a betrayal he couldn’t stomach.

The same woman who had brought breakfast before returned with a bowl of porridge, spicy and fragrant like something out of an Indian restaurant. “Thank you,” Anton said, eager to talk to anyone. “You’re very kind.”

She smiled faintly but didn’t meet his eyes. “I’m not supposed to answer your questions.”

“I didn’t ask any.” He gestured to the meager meal. “But look at me—they’ve left me here with nothing. How long are they planning to keep me?”

“You ask questions without asking questions,” she said with a small smile, turning to leave. “Just wait a little longer.”

Anton watched her disappear and sighed. He didn’t open the bundle she left behind until she was gone. Inside, he found a set of clothes. Strange. Was he supposed to change? He couldn’t remove his uniform—he still had the heavy chain around his ankle.

He thought about the old man’s offer. Joining the Dissidence? But would that help him get to his sister quicker? It wasn’t because he believed in the Sagras’ cause, he owed them nothing, but he id like Iro and Magna.

Even though staying here was unbearable, Anton held onto hope that someone would come for him. The rest of the squad had to be out there. Once they realized his mission had failed, they would send a rescue team. The Sagras still had two other Ekasai back at Mina—surely, they wouldn’t leave him behind.

Anton sat on the floor, lost in thought, when the door creaked open. A guard entered silently, knelt, and unlocked the chain around Anton’s ankle. The guard said nothing and left, leaving the door wide open.

Anton blinked. What was happening? His first instinct was to search for a weapon—anything that might give him some sense of control. But there was nothing. He couldn’t lift the ball and chain, and the room was bare except for a mattress and wooden bowl.

How many people could he take on with his bare hands? What if they had guns? He wasn’t some action hero capable of fighting his way out. The training had been tough, but he knew his limits. The thought of trying to fight his way through them was ridiculous.

But then, why had they left him alive? They could’ve killed him at any time. They’d had him tied up, defenseless, in a dark cell. Why keep him alive if they didn’t need him? There had to be a reason. They must want something from him.

Anton took a deep breath, stood up, and cautiously stepped through the open door. He found himself in a corridor lined with empty cells. No guards. No prisoners. The whole place seemed abandoned, as if it hadn’t been used in years. How often did the Dissidence take prisoners? Maybe this building wasn’t even theirs. Maybe they’d repurposed it from some previous civilization.

“Too many maybes,” Anton muttered, shaking his head. He needed to focus, stay sharp. His mind was racing, but that wouldn’t help him now. He’d seen incredible things in the past few days, maybe months—time had lost meaning. If he ever made it out of here, he might write a book about all this. Dark Portals, he’d call it, with a picture of Magna on the cover.

Magna. Iro. Larya. They had been part of his life for only a short time, and now they were gone. Once again, everything familiar had shifted. Being used as a weapon by those strange individuals was never something he’d wanted, but he had grown accustomed to it. Now, he had to relearn how to survive—alone.

Walking through the tunnel, he soon reached a stairway leading into the light. Like a diver preparing to leap into an unknown ocean, Anton inhaled deeply, bracing himself. Whatever awaited him in this new world couldn’t be much worse than the last two.

Sunlight bathed him as he stepped outside. The air was clean, and a crowd of a hundred or so people—different species and shades of color—gazed at him in a mix of surprise and fear. This wasn’t some hardened military compound. It was a village. Houses lined the streets, stores bustled with activity, and life carried on. Children kicked a ball over a net, women hung laundry on wires, and men sat at what looked like outdoor bars, sipping drinks that resembled beer.

The shock hit him like a punch. Instinct urged him to retreat, to lock himself back in the cell. The Dissidence he’d imagined—guerrilla fighters hiding in dense jungles, plotting attacks—was nowhere to be found. Instead, the place resembled a scene from an old Latin American film, but with a diverse blend of beings. Some had tails, others sported extra ears, yet they all mingled peacefully.

“Are you hungry, sir?”

A short man with red skin and large blue eyes approached, holding a skewer of BBQ in his left hand. Wearing a white tank top with incomprehensible writing on it, he offered the food without hesitation. The scent—rich and smoky—made Anton’s stomach growl. Unable to resist, he grabbed the skewer and devoured the meat. “Thanks,” he muttered between bites.

The man’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You think that’s free?”

Before Anton could respond, Zalea arrived, a knowing smile tugging at his lips.

“I’m... strapped for cash,” Anton admitted, wiping his mouth.

Zalea chuckled and tossed something resembling an oyster shell to the barbecue man. “You owe me now—twice. Once for your life, once for your dinner.”

Straightening his posture, Anton tried to project authority. “I owe you nothing.”

Amused, Zalea didn’t miss a beat. “How do you like our village? Different from what you anticipated?”

“I didn’t know what to expect,” Anton admitted, letting his guard drop for just a moment. His curiosity overruled his instinct to push back.

Zalea gestured toward his uniform. “You’ll want to change out of that. Walking around in a soldier’s armor will only draw attention. I believe we left you some new clothes.”

“Hard to change with a chain around my ankle.”

Zalea raised an eyebrow. “I expected you to change once we freed you. Go ahead—get dressed. I’ll wait here.”

Suspicion flickered in Anton’s mind. Could this be a trap to lure him back into confinement? It’d be an easy trick for the Dissidence, but deep down, he knew something else was at play. There was no sense in resisting now.

As he returned to the cell corridor, Anton glanced at the open doors. Every cell stood empty. No marks on the walls, no stains, no smell. It was as though no one had ever been there before. Reaching his own cell, he noticed the lock was crude, mismatched with the others—clearly an addition.

Quickly, he dressed in the simple clothing they had provided, folding his uniform neatly in the corner, just in case he had a chance to reclaim it later. When he emerged back into the sunlight, Zalea was waiting. “Took your time,” the old man remarked, his smile never fading.

“This place wasn’t always yours, was it?” Anton asked, observing the surroundings more closely. “You’ve repurposed it.”

Zalea looked mildly impressed. “What gave it away?”

“The lock on the door. You didn’t have the original key, so you made your own.”

“Sharp,” Zalea nodded. “You’re right. We’ve never had much use for that cell before.”

Anton’s brow furrowed. “What do you do with criminals? You don’t lock them up?”

“We believe there are two kinds of crimes—those that can be forgiven, and those that cost your life.” Zalea’s expression darkened, but his tone remained calm.

Anton’s jaw tensed. “So… what about me?”

With an unreadable expression, Zalea stepped closer. “You’re unique. We’re still figuring out which group you belong to.”

Taking a deep breath, Anton squared his shoulders. “I think I know. I’m the one losing my mind because I’m not going to take your offer. I won’t be opening gateways for the Dissidence.”

Zalea regarded him with a steady gaze, then a faint smile curved his lips. “You have such a low opinion of yourself. I think we’re going to get along just fine.”
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LARYA


Standing in her apartment’s kitchen, Larya opened the refrigerator and pulled out a chilled glass and an oval green bottle, the seal still intact. Dem sat at the table, sipping on a glass of water, while she fixed herself some champagne—or at least the local equivalent. This drink was typically reserved for celebration, but today felt far from it.

“You have no idea how long I’ve been saving this,” Larya remarked, breaking the silence. “This bottle’s older than I am. I’ve gone through so many classes of students, and this time… I really thought I’d found what I’ve been searching for my whole life.”

“We still have two amazing students to work with,” Dem pointed out.

“For how long, though?” She took a minimal sip, savoring the taste for a moment before setting the glass down. “I’ve learned my lesson, Dem. Their agenda will always come first, long before my work. They’re more patient than I’ll ever be. It takes decades to build and shape a team, and just when I’ve got one that works together…”

“They don’t even get along that well,” Dem interrupted.

Larya shook her head. “That’s not the same thing. Friends don’t always make the best team. The rivalry between those three—Magna, Iro, Anton—is something you can’t manufacture in a lab. Iro, constantly striving to be at the top, only to realize he’s not meant for it. Anton, with so much raw power tied to his emotions. And then there’s Magna, full of immense strength, but held back by guilt. On their own, they’re volatile, promising but incomplete. But together? I could’ve seen them opening portals in ways that would change everything.”

Dem’s fingers tapped the side of his glass. “You really believe that?”

“With time, resources, and a lot of effort, yes. They could’ve been the pinnacle of my life’s work.” She paused, her gaze softening. “It’s like having three different machines, each missing vital parts. You could take parts from one to complete another, or combine all three and create something entirely new.”

“Any mechanic would tell you that doesn’t work,” Dem teased.

She chuckled, a bitter smile tugging at her lips. “I was speaking metaphorically, you know that.”

“You always get so passionate when talking about them.” He leaned back, studying her face. “You were passionate enough to pull me off the streets and make me work for Jaksa again. You’re the only person I’d ever do that for.”

Sipping her champagne, Larya stared into the glass. “Now, I’m left with two students full of potential, but without the third… they’ll never reach it.”

“That’s not fair to them,” Dem said, his voice calm but firm.

“Maybe. Maybe I’m being unfair, or maybe I’ve lost track of reality entirely. Growing up in my family, you learn to question what’s real and what’s not. People think when you’re raised among liars, you become better at spotting lies. I wish it worked that way.”

Dem gestured for her to sit, pointing to the chair across from him. “Have you talked to your father?”

She brought the glass and the bottle over, refilling it as she spoke. “Commander Sirota? I don’t think he had a part in this. He’s not clever like Jaksa, not even half as ambitious. He’s content watching things unfold, but he’s not going to go all-in to make it happen.”

“And Jaksa? Do you know what she really wants? Is she… is she planning on taking power?”

The question made her pause. Larya drank the entire glass in one gulp, barely tasting the champagne that had been aging for years. Should she tell Dem the truth? That Jaksa had ambitions far greater than merely taking over the throne, aspirations that extended to something far more dangerous… something catastrophic?

Instead, she deflected. “Tell me, Dem, did you catch anything when you were living on the streets? Any diseases?”

“What? No! I went through all the tests, remember? Clean from drugs, diseases—everything. Why?”

“Just curious,” she said, pouring yet another glass. The age of the bottle didn’t matter anymore. The cost didn’t either. She eyed Dem, who still looked rough around the edges, though much more presentable than when she found him. “How was your love life back then?”

“You shouldn’t be drinking so much.”

“No, I shouldn’t,” she agreed, grabbing his hand across the table. “But we’re both tense. I thought we could use something to take the edge off.”

“I suppose we could,” Dem said, holding her hand in return. “But I don’t want anyone thinking I’m taking advantage of a drunken woman.”

She laughed softly. “You couldn’t take advantage of me if you tried. How about we go to the other room and finish this conversation later?”

It had been years since she’d shared a bed with anyone. The inability to bear children had long made such encounters easier for her, emotionally. Dem didn’t disappoint. For the next hour, her thoughts drifted away from students, portals, and the endless burdens of her lineage. For that brief time, she allowed herself to be a woman with desires.

But it ended, as all things did. They didn’t cuddle afterward; there were no lingering touches. Larya rose, took a long hot shower, and dressed. Dem was already fully clothed by the time she returned.

“That was… nice,” she said, her voice betraying no emotion.

Dem chuckled awkwardly. “It’s not every day someone thanks you after… well, you know.”

“It isn’t?” Larya laughed, though it felt hollow. “Then I…”

“Don’t apologize. Just tell me what’s really on your mind.”

She sat beside him on the bed. “I think my grandmother has lost her mind. Not in the sense that she doesn’t recognize us or confuses past and present, but the power has driven her insane. She talks about commanding portals, using them to create some supreme weapon that could destroy… something immense. Something bigger than I can even imagine.”

“Planets? Galaxies?”

Larya shook her head. It was bigger than that. “She has this way of manipulating people to fall exactly where she needs them. When I was a little girl, she used to teach me these board games. Some had complicated rules, many pieces, strange dice… others were simpler, just a grid and two sets of colored pieces. She told me every species had their own version of these games, and they were powerful because of their simplicity. We’d play every day. She always let me think I was winning. She’d sacrifice pieces, corner herself, and just as I was ready to declare victory, she’d start playing for real. Within a few moves, she’d take control and show me how naive I was to think I had a chance.”

“Life isn’t a board game, Larya.”

“Try telling that to Jaksa,” Larya replied with a bitter smile. “To her, everything is a game. She’d destroy an entire inhabited planet if it meant moving her pieces a little closer to her goal.”

Dem placed a hand on her shoulder, sensing there was more. “You’re still holding something back.”

For a moment, they sat there, side by side, where they had just been intimate. The security she felt with him was fleeting, and she knew it. A romantic relationship between them wasn’t possible, but tonight had been a much-needed distraction.

“I’m trying to protect you from things you might not want to know,” she said quietly.

“What now? Do we keep training the others? Do you think it’s still worth it?”

“Pointless?”

“I was going to say worthwhile. I believe in Magna, in Iro. They have real potential, and it would be a waste not to trust them. Anton may never come back, but that doesn’t mean we should give up on the other two.”

Larya took a deep breath. “Tell me again how you got involved with the Ekasai. I know the story, but I want to hear it from you.”

Dem seemed momentarily puzzled but began. “I was a sports trainer in the military. The soldiers liked me because I was tough but fair. I made sure they had a future in sports after their service ended. At the same time, I was getting my degree in quantum physics—an unusual combination for a coach, I know. Then one day, I get a call. Next thing I know, I’m standing in front of Prince Sagras, who offers me every resource to finish my studies in a year. I never knew who recommended me.”

“I did,” Larya confessed. “I searched for years, looking for someone who could combine physical training with theoretical physics. It took time, but I finally found you.”

His eyes widened. “Why didn’t you tell me that before?”

“I had to keep it secret. I never told anyone.”

“So why now? What’s changed?”

She stood, pacing to the table where the once-expensive champagne sat, now warm in its puddle. “Sometimes, all it takes is one word, and everything you thought you knew goes up in flames.”

Dem watched her closely. “Are we just dancing around the truth here? Did you bring me to bed to avoid talking about whatever this really is?”

“Of course not,” Larya replied, a flash of offense in her tone. “I wanted you. I’ve wanted you for a long time.”

“Then what are you hiding?”

“If I told you, it would put your life in danger. Real, immediate danger. You know what I mean.”

Dem leaned forward, voice steady. “I’m not afraid. Tell me.”

Larya took a long swig straight from the bottle, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “My grandmother… Jaksa… she’s planning something that will give her control over everything.”

“Everything? What does that even mean?”

“I mean the power to destroy the entire universe.”

The words had barely left her lips when a shot rang out. In an instant, Dem’s head exploded, spraying blood, bone, and brain matter across the room. Larya froze, her mind struggling to process what had just happened. The windows were closed—no visible hole. The shooter had to be in the room, invisible or camouflaged. If they wanted her dead, she would be by now.

Shaking, Larya kneeled beside Dem’s lifeless body, her hands trembling as she touched his ruined form. Blood pooled from the gaping hole where his head had been. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, tears streaming down her face. “I’m so sorry.”

Time lost meaning as she stayed there, oblivious to the pounding on the door. It wasn’t until the sound of it opening registered that she looked up. Two men in clean-up uniforms entered the room, indifferent to the horror on the floor.

“Ma’am, we’re the cleaning crew,” one said. “Jaksa sent us. Please step away from the body.”

They gently guided her to the couch, where she sat, dazed and covered in Dem’s blood.
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ANTON


What do you do when you’re holding a war prisoner who can slice a planet in half? Anton had plenty of answers to that question—none of which included letting the prisoner wander around the village unsupervised.

It felt surreal to stroll among the Resistance, observing the peaceful rhythms of life as if there wasn’t an ongoing war looming over them. Women hung laundry, children laughed while chasing each other, and craftsmen hammered away at their tasks. Carpenters, painters, welders, potters—each person busied themselves as though they’d forgotten what fear even tasted like. No one carried a weapon. That detail gnawed at Anton, and it bruised his pride that no one seemed particularly interested in him.

What if he opened a portal right in the middle of the street? Or worse, what if he decided to attack someone? Surely, they had to be watching him. Hidden guards, waiting for him to misstep. The calm surface of the village couldn’t be the whole story. Anton needed to test that theory.

Stopping by a fruit stand, he locked eyes with an old man. The fruit resembled oranges and pears, their skins glistening under the sun. Without warning, Anton grabbed the stand and flipped it, sending the alien fruit tumbling down the hill like a chaotic rainbow. The old man yelped and scrambled after his rolling produce.

Anton waited, pulse steady but expectant. Any moment now, guards would materialize, weapons drawn, ready to throw him back into a cell. Any moment now.

But nothing happened.

Villagers calmly appeared from their homes and began helping the old man gather his fruit. No one panicked. No one even glanced at Anton with anger, just fleeting fear as they righted the stand and offered the old man comfort. Within minutes, the scene was restored as though nothing had happened. The old man sat again, trembling, his tear-filled eyes fixed on Anton.

“I’m sorry,” Anton muttered, his voice stiff, uncertain.

“You should go,” the old man whispered, voice cracking with fear. It wasn’t anger; just pure, quiet fear. Anton’s chest tightened, the weight of guilt settling heavily on his shoulders.

He turned and walked away. He could feel it now—the way people’s eyes flicked toward him, not with malice but with caution. Fear could be powerful, a weapon in its own right. But Anton wasn’t sure he wanted to wield it like this.

Zalea wanted him to become part of their world, to help them harness the power of the portals. Looking around, it was hard to reconcile the simplicity of this village with the complicated mechanics of portal travel. Everything here felt too innocent, too ordinary to be involved in something so dangerous and secretive.

Anton’s thoughts spun. Could he return to Mina and convince them the Dissidence wasn’t a threat? That they weren’t the monsters the Sagras believed them to be? Two possibilities floated in his mind: either the Sagras already knew the truth and wanted to destroy the Dissidence anyway, or Anton hadn’t yet seen the whole picture.

Going back wasn’t an option. His superiors would crucify him for fraternizing with the enemy, let alone abandoning his platoon on a foreign planet. Survival was all that mattered now, and blending in with these people seemed like his best shot.

The village thinned as he walked, giving way to a quieter part of town. The houses here were small, paint peeling from their wood exteriors, elderly men and women sitting on creaky chairs, watching children play on threadbare lawns. There were no cars, no motorized vehicles—not even bicycles. Anton wondered for a moment if they’d ever invented the wheel until he spotted two men pulling a cart loaded with what looked like wheat.

Further down the dirt path, he came across an open field. Seven children kicked a ball between two large rocks, playing a game that reminded Anton of a mix between football and basketball. He sat on a nearby boulder, watching them. The ball rolled toward him after a particularly hard kick, stopping at his feet.

“Kick it back, sir!” one of the kids yelled, grinning.

Anton stared at the ball for a moment. The memory of school hit him hard—those days when he sucked at sports, always the last to be picked for a team, always letting his team down. That was before the training, before his body and mind were molded into something capable. He picked up the ball, and with more confidence than he’d ever had as a kid, kicked it hard—too hard. The ball soared over everyone’s heads and disappeared into the woods.

“You didn’t have to kick it that hard!” one of the kids laughed, while two others dashed into the woods to retrieve it.

“Sorry about that,” Anton said, smiling awkwardly.

The kids chuckled. “Don’t worry, sir! We know the woods.” They started to gather around him, their faces curious, eager.

“I want him on my team!” one shouted.

“No way! He’s mine!” another protested.

“We’ll let him choose!”

Anton blinked, taken aback. Since when was he ever wanted on a team? A big smile broke across his face before he could stop it. The children who’d gone to find the ball returned, holding it high in victory.

“Just don’t kick it like that again!” one of them teased, tossing the ball back into the field. “It’s the only one we have.”

The rules weren’t quite like any sport Anton had known, but they weren’t hard to pick up. Players could use their feet, shoulders, and elbows to move the ball, but no hands, and each person had to pass it after taking ten steps. It seemed convoluted at first, but soon, it became second nature to him.

As odd as it was, he found himself having fun—more than he ever had in Mina. What really struck him was that he was the best player on the field. Everyone wanted him on their team. For a full hour, he forgot about everything: Mina, the Sagras, Iro, Magna, Larya, her family, and even the soldiers who might still be hunting him. By the time the game ended, Anton was covered in sweat and dust, but happier than he had been in a long while.

Although the sun was still up, they were all too tired to keep playing. The group sat on nearby rocks, catching their breath. As they rested, Anton decided to ask some questions. “Have you ever heard of portals?”

“Portals? Of course,” one of the kids replied. “They’re in the caves.”

“Caves?” Anton asked, intrigued. “Where are they?”

“We don’t know. Only the grownups go down there. They use the portals to get us what we need.”

“They work with the portals?”

The kids burst into laughter. “You’re weird! No, they don’t work with the portals. They use them to travel to places. They work in different places and bring back stuff we need. Our father works on a farm on the other side of the stars. He sends us everything we need to survive.”

That made sense. The Dissidence seemed to be peaceful, using portals not for war but for gathering resources from other worlds. Anton wondered if the caves were natural or something artificially built. It didn’t matter much, though. What mattered was that the portals were hidden underground, ancient enough to have escaped detection.

Anton thought about how old those portals must be. Older than Jaksa, perhaps? He knew the Sagras had destroyed most portals in their quest for control, but not all of them. The Dissidence must have discovered this planet, with its hidden portals, and used them for survival. They weren’t just openers—they were preservers of something ancient. That made Anton a potential threat to the galaxy’s delicate balance.

“What about your father?” Anton asked another kid. “Does he work on a farm too?”

“We all have the same father. And the same mother.”

“You’re all siblings?”

“Yes, they are,” a voice said from behind.

Anton turned to see a large woman with yellow skin carrying a bottle of water. She handed it to one of the kids, who took a sip before passing it to the others. “You must be their mother?” Anton asked.

“I am. They’re all my twins.”

“You had seven kids at once?” Anton’s eyes widened, trying to imagine carrying that many children at once.

“You sound surprised!” she laughed. “You’re not from around here, are you? I haven’t seen you before.”

One of the children offered Anton the water. He took a small sip, then passed it on. “I was brought here to help with… the farms.”

“The farms?” She sounded skeptical. “We don’t get many new faces in these parts.”

“What do you mean? You’ve got people of all shapes and colors here.”

She smiled knowingly. “News travels fast.”

Anton felt a bit awkward under her gaze. At least she didn’t seem uneasy with him being around the children. She probably thought of him as a kid himself. “I’m not here to cause any trouble,” he said.

She collected the empty bottle. “We wouldn’t let you.”

“Mum, can he have dinner with us?” one of the kids asked, and soon the others joined in. “Please, Mum! Please!”

“I’m sure your new friend has more important things to do,” the mother said, laughing. “He’s busy with his farms.”

Despite their protests, Anton saw his chance to slip away. He needed to find Zalea, get more information about this place, about why he had ended up here, and understand the bigger picture. So far, he’d only heard one side of the story, and he knew he’d need their help to make sense of it all.

As he walked back to the village, the sun quickly dipped below the horizon, replaced by the eerie light of three red moons. The whole landscape took on a crimson hue, like everything was bathed in infrared. People didn’t seem bothered by it, accustomed to their world’s strange rhythm. Men hauled carts full of vegetables, grains, and fruits, their muscles straining against the weight.

Anton smiled to himself at the absurdity. They could traverse the universe using portals, yet still relied on manual labor to move produce through the village.

“What are you doing just standing there?” a gruff voice called out.

Anton turned to see a man struggling to pull a cart on his own. “Me?”

“Yes, you! Give me a hand, will ya?”

Anton hesitated, then, seeing no way out, went over and grabbed the cart. It was heavier than he expected. “Where’s your partner?”

“Broke his leg last night,” the man grunted. “You looking for work? I could use an extra hand until he’s better.”

Anton strained to keep the cart moving. “I’ve got somewhere to be tomorrow,” he lied.

“Too bad. You’re a strong fella.”

It was the nicest thing anyone had said to him in a long time.
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LARYA


Commander Sirota wasn’t the person Larya wanted to approach about this matter, but he likely knew everything that was going on. Besides, the chances of him being shot in the head were slim, and he could have even been the one who ordered Dem’s assassination.

The cleaners—three short men in white uniforms and masks—worked with precision, scrubbing every corner to remove all traces of Dem’s body. Not only did they clear away fragments and blood, but they also erased any evidence he had ever been in the apartment. Fingerprints, DNA, even the sheets were swapped out with identical replacements. The realization hit her hard—those men had been watching everything, even when she and Dem were in bed together.

After replacing the sheets, anything that couldn’t be cleaned went straight into a plastic bin. The leader of the group approached her. “Ma’am, we need to inspect you.”

“Excuse me?” Her glare could have cut through steel.

“We’ve been instructed to eliminate every trace.”

“Go to hell—you’re not touching me.”

“Then we’ll need to watch you clean yourself.”

She clenched her fists, wanting to fight them, but she knew better. They likely had a plan for that too. Reluctantly, Larya went to the bathroom, locking the door behind her. She scrubbed herself as they demanded, but no one was going to watch her do it.

When she returned, it was as if the past few hours had vanished. Everything—Dem’s presence, his murder—wiped clean, like it had never happened. His body was probably being incinerated somewhere secret, and it wouldn’t take much to fabricate a story that he had disappeared, gone back to the life of a homeless man under a bridge.

“We’ve done our job, ma’am,” the lead cleaner said. “Your apartment is as it was.”

“Who sent you?”

“I’m not at liberty to—”

“Save it,” Larya snapped, watching them file out the door. She locked it, knowing full well it wouldn’t keep anyone out if they really wanted in.

The apartment now gleamed, even cleaner than before. Objects were arranged neatly, dust nowhere to be found. Where they had scrubbed away Dem’s blood, the surfaces were paler than the rest. No matter how thorough the cleaners were, nothing ever truly goes back to the way it was. That knowledge felt strangely valuable to Larya.

When she opened the refrigerator, she wasn’t surprised to find an identical bottle to the one she had stored there for years. They had replaced it perfectly. The realization settled deeper: they had been watching her life for a long time. They had heard every word of her conversation with Dem, and they killed him the moment she’d revealed too much. Killing her would be just as easy, but they had no interest in that—for now. This was a message, one impossible to misinterpret.

They. Who else but Jaksa’s network could be behind this? They had gone to great lengths to send her a simple warning. She was still valuable to them—valuable enough not to be lying in that same furnace where Dem’s body was now turning to ash. Erasing her existence would be harder than erasing his, but not impossible. She knew well that members of her family had killed each other over less.

Whatever it was they needed from her, she had to find it before her own life was on the line.

Arranging a meeting with Jaksa was out of the question, especially after her grandmother’s chilling confession about her grandiose plans. The thought still made Larya’s stomach turn. Even if she had been inclined to meet with Jaksa, it wouldn’t be easy now that all of her grandmother’s efforts were focused on tracking down Anton.

For a moment, Larya considered appealing to Prince Sagras. It wouldn’t be easy, but the Prince had the resources to deal with Jaksa—he could punish her if he chose. But he hadn’t before, and why would he now? The murder of a sports coach with no trace left behind wouldn’t be enough. The only thing that could stop Jaksa was the Prince discovering her plot to control the universe, to crush it like an egg in her palm.

But that wasn’t something Larya could just walk into the throne room and proclaim. The Prince would laugh, and for good reason—the story was nearly unbelievable. She needed someone by her side. Unfortunately, that person had to be her father.

As she waited in her father’s study, the weight of the danger she was stepping into pressed on her. This was the most precarious situation she had ever faced. She had no way of knowing how much Commander Sirota knew about Jaksa’s ambitions, or if he was complicit in them. Perhaps he wasn’t a part of it at all. Unless she could…

“What’s on your mind?” Commander Sirota asked in a friendly tone as he entered the room.

Larya rose from her chair as a sign of respect. “I was thinking about our two remaining students—Magna and Iro. I was thinking about their skills as Ekasai.”

Commander Sirota wasn’t dressed for a formal meeting. Instead, he wore a robe and comfortable shoes, an unusual sight for Larya, especially in his office. He usually insisted on keeping a sharp appearance and following formalities, so seeing him so casual felt like a subtle snub. Then again, it was late at night, and she had requested the meeting on short notice. Perhaps he hadn’t had time to prepare—or simply didn’t care.

“As far as I know, they’re not nearly as powerful as Anton,” Commander Sirota said, picking up a bottle from the bar. “Want some liquor?”

“No, thanks,” Larya declined, still tasting the remnants of her last drink on her breath. The cleaning team hadn’t thought of everything, after all.

“What exactly were you thinking about them?” he asked, pouring himself a glass.

“They have tremendous potential, and I want to develop that with them. Even if…” She trailed off, considering whether to mention Dem’s absence. It had been less than an hour since she watched him die. If Sirota said anything about Dem not being around, it would confirm her suspicions about his involvement.

“I’m not sure about this teacher you brought in,” Commander Sirota continued, sipping his drink. “I know you two have worked together, and there’s some fondness there—”

“That’s not why I picked him, Father!” Larya cut him off. “Dem was one of the most capable coaches we’ve ever had.”

“There’s a big difference between kicking a ball and opening a gateway to another part of the universe. Am I wrong?”

“When we send men to space, we have to measure their lung capacity, even by making them inflate party balloons. It might seem trivial, but it’s essential for success.”

“I doubt you came all the way here just to waste my time talking about party balloons,” he said, voice sharpening. “So, what did you really come here for?”

Larya’s fingers clenched the arms of her chair, fighting to stay composed. The frustration she felt toward this man ran deeper than what she had for Jaksa, who at least had clear motives for wanting to destroy everything. With Sirota, understanding his motivations seemed impossible—he didn’t strive for power, nor did he seem to care about anything beyond immediate control.

She took a different approach. “Father, how would you feel if everything that exists—everything, not just planets or galaxies—was destroyed? I’m talking about stars, life forms, everything.”

His response was chillingly dismissive. “She’s not serious about it.”

Larya’s heart skipped. “So, you knew?”

“For years. I’m surprised she told you, but you wouldn’t understand. And as I said, she’s not serious about actually doing it.”

“She sounded serious to me.”

“Oh, she’s serious about getting the power to do it. But she won’t. All she wants is to *know* she can.”

“And you’re willing to risk everything just to satisfy that curiosity? All that exists?”

“Don’t be foolish!” he suddenly shouted, slamming his hand down. “We do what we must to live the lives we want. I’m sick of the same nonsense: portals, training, kids who show potential but never achieve anything, people coddling them as if they’re normal humans while we just want to unlock that power ourselves!”

He hurled his glass at the wall, shattering it. Shards flew across the room, and Larya stood, momentarily frightened. He gestured for her to sit down, which she did, hesitantly, as he slumped into the chair opposite her.

“I know I haven’t been much of a father to you, Larya,” he said after a pause, voice softer now. “We come from a strange family. Our business isn’t just a job; it’s our entire life. Every breath we take is dedicated to advancing that business. Do you think I don’t want a normal life? I’ve fallen in love a few times. I’ve thought about finding you a real mother. But every time I shared even a little about myself, well…”

He rubbed his face with one hand, the memory heavy on him. “Their heads exploded, didn’t they?” Larya whispered.

“Twice,” he confirmed, grimly. “The other was shot through the neck. I almost didn’t survive.”

“And then the cleaners?”

He nodded, not needing to say more.

“I’m sorry you’ve had to endure this too.”

“But why? Were you revealing secret information?”

“I would never. Jaksa doesn’t want me to have any more children. She keeps the family small.”

“But I can’t have children. Why?”

“The method’s the same,” Commander Sirota explained, his tone darkening, “but the reasons differ. You were about to share more than you should, weren’t you?”

Larya nodded, a bitter acknowledgment. “Right.”

“And they had no further use for him?”

“Right. They waited for us to…” Her voice wavered. “Then when I said the wrong word…”

“Shh,” he whispered, holding up a hand. “I understand.”

“What do we do now?” she asked, her voice barely audible, though she knew it made no difference if someone was listening.

“Go back to your students. Tell them their coach returned to his old life. Train them yourself. Focus on them, and keep your thoughts away from Anton. He’s Jaksa’s concern now. Even if they find him, chances are you’ll never see him again. And that’s for the best.”

Larya stood, barely feeling the weight of the conversation as she left his office. With her hands tightly gripping a small ball she carried, she made her way to the transport area. It was still dark outside, but she needed to speak to Iro and Magna. The least she could do was protect the two students she had left.
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ANTON


Covered in dust, Anton played with the children. His once-black uniform had turned a reddish-brown from the dirt, sweat soaking his skin. He wondered how the soldiers he’d left behind would react if they saw him now—playing ball with kids, returning to his captors in this state. Yet, despite everything, Anton couldn’t deny that he liked it here. The Dissidence, their simple way of life, and the way they accepted him even though they had every reason not to—it was hard not to feel drawn in.

The river flowed clear and cold, refreshing against his skin as he stripped down to his underwear and tucked his clothes beneath a rock. People swam and played while women washed clothes on the stones, their voices lifted in strange songs that seemed to speak of distant places and mirrored caves. His translator struggled to grasp the meaning, so Anton stopped trying to understand. Instead, he dove into the water, letting the coolness envelop him, relaxing into it.

He joined the others in a playful race to the riverbank, the water splashing around them. Some floated with bamboo nets, scooping what looked like stones from the river, which Anton soon realized were some kind of clams. No fish, but plenty of food if you knew how to look.

From the bank, a group of young women watched him, laughing when he glanced their way. Their damp, light-yellow clothes clung to their bodies, revealing more than intended. They weren’t much different from human girls, apart from their greenish skin and slightly larger ears. Anton remembered how girls back home would either ignore him or flirt to get something, but it was strange to think these girls might actually be interested in him.

It struck him how different this was from his months at Larya’s gymnasium—staring at the same faces, grinding through endless training. That life had drained him of what it meant to be human. But here, the Dissidence, whether by Zalea’s design or not, had let him taste freedom again. No guard breathing down his neck, no cell to return to.

Still, Anton couldn’t shake the feeling he was being watched, even if no one was obvious about it. What if he tried to escape? Open a portal back to Earth, back to Cassie? But then what? Life there seemed just as distant, just as impossible now. Maybe he could bring her here. She’d be happy, wouldn’t she? But the Sagras wouldn’t let him go so easily. They’d send more missions, and their presence would bring an end to this fragile peace.

A cold splash of water hit his face, yanking him from his thoughts. One of the girls had thrown it at him, laughing, daring him to retaliate. Anton smiled, splashing her back, and soon they were locked in a playful battle that only ended when he mock-surrendered.

“We thought you’d be a great warrior,” said the girl. She was smaller than him, with striking black eyes and a gap in her front teeth that made her smile all the more charming. “But you gave up too quickly.”

“Who said I was a great warrior?” Anton replied, grinning.

“You’re not? I’ve never met a warrior before. But you’re tall and have scars. We figured...”

“My name’s Anton. What’s yours?”

She grinned again, running her tongue through the gap in her teeth. “Names aren’t important. Those are my sisters over there. We all wanted to meet you, but they sent me alone because I think you’re handsome.”

Anton’s heart pounded, his palms sweating even though they were submerged in the river. After all the training, the violence, the survival—he was still the awkward kid who didn’t know how to talk to a girl.

“You’re pretty too,” he stammered, instantly cursing himself for the clumsy reply. “You live in the village? Part of the Dissidence?”

At the mention of the word “Dissidence,” her smile faltered, growing serious. “My mother takes care of us. We don’t want war. People say you might bring war here, but when we saw you playing, we thought maybe you weren’t as bad as we feared. Are you bringing war?”

Anton’s thoughts darkened. I might be bringing war, he thought, though he kept that to himself. He wanted to reassure her, to seem less dangerous than the truth allowed.

“What’s your game?” she asked, tilting her head curiously.

“I’m just swimming,” Anton replied, offering a smile that felt natural.

She smiled back, more genuinely this time. “You seem like a good man, soldier. I don’t think you’ll bring harm to us. Please, don’t prove me wrong.”

With that, she turned and walked back to her sisters. Anton watched her go, her figure framed by the sunlight, her steps light and confident. Always the awkward dork, he thought, shaking his head. Other men would have seized the moment, grabbed her, kissed her. Other men, like Mac.

But he didn’t want to be like Mac.

Anton stepped out of the river, heading toward the rock where he’d hidden his clothes, but they were gone. Someone had swiped them while he swam. Standing there in just his underwear, he scanned the area, hoping to spot the culprit, but no one seemed interested in his plight. Kids, women, and men went about their activities, ignoring him.

A familiar, raspy laugh echoed from behind. Anton didn’t need to turn around to know it was Zalea. The old man leaned on his stick, a mischievous smile stretching across his face. “We have quite the sense of humor around here,” Zalea said, chuckling. “We love a good joke, especially when it helps new friends laugh too.”

Anton sighed. “It’s not that funny when you’re the target.”

Zalea waved his hand dismissively. “Don’t worry. See those women washing clothes by the rocks? I thought your uniform could use a good scrub. Give them ten minutes, and your clothes will be cleaner than you’ve ever seen them.”

Anton couldn’t help but laugh, Zalea’s good-natured spirit infectious. The old man reminded him of those wise elders in Japanese cartoons he used to watch—always appearing at just the right moment, delivering cryptic advice that somehow always made sense in the end.

“You’re enjoying this,” Zalea remarked, studying Anton. “The whole experience. I can tell. I saw you miserable this morning, and now look at you.”

Anton shrugged, feeling both exposed and understood. It was like coming off a strict, joyless diet of energy bars and supplements, only to be treated to a home-cooked meal in a place that nourished the soul. The Dissidence might not be the “good guys,” but they certainly knew how to live.

Later that night, Zalea took Anton to a small, rustic restaurant. They dined on a spicy dish that resembled chicken and rice, simple but delicious. It was far better than any meal he’d had in a while, even compared to the grand banquets at Jaksa’s table, where exotic and extravagant dishes were laid before him.

Zalea poured a purple fermented drink from a clay bottle and offered it to Anton. “Have you given it any thought?” he asked.

“Given what thought?” Anton took a sip, tasting something akin to plum liquor.

“You know why we’re keeping you here. It’s not just for you to have fun playing ball and flirting with the girls. The Sagras are coming. They have other Ekasai, and they’ll be here soon. We need you with us.”

Anton set his drink down. “Why do you need the portals?”

Zalea glanced around the room before speaking. “We have five portals inside five caves, leading to five different planets. They’re essential to our survival. This land is fertile for grains, but for fruit, vegetables, mushrooms, and other resources, we need to go elsewhere. We have farms on other planets, and our fish comes from a sea on another world. We also mine minerals from distant systems to forge metal. This has been our way for centuries. The Sagras want to monopolize portals for power—they want to control who comes and goes, to own all trade. We’re not even on their radar. If our portals threatened their control, they would have wiped us out long ago. They call us Dissidents because we don’t share their beliefs. We just want to live in peace.”

“You don’t plan to attack the Sagras?” Anton asked, though he regretted the question the moment he said it.

“Attack them?” Zalea spat on the ground. “We couldn’t care less about their power games. To them, portals are about control, about having a hand on every resource. For us, portals are life. There’s room in the universe for all of us, if we can just stop fighting.”

Anton hesitated before asking his next question. “But... what about using portals as weapons?”

Zalea frowned, his expression darkening. “Weapons?”

“We found that portals could be used like bombs if you cross two of them.” Anton swallowed.

“I’ve seen portals crossed.” Zalea shook his head, his voice grave. “It’s not something anyone should witness. Tell me, Anton, how do people move around on your home planet?”

“In cars. Automobiles, powered by gas, running on wheels.”

“And do these cars ever crash?”

Anton nodded.

“People die in those crashes, don’t they? People who were just trying to get somewhere.”

“Yes.”

“Would you call a car crash a weapon?” Zalea’s eyes bore into him, as if the answer mattered deeply.

“No.”

“Exactly. Overlapping portals aren’t bombs, Anton. They’re accidents. Deadly, yes, but accidents nonetheless. For years, I’ve feared that Jaksa might try to harness that destructive potential, and now you’re confirming my worst fears.”

“You know Jaksa?” Anton asked, surprised.

Zalea smiled, but it was a tired smile, filled with the weight of knowledge. “We’ve crossed paths. But that’s enough for now. You must be tired. I’ve arranged a room for you. Nothing fancy, but it’s better than a cell.”

Anton finished his meal in silence, the gravity of the conversation weighing on him. He wished he had kept his mouth shut, realizing that in moments of trust and conversation, more could be revealed than under the harshest of tortures.
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MAGNA


The audience was packed, every person dressed in their finest, with women showcasing impeccable makeup. They sat in the plush seats of the grand theater, waiting eagerly for the opera to begin. Magna, standing backstage, felt her nerves gnawing at her despite knowing it could affect her performance. She forced herself through the vocal warm-ups, trying to shake off the discomfort of the elaborate, timeless costume she wore.

The orchestra was poised, ready to fill the hall with music. She took a deep breath and stepped onto the stage. The audience erupted into applause before she had even sung a note. It wasn’t time to acknowledge them—she’d save that for the end.

This moment felt entirely different from rehearsals. Now, there was no room for mistakes. From the stage, Magna could see the crowd clearly, and the thought of one person—just one—laughing or making a snide comment was enough to chill her. Even if she couldn’t hear them over the music, she knew she would feel it.

Singing opera required more than just hitting the right notes. It was about conveying emotion through melody, expressing feelings beyond the lyrics. Tonight’s opera was a tragic tale of a young woman kidnapped from her home and taken to an isolated island with others her age. The island’s ruler, a wealthy man, sought to mold them into a new society under his control. In the first act, her character had to express the devastation of being torn from her home and facing the unknown.

Magna had rehearsed this role for years, but now, standing before the audience, the pressure was immense. Her voice slipped, just slightly, and she swore she heard a ripple of laughter—probably imagined, but it rattled her. She pressed forward, determined to nail the next high note. And she did. She climbed higher and higher, lost in the momentum of the music.

Then, in an instant, everything turned into a nightmare.

A sea of blood washed over her like a crimson wave, knocking her to the ground. The audience in the upper tiers were spared, but those below—every single person on the floor—had been decapitated. Blood flooded the stage, nearly drowning those still standing.

Magna awoke, heart pounding, drenched in sweat. She jolted upright, only to realize someone was in the room with her. A hand clamped over her mouth, and her panic surged until she recognized the familiar voice.

“What are you doing here?” she whispered.

Larya flicked on a small light, revealing the spartan dormitory room. Aside from Magna’s bed and the chair Larya sat in, the room was bare. Larya signaled for her to stay quiet, and Magna nodded. Larya then pulled out two tiny pink devices, placing one in each corner of Magna’s mouth and another set in her own. She handed Magna a pair of earplugs.

“You won’t speak out loud,” a mechanical voice said through the plugs. “Just move your lips, and this will translate.”

“What the hell is this?” Magna mouthed, startled by the strange, robotic response.

“Old tech to mute conversations,” Larya replied. “I needed to speak to you in person but didn’t want to risk your life.”

Magna’s heart skipped. “My life is in danger? What’s going on?”

Larya hesitated, thinking about Dem. By tomorrow, there would be no trace of him, no evidence he had ever existed. The only ones who would remember were herself and the children he had trained. But Dem was gone, erased from their lives as efficiently as Jaksa had demanded. Magna didn’t need to know all of that—not yet. Right now, it was about keeping her and the others safe.

“Things are shifting,” Larya said, her voice low and urgent. “Anton has disappeared. He might be against us now, and if he returns, he could threaten everything we’ve worked for. That’s why you need to stay strong.”

Magna’s mind raced. What game was Larya playing? Jaksa’s game? The Sagras’? Or her own? None of it made sense anymore. But there was something deeper in Larya’s words, an unfinished thought lingering between them. Magna had to be ready, had to strengthen her powers—because if Anton came back stronger, it could be disastrous.

“You don’t know Anton,” Magna said quietly. “He’s kind. He would never turn against us.”

Larya paused, her eyes narrowing slightly. “You think you know him,” she whispered. “But things change. People change.”

Magna shook her head. Anton wasn’t like that. He wasn’t someone who would betray them. But even as she reassured herself, the nagging doubts that Larya had planted began to take root.

“You have to listen to me, Magna. My grandmother, Jaksa, is obsessed with creating something terrifying. She craves power above all else—above our lives, above the entire universe. I wish I could tell you to just open a portal, leave this place, go back to your home planet, and try to live a normal life.”

“You know they’d lock me up for life if I did that,” Magna replied, her voice steady. “They might even hang me for what I’ve done.”

Larya’s legs trembled with the weight of her fear. What was the point of all this? They had the power to open doors to any part of the universe, yet here they were, trapped in small, windowless rooms, waiting for permission from decrepit rulers to use their extraordinary gifts. If Larya had such power at Magna’s age, she wouldn’t be wasting away here. She’d be exploring worlds beyond anyone’s wildest dreams.

What kept them bound to these places was guilt. That was the key. Could it be a coincidence that they only recruited people ashamed of their past? Larya hadn’t planned it that way consciously, but guilt—perhaps that was the secret to unlocking their potential.

“I care about you,” Larya finally said, her voice barely a whisper. “About all three of you. More than I should. I’ve watched so many talented Ekasai crumble because they couldn’t give Jaksa what she wanted. And now… now, I think we’ve made a terrible mistake. It’s like catching a wild, beautiful fish and locking it in an aquarium, or caging a bird. Maybe the right thing to do is let it stay free.”

Magna’s lips parted slightly, confusion etched in her features, but there was something deeper in her eyes. “What are you really trying to say? We thought you brought us here to learn how to open portals, to explore new worlds.”

Larya bit her lip, holding back the truth that threatened to spill. She wanted so badly to tell Magna everything Jaksa had confided during that horrifying meeting. But the memory of Dem’s head exploding, of the small men erasing him from existence, kept her silent. Sure, no one could hear them now, but once Magna knew the truth, there would be no guaranteeing her safety.

“You could leave,” Larya said softly. “You don’t have to stay here. You could start over somewhere else, find a life that makes you happy. You have this incredible gift, Magna, and you should use it for yourself—not for me, not for Jaksa, not for anyone else.”

During her speech, Larya couldn’t meet Magna’s gaze. But when the words ran dry, she forced herself to look up. Her own eyes burned with unshed tears, yet Magna’s expression remained unreadable.

“What happened?” Magna asked, her voice cold and distant.

Larya took a slow, deep breath. “Anton was sent on a dangerous mission,” she said, her words barely more than a breath through the lip-reading device. “They took him to a planet where the Dissidence might be hiding, and then… all communication was lost. He’s stranded there.”

“I can open a portal,” Magna blurted out. “Just tell me where—I’ll bring him back.”

Larya raised a hand, urging calm. “You don’t understand politics, Magna. Hell, I barely do. Jaksa doesn’t want him found—not yet. She’s waiting for the right moment. If she cared about rescuing him, she would’ve asked you to do it by now.”

Magna’s voice came out flat and sharp. “You’re right. I don’t understand.”

“Please,” Larya whispered. “Don’t speak out loud.”

“Why are you even here?” Magna mouthed. “Did you wake me up just to tell me to run away? To abandon everything you’ve done for me?”

“What have we really done for you?” Larya’s voice cracked. “All we’ve done is cage you, force you into this life.”

“You saved me from a life sentence. I killed two hundred innocent people—”

“You didn’t mean to!”

“But I did! I killed them, and I would have rotted in a cell forever if not for this program. You gave me a second chance when I had nothing left. Don’t you think I dream about being free? About exploring new places? But I don’t deserve freedom. And I don’t want it.”

Larya’s eyes widened in disbelief. “Do you even hear yourself? Everyone deserves to be free.”

Magna’s gaze hardened. “Then why don’t you leave? You have the power to escape. Why stay?”

“Because, Magna, once you’re born into Jaksa’s family, you’re chained to it forever. There’s no escape for us.”

Magna’s next words took Larya by surprise. “What if I agreed with you? What if I decided to leave? Would you come with me?”

“What?”

“You heard me. We could leave, right now. You and me. Would you come?”

Larya froze, caught off guard by the sincerity in Magna’s voice. Was this just a challenge, or did Magna really mean it? Did she actually want to escape this madness?

Without a word, Magna removed the lip-reading device and the earplugs, handing them back. Larya, her emotions tangled in a web of confusion and regret, stood up and walked out of the room, the weight of the conversation pressing down on her shoulders. She had planned to speak to Iro next, but now she wasn’t sure she had the strength. This meeting had already given her too much to think about.
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ANTON


One of the few true friends Anton had back in his former life was Fred, the smartest kid in class. Like Anton, Fred often found himself a target for Mac and his gang, who enjoyed tearing up whatever book Fred was engrossed in during recess. Whenever they did, Fred didn’t even try to get his book back. He knew they were faster, stronger. It wasn’t worth the struggle. Still, the next day, Fred sat in the same spot with a new book. Sometimes they left him alone—Fred wasn’t as entertaining to torment as Anton.

Fred had a passion for history, and on the rare days they walked home together, Fred would tell Anton about the Romans, the Nazis, the Celts, and the Egyptians. Anton never understood Fred’s fascination with long-dead people and events. Fred offered to lend him books, but Anton never accepted. It wasn’t his thing.

It hurt to admit, but Anton mostly hung around Fred to copy his answers during tests. Fred probably knew. He wasn’t blind to the fact that his popularity spiked around exam season. Even the girls, who normally ignored him, suddenly started talking, pretending to care about him. Fred played along, enjoying those brief moments of importance.

Now, walking through the village with Zalea, Anton found himself wishing Fred were there. Fred could simplify things, help Anton make sense of it all. But that was impossible—Fred had overdosed on sleeping pills years ago. He was buried in the city’s graveyard back home.

“Are you listening to me?” Zalea asked, snapping Anton out of his thoughts.

“Yeah, of course,” Anton muttered, still caught in memories of walking home from school or work with Fred. In those days, Anton pretended to listen. Here, he didn’t have that luxury. This was real. There was no cheating his way out.

“What do you think?” Zalea pressed.

Unsure of what Zalea had asked, Anton defaulted to a vague response. “I think it could work.”

“Of course it could work!” Zalea slowed his pace as they reached a tall building made of blue stone. “The Sagras are masters of genocide. They could exterminate half a million people faster than we can raise a few houses for decent folk. But why bother with death camps when they can twist your power to serve their ends?”

“I still don’t get it,” Anton admitted, frustrated. “Why are the Sagras so afraid of you? Don’t they know who you are? How you live? It sounds like if they did, they’d leave you alone.”

Zalea stopped at a metal door, his eyes narrowing. “You’ve had wars on your planet, haven’t you?”

“Plenty,” Anton replied.

“Would Earth’s armies stop killing if they found out their enemies lived in bamboo huts?”

Anton’s mind flashed with images of Vietnam, Africa, and the Middle East. Zalea’s analogy struck deep, perfectly capturing the futility of war. Maybe violence was the same everywhere, across every world.

“We aren’t prepared for war, Anton,” Zalea continued. “All these years, we could’ve trained armies, built weapons, mapped the galaxy, infiltrated the Sagras. But we had something more important to focus on.”

“What’s more important than survival?” Anton asked.

“Harvesting a miracle.”

Zalea pushed open the door, leading Anton into the building. Cold air rushed to meet them, a sharp contrast to the heat outside. But the chill wasn’t what gripped Anton’s attention—it was the sounds. The cries of laboring women and the wails of newborns filled the air.

“My God,” Anton whispered as the door clicked shut behind them. “What is this?”

The scene resembled a maternity ward, but something about it felt off. Nurses moved from bed to bed, while husbands clutched their wives’ hands. Blue curtains separated the women, but Anton could count them. Twelve women in total. Eight were heavily pregnant, and the rest were in the throes of labor. The sheer number in such a small village unnerved him.

“There are too many,” Anton said, his unease growing. “Too many pregnancies at once for such a small place.”

Zalea chuckled softly. “It’s not easy populating a planet,” he quipped. “Sorry, bad joke. We encourage our women to have as many children as they can. We have the resources, and we need them.”

“You need their babies,” Anton snapped, disgust creeping into his voice. “You’re breeding Ekasai. You’re hoping one of these kids will—”

“That’s not what we do,” Zalea interrupted, his tone darkening.

“Enough!” Anton’s voice rose, but in the chaos of the room, no one noticed. “You talk about the Sagras as if they’re monsters, but you’re worse. What are you doing to these babies? Genetic mutations? What kind of—”

“Calm down, Anton,” Zalea interrupted, his voice calm but firm.

Anton’s frustration only grew. “What are you giving these women? Do they get to keep their children? And if one of them is powerful, will you train them the way the Sagras trained me?”

“Silence!” Zalea snapped, this time loud enough to draw everyone’s attention. The room quieted, and Zalea’s gaze bore into Anton. “You’re jumping to conclusions with what little you’ve seen.”

Anton took a breath, forcing himself to settle down. “Then explain it to me.”

“Alright. Let me put it this way. Think of milk.”

“Milk?” Anton asked, confused. “You mean, like, mother’s milk?”

“Any milk. On your planet, I assume you have many ways of using it.”

“Of course—cheese, yogurt, cream…” Anton trailed off.

“Exactly. Now think of portal energy like milk. It’s powerful, but with endless potential for how it can be used. The Sagras only drink it, use it for travel. But we’re doing something different.”

“You’re making yogurt from these women?” Anton asked sarcastically, still not grasping the metaphor.

“We’re not using them like that. We’re harvesting portal energy, Anton. Everyone in this village has been exposed to it their entire lives, and that changes a person.”

Anton thought of the massive portals in Mina, transporting people across the galaxy. “Does exposure to portals affect everyone like this?”

Zalea nodded. “It’s stronger when you’re immersed in portal energy every day, like we are here. But even then, it’s just a small imprint of the power. The true strength comes during moments of intense emotion.”

“I don’t get it—so you’re using the mothers, not the babies?”

“Labor,” Zalea said, “is one of the most extreme experiences a human can go through. During childbirth, their energy is amplified a thousandfold.”

“And what do you do with that energy?” Anton asked, though a part of him already knew the answer.

“We direct it back into the portals. This building sits at the center of a web of portals, and the energy flows from here into each one, keeping them open and stable.”

“So, it’s a cycle. You take energy from the mothers, feed it into the portals, and keep the village alive.” Anton felt a knot form in his stomach. “And the children?”

“They’re cared for, loved. We don’t treat them like weapons, Anton.”

Anton thought back to the children he’d seen playing in the village. They looked happy enough. But still... “Can any of them open portals on their own?”

“We don’t know. That’s why you’re here.”

“I don’t follow,” Anton said, wary of where this conversation was headed.

“You didn’t think we’d let you walk around freely without expecting something in return, did you? You’re going to teach our men and women how to open portals, using what you learned with the Sagras.”

“I thought you said you weren’t interested in war.”

Zalea’s eyes darkened. “The war is coming, whether we want it or not. And we’re unprepared. But with you here, we can change that.”

The war is coming. Anton felt the weight of those words like a punch to the gut. His brief moment of peace, the illusion that he could live here in the Dissidence, was shattered.

“Is anyone else in my cell, Zalea?” Anton asked, his voice hardening. “Because I’d rather be your prisoner than teach anyone how to open portals.”

Zalea didn’t flinch at the threat. “Still loyal to the Sagras? The killers who enslaved you?”

“They didn’t—” Anton was interrupted by a sharp cry from inside the building, followed by the wail of a newborn. But it wasn’t just the noise that stopped him. A bitter taste filled his mouth, like sour candy. He recognized that feeling—it was the precursor to portal energy.

“We need to get out of here,” Anton said, his voice suddenly hoarse. “This place… I can’t stand it.”

Zalea nodded, leading him outside. The moment the door closed behind them, the bitter taste faded. Anton ran his tongue along the roof of his mouth, trying to clear the sensation. “That was portal energy,” he explained. “I always get that taste when I’m about to open one.”

“This place is built to contain that power,” Zalea said. “The energy here is concentrated, especially during childbirth.”

“What is this building, really?” Anton asked, glancing up at the blue stone walls and tower-like architecture.

“This stone isolates the portal energy,” Zalea said, gesturing to the structure. “The top acts like a funnel, distributing the energy across the village.”

“I’ve never heard of anything like this.”

“That’s because the Sagras only taught you what was useful to them,” Zalea replied, his tone laced with bitterness.

Anton placed his hand on the cold stone, feeling its smooth, marble-like surface. “What else can you teach me?”

“What do you want to know?” Zalea raised an eyebrow.

Everything, Anton thought. He wanted to know everything about portals, about the power they held. The Sagras had trained him as a weapon, but here, there was a chance to learn something more. Something deeper. If he combined both schools of thought, maybe he could unlock something entirely new, something only he could control.

“They’ll kill me for treason if they find out I trained your people,” Anton murmured.

Zalea’s lips curled into a knowing smile. “You don’t think you’re going back, do you? Like it or not, you’re one of us now. That’s how the Sagras will see it.”

Anton let his hand fall away from the stone. It had grown so cold it hurt to touch.
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ANTON


Rather than returning Anton to his cell, Zalea placed him in a large, well-ventilated room. The space was sparse—just a straw mattress on the floor and a low table. No chairs. Anton had to sit cross-legged, Japanese-style, as he ate the meal Zalea personally brought him. He had expected the woman who took care of him in prison to serve him again, but he never saw her after his release.

“We want you to be comfortable,” Zalea said, placing a bowl of vegetable stew and a wooden spoon in front of Anton.

“I’m not used to this kind of thing.”

Zalea nodded. “I understand. You were a soldier. Comfort wasn’t part of your training. But the life we lead here is different, softer in many ways. It’s something you’ll need to teach our people.”

Anton frowned, stirring the stew. “You expect me to train soldiers? Do you even understand that I’m no commander? I’m just a private. I’ve never trained anyone.”

“You won’t be teaching them to fight,” Zalea replied. “Not in the traditional sense. Distressed portal openers are stronger, and we can’t rely on women in labor to fight the Sagras.”

Anton took a spoonful of the stew. It was unexpectedly delicious, with a licorice-like flavor he normally hated, balanced by spices that tingled his tongue in ways he didn’t recognize. “What’s in this?”

“A mix of things. Will you accept our proposition?”

“To train you?”

“To guide us.”

“You’re making a mistake.”

Zalea didn’t respond. He simply bowed slightly when Anton finished his meal, gathered the bowl and spoon, and whispered something Anton couldn’t quite catch.

The room felt enormous, especially compared to the small prison cell he had grown accustomed to. Decorations hung from the ceiling—dreamcatcher-like objects, their design simple yet ancient. They reminded him of something a child might make for their father, but the history behind them felt weighty, significant.

Two large windows framed the room, both sealed with bars. Anton tried opening them once, but quickly realized the effort was pointless. The only light came from a strange, pink-hued lamp sitting on the table, emitting a sweet scent. The candle’s flame never seemed to dwindle, burning steadily throughout his stay.

Curious, Anton tested the door. To his surprise, it wasn’t locked. He stepped into the night, greeted by total darkness. No moon, only a few distant stars twinkling above. The village slept, and the silence was unsettling. He couldn’t recall ever experiencing such complete darkness. It pushed him back into the room, where he collapsed onto the mattress, too exhausted to explore further.

Sleep took him fast, but it didn’t last.

Anton jolted awake, drenched in sweat. The candle still burned, casting soft shadows across the unfamiliar walls. His heart raced, breaths shallow, chest tight. He scrambled to piece together the fragments of his memories—Mac, the portals, Larya, Jaksa, Magna—but none of it helped. The panic didn’t come from those thoughts alone. His insides churned, a mass of anxiety twisting like a knot of snakes. He had to get out.

Without thinking, Anton threw open the door, sprinting into the night. He tripped on rocks, stumbled over roots, but none of it slowed him down. Finding a patch of dirt, he did what his body demanded, relieved the pressure building within. The absurdity of it made him chuckle, the idea that he might have just soiled someone’s flower bed. Stress or stew—it didn’t really matter.

Back in his room, he sat on the mattress, staring at the walls. The nightmare still clung to him like a film he couldn’t wash off, its details elusive, more a cloud of bad emotions than any coherent story. Cassie had appeared, as she always did, but not in a way he could place. There was no rescue, no accusations, just a lingering sense of guilt.

Needing to shake the feeling, Anton dropped to the floor and started his old routine. Two hundred push-ups. Two hundred sit-ups. It had been his morning ritual back at the academy, back when physical exercise was something he resented. Now, it felt like the only thing grounding him.

As he finished, sweating and breathless, he wished Zalea had left him some water.

“Am I interrupting something?” a voice said from behind him.

Anton froze, muscles tensed as he turned to face the intruder. He hadn’t heard anyone come in. Zalea stood in the doorway, silhouetted by the faint glow from the hall.

“You should be resting,” Zalea continued. “Tomorrow is a big day.”

“What are you doing here?” Anton asked, catching his breath.

Zalea stepped further into the room, the usual lightness of his voice replaced by something more serious. “You’re restless. I can see that. I know this transition isn’t easy for you.”

“What do you want from me?” Anton narrowed his eyes.

Zalea sat cross-legged on the floor, mirroring Anton’s position. “You’ve been through a lot, Anton. More than most men your age. I’m not asking you to become something you’re not. But there’s a strength in you that we need. You’ve seen what’s out there, the danger. And you have the power to help us survive it.”

Anton exhaled sharply, the weight of his predicament settling in again. “You say that like I have a choice.”

Zalea smiled faintly. “Everyone has a choice. Even you.”

Anton wanted to argue, to push back, but something in Zalea’s calm demeanor made it difficult. The village had shown him a side of life he never thought possible—a peaceful life, one without endless conflict and bloodshed. But now, with war looming over their heads, he wasn’t sure how long that peace could last.

“You should get some rest,” Zalea said softly, standing to leave. “Tomorrow, your real journey begins.”

Anton watched him go, the words lingering in the air long after the door closed behind him.

Anton turned toward the door, his breath still heavy from the workout, and saw a man standing there. Sunlight streamed in before the door closed behind him, marking the start of a new day. “What’s going on?” Anton asked, his voice rough.

The man dressed in simple, village clothes, blending in with the rest of the locals. But something about his presence—calm, deliberate—reminded Anton of a priest or a cult leader, someone who only spoke when it truly mattered.

“My name is Zerji,” the man said, his voice smooth and authoritative. “I’m here to guide you through the ritual of initiation.”

Initiation. Anton’s pulse quickened. His muscles were still warm from the exercise, but the chill that ran down his spine had nothing to do with the temperature. “I haven’t given Zalea my final answer.”

“It seems you don’t have a choice,” Zerji said, his tone unwavering. “You either accept the path set before you and go through the ritual, or you can test your luck in the wilderness outside our village.”

“Or I could open a portal,” Anton shot back, the words laced with defiance. “I could leave and be anywhere in the universe in an instant.”

Zerji’s lips curved into a knowing smile. “You couldn’t even open a portal to find a toilet last night.”

The sting of that comment silenced Anton. He had no comeback. “So, what’s this ritual about?” he asked, trying to mask his discomfort. “Are we going to read from some ancient scrolls or sacrifice a goat to the gods?”

Zerji looked at him with mild confusion. “That’s not how we do things here,” he said plainly. “The ritual is far more personal. Now, lie down on the mattress, face up, and close your eyes.”

It felt like a therapy session—a situation Anton had never experienced. Zerji sat cross-legged beside him, the gesture reminding Anton of the Monk back in the garden. That memory unsettled him; he wasn’t keen on the idea of anyone rummaging around in his head again.

“Don’t worry,” Zerji said in a soothing tone, as if reading Anton’s mind. “This will work better if you relax.”

“That’s easier said than done,” Anton muttered.

“Breathe deeply. In and out. Focus on the rhythm,” Zerji instructed. His voice was hypnotic. “Now, I’m going to ask you some questions, and it’s important that you’re honest. Whatever is said in this room stays here.”

“Sure, until someone else walks in,” Anton quipped.

“Stop fighting me. I’m here to help.”

Anton grudgingly followed the breathing exercises, the tension in his body easing just slightly.

“Tell me about your past,” Zerji continued, his voice low. “What happened before you conjured your first portal?”

Anton hesitated. Where would he even begin? But slowly, the story came out. He spoke of his little sister, the one person he had loved more than anything. He told Zerji about Mac and his gang of bullies, about his parents who had failed him, and about how he discovered his ability to open portals when there was no other way out.

Zerji listened in silence. Anton expected the priest to pry further, to ask about the Sagras or the academy, to dig for information. That’s what this was all about, wasn’t it? To make him vulnerable, to milk him for every detail. But Zerji said nothing.

Anton opened his eyes, suspicious. Zerji hadn’t moved. “Keep your eyes closed,” the man gently reminded him.

“Sorry.”

“I’m going to do something now that might feel... unusual. Just stay relaxed.”

Anton felt the tip of Zerji’s thumb press against the space between his eyes. A strange tingle rippled through his body, and suddenly, Anton was weightless. “You are where you are meant to be,” Zerji’s voice echoed in his mind. “Forget Mac. Forget Mina. Forget Cassie. The past is gone. You are reborn here. Everything that you were ends and begins right now.”

Anton wanted to protest, to fight the command to forget Cassie. But his body had gone limp, his mind sinking deeper into the trance. He couldn’t move or speak, only listen.

“You are one of us now,” Zerji’s voice continued, rich and melodic. “You will never stain your hands with blood again. You vow to protect this way of life, to resist the Sagras without taking a life. We are not guerrillas; we are a way of life.”

In the darkness behind his closed eyes, mandalas of vivid color and intricate shapes swirled. Anton’s body felt distant, weightless. The images grew sharper, more concrete, until the entire galaxy unfolded before him. He saw planets, shimmering with life, connected by portals that flickered like points of light.

Then the lights began to wink out, one by one, like stars during a blackout. With each extinguished portal, entire civilizations disappeared—races wiped from existence, entire worlds swallowed into darkness. The sight gripped Anton’s soul, wrenching at something deep inside him. He wanted to scream, to stop the destruction, to use his power to save them. But the war was ancient. The damage already done.

And then, without warning, Anton’s eyes snapped open.

He was back in the room, the pink-hued candle still flickering in the corner. The weight on his chest had lifted, his body no longer tense. For the first time in days, he felt clear-headed.

He hadn’t even thought of his character sheet, the way the Sagras tracked things, not while here, but now, curious he brought his up.

Name = Anton Láska

Age = 21

Species = Human

Sex = Male

Bloodline = Unknown

Ekasai Level = 4

Health = 65%

Active Meridians = 6

Natural Affinity = Water

Nanites = 576

Translator = Grade 2

Chosen Specialist = Ekasai manipulator

Portals Opened = ??

Strength = 25

Dexterity =28

Constitution = 30

Intelligence = 17

Wisdom = 15

Charisma = 7

Luck = 5

Affinities - Rank

Water - 5

Fire - 1

Earth - 1

Air - 1

Light - 1

Darkness - 1

Spirit - 1

Sagra’s Personal Fleet Uniform – Grade 2 – Enhances body strength, dexterity, and constitution x 10.

Anton rose from the mattress, his stomach growling for food. The room was empty, Zerji nowhere to be seen. He walked to the door and pushed it open, stepping into the daylight.

Outside, the village bustled with life. People moved about their tasks, unhurried and peaceful, as if the night hadn’t changed anything. There was no sign of war, no hint of the cataclysmic destruction he had just witnessed in his vision.

Life carried on, at least for now.

But at least, Anton had made his decision.
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Anton never thought of himself as a good person. He hadn’t been kind to anyone—not even to his sister, Cassie. She was the only one who ever brought out something decent in him. Ever since he’d ended up on the other side of the galaxy, Anton often wondered how he’d react in moments of danger. Now, everything had changed again and he wanted to become stronger than anyone the Sagras ever had.

Watching those bright spots fade—portals destroyed by the Sagras after they won the war—had killed something inside him. Those portals connected worlds, lifelines threading the galaxy together. Every time one vanished, entire planetary systems were severed, cut off forever. Somehow, that felt worse than death. He had to stop it, no matter how long it took.

“I see you’re up early,” said Zalea, entering the room.

“I slept really well,” Anton replied. “No dreams this time.”

“Dreams can be good.”

“Not mine.”

They had given him a new outfit—light, unbleached cotton, with comfortable shoes instead of the Sagras uniform. He wasn’t sure how far they would last on a long walk, but it didn’t bother him. He hadn’t cared about what happened to his old clothes and boots either.

They stepped outside, into the lively streets of the village. Everything seemed different now, as though he’d been blind to its beauty before. Anton noticed things he hadn’t before. There were children everywhere—far more than he had realized. It made sense, considering how the Dissidence harvested portal energy from women in labor. Still, it was surprising to see so many little ones.

“What’s next?” Anton asked, unsure of what came after agreeing to work for the Dissidence.

“I want you to get some firsthand experience, so I’ve arranged a job for you in our most valued sector. You’ll be working in children’s daycare.”

“You’re joking.”

Zalea shook his head, the corner of his mouth curling slightly. “You must have realized by now that we—”

“Yes, I get it. But after all that, you want me to babysit kids?”

“That’s not what I said. Our children have particular traits. They were born in a place saturated with portal energy. That energy influenced them. As they grow, the energy fades, but while they’re young, it’s powerful. And we can’t put them through distress just to harness it. They’re still children.”

“What do you expect me to do then?”

“Spend time with them. Learn how they work. Afterward, report back to me.”

“This feels like a waste of time,” Anton argued.

“I assure you,” Zalea said. “It is not.”

Anton wanted to protest more, but Zalea’s expression told him resistance was futile. He reluctantly followed as they walked to the daycare. He knew he didn’t have much say in what he did here, so he forced himself to accept it.

The daycare building was modest, with a long hallway leading to three large classrooms and one common area. The children, all gathered in the main room, sat in a semicircle on the floor, eyes fixed on a slim woman with orangish skin and cat-like features.

“Let’s try it again!” she said, ignoring Anton and Zalea’s arrival. “Repeat after me: We are free from…”

Her gaze briefly flicked to the doorway where Anton and Zalea stood, but she continued. “We are free from war!” The children echoed her words.

Zalea smiled, pleased. Anton, meanwhile, was completely lost. Was he expected to stand in front of these kids and repeat slogans? He could open portals, endure combat training, but this—this was beyond his skillset.

“Is that him?” the woman asked from the front.

“Yalla, meet Anton. He’s our new portal opener. Anton, this is Yalla, one of our best teachers.”

All eyes turned to Anton. Around twenty children, quiet and remarkably well-behaved, studied him with unblinking interest. They were different—not in an alien way, but they had a distinct mix of features, likely from various races across different planets.

“Everyone, say hello to Anton!” Yalla commanded.

“Hello! Hello, Anton!” the children chimed.

“You’re blushing,” Zalea teased.

Anton forced a smile. “Hi, everyone.”

“Anton will be helping me as my assistant,” Yalla said. “Why don’t you come over here, Anton, and introduce yourself to the kids?”

Anton glanced back at Zalea, who gave him a nod. “Go on,” Zalea said. “You don’t have a choice.”

Walking around the semicircle, Anton stood before the children, unsure of what to say. “What should I tell them?” he asked Yalla.

“Just introduce yourself. Tell them why you’re here.”

As if I know why, Anton thought, stalling by checking the translation chip embedded in the side of his head. He hadn’t thought about it in days, but now he fiddled with it just to buy himself a few moments.

The kids waited, their eyes wide.

“Well, I came here in a spaceship. Before that, I arrived through a portal. Before that, I was on my home planet and… well, I have a sister, Cassie. She’s okay, I think. And there was this guy named Mac… he’s not okay. But, uh, remember, kids—violence is bad… and…”

“Does anyone have a question for Anton?” Yalla interjected quickly, saving him. “Yes, you, Myt.”

A boy named Myt stood up. His large, black eyes were so wide that Anton had to suppress a chuckle—they made him look like something out of an old sci-fi film.

“Were you alone in the ship that brought you here?” Myt asked.

“No, I wasn’t. There were others with me.”

“So, are they still around?”

Anton hesitated, unsure how to respond. The truth was, they might be hiding somewhere in the forest, waiting for him to slip up. But he couldn’t say that.

“Anyone else?” Yalla asked, saving him again when no further questions came. She turned to the group. “Now, it’s your turn. Let’s all introduce ourselves to Anton.”

Yalla jumped in again, sensing his discomfort. “Anyone else?” she asked, swiftly moving on. This time, no one raised their hand. “Alright, let’s introduce ourselves to Anton. Starting from the left.”

Anton braced himself for a dull round of introductions, but as the children began to speak, his irritation faded. They weren’t rattling off trivial facts. These kids shared glimpses of their lives—many had multiple siblings, and despite their age, they carried a quiet maturity that surprised him.

At some point, Anton glanced back at the door and noticed that Zalea had left, leaving him entirely in Yalla’s hands. She directed the room with calm authority, encouraging each child with a warm smile as they stood to share their stories.

When the last child finished, Yalla declared recess and motioned for Anton to follow her outside. “I’m the only one running things here, so I don’t get much of a break. But now that you’re here, I might just have a little help,” she said as they stepped into the yard, a dusty field surrounded by a wooden fence.

“I still don’t understand why I’m here,” Anton confessed, eyeing the children playing. “Zalea mentioned the kids had some kind of portal-opening potential.”

“Zalea talks a lot,” Yalla said, her tone laced with mild irritation. “He walks around like he knows everything, but there’s plenty he doesn’t grasp. These children are special, yes, but they’re still children. I won’t let anyone, not even you, turn them into weapons.”

Anton quickly nodded, sensing the passion behind her words. “I get it. That’s not what I want either.”

“Good. Because if you’re sticking around, you’ll need to understand how we work. You’re not here to train soldiers, Anton.”

Their conversation was cut short when Yalla spotted one of the kids attempting to eat an insect. “Hey! Put that down!” she shouted, rushing over.

Anton chuckled. Some things, it seemed, were universal.

He found a seat on a wooden bench under a tree, watching as Yalla guided the children through the chaos of recess. After a few minutes, she returned with a piece of fruit, peeling it as she sat beside him.

“Do you have places like this on your planet?” she asked, offering him a slice.

“Yeah, we do,” Anton replied, taking a bite. The fruit tasted remarkably like a tangerine.

“Do you have any children?”

“Me? No, I’m too young for that,” he said, fumbling for words.

“Too young? Where I come from, young people have kids all the time.”

Anton shrugged. “I just never wanted them, I guess.”

Yalla smiled softly. “It’s not for everyone. I was born barren, so I took this job. These kids... they’re mine, in a way.”

“I’m sorry,” Anton said, feeling the weight of her words. “But you’re doing an amazing job with them.”

Her eyes drifted to the children, who were engaged in a game of tag. “I’ve never been through a portal myself,” she said. “Most people here have, but this village—this is my home. You won’t turn these kids into soldiers, not on my watch.”

Anton wasn’t sure how to respond, but before he could say anything, Yalla was on her feet again, addressing one of the boys who was sitting in a corner, clutching a piece of red glass the size of a golf ball.

“What are you doing over there?” she called out, marching toward him.

“I’m not telling you how to have fun,” Anton heard her say, “but broken glass is dangerous. One day you’ll cut your hand reaching for something in your pocket.”

“It’s my treasure!” the boy protested. “I can look through it and see everything red.”

Yalla knelt in front of him. “Why do you want to see everything red?”

“Because it’s different.”

“Different doesn’t always mean better,” Yalla countered. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small, shiny metal object. “See this? It’s a whistle. A very special whistle. Only a special person can make it work. Want to try?”

The boy’s eyes lit up as he took the whistle. To his surprise, when he blew, a clear, piercing sound filled the air. His face glowed with pride.

“Am I… special?” he asked, wide-eyed.

“Yes, you are,” Yalla said with a wink. “But you have to keep it safe. Don’t blow it in front of anyone else, or the magic will fade. Deal?”

The boy nodded eagerly. “Deal!”

“But I want something in return,” Yalla added, holding out her hand. “That red glass.”

Without hesitation, the boy placed his treasure in her palm.

“Sometimes, you have to get creative,” Yalla said, settling back on the bench next to Anton.

“What if someone else takes the whistle and blows it?” Anton asked, curious.

“Then they’ll find out they’re special too,” she replied with a mischievous smile.

Anton did not argue about that.

As the children played, he realized that Yalla had a point—these kids were more than just potential portal openers or pawns in a war. They were, first and foremost, children—and that was worth protecting.
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Something about the idea of harvesting portal energy fascinated Anton. It reminded him of a film they’d shown in class about the dangers of nuclear war. The image of people running through devastated cities, their bodies melting from the heat, had left an impression he couldn’t shake. When the film ended, the teacher had reminded them that nuclear energy had peaceful uses too, generating power and heat for millions.

The village thrummed with that same paradox—the invisible hum of power that made everything run smoothly, but carried a quiet threat underneath. Portal energy pulsed through the village like an unseen river, flowing through its people. It wasn’t like nuclear energy, or they’d all be dead by now. But Anton could feel its influence. The children in the daycare, for instance—they should’ve been wild, screaming, and tearing at each other like any kids their age. Instead, they sat quietly, their eyes too bright, too knowing.

By now, Anton was used to having more questions than answers. He had theories though. He suspected the portals in Mina didn’t emit the same kind of energy because they were stagnant, like a clogged artery. The energy there didn’t flow; it was trapped inside the portals. That’s why people feared they might close at any moment, cutting the Sagras off from their most critical lifeline.

It struck Anton that everything the Sagras had built—their empire, their control—was driven by that fear. Fear that the portals would seal, locking them out of their own power. But here, in this strange village, the Dissidence had discovered a way to keep the energy moving, like blood pumping through a body, circulating back to the heart.

The weeks had been hard, but Anton found himself enjoying it more than expected.

And to keep his fitness levels up, he’d get up earlier, train by running the village and the surrounding areas. It drew attention and after a while, he had a couple of morning jogging partners, even if they never spoke.

What surprised Anton the most, though it really shouldn’t have, was he was good with the kids. Maybe it was because they were unusually well-behaved, or maybe he’d just found a rhythm with them, more often than not he thought it due to his sister, and how he still missed her.

The children’s bright eyes tracked him as he spoke, their laughter rising like birds from their throats when he told a joke. It was a delicate balance, not treating them like idiots but not assuming they were adults either. Somehow, Anton walked that line without stumbling and it made him feel good, really good.

At the end of the day, when the parents arrived to pick up their children, Anton collapsed onto the floor, exhausted. “It’s funny,” he told Yalla. “I’ve been trained in combat and portal-opening, but this is the most tired I’ve been in ages.”

“Tell me about it,” Yalla said, not sounding particularly sympathetic. The light slanted low through the windows, casting long shadows across the classroom. She stayed standing, arms folded, watching the last of the children leave. “You’ve realized by now that these kids don’t need to open portals. They need to find their place here. You’ll do more good by helping with that.”

“You don’t have to be so defensive,” Anton replied, feeling a small sting in her tone. “I’m not here to steal them away. I’m not going to take them to the war.”

“The war is coming to us,” Yalla shot back, her voice steady, firm. “More than half our population are children. You do the math.”

Anton kept quiet. He could argue he hadn’t brought the war to them, but that wasn’t entirely true. His ability to open portals had put them all in danger. If not for him, Jaksa wouldn’t have been able to send troops here. And what had they expected to find? Some militant camp? A resistance army? No. This village wasn’t what anyone imagined.

“I want to make up for my mistakes.”

“I have a hard time believing that.”

“Why?”

“Because you’ve been here for only a few weeks. How long were you with the Sagras? People can change, Anton. I just don’t believe they change that quickly.”

She had a point. The late afternoon breeze drifted in from the window, cooling his skin, but it did little to ease the weight pressing on him. He couldn’t even explain his own transformation fully. But something had shifted inside him.

“Do you know what a scream first is?” Anton asked, breaking the silence.

“A what?”

“A scream first. It’s when a group of kids drags two others into a bathroom and twists their ears until one of them screams. Whoever screams first gets their head shoved in a bin full of used toilet paper.”

“That’s awful!” Yalla’s face contorted in horror. “Did they do that to you?”

Anton nodded, absentmindedly brushing his left ear. “The first dozen times, I screamed first. After a while, I learned to endure it. See my left ear? How it droops more than the other? It’s from all those games.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Because I realized I’ve been working for bullies all this time. And I don’t want to do that again.”

Yalla stared at him for a long moment, her expression unreadable. “We need to close the daycare,” she said finally. “Be here tomorrow before dawn. I’ll show you how everything works.”

“I still don’t understand why Zalea wants me here,” Anton admitted, standing and brushing off his trousers. The smell of earth and the faint scent of flowers reached him as they stepped outside.

“Zalea is a cryptic man,” Yalla replied with a sigh. “Maybe he figured he couldn’t keep an eye on you all day, so he left you with me. Help me with this door.”

They finished locking up, and Anton waved Yalla goodbye before deciding to take a walk through the village. The sky stretched above him, tinted with the deepening hues of twilight, and he wondered how long the days and nights lasted on this planet. He had struggled to adjust to the time back in Mina, where the artificial lights and indoor life made everything blur together.

Here, at least, he could feel the passing of time—the gentle shift from day to night.

As Anton wandered through the village, several people greeted him warmly. “Good afternoon! How was your day?” they asked, their bodies alive with gestures that matched their words. Even with the universal translator in his head, their communication felt foreign—more than words, they spoke with their hands, their faces, their entire bodies. Anton tried to mimic their gestures, but it felt awkward, as if his body didn’t quite belong here.

He drifted further, eventually finding himself at the edge of the village, a place he hadn’t been before. The land dropped into a massive cliff, the forest below looking small, like a model a child might build for a college project. It was quiet here, the wind rushing up from the trees below, and Anton welcomed the solitude. He’d seen so much—so many strange places—and wished he could share it with the only person who mattered.

“I wish you were here, Cassie,” Anton murmured, staring at the horizon. “I wish there was a way to bring you here.”

Then, like a slap to the face, it hit him. What was he thinking? He could bring her here. Anywhere, anytime. He was a portal opener. He had the talent, the training. Why hadn’t he tried this before? The realization twisted in his gut. Cassie was just a portal away, always had been.

The cliff wasn’t the safest place for this, but it was remote. He didn’t want anyone interrupting him. And what about Jaksa? Didn’t she have that sixth sense for portals? Sure, but even with all the energy buzzing in this village, she hadn’t found it. Maybe, just maybe, the portal energy would cloak what he was about to do. He promised himself to be quick, not to draw any attention.

Anton sat on the soft grass, the blades tickling his legs, and closed his eyes. He focused on his breathing, inhaling deeply, trying to summon the energy without forcing it through fear or panic. He pictured the attic—their attic—where he and Cassie used to hide. He tried to feel it, to smell the musty air and see the light filtering through the old wooden beams, every detail sharp in his mind. Something stirred inside him, a familiar warmth blooming in his chest, growing until it became a surge, like a wave breaking through his body.

The taste of spoiled candy filled his mouth—that sickly sweetness that always accompanied a portal. He opened his eyes. There it was: an inverted triangle with rounded edges, shimmering in the air six feet from the cliff’s edge.

Anton stared at it, heart pounding. The attic was there, waiting on the other side. He could see the old wooden floorboards, the cracked paint. Nostalgia welled up in him, for a time and place he hated but missed all the same. He knew he’d jump. He always did. But the rush of emotions made his legs feel shaky. What if he couldn’t get back?

He raised his hands, palms facing the portal, and tried to will it closer. He’d never tried this before—moving a portal through thin air. But nothing happened. The portal hovered, taunting him.

“Shit,” Anton muttered, his pulse quickening. There was no turning back now. Cassie needed him, and he needed her. With a frustrated grunt, he took a few steps back, then ran toward the portal, leaping from the cliff’s edge.

The disorienting shift of gravity hit him like a punch to the gut, but he landed hard on the familiar attic floor, the boards creaking beneath him. For a moment, he lay there, feeling the cool wood against his skin, catching his breath.

But something was wrong. The attic—their safe place—was empty. No drawings on the walls, no scattered food wrappers or blankets. It felt like a hollow shell, abandoned and forgotten.

Anton’s stomach dropped. “Cassie?” His voice barely echoed in the silence. He rushed to the trapdoor. Locked from the outside. He slammed his fist against it, but it didn’t budge. Panic set in. There were no windows in the attic, no way to see what was happening outside. He had to pry a few roof tiles loose just to get a glimpse of the street below.

The scene outside was painfully ordinary. The old neighbor carried groceries, a boy walked his dog, a man painted his fence. Anton recognized them all—the people he’d grown up with, the people who had no idea that entire worlds existed beyond their little street. The normalcy of it made his head spin.

For a moment, he wondered if he’d imagined it all. If maybe, after getting hit by that car, his brain had snapped, creating this fantastical journey to cope with his injuries. Was this all some delusion?

But when he glanced back, the portal was still there, glowing faintly, a doorway to that faraway planet. Reality anchored him, sharp and undeniable.

“Cassie!” he shouted, pounding on the trapdoor again, his voice cracking with desperation. But the house was silent, eerily empty, no signs of his family. He pressed his ear to the floor, straining to hear the faint hum of a football game, the whir of his mother’s blow dryer—anything.

Nothing.

Tears blurred his vision as he staggered back, staring at the portal. He had to get back. He had to. With one final glance at the attic, he stepped back and leapt again, this time with less grace.

The gravity shift was brutal, yanking him sideways and slamming him against the cliff. His fingers dug into the roots jutting from the rock, the strain burning his arms as he fought to climb back up. Mud clung to him, staining his clothes as he crawled to the top.

When he finally reached solid ground, he lay there for a moment, chest heaving, the cool air biting at his skin. The portal had vanished, leaving nothing behind but the cliff’s jagged edge and the weight of his failure.
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They were soldiers. Soldiers didn’t ask questions; they followed orders. Understanding wasn’t necessary. It didn’t matter if the mission was to kill a dictator or subdue an innocent person—training instilled the skills to get the job done. Magna knew this, even if it gnawed at her. Coming from an artistic background, adjusting to this cold reality had been brutal. Every time rebellion bubbled within her, that memory returned—the theater drowning in blood, bodies disintegrating in a wave of violence, all because she’d hit one note too high.

That memory had been her anchor. But now, it wasn’t enough. A deep unease rippled through everything. Larya was barely around, and when she did appear, her eyes darted like prey sensing a predator in the shadows. The tension pressed into every corner, each movement heavy with suspicion. Neither Magna nor Iro spoke of Anton anymore—fear of being overheard kept their lips sealed, but there was another reason: they no longer trusted each other.

They didn’t even trust themselves. Magna knew it was part of being a weapon—a bomb destroys itself first before it annihilates everything around it. And with each day that passed, her awareness of the power in her hands grew, heavy and dark. The thought of that power felt less like a gift and more like a curse, shackling her in ways she couldn’t fully comprehend.

The last time Anton’s name had been spoken was two days after he vanished. The guard’s clipped words echoed in her mind: Anton is gone, and you won’t speak of him again. For a brief moment, she’d wondered if he’d been promoted, whisked away to some higher-level facility. But fear of punishment kept her from asking Larya or Iro. Caution was survival now.

Everything had shifted since then. Magna was no longer allowed to arrive at the gym before the others, and guards trailed them everywhere—silent shadows, present but intrusive. A female guard followed her closely, like a warden with a prisoner. It was suffocating, and there was no escape in sight.

Her thoughts drifted back to her days of opera training, a time when rules felt restrictive but meaningful. She couldn’t eat or drink whatever she wanted, her meals controlled to maintain her vocal cords. She wasn’t allowed to speak freely, her voice saved for rehearsals. Back then, sacrifice had purpose. She remembered standing on the stage, ready to unleash her soul through music. Each high note had felt like an achievement, proof of her devotion to her craft. But here? Here, there was no stage, no performance that made the effort worthwhile. Everything felt hollow, as though they were all going through the motions for reasons nobody could explain.

Ever since Anton disappeared, their routines seemed pointless. There was no direction, no purpose, just mindless training, day after day. Even the wrist piece that dictated their tasks felt different now—its robotic voice grating against her nerves. The mechanical commands used to blend into the background, but now it was as if she, too, was becoming mechanical. Her voice coach’s advice echoed in her mind—all those years of protecting her vocal cords to maintain that crystalline sound, only to be reduced to this soulless monotony.

She missed the conversations she used to have with Anton. He’d been shy, a contrast to her more expansive nature, but somehow they’d connected. She remembered that night on the rooftop, sharing thoughts and fears under the stars. After that moment, happiness had seemed elusive. Not that she loved Anton, but he had a clarity of purpose that neither she nor Iro possessed. Anton had something—someone—he was fighting for. He wasn’t a bomb waiting to detonate; he had a reason to live.

That morning, as she was escorted to the gym by her guard, she passed Iro in the hallway. She nodded to him, and he returned it with a weak, joyless smile. Training blurred into routine—sloppy movements, minds elsewhere. Uncertainty weighed them down, and there was no one left to guide them.

Magna thought of Dem, their former coach, who had briefly made things feel focused, even hopeful. She remembered his encouragement, the way his presence had lifted the training sessions. But he was gone too, whisked away after only a week. Larya had mentioned something about him growing tired of the work, but Magna had seen no sign of that. He’d been enthusiastic, invested in their progress. The suddenness of his departure gnawed at her.

Today, the robotic voice in her wrist piece seemed harsher, barking commands that felt increasingly meaningless. She wondered if the same voice that once carried music could be reduced to this monotony forever. All those years of training to sing, and now she was a cog in a machine.

Magna couldn’t shake the feeling that she didn’t even know the extent of her own abilities, and that uncertainty terrified her. She had heard of the Ekasai before she became one, and the idea had seemed powerful—almost mystical. But now, it felt like a burden she hadn’t asked for. All her effort, all her training, seemed to boil down to one simple thing: keeping the curse of her power in check. She wanted to master it, to control every aspect of portal opening, but more than that, she wished she never had to open another one.

“You’re exhilarating,” Larya’s voice echoed from the back of the gym.

Magna froze, startled. “I’m sorry, ma’am,” she stammered, unsure what she had done wrong.

“I was talking to Iro,” Larya replied, her voice clipped. “You’re doing fine.”

Something about the way Larya spoke now felt off—like she wasn’t the same person Magna once knew. The fire that once fueled her actions had dimmed, replaced by something more fragile. It took Magna a moment to recognize it: fear. Larya, who had always made things bend to her will, was now just another piece of a larger puzzle, and Magna couldn’t help but think that was sad as hell.

“Magna, I need to speak with you after training,” Larya said, her voice tight. “The guard will take you to my office. Iro, you’ll come after her. For now, I need both of you to put in more effort. Iro, don’t let me catch you hesitating again.”

That didn’t sound like the Larya she knew. Something had shifted. Whether it was a result of their last conversation or something Jaksa had done to Larya, Magna couldn’t say for sure. The words Larya had spoken still haunted her: There’s no freedom for the children of Jaksa. For a brief window, Magna had thought she could free Larya, but something inside Larya had broken since then. It couldn’t be fixed.

Magna started to wonder if the woman before her was even the real Larya—maybe she was a clone or puppet for some unseen force. Everyone answers to someone, no matter how strong or confident they appear. Even Larya.

From across the room, Magna caught Iro’s gaze. He was watching her too, and they exchanged a nod that was more than acknowledgment. It was understanding. Something was happening. Something neither of them could control.

The physical training that followed did little to settle Magna’s unease. Her muscles strained, but they couldn’t release the tension coiled deep inside her. Singing had always been her true outlet. In the past, she would have opened her mouth and let her voice carry away her troubles. It had been over a year since her last proper rehearsal, and though her voice wouldn’t be as sharp, the longing to sing a single note ached within her.

When the training ended, Magna wiped the sweat from her brow, catching her breath. Her body was exhausted, but her mind raced. The guard approached. “Larya wants to see you now,” he said stiffly.

“I need a shower,” Magna replied, feeling the grime clinging to her skin.

“That won’t be necessary.”

“You expect me to show up like this?” she shot back, raising an eyebrow.

“She wants you now.”

“If that’s what she wants,” Magna muttered, rolling her eyes.

As they walked, Magna took in the building’s haunting stillness. The air felt heavy, like it had been trapped inside for far too long. It smelled of old dust, like the place had been forgotten. Faint echoes followed them—the shuffle of her boots against the worn floorboards, the guard’s steady, unrelenting steps. It was an old building, the kind where ghosts might settle in for the long haul. She half-expected to hear whispers from the walls.

They stopped outside Larya’s office. “I’ll wait here,” the guard said, his face impassive.

“You’re quite the charmer,” Magna quipped, pushing the door open before he could respond.

Larya sat alone in a dimly lit room, the walls painted an oppressive dark green. There were only two chairs—one already occupied by Larya and the other waiting for her. The atmosphere was stifling.

“Magna, have a seat,” Larya said, her voice softer than before. It wasn’t a request.

Magna sat down, her pulse quickening. Something about this felt wrong. “What can I do for you?” she asked cautiously.

Larya leaned forward, her eyes clouded with exhaustion. “Before we begin, I need you to pledge your loyalty to the Sagras.”

“I pledge my loyalty,” Magna replied automatically, though something about the words felt hollow as they left her mouth.

“That’s a good start.” Larya exhaled deeply, as if even speaking was an effort. Her face looked drawn, the light in her eyes dimmed. “I know you’re curious about what happened to Anton. I would be too, if I were in your position. I see a lot of myself in you, Magna. But... things have changed recently. Keeping you and Iro apart wasn’t easy, but I wanted to protect you both. I couldn’t let what happened to Anton happen to you.”

“And what happened to Anton?” Magna asked, her voice steady despite the fear gnawing at her insides.

Larya hesitated, then forced a sad smile. Her eyes were tired, haunted by something unsaid. “Anton was sent on an official mission. We believed the Dissidence occupied a distant planet, so we sent him there. But Anton... betrayed us. He destroyed the ship, killed the soldiers, and joined the Dissidence. He’s now their most powerful weapon, and we have to stop him.”

Magna’s heart sank. She didn’t believe all of it, but some of it had to be true. Anton had always been driven by something—something they never understood. Now she knew where this conversation was headed.

“You want me to go after him,” she said flatly.

Larya nodded, the sadness still clinging to her features. “Yes. But this isn’t a rescue mission. You’ll lead a team. And Anton must be... eliminated.”

The words hung in the air. Magna’s pulse raced. She was the one they had chosen, not Iro. “Why me?”

“You’re the best we have left,” Larya admitted. Her voice wavered, the weight of the words almost too much to bear. “We put too much faith in Anton. We didn’t anticipate how connected his abilities were to his emotions. Jaksa has been watching you, and we agree. You’re the best chance we have now.”

Magna sat back, her mind racing. “You could’ve sent me from the start.”

Larya flinched, her hands twitching as she rubbed her eyes. “We didn’t know then what we know now. Get some rest, Magna. You’ll be briefed in the morning.”

As Magna left the room, the guard was waiting outside. The hallway felt even colder now, the air biting at her skin. “You don’t need to follow me anymore,” she told him, her voice icy.

“My orders are—” he began, but Magna moved faster than he anticipated. Her knee drove into his stomach, knocking the wind from him. Before he could react, she struck him in the neck, and he crumpled to the floor.

Magna didn’t even look back. She walked to her room alone, savoring the brief moment of freedom.
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ANTON


“Yalla, do you have a minute?” said Anton.

It was still dark outside, though dawn approached. Yalla organized items on a shelf, and Anton was supposed to be helping.

“Anton, I don’t know how the Sagras treated you, and I have no idea what Zalea’s plans are for you. Personally, I’d prefer a middle-aged woman as an assistant. But if you’re working here, you need to be on time.”

“Please, listen—”

Yalla turned to him, her expression filled with disdain. “This is my life. Do you get that? I have no family, and I don’t know how to do anything else.”

“I understand why you’re upset, Yalla,” Anton said. “I don’t know what I’m doing here either. But please, listen. Last night, I opened a portal to my home planet.”

“You what?”

Anton immediately regretted bringing it up. He had hoped Yalla might be open to hearing about how he’d created a portal and visited Earth. They’d only known each other for a couple of days, but he felt a desperate need to talk to someone. His only other option was Zalea, and that sounded worse.

“Do you have any idea what danger you’ve put us in?” Yalla demanded. The children hadn’t arrived yet, but they would soon. “The Sagras can detect portals.”

“You’ve got portals all over this village!” Anton countered.

“It’s not the same. It’s—” Yalla trailed off, clearly unsure of the difference herself. Even she didn’t fully understand the distinction between the village’s portals and Anton’s. He thought about Jaksa’s words—how she said this planet was beyond their reach—but he didn’t want to dig into those details.

“What did you do after?” Yalla asked, glancing over her shoulder to ensure they were alone. “I don’t know much about portals, but I know they can take you anywhere. You said you went to your home planet.”

“Yes, Earth. I lived there with my sister, Cassie. She has special needs, and I left her the day I opened my first portal. I had this urge to rescue her. I know it sounds crazy, but I had to try.”

They stared at each other for what felt like an eternity. Finally, Yalla spoke. “I have to tell Zalea.”

“Please, I—”

“I have to, but I won’t. Don’t ask me why. I don’t like Zalea, and I don’t trust what you two are up to. But you need to explain something to me: are we in danger?”

Relief washed over Anton. “There are three people behind the Sagras Empire: Jaksa, her son Commander Sirota, and his daughter Larya. Jaksa is the one to worry about. She can sense portal energy across the galaxy. She found me when I opened a portal on Earth. She knows about this planet but hasn’t sent a ship here—it’s too far away.”

“Our portals lead to other places. Couldn’t she detect them?”

“I don’t know. These portals are ancient. Maybe they don’t generate enough energy for Jaksa to notice.”

“But what you did last night could still be dangerous!”

“I told you—they already know about this place.”

Yalla shook her head. “Not here, Anton. Your home planet. You opened a brand-new portal there. This Jaksa knows how to get to Earth now. If you open another one, you’ll risk your sister’s life and everyone else’s.”

Anton’s stomach churned. He realized that he might have endangered not only himself and the Dissidence but everyone on Earth. He imagined what could happen if the Sagras invaded—intelligent, organized aliens, equipped with far more advanced technology than any Earth military. All because of his impulse to see Cassie.

“You alright?” Yalla asked, her voice softer.

“I’ve made a huge mistake,” Anton admitted. “I need to fix it.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I have to go back. I need to warn someone—the government, anybody…”

“And you think they’ll believe you?”

“I have to try!” Anton shouted.

“No. You can’t. If you open another portal, Jaksa will sense it again, and things will only get worse. Besides, how would you convince them? What would you even say?”

Her logic cut through his panic. Anton knew she was right. He needed time to think, to figure out his next move. But as the first children entered the room, smiling and carrying their lunchboxes, he decided it would be better to focus on the task at hand rather than spiral into despair.

“What do you want me to do?” he asked Yalla, his voice calmer now.

“Help the children put their lunchboxes on the shelves,” Yalla instructed. “After that, we’re going to sing some songs.”

The kids were like little angels compared to the children on Earth. Their lunchboxes, woven from wicker, and their ragged clothes didn’t bother them—they looked happy, and each thanked Anton as he helped them. In the half hour it took for everyone to arrive and organize their belongings, Anton managed to push thoughts of last night’s mistake aside, so charmed was he by these little ones.

He couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to sense portal energy, like Jaksa did. Zalea had said these kids had strong portal energy, though they weren’t Ekasai yet. This whole thing was far more complex than Anton could grasp. He hoped for more time to figure it out.

“Hello, Anton! We’re talking to you!”

The children’s laughter snapped him out of his thoughts. “What?” he asked.

“They’re asking if you went to school back on your planet,” Yalla said, amused.

Anton laughed along with them. “It was much different there.”

“How?” one of the kids piped up.

He hesitated, unwilling to tell them about the bullying he’d endured from kids like Mac, or how he barely scraped by in school, unsure if he’d even graduate. Those weren’t the memories he wanted to share. Instead, he tried to recall something positive.

“Anton, you’re sweating,” Yalla pointed out.

“Am I?” He wiped his forehead. “Sorry, I guess I…”

That unsettling feeling started rising in him again. All it took was a simple question from the children, and his portal-opening instincts began to stir. Yalla took his hand and led him outside to the back of the school. “What was that just now?” she asked, her voice low.

“Something almost happened.”

“I saw. You need to control it. I can’t have you...”

“Maybe I should leave,” Anton cut in.

“No. We need you here. The children are warming up to you.”

“It didn’t seem like it.”

“Trust me,” Yalla insisted. “I know them better than you do.”

Anton couldn’t tell if she was sincere or just trying to keep him around because she needed help. “At least stay until the end of the day,” she added. “Then I’ll tell you my story.”

“Your story?”

“I was once like those children,” Yalla said. “Stick around, and I’ll tell you all about it. But for now, let’s go back—and try to keep control. We’ve got a job to do.”

Back inside, the children sat quietly. Anton forced a smile. “You asked about school on my planet? We had schools for young people and older people. But I never thought I’d go to school for older people, even if I wanted to.”

“Why not?” one child asked.

“Because I wasn’t smart enough,” Anton admitted, grinning.

The kids laughed, but Yalla intervened. “Don’t be mean. We all know Anton is a smart man.”

Her kind words touched him, though Anton knew the truth. He’d never been clever enough for college. He was destined to live with his parents forever, jobless, until he discovered his one unique ability—a power he barely understood.

Anton hadn’t expected to be so hands-on. There was always something to do: materials to gather, questions to answer, problems to solve. At one point, a child took too long in the bathroom, and Yalla sent him to check on the situation. The boy, terrified of a spider, refused to go in. Not knowing how to handle it, Anton returned to ask Yalla for guidance.

“Just kill the spider,” she said. “Then he can take care of his business. It’s that simple.”

Back in the bathroom, Anton spotted the spider—a blue, hand-sized creature with twice as many legs as an Earth spider and a dozen glowing red eyes. No wonder the kid was scared. Anton picked up a rock and tossed it at the spider. It dodged, scurrying to another wall. He threw the rock again, this time hitting it, and the spider exploded in a spray of green goo.

“Your spiders are scarier than ours,” Anton said as he returned to the classroom, covered in green slime. The kids erupted into laughter.

“You’ve got goo all over you,” Yalla said, chuckling as she wiped him down with a tissue.

After that, the day went smoother. Anton started anticipating tasks without Yalla’s instructions. There was always more to do than he’d imagined, even with such a well-behaved group of kids. Soon it was nap time, and after helping Yalla lay the children down on mats, they sat in a corner, sharing a piece of fruit.

“It’s not an easy job,” Anton said.

“No, but you’re getting the hang of it.”

“You were going to tell me your story.”

Yalla smiled, her eyes distant for a moment. “Yes. I was once just like these kids—born and raised here. I wanted to be a portal opener, and Zalea thought I might have the gift. You saw where I grew up, nearly thirty years ago. They expected me to give birth, too, but I couldn’t. And it didn’t take long for Zalea to realize I didn’t have the gift either. That made me... more or less useless.”

“I had no idea…”

“When I started working with children, I thought my only value was finding the next great portal opener. But things changed. I’m not raising soldiers or weapons, Anton. I’m trying to give these kids what they need to build better lives—lives beyond magic and the Sagras. And I won’t let anyone take that from them.”

Anton listened, realizing just how deeply Yalla cared for these children, for their futures.


50


IRO


The world felt like it was made of endless corridors—corridors leading to more corridors, and occasionally to rooms. Iro had grown accustomed to it; the monotony didn’t bother him anymore. He missed his meetings with the Monk, though, where they’d sit in a luxurious garden, listening to the birds. That life was gone, and he blamed Anton for it.

This time, the guards led him down a hallway he didn’t recognize, in a part of the building that looked long abandoned. They hadn’t told him where they were taking him, and he knew better than to ask. But he could still guess, and something in his gut told him this meeting would change everything.

As they walked, Iro noticed the guards were armed with plasma rifles. His home planet had similar weapons, and he knew enough about them—his father had been military. In a narrow corridor like this, a shot would leave them all deaf for hours. These guards felt out of place here.

When they stopped, they showed him a door—plain, wooden, with a golden knob. “He’s waiting inside,” one of them said.

“Who’s ‘he’?” Iro asked, but didn’t wait for an answer. It would be easier to just open the door and find out.

Inside stood Commander Sirota, facing a window that looked out onto an empty courtyard with overgrown grass. It seemed as neglected as the rest of the building. “Good morning, my dear boy,” he said without turning.

“Good morning, sir.”

Sirota’s gaze remained fixed on the view. “I used to like this place,” he said, his voice low, almost wistful. “That was before they moved it. Now everything looks so... disgusting.”

Iro glanced around. The room had once been an office, still cluttered with dusty desks, chairs, and rusty file cabinets. Why hold an important meeting here, of all places?

“Take a seat, son,” Sirota said, finally turning to face him. His tone was hard to read, but there was a weariness in it. “I’m sorry we’re meeting under these circumstances. My mother—Jaksa—loves hosting with lavish tables of food and drink, but this is the best I can offer.”

“Jaksa is interested in me?” Iro asked, surprised.

“Don’t be modest,” Sirota replied. “You’re the most powerful portal opener we have.”

“Thank you, sir,” Iro said, though he knew it wasn’t true.

“Have you enjoyed your training?”

Iro could sense a trap in the question. “Enjoyment doesn’t really come into it, sir. There’s pain, but you have to embrace it if you want to improve.”

“A good answer,” Sirota said, motioning for him to sit. “Please, take a seat.”

They sat across from each other, and despite Sirota’s greater height, they met eye-to-eye. “I imagine you have no idea why I called you here,” Sirota continued.

“Does this have to do with Anton and his defection?” Iro asked.

Sirota’s expression twisted with disgust. “I never liked that kid. Earthlings are unreliable. We’ve had others from Earth before, you know that? People from all over this galaxy, but none of them caused the headaches Earthlings do. They think they’re special—always looking for ways to use their powers to get back to their planet, to rule over it. If I had my way, we’d never use them again. But we work with what we have.”

“I never liked him either,” Iro said, remembering their fight. He’d been itching for a rematch ever since. “Always trying to prove something, to show how good he was.”

“Exactly. But we don’t get to choose where our Ekasai come from. The power is rare, and when we find someone with it, we bring them in and give them the best training we can. Just like we’ve done for you.”

“I appreciate that, sir.”

Sirota leaned forward. “The reason we’re sitting in this decrepit office is that I need to know—how far are you willing to go to protect the Sagras and everything we’ve built?”

The Sagras empire still felt abstract to Iro. He’d heard of them growing up, tales of their might even reaching his family’s poor, isolated farm. But sitting across from one of its highest officials? He never imagined he’d be here.

“I’d fight for you until the end, sir!” Iro blurted out. It wasn’t loyalty speaking, but the desperation to prove himself. After being sidelined in favor of Anton and Magna, this was the first time someone made him feel valued.

“Death isn’t good enough,” Sirota said. “We don’t need martyrs—we need dedication. Absolute obedience. Can you give us that?”

“Yes, sir!”

“Are you willing to kill in the name of the Sagras?”

“Yes, sir!”

“Even if it means killing innocent people?”

“I…”

Commander Sirota rose from his chair and moved to the window. “Trepidation. Hesitation. A good soldier doesn’t know those words. You’re wasting my time.” His tone was ice-cold.

Iro remained seated, unsure how to respond. His mind flashed back to the day mercenaries stormed his village. They’d heard about the boy with portal-opening powers, a boy they could sell to the Sagras. He remembered the way his parents were beaten, thrown into the back of a truck, and driven away. That memory haunted him. He never spoke of it, but it simmered beneath everything he did.

He came from nothing—a poor, militarized world where joining the army was the only future. Being kidnapped and sold to the Sagras had been his ticket out, his chance to be something more. He had no intention of going back to the life he left behind, and he’d do whatever it took to hold on to what he’d gained.

But killing innocents? That was a line he hadn’t yet crossed. Could he? Should he? War always claimed innocent lives, everyone said so. Yet the idea of being the one to pull the trigger, the one who decides who lives or dies, twisted something inside him. Part of him wanted to walk out of the room, to refuse and accept whatever punishment followed. But where would that leave him? Discarded, his potential wasted, living in the shadows of soldiers who were stronger, faster, and more ruthless.

He glanced at Sirota, who stood still as stone, staring out the window. No words of dismissal. No final judgment. Iro’s thoughts spiraled—he imagined himself in battle, using his portal skills to transport troops, to save lives. Maybe he wouldn’t have to kill unless it was absolutely necessary. Maybe, in the right hands, he could do more good than harm.

“I’ll do whatever you command, sir,” he said finally, the words heavy in his mouth.

Sirota smiled as he turned back. “Your portal skills are invaluable. It would’ve been a shame if you refused.”

“Will Magna be fighting with me?” Iro asked, the question escaping before he could stop it.

“Magna? Oh, the opera singer. She’s your friend, isn’t she? Listens to your problems, dries your tears?” Sirota’s voice dripped with sarcasm.

Iro knew what he was really saying. No attachments. No friends. You’re a tool of the Sagras, nothing more.

“Sir, I didn’t mean to upset you,” Iro quickly explained, trying to cover his mistake. “I only asked because Magna is skilled. She’s strong, and I believe she would be an asset in battle.”

Sirota’s face tightened. The truth—the real truth—was something Iro hadn’t said: that he loved Magna, that he couldn’t imagine fighting without her by his side. But he couldn’t show that weakness, not now. Not here.

“Too many Ekasai can become competitive,” Sirota said coolly. “It’s not always wise to have so many powerful assets in one place.”

“What do you mean?” Iro asked, immediately regretting it.

Sirota’s eyes darkened, his expression hardening into something almost monstrous. He stepped closer, looming over Iro, his presence suffocating. For a moment, Iro’s training seemed meaningless. No combat skills would help him against the sheer power radiating from the man in front of him.

“I don’t think you’ll do,” Sirota said, voice low and sharp. “You ask too many questions. You think too much.” His frustration boiled over. “Guards!”

The door opened, and two guards stepped inside, plasma rifles ready. The air felt thick with tension.

“Wait!” Iro said, panic seizing him.

Sirota barely glanced his way. “Take care of him. We’ll have better luck with the singer.” He turned his back, dismissing Iro as if he were nothing.

The guards grabbed Iro roughly, dragging him toward the door. He struggled to find the words to reason with Sirota, but the door slammed behind him, and any chance he had vanished. The guards threw him against the corridor wall, weapons pointed at his chest.

“Do we take him out here?” one of them asked.

“You’ll blow your eardrums out if you fire in here,” Iro said, his mind racing.

The other guard nodded. “He’s right. We’ll do it outside.”

As they hauled him through the hallway, Iro forced himself to breathe, to focus. His only chance was slipping away, and he had seconds to act. They kicked open the door, letting in a rush of polluted, smoky air. The guards shoved him against the outer wall, stepping back and leveling their rifles.

Iro closed his eyes, searching for the energy within him. It had to be now.

A portal opened beneath his feet, and he fell, the world tilting as he dropped through the void. He hit the ground hard, the impact jarring his bones. Looking up, he saw the guards peering down from the other side of the portal, confusion etched on their faces. They hadn’t fired—they could’ve, but they hadn’t.

Iro closed his eyes again, drawing on every ounce of his power. When he looked back, the portal was gone.

He was alone. Safe, for now. But where? That, he didn’t know.
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ANTON


It stunned Anton to learn that Yalla had portal-opening abilities, even if she’d never trained to strengthen them. It wasn’t shocking that someone in this village, bathed in portal energy, would possess such skills. But he couldn’t picture Yalla as anything other than a caregiver for children.

Growing up, Anton had watched other kids talk about what they wanted to be—astronauts, cowboys, and later, more realistic careers like lawyers or engineers. But Anton never wanted anything. He was a blank slate, drifting through life without purpose.

After a week of helping Yalla, he noticed something strange: she never mentioned portals to the children. It was odd, considering how the entire village revolved around them. As she wrapped up a song one day, Anton decided to bring it up.

“Hey, everyone!” Anton called out, standing in front of the class. “I’ve got a question for Mrs. Yalla.”

Yalla paused, her playful smile faltering. “Oh dear,” she said in a light, joking tone. “What’s on your mind, Mr. Anton?”

“Can you tell the kids about the portals around the village?”

The guitar slipped from her hands, but she caught it before it hit the ground. “Anton, this isn’t the time or place.”

“They’ll find out eventually,” Anton pressed.

“You want answers? Don’t use the children to get them.”

“What are portals, Mrs. Yalla?” one of the children piped up.

“Yes, tell us! What are portals?”

The kids began to clamor, their innocent curiosity turning the room into chaos. Anton saw Yalla’s face tighten, sweat beading on her forehead. This shouldn’t be a secret. Portals were a part of life here—so why did Yalla seem so afraid to talk about them?

“Quiet!” Yalla shouted, her voice sharp. It was the first time Anton had seen her lose her calm. A few children started to cry; their earlier curiosity drowned out by the sudden tension.

Yalla knelt beside them, trying to soothe their tears, but the chaos had already unraveled. Her pleading eyes turned to Anton for help. There was only one thing he could think to do.

Anton dropped to his hands and knees and started acting like a gorilla. It had always worked to calm Cassie down when she cried. He jumped around, thumped his chest, and scratched his head. The children’s sobbing slowly faded into giggles, then laughter. Soon they were clapping, cheering for more as Anton’s antics transformed the tension into joy.

After the class emptied, Anton stayed behind. He watched as the last of the children were picked up by their mothers, each family surrounded by siblings attending different daycares and schools. It was almost dark when Yalla finally turned to him.

“Yalla, I’m sorry for earlier,” Anton said, bracing himself.

To his surprise, she wasn’t angry. “You handled it well. But next time, leave portals out of it.”

“You’ve got a problem with them, don’t you?”

Yalla sighed, her face softening with the weight of something she’d been carrying for too long. “I don’t want the children to grow up knowing they’re only here because of portals. Zalea uses them—these children—as batteries to keep those portals open. I think it’s unfair. I don’t want them to feel like they exist just to power something. Not yet, at least.”

Anton felt a knot tighten in his chest. “How does Zalea harvest that energy?”

“We don’t even realize it’s happening. It’s like a bonfire, and we’re the fuel. All we have to do is live, breathe, and the energy flows. But I refuse to let these kids grow up thinking their only worth is to feed that fire.”

“Don’t their parents tell them?” Anton asked, remembering his own childhood and the conversations adults had around him that he never fully grasped.

“They probably do, but did you believe everything your parents told you at that age?”

Anton shook his head, thinking back to his old classmates. At first, they dreamed of excitement and adventure. But as they grew older, they settled for office jobs, paychecks, and security. They, too, were feeding a machine—just a different kind.

“I get it,” Anton said, the realization settling over him like a cold mist. “They want to believe they’re worth more.”

“They are worth more,” Yalla said firmly. “That’s why I don’t want to break their spirits. Not yet.”

A sudden thought struck him. “Have any of them ever opened a portal?”

Yalla blinked, confused by the question. “No. We don’t allow new portals to be created. That’s why I was so upset earlier.” She paused, then added quietly, “Now, please help me clean up.”

“I will,” Anton said, “but only if you show me the old portals.”

“Why would you want to see them?” Yalla stiffened.

“Because I need to understand,” Anton replied, his tone soft but insistent. “And I think you need to face them too.”

“They’re not a tourist attraction,” she said, her voice barely hiding the tension.

“Then show me. Not as a tourist. As someone who needs to know.”

Yalla hesitated, staring at him for a long moment, before finally nodding. “Alright. Tomorrow. I’ll show you. But you need to understand—it’s not what you think.”

“But the portals are there, and people go through them. I saw the workers. Do this for me, and I’ll do anything you ask.”

Yalla hesitated, her lips parting as if to argue, but she closed them again. “It’s getting dark.”

“It’s always dark in a cave,” Anton countered. “Don’t tell me you don’t have lanterns in this place. Come on, do it for me.”

Her expression shifted, frustration and curiosity warring on her face. “It’s been years since I’ve gone through them. It’s nothing special, really.” She picked up a piece of chalk and drew a large circle on the blackboard. “Here we are,” she said, making five smaller circles around it. “And these portals take us where we need to go. Remember that fruit I shared with you on your first day?”

Anton nodded, recalling the tangerine-like fruit with its strange sweetness. “Yeah, I remember.”

“That fruit only grows here.” She pointed to one of the smaller circles. “We have orchards the size of cities. This planet is where we grow our main crops. And here…” She marked another circle with an ‘X’. “This is where we harvest most of our wood. The trees on our planet aren’t strong enough for construction, but the wood here is sturdy and holds heat well during winter. It’s essential for survival.”

“And how did you find all these places?”

Yalla’s eyes darkened with something like nostalgia. “The story goes back thousands of years, long before we had written records. Explorers sought new worlds, taking only what they needed to survive. That’s the foundation of the Dissidence.”

Anton leaned in, hungry for more of the history he’d barely scratched the surface of. Everything he knew about the universe had been filtered through the Sagras, and he longed for untainted truth.

Yalla continued, “This planet here,” she pointed again, “has precious stones. We could trade them, but no one wants to deal with us. Instead, we burn the rocks to release oxygen when we travel to planets low on breathable air.”

Each planet, she explained, provided something crucial—food, water, materials. The village itself served as a hub, a harbor where everything was gathered and distributed. They produced almost nothing on this planet.

“I still want to see it for myself,” Anton pressed.

Yalla studied the chalkboard for a moment, lost in thought. “You know what? Fine. It’s been a while since I’ve shown anyone the portals. Let’s go now.”

Anton felt a rush of excitement. He wished he’d had time to eat, but he didn’t dare push his luck. He followed Yalla out of the classroom and through the village. People were heading home from their day’s work, greeting each other with warmth, the kind of community Anton had never known. The current of humanity seemed to flow against them as they made their way toward the cave, but no one questioned where they were going. Portals were open all day, accessible to anyone who needed them, which still baffled Anton.

“This is the closest one,” Yalla said as they neared the cave’s entrance. The space was silent, almost reverent. “Come with me.”

They grabbed lanterns, their pinkish glow familiar to Anton now, and ventured deeper into the cave. The air grew damp and cool, the walls closing in as the passage twisted. “You could get lost down here forever,” Yalla warned, her voice echoing off the stone. “But don’t worry, I know the way.”

There were no signs or markers, no indication of where the paths led. It felt deliberately confusing, as though meant to deter intruders. The cave was a maze of dark stone and echoing corridors, but Yalla moved with confidence, and Anton kept close.

A faint red light appeared in the distance, growing stronger as they approached. Anton felt its energy pulse through him, stronger than anything he’d experienced before. “That’s the portal,” Yalla said, her voice softer now, almost reverent.

The hexagonal portal shimmered with a red glow, casting long shadows on the cave walls. Yalla took his hand without a word and led him through it. On the other side, Anton blinked, adjusting to the shift in gravity. They stood in an orchard filled with strange white trees, their branches heavy with pale fruit.

“Every time, it’s strange,” Anton muttered, feeling off-balance.

Yalla smiled and plucked a fruit from one of the trees, wiping it on her shirt before handing it to him. “Here, taste.”

He took a bite, and the hunger he’d felt moments before vanished. “This is incredible. I was starving a second ago.”

Later that night, as Anton sat in his room, the day’s events circled in his mind.

He’d checked his character sheet to see progress only to be more shocked than anything. He knew he was on the right path now. One that he had to keep pushing, keep learning.
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Yalla had softened, sharing more about the portals, but she was still firm about one thing: the children couldn’t know. He didn’t understand why, but her words echoed in his head.

“I don’t want to limit their dreams,” she had said. “I don’t want them to feel like they’re only here to fuel the village. Their energy is important, yes, but they are more than that. I need them to understand they have worth before they learn the rest.”

Her words stuck with him, a weight he couldn’t shake as he lay in bed. His thoughts were interrupted by a knock at the door. Part of him hoped it was Yalla, but when he opened it, he found a young man standing there, about his own age.

“Are you Anton?” the boy asked.

“I am. Did Zalea send you?”

The boy nodded. “He has a message for you. They’ve found one of your soldiers.”

Anton’s heart skipped a beat. “What does that mean?”

“I don’t know, sir. I was just told to bring you back to Zalea’s place. You should hurry.”

Anton felt a wave of unease as he quickly dressed. My soldiers. Those words could only mean one thing—the troop he’d left behind when he’d sliced their ship in half. He hadn’t thought of them as his soldiers, but the weight of what he’d done hit him harder than ever. There was only one thing to do now—follow the messenger and face whatever came next.
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Anton didn’t need any more reminders that this was a war, but seeing the soldier lying on the table with his right leg mangled beyond recognition was a brutal one. The sight of the shredded flesh brought him back to harsh reality, like a slap across the face. He longed to return to the daycare, to the peaceful routine with the children, but standing in that room, staring at the gruesome wound, felt like staring into the abyss of war. And when you stare into the abyss, it always stares back.

“Is he going to be okay?” Anton asked, though the rancid smell in the room already gave him the answer. It wasn’t a smell he could forget. It clawed at memories he’d tried to bury—memories of finding a dying rat as a kid, its paw chewed up and rotting. Anton had hidden the poor creature in a shoebox, hoping to save it without telling his parents. The next morning, the sickly stench had filled his room, and the rat had been swarmed with maggots. The odor now was disturbingly familiar, filling his nostrils and dragging that old memory to the surface.

“We’ll amputate what’s left of the leg,” the doctor said, his voice grim. “If we don’t, the infection will spread.”

“You know him, don’t you?” Zalea’s voice sounded from behind. “We checked the uniform. His name is Flann, Sagras Army.”

Flann’s uniform had once been pristine, but now it was caked with dirt and sand. Blisters marred his hands, and his face was locked in an expression of terror. “I brought them here,” Anton muttered. “They were on a reconnaissance mission, and I abandoned them.”

“If you hadn’t, our village would be in danger,” Zalea replied. “We’re grateful for what you did.”

Grateful? Anton recoiled at the thought. The mission had been straightforward—locate the Dissidence, return with the intel, and then open a portal big enough for reinforcements to crush the village. Yet here stood Zalea, thanking him for abandoning his own platoon. It was a bitter pill to swallow, and the taste of guilt lingered.

Flann, still unrecognizing of Anton, moaned in pain, his eyes clouded with agony. Anton wondered what hell Flann had been through since their last encounter, and whether he’d even survive to tell the story.

“Do you give him anesthesia?” Anton asked.

“Better than that,” Zalea said, stepping forward and pulling a thin black string from his pocket. Attached to it was a rough red stone that gleamed in the dim light. Flann’s sweat-soaked face contorted, but the moment his eyes locked onto the stone, his groans quieted. Zalea’s voice dropped into a melodic whisper. “The pain isn’t here. The pain is gone. Repeat it.”

“The pain… isn’t here,” Flann mumbled, his voice fragile.

“No pain.”

“No pain.”

Anton marveled at the hypnotic power Zalea wielded, but when the doctor pulled out the saw and began the grim work of amputation, Anton couldn’t bear to stay. He stepped outside and sat on a rock, trying to calm the churn of emotions and bile in his stomach. The quiet of the evening was starkly different from the chaos inside.

“He’s stable now,” Zalea said as he emerged. “The leg’s gone, but it was a clean procedure.”

“Did he say anything about me while he was conscious?”

Zalea shook his head. “No, we’re still piecing together what happened to the rest of them.”

Anton stared at the ground, dread curling around his heart. The platoon wouldn’t have split up willingly. That meant the others were likely dead. “There must be quicksand on this planet, right?”

“Quicksand?”

“It would explain things,” Anton reasoned, piecing together the fragments in his mind. “Those men wouldn’t go down without a fight. But if they stumbled into a pit of quicksand, their weapons would be useless. Flann might’ve been the only one close enough to grab a branch, pull himself out. He’d be alone, low on ammo, fighting through the jungle… could’ve lost his leg after that.”

Zalea considered his words. “It’s possible. We’ll need to question him once he’s stronger.”

“I was hoping you wouldn’t just kill him,” Anton muttered.

Zalea frowned, almost insulted. “We’re not the Sagras, Anton. He’ll be treated as a prisoner of war, just as we did with you. Once he heals, we’ll offer him the chance to join us.”

“I doubt he’ll take it,” Anton replied, though he remembered they’d thought the same about him.

“Don’t worry about Flann. He’ll get the best care we can provide.”

The doctor emerged from the barrack, wiping his hands on a bloodstained cloth. “The amputation’s done. He’ll need medication and time, but he’ll live.”

Zalea’s brow furrowed. “Do you think he can endure another round of hypnosis? I need to know what happened to the rest of his squad.”

The doctor hesitated. “Under normal circumstances, I’d say no. He’s in bad shape. But… I have a family. We need answers if there are more soldiers lurking out there. It might be worth the risk.”

“Anton, do you want to be there?” Zalea asked, his tone softening.

Anton nodded, though every fiber of his being resisted the idea. The last thing he wanted was to hear Flann’s account of their doomed mission, to relive his own choices. But he couldn’t avoid it—it was his responsibility now. It felt like years had passed since that fateful day, the passage of time distorted by the alien cycles of light and darkness on this strange planet.

As they prepared to return to the barrack, Anton steeled himself. Whatever Flann revealed, it would change everything.

“Don’t make a sound while we’re in there,” Zalea warned, his voice low. “If we disrupt his hypnotic state, he’ll feel every bit of pain his body’s holding back.”

They stepped into the barrack, where Flann lay sprawled on the bed, his right leg crudely wrapped in gauze. Blood still dripped, pooling on the floor, and in the corner of the room, Anton’s eyes locked onto the severed remains of Flann’s leg, tossed carelessly into a bucket. His stomach churned at the sight, a wave of nausea rising. He swallowed hard, determined not to lose control. There was no escaping the reality he faced now.

Flann’s eyes stared blankly at nothing, still lost in the depths of hypnosis. Whatever method Zalea had used on him seemed more powerful than any sedative Anton had known back on Earth. Zalea leaned over him, his voice adopting an eerie, melodic tone. “Flann,” he called softly. “Can you hear me?”

“No pain… no pain at all,” Flann muttered, his voice hollow.

“No, there’s no pain,” Zalea assured him, the words flowing like a lullaby. “But we have questions. You must have answers.”

“I don’t know… don’t know…” Flann’s response came in jagged fragments.

“You do know, Flann. You must. Tell us—what happened to your platoon?”

For a moment, a flicker of something passed through Flann’s vacant eyes. Pain, not physical but emotional, twisted his features. Anton recognized it—it wasn’t the amputation that tortured him, but the memories clawing their way to the surface. “We went on a mission,” Flann murmured, his voice distant. “With a portal opener. Me and the others… went to find something. Didn’t find it. Came back. The portal opener betrayed us… destroyed the ship.”

Anton braced himself, expecting Zalea to turn and meet his eyes, but Zalea’s focus remained fixed on Flann. “And after that? What happened next? Did you go after the portal opener?”

“No rescue,” Flann’s words trembled. “Too far… too far out. No communication. We were stranded. Only hope was him.”

“You needed him to get back home,” Zalea prompted.

Flann nodded weakly, his expression haunted. “Only way home. Needed him to open the portal… to Mina. They would take care of him.”

His story unraveled slowly, disjointed, but the pieces fit together. They had tracked Anton, following the wreckage of the ship. Most of their equipment had been lost in the blast, leaving them to rely on their instincts. There was no protocol for a situation like this. The sergeant had ordered the platoon to ration food, water, and ammunition—supplies salvaged from the fallen soldiers Anton had killed. They had four days of provisions. After that, they would have to hunt, scavenging for survival while hunting down the man who had betrayed them.

As Flann spoke, fear tightened his voice. His words became garbled, the memories pressing too heavily on his mind. Anton could see the horror etched into the soldier’s face, even under the trance. Poisonous creatures had plagued them. One man, bitten by a venomous snake, descended into madness. He had fired wildly at his comrades, and Flann had been forced to put him down. The weight of that act alone had crushed the remains of their morale.

With only three men left, their sergeant dead, command had fallen to Flann. He didn’t feel ready, but he knew he had no choice. Their lives depended on finding Anton—though each of them wrestled with a growing rage. How could they kill him without damning themselves to die on this alien planet? Desperation gnawed at them all.

The quicksand, it turned out, had happened just as Anton had imagined. Flann had barely managed to escape, grabbing onto a vine while his comrades sank, the ground swallowing them whole. He trembled, eyes wet with tears as he relived their final moments.

“Then we saw… the boy… the boy… a hole in the air… he was there… in front of me…”

Flann’s eyes suddenly fixed on Anton. The trance shattered. All at once, the pain of his severed leg and the fury toward Anton crashed into him. His scream pierced the room, raw and filled with torment. Zalea jumped forward, pressing Flann down, but it was too late. The spell was broken.

“Get out!” Zalea shouted at Anton, his hands trembling as he restrained the thrashing soldier.

Anton didn’t need to be told twice. He bolted from the barrack, the image of Flann’s tortured face burning in his mind. Outside, he barely made it a few feet before doubling over and vomiting. The sound of Flann’s agonized screams still echoed in his ears, fading as he wiped his mouth. His heart pounded in his chest, each beat pulsing with the weight of his guilt.

What had he done? All this time, he’d played the role of teacher to the children, pretending as if the lives he’d left behind didn’t matter. But they did. They mattered more than he wanted to admit.

Anton looked up, the world still spinning around him as Zalea approached. “A hole in the air,” Zalea muttered, his eyes distant. “You’re thinking the same as I am, aren’t you?”

“A portal opener,” Anton whispered, the realization dawning. “But how? Who? It was just me and two others…”

“It has to be one of them,” Zalea said, his voice tense. “Isn’t it obvious? They sent someone after you. To recover the soldiers.”

Magna. It had to be Magna. She was the strongest of the group after him. There was no way it could be Iro. If Magna was out there, in the forest, what did it mean? Was this a rescue mission? Or had she come for something far worse—to punish him for what he had done?

Too many questions swirled in his head, and no answers in sight.
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Seeing Jaksa in the training room instantly told Magna something big was about to happen. Jaksa, with her tall, regal frame and an air of timeless authority, looked wildly out of place in a space filled with sweat, clanging weights, and the musky odor of physical effort. Yet there she stood, towering three feet over Magna, her presence unsettling in ways Magna couldn’t quite explain.

Magna had just finished her first round of exercises, still wondering if Iro would show up today. Her bodyguard lingered in the distance as Jaksa arrived. Up close, Jaksa’s ancientness was undeniable. The cracks in her skin told stories of centuries lived, a life spent absorbing knowledge and bending the universe to her will. Magna, who was tall herself, suddenly felt small. Unsure of protocol, she snapped into a formal salute, her training kicking in.

“That won’t be necessary,” Jaksa’s voice cut through the air, calm yet commanding. She had the kind of voice that expected obedience without question. “You’re Magna, right? My son and I have discussed you. Useless boy. I’m surrounded by incompetence, so I’ve decided to handle things myself.”

“Ma’am?” was all Magna could manage.

Jaksa waved the title away, her disdain palpable. “I said no formalities. It’s a waste of time. That’s always irritated me about military types—they fancy themselves the toughest people around but cling to their fake titles and meaningless medals like children with toys. I’ve always wanted to dismantle that system, show them how worthless it all is. But,” she paused, her eyes gleaming with the sharp edge of power, “they’re useful. That’s the key to power, Magna—keep the people who can serve you close.”

Magna had a flood of questions swirling in her mind, but fear kept them locked away. Despite Jaksa’s dismissal of formalities, the raw intensity in her gaze made it impossible not to feel dwarfed. Still, one question clawed its way to the surface: “Ma’am, is there anything you need me to do?”

A shadow of a smile ghosted across Jaksa’s face. “You wouldn’t be here if there wasn’t. Unless you thought I wanted to hear you sing.”

Jaksa’s eyes swept over Magna’s body, assessing every inch of her with an intensity that felt almost predatory. Unnerved, Magna blurted out, “Can you tell me what happened to my... colleagues? Anton and Iro? They... disappeared.”

Jaksa’s eyes, sharp and unforgiving, locked onto hers. “Your dear friend Anton betrayed the Sagras. He slaughtered an entire platoon of soldiers during his escape. As for Iro, we sent him on a mission to bring Anton to justice. Anton killed him within minutes.”

“I don’t believe you!” Magna’s words flew out before she could stop them. Regret hit instantly, the air between them thick with tension.

Jaksa didn’t flinch. She pulled a small device from her pocket, no bigger than a pill, and pressed it between her fingers. A garbled audio recording crackled to life, distorted by static and interference. But beneath the noise, there was no mistaking the desperation in the voices.

“It’s gone!”

“What?”

“The ship—gone. He’s gone.”

“It’s cut in half!”

“We’re screwed!”

“Calm down, everyone. We need to send a message.”

“What message?”

“Back home. They need to know.”

“We can’t! It’s too far!”

The recording fizzled out, leaving a suffocating silence in its wake. Jaksa’s expression remained impassive as another snippet of audio played:

“This is Sergeant Darne. We were caught off guard. We went on a recon mission and left the portal opener at the ship, thinking he’d be safe. By the time we returned, the ship was destroyed. The pilots and the other men are dead. The cuts—too clean. It could only have been done by a portal. The opener is gone. That says enough. Now, it’s just me and six of my soldiers. We’re stranded, too far from home for rescue. We can’t send detailed video or holograms—this audio is the only thing that can reach you, if we’re lucky. We’re going after the opener. He’s our only way back. Let’s hope for the best.”

The recording stopped, leaving Magna standing in stunned silence. The room seemed smaller now, claustrophobic, with Jaksa’s towering presence suffocating any thought of escape.

“He’s not who you think he is,” Jaksa said softly, though her words cut like a knife. “Anton has no allegiance to anyone but himself. He destroyed everything he touched. Including Iro.”

Magna felt her chest tighten, a surge of emotions swirling inside her—anger, disbelief, guilt. Could Anton really have done all that? Jaksa’s words gnawed at her, filling her with a growing sense of dread. The room felt cold, the sterile air heavy with sweat and something darker. She wanted to scream, to tell Jaksa that Anton couldn’t be the traitor she claimed, but the evidence was there, lingering in the muffled voices of the dead and desperate.

“We received this message two days ago,” Jaksa said, her face unreadable, as if delivering bad news had become routine. “We acted swiftly. My son and I agreed Iro was the best candidate for the mission, so we briefed him and sent him to retrieve what remained of our men. He opened a portal right in front of us. We wanted to send a squad with him, but Iro—heroic as ever—insisted on going alone. Less than a day later, Anton killed him.”

Magna almost spoke up but caught herself, her mind racing. How could they know Iro was dead so quickly, especially if the planet was so far away that even messages took time to travel between there and Mina? The question hung in her throat, but Jaksa’s unflinching presence warned her that now wasn’t the time to challenge the story.

“Am I being briefed for a similar mission, ma’am?” she asked, forcing the words out calmly despite the knot forming in her stomach.

Jaksa smiled—an expression so rare it unsettled Magna more than anything else in the room. She couldn’t tell if Jaksa sensed her discomfort, but the smile didn’t belong in a room like this, with its smell of sweat and metal mingling in the air.

“I’ve arranged a meeting with Prince Sagras,” Jaksa replied. “You have one hour. Go to your dorm and prepare yourself.”

In the blink of an eye, Jaksa vanished, her presence snuffed out like a candle extinguished in the wind. Magna remained frozen, the weight of Jaksa’s words sinking deeper into her bones. What had just happened? She’d never felt at home here, never bonded with the other Ekasai beyond a surface level. But she had liked Iro. She had liked Anton. And now she was supposed to believe that Anton was a traitor and that he had killed Iro?

“Magna, I’m so sorry,” came a voice from behind, startling her. Larya’s voice. The woman appeared from the back door, her face pale, her once-sharp features now ghostlike.

“Larya, what are you doing here?”

It wasn’t just that Larya had appeared unexpectedly; it was the way she looked—drained, as if life itself had seeped out of her. Her skin had a translucent quality, like a candle burned down to its wick. “I tried to stop them, Magna. I swear I did. But I’m just one person, and they are too big, too—”

“Who’s too big?” Magna asked, stepping back as Larya reached for her, the desperation clear in her trembling hands. But Magna wasn’t in the mood for comfort—she needed answers, not an embrace. “Is it true? What Jaksa said? Did Anton betray us? Did he really kill Iro?”

Larya nodded slowly, her eyes welling with tears. “Dem’s gone too. Now it’s just you and me, and you’re leaving with them.”

“Get a grip on yourself!” Magna snapped. “Did Anton really betray the Sagras?”

“The Sagras are not important!” Larya’s voice erupted, her words echoing through the cold room. She glanced around, visibly shaken, as if Jaksa could hear her every word. She leaned in, whispering urgently, “The Sagras are a tool, a piece on the board. Jaksa… she’s behind everything. She wants it all. She craves total control, even if she has to burn down the entire galaxy to get it.”

Magna’s head throbbed. None of this made sense. “You’re not making any sense, Larya! What am I supposed to do?”

Larya closed her eyes, her breath shaky as she tried to steady herself. “Magna, you have a power no one can fully understand—not Jaksa, not Anton, not me. My life’s work wasn’t just to create a weapon or open pathways between worlds. I spent everything—my time, my energy—trying to grasp what you are. But none of that matters anymore. What matters is you. You can leave. You don’t need this. Open a portal to anywhere. Run. Go. Escape before it’s too late.”

Run? Where? Magna had thought about leaving before, about using her powers for herself, traveling to distant worlds, exploring new places, meeting people who didn’t see her as a tool or a weapon. But those thoughts were fleeting, nothing more than daydreams. She couldn’t betray the Sagras. They had taken her in, given her a purpose after the massacre she’d caused, saved her from a prison where she would have rotted away. They had given her life meaning again. She owed them everything.

“I’m sorry, Larya,” Magna said softly, stepping away from her. The words carried a finality she didn’t expect, but she had a meeting to attend. And nothing, not even Larya’s pleas, would change that.
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Anton struggled to understand his role in the chaos unfolding around him. The first truth he had to accept was grim: the chances of Flann surviving his injury were slim. Back in Mina, they had the technology and resources to rebuild a body, maybe even give Flann a new leg. But here? Here, the best anesthetic was hypnosis, and that said everything about the kind of medical care Flann could expect.

The second truth cut deeper—Flann’s death would be a relief for Anton. As long as Flann lived, Anton would be haunted by what he had done to him and the rest of his platoon. If Flann survived and talked, there was no predicting what might follow. Zalea already knew too much, but Zalea had his own reasons for keeping that knowledge close, using it to manipulate Anton when needed. Others, though, might not be so restrained.

The sun had dipped below the horizon, casting the medical barrack in shadow. Anton sat on a rock outside, waiting for any news, though he knew there was none. Zalea moved in and out of the barrack, each time summoned by Flann’s pained screams. Inside, the smell of blood and sweat clung to the air, and the constant undercurrent of suffering weighed on everything like a thick fog.

Anton had spoken to the doctor multiple times, but the answer was always the same: Flann had lost too much blood, was in deep shock, and the lack of proper medical supplies made survival unlikely. Zalea’s hypnosis was the only thing keeping Flann tethered to life, but even Zalea had his limits.

“We need to discuss… you know what,” Zalea said suddenly, stepping outside.

Anton looked at him, feeling the weight of the unspoken confession. “It’s my fault, Zalea. I’ll take responsibility.”

Zalea pulled something from his pocket—a small device he must have taken from Flann’s uniform. “This records everything. It holds the truth of what happened out there in the forest. I don’t need to tell you how important it is.”

He handed the camera to Anton.

“Why are you giving this to me?” Anton asked, confused.

“Just take it,” Zalea insisted, his tone leaving no room for argument.

Anton hesitated, but finally took the device. The moment he touched it, a red light blinked to life. It must have been keyed to his DNA, recognizing him as part of the team. “What now?”

Zalea shrugged. “I don’t mess with tech. You figure it out.”

Anton wasn’t much better with technology, but there were only a couple of buttons. He pressed one, then another, and suddenly a hologram flickered to life in the fading light. The projection had a ghostly, almost surreal quality against the darkening sky.

“It’s a recording,” Anton confirmed. “There’s probably days’ worth of footage here. How do we find what we need?”

“Start with the last two hours before they found him. He wouldn’t have lasted much longer.”

Anton scrolled through the footage, fast-forwarding to the critical moment Zalea suggested. Flann’s shaky camera work made it feel like one of those found-footage horror films—disorienting and hard to follow. The soldiers’ movements through the jungle blurred, but then something caught Anton’s attention.

“Wait—pause that,” Zalea said sharply, pointing at the hologram. “Go back a few seconds.”

Anton rewound the footage and froze the frame. His eyes narrowed, trying to make sense of the image. “Is that... Iro? What the hell is he doing here?”

Flann had either deliberately left this detail out of his feverish ramblings or hadn’t been lucid enough to remember. Anton couldn’t believe his eyes—Flann’s squad had Iro as a prisoner.

“He’s a portal opener, right?” Zalea asked.

“Yeah, one of the best,” Anton replied. “They must have sent him here to bring me back. But why keep him like that? He could’ve opened a portal and taken them back to Mina.”

“Maybe he refused,” Zalea suggested. “Or maybe they didn’t trust him.”

Anton stared at the frozen image, trying to make sense of it. “This doesn’t make sense. And where is he now?”

“Let’s rewind. There has to be more.”

The two men sifted through the footage, retracing Flann’s steps in the jungle. After the incident with the snake and the subsequent deaths, Flann, Iro, and the remaining soldiers had marched on in silence. The tension was palpable through the shaky camera work, every step haunted by uncertainty. Suddenly, Flann raised a hand, signaling them to stop.

Anton’s stomach tightened as a red portal—sharp-edged and unfamiliar—appeared in front of them.

Iro emerged from the portal.

“What’s going on?” Flann demanded, weapon drawn.

Iro, visibly disoriented, raised his hands. “Wait! I’m a portal opener, part of the Sagras. I can help.”

Flann didn’t lower his gun. “You’re not our portal opener.”

One of the soldiers muttered from behind, “He’ll do, sir.”

Anton watched, his heart pounding. The scene unfolded like a slow-motion train wreck. Flann’s fear, Iro’s desperation. “What happens next?”

The footage blurred as Flann moved forward, and then the screen cut to black.

Zalea stared at the hologram for a long moment before saying, “There’s no mistake. They captured him. Whatever happened next, he didn’t leave the planet.”

Anton’s mind raced. If Iro was here, was he still alive? Did the Sagras send him to retrieve Anton, or did they have a more sinister mission in mind? There were too many questions, and none of them had answers yet.

“Iro’s out there,” Anton murmured, his voice thick with realization. “And I don’t think he’s just here for a rescue.”

“Can you bring us back to Mina?”

Iro’s eyes flickered with confusion. “I can’t. I can’t. They’ll shoot me for desertion.”

“We’ll shoot you right now!” Flann barked, leveling his weapon. “Or I’ll shoot you myself!”

“I can’t! I won’t!” Iro’s voice cracked, his panic rising.

Anton felt his stomach churn as the footage continued. Any sympathy he had left for Flann and his crew evaporated. Iro and Anton had never been close, but watching these soldiers beat Iro, demanding that he open a portal, was gut-wrenching. With every blow, Anton found himself silently pleading for Iro to muster the focus to escape. But the strikes kept coming, relentless and cruel. When the beatings failed to break him, they escalated to more brutal methods.

“Tie him to that tree,” Flann ordered, pulling a thin splinter of wood from his pack.

Anton glanced at Zalea, noticing the glisten of tears in his eyes.

“They’re really going to—” Anton’s voice trailed off, his mouth dry.

It seemed torture had no boundaries in this galaxy, no matter the species. Watching Flann shove shards beneath Iro’s fingernails was almost unbearable. Anton’s fingers twitched in sympathy, his skin crawling. Iro screamed, his voice hoarse and broken, but he refused to comply. Whatever had happened back in Mina—whatever Iro feared—had burned that bridge beyond repair.

An hour dragged by before they finally gave up, Iro’s body sagging in defeat as they bound his hands behind his back and continued their march.

The next hours were filled with nothing but the slow, agonizing trudge through the forest, every step haunted by desperation. Then came the quicksand pit. Anton knew the story, but the footage revealed a twist. It wasn’t luck that saved Flann—it was Iro. He was the only one who didn’t sink, and instead of escaping, he asked for a knife. Flann threw him one, and Iro cut himself free before pulling Flann from the pit.

“Why did you do that?” Flann asked, disbelief in his voice.

“I couldn’t… I just couldn’t,” Iro muttered, his hands trembling as he handed the knife back.

“No,” Flann said, his voice soft. “You’ll need this to survive. You’ll need these too.” He passed Iro a pack of rations, a flashlight, and a water flask.

“Are you setting me free?” Iro asked, his voice wavering.

“I’m going west. You go east. One of us might find something. Maybe not. You don’t want to open portals, and that’s your choice. I’ll walk the rest of the way. Just go. I don’t want to look at you anymore.”

The footage showed Iro turning and walking in the direction Flann indicated. The rest of the recording aligned with what Flann had told them, including how he injured his leg and the Dissidence found him.

“Iro is still out there,” Anton said, a tightness in his chest. “He was part of my team back in Mina. A portal opener, like me. We never got along, but that doesn’t matter. We have to find him.”

Zalea nodded, his face stern. “Agreed. A loose portal opener is a dangerous variable. We don’t know what he could bring to our land.”

“I don’t think he’ll bring Sagras soldiers here. You saw how he refused to open a portal.”

“That’s not the only threat. He’s alone, hungry, confused—an unstable portal opener is still a danger, to himself and others.”

“How do we find him?” Anton asked.

“You’re our best option. I’d like to hypnotize you, see if we can develop the same ‘tingle’ your former commandant had, but you need to rest first. Go back to your tent. I’ll send a meal and tea to help you sleep.”

“Tea? Shouldn’t we move quickly?”

“The situation is urgent, but rushing in unprepared will do us no favors. You need a clear head, Anton.”

“But what if—”

“I won’t send you on a suicide mission. Take the night. Yes, something could happen while you sleep, but it’s a risk I’m willing to take. Go. Your meal will be there soon.”

Anton had learned not to argue with Zalea when the old man’s mind was made up. He took the lantern Zalea offered but declined the escort—he knew the way back to his tent by now. As he walked, a flood of thoughts swirled through his mind, ugly and persistent. They lingered even as he ate, but the tea began to dull their sharp edges. By the time he finished the cup, his body felt loose, and his mind, quieter.

Lying down, Anton found his thoughts drifting back to Iro and Magna. The training days in Mina felt like a lifetime ago, and strangely, he found himself idealizing them, despite knowing they hadn’t been easy. His body ached with exhaustion, but it was the emotional toll of the day that weighed heavier.

Even if he hadn’t liked Iro, nobody deserved what had happened to him. Anton had to find him, to fix what had been broken. To make things right. To make things…

His thoughts blurred, and he drifted into a deep, dreamless sleep.
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MAGNA


Magna gazed into the mirror, something she hadn’t done in what felt like ages. She looked more like the artist she once aspired to be than the soldier she had become. The dress she wore—a deep blue gown with white pearls cascading down—was exactly like the one she had imagined for her debut at the opera house. For once, the awful flashbacks of her disastrous performance didn’t flood her mind. Instead, she focused on the glamour, the prestige of being the center of attention.

An old woman, certainly not a guard, had led her to this makeshift dressing room. It had clearly been assembled in a hurry; shards of plaster littered the floor where the mirror had been hastily bolted to the wall. Everything here was meant for her.

Without saying a word, the old woman had her try on several gowns before settling on this one. Now, as she sat on the creaky wooden chair, the woman applied makeup to her face. The result wasn’t how Magna would have done it herself, but she didn’t mind. She let herself enjoy the smooth, cool sensation of the powder and brushes on her skin, the fleeting memory of simpler times.

A meeting with Prince Sagras was a far cry from meeting with Jaksa. She had only ever seen pictures of the royal palace, its vast halls adorned with priceless art and lavish thrones. The thought of standing before the prince brought a strange mix of excitement and dread.

Becoming a soldier had never been in her plans, but she had accepted the role when it was demanded of her. The Sagras had rescued her from prison at her lowest point, and for that, Magna had trained hard to become the best soldier she could. Yet sitting here, draped in this gown, feeling the soft weight of pearls brushing her skin, her mind drifted back to the life she had left behind.

On her home planet, Nasma, part of the Sagras Empire, people flocked from distant worlds to visit the grand cathedrals, to hear concerts and operas performed in majestic halls. Nasma was the cultural heart of the galaxy, and Magna had grown up surrounded by painters, poets, and musicians.

When she was just five years old, her parents had realized there was something special about her voice. They enrolled her in an elite music university, where it was soon discovered she possessed an extraordinarily rare vocal range, able to hit the highest notes with ease.

Her parents faced a choice: give her a traditional education or dedicate her entirely to her art. They chose the latter, and from that moment, Magna’s life became singular. There were no friends, no carefree days, only training. It was a lonely existence, but Magna accepted it—she trusted that her parents only wanted what was best for her.

Her teachers dictated everything: when to speak, what to eat, even the temperature of the water she drank. Each decision was made to preserve her voice. Every moment was managed, every detail scrutinized. The other musicians were not friends but competitors, vying for the same applause. She had no life outside of her voice, and though it felt isolating, she accepted it as her reality.

One night, however, something shifted. Thirsty and defiant, Magna snuck into the bathroom for a sip of water from the tap—an action strictly forbidden. The bathroom was dark; she tiptoed across the wet floor but slipped, hitting her head on the cold, tiled wall. The world blurred with colorful streaks as her teachers rushed in. She could have easily made up a story, but guilt gnawed at her. She confessed the truth.

“Magna, your voice is precious!” her teacher scolded. “Do you realize what you’ve risked? If you had bitten your tongue, all the work we’ve invested in you could have been destroyed!”

In that moment, Magna understood—her voice was all that mattered. She, the person, was secondary. If they could separate the voice from the body, they wouldn’t hesitate. From that day on, she tried to forge connections with the other students, but it was futile. When she called her parents, hoping for comfort, they dismissed her homesickness without a second thought.

Her resentment grew. Despite the praise lavished on her voice, Magna began to hate it. It wasn’t the act of singing she despised—she still loved that—but the fact that her voice was a tool, a vessel for emotions and stories that weren’t her own. She was merely a conduit for dead composers’ messages. The tears in the audience weren’t for her; they were for the ghosts she channeled.

Now, as she sat in this strange, hastily arranged dressing room, she couldn’t help but ask herself—what had really changed since the night she hit that deadly note? The night she killed everyone in the theater? The Sagras had rescued her from a prison sentence, but only to transform her into a weapon, just like Anton and Iro. She had moved from metaphorical portals—singing the stories of the dead—to literal ones, opening gates to distant worlds. But the essence remained unchanged. They didn’t care about her as a person. They cared about what she could do for them.

There was no bond between her, Anton, and Iro, except the one forced upon them by circumstance. Still, the artist in her longed for connection, for some kind of meaningful relationship that could make her feel human again. But it was too late. Anton had vanished, Iro was dead, and she was about to embark on a mission that might lead to Anton’s capture—or worse, his death.

“You look fabulous,” the old woman finally said after a long silence. Her voice lacked emotion, as if the compliment was a mere formality.

Magna stood in front of the mirror, gazing at her reflection. The dress she wore was exactly like the one she had dreamed of for her debut at the opera house—deep blue, with white pearls delicately hanging from the fabric like droplets of dew. For the first time in years, she saw herself not as a soldier, but as the artist she once was. She had forgotten what it felt like to feel beautiful, and for a moment, she let herself enjoy it. But this time, she wasn’t preparing for an opera performance—she was getting ready for a meeting with the Sagras, the most powerful family in the universe. It felt surreal.

The door creaked open, and Larya entered. Her face was pale, with dark circles under her eyes, the unmistakable look of someone who hadn’t slept in days. Despite that, Magna was more focused on her own reflection.

“You look amazing,” Larya said quietly.

“You should have seen me sing on stage,” Magna replied, her voice soft with nostalgia. “People said I had the best new voice on Nasma. I had a brilliant career ahead of me… then I got this power, and everything changed. I never wanted it.”

“You still have that brilliance,” Larya reassured her.

Magna hadn’t considered her work for the Sagras a career. A small part of her still believed this was temporary, that one day she’d return to her old life. Seeing herself in the mirror now, dressed in elegance, a tear formed in the corner of her eye. She didn’t let it fall—she remembered how her singing teachers had forbidden tears, saying it would damage her voice.

“Do you have anything you enjoy doing, Larya?” Magna asked, her voice tinged with curiosity.

“I used to love working with Ekasai,” Larya said, her tone distant.

“Used to?” Magna frowned.

“Someday, I’ll tell you about it. But not now. We need to go—we can’t be late.”

A sleek transport waited for them, the windows offering sweeping views of the city below as they ascended. Magna had been on one of these before; they were heading toward a portal in the sky. Larya gripped the arms of her chair tightly, which struck Magna as odd—Larya was a seasoned handler of portal openers, yet here she sat, visibly nervous.

The gravity flip during the portal crossing always left Magna feeling disoriented for a moment, the sensation of her body weight shifting unnervingly. But soon, they emerged in a city where everything was red—buildings, streets, even the sky seemed to cast a crimson hue over the world. At its center loomed the massive palace, the color of fresh blood, the symbolic heart of the Sagras empire. The sight of it filled Magna with a sense of dread. The palace, she knew, was rarely used. It existed more as a symbol of the Sagras’ power, but now they were being summoned there.

Larya spoke, her voice flat, almost rehearsed. “We’ve had… complications recently, so I need to remind you of a few rules. You’re tall. The Prince is not, and he doesn’t like to be around people who stand taller than him. So when you meet him, stay seated unless told otherwise. Only speak when spoken to. There will be food, and you are expected to follow proper etiquette—don’t eat until the Prince does. You are also not to open any portals in his presence. If he asks you to sing, you must comply, but keep your pitch low so you don’t accidentally trigger a portal.”

“Larya—”

“You should never say no to the Prince. Do not refuse any offer or command he gives ever—”

“Larya, what happened to you?” Magna interrupted, her tone sharp with concern.

Larya’s face tightened, and she buried it in her hands. Magna’s heart sank. She had never seen Larya like this—so broken, so vulnerable.

“I’ve seen things, Magna. Things… I can’t even explain them anymore.” Larya’s voice trembled, fragile as glass.

“What really happened to Anton and Iro?” Magna pressed, her tone gentle but firm.

Larya looked around, even though they were alone. She hesitated, clearly wrestling with whether or not to tell the truth. Finally, she exhaled and spoke in a hushed voice, her words raw with emotion. “Anton’s alive. So is Iro, as far as we know. They’re far from here, in need of us. But we can’t help them. The people in power are more concerned with their politics than with saving lives.”

Magna’s stomach clenched. “What happened?” she asked again, her voice barely a whisper.

“I spent my life thinking I could change things from the inside,” Larya confessed. “I thought I could work within the system and use it to make a difference. But I was wrong. I’ve become a cog in the machine, just like everyone else. My family forced me into this role, and now I’m stuck. I thought I could protect you, Anton, Iro… I thought I could be different.”

“You were like a mother to us,” Magna said, her voice shaking. “You gave us a purpose, something to fight for.”

“I turned you into slaves,” Larya spat bitterly. “Slaves to a system that feeds on itself. You can’t escape it. No one can. Unless… unless you have the kind of power you do. That’s why I’ve protected you for so long. My grandmother, Jaksa, has plans—plans I can’t tell you about. If I did, your life would be forfeit.”

“What do you want me to do?” Magna asked, her voice trembling.

“I want you to survive,” Larya said, her voice thick with emotion. “When you meet the Prince, do whatever it takes. Accept his offers, no matter how cruel they seem. Live long enough to figure out how to change the system from within. You have power, Magna. Don’t waste it.”

Magna sat in stunned silence, her mind racing. Larya’s words were cryptic, but the weight of them pressed down on her. What could be so terrible that Larya was terrified to even speak it?

When they arrived at the palace, they were met by a butler who led them through vast red halls filled with crimson statues of Sagras rulers, their eyes cold and lifeless. At the end of a long corridor, they stopped in front of a massive door.

“This is as far as I can go,” Larya said softly, her voice tinged with sadness. “Good luck, Magna.”

Magna steeled herself, twisted the heavy doorknob, and stepped inside.
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ANTON


The first time Iro mentioned the Sagras wanting to use portals as a weapon, Anton brushed it off. He had spent most of his life running—from people, from responsibility—until someone discovered his power. Now, suddenly, he was important, someone others craved. Whether that power was used as a weapon or for transportation didn’t seem to matter much at the time.

But now, after what felt like a lifetime with the Dissidence, something fundamental had shifted inside him. He had started to appreciate life more deeply, to understand the gravity of destruction in ways he never had before. The thought of using a portal to destroy a city—or cut an entire planet in half—no longer felt abstract. It felt monstrous.

Anton realized how fragile everything was, how every action led to consequences. He had failed the soldiers who had trusted him, leaving them behind to face a brutal fate. When he accidentally destroyed the ship and killed part of the crew, his first instinct had been to run. Fear of punishment clouded his judgment, and in that moment of panic, he fled. And because of that, he had met the Dissidence, crossed paths with people like Zalea and Yalla. He was grateful for their influence, but now he knew the truth: he had become a traitor of the worst kind.

Then there were the videos—the footage of Iro being tortured. They had tied him down, broken him, trying to force him to open a portal and take them home. Anton couldn’t reconcile the horror of it. If the Sagras had sent Iro to retrieve him, why hadn’t they sent an entire platoon? Why not ships, armed to the teeth, to rescue the stranded soldiers? And why had Iro, of all people, refused to open a portal back to Mina? What had he been so afraid of?

Anton replayed those questions in his mind, haunted by the choices he didn’t make. If he had stayed on the ship, waited for the soldiers, and told them the truth—that he didn’t understand his own power, that it had slipped beyond his control—perhaps they would have cuffed him, forced him to open a portal back to Mina. Perhaps they would have been more understanding. Or perhaps they would have tortured him, like they did Iro. Only Anton knew that he would have cracked long before Iro did.

He couldn’t know what might have happened, but he knew one thing for sure: those soldiers wouldn’t have been left stranded in the jungle. One of them wouldn’t have been bitten by a venomous alien snake and turned into a rampaging madman. The others wouldn’t have been swallowed by quicksand. And maybe, just maybe, they wouldn’t have brutalized Iro. That, too, was on him.

But then came the most confusing part—how had Iro shown up at all? Iro, the insufferable recruit who always wanted to prove he was better, stronger than Anton. Was he truly on a mission to track him down? Anton had no way of knowing for sure, but one thing was certain: if they met again, it wouldn’t be friendly. They had never liked each other, and now, it would likely come down to a fight. One of them would not survive.

Anton couldn’t sleep that night, his mind spinning through all these thoughts. When the sun finally rose, he skipped his duties at the daycare and went straight to Zalea, needing to unburden himself. Yalla would be furious, but this was more urgent. Lives depended on it.

Zalea listened quietly as Anton spilled his worries. “What do you mean by portals being used as weapons?” Zalea asked, his brow furrowed.

“When two portals overlap, they create an explosion. A massive one. Enough to destroy an entire planet, or even more, depending on its size.”

“And this young man, Iro—you think he’s here to use that against us?”

Anton shook his head. “I think Iro’s more focused on finding and fighting me than on killing anyone else.”

“But he’s a Sagras soldier. For centuries, the Sagras have wanted to see us destroyed.”

Anton rubbed his temples, feeling the weight of the truth. “I don’t understand why they haven’t succeeded yet. You’re not exactly hiding.”

Zalea chuckled, a dry sound that didn’t reach his eyes. “We’re smarter than they give us credit for. The galaxy is far larger than the Sagras empire pretends it is. You said your own planet was so distant they couldn’t send a ship. Distance is part of it, yes, but we’ve also hidden ourselves in places protected by black holes, by meteor fields the size of entire solar systems. The Sagras can’t reach us with ships, and their Ekasai were never strong enough to open portals here—at least, not until recently.”

The explanation settled something in Anton’s mind, but other questions lingered. Before he could ask, Zalea interrupted his thoughts.

“Any news about Flann?” Anton asked.

“We watched the rest of the footage,” Zalea said with a grimace. “I wasn’t prepared for the language. Soldiers have a unique way of speaking.”

“How could you understand without a translator?”

“I’ve studied languages all my life. It’s more rewarding than relying on a computer chip in my brain.” Zalea gave a knowing smile before his face grew serious again. “They were talking about you. About what they’d do when they found you. It wasn’t pleasant.”

“I deserve it,” Anton said softly, the guilt thick in his throat.

“But our women and children don’t,” Zalea replied, his voice sharp.

Anton’s heart skipped. “What do you mean?”

Zalea’s eyes locked onto Anton’s. “I mean, you likely prevented a massacre by leaving those men behind. They were coming here, Anton. If they’d reached our village, they wouldn’t have asked questions. They didn’t have enough ammunition to kill us all, but they could’ve done enough damage to earn themselves medals when they returned home.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“I think you do,” Zalea said, his voice quiet but firm.

What Anton really meant was that he didn’t want to believe Zalea. After a sleepless night, tortured by the guilt of having abandoned his men, the idea that it could have been the right decision gnawed at him. “This mission was supposed to be reconnaissance. They weren’t out there to kill anyone.”

“The mission changed,” Zalea explained calmly. “They were stranded, furious, and bloodthirsty. Without an army to protect us, we wouldn’t have stood a chance. I’m grateful that nature took care of them before they reached us. But now we face an even bigger threat—a portal opener is nearby, and we don’t know his intentions.”

“He’s after me,” Anton replied, resigned.

They stood outside the medical barrack where Flann was still being treated, his cries of pain muffled but ever-present. At first, it was hard to talk over the sounds of his agony, but they had grown used to it. Flann’s suffering had become part of the backdrop, like a storm that wouldn’t pass. “How are things with Yalla?” Zalea asked.

“I’ll probably get fired as soon as I show up,” Anton said with a weak smile.

“That’s not Yalla’s decision to make,” Zalea responded, glancing toward the barrack door. “Yalla has great potential. She could have been a portal opener herself if we’d had the means to give her proper training. How was your training with the Sagras, by the way?”

“Like training for the Olympics,” Anton said, referencing a sports event from his home planet. “All we did was work out, day in and day out. Hardly any mention of portals or interplanetary travel.”

“Portal opening requires vast amounts of physical energy,” Zalea nodded. “It makes sense they’d want you in peak condition. What else?”

“Not much. There was this Monk—he’d get inside our heads, mess around with our thoughts. Not sure what that was supposed to help with.”

“A strong body needs a strong mind,” Zalea observed.

“I guess… but they didn’t really teach us how to open portals. It felt more like… I don’t know, like we were missing the key piece of it all.”

Zalea shook his head. “Portal opening can be learned, but it cannot be taught.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means no teacher can show you how to conjure a tear in space that leads across the galaxy. They can only prepare your body, mind, and spirit to create the right conditions for the power to emerge.”

Anton thought about that. It reminded him of when he tried to learn the guitar as a kid. He gave up after a few days and asked his mom for lessons. She refused, saying if he couldn’t learn on his own, no teacher could make a difference. A silly comparison, but somehow, it made sense now.

“You know what kept me awake last night?” Zalea asked suddenly, his voice dropping. “The thought of two Ekasai here—two portal openers with power. Our village is already surrounded by portals, and the energy flows all around us. How could it all… combust?”

“It won’t,” Anton said firmly. “I won’t let it.”

Zalea knelt, drawing circles and lines in the dirt, interconnecting them in a chaotic web. “Anton, if it comes to it, we may have to move the entire village to another planet. If that happens, you’ll need to close all the portals that are already open.”

“What? Are you serious?”

“I don’t make jokes when the survival of my people is at stake.” Zalea’s tone was flat. “It would mean uprooting everything—our home, our way of life. People will starve, some will die. Do you know why I’m saying this to you calmly instead of grabbing you by the neck?”

Anton had no answer.

“Because change has to come from somewhere. We’ve been stagnant for centuries. This place, this life—it needs to change if we’re to survive. And I’m grateful that, for now, we have a choice in how we go about it.”

“Zalea, I—”

“It’s not certain yet. But if it comes to that, we’ll need your help. You’ll have to close the portals, or the Sagras will gain access to everything we have—our resources, our secrets. Can I count on you?”

Anton’s chest tightened. “Yes, I… I’ll do it.”

“If you have a better option, I’d love to hear it.”

Anton closed his eyes, trying to process the weight of Zalea’s words. He thought of the villagers—the children he played ball with, the pregnant women, the girl who had brought him food in prison, Yalla and her daycare. The thought of turning their lives upside down was almost too much to bear.

Unconsciously, his arms rose, his hands clenched into fists, then relaxed as he opened his palms toward the sky. He didn’t realize what he was doing until a shimmering triangle appeared ten feet above the ground. Its edges were smooth, rippling faintly.

Something fell from the portal with a heavy thud. Anton’s eyes flew open just as the portal closed. Lying in the dirt was a man, trembling and covered in mud. His fingers were blackened, swollen beyond recognition.

Zalea’s voice was tight with concern. “Is that who I think it is?”

Anton’s throat went dry. “That’s Iro.”

“Still afraid of him?” Zalea asked, half-joking.

“Doctor!” Zalea called, waving urgently to the medical staff.

The doctor rushed out, took one look at the figure on the ground, and ordered immediate care. “Keep him away from Flann,” Zalea warned. “I have a feeling they wouldn’t be pleased to see each other.”

Anton watched as they carried Iro away, his mind swirling with questions. How did he know where Iro was? Had he meant to bring him here? It had all happened so quickly, so naturally—he didn’t feel like he had opened the portal; it felt as though the portal had opened through him. And the strangest part was how good it felt.
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MAGNA


The table dominated the room, nearly buried beneath a spread of food. Magna picked at a small canapé, paired with a glass of juice made from an unfamiliar fruit. But the food, no matter how extravagant, was irrelevant. What mattered was the man seated on the other side of the table.

Guards had escorted her in, and she knew she looked stunning—every detail of her appearance carefully designed to impress. This was her chance to make an impact on Lord Sagras, the most powerful figure in the galaxy. She had seen his pictures before, imagined him tall, dignified, and commanding. Yet, the reality was the opposite.

“Sit down, eat,” he barked through a mouthful of food. He didn’t wait for her to arrive before digging into a platter of seafood, cracking shells with his hands and sucking their contents loudly. Magna glanced around. They were alone.

“Milord,” she said, bowing as she took her seat. “My name is Magna, one of the Ekasai trained for—”

“I know who you are,” he cut her off, wiping his chin with the back of his hand. “And I know about your friends. You lot have been causing more trouble than you’re worth, but they tell me keeping you around is better than the alternative.”

“I’m here to serve, milord,” she said, keeping her tone respectful.

“Good. So sit and eat. You’re too skinny,” he added, waving his fork at her.

The spread was extravagant, tempting after months of nothing but rations. But it felt wrong to mix such an important meeting with a feast. Lord Sagras, however, appeared to enjoy mixing both. Should I bring up the real issue? she wondered. This could be her only chance to speak with him. Still, it felt inappropriate to leap straight into questions while he gorged himself on seafood.

“You’ve heard about Anton, I assume,” Lord Sagras said, interrupting her thoughts.

“Yes, milord.” The audio of the soldiers’ desperate voices replayed in her mind. She wondered where Anton was now.

“Ekasai aren’t soldiers. You train, you learn how to control your minds and bodies, especially the part of your brain that opens portals. But you don’t bond the way soldiers do. You don’t develop the same camaraderie. That’s why Anton did what he did.”

Magna wanted to ask what exactly he meant, but she held her tongue. Lord Sagras reached for a sharp knife, slicing into a thick slab of ham before adding cubes of cheese and a cluster of grapes to his golden plate. He stood, his short frame even more evident, and walked toward her. “Here, eat this,” he said, thrusting the plate into her hands. “The best food you’ll ever taste. I don’t want you to miss out.”

She took the plate, stunned. It wasn’t every day that the ruler of the galaxy served you food. As she cut into the ham, she couldn’t deny—it was the most flavorful thing she had ever tasted, the salt and richness melting on her tongue.

“I’m fond of the arts,” Sagras continued, settling back in his chair. “I’ve invested more in the galaxy’s cultural development than anyone before me.”

“We’ve always been grateful for that on Nasma, milord. People speak of you as the greatest patron of the arts.”

“Well, I am, aren’t I?” he said with a smirk, reaching for a goblet of wine. “A man in my position needs a refuge from time to time. Life, even as a ruler, can be… trying. When it’s too much, I find solace in a painting or a voice like yours.”

Magna swallowed hard. The memory of her voice—her power—filled her with both pride and dread. “I haven’t sung since the… incident,” she admitted.

“Ah, yes, the incident.” His tone dripped with condescension. “And you’re telling me that Larya, Jaksa, and that idiot Commander Sirota haven’t provided you with a proper singing teacher?”

“No, milord. My portal-opening is tied to my voice. If I lose control, I risk opening unwanted portals.”

“That’s precisely why you need a singing teacher,” Lord Sagras said, his voice growing sharp. “If you opened portals with your arms, they’d have you strengthening your muscles, learning control. But because it’s your voice, they neglect it. Incompetence!” He slammed his fist on the table. “When you return from this mission, you’ll have the best music tutors in the galaxy at your service. We’ll make sure your power is properly harnessed.”

The idea of training her voice again stirred emotions Magna thought she’d buried. She had lived in fear of her own voice, afraid to even raise it in normal conversation, terrified of unleashing something uncontrollable. Could she really return to singing?

“Sing for me,” Sagras said suddenly, breaking her thoughts.

“Milord, I… my voice is rusty. I haven’t sung in ages, and the risk—”

“I wasn’t asking,” Sagras snapped, his eyes narrowing.

Magna froze, the weight of his command pressing down on her. Her heart raced, her palms damp. She glanced around the lavish room—marble columns, gold-framed paintings, and the opulence of it all. It was a gilded cage, and in that moment, she felt trapped.

Taking a deep breath, she opened her mouth to sing, her voice trembling at first but gradually gaining strength. The sound was pure, haunting, but she kept the pitch low, careful not to let it rise, to keep the portal dormant.

Lord Sagras watched her intently, his fork paused in mid-air as if savoring not just the food but the power behind her voice. The room felt smaller, the air tighter. Magna could feel the ripple of energy beneath her skin, threatening to break free, but she held it down, just barely.

When she finished, the silence in the room was palpable. Sagras leaned back in his chair, a satisfied smile creeping across his face.

“Beautiful,” he said, his voice softer now, almost reverent. “You have no idea how valuable you are, Magna. Soon, the galaxy will know it too.”

“There’s always a chance I’ll open an unwanted portal, and—”

“I’m counting on it,” Lord Sagras interrupted. His eyes gleamed with unsettling excitement. “No more restraints, Magna. Forget everything we taught you. Remember what you were made to forget. I want a raw portal, something pure. Something immaculate.”

Magna’s gaze darted around the room, seeking escape, but there was none.

“Get up,” he commanded, his voice dripping with expectation. “Onto the table. It can take you.”

Her throat tightened. She rose slowly, lips trembling. Hesitantly, she placed one foot on the edge of the table, then the other, climbing atop it like a performer stepping onto a stage. The massive table held firm beneath her weight. Lord Sagras began to clap, a mocking applause that echoed off the ornate walls. Magna lifted her chin, swallowing down the rising fear. It’s not an audience, she reminded herself. It’s just him. One man.

But not just any man. The ruler of the galaxy. The greatest patron of the arts. The man who demanded her best.

She opened her mouth, the first note trembling as it left her throat, weak, uncertain, like pushing against a wall of stone. Her voice strained at first, stiff from disuse. But she pressed on. Each note dug deeper into the parts of her long buried—the artist she had been, the diva within. The voice she feared would fail her rose, rich with power. The walls seemed to hum in response, vibrating with the resonance of her song.

Then it happened.

The room shook violently as water surged through a portal she hadn’t meant to open, flooding in with a force that nearly tipped the table. Lord Sagras was thrown to the floor, drenched.

“Milord, I’m so sorry!” Magna gasped, leaping down from the table as water pooled around her feet.

Sagras, sopping wet, grinned up at her. “Sorry? I’m not!”

Fish flopped on the soaked carpet, their bright purple scales glistening in the dim light.

“Are these fish?” Magna asked in disbelief.

Lord Sagras let out a booming laugh, picking up one of the strange creatures. It had four eyes and gleamed like a gemstone. “They sure are!” he crowed, inspecting the fish with glee. “I’ve never seen one like this.”

Magna stared at the creature in his hands, dazed. “Did I… bring them here?”

“You opened a portal, Magna,” he said, placing the fish on his plate as though it were a prized delicacy. “Right when you hit that high note, the water came pouring through. It broke your concentration, so the portal closed.”

“Was it… from the sea?” Magna stammered.

He sniffed his sleeve. “Salty water. Not from Mina, that’s for sure.”

“I could’ve brought something far worse,” she whispered, the fear now gripping her chest. “What if it had been—”

“Enough,” Sagras interrupted sharply. “You’re missing the point.”

“But I—”

“Don’t you dare interrupt me again!” he bellowed, slamming his fist onto the table. Magna flinched, eyes wide with fear. “Now, sit down.”

She pulled her chair upright and sat. The room stank of wet fish and saltwater, the carpet squishing beneath her feet. The dead fish splayed across the table only added to the nausea twisting in her gut.

“I wanted this,” Sagras said calmly, his outburst forgotten as quickly as it had come. “You just proved what I’ve been trying to tell them all along. Portals are more than tools. They’re weapons. And now that you’ve shown me your potential, we’ll talk about your mission.”

Magna swallowed, her throat dry.

“This doesn’t come from Jaksa and her bizarre family,” he continued, lifting the dead fish with delicate fingers as if inspecting a piece of fine art. “This comes from me. My empire teeters on the brink of collapse. If I don’t act now, it’s doomed.”

With an unsettling precision, Sagras sliced open the fish, laying out its entrails on the table like he was arranging a collection of rare jewels. Magna watched in horrified fascination as he examined each organ in turn, his attention now solely on the creature.

“I’ve always found it fascinating,” he mused, “how many strange life forms exist out there. Did you know that Anton’s people—those on Earth—believe the entire universe was made just for them? Everything, a gift from their god.”

He laughed bitterly. “Talk about arrogance. I grew up thinking the same—that I was special, destined for greatness. But now, I know better. I’m just another ruler in a long line, and I’ll die like the rest. What matters is what I do while I’m alive.”

Magna shivered as the reality of his words settled over her. He wasn’t interested in immortality—only in power.

Sagras laid the fish’s eyes on the table, two gleaming spheres staring up at the ceiling. “You can’t rule a galaxy without weapons. Even if you don’t use them, you need them in your grasp. Portals are the ultimate weapon. They create, they destroy. The Dissidence knows this. And they won’t hesitate to use it against us, especially with Anton on their side.”

“Milord, what exactly is the Dissidence?” Magna asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

“They’re fools,” Sagras said dismissively, flicking one of the fish’s eyes aside. “Children who think they can seize power but have no idea how to wield it. They think they’re liberators, but they’ll tear the galaxy apart in their ignorance.”

Magna’s breath caught as his gaze turned cold, sharp. “It’s better that an empire like mine controls the greatest weapon in the universe than let it fall into the hands of anarchists. Don’t you agree?”

She nodded slowly. “Yes, Milord.”

He smiled thinly. “Good. Then you’ll help me keep that power where it belongs?”

Her heart pounded in her chest. She hesitated for a moment, then forced the words out. “I will. Whatever you need, I’m here to serve.”
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It was a sad sight for Anton, especially knowing it was his fault. In the short time he had spent in the village, he had grown fond of the place. It could have become a home for him, just as it was for the members of the Dissidence. But not anymore. Now they were leaving.

Zalea had given the order, and the villagers obeyed without question. Even the children moved swiftly, packing up their belongings and following their parents with a sense of purpose. The discipline of the children never ceased to amaze Anton—it was as if they had been preparing for this moment their entire lives.

What exactly was the Dissidence? They weren’t guerrillas trying to overthrow the Sagras. They weren’t bound by any political or religious doctrine. They were simply people—diverse, colorful, and beautiful—who used portals to live their lives. Yet everything had changed the night before, when Anton opened a portal and Iro had collapsed at his feet.

Iro had been a wreck. His hands were mangled, his arm broken, his face a map of bruises and cuts. It was hard to tell what damage had been inflicted by the platoon that had tortured him and what was caused by his desperate escape through the jungle.

“Anton? Is that you?” Iro’s eyes were wide, filled with delirium. He turned to Zalea, then to the doctor who rushed over. “Don’t do this to me! Please, don’t! I said no! I said no!”

“Easy, Iro,” Anton said, shocked by the sight of his former training partner in such a state.

“You know this man?” Zalea asked, his gaze narrowing.

“It’s Iro. He trained with me—another portal opener.”

“Another portal opener?” Zalea’s voice was edged with concern. “Why did you bring him here?”

Anton had no answer. Ten minutes before, he had felt something—a pull deep inside him, something beyond his understanding. He had opened the portal without thinking, driven by a sensation that was impossible to describe. It felt good, like the rush of release after a year of tension. But now, seeing Iro in this condition, he realized the consequences.

“He needs medical care,” Zalea said.

The doctor knelt beside Iro, gently pressing on his limbs. “I’m going to check for pain. Tell me if it hurts, alright?”

“I said no!” Iro muttered, his voice barely coherent. “I said no…”

“Does this hurt?” The doctor pressed Iro’s left arm, and Iro screamed, grabbing the doctor’s wrist and throwing him aside.

“Whoa, take it easy!” Anton shouted, grabbing Iro’s uninjured arm and holding him down with surprising ease. Despite Iro’s desperation, Anton was in better shape, able to restrain him.

“You can finish the exam now, doc.”

With a wary glance at Iro, the doctor resumed his examination. “One arm is broken. The hands… well, they’re bad. If we don’t treat them, he’ll lose his fingers.” The doctor added. “I might be able to help. But it’ll take time.”

“We don’t have time,” Zalea said grimly. “The village needs to move, and he’ll have to come with us.”

“What?” Anton looked at him, bewildered. “What do you mean, ‘move the village’?”

The doctor’s face darkened. “So it’s time, then, now?”

Zalea nodded. “It’s time.”

Anton, still holding Iro’s limp arm, felt the weight of Zalea’s words. “What’s happening?”

Zalea gestured for him to follow. “Come with me. I’ll explain.”

Anton released Iro and watched as the doctor continued his work, then followed Zalea through the village. They walked in silence for half an hour, passing through narrow paths into a busier area where workers carried large bundles of wood. “This is one of our most important portals,” Zalea said, leading Anton into a cavern.

The air inside was cool, damp, and the walls seemed to pulse with a faint, otherworldly energy. Anton’s steps echoed as they moved deeper into the cave. “Is this because of Iro?” Anton asked, his voice uneasy. “Because I brought him here?”

Zalea’s expression was unreadable. “You didn’t bring him here. Something larger did, using you as its vessel. Have you ever considered that portals might be alive, Anton?”

“Alive?” Anton’s voice caught. “What do you mean?”

“Living things—with their own pulse, breath, and willpower. The Sagras trained you to use portals like they were tools, but they never taught you to listen. You didn’t create that portal, Anton. It chose you.”

They turned a corner and entered a vast chamber. Anton stopped in his tracks, staring at the enormous portal that dominated the space. It was the largest portal he had ever seen, its hexagonal edges glowing with an intense, shimmering light. Beyond it, he glimpsed a planet with a yellow sky. Men moved in and out, carrying huge logs of wood through the portal.

“This is… incredible,” Anton whispered, awe washing over him. “But why move the village? Did I do something wrong?”

Zalea stopped and turned to him. “This isn’t about right or wrong. Your actions—our actions—all ripple through the lives around us. Your arrival on this planet set things in motion. We always knew this day would come. We just didn’t expect it so soon.”

Anton’s mind raced. “Is it because of Iro?”

Zalea placed a hand on Anton’s shoulder. “Iro is part of it. But the Dissidence has been static for centuries. It’s time for us to move, to change. The portals are calling us to act. If we stay, the Sagras will find us.”

“I didn’t mean to—”

“Anton, this is bigger than you or I. You didn’t just bring him here. A larger power did, using you as its vessel. Tell me, Anton, have you ever thought of portals as living things?”

“Living things?” Anton echoed, confused.

“Yes. With a pulse, a breath, and their own will. The Sagras trained you to treat portals like tunnels carved into rock with explosives, never pausing to listen to what portals can truly do. But we’re close now.”

They turned a corner, and the room opened up before them. In the center stood the largest portal Anton had ever seen, nearly a hundred square feet, with sharp, glowing edges forming a hexagon. On the other side, a planet with a yellow sky stretched out, and dozens of men moved through the shimmering barrier, hauling logs of wood.

“A living thing—like a mushroom that either feeds or poisons you,” Zalea said softly, his voice filled with meaning.

Anton stood speechless, mesmerized. The portal radiated a strange, quiet power. To these people, it was mundane, part of their daily life. But to Anton, it was magnificent, awe-inspiring. Like someone walking into a cathedral for the first time, where others might only see a familiar building with statues, he felt something divine.

“You’ve brought us a problem, Anton,” Zalea said, breaking the silence. “But we’ve had the solution for decades. We always knew the Sagras might find us. When they do, they’ll take everything—our portals, our resources, our freedom. They’ll drain the energy of our women in labor, enslave our people, and force us into servitude. But we won’t let them. That’s why we devised a plan.”

Anton’s heart sank. “You’re going to move the village to another planet.”

“Yes. Our plan was always to use one of the existing portals, like this one, to escape to a safer world. But that plan had a fatal flaw—we didn’t know how to close the portal behind us. All we could do was wait on the other side and hope to defend ourselves. But now, we have you.”

Anton’s eyes fixed on the portal. “This doesn’t make sense. I don’t know where to take you.”

“We do,” Zalea said, his gaze steady. “Our astronomers found an ideal planet in a neighboring solar system long ago. We always considered it a second home, but we had no way of reaching it. Now, we do. Now, we have you.”

“There must be another way,” Anton protested, his voice almost a whisper.

“There isn’t. Everyone here has been preparing for this moment their entire lives. The time has come. We need you. Are you with us?”

Later that night, Zalea convened a meeting of the village’s most influential people. They gathered in the tallest building, its dome stretching wide enough to hold everyone. Yalla was there, representing the teachers, and the doctor stood close by. Despite the dire circumstances, there was a strange calm in the room. Still, Anton couldn’t shake the guilt gnawing at him. It was because of him that these people had to leave everything behind and flee into the unknown.

The debate centered on where to go. Half of the group wanted to stick to the original plan: divide the population into six groups, send each through different portals, then blow up the caves to prevent the Sagras from following. The other half, led by Zalea, favored opening one large portal to the new planet and taking everyone there together.

The argument dragged on through the night. Anton, feeling the weight of it all, finally asked to be dismissed.

“This concerns you as much as anyone,” Zalea said. “You need to stay.”

“I’m exhausted. I’ll fall asleep right here.”

“Get some fresh air. But come back.”

Outside, Anton was struck by the sight of a crowd gathered around the building. Adults and children alike stood silently, listening to the discussion inside. The night was warm, bathed in the silver glow of the planet’s three moons.

“They’re so disciplined,” Anton murmured, startled by Yalla’s quiet presence behind him.

“They don’t hate you,” she said, her voice soft.

“They should. You should. I brought this on all of you.”

“Not at all,” Yalla replied, a serene smile on her lips. For the first time, Anton realized how much older she looked, how wise. “This place was never meant to last forever. I’m surprised it endured as long as it did. I would hate you if you hadn’t brought a solution along with the problem.”

Her calmness unsettled him. Only days ago, she had been furious when he mentioned opening a portal to Earth. Why was this any different?

“Do you really think they’ll be happy on a new planet?” Anton asked, his voice full of doubt.

Yalla’s smile deepened. “Do you know what it means to be spiritual?”

“Meditation and crystals and all that stuff?”

She laughed softly. “No, Anton. It means understanding that everything is temporary. That no matter how good or bad something is, it will change. We’re a spiritual people. The only thing we fear is being chained, subjugated.”

Anton felt the weight of her words sink into him. He thought of his life back on Earth, of how he’d fought to give Cassie a better life. He remembered the surge of hope when he opened the portal back to his old home, only to find Cassie gone. That he couldn’t save her. That he had failed.

And somehow, that realization freed him.

“Zalea said you’ve all been prepared for this moment,” Anton said.

“Since the day we were born. We knew it would come, even if it took years.”

Anton nodded, though the guilt still gnawed at him. “Will they really adapt? All of them?”

“Some may not survive,” Yalla said, her voice steady. “But the rest will thrive. It’s better than staying here to be enslaved or killed by the Sagras. That’s the fate of so many in this galaxy. But we have you.”
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“Anton, I need to ask you something.”

Zalea barely stepped into the room before those words left his mouth. There was a touch of exasperation in his voice, something Anton hadn’t expected. For the past hour, Anton had been sitting on the floor, a small rock in his hand, drawing on the ground. The stone wasn’t quite like chalk but worked well enough for his purpose—reproducing the images his sister used to create.

Cassie had always been different. Anton never thought of her as psychic—that word felt too extreme—but she could see and hear things that no one else could. Things that didn’t seem to exist in the present but were undeniably real, including fragments of Anton’s future. He remembered sitting with her in the attic, staring at those drawings, trying to decipher their meaning. She had been trapped inside her own mind, and he had never fully understood what went on in there. Cassie had been his safe haven, and he liked to think he had been hers too.

None of this portal nonsense mattered to Anton when he couldn’t even protect the person he loved most.

“Haven’t I done enough?” Anton asked, bracing himself for what felt like the inevitable punishment for everything he had done.

“We need you to shut the portals we have.”

Anton blinked, not quite understanding. “What do you mean? The portals in the caves?”

Zalea lowered himself to the floor beside Anton, his movements deliberate. “What are you drawing?”

“Just some sketches.” Anton waved a hand over the scrawls on the floor.

Zalea studied the drawings with care, his fingers lightly tracing the lines as if trying to read something hidden within them. “Do these come from your dreams?”

“No. They’re Cassie’s. My sister’s. She can’t speak, but she drew these—her way of communicating.” Anton paused, eyes softening. “I’m just trying to remember them.”

“We need to close the portals, Anton. The ones around the village. If the Sagras find them after we evacuate, it’ll be catastrophic. You’re the only one who can do it.” Zalea nodded but quickly shifted the conversation back.

Anton’s stomach twisted. “Me? What are you talking about?”

“You can create a small portal on top of the existing ones—just enough to make an implosion that will seal the caves. It will erase any trace the Sagras could follow.”

A bitter laugh escaped Anton. “Do you realize what you’re asking? I could create an explosion big enough to take out this whole planet.”

“We have no choice. If the Sagras settle here and access the portals, they can transport everything they need from Mina. They’ll track us down, enslave us. We need to make sure that doesn’t happen.” Zalea’s expression darkened.

The idea reminded Anton of an old film about the Napoleonic Wars—the Russian army burned their cities to prevent Napoleon’s troops from seizing their resources. The result had been the destruction of the French army. It felt eerily similar to the choice Zalea was now offering: destroy everything to protect what remains.

“But what if they don’t need the planet’s resources?” Anton argued. “They could just use a portal from Mina to bring everything they need.”

Zalea shook his head. “That’s exactly why the portals need to be destroyed. We can’t risk them using this place as a foothold.”

Anton tried to think. His mind scrambled for another solution. “Zalea, there’s no way to control what happens when I overlap portals. The explosion could be massive.”

“Then make it small,” Zalea replied, his voice calm but firm. “Do what you can. This isn’t a negotiation. If you have a better solution, we’re all ears.”

Anton ran his fingers through his hair, staring at the floor. The drawings he’d made, trying to capture Cassie’s vision, looked more chaotic now than ever. Complicated thoughts always led to far-fetched ideas. He needed something simple.

“Am I interrupting?”

Anton and Zalea both turned to see Yalla standing in the doorway.

“Please, come in,” Zalea said, motioning her forward.

Yalla entered, kneeling between them on the floor. “I couldn’t help but overhear,” she admitted. “I’ve been waiting for this conversation. I knew you’d talk to Anton eventually, and I wanted to listen.”

“I don’t blame you,” Zalea replied. “Maybe you can help me convince him.”

“I’m not sure that I can.” Yalla’s gaze shifted to Anton. “He’s right to be concerned. We don’t fully understand what happens when portals overlap. If we’re going to try this, we need to ensure everyone’s safe first. Then, we take the risk.”

“We?” Anton echoed, his voice sharp with surprise.

“You’ll need someone to guide you through the caverns, help you locate the portals. Zalea is too important—he’s our leader. No one else will volunteer to die by your side.”

“And you would?”

“I would.” Yalla’s eyes, steady and calm, met Anton’s. “I’m willing to die for our people. I don’t do this for you.”

Anton’s eyes shifted to Zalea, who remained silent for a moment before gesturing for the piece of chalk. He sketched a circle on the ground, placing five small triangles around the village to represent each portal.

“We don’t want you risking your life over this. And we don’t want more destruction than necessary. This planet isn’t just ours. There are countless living creatures here. Even if the fruits are too bitter for us or the wood too hard to cut, we must respect life. I need you to cover our traces, not obliterate everything.”

“That’s not the only problem,” Anton replied, his voice tight. “I could destroy the planets on the other side of those portals. The fertile lands where you get your food and resources—everything would vanish.”

Yalla stepped forward, her voice steady. “We can manage it. You don’t have to take such extreme risks.”

Anton shot her a look. “And when did you become an expert?” He tried to keep his tone measured, but it wasn’t easy.

“You know how strong portal energy is here because of the maternity ward. I believe the portals will weaken once we move all the pregnant women and children to the new location. Weak enough that overlapping them won’t cause a massive explosion.”

It sounded like a lot of wishful thinking to Anton. Later that afternoon, as Zalea briefed him on the coordinates for the portal they needed opened, Anton reflected on how much these people were leaving to chance. They seemed unnervingly calm, placing their trust in an unknown destination through a portal created by a man they barely knew. The entire village was on the move, yet their demeanor was eerily collected, as if they had been preparing for this their entire lives.

Standing in the middle of the village, Anton felt like he was on a movie set after the shooting wrapped up—everyone just packing up, ready to leave the artificial world behind. The quiet, even among the children, unsettled him. The more he looked, the more he imagined they all blamed him for bringing their greatest enemy into their peaceful existence, forcing them to flee into the unknown.

His thoughts drifted to Fred, a kid from school who always aced the tests but lacked any real-world savvy. Fred wasn’t unattractive, and sometimes people invited him to parties, hoping he’d let loose, but he never did. Anton wondered how things would have turned out if Fred had been the one with portal-opening abilities. He’d probably have had it all figured out—calm, controlled. Anton, on the other hand, felt like a bird with broken wings caught in a storm. He couldn’t control the wind, and he sure as hell couldn’t land.

A massive line stretched from the village square out into the fields, families standing in silence, waiting for Anton to open the portal that would lead them to their new homes. He whispered to Zalea, “I still don’t know how to do this.”

“You don’t need to know,” Zalea replied softly. “You just need to feel.”

This portal would flare up on the Sagras’ radar. The ancient ones buried deep in the caves might have been forgotten relics, but this one—this was fresh, alive, and too large to ignore. The Sagras would track it, no doubt, just as they had tracked everything else. And with Magna possibly working with them, who knew what they would unleash upon the Dissidence.

Anton’s thoughts turned to Iro. He wished he could speak with him, find out what had happened since their separation, but part of him feared facing Iro again. What haunted Anton most, though, was the idea that his only remaining friend, Magna, might now be hunting him, helping the Sagras destroy the Dissidence.

It was a morning like any other, the sun warm on his skin, the sky a crisp blue. Zalea had chosen one of the nearby planets to relocate the village. One by one, the Dissidence members filed through the portal, silent and orderly. Their discipline impressed Anton, but at the same time, it unnerved him. Not a single complaint escaped their lips. They moved like soldiers, though they were far from it, which made Anton question how much freedom they truly had in their decisions. It felt almost robotic—this eerie calm.

As Anton wandered away from the main square, he spotted Iro sitting on a fallen tree branch, gnawing on a piece of fruit, his eyes fixed on the long line of villagers heading toward the cave. Families carried everything they owned on their backs, with pregnant women trailing behind them.

“It’s hard to think,” Iro said, not looking at Anton. “Hard to do anything. All of this… because of us?”

“Because of me,” Anton replied, the weight of guilt heavy on his chest.

“Don’t flatter yourself,” Iro said bitterly. “There are three Ekasai trained by the Sagras. You, me, and Magna. We’re all responsible.”

The truth stung. These people had lived in peace for who knows how long, and all it took were a few impulsive kids with powers beyond their control to throw everything into chaos. If he could turn back time, he would.

“Where are they headed?” Iro asked, eyes still distant.

“They didn’t tell me. Somewhere not too far from here. There’s food, wood, the essentials. But Zalea says it’s going to be tough. They expect me to have been executed by now.”

“Me too,” Iro murmured. “But they need us. You know why?”

Anton didn’t answer right away. He glanced at the villagers once more, wondering how many of them would survive this journey. A storm was brewing, and despite his powers, he felt as helpless as ever.

The room seemed to shrink around them, the silence thick with the weight of unspoken truths. Anton glanced down at the chalk drawings on the floor—Cassie’s drawings. A part of him wondered if she had foreseen all of this.

Anton sat on the log beside Iro, the heaviness of their situation pressing on him. “Yes. They need us both. They want me to close the remaining portals, leave nothing for the Sagras. What are they going to do with you?”

“I was promised a house, a bed, maybe even a wife. They’re treating me like I’m some rare treasure. Maybe I am,” Iro said with a bitter chuckle. “They want me to cross the portal with them, and once we’re on the other side, they’ll use me to harvest portal energy. When I asked why they trust me, they told me I had no chance of going back to the Sagras—and that I’m more stable than you.”

“Zalea said that?” The words stung more than Anton expected.

“Don’t take it personally, Anton. You didn’t think they were keeping us here because we’re nice guys, did you?”

Anton tried to muster a smile, but it hurt. Iro was right. He was the unstable one, the one whose emotional outbursts had created portals that nearly destroyed the village. This whole situation—it was his punishment, thinly veiled. Zalea’s kindness had been a front. He was sending Anton on a suicidal mission, all in the name of protecting the Dissidence.

“How’s Magna?” Anton finally asked, after a long pause.

Iro raised an eyebrow. “Took you long enough to ask. I thought you cared about her more than this.”

Anton hesitated. The truth was, he couldn’t clearly remember the last time he saw Magna. The recent past blurred in his mind, while the distant past felt too sharp, too clear. Did he truly care for her? Sure, they had shared that one night on the roof, talking under the stars, and for a moment, she had given him something he’d never forget. But was that enough to say he cared? His feelings for Yalla were clearer—he admired her, wanted to solve this whole mess so she could return to her daycare, to the children she cared for.

“They wanted to send me to kill you, by the way,” Iro continued, filling the silence when Anton said nothing. “I refused. So they decided I was expendable. I opened a portal and jumped through it without hesitation. Could’ve thrown myself into the middle of the ocean or into the void of space, but it didn’t matter. If I stayed, I’d have been dead anyway. But that portal led me here. Of all places. You ever wonder why?”

“Why’d you refuse the mission? We’re not friends.”

“I don’t like you, Anton. I never have. Everything was fine until you showed up—then it all fell apart. It wasn’t just you and Magna. It was how they treated you, like you were the only reason any of this existed.”

“I didn’t ask for this.”

“Were you happy before they brought you here?”

“No. Never. But that doesn’t matter. I’d be rotting in a prison cell back on my home planet if it wasn’t for all this.” Anton stopped, swallowed hard. The memory of Mac flashed in his mind, blood pooling around his head. “I was just a kid. I killed someone, and…”

“And what?”

Anton shrugged, his stomach churning at the memory. He could still taste the metallic tang of blood in his mouth from that day by the river. He’d fantasized about killing Mac for so long—about killing all the kids who tormented him. The girls who mocked him for being a virgin, the smart kids who wouldn’t share their cheat sheets during exams. Every one of them had sneered at him, and in his darkest moments, he wished them dead.

But now, with the power to open portals, Anton knew what he could have done. He pictured himself back in that classroom, surrounded by those laughing faces. He could have opened a portal right then and there, slicing through everyone. Blood would have soaked the walls. He would have drowned in it. Even the fantasy made him feel sick to his core.

“And?” Iro pressed.

“I didn’t choose any of this. I was dragged into it. Didn’t you feel the same?”

“You’re right,” Iro admitted, voice low. “But I made my choice when I escaped the Sagras. It cost me a lot.”

Anton opened his mouth to reply, but stopped. The images of Iro’s torture—what Flann and the others had done to him—burned in his mind. All the sympathy Anton had for those soldiers evaporated when he saw what they were capable of. And yet, the guilt gnawed at him. He had left them behind, hadn’t he?

“This is pointless,” Iro muttered, tossing the half-eaten fruit to the ground. He spat the seeds into his palm and crouched down, digging into the soil with his bandaged fingers to plant them. “I guess we’ll never know if this grows into a tree.”

“No,” Anton agreed quietly. “We won’t.”

“They’re taking Flann with them,” Iro said, his voice hardening. “Saw them load him up on a cart. I wish they’d burn him alive.”

“I’m sorry for what happened to you,” Anton offered, feeling the inadequacy of the words.

“Are you?”

“You know I am.”

“Do I?”

“I’d punch you, but then I’d feel guilty.”

Before Iro could respond, Yalla’s voice cut through the air. “Anton, it’s time.”

He nearly jumped, caught off guard. “How many are left?” he asked, turning to face her.

“Less than half. Once everyone’s through…”

Zalea had explained it all earlier: the last portal to be sealed would lead to their new home. Anton and Yalla would follow the others after they finished destroying the remaining portals. It didn’t feel safe, though. Anton didn’t know what kind of explosion would result from overlapping portals or how far-reaching the effects would be. Still, Zalea refused to leave without them.

“You should go,” Yalla told Iro. “We need to evacuate before the Sagras arrive. We don’t know what they’ll do if…”

“I do,” Iro interrupted, raising his bandaged hands. “I know exactly what they’ll do. Don’t worry about me. I’ll be the last in line.”

He struggled to his feet, his gaze lingering on Anton. “I guess we’ll never know if that tree will grow. Or what we could’ve been if things had gone differently.”

“No,” Anton agreed again, his voice barely above a whisper.

“I want to help you,” Iro said suddenly. “We could close the portals together, make it quicker. Let me do something useful.”

The offer surprised Anton, but he shook his head. “If this goes wrong, they’ll need you. The Dissidence will need another portal opener. They’ve got the energy, but they don’t know how to use it.”

Iro’s face crumpled, and Anton watched in shock as tears welled in his eyes. “I’m sorry for everything, Anton.” He confessed. “I was just trying to do the right thing. But this pain… it’s worse than you can imagine. Not just the physical pain, but knowing people enjoyed hurting me. It changes you. Maybe you understand that. Maybe you don’t.”

Anton thought of Flann, legless and broken, and how the guilt twisted inside him like a knife. But the images of Flann torturing Iro resurfaced, blotting out any sympathy.

“You’ll get through this,” Anton said softly. “You have them now. You have people to take care of.”

Iro wiped his tears, shaking his head. “You don’t think you’ll survive this, do you?”

Anton couldn’t answer him. He didn’t know if he would or not. He could only hope so.
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MAGNA


So, this was it, Magna thought. The moment when everything finally came together. All the training, the endless drills—it had all been preparation for this. She had never enjoyed that grueling training, hours spent in a dilapidated gymnasium, following the commands of a wristpiece, getting in shape for reasons she barely understood.

Back on her home planet, she had spent her youth studying classical music. Opera singers weren’t just performers—they were storytellers, actresses. You had to understand not only the lyrics but also the cues, the costumes, the role of the other actors, and the historical context of every note. Singing didn’t begin when you stepped on stage, nor did it end when the applause faded.

Magna’s love affair with opera started early. Her father had taken her to the theater when she was just a little girl. She fell in love instantly. The difficulty of what those people were doing on stage amazed her, but more than anything, she wanted to do it too. On the way home, she would chatter endlessly to her father about the story, the music, and the sheer grandeur of each performance.

Her music lessons began long before her voice matured. Mrs. Pellez, her strict and unwavering teacher, introduced her to the piano, the foundation for all her future lessons. Those early days were rough. Practicing for hours on end, her fingers fumbling over the keys. Mrs. Pellez allowed no breaks and demanded nothing short of perfection. Still, she never once suggested that Magna quit, and that, to Magna, had been the most important sign that she might just be good enough.

The first time Magna sang, she hit all the wrong notes, her voice an uneven waver. It was just a simple folk song, but the effort felt monumental. “Again,” Mrs. Pellez would say, her tone a firm rebuke against any sign of defeat. Magna fought back the tears, her throat tight, but the teacher stopped her from breaking down. “No tears. Mucus will ruin your voice.” So, Magna swallowed her tears and sang again. And again. Until finally, she began to like the sound of her own voice.

One night, she overheard a conversation between her father and Mrs. Pellez. Hidden by the doorway, she pressed her back against the cold wood, straining to hear.

“Magna has talent,” the music teacher said softly, her usual sharpness softened. “She puts her heart into it, which is more than I can say for most. She doesn’t quit, and that’s why she’ll make it.”

“So you think she has a future?” her father’s voice sounded thinner than usual.

“She’s ready to be trained as a professional opera singer.”

There was a long pause. “I’m glad to hear that. I only wish I had more time.” Her father’s voice trembled, a sound Magna hadn’t heard before. “I’m dying, Mrs. Pellez. A month, maybe two. I won’t see her on stage, but I need you to be her guardian.”

“I’m sorry,” Mrs. Pellez whispered, clearly shocked. “Are you sure?”

“She has no one else. And she respects you. I’ll make sure you’re compensated.”

Outside, Magna bit down on her lip to keep from sobbing.

“I’ll do it,” Mrs. Pellez replied. “Not for the money, but because she deserves the chance.”

“Are you ready?”

The voice yanked Magna back to the present, and she blinked up at the armored officer standing before her. This was no stage. No audience of music lovers waiting for her aria. This was the battlefield. “Can I have a moment?” she asked, her heart pounding.

“This isn’t a rehearsal,” Colonel Meddle snapped. “There are eight ships and four hundred men waiting—”

“I need a moment!”

The colonel’s eyes flashed with disdain. Magna swallowed her anger. She could’ve broken his arm in hand-to-hand combat, but that wouldn’t change anything. She wasn’t just another soldier. She was a portal opener—irreplaceable. And that was her leverage.

Her uniform, though padded and stiff, still allowed her to move easily. The orange streak that ran down her sleeve set her apart from the others, whose uniforms bore only blue or green. No one had explained the significance of the colors, but she didn’t care. What mattered was the role she had to play today.

Her father had never spoken about his illness, and Magna had never brought it up. It was as though they silently agreed to pretend it didn’t exist, but the sickness wasted him away bit by bit. One day, while she was practicing her scales, a messenger arrived with the news. She had wanted to collapse in tears, but she remembered what Mrs. Pellez had taught her—crying would only damage her voice. And singing was the only thing keeping her anchored.

Magna wanted to make her father proud. No—she needed to make him proud. She needed purpose, needed to know that her talent had meaning, that it could change lives. That was why she was here now, standing on a landing zone, about to open a portal that would send these soldiers into a battle she prayed was just.

“The right thing,” she whispered to herself. “The right thing.”

Who could have imagined that this would be her fate? After her father died, she’d resolved to reinvent herself, to become something bigger than the girl who had once dreamed of the opera stage. But instead, she had become something monstrous.

“Ready or not, we’re moving,” the colonel barked.

Magna steeled herself, taking a deep breath. She could almost hear her father’s voice in her head, encouraging her to step onto the stage, to fill the room with her voice, her power. And today, that power could do so much more than move hearts.

It could move armies.

“The right thing! The... right... thing...” Magna muttered, her voice trembling. She covered her eyes, fighting the tears. She couldn’t cry—it would ruin her voice. And though these soldiers weren’t here to hear her sing, she needed her voice’s power to open that portal. Without that power, she was nothing again.

“The... right thing!”

The memory of blood surged back—blood everywhere, flooding the small theater like a grotesque sea. She had nearly drowned in it, choking on the taste of iron, the copper tang flooding her mouth. People, or rather pieces of them, floated around her in that ocean of crimson. She had swallowed so much blood she thought she might choke. Mrs. Pellez was there too, somewhere in the audience when it happened. Magna had opened the portal, slicing the theater and everyone inside clean in half. It hadn’t been some grand venue, just a small theater with no balconies or boxes. But now everyone who had been there was dead—bisected as if by an invisible blade.

After that, came the prison. Fear gnawed at her constantly as she awaited execution for a crime she barely understood. Then, the Sagras came. They found her, told her she was special, told her she could learn to control it, use the power for good. Who could say no to that? How could she have refused?

She lifted her face and took in the landing zone around her. The sight before her was impressive, unfamiliar. Massive ships, the likes of which she had never seen, stood waiting. Five were shaped for transport, each likely carrying soldiers. The remaining three were smaller, sleeker, and outfitted with cannons, clearly built for combat. But combat with whom? She still had no idea what kind of battle awaited them.

“We need to brief the men,” Colonel Medell’s gruff voice interrupted her thoughts. “You’ll stand by my side. Speak only when I tell you to, understand?”

Magna nodded and followed him toward the gathered soldiers, who were separated into four groups, standing rigid with their rifles clutched in hand. They looked like statues, their eyes blank, faces hard. Some were natives of Mina, but others bore different complexions. Yet none matched her own—a soft blue hue, inherited from a world where art mattered more than war. How strange, she thought, that fate had thrown her into this life.

“Listen up!” Medell’s voice boomed, commanding the soldiers’ attention. “Tonight, we make history. After centuries of searching, we’ve found the planet where the Dissidence hides. These traitors have been using portal power to strike against the Sagras for too long. The first mission to destroy them failed after the designated portal opener betrayed his squad and joined the Dissidence. That bastard’s name is Anton, and he’s now fighting alongside them. He is extremely dangerous.”

Magna stayed silent. She knew Anton could be dangerous—he had proven that when he brought an asteroid crashing into the old building—but it was strange to think of him as a traitor. In her eyes, he wasn’t a schemer or soldier. Anton was more like a wild force, unpredictable and reckless, a vehicle out of control. He didn’t belong to either side; he barely understood what was happening in the war between the Sagras and the Dissidence.

How much did any of them truly know? Growing up, she’d heard vague stories of terrorist acts committed by the Dissidence, but nothing concrete. No one close to her had ever been affected, and the reports had always seemed distant, disconnected from her world. Now, she was being asked to destroy them.

“This is not the time for doubt,” she told herself. That time had passed.

“Wake up!” Medell barked, jolting her from her thoughts. “It’s your turn to speak.”

Magna’s heart skipped a beat. “What do I say?” she whispered to him.

“Tell them how this is going to work,” he growled.

Stepping forward, Magna looked at the rows of soldiers. It felt too much like standing on stage, only this was far worse. She had no script, no carefully rehearsed lines. “I’ll be in the first ship,” she began, her voice faltering. “As we approach the target, I’ll meditate to find the right state of mind...”

Someone snickered. A soldier muttered something to his comrade. “Silence!” Medell barked, shutting them down.

Magna cleared her throat. “Portal opening isn’t a science. It’s closer to art.” More laughter, though quieter this time. “Yes, you can laugh, but that’s the truth. To open a portal, I need to reach a state of mind that can only be achieved through meditation.”

She felt absurd trying to explain it, knowing it wouldn’t satisfy anyone. How could she describe what she barely understood herself? Her mind flashed back to her last meeting with Jaksa.

“How does it feel to sing a song composed centuries before you were born?” Jaksa had asked, her tall figure casting a long shadow.

“It’s like connecting with the past,” Magna had replied. “Not bringing it back to life, but creating a tunnel between us.”

Jaksa had smiled. “I like that. I’ve studied portals all my life, and they’re more like tunnels than doors. A door leads to something just beyond the wall. You could knock it down if you wanted. A tunnel? If it collapses, no hammer will get you where you need to go.”

“But how will I locate Anton? How will I know where to open the portal?”

Jaksa had placed a firm hand on her shoulder, the touch unsettling. “Everything leaves a trail, Magna. A portal leaves a trail you can follow. You, as a musician, have the sensitivity to find that trace.”

Magna had frowned. “How?”

Jaksa’s grip tightened. “When I hear music, I hear just sound. But you hear more, don’t you? Music transports you. You feel the notes, the emotion. Portals are no different. You’ll know the way.”

Enigmatic, yet strangely clear. If Anton had left a trace, Magna could follow it, just as she could replay a melody after hearing it once.

“All you need to know,” Magna said to the soldiers now, “is that the pilots will guide us through the portal. Once on the other side, we’ll complete our mission.”

Colonel Medell stepped forward again. “There’ve been new portals opened on that planet in the last few days, which means they could be trying to evacuate. Your orders are clear: eliminate them. No prisoners. Even if they flee to another world, we will follow. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir!” The soldiers responded in unison.

The right thing, Magna thought again, though the words felt heavier now.
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ANTON


Yalla stood close to Anton, her expression tense. As soon as the last villager stepped through the portal, Anton had to close it. Then he and Yalla would set off on the mission to shut down the remaining five portals. Only after that could they create another portal to rejoin the others.

“How can you be sure they won’t track this one like they did before?” Anton asked, his voice low.

“Do you think we haven’t taken precautions?” Zalea replied sharply. “Between here and our new planet lies an asteroid field so dense no ship can navigate it. But no trace can remain—none. Do you understand?”

“So, what should I focus on?” Anton felt the weight of the moment crushing him.

“I want you to picture a small green dot,” Zalea said softly, leaning in. “It’s brilliant, smooth, and shiny, like an emerald. As you get closer, you’ll notice imperfections—tiny fractures that make it even more precious. Then you’ll see—it’s not a gem, but a planet. A place we identified years ago, hidden behind an asteroid field. Our astronomers have watched it through another portal, one deep within a cave on another planet. It has everything we need to survive. This has always been our contingency plan. A plan we hoped we’d never use, but fate can be cruel.”

Understatement of the century, Anton thought bitterly. He tried to clear his mind, pushing the thought away. This was it—the moment to focus. He needed to retreat into that dark, unhappy place within himself, the one that held the key to his power.

“What’s that sound?” Yalla interrupted.

At first, it was a faint rumble, but it grew into a tremor that shook the ground beneath their feet. Anton’s stomach churned. “They’re coming,” he said, his heart pounding in his chest. He squeezed his eyes shut, desperate to summon the portal. Unhappy place! Think of Cassie. Think of her suffering, choking while your father watches the game on the couch, oblivious. Think of your mother screaming at her, blaming her for everything, blaming you for abandoning her...

“Anton, it’s working!” Yalla’s voice broke through his tortured thoughts.

The portal shimmered into existence—a triangle, glowing with power. Zalea stepped through first, scanning the scene on the other side. Satisfied, he waved the others through.

It took nearly two hours for everyone to pass through the portal. Anton marveled at their discipline, the quiet efficiency with which they moved. Not a single person pushed or complained, even the children followed in silence, their wide eyes reflecting a resilience Anton couldn’t fathom. He felt like an outsider, watching as these people left behind everything they had known.

As the last villager disappeared through the portal, Yalla gripped his arm. The distant hum of Sagras ships echoed through the air. “Let’s go,” she urged. “We have portals to close.”

“I’m going to try something different,” Anton said, his voice strained. “Instead of blowing them up, I’ll try connecting to their ancient energy, like I’ve done with mine. Maybe I can close them without causing destruction.”

Yalla’s eyes flickered with doubt, but she nodded. “If it’s safer, we’ll do it your way.”

She led him deep into the first cave, winding through dark, narrow corridors. The air grew thick, the scent of earth and stone pressing in around them. The tremors from above made dust fall from the ceiling, and Anton could feel the Sagras ships drawing nearer with every passing moment.

“How far?” he asked, his breath shallow.

“We’re almost there.”

Anton’s chest tightened with panic. “This isn’t going to work... Is everyone safe?”

Yalla turned sharply, her eyes fierce. “Of course they are! What are you thinking?”

The idea flashed through Anton’s mind like a warning flare—all the portals exploding at once, a cataclysmic blast that could wipe out the soldiers and pilots chasing them. Could he bring himself to do to them what he had done to Flann and the others? The real question gnawed at him: Would they do worse to him and Yalla, like they did to Iro?

“If you don’t have a plan, we need to move,” Yalla pressed.

Minutes later, they stood in a massive chamber. A square portal, the size of a volleyball court, glowed in front of them. On the other side, Anton saw a planet bathed in golden light, its black sky towering over white, towering trees. The sight was breathtaking—otherworldly.

“We gather food from here,” Yalla said softly. “You must have eaten some.”

Anton’s thoughts drifted to the fruit they’d served him in the village—the sweet, tangerine-like taste. The memory clashed with the chaotic beauty in front of him. This wasn’t an orchard. It was a wild, unspoiled forest. Untouched. And soon, it too would be lost.

“You don’t look good,” Yalla observed, her voice gentle.

“I feel like shit,” Anton muttered, struggling to breathe. It wasn’t the claustrophobia of the cave, nor fear of the Sagras—it was the crushing weight of guilt, of knowing the chaos he’d brought into these people’s lives.

“Take my hand,” Yalla offered, her grip warm and steady as she pulled him through the portal. The sudden shift in gravity hit him, and for a moment, his stomach lurched. But the air on the other side was cool, crisp, and clean.

“I’m sorry,” he said, steadying himself.

“If this is too much, we can stay here,” Yalla said quietly. “It’ll take time for them to find this portal—if they ever do.”

Anton turned, bewildered. “Stay here? What do you mean, stay?”

“You’re not well, Anton. This is too much for you.” Yalla’s voice was firm, her eyes locked on his. “Zalea didn’t consider that when he gave you this mission. But I know you better than he does. We spent time together. I know you can’t—”

“Don’t tell me what I can’t do!” Anton snapped, his voice cutting through the cave.

Yalla didn’t flinch. “You’re not a soldier, Anton, no matter how they trained you. Remember the day you opened the portal to your old house? You were drenched in sweat, confessing everything before I even asked. There’s no shame in admitting you don’t know what you’re doing.”

“Isn’t there?” Anton muttered, his voice trembling slightly. The image of those villagers leaving their homes haunted him. “We have to fix this.”

“If that’s what you want,” Yalla said quietly. “Then let’s move fast. Close the portal and let’s finish what we need to.”

As they stepped back into the cave, Anton felt the ground sway beneath him, a wave of dizziness tightening his chest. But he forced himself to push through. “I’ll close it,” he said, though his confidence faltered.

Yalla stepped back cautiously, giving him space, but not too much. If something went wrong, the entire cavern could collapse. Anton knew he couldn’t let that happen. He knelt on the cold ground, took a deep breath, and closed his eyes. His hands rested on the stone floor as he tried to sense the portal’s energy. At first, he felt ridiculous—like he was chasing something invisible in the dark. But he had learned that the things that hurt the most always reveal themselves.

“Anton, are you alright?” Yalla’s voice was distant, almost drowned by the pulsing energy around him.

“Silence!” he barked, focusing inward.

A bitter taste flooded his mouth—sour, like spoiled candy. The sensation tugged at him, and suddenly, colors danced behind his closed eyes. A flicker of green, like an emerald, appeared, shimmering and smooth. It felt familiar, precious, but then it shifted. The green bled into a deep purple, then into a rich blue, before plunging into black. Anton’s mind lost its grip, and the darkness was nothing but the inside of his eyelids again.

What had I just seen? Anton cleared his throat, frustration gnawing at him. Come on, you’ve done this before. Focus.

He remembered the Monk’s teachings but couldn’t quite grasp the lesson. The knowledge slipped through his fingers like sand.

“Yalla,” he said, still keeping his eyes shut. “I told you about Cassie, right?”

“Your sister? Yes, you did.”

“I need you to insult me. Tell me how I abandoned her—how I failed her.”

“What?” Yalla’s voice was incredulous.

“I can’t do this on my own. Make it hurt. Make me feel it. Please.”

Yalla hesitated, but then, softly, she began. “You left your sister behind. You abandoned her when she needed you the most. She had no one but you, and you ran.”

Cassie’s face flashed in his mind. He saw her standing by the window that morning, waiting for him, waiting for the promise of escape that never came. Mac had arrived first, as he always did, ruining everything.

“Do you even know where she is now?” Yalla pressed, her voice stronger. “Do you even care? What kind of life has she had without you? If she’s even alive, that is.”

Images surged through Anton—Cassie in a morgue, lifeless on a cold slab; Cassie in a coffin, buried beneath layers of earth. He could picture her pale face, the way her small hands would’ve stiffened in death. It wasn’t impossible. She might already be dead.

A burst of golden light exploded in Anton’s mind, sharp and clear, blinding him with its intensity.

“You could have saved her. You should have saved her. But you didn’t.”

There was fear in Yalla’s voice now, but Anton didn’t respond. His entire body tensed, and he felt the portal in his grasp—it was as if he could hold it, control it, bend it to his will. The energy surged through him, and without thinking, he snapped it shut.

The power disappeared, leaving him breathless. Slowly, he opened his eyes.

“Yalla, are you there?”

She peeked from behind a rock, wide-eyed. “You did it. You closed it.”

“I told you I could.” He stood, his body trembling, but his voice was steady.

“Anton... You were floating.”

He blinked. “What?”

“You were in the air, Anton. Floating.” She looked at him with awe, as if seeing him for the first time.

Anton let the rush of adrenaline settle. “I want to try something else,” he said, eyes narrowing at the cave wall.

“What are you doing?” Yalla asked, but Anton didn’t respond.

He stared hard at a blank spot on the wall, willing the energy to respond to him. Come on... just a little more.

It wasn’t as smooth as before, but after a few tense moments, a faint outline appeared—a triangle with rounded edges. Through the portal, Anton saw the familiar landscape of the Dissidence’s new home. The faces on the other side peered back, surprised and confused.

“Anton, why did you open this?”

He didn’t answer. Instead, he grabbed Yalla’s arm, pulling her forward and tossing her through the portal before she could resist. She hit the ground with a thud, gasping in shock.

Before she could scramble to her feet, Anton had already sealed the portal behind her and collapsed.


62


MAGNA


When Magna first said she would sit in the cabin and meditate, she hadn’t imagined how noisy the ship would be. The roar of the engines and the constant vibrations made it nearly impossible to quiet her mind. The earplugs they gave her dulled the noise, but not enough. The chaos around her clashed with what she needed to do—find calm within the storm.

Eight ships hovered in the air, suspended over an empty, desolate plain. No cities, no signs of life—just vast nothingness. Everyone waited on her to open the portal. Her stomach knotted at the thought that she might fail. Jaksa’s words repeated in her mind. Understanding them was one thing, but putting them into practice, out here, was a different challenge altogether.

“We need you to hurry,” the first pilot said, hovering over her with an air of impatience.

“Don’t speak to her,” snapped the second pilot. “She needs to… get in touch with something.”

Magna opened her eyes, exhaling sharply. There was only one way to make this work. “I’m going to sing now,” she announced. “Please, don’t be alarmed.”

“Sing?” one of them muttered, incredulous.

She ignored them, closing her eyes again. She searched her mind for the right aria, the one that would bring her power to life. Tamia Reborn. That was the one. A haunting opera about a young woman driven to suicide by a broken heart, only to be saved by a foreign land where she begins anew. It was the very piece she had sung the night the sea of blood had washed over the theater, when her voice had cut through the air and the people, leaving them in pieces. She had vowed never to sing it again, until now.

Magna flexed her jaw, her tongue vibrating as she warmed up, ignoring the stares of the pilots. She knew they were watching her, likely bemused or even laughing. It didn’t matter. The orange streak on her uniform marked her as unique, and they would have to deal with that.

She didn’t expect her voice to have the same power it once had—not after so long without singing. But it didn’t have to be perfect. It only needed to be enough. Singing was how she connected to the force that opened portals, how she bridged the space between herself and another place. Her lips parted, and she let the melody of Tamia flow.

It felt like coming home, to a place she thought no longer existed. The sorrow of Tamia’s story filled her body, her voice channeling the icy waters that carried the character away, her notes both the river and the leaf drifting upon it. And then, she felt it—something intangible, something left behind like a footprint in the air. The song continued, but it was as if her body was no longer producing it. She had found the trail Jaksa spoke of. It reminded her of Anton, but not entirely. It was as if Anton had left behind a shoe, and she instinctively knew it belonged to him.

“Oh, my God,” whispered the second pilot, awe in his voice.

“All ships, stand by,” the first pilot barked into his radio. “We’re going through. Don’t follow until we confirm it’s safe.”

“Understood,” came the replies, each ship confirming its readiness.

“She stopped singing! Should we go?” the second pilot asked, nervous energy leaking into his voice.

“We have orders,” replied the first, grimly.

Magna opened her eyes. The cabin remained unchanged, though her portal shimmered beyond the windows, its edges blurred and organic. The first pilot gestured toward a seat. “Buckle up. We’re going through.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to sing anymore?” the second pilot asked, his face still carrying a trace of disbelief.

“I’m sure,” Magna replied as she settled into the chair. “It’s working.”

Anton was still out there, or at least, the residue of what he had created was. That familiar energy trail hung in the air, a faint echo of his power. The tunnel metaphor she had used before suddenly made perfect sense. She had uncovered the entrance to a blocked path, and now, it was wide open, waiting. She was certain—more certain than she’d been of anything in a long time.

Magna glanced out the cockpit window and saw it—the portal she had opened. Its swirling, indistinct edges reminded her of a watercolor painting, yet it was as solid as any portal in the galaxy. She lay back, feeling the ship lurch forward as they passed through, an instant of transition stretching into eternity before they emerged on the other side.

“We did it!” the first pilot exclaimed, his hand flying to the control panel. “Everyone alright back there?”

“Affirmative!” came the responses from the soldiers.

He pressed another button. “Ships two through seven, proceed. We’re through, safe and sound.”

The signal pulsed through the portal, and in seconds, the ships began to follow. Magna leaned back, letting the adrenaline dissipate. It had worked. The impossible, the unimaginable—it had worked.

The second pilot turned to her, shaking his head in awe. “How do you do it?”

Magna blinked, still coming down from the high of success. “I don’t know,” she admitted.

“What do you mean, you don’t know?” he pressed, incredulous.

“Leave her alone,” the first pilot cut in. “Focus on the mission.”

Grateful, Magna closed her eyes. She was still unraveling the connection between her music and the portals. It had never made sense before—how pressing keys on a piano or hitting the right note could open dimensions. When she was a child learning to play her first instrument, she remembered wondering how anyone could express their feelings through simple black-and-white keys. Was it just about hitting the right notes?

But now, in this moment, she understood. The notes weren’t just sounds. They were threads, invisible yet tangible, stretching across space and time. When she sang, she didn’t just open a door. She wove a path, a tunnel to another world. And now that she had, the responsibility of where that path led hung heavy on her soul.

Soon enough, Magna understood that the keys had only been a bridge between her soul and the music. A tunnel, in a way. It became clearer as she grew as a singer. Her voice was more than sound—it was her pure expression, her very essence. Now, she knew how to take that to another level. It was a sensation too abstract to explain, except to those who could feel it themselves.

Portal opening was even more abstract. The distorted shape hanging in the sky was her creation, though she struggled to take any pride in it. There was no joy, no satisfaction—only relief. Relief that she had fulfilled the task expected of her.

Staring out the window, she watched the dark pine forest spread below them, an endless sea of trees, but no sign of intelligent life. “Look at this place,” the second pilot muttered. “Are we even in the right spot?”

“Let me check the signals,” the first pilot replied, fingers moving rapidly over the controls. “Wait—there’s something here.”

At first, the transmission was garbled, barely intelligible. After a few moments, though, words began to emerge from the static: “No hope of rescue. Repeat: we have no hope of rescue. The traitor has abandoned us in the woods. Little food. Little water. The traitor has created a portal to kill the ones who were left behind. We are alone. Only three of us. Leaving this message in hope… someone, someday, will hear it. Little hope.”

The first pilot tapped at the controls again, trying to reply, but nothing came back. “It’s a loop,” he said, frustrated. “The message must’ve been recorded ages ago. I think we’ve lost them.”

The words sent a chill crawling up Magna’s spine. So Anton had betrayed his platoon, abandoning them on some desolate alien planet. But why? What could he have gained from it? Her mind spun, searching for answers. She thought of the gymnasium—the meteor Anton had brought in a moment of pure, uncontrollable rage. He hadn’t meant to do it. That was the kind of control he had over his powers—none at all.

It took nearly an hour for all the ships to pass through the portal. “Now that we’re here, we need to find them,” the first pilot said. “I think we should keep the portal open.”

“My orders are to close it,” Magna replied, her voice steady. “And open a new one after the mission is done.”

“I know,” the pilot grumbled, “but I don’t like it. No offense, but that portal... spooked me. How can we be sure you can get us back?”

“Orders are orders,” Magna said, not letting the doubt creep into her voice.

“Yes, they’re not suggestions,” added the second pilot sharply.

“What now?” Magna asked, looking out at the vast, empty expanse. “We’re not searching this whole planet, are we?”

“Our drones will handle the search much faster than we can. We should find them in a few hours, if we’re lucky. Meanwhile, you do your thing.”

They turned the ship so that Magna had a direct view of the portal. Its strange, flickering edges blurred and faded, like a painting crafted by an artist unfamiliar with the brush. She stared at it, feeling a strange connection to the malformed shape. It was like looking at something deeply personal, but alien at the same time.

“Is she going to sing again?” muttered the second pilot.

“Quiet!” snapped the first.

Magna shut her eyes, but the image of the portal remained imprinted in her mind. It was the only light in the darkness. She cleared her throat, allowing the warmth of her voice to fill her chest again, letting the vibrations loosen her body, loosen her mind. Her lips parted, and the aria flowed from her as naturally as breath. This time, it felt different. Better.

Pleasure crept in where there had once been dread. Why shouldn’t it be pleasurable? It was her portal, after all.

Magna sensed the tunnel—felt its texture, its jagged imperfections. This wasn’t just a portal anymore. It was alive, with a pulse of its own. She knew she needed to close it. Yet, just as she began, something new appeared.

It was like walking through a tunnel, only to find another tunnel hidden within the walls, twisting off in an unexpected direction. This one felt different. It was familiar. Personal. She knew who had created it.

“Anton?” she whispered to herself, unsure whether she was speaking to the present, the past, or the future.

Time twisted. Magna saw Anton in fragments—standing on a street, backpack slung over his shoulder, nearly hit by a speeding car. She saw the meteor in the gymnasium, saw Anton trim it into a triangle through his portals. She saw him step into an attic, portals forming and closing around him like breathing. And then, she saw something darker.

A cave, its ceiling looming high above. Anton was suspended in the air, levitating, while a woman watched him from the shadows, hiding behind a rock. The energy didn’t belong entirely to him—he was tampering with someone else’s portal.

And then that tunnel snapped shut, only for another to open. She saw Anton again, this time pushing the woman through a portal and slamming it shut behind her. The vision closed like a curtain, and Magna’s eyes snapped open.

“Are you alright?” the first pilot asked, his voice laced with concern.

“You closed it,” the second pilot said. “We thought you were going to have an attack.”

Magna wiped the sweat from her brow, suddenly aware of how soaked she was. “I know where he is... was... will be...” she muttered, still catching her breath.
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Anton had hoped, by now, the image of Mac would have vanished from his mind forever. But even here, in the depths of this cave—farther from home than he had ever been—he could still feel the weight of that rock in his hand, the metallic taste of iron on his tongue, his hand trembling from the effort it took to murder that bastard. No matter how much had happened since then, he was still that scared, furious boy.

The cave’s tremors had finally stilled. From this distance, it was impossible to hear anything clearly, but Anton imagined the soldiers above moving through the empty village, finding abandoned homes with leftover food and water. They would gorge on supplies once their rations ran out. More ships would come, and soon enough, the Sagras would take control of this place. His mission was simple: prevent them from discovering the portals that would grant them the resources to colonize the planet.

Zalea had mentioned something about an asteroid field standing between this place and the new home of the Dissidence. Anton wasn’t sure how long it would take the Sagras to figure out a way through, but he knew they could. He needed to focus. For once, he had to get things right.

Anton tried retracing the path Yalla had led him down, but the cave was a labyrinth, and the faint light from his torch barely pierced the darkness. The ground was solid rock—no footprints, no signs to guide him. He cursed under his breath, frustration rising as he wandered deeper into the maze. What a ridiculous way to fail, getting lost like a child in the dark. Maybe it hadn’t been the best idea to send Yalla away. It had felt heroic at the time, pushing her through the portal to safety, but now he realized it was reckless. He didn’t even know where to begin without her.

He leaned against the cool cave wall, his mind racing. He didn’t have to navigate all the winding corridors. He could return to the surface, see what was happening, and act from there. His plan was simple: from the village center, he would open a massive, horizontal portal, large enough to engulf all the underground portals at once. It would create an explosion, obliterating every portal beneath the surface.

But then what? He didn’t want to think of the soldiers as real people, with names and faces. He couldn’t. Anton forced himself to imagine them as the nameless henchmen in action movies, just obstacles for the hero to shoot through for the greater good. He’d kill a few dozen soldiers if it meant keeping his friends safe, but the reality gnawed at him—these weren’t faceless enemies.

And what would happen to him? Could he open a second portal, escape the blast, and join the others? He’d never tried opening two portals at once, and the effort might be too much. A small part of him considered the possibility of not escaping, of sacrificing himself in the explosion, but the thought made him recoil. Anton wasn’t ready to die. Not yet. Not now that he had found some purpose in all of this.

After what felt like hours of stumbling through the darkness, Anton admitted he was hopelessly lost. Sitting down on the cold, hard ground, he chuckled bitterly. “I’m such an idiot,” he muttered. He could go anywhere he wanted.

Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath, steadying himself. It was easier this time. The taste of spoiled candy filled his mouth, but the nausea had dulled. Colors danced behind his eyelids—greens, purples, golds—until his body began to lift. When he opened his eyes, the familiar triangle shimmered before him. On the other side was the empty maternity hospital, where the Dissidence women had given birth to their gifted children.

Without hesitation, Anton stepped through, closing the portal behind him. The air in the hospital was thick with silence, an eerie calm. He expected the soldiers to burst through at any moment, weapons raised, but nothing happened. The place was exactly as the Dissidence had left it, untouched.

Outside, Anton could hear the heavy thud of boots, the bark of orders. He crept to a window, peering out at the soldiers below, and his stomach twisted. There were far more than he’d anticipated—more than a few dozen. This was no minor operation. If he went through with his plan, he wouldn’t just be killing faceless henchmen. They were real. They had names, families, lives. And if he unleashed the explosion, he would be responsible for all of them.

His mind flashed back to Flann and the others, the way they had tortured Iro. But this wasn’t the same. These soldiers didn’t need him like Flann had needed Iro. And if they were here, it meant only one thing—Magna had brought them. Anton’s heart clenched. Magna, who had been his friend, his... something more. She was here, with the Sagras.

His hands trembled. What had she become?

He turned from the window, every muscle in his body tensing. Could he really do this? Could he kill them all? He clenched his fists, trying to summon the resolve. This wasn’t the time to falter. If he didn’t act, if he didn’t destroy the portals, the Sagras would take everything from the Dissidence. They would enslave and exploit them. And yet, the image of Magna among them, maybe even watching him, gnawed at his mind.

Anton closed his eyes again, trying to focus, but his thoughts spun in a hundred directions. He needed to make a decision, and fast.

The maternity ward wouldn’t stay safe for long. Anton needed somewhere he could concentrate, somewhere to focus on the distinct energies of the portals buried beneath the village. He had to connect with them—feel them—and then create the portal that would destroy them all. This task would demand more concentration than anything he’d ever attempted, and—

The door slammed open, and soldiers flooded in—at least ten of them. Anton dove under the nearest delivery table. It was a terrible hiding spot; they’d find him in seconds. But there was nowhere else to go. His heart thudded in his chest, each beat louder than the footfalls that grew closer.

“Freeze!” one of them shouted, his gun aimed squarely at Anton.

Slowly, Anton rose with his hands up. “This is a misunderstanding.”

“We got him!” the soldier barked into his radio. “The portal opener—the traitor. Taking him in now.”

The familiar taste of spoiled candy filled his mouth, but this time, the colors never came. Just screams. The soldiers and delivery beds dropped into a gaping hole beneath them, swallowed by the portal Anton had opened on instinct. The men and equipment disappeared into the abyss. Where had he sent them? Could it be the new planet where the Dissidence had fled?

The thought barely had time to take root when another noise rumbled overhead. It wasn’t rocks. He could feel it in his bones—something heavier. He pressed himself against the wall just as the ceiling caved in, and more soldiers came crashing down, along with the heavy delivery beds. The sound of snapping bones cut through the chaos. Those who survived the fall were crushed by the falling debris.

Anton stood frozen, horrified by the carnage. He had done this. Whether the portals had a mind of their own or his subconscious had orchestrated it, it didn’t matter. He had brought this destruction.

He barely had a moment to breathe, let alone think, before he forced himself to act. Deep breath. Spoiled candy. Triangle. Jump.

“Shit,” Anton muttered as he reappeared in the village square. He was surrounded by soldiers, hundreds of gun barrels all trained on him. The air thrummed with the weight of their weapons, their trigger fingers waiting.

An officer stepped forward, shorter than Anton but radiating authority. “If you’re thinking of doing anything funny, boy, ask yourself if you can do it faster than all these men can tear you apart.”

Anton wasn’t trembling. In fact, he felt eerily calm, even as the officer’s eyes bore into him. There was something in his voice—fear, yes, but also a measure of respect. “You came all the way here just for me?”

“Not just for you,” the officer sneered. “But since you’re here, you’re going to lead us to them. Now.”

“No.”

“Excuse me?” The officer’s eyebrow twitched.

“I said no. You could shoot me, but without me, you’re blind. You’ll never find them.”

“Bring her,” the officer snapped.

Anton went cold. He had two guesses who she was. Either Magna or Jaksa. If it was Magna, maybe he could reason with her, appeal to whatever bond still existed between them. But if it was Jaksa… Jaksa was a force, manipulative and ruthless in her pursuit of power. Either way, he didn’t have much time.

He glanced at the soldiers, their weapons still trained on him. There would be no time to connect with the portals, no time to destroy them before they riddled him with bullets. Anton could already imagine the torture awaiting him if they captured him. He had no illusions about resisting. The Sagras would break him—mentally, not just physically—and they were experts at it.

He had one option left, though he despised it. He’d done it once before.

The soldiers cocked their guns as he lifted his head to the sky. “Whatever you’re doing, son,” the officer growled, but Anton wasn’t listening anymore.

All he needed was a big hole in the sky. He pictured it—a portal high above, opening wide enough to bring something down with devastating force. In the movies he used to watch back on Earth, it wasn’t the size of the asteroid that mattered most; it was the speed. He could feel it now, the atmosphere, the pull of gravity. Just one second and—

Pain shot through him. He collapsed to his knees. A voice, sweet and haunting, drifted through the air behind him. He didn’t need to turn to know who it was.

Magna’s voice wove through the space, and the portal in his mind vanished. Her voice had stopped him from killing them all.

“I’m sorry, Magna,” he whispered, staring at the dirt.

She wasn’t singing anymore. “Anton, what have you become?”

His hands pressed against the cold ground, his shadow stretching out in front of him. “I was trying to protect them. The Dissidence—they’re not what you think. We’ve been lied to. You need to listen to me.”

But he knew, even before the words left his mouth, it was too late.
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They had him cuffed and hooded, blinding him from the world around him. The soldiers must have thought that would stop his portal-opening abilities—and in a way, it did. Anton didn’t need dramatic gestures or magical incantations to open a portal, but disorientation and confinement gnawed at his focus.

At first, he feared they’d kill him right there. Yes, he was valuable to them, but he was also dangerous. It was just a matter of time before they decided which mattered more. They already had another portal opener, and it wouldn’t be long before they found the remaining portals in the cave. The planet was effectively theirs now, while the Dissidence had scattered to some unknown corner of the galaxy.

They strapped him to a stretcher and carried him away, the sounds of destruction echoing through the town’s main road. Anton could hear doors splintering, furniture overturned, officers shouting for their soldiers to “find them—at any cost.” A bitter, fleeting smile tugged at his lips. They won’t find what they’re looking for.

He wished he could talk to Iro, tell him to open another portal and get everyone as far away as possible, somewhere the Sagras couldn’t reach. Iro was their last hope now, even if he was the weakest of the three of them. Anton couldn’t decide if he or Magna was the stronger one. He still hadn’t grasped the full extent of her abilities.

“Take him to the ship,” someone ordered. “Keep him cuffed and blind. We don’t need him pulling another one of those tricks.”

As if I could, Anton thought, trying to summon the familiar taste of spoiled candy and the colors that usually swirled behind his eyes before he opened a portal. He wanted nothing more than to rip open the earth, to tear apart this place and everyone in it. If he could, he’d slice the planet in half. But it was impossible to concentrate when he couldn’t even see the world around him.

The noise of the town slowly faded, replaced by an eerie silence as they reached the ship. Too quiet. What now? Were they taking him back to Mina to face a military tribunal? Would they execute him for treason? Lock him away for life? No, Anton knew better. He wasn’t the kind of prisoner they simply disposed of. He was the kind they would use, the kind they’d force to work for them.

“Are you conscious?” a commanding voice asked—one Anton recognized from earlier. “You need to be conscious.”

“I’m conscious,” Anton replied, his voice hoarse. “Who are you?”

“My name is Colonel Medell, and I’m the best friend you’ve got right now. I’ll take the hood off, but know this: I’ve got my gun pointed at your knee. You try anything, and you’ll feel it.”

“I won’t do anything,” Anton muttered.

The hood was yanked off, and Anton blinked against the sudden light, his eyes adjusting to the ship’s interior. It resembled the one that had brought him to this planet, the one he had torn apart with a portal. “What do you want?”

“They say you had some military training,” Medell began. “So I’ll treat you like a soldier. But let me be clear: I don’t have time for insubordination. We’re in an abnormal situation here.”

“I want to talk to Magna,” Anton said, his voice steadier than he expected.

“She’ll be here soon. But I wanted a word with you first. We came on a reconnaissance and elimination mission. We were told to find a hidden military base and neutralize all hostiles. Instead, we found an empty village. There are two things missing, and I think you know where they are.”

“I won’t tell you.”

“We’ll see about that. But here’s the second thing: we didn’t find any weapons. No military installations, no signs of warfare. That doesn’t sit right with me. So I’m asking you—were these people ever a threat to us?”

“No,” Anton answered quickly, not missing a beat.

“That’s a fast answer, son.”

“I’m telling you the truth. They’re peaceful. They don’t want—”

The door slid open, cutting him off. Magna stepped into the room, her uniform adorned with the orange streak that marked her as special. “Colonel Medell, Jaksa gave strict orders that I was to—”

“I’m tired of you people,” Medell snapped, stepping toward her. “You might have your fancy powers, but I’m the one in command. If I want to—”

“Let me talk to Magna,” Anton interrupted, keeping his voice level. “Alone. I’ll answer your questions, but only to her. You can get her report later.”

Medell glared between them, his eyes hard. Magna’s gaze locked onto Anton’s, silent understanding passing between them. The colonel’s jaw clenched, but without another word, he turned and left, clearly unused to being challenged.

As soon as the door closed, Magna’s expression softened, though her eyes remained wary.

“Thanks for that,” Magna said, settling into the chair across from him.

With a flick of her hand she had his character sheet before them, and she was nodding.
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He really had grown, and he was proud of it, he hoped he showed he was stronger than her, than anyone else. But Magna never let on, she just flicked his sheet away.

“And thanks for this,” Anton replied, rattling the handcuffs behind his back. “I’m not even going to bother asking you to let me go. We both know that’s not happening.”

Magna’s expression stayed unreadable. “Anton... what have you done, really?”

He told her everything, starting from the moment he stepped onto the ship until the moment they caught him. But he left out the part where he helped the Dissidence escape to another planet, and any mention of the underground portals.

“You’ve betrayed everything we were taught,” Magna said coldly when he finished.

“They taught us wrong, Magna. These people—I’ve seen them—they’re not a threat. They’re peaceful. All they want is to live their lives. You won’t find weapons, ships, anything to suggest they’re dangerous. Ask the Colonel. Ask the soldiers.”

“Then why would Jaksa put so much effort into this?” Magna demanded, standing abruptly.

“Because they’re scared,” Anton shot back. “Scared the Dissidence will figure out how to control the portals first. They know if the entire galaxy could move freely again like in the old days, the Sagras’ control would collapse.”

“Lies!” Magna snapped, her fists clenching. “You think I’m stupid?”

Anton met her fiery gaze, voice softening. “I think you’re not yourself. Think about us. Think about everything we’ve shared. I wouldn’t have done this without a damn good reason.”

She stepped closer, close enough that he could see the tension in her jaw. “We’re soldiers, Anton. This is war.”

“War for what? They never told us that, did they?” His words hung in the air like an accusation.

Magna’s mouth fell open, but no words came out. For a moment, Anton thought she might start singing, but instead, she hurled another question at him, her voice unsteady. “You said Iro showed up. He’s a traitor too. He betrayed us—he—”

“Listen to yourself!” Anton interrupted. “You’re trying to convince yourself more than me.”

Her hand shot up, ready to strike him, but she hesitated and lowered it. It was as though she had forgotten the role she was playing, unsure of the script. “Anton... Jaksa sent me here with an offer. She said if you tell us where the Dissidence is hiding, we could negotiate a pardon for you.”

He shook his head, voice firm. “It’ll be a bloodbath.”

Something shifted in Magna’s eyes, like his words had struck a nerve. “Why would you say that?”

“Because they’re defenseless, Magna. The soldiers will slaughter them—men, women, children—all for nothing.”

Her expression faltered, and without another word, she turned and left the room, leaving Anton alone with his thoughts. He sat there for what felt like an eternity, hunger gnawing at him, exhaustion making his limbs heavy. The uncertainty of what came next clung to him like a weight he couldn’t shake.

Eventually, two soldiers entered. One of them sneered, sizing Anton up. “See? Told you he’s just a kid. Should be in a dead-end job, not messing around with portals, screwing up our lives.”

“Yeah, the other one’s cute. This one looks like garbage.”

“What are they going to do with him? Force him to open a black hole and suck us all into another dimension?”

“Don’t matter. This little shit killed half a platoon and left the rest to rot on this rock.”

“That’s low.”

Anton glared at them, eyes weary. “So, what’s the plan? You gonna cut my throat, or just keep running your mouths? Honestly, I’d prefer the first option.”

The soldiers exchanged amused looks. “The brat’s got some nerve.”

“Maybe we should teach him a lesson,” one of them said, stepping closer and pulling out a knife.

“You’re insane,” Anton growled, instinctively tugging at the cuffs. “You know how valuable I am to the Sagras?”

“Yeah, valuable alive,” the soldier replied, tapping the blade against Anton’s boot. “But nobody said you needed to be in one piece.”

Fear clawed at Anton’s throat. They’re serious. His breath hitched, panic setting in. He imagined them gouging out an eye, or taking a finger—something to keep as a twisted memento.

“We could take an eye,” one soldier mused, as if reading Anton’s thoughts. “Pop it out like a seed. A souvenir for this lovely mission.”

“No, I think I’ll take a toe,” the other soldier said with a smirk, gripping Anton’s boot and slicing through the strap. “Let him limp to his execution when they’re done with him.”

This is happening. Anton’s pulse hammered in his ears, the tip of the knife pressing against his big toe. He tried to scream, but terror stole his voice.

Suddenly, the familiar taste of spoiled candy surged in his mouth. A portal—he didn’t need to see it to know it was there. The soldiers’ curses filled the air as Anton jerked backward, falling through the swirling void, and landed on soft grass with a thud.

He looked up, seeing the shocked faces of the soldiers through the portal before he snapped it shut.

Anton lay on the lawn, gasping for breath, his heart still pounding. Wherever he was, it was better than that ship. The air was cool, fresh, and there was something oddly familiar about the place. He looked around, catching sight of a sign. A simple white wooden plaque with bold black letters.

For Sale. In English.

Anton’s mind reeled. He scrambled to his feet, passing his cuffed hands under his legs so he could move more easily. He approached the sign, his breath catching in his throat as he read it again, just to be sure. The phone number—it was familiar too.

Slowly, Anton turned and scanned the quiet, sleeping houses lining the street. No cars. No noise. But soon, there would be—the hum of morning traffic, people waking up for work.

This wasn’t just Earth. This was his old neighborhood.
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Anton didn’t know where to go, but he knew he couldn’t stay where he was. Handcuffed, bruised, and wearing strange clothes covered in mud, he’d attract attention the moment anyone saw him. He had no idea what had happened since the day he fled, but there was a good chance someone would recognize him as Mac’s killer and call the police.

He knew this part of town well. His old house was just four blocks away. Walking felt awkward with only one boot, and he debated whether to ditch it. The cold pavement stung his bare foot, but it was better than limping around with only half a shoe. He didn’t need to be slowed down now.

Lights flickered on inside houses as people began to stir. Anton kept his head down, praying he wouldn’t run into any milkmen or newspaper boys. He made it to his old home without being seen.

The house was a sad, hollowed-out shell of what it once was. It wasn’t for sale, but it looked long abandoned. Wooden planks nailed across the windows sagged under the weight of neglect. In the dim light, Anton saw the word MURDERER spray-painted in jagged black letters over the boards. His stomach tightened. His family must have fled after what he did. The shame he brought them drove them out.

Anton had opened a portal to this house once before, only to find the attic door locked. Now, it all made sense. They had sealed it up, hidden away everything he had left behind.

He couldn’t stay here long. Rounding the back of the house, he spotted an open window, the glass shattered and the latch forced. Someone had been here before him. He slid inside, landing in the dark living room where he and Cassie used to spend afternoons watching movies together, huddled under blankets. That room had once been a sanctuary from the world, but now it reeked of rot and abandonment.

“Cassie…” he muttered, his voice cracking. He wondered if he would ever see her again. His plan had been to rise in the ranks of the Sagras, earn enough power and trust to bring her back with him. But as always, he had ruined everything.

The room was littered with the remnants of strangers. Used condoms, empty beer bottles, a woman’s bra, and a filthy blanket lay scattered on the floor. Needles, lighters, and spoons told the rest of the story. Junkies had made this place their den. It didn’t matter. Anton wasn’t here for comfort. He just needed a place to think, to figure out his next move.

His stomach growled, loud and painful. He rummaged through the debris and found a half-chewed Mars bar still wrapped. It had lipstick stains on it, but he was too hungry to care. He devoured it, though it barely dulled the gnawing in his gut.

He climbed the stairs to his old room. Wooden planks blocked the door, and he wondered why the squatters hadn’t broken in. A few hard kicks dislodged the planks, and Anton forced the door open. The room was frozen in time, everything covered in a thick blanket of dust. His old movie posters still clung to the walls, though they looked more like relics than decorations now.

“Can you believe this?” he muttered, staring at the untouched bookshelves and furniture. In one corner, he found three energy bars stashed away. He tore into them, greedily, finishing them in seconds.

In the drawer beside his bed was an old hunting knife—rusty, dull, but still sharp enough. It hadn’t been much use to him growing up, but now it was a small miracle. With some effort, he managed to saw through the handcuffs, freeing his wrists.

A shower would’ve been a dream, but he knew there was no water left in the pipes. Instead, he sifted through his old clothes. Most of them didn’t fit anymore—his body had changed too much from all the training—but he found a loose shirt and sweatpants that would do. His old shoes fit well enough, and he tucked a black cap over his hair, hoping it would help disguise him if anyone saw him outside.

Dressed, Anton collapsed onto the bed, kicking up a cloud of dust that choked the air. He shot up, coughing uncontrollably, and staggered out of the room, gasping for clean air. It took a full ten minutes for him to stop coughing, his lungs burning from the effort.

The house was a wreck, but that didn’t bother him. Nothing good had ever happened in this place. Except for one thing.

The attic.

Anton climbed the stairs again, forcing open the trapdoor. The attic was the one place where he and Cassie had hidden from the world, their little sanctuary. He didn’t expect to feel much, not after everything that had happened, but stepping inside still stirred something deep within him.

Without Cassie, though, the room felt empty. Hollow.

“How did she feel,” he whispered, “when she realized I wasn’t coming back?”

He would never know. People thought Cassie couldn’t sense the world around her, but Anton knew better. She had a depth and intelligence most people couldn’t understand. It was just a matter of learning how she communicated. And Anton had been the only one to come close.

An idea sparked in Anton’s mind as he started to search through the attic. He knew there had to be something here. His fingers traced the gaps in the bricks, and soon he found it—a piece of folded paper, tucked carefully between the cracks. Anton hesitated before unfolding it, unsure of what he might uncover.

There it was: another one of Cassie’s drawings. Childish, yes, but like all her art, it carried an eerie depth. This one showed a man (himself, no doubt), a tall blue woman (clearly Magna), and another even taller woman in a different shade of blue (probably Jaksa or Larya). Behind them loomed an upside-down triangle with a gaping hole at its center, as though it led somewhere she couldn’t quite depict on paper.

Tears welled up in Anton’s eyes. He always knew Cassie had a gift, an ability to see things others couldn’t even comprehend. No one ever paid attention to her drawings, brushing them off as the work of a troubled child, but Anton knew she was different. Special. Could the same mysterious force that granted him his powers have given Cassie the ability to see beyond the present? Did she somehow know everything he had gone through—his training, the destruction of the ship, his joining the Dissidence? Was she watching him even now, from wherever she was?

He folded the drawing back up and slid it into the crevice. As much as he wanted to keep it, a part of him knew it would only put Cassie in danger if the Sagras ever found it. Jaksa wouldn’t hesitate to use a child—his sister—against him. The best thing he could do was leave her alone, protect her by staying far away.

But what now?

Back in his room, the dust finally settled. Anton rifled through drawers, looking for anything useful, and found a few crumpled bills and a handful of coins. It wasn’t much, but it would get him a meal. His stomach churned with hunger, his thoughts muddled by the gnawing emptiness.

Out in the streets, the fear that someone would recognize him started to fade. People passed him without a second glance. He realized his months of grueling training had changed him so much, nobody would connect this hardened figure with the scrawny kid who once lived in the neighborhood.

He found a small café at the end of the street, packed with early risers grabbing breakfast. The only available spot was at the counter, which suited him fine. He ordered a full meal and devoured it like he hadn’t eaten in days. The three cups of steaming coffee that followed felt like heaven. After so long in alien worlds, that simple meal was the best thing he had tasted in a lifetime.

Satisfied, he scanned the room, looking for someone who might know something about his family. His eyes landed on a familiar face: Fred, sitting alone in a booth, absentmindedly eating cereal.

Wiping his mouth, Anton stood and walked over. “Mind if I join you, Fred? Doesn’t look like you’re expecting anyone.”

Fred’s eyes widened with shock, recognition hitting him like a punch. “I… I… wait, you’re—”

Before Fred could finish, Anton reached across the table, clamping a hand over his mouth. “Don’t. Please don’t make a scene. I don’t want to hurt you.”

Fred nodded, and Anton slowly let go. “Where the hell have you been?” Fred whispered. “What are you doing here?”

“There’s no point in explaining it. You wouldn’t believe me,” Anton said, leaning back in the booth.

Fred fiddled with his spoon, glancing nervously around the café. “People thought you were dead. They saw… something that day. Everyone called it a collective hallucination. But there was no body, so…”

“So what?”

“They found Mac’s body. No one misses that bastard. But they turned him into a victim, a martyr. Suddenly, he was just a kid who got caught up in something terrible. People threw rocks at your parents’ house, harassed them on the streets. They even went on TV to say they disowned you, that they wanted nothing to do with you anymore. After that, they disappeared. Some say they went into witness protection; others think they just packed up and left. What are you doing here, Anton?”

Anton considered how much he should reveal, how much Fred could handle. “Fred, you ever watch one of those sci-fi movies where the hero tells everyone about wild things that happened to him, and no one believes a word of it?”

Fred narrowed his eyes. “You gonna tell me aliens abducted you or something?”

Anton chuckled bitterly. “Not far off. I was recruited by a galactic empire because I can open portals—portals to anywhere in the universe. I fought for them. I betrayed them. Or maybe they betrayed me. I don’t know anymore. But listen, there’s a war going on, and I’ve somehow become the most dangerous weapon in the galaxy.”

Fred dropped his spoon into his bowl, staring at Anton like he’d lost his mind. “You expect me to believe that? Just because I like science fiction doesn’t mean—”

“I need to find Cassie.”

“Good luck with that,” Fred muttered, sliding out of the booth. “You should get back to your intergalactic war. Sounds like the only place where anyone gives a damn about you.”

As Fred walked away, Anton noticed the murmurs and glances from the other patrons. People were starting to whisper, their eyes flicking toward him.

“Do you think that’s him?”

“It can’t be…”

“After all this time…”

“I told you he wasn’t dead…”

This was pointless. Anton stood up, stepping onto the chair, then over the table, raising his voice for everyone to hear. “Yes, it’s me! The murderer of poor little Mac, and whoever else I’ve killed along the way. I know you all missed me!”

The whispers stopped, all eyes on him. “Now, for my next trick…” Anton smirked. In a flash, he opened a portal, jumped through, and closed it behind him.

It was a hell of a trick.
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ANTON


For someone who had never had any special talents or made a difference in anyone’s life, it was still hard for Anton to get used to all the attention. The weight of it bore down on him. Now, the cuffs were around his ankles as well as his wrists, making it far harder for him to walk. Instead, they carried him on a stretcher, a bag pulled tightly over his head, obscuring his view of the world around him. It was humiliating, and more than that—it felt wrong.

He wanted to tell them he wasn’t worth this kind of effort. That he was just a kid trying to escape an abusive home, trying to give his sister a better life and avoid bullies. A sister he missed more than anything. God, he missed her. But somehow, instead of a protector for Cassie, he had become the most dangerous weapon in the galaxy. Now, soldiers—well-trained and well-armed—feared him. It didn’t feel like power; it felt like a mistake. Something had gone horribly wrong.

Anton wasn’t going to try anything, but no one believed that. And who could blame them? Was it just bad luck that had brought him back to the ship he had once escaped from? Or was some part of him telling him to return, to throw himself at the mercy of the Sagras and attempt to fix the mess he’d made?

The truth was, Anton didn’t know. He was lost, with no answers—only a gnawing desire to make things right and somehow get back to Cassie.

But Cassie wasn’t here. And neither was anyone else he could turn to.

When the soldiers saw him return, they were more surprised than he was. He’d stepped through the portal out of pure spite—to prove to Fred and everyone in that café that he hadn’t been lying, that he had been somewhere else, that things were different now.

But as soon as he stepped through, regret settled in.

Magna had been with the soldiers, and she was the first to react. Without a weapon, she used the hand-to-hand moves they’d learned during training to try to subdue him. Anton reacted purely out of instinct. He didn’t want to fight her, but his body moved before his mind could catch up. The two of them clashed while the soldiers stood by, their mouths hanging open, unsure of what to do. Then, after a moment, they joined in.

Anton could hold his own against Magna, but once the soldiers joined the fray, they managed to overpower him together.

With his chin pressed to the cold floor, Anton looked up and saw another figure approaching: Colonel Medell. “Can anyone explain what’s going on here?”

“He opened a portal, sir,” one of the soldiers said, his boot digging into Anton’s back. “Right in front of us.”

Colonel Medell crouched down, narrowing his eyes at Anton. “What were you doing all this time? Why come back?”

“They were torturing me!” Anton yelled, anger flaring up as the soldier twisted his arm behind his back.

“He said he was going to kill everyone when we reached Mina,” the soldier spat, his grip tightening.

“No, he didn’t,” Magna cut in. She pulled a pair of cuffs from one of the soldiers’ belts and secured Anton’s wrists herself. “You can get off him now. I’ve got him.”

Reluctantly, the soldiers obeyed. “Sir, we’re not going to let her—”

“We don’t need to take anyone’s word for anything,” Colonel Medell interrupted, pointing to a black object on the ceiling. Anton couldn’t help but smile. It was a security camera. “We’ll know soon enough who’s telling the truth.”

“Sir, we—”

“Dismissed,” Medell said sharply, cutting off further protests.

The soldiers exchanged glances but obeyed, grumbling as they left the room.

“Thank you,” Anton muttered.

“Don’t thank me,” Colonel Medell said coldly. “I’m not your friend. But I don’t let my men get away with anything. Now, are you hurt, miss?”

“I’m fine,” Magna said, helping Anton to his feet. “But I want answers too. Anton, why are you here? Why come back when you could have gone anywhere else?”

Anton sighed, his frustration bubbling up. “Because I don’t understand how this power works,” he admitted. “Neither do you. But if you expect me to spill information, you might as well forget it.”

“We’re going back to Mina,” she said, her voice steady. “Through the portal I created. Once we’re there, Jaksa will decide what to do with you.”
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That was how Anton ended up in the cell. It wasn’t like the prison cells he had seen in movies. There were no bars—just a strange blue light separating his space from the corridor. At first, he thought they might keep the bag on his head forever, but they weren’t afraid of him escaping. Where would he go?

Anton was too tired to care. Too tired to fight. For now, all he wanted was to lie down and let whatever happened... happen. He couldn’t even muster the energy to think about the worst-case scenarios—being tortured, being executed. He simply lay on the cold bed and tried to will himself to sleep.

But sleep wouldn’t come. Instead, he stared up at the blank ceiling, his mind churning over the impossible task ahead. They had given him a job, one he was utterly unprepared for. Five portals surrounded the remains of the village, and it was only a matter of time before the Sagras forces found the cave. He could already see it—an outpost or base built over what was left of the village, a haunting reminder of what had been lost.

“What are you thinking about?” came a soft, melodic voice from outside the cell. Anton didn’t need to look to know who it was.

“I’m thinking about how fast things spiral out of control,” he muttered, his voice heavy with fatigue.

“Anton,” Magna said gently, “it doesn’t have to end like this. You could talk to me. Tell me what’s going on, and I’ll speak on your behalf when we get to Jaksa. I don’t know why you turned on us, but if you explain, maybe I—”

“I don’t want you to do anything,” Anton interrupted, sitting up to face her across the blue light. His eyes were sharp, despite his exhaustion. “We’ve been fed lies, Magna. The Dissidence isn’t what they told us. They’re just people trying to live their lives. This isn’t about protecting the Sagras from them—it’s about controlling power.”

“They found weapons in the village,” she argued. “Those people were building a giant cannon.”

“More lies,” Anton shot back.

“They were going to fire through the portal, and you were going to help them.”

“You don’t even believe that!” Anton’s voice boomed, louder than he intended. The intensity made Magna flinch as if the blue barrier between them had cracked. “You know better. You’re not a killer, Magna. You’re an artist. You can recognize when a story falls apart, when it doesn’t make sense.”

He stood, the frustration and urgency boiling over. “Anton, don’t!” Magna’s warning was too late. His forehead collided with the barrier, sending him sprawling to the floor. The shock felt like a jolt of electricity surging through him, but he stayed conscious.

“Tell me you don’t feel it,” he continued, sitting up. “This war, the lies—they don’t add up.”

He saw her hands trembling, her whole frame rigid with uncertainty. The Magna he once knew was still there, buried beneath layers of manipulation. Jaksa’s influence had pulled her strings, twisting her into something she wasn’t. “Magna, you’re drowning in guilt. You need to forgive yourself. None of this is your fault.”

Her eyes flickered, but her response was barely more than a whisper. “What are you talking about?”

“It’s not your fault,” Anton repeated, his voice softer now. “Please, trust me. You don’t have to carry this.”

“I don’t know what to believe anymore,” she muttered, turning her head away. But then something caught her eye down the corridor. “I need to go. Don’t tell them I was here.” Without another word, she bolted down the opposite direction, vanishing before Anton could respond.

He didn’t move. He didn’t need to. Whoever she had seen was coming. He already knew.

Jaksa entered the cell, her towering presence almost comical in the confined space, but Anton wasn’t laughing. “Hello, Anton.” She sat cross-legged on the floor, her large frame now somehow more intimate, like a predator getting comfortable before the kill.

Anton clenched his fists. “What do you want?”

Jaksa’s gaze was sharp, calculating. “Oh, come now. You know exactly what I want. Have you even tried to use your powers? This cell... I designed it myself. You couldn’t open a portal if you tried.”

“I didn’t try.”

Jaksa’s thin smile stretched. “You’re learning. You know you’re cornered, and you can’t talk your way out. So I’ll get to the point—are you ready to cooperate?”

“If you mean handing over the Dissidence, no.”

Jaksa leaned in slightly, her tone more measured now. “You’re not in a position to refuse. When Magna opened the portal to that distant planet, she shortened the distance between me and them. I sensed it all, Anton. I could even track the portal you opened to Earth. But don’t worry, Earth doesn’t interest us—yet.”

Her eyes gleamed as she continued. “What matters is the energy you expended. The ancient energy in those caves. It’s not just one portal, is it?”

Anton’s stomach clenched, but he forced himself to keep his expression steady. She’s bluffing.

“You have no use for me then,” Anton said, his voice a bit tighter than he liked. “You already know everything.”

Jaksa’s lips curled into a smirk. “Not everything. I have enough intuition to find them without you. But here’s the thing—you’ve grown attached to them. And I need you to deliver a message.”

Anton’s legs felt shaky. He gritted his teeth, refusing to let her see any weakness. “What kind of message?”

Her voice lowered, dripping with false sympathy. “I want you and Magna to find your friends and offer them a deal. Surrender to the Sagras. Let us teach them, integrate them into our laws. We won’t kill them, Anton. But if they resist, they will die.”

Anton’s heart hammered in his chest. His whole body tensed, and for a moment, he felt paralyzed. Jaksa’s words wrapped around him like chains, each syllable tightening until it became harder to breathe.

This is how she works, he thought. She breaks you from the inside. But as the pressure mounted, something else rose within him. A different kind of energy, darker, deeper. This wasn’t the energy he used to open portals—it was something else, something primal, furious.

Jaksa must’ve sensed the shift, too. For the first time, Anton saw something in her eyes that startled him—surprise.

“You’ll have to kill me,” he said, voice steady, but laced with defiance.

Jaksa’s face remained calm, but the flicker of shock didn’t fully disappear. “You won’t refuse me.”

Anton met her gaze, his grin slow and deliberate. “I thought you offered a bargain. So, no bargain then? In that case, you’ll have to kill me.”

The brief flicker of surprise was gone, and Jaksa’s face became a blank mask once again. She leaned back slightly, studying him. “You’re more dangerous than you realize, Anton. That’s why I need you.”

“Why all of this?” he asked, gesturing at the cell around them. “If the Dissidence isn’t a threat, why the hunt?”

Jaksa’s eyes gleamed with something closer to obsession than malice. “Have you ever thought about how power works, Anton? People on your world discovered atomic energy—created bombs, destroyed cities. They learned that true power requires control.” She paused, her voice growing colder. “But that’s nothing compared to portal energy. Portals can connect and destroy worlds.”

She smiled, a predatory glint in her eyes. “When I was young, I dreamed of holding the universe in the palm of my hand. I could crush it, Anton, but I chose not to. That’s the kind of control I want—what I need. You will help me achieve it.”

Her fingers clenched into fists, as though reliving the dream. “Let me make this clear: you and Magna will go to the Dissidence. You will convince them to surrender, or by noon tomorrow, the ashes of every man, woman, and child among them will rise in a massive funeral pyre.”

Anton’s stomach twisted, the darkness inside him stirring. He’d felt anger before, but never like this. Something had to give, and soon.

He forced himself to stand taller, though the weight of her words pressed on him. “You think you control everything. But you don’t. You’re so focused on your power, you can’t even see when it’s slipping away.”

Jaksa’s smile faltered for a fraction of a second.

Anton let the silence stretch. “We’ll see who burns tomorrow, Jaksa.”
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LARYA


Things were shifting. Larya sensed it in the charged air, a tension that vibrated through the streets and echoed in the hushed voices of those around her. The whispers crept through hallways, flickered in the glances exchanged by both soldiers and civilians alike. Even the people crossing her path on routine errands seemed to know something was stirring.

Of course, they understood that something big was happening. You don’t just throw an asteroid into a government facility without drawing the gaze of the press. Although officials remained tight-lipped, reporters were clever, piecing together that whatever was unfolding had everything to do with the portals.

But what exactly were these portals?

Were they merely doors transporting you from one place to another?

Or were they weapons, capable of cleaving through matter or igniting catastrophic explosions?

There had to be more to them than that.

To Larya, they were forces of nature, something wild and untamable. They couldn’t be neatly categorized. Humanity had only scratched the surface of their potential, extracting what we could and shielding ourselves from the dangers they posed.

For weeks, Larya had been confined to her apartment, recovering from the aftermath of recent events. She shuffled papers across her desk, her sidearm ever present—a silent companion. Sometimes, irrational fear gripped her. She’d seize the gun, the weight of it comforting in her hands, then she’d point it at the door, imagining an assailant crashing through. It was a futile defense, she knew. If they wanted her dead, her pistol would do nothing. She was as fragile as anyone.

Despite her standing, Larya lived in an ordinary apartment, far removed from the palaces and luxuries she could have easily claimed. There was a comfort in blending with the masses, in the mundane rhythm of her neighbors. She rarely spoke to them, but the anonymity suited her.

Everything had seemed manageable, at least until the meteor incident. That’s when things truly spiraled. The three recruits she had been mentoring showed promise—especially Anton—but the situation was unraveling faster than she could guide them. Larya understood you don’t control Ekasai, the way you can’t control a tidal wave. You could only nudge them, steering the momentum toward your goals.

Mina, the heart of the Sagras empire, was on the brink of collapse. Their resources dwindled by the day, and new portals had to be opened if they were to survive. To Larya, the stakes were clear: it was a matter of survival, not power. She didn’t care about her mother’s war against the Dissidence or the grand imperial ambitions. What mattered was keeping people fed.

But every day, she felt her grip slipping, and she had no idea how much longer she could endure the pressure. Someone had suggested a vacation, but there was no escape. The pressure choked her like a tightening noose, no matter where she went.

She needed answers. And getting them was a dangerous game. This wasn’t the kind of role where you could just walk away. The job was imprinted on her, like a scar on the soul. It wasn’t something you left behind. She was entangled in it, as much a part of her as her own flesh.

To her surprise, they had reassigned her to a desk job—filing papers and making public appearances. No more close contact with the Ekasai. Larya knew this was punishment for her recklessness in teaching her students too much, but she didn’t fight it. Jaksa wouldn’t keep her sidelined for long. They needed her. This wasn’t a role you advertised in the classifieds.

A lot of what had happened was still shrouded in mystery. She hated how they treated her, as if she were just another cog, privy only to the bare minimum. Dem’s death still haunted her, as did the loss of her position in the portal opener’s training. No one spoke of it, all kept in the dark by Jaksa’s design.

Larya’s dreams were plagued by flashes of blood, splattered across her face, and the cold efficiency with which they had cleaned up after Dem’s murder. It reminded her that the only reason she was still alive was her usefulness. What that use was, she didn’t fully understand—yet. But she had a gut feeling that the upcoming meeting would reveal everything.

For some time now, Larya had been plotting, trying to figure out how to handle the situation. A double assassination crossed her mind more than once, but it was unrealistic. Killing both Jaksa and Commander Sirota was impossible. She might get one, but the other would live to retaliate, and her death would follow swiftly.

Taking out Commander Sirota alone would be easier, but what good would it do? Her father was nothing more than a puppet, dancing on Jaksa’s strings. Jaksa was the true threat, and Larya knew that eliminating her would be the real victory. But it was no simple task. Jaksa was a force, large and strong, despite her age. Larya couldn’t overpower her in time before the guards would swarm in, guns drawn, just like they had done with Dem.

Dem’s face flickered in her mind, his voice the only one that ever truly connected with her. The memory hardened her resolve. She had to kill Jaksa. It had to be her, and it had to be soon.

“Good morning, daughter,” Commander Sirota’s voice jolted her back to the present. He stood outside her door, waiting. “Lovely morning, isn’t it?”

“Why didn’t you come in?” His sudden presence unnerved her.

“I thought it best to wait, so you wouldn’t think we were hiding anything.”

“Aren’t you?”

He chuckled. “Oh, Larya, you had such potential. If only you could see things as we do.”

“You still need me. Are you going to tell me why?”

“She’ll tell you what’s necessary. But my advice? Never deal with Earth people again. They’re filthy. Messy. They make great slaves, but ask them to think, and it all falls apart.”

“This is about Anton, isn’t it?” Larya kept her voice steady. “You’ve found him. Or he’s found you. Is he dead?”

“No, he’s rotting in a cell.”

“I demand to see him!”

“You’re demanding to the wrong person. I hold no power here.” A low, mocking laugh slipped from the commander’s lips. “Calm down. It’ll all make sense soon. Shall we?”

Larya pushed open the door, and they stepped into Jaksa’s dining room. The table stood barren, a stark contrast to the usual spread, which signaled this meeting wouldn’t take long. Jaksa sat in her familiar spot—the chair she used to manipulate others into doing her bidding. As a child, Larya had sat at that very table, watching her grandmother from across it, enduring endless mind games disguised as character-building lessons. Those sessions hadn’t built strength, only fear.

“Right on time,” Jaksa greeted, gesturing to a seat.

Fourteen chairs to choose from. Sirota sat two seats away from Jaksa. Larya fought the urge to sit as far as possible—not out of defiance, but because her grandmother’s presence sent a chill crawling up her spine. She settled halfway down the table. “What are we here to discuss?” Larya asked.

“I gave her the basics,” Sirota said dryly. “The bare basics.”

“And your thoughts, Larya?” Jaksa’s eyes gleamed with expectation.

“I think this ship’s sinking, and everyone’s stuffing their pockets before jumping ship. What they don’t realize is their greed will drag them down. Good enough metaphor?”

“We should have shot him,” Sirota growled. “The moment we knew about his powers. Earthlings are trash, and you know that, Mother. But no one listens.”

“Maybe because you’re a brute,” Jaksa retorted. “It doesn’t matter now. Lord Sagras is furious, and he wants our heads unless we fix this mess.”

“It’s not my fault,” her father hissed, each word dripping with venom. “I warned you—”

“I know, Father,” Larya cut him off. “You told us Earth people are scum. Go tell Sagras that. I’m sure he’ll be lenient.”

“Enough,” Jaksa snapped, her voice sharp. “You’re both idiots, as is Lord Sagras and the rest of them. Don’t you see? We have a golden opportunity here. We can crush the Dissidence and eliminate the Sagras. We could rule this galaxy.”

“A coup d’état?” Larya’s voice didn’t waver. She wasn’t surprised. “Is that what this is about? You’re tired of pulling the strings from behind the curtain? No, that’s not it. We all know what this is really about. Power is your drug, Mother. This is just another fix. You want to feel unstoppable, like you can burn everything down on a whim. The junkies under the bridge? They’re no different. I found Dem with them once.”

Before she saw it coming, a hard slap sent pain radiating through her cheek. Larya blinked in shock—Commander Sirota, not Jaksa, had struck her. “Don’t ever speak like that again,” he growled.

Jaksa erupted into laughter—not the polished laugh Larya knew, but something ugly, twisted, like fingernails scraping the inside of her skull, or how the air grew thicker, harder to breathe. This was a side of her grandmother she’d never seen. The sound echoed in the room, making Larya’s skin crawl. It felt as if they had opened a box that should have stayed shut.

Larya glanced at her father, whose eyes were wide in awe. “Is everything... will anyone...”

Jaksa rose, and the room seemed to rise with her. Larya and Sirota stood out of reflex. Jaksa moved toward the far wall, tracing her fingers along the wood panels. “Someday, someone will read about all this,” she murmured. “They’ll teach it in schools. People will wonder how someone like me could come from a family like ours. They’ll speculate what could have been if I’d had more children... or none at all.”

“We get it, Grandmother,” Larya interrupted, stepping forward. “You’re incredible, and we’re failures. Now, can we focus?”

Jaksa stood with her back to her. Larya’s heart raced—this could be her moment. She could spring forward, snap Jaksa’s neck, and end it all before anyone reacted. Guards would shoot her, yes, but it would be worth it.

“I’m trying to give you something worth living for,” Jaksa said softly, still unmoving. “I want...”

In a blur, Larya’s hands were around Jaksa’s throat. She squeezed, willing her grandmother to collapse. Her hands were strong, built from generations of hard survival, but Jaksa’s neck resisted, iron beneath skin. Her only hope now was to cut off the air.

The guards didn’t come. Sirota stayed still. Jaksa didn’t resist. She simply smiled, and damn it —she smiled. Larya’s strength drained, and Jaksa shoved her to the ground with ease.

“She’s younger than you were,” Jaksa mused, straightening her clothes. “I’ll give her credit for that.”

“Let her grow,” Sirota chuckled. “Let’s see when it happens again.”

“What?” Larya spat, climbing to her feet. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“Your father was older than you when he first tried to kill me. It was a metal pipe, if I recall,” Jaksa said with a smirk.

Sirota smiled, nostalgic. “I thought a good hit to the skull would do the trick.”

“I wonder when she’ll try to kill you.” Jaksa’s grin widened. “Next week, next year? Should be interesting to watch.”

Larya recoiled, bile rising in her throat. “What now? Throw me in a cell?”

“Life’s more entertaining with you in it,” Jaksa purred. Larya translated it as, We still need you.

Larya didn’t know what else to say. She sat there in silence. Thinking.

To her luck, Jaksa gave them permission to leave, after that conversation.

In the hallway once again with her father he asked her. “What do you really think?”

“I’m not paid to think.” She replied. “But I am scared, father. I have never seen anyone that thirsty for power, and I don’t know what we have to gain by helping her.”

“Do you have a better idea?”

“Her food.” Larya thought.

“You mean… oh, no! She doesn’t eat anything until it has passed by chemical exams. You can’t shove poison in there.”

“What then?”

Her father put his hand on her shoulder. “Don’t despair. Stop trying to control everything. The current will take us where it wants us to go.”

What if there’s a waterfall at the end, one so big, we’ll just…
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MAGNA


The line between right and wrong blurred for Magna. Operas were clear-cut by nature. There was always a distinct barrier between heroes and villains. At least, that’s how she had always seen it. The performers on stage—singing their lines in their elaborate costumes—knew exactly which side they stood on.

But it wasn’t the same when Magna found herself watching others perform. Sitting in the dark theatre, surrounded by strangers who had no idea she was a singer, she observed the nuances in the very same play she was rehearsing for. The characters she thought she understood suddenly became more complicated. Gray areas emerged. She began to feel contempt for the protagonist she was supposed to embody and sympathy for the villain she had once despised. Would she be able to play a better lead than the person currently on stage?

Later, Magna tried incorporating these realizations into her rehearsals. Mrs. Pellez, her vocal coach, accused her of being contrived, a performance too forced. It was a harsh but valuable lesson. Good and evil couldn’t be fabricated; they had to flow naturally, organically, from the soul.

After she had killed those people in the audience, Magna wasn’t sure if she could still call herself one of the good guys. Being drafted by the Sagras had been a way to forget the moral complexity. It wasn’t about doing what was right anymore; it was about following orders from those who claimed to understand the world better than she did.

But now, even that structure was gone. She was valuable to the Sagras, especially after Anton and Iro deserted. Magna’s voice had become a critical asset; it wasn’t just about moving troops across vast distances, a feat no technology could achieve. She did it through singing.

This wasn’t the path she had envisioned for her operatic career, but there was no denying that the power of her portal-opening ability lay in her voice. Her control over pitch was everything. Portals were dangerous, and if she opened them too fast or too close, disaster would follow.

Sitting alone in her room, Magna clutched a metal box in her lap. The air in the room felt thick and oppressive, despite its generous size. She knew exactly what was inside, but she hesitated, uncertain if what she had done was worth it. The box seemed less like a reward and more like a reminder—something to stroke her ego, so she would continue to accept missions without asking questions.

Magna slid the box under her bed. Her current room was larger and more lavish than her old one, yet it was devoid of art. Magna, the artist-turned-soldier, questioned if she could truly fulfill both roles. Could she make portals not just as tunnels, but as expressions of art? After all, wasn’t art meant to connect souls from different worlds? Maybe, just maybe, she could shape something beautiful out of the gashes she tore in the sky.

She could almost feel Mrs. Pellez’s presence beside her—her old mentor, who had trained her pitch to perfection, still haunting her thoughts. Mrs. Pellez had died along with everyone else at Magna’s first performance. For a while, the thought of Mrs. Pellez’s ghost terrified her, as if the woman would return demanding retribution. But the spectral figure in her mind wasn’t vengeful; it was the same teacher who had once wanted to make Magna a star.

“You’ve been sloppy,” the imagined Mrs. Pellez scolded. “Back on the ship, you lost your pitch at least three times. And where was the emotion? Have you even been drinking enough water?”

“Not as much as I should,” Magna muttered.

They controlled every part of her life. A dry throat could damage her vocal cords. A lack of sleep could sap her concentration. Yet, they demanded she wake early, stick to a strict regimen, and remain battle-ready. Magna hadn’t had a true friend in years, thanks to Mrs. Pellez’s warnings that friendships would distract her from her goals. She never saw her fellow musicians outside of rehearsals. She accepted this sacrifice without complaint—her talent made her special, important.

“People would die to have your gift,” Mrs. Pellez would often say. “Some think what we do is a waste of time, but we know better. You can bring people together with nothing but your voice. Take care of that gift.”

Mrs. Pellez could have been talking about her singing or her ability to open portals. “I’ve killed a lot of people,” Magna whispered.

“That’s no excuse for being sloppy. You need to return to your training. I can’t help you anymore. I’m dead. But you need to decide what to do with your voice. In the end, that’s all that matters.”

Mrs. Pellez’s voice faded, vanishing from her thoughts. Magna knew it had never been real—just a product of her conscience. The dead didn’t come back to offer advice, did they?

Magna wasn’t sure. She wasn’t sure about ghosts or spirits. But every night, the faces of those she had killed haunted her dreams. Their faces, once blurred in her memory as a single wave of blood, now took shape—individuals with names, voices, hopes. They appeared to remind her that they would never forgive her.

The metal box was still in her lap. She opened it to find an orange ribbon with a gleaming green octagonal medal. It was for bravery. Magna scoffed at the irony. What bravery had she displayed? Opening a portal, guiding troops through, grabbing Anton... the only thing she could truly call brave was her fight with Anton on the ship. That, at least, she was proud of.

Her first instinct was to toss the medal into the trash. But someone might want to see it someday. Instead, she closed the box and shoved it deep into a drawer, one she wouldn’t open unless she was ordered to.

An artist, not a soldier. The words echoed in her mind, a reminder from Anton. Magna had never liked the military. Even before her training took over her life, her friends from rehearsals had told stories of being harassed by the police, simply because of how they looked or walked. She used to dismiss those tales, believing the police existed to protect. But now, she knew better. She had been naive.

The transition from opera singer to soldier hadn’t been smooth. After the sea of blood, the cell, and the long transport to Mina, Magna had to adapt to a rigid routine. She had to prepare herself to hurt others—something she had never done intentionally before. By the end of the first week, after training alone with the equipment the Sagras had given her, her body was bruised, and her mind felt shattered. If this was life now, death seemed preferable.

But she didn’t die. In fact, she became surprisingly good at it. The exercises awakened hidden muscles she hadn’t known existed, stripping away her once-soft frame and replacing it with a more athletic build. As her body grew stronger, her mind began to mend. She stopped being an artist and became a weapon.

Reinventing oneself is terrifying, especially when you’ve spent your life believing you had everything figured out. Now that Magna understood her power, she wanted to go further, to make a real impact. Not just shuttling ships between points in space, but creating genuine connections across the universe.

The apartment they’d given her was spacious enough for three people, stocked with every convenience she could need. But the locked door made it clear she wasn’t free to leave. Magna tested the handle; it didn’t budge. She was a prisoner, much like Anton—except her cell was larger and more luxuriously furnished. A bathtub stood ready, filled with warm water, but the sight of it made her stomach churn. Baths only brought back memories she’d rather forget.

Anton was in rough shape when she finally saw him. Magna still didn’t know exactly what he had endured, how he had ended up in his situation, or what he’d been thinking when he joined the Dissidence. It was hard not to feel disappointed. She might have expected such recklessness from Iro, but not Anton.

She realized with a start that she hadn’t thought about Iro during this entire operation. No one had told her where he was or if he had joined Anton in his betrayal. Would she ever get those answers? Or would everything be kept in the dark, hidden from her again?

Opera was all about acting and singing, her had once voice once filled grand halls, but now felt hollow in the cold steel corridors. It was all about making the audience believe you, even though they knew you were lying. When she sang, people needed to believe her voice came from a character living in a world where music was the only form of communication. Magna tried to carry that skill into her military work, but now she realized those techniques were closer to the machinations of a politician.

The metal box still rested on her lap. She wanted to throw it away, but fear stopped her. If someone found out, they’d report her to Commander Sirota, and he’d surely inform Jaksa. And the last thing Magna wanted was to make an enemy of Jaksa.

Without thinking, she opened the box. Inside lay a silver medal with a blue ribbon, awarded for her role in capturing Anton. It was nothing she was proud of, and certainly not something she expected to receive a shiny medal for.

Weren’t medals supposed to be given in grand ceremonies, with bands and soldiers watching? Did this one even mean anything, or was it just meant to give her the tiniest sense of importance? Magna wasn’t doing this for medals. She was driven by something deeper—something elusive, something she couldn’t quite name. But without a greater purpose, she might as well be dead.

This wasn’t the first time she’d been plagued by suicidal thoughts. Now she understood why the room bothered her so much: it was the same size as the cell she had been held in after the opera house massacre, where she had waited for her verdict. She had stayed there for three days—days that felt like months—until Commander Sirota took her to Mina.

“This is what you’re worth, you murderer,” Magna muttered, snapping the box shut and sliding it under her bed. She couldn’t think about it any longer.

When she closed her eyes, the image of her and Anton on the rooftop appeared. They had sat there, gazing at the sky over Mina, watching stars and portals to other worlds. That night had been special. She’d realized then that she liked Anton more than she had admitted to herself. She had never been with anyone before and had certainly never imagined her first real connection would be with someone from another planet. But it had been more meaningful than she could have ever planned.

They were both broken, haunted by different demons, but somehow, they understood each other. At that moment, on that rooftop, Magna had stopped believing in connections like that. She wished they could have stayed there forever. Since that wasn’t possible, she had hoped, at the very least, to see Anton every day afterward. But even that had been too much to ask.

Magna nearly jumped when the door swung open without a knock. A soldier, indistinguishable from the others, stood in the doorway.

“I’ve been ordered to deliver a message. Lord Sagras wants to see you. Prepare yourself immediately. I’ll be waiting in the hallway to escort you.”

Before she could respond, the soldier turned and left.

Magna stared at the formal uniform hanging in her closet, the sterile scent of it. She hesitated as she held the medal in her hands, its weight both literal and symbolic. It wasn’t the kind you wore into battle, but one for official occasions. She assumed that was what the soldier had meant when he told her to get ready. But she hesitated, unsure if she should pin the medal to it.
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Meeting Lord Sagras wasn’t like meeting Jaksa, Commander Sirota, or even Larya. They were powerful, yes—important, even—but none of them were royal. Royalty was something intangible, something you couldn’t imitate or replicate. This man carried the name of an empire, and that fact alone elevated the meeting to an entirely different level.

A messenger had delivered a letter to her room, instructing her to be ready in half an hour. Along with the letter came a dress and shoes. The outfit wasn’t overly formal, nor too revealing—just enough to present a polished image. Magna dressed quickly, brushing her hair and tying it into a ponytail. The reflection staring back from the mirror wasn’t particularly attractive, but it possessed a femininity she hadn’t thought she still had. For a fleeting moment, she wished Anton could have seen her. Maybe he...

“Finished!” she called at the mirror, turning on her heel and heading into the hallway.

Magna suspected Jaksa wouldn’t be present. She might not even know Magna had been summoned before the ruler of the galaxy. No one needed to remind her that everything discussed with Lord Sagras was to stay between them unless he ordered otherwise.

A special transport waited for her and the soldier assigned as her escort. “Are we going to the royal palace?” she asked.

“I can’t disclose any information.”

“But we are, aren’t we?”

“I can’t—”

“Never mind,” Magna said, leaning against the window, her gaze drifting to the world below. “Did you know I’m one of the most powerful people in the universe?”

“I can’t—”

“You’re not disclosing any information,” Magna interrupted, resting her hand on her chest where the medal pressed against her skin. “But I’m here because Sagras needs me. If something happens to me during this trip, you would be responsible.” She watched as a bead of sweat formed on the soldier’s brow. A wicked thrill coursed through her—she was toying with him, playing mind games. She wanted to feel something real, even if it was just the twisted satisfaction of bullying a low-ranking soldier.

“We’ll arrive in ten minutes,” the soldier muttered.

“I thought you weren’t supposed to disclose information?” Magna grinned. “You just did. Now be quiet, would you? I could be worse than a bomb. If you really annoy me, I might just open a portal and... blam!”

She slapped her hands together, and the soldier jumped, nearly falling out of his seat. Magna laughed, but deep down, she was scared of herself. This wasn’t who she was. Something inside her had shifted. She wondered if her powers—if opening all those portals—were warping her personality. Had anyone ever studied this? Probably not, given how rare Ekasai were. Part of her wanted to remain silent and still, while another part craved the thrill of pushing the young man further. This time, she chose silence.

The soldier’s relief was palpable as he handed her off to another guard at the palace entrance. Magna’s nerves settled as she focused on the task ahead. Whatever this meeting entailed, it was bound to be significant. She barely noticed the grandeur of the corridors or the intricate artwork on display. The guard led her to a large bench and instructed her to wait.

Now, with a moment to breathe, Magna glanced around. The hallway was at least thirty feet high, lined with dark wood paneling that had likely stood there for centuries. The floor was white stone, cool beneath her feet. Thousands of feet must have crossed this hall over the ages, and Magna felt unworthy to stand among them.

Portraits hung on the walls, all depicting Lord Sagras, each with a regal, stern expression. There were no images of his family, except for a small painting of a four-legged creature with three eyes—his favorite pet. The juxtaposition of such a bizarre creature amidst the royal portraits made Magna smirk.

Suddenly, the door creaked open on its own. Magna didn’t rise immediately, expecting someone to come and fetch her. When no one appeared, she stood and edged toward the door, just enough to peer inside. The room beyond was enormous, far larger than both gyms she had trained in. The walls were draped with rich tapestries, and the only light source was a single glowing orb suspended from the ceiling.

“Come inside,” a familiar voice commanded. “He’s almost ready for you.”

Magna didn’t expect to find Commander Sirota waiting there. This was supposed to be her meeting with Lord Sagras. Was there any matter in the galaxy that didn’t involve someone from this family? She wished it were Larya standing there instead—Larya at least understood the human side of things. But it could have been worse. It could have been Jaksa. Magna doubted she’d have the courage to step inside if Jaksa had been present.

“I said come inside,” Sirota repeated, his voice sharp. Magna had no choice. She stepped into the vast room. It was even more imposing up close, the space cavernous and echoing. Only one piece of furniture stood in the center—the throne.

“Sorry it has to be this way,” Sirota said, his tone insincere. “Lord Sagras is attending to more pressing matters. We’ll be doing this via video conference.”

“Couldn’t you have sent me to where he is?” Magna questioned.

“Are you challenging the orders of your ruler?” Sirota shot back. “If there were a better way, we’d be doing it.”

Magna didn’t apologize. She knew Sirota took pleasure in being petty, and she refused to indulge him. “I don’t think this was Lord Sagras’ idea. I think it was yours.”

“Watch your tongue, child!” he snarled.

“I’m not a child. There are four dozen soldiers who saw what I’m capable of, and none of them would call me a child. I’m one of the greatest assets this empire has ever had. You’ve spent your life trying to control portals, and now you have me. I’m the reason the Sagras will continue ruling the galaxy and crush the Dissidence. So either treat me like that, or I might lose the will to keep doing this work.”

The words spilled out of her mouth, seizing control of the situation. Magna wasn’t sure where that surge of confidence came from—she’d never been able to speak with such defiance before. But here she was, holding her ground. Commander Sirota towered over her, but she kept her eyes locked on his. Ten feet separated them, and she could see the flicker of surprise on his face. It was the look of a man unaccustomed to being questioned.

“I don’t know who you think you are...”

“I know exactly who I am. Now, if you’ll kindly tell me where Lord Sagras is, I’ll be happy to open a portal and meet him face to face. I’m sure your mother would approve. You’re welcome to come with me, to ensure I don’t harm him.”

Sirota seemed to relax slightly. “Magna, you might be powerful and fierce, but killing Lord Sagras isn’t as easy as you think. I’ve seen people try, across generations, and none succeeded.”

“I’m not planning on killing anyone. I just won’t be toyed with.”

“Fair enough,” Sirota replied, pulling a glowing disk from his pocket. “We’ll start the video conference now.”

A subtle hum echoed from the disk as it hovered in mid-air, casting a faint light as it activated. A round image formed against the wall, and Magna waited for Lord Sagras to appear. The silence between her and Sirota was thick, neither speaking a word as they stood there.

Finally, a voice crackled through the disk. “Can you hear me? Is this the young girl, Ozren?”

Commander Sirota dropped to one knee, and Magna followed suit. She wasn’t sure if this was protocol, but it felt right in the moment.

“Yes, milord,” Sirota responded. “This is Magna, the portal opener who will secure our victory.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, milord,” Magna said, her voice steady.

“I’m pleased the portal program finally yielded results. The only reason I didn’t shut it down when I took the throne was because my father believed in it, and his father before him. What’s your impression of the Dissidence, Magna?”

“To be honest, milord, I don’t believe they’re a real threat. We haven’t seen them in person, but their villages are poorly equipped. If we had arrived a day earlier, we could’ve wiped them out easily.” She nearly added “including women and children,” but caught herself.

“We’ve known that for ages,” Sagras said. “The Dissidence isn’t a military or ideological threat. They’re a bunch of naive idealists who want to be left alone. But what makes them dangerous is the symbol they represent to the galaxy. If people believe they can tap into portal power without the Sagras’ approval, it could ignite a much larger rebellion. Do you understand?”

“I… I think so.”

“I don’t care for that stutter, Magna. Do you understand?”

Her gaze flicked to Sirota, who gave her a cruel smile. “He asked you a question, Magna.”

“I understand,” she forced out.

“We can’t overlook the impact of an ideological war. Ideas are more dangerous than portals. They can travel faster, over greater distances. They can infiltrate the minds of the weak and the powerful alike. What you see as simple farms, I see as the seeds of an army that could rival ours.”

Magna found his words ridiculous. She wanted to argue, to show him the true power she held—the universe at her fingertips, waiting to be summoned through the force of her voice. She longed to sing for him, to open a portal on the spot and demonstrate her mastery. But this wasn’t how one challenged a man who ruled most of the galaxy.

“What I expect now is for you to finish the mission you started. Find the new home of the Dissidence, lead our soldiers there, and wipe them out. I don’t need to explain the importance of this task. Once you succeed, you’ll be rewarded with a promotion, and you’ll continue to explore the limits of your power in service of my empire. How does that sound?”

“It’s an honor, milord, but I don’t think I can accept the mission.”

Sagras’ expression froze, his disbelief almost comical. For a man who had never been defied, the moment seemed to paralyze him.

“Magna,” he said slowly, “have I heard you correctly? You’re refusing a mission of this scale?”

“Milord, I believe we could achieve far more with these portals. If we combined my powers with Anton’s, we could create permanent connections across the galaxy, even between universes. We could expand—”

“You think so?” Sagras cut her off. “Your thoughts don’t matter, Magna. Your powers do. But you’re wrong. We still have much to learn about how these powers work, and perhaps Anton will prove useful in that endeavor. But you are a soldier, and soldiers obey orders. I gave you a mission, not a suggestion. Every member of the Dissidence will be dead by the next time we meet. Then, we can discuss the potential of your powers.”
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Magna hated the bedroom now, with its opulent furniture and extravagant decor. She would have preferred her old accommodations—a single bed, a door, nothing more. The prima donna she had once been was gone. She was a soldier now, and she would fight and die like one.

Fix this! A voice echoed inside her mind—her own voice. Fix this! Make it right! She liked that voice and wanted to trust it. Magna felt there had to be a compromise between what the Sagras demanded and what the Dissidence needed. The Dissidents were simple people, they didn’t resist. So why shed more blood?

Magna wasn’t naive. This conflict had raged for longer than a hundred lifetimes, but something had shifted recently. Anton had joined them—not long ago—and that was something the Sagras had tried to achieve for centuries. If that could change, why couldn’t other things?

Another presence stirred in her mind, not quite a voice, more like a dark pulse or a malignant force. It didn’t speak in words, but its influence was clear—urging her to abandon her thoughts of peace and focus on her orders, even if they meant slaughter.

She still had a full day before her mission, so she decided to visit Anton in the prison. It wasn’t just a visit to an old friend; it was a chance to set things right. Her superiors would know about this soon enough—likely, they were already monitoring her movements, maybe even planning to eavesdrop on the conversation. It was a risk she had to take.

Magna didn’t expect to make it past the security check, but they let her through after a thorough search. She carried no weapons, though she didn’t need any. Her voice alone could reduce the entire facility to rubble. She could free Anton, and every other prisoner there—if she wanted. But she wouldn’t. Not yet.

Most of the cells were empty. Apart from Anton, only two or three prisoners remained, none of them paying her any attention as she walked the corridor. She had been offered a guard for her visit, but she declined. She needed to talk to Anton alone.

Magna stopped in front of the blue energy barrier that separated Anton from freedom and stared at what remained of her friend. He lay on the floor instead of the bed provided, barely acknowledging her. “What do you want? More information?” His voice was hoarse.

Anton looked like a shadow of who he used to be. During training, she had thought of him as strong and capable. Now, his body had withered from disuse, his muscles shriveled. His once-short hair hung long and tangled, and his beard had grown thick and unkempt. He wore a light blue jumpsuit that concealed some of his scars, but his face, neck, and hands were littered with the evidence of his torture.

“I’m here for myself, Anton,” she said softly, though she knew it wasn’t entirely true. “I want to understand what’s happening. You’ve seen things... share them with me.”

Anton sighed, exhausted. “I’m so tired. I’ve never been locked up before.”

“I have,” Magna replied. “It’s miserable, I know.”

“What do you want from me, Magna? You’ve seen the village. You know they have no weapons, no army, no training grounds. They’re good people—maybe the last good people in this galaxy. And yet, this entire empire is hell-bent on finding ways to kill them. I can’t wrap my head around it.”

She nearly told him about her meeting with Lord Sagras and the cold justification he gave for annihilating the Dissidence, but it didn’t make any more sense to her than it would to Anton. It was hard to commit to a cause when you couldn’t even understand it.

That dark presence stirred again in her mind, not like a tumor in her brain, but more like a toxic idea clinging to her thoughts. It craved violence—blood, chaos, and destruction.

“Anton, something’s changing inside me,” she confessed, her voice trembling. “Did anything change in you?”

“What do you mean?”

“The portals. They’ve done something to my mind. I don’t recognize myself anymore. I’ve become... ruthless. Aggressive. I’ve made choices I would never have made before. And I think it started after I passed through them.”

“People pass through portals every day, Magna. Just look at the skies of Mina.”

“The old portals, sure. But the fresh ones—there’s something different about them.”

“Does it matter?” Anton muttered. “Look where we are.”

“I want to understand, Anton. Back when I sang, it wasn’t enough to just know the lyrics. I had to understand the story, the meaning behind every word, to give the aria justice.”

Anton fell silent, considering her words. “You’re right,” he said after a moment. “There’s something about the portals. They’ve changed me too. Made me braver, I guess. Maybe because I’ve been a coward my whole life.”

“You’re not a coward, Anton,” Magna said, though she wasn’t sure she believed it herself. “What happened to Iro?”

Anton sighed. “Iro tried to escape. Jaksa gave him a mission he didn’t agree with, so he used a portal to get away. It was impulsive. The portal took him near where I was, but Sagras soldiers caught him and tortured him. It wasn’t... it wasn’t pretty. He chose to join us—the Dissidence—after that. Not because he believed in it, but because he had no other choice.”

“Is he safe now?”

“He’s with the rest of them, yeah. But why are you asking me that, Magna? Isn’t your mission to kill him along with the others?”

“Yes. But I don’t know what I’m going to do. I’m doing everything I can to get you out, Anton. I’ll talk to Larya and the others. They’ll free you. You don’t belong in this place with these criminals, and—”

“Please, stop. It’s over. I’m done.”

“I want to try something,” Magna said, her voice soft but determined. “Remember what the Monk did? When he connected our minds and we went to that different place? Let’s try to do that.”

“Why?”

“Please. Indulge me.”

Magna lowered herself to the floor, waiting until Anton finally sat up. Their eyes leveled, and they stared at each other, trying to focus. It took longer than it had with the Monk—neither of them had his level of concentration. They had to go slow. Breathe in. Breathe out. Over time, their gazes shifted, no longer meeting with their eyes but with their minds.

“Are we... floating?” Anton asked, though his lips didn’t move.

“It’s working!” Magna responded in the same way. “You can escape that cell with your mind.”

“Where are we going?”

“Let me try something.”

Now, they stood facing each other, suspended in a vast white nothingness. There was no floor or walls, yet their feet held firm on something invisible. Magna wore her opera dress, flowing and elegant, while Anton appeared in a grey suit.

“How did we do this?” Anton asked, glancing at his attire.

“I was thinking about how portals are connected,” Magna explained. “About how Iro ended up on the same planet as you. He felt the energy of the portal. That’s what’s changing us. We’re saturated with the energy of our own portals. Think about those soldiers who tortured Iro—would they have done that if they were in their right minds?”

“They went through hell. Quicksand, snakes, pain… enough to drive anyone insane.”

“They were soldiers, though. Supposed to endure that.”

“I don’t know. But what does that have to do with this place in our minds?”

“This is a portal we opened between our minds. We’re not in your head or mine—we’re in the portal itself. The portal isn’t just a connection, it’s a place.”

“This is all fascinating, Magna,” Anton said, voice flat. “But I need to know what you’re planning. Are you going to follow your orders and attack those people?”

“I’ll do what I have to. But I need your help.”

“You won’t have it.”

“Listen, Anton. I’ll take you back to that planet. You need to show me where the other portals are. I need to see them. To feel them.”

“Is that part of your mission? Or just your curiosity?”

“Would you believe me if I said it’s both?”

“At least that would be honest. The portals lead to other planets, where the tribe members find what they need to survive—food, wood, stones. You won’t find what you’re looking for there.”

“You closed one, didn’t you? How did it feel?”

“It felt like finding a masterpiece, then scrubbing the paint off so I could paint my own picture. It was glorious… but I felt guilty.”

Magna pondered the metaphor, it left her feeling hollow, strange. Why scrub out something beautiful instead of painting over it? Maybe it wasn’t about creating something new—it was the act of destruction that brought Anton pleasure.

“From there, we’ll go to their new planet. Once we’re there, I’ll try to broker peace between the Dissidence and the Sagras. No one has to die if you help me do what must be done.”

“I can’t. This will never work. The Sagras have no intention of making peace.”

“Anton, don’t you see? You, me, and Iro—we are the change this galaxy needs. We’re barely adults and we’ve already started a revolution inside this machine. If you take my hand, we can do things no one has ever dared to imagine.”

Silence hung between them.

“It won’t work. We’re not as important as you think, Magna.”

“Things are happening now that have never happened before. Maybe we—”

Suddenly, the white space around them shifted, turning blue, then purple, then deep red. Magna could feel it, an unsettling weight in her chest.

“It’s the cancer,” she whispered. “I told you I was becoming more ruthless. It’s because of this thing. It’s inside me, spreading—”

“We’re sinking!”

They both glanced down. Their knees, or the mental image of their knees, were submerged in a thick, cold, red liquid. Panic set in.

“We need to get you out of here!” someone said—it wasn’t clear who.

The sensation of falling gripped them both, like that jolt you feel when you lose your breath while sleeping.

Magna snapped out of the trance, leaping to her feet. They stared at each other, wide-eyed.

“How did I do that?” Anton asked, breathing heavily.

“It wasn’t you. It was my ghosts.”

“Let’s never go back there,” Anton muttered, sinking back down onto the floor. “We can talk here. In the real world.”

“I’m sorry,” Magna said softly. “What’s your answer?”

“My answer to what? Leading you and the Sagras army to the new planet? No. I won’t. I can’t. wouldn’t even know how to take you there.”

“You can take me to their old planet.”

“Forget it, Magna. It’s not going to happen. If you think you can make these two enemies shake hands and forgive each other, you’re both naïve and arrogant.”

“Would you go as my friend, then? Just to be by my side?”

To her surprise, Anton laughed bitterly. “Friend? You don’t get it, do you? We were never meant to be friends. They trained us to be weapons, not people. And whatever happened between us, it means nothing now. We’re on opposite sides of this war. That makes us enemies.”

Frustration built within her. “I’m giving you a chance to make things right, and you think this is funny?”

“Listen to that voice of yours. The one that tells you to shed blood. That’s your best friend, not me. Because when I get out of here, we’ll have to fight each other. And believe me it’s going to be ugly.”
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The portal had deposited Yalla in a sprawling valley, where tall grass swayed in the breeze, and small trees dotted the landscape. No one among them recognized the place; it was as unfamiliar as an alien planet. Those who were hungry had to be cautious—unsure which fruits or berries were safe to eat, uncertain which animals to hunt, and wary of mushrooms that could kill them in an instant. They still needed to find fresh water, and even when they did, it would have to be boiled before drinking. The dangers of unknown microorganisms lurked in every sip. They would need to relearn how to live—discover new directions, predict the weather, understand the soil beneath their feet, and figure out what they could grow in this strange land.

“How did you find these places?” Iro asked Yalla, his voice tense with curiosity.

“There are stories,” Yalla replied, her eyes scanning the horizon. “Stories of people with infinite knowledge, who knew every planet in the universe. They could find anything, anywhere, even if they themselves couldn’t reach those places. They knew of people who could open portals to make the universe small, but feared them.”

“What happened then?”

Yalla shrugged, her expression distant. “Each generation has their own version of the tale. Some say one of these wise men was a portal opener who betrayed them. Others believe the Ekasai are their descendants. We’ve never been able to piece it all together.”

The land stretched vast and untouched before them, a place they would now have to call home. This was a new beginning, but one that required rapid adjustment. They needed to build new homes, carve out new roads, and establish new ways of life. No one complained. Yalla was one of them—a Dissident, as the Sagras empire would label them. She admired the resilience of her people, their stoicism in the face of hardship. They understood the harsh truth: the weak would perish in this unforgiving environment.

But a question gnawed at Yalla. What if they didn’t have the time they needed to adapt? What if the Sagras found their new refuge? Without Anton, they were defenseless. Iro was their only remaining portal opener, and so far, his only notable accomplishment had been surviving torture. But survival alone wouldn’t be enough. Even if Iro could lead them to another planet, they’d just be starting over again, running endlessly until they were found and destroyed. Yalla couldn’t stomach that thought. She would rather stand and die with dignity than live a life of fleeing.

She had tried to explain it to Anton with a word she barely grasped herself— spirituality. The strength of their tribe, the so-called Dissidence, lay in their ability to adapt. Change was inevitable. Instead of mourning what was lost, they embraced new challenges, learning to survive in a world that was no longer the same.

“What are they doing?” Iro asked, standing beside her with Zalea. Together, the three of them watched as people formed into groups, organizing themselves.

“They’re assigning tasks,” Yalla explained. “Everyone is getting a role in rebuilding the village. We all have our parts to play.”

“Please, Zalea,” Yalla pleaded, turning toward her. “Let me help them. The children need me.”

“We need you more,” Zalea countered, her voice firm. “We need to ensure Anton has done what he was supposed to. It was foolish of him to get rid of you. He’s young, stubborn, and doesn’t realize how much help he needs.”

Yalla wasn’t convinced Anton had pushed her into that portal just to be rid of her. She remembered the look on his face when he closed the portal— the sheer ecstasy in his expression. It was like someone experiencing a drug for the first time, or the intense rush of a first orgasm. It was a physical pleasure that left him craving more. She had never imagined closing a portal could do that to someone.

“I’m not a soldier, Zalea,” Yalla said. “I need to care for the children. Isn’t that what all this is about? Protecting the next generation?”

“Yalla, you know your job isn’t just about making those children happy,” Zalea said sharply. “They are the source of all our portal-opening power. Your role is critical, but it won’t matter if we’re not certain those portals were closed properly. I’m giving you this mission, and I won’t accept no for an answer.”

Yalla was taken aback by Zalea’s bluntness, though not entirely surprised. It was no secret Zalea intended to harness the children’s power for portal-opening. While the thought disturbed Yalla, she understood. Children everywhere were molded by the expectations placed on them —educated, trained, and prepared to contribute to society. It was how the world worked. She just didn’t like having the truth thrown in her face so bluntly.

“Why harvest portal energy if we don’t have a portal opener?” Iro asked, his frustration obvious. “I mean, before Anton and I came along…”

“Do you use electricity only to shock people you don’t like?” Zalea snapped. “Portal energy powers everything in this village, boy. Now you’re one of us, and you have a duty to—”

“I don’t owe you anything,” Iro interrupted, his hands raised defiantly. His intent was clear, and Yalla couldn’t blame him. After everything he had been through, if she had the ability to escape to any corner of the universe, she’d do the same. Zalea barked orders, lunging to grab Iro’s arm, but Iro shoved him aside, knocking him to the ground. Yalla’s gaze locked onto Iro’s face, searching for the same euphoric expression she had seen in Anton.

But nothing happened. No portal, no surge of energy, no pleasure. Iro clenched his eyes shut, forcing the effort, sweat beading on his brow. Zalea got back to his feet, a smirk tugging at the corner of his lips.

“It’s not going to work,” Zalea said, almost gleeful. “The energy is dispersed.”

Iro kept trying, his body trembling with effort. “I didn’t need their energy back on Mina. Why isn’t it working?”

“Calm down,” Zalea warned, stepping back. “You need to relax. We’ll figure this out.”

“I’m not staying here,” Iro growled. “I’m not dying with you.”

“Let me make a suggestion,” Yalla interjected. “Try to open a portal that connects to the ones back in the cave. Feel for their energy.”

“I’ve never seen those portals,” Iro said, exasperation creeping into his voice.

“You don’t need to see them,” Yalla urged. “Feel them. They’re still out there.”

Iro closed his eyes again, his forehead furrowing in deep concentration. Tension etched itself into every line of his face, his teeth clenched, his whole body rigid with effort. Yalla watched him, her mind drifting back to Anton. Anton had radiated ease and power when he opened a portal. This was different— a struggle. Perhaps every portal opener was unique, or maybe Anton was simply much stronger than Iro could ever hope to be.

“I can’t. I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened.”

“We need to think of something else,” Zalea said.

Yalla nodded. “Maybe this is for the best. Opening a portal now might be too risky—it could give them a way to track us. But what do we do next?”

“I think we’ll stick with your earlier idea,” Zalea replied. “We rebuild our city. We learn how to survive here.”

“How did you pick this planet?” Iro asked.

Zalea shrugged. “It was chosen long before my time. All I know is that it has the resources we need, if we’re willing to work for them. The meteor chain surrounding it means there’s no way in or out except through portals. But we’ll lose at least a third of us in the first month. Most will be children. By then, we should adapt to the environment and figure out how to thrive.”

Yalla watched her people—exhausted, defeated. Something clicked inside her, a spark igniting into a fierce blaze. She felt fire coursing through her veins, something stronger than sorrow. Anger. Her people should be furious, not resigned. To hell with their quiet acceptance and spirituality.

Before she realized what she was doing, Yalla climbed onto a nearby rock, shouting, “Listen to me! Please, listen!”

A few heads turned, though most barely glanced her way. She could feel Zalea’s disapproving gaze, but he stayed silent. If she had looked back, she would’ve seen Iro gripping Zalea’s arm. She needed more of them to pay attention. “Listen to me!” she yelled again, louder this time.

“What do you have to say?” someone called out.

“The Sagras are coming for us! They want us dead. They call us the Dissidence because we’re different from them. We can’t fight them—not directly. We’d be slaughtered in minutes. We’ve lost our homes, our livelihoods, our resources. They want to squeeze us until there’s nothing left. And we’ve accepted it. We’ve accepted it because we’ve been told it’s inevitable. But it doesn’t have to be.”

More people were listening now. Yalla felt the weight of her words, the responsibility growing. What was she leading them toward? Telling them to keep working hard for their families? To stay focused? They were already doing that. Something had to change, but she wasn’t sure what it was.

“We don’t know what tomorrow holds,” she continued, her voice steady. “But we never did. We always expected something to disrupt our lives, something beyond our control. Maybe fleeing was the right thing. Maybe staying and fighting would have been suicide. But I dream of a future where our grandchildren won’t have to run. Many of us here won’t survive to see that day, but things could be different. They should be different.”

Now, everyone was watching her, their silence palpable. She needed to project her voice even louder for those in the back to hear, like speaking to a room full of children.

“We’ve become cowards. We grew soft, waiting for disaster without preparing for it. And when it came, we ran without a fight. We let them take what was ours. We destroyed our own resources instead of defending them. We had something. We had two—two Ekasai! We could have protected our people. But we used them to flee, and now we’ll watch our brothers, our sisters, our children die on this foreign planet, all because when the Sagras struck, we didn’t strike back. That’s what’s on my mind, and I know you’ll hate me for it.”

The crowd remained frozen, like statues while sweat beaded down her back. Slowly, heads began to turn, eyes meeting in murmured confusion. Yalla wasn’t sure what to expect. Even if they wanted to act, it was too late to undo the damage.

Zalea stormed over, grabbing her arm roughly enough to nearly knock her off the rock. “What did you just do?”

“Don’t hurt her!” Iro snapped, pulling Zalea back. “She’s right!”

“Let him go,” Yalla said calmly. “I knew what I was doing. Now I’ll face the consequences. What are you going to do?”

Zalea stared at Iro, then back at her. His voice dropped. “You’ve planted a seed, child. No one can predict what it will grow into. But it’s too late to rip it out now—it’s already taking root. I hope you’re ready for what comes next, because it’s your responsibility.”

Yalla watched him walk away, her heart pounding. Iro stepped forward, placing a comforting hand on her shoulder.

“For what it’s worth, that was the most amazing speech I’ve ever heard.”

“Thank you,” Yalla murmured, thinking of the children in her care. Planting seeds was the only thing she knew how to do.
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YALLA


Yalla was still trying to figure out what had possessed her to make that speech. The words had flowed out before she could even think them through, as if something inside her had spoken for her. She had never done anything like that before. Leading children in a classroom was one thing, but standing before hundreds of people and delivering meaningful words—that was entirely different.

Zalea hadn’t been pleased with her outburst, but he hadn’t retaliated either. Maybe her words had struck something in him too, even if in a different way. Deep down, Yalla knew she was right. These people needed to realize when it was time to fight. Now was that time. It was time to wake up.

“What do we do now?” Iro asked, sitting beside her on a large, flat rock. He had become one of them, and she knew she could use his help. “Should we help the others find what they need?”

Yalla glanced at the people working below them. Zalea had already left, and without his presence looming, Yalla felt freer to speak. “We all know what we need and where to find it. Iro, can you open new portals to the planets where we gathered our resources? It would make everything easier.”

“What? You want me to create more portals?” Iro’s voice was incredulous.

“We need them,” Yalla replied, her tone calm but firm. “We need to use your power to help us rebuild.”

“I don’t even know what planets we’re talking about,” Iro said. “Besides, the Sagras probably have access to the old portals by now. They’ll track us.”

“I’ve thought of that,” Yalla said. “But you can close the old portals once we’re through. If Anton could do it…”

“You don’t understand,” Iro interrupted, frustration edging into his voice. “Anton is so much stronger than me—than any of us. Without him, there’s no way the plan will work. Honestly, I’m not sure it would work with him. Nobody fully understands how portals function. They consume massive amounts of energy, and if you don’t know how to control it, they can be...”

“We have energy!” Yalla interrupted, her eyes flashing with determination. “We have the children.”

“What?” Iro’s confusion was evident.

“The children from the village,” Yalla explained. “They’re born with enough energy to power hundreds of portals. You don’t know this yet, but we’ve been harnessing the energy their mothers emanate during labor—it’s pure, raw portal energy. It’s how we’ve kept the old portals open. The children born with this energy have incredible potential. All they need is someone to teach them how to channel it.”

“You want me to teach children how to control portal energy?” Iro shook his head in disbelief. “No, Yalla, that’s not how it works. I’ve never taught anyone.”

“But you learned it. You know how to do this.”

“No.” Iro’s voice softened, tinged with regret. “They didn’t teach me how to harness energy like that. All they did was train our bodies. We worked out, trained in combat, had mind exercises with an old monk. But none of that would work with children. It’s dangerous. If they make a mistake, they could do more harm than good.”

“I don’t expect this to be easy,” Yalla said. “But we have to find the right way. These children can’t stay with their families, not in these conditions. Their best chance is to die of hunger or thirst if we leave them like this. But if we teach them how to use their energy…”

She let the words hang, letting Iro fill in the rest with his own thoughts.

“I don’t know…” Iro murmured, scratching his chin. “Maybe you’re right. But how do we start? We can’t put them through the same rigorous training we did back at the base.”

“To me, the exercises weren’t about building your bodies. They were about discipline. I saw Anton open portals—something happened to him while he did it, something intense. It was like pure awe, like the energy almost took control of him. If he hadn’t had that discipline, I think it would have consumed him.”

“There’s something different about Anton,” Iro admitted. “I had to endure a lot before I could see it. I’m not sure we can recreate what he has, no matter how much energy we tap into.”

“I’ve worked with children my whole life, Iro,” Yalla said confidently. “Part of my job is teaching them that there’s no such thing as a ‘chosen one.’ Every child can achieve great things if they put their minds to it. That’s what I believe. You have to tell me more about these mind exercises.”

“The monk gave us techniques for sharpening our minds,” Iro explained. “They were about reaching deep into ourselves, connecting to our inner energy. It’s hard to describe, and I don’t know how I could translate that for children.”

Yalla’s gaze drifted over the working people below. What had she offered them with her speech? Hope? No, they hadn’t had hope before. What they had was passivity—the acceptance of their fate like animals marching to slaughter. She thought of the name the Sagras had given them— Dissidents. Maybe that’s what her people needed. Dissidence could be more than rebellion. It could mean different thoughts, new goals, fresh motivation—a complete shift in their ideology.

“We can adapt the Sagras’ methods,” Yalla said after a pause. “I’ve taught these children for years. I know how their minds work. Tell me more about the workouts you had.”

Iro explained the regimen: each portal opener wore a wristband that tracked their exercises, pushing them to compete silently against one another. “We barely spoke to each other,” he said. “We spent hours in the same room, but we were isolated. It was all about competition.”

“They wanted you to compete, to be isolated even while working together. That’s a cheap way of training.” Yalla’s eyes brightened with a new idea. “We’ll do the opposite. We’ll encourage collaboration. These children will work together, not just to survive, but to create something bigger than themselves.”

“You mean you want them to open portals together?”

“Yes! They’ll do it for the sake of collective power. Don’t you see, Iro? The Sagras wanted a single, strong portal opener they could control. That’s easier than controlling all of them. The others would’ve been discarded once they found their chosen one.”

“Sure, but that’s not the only issue. We’ve never seen what happens when more than one person channels energy into a portal.”

“I know you’re afraid it’ll cause an explosion, but that’s not what’s going to happen. We’re not talking about overlapping portals, but one portal, created by several people at once.”

“Why are you so fixated on this?”

Yalla paused, choosing her words carefully. “I don’t want the children to end up like you and Anton. Sorry to be blunt, but it’s the truth. The training the Sagras provide only destroys people. It makes them worse, turns them into tools. I refuse to let that happen again.”

She thought of Anton, wondering if those monsters had already executed him. At first, she’d seen him only as a weapon—cold, obedient, soulless. But as she got to know him, his love for his little sister had softened her perception, and she’d developed feelings she didn’t fully understand. Yalla knew little about romantic love, but she knew about caring for someone who had been abandoned, and the world had abandoned Anton.

It was different with Iro. She sympathized with his struggles and knew he had a good heart, but he was distant, colder than Anton. Yalla trusted him, especially after he’d held Zalea while she made her speech, but something told her he didn’t fully grasp what her people were going through the way Anton did.

This new planet unsettled her. The air was thick, muffled, as if holding its breath before a storm, yet no clouds marred the sky. Beyond that endless expanse hung the asteroid belt circling the planet. Just one of those massive rocks falling from the sky would wipe them all out. Even though it hadn’t happened yet, Yalla couldn’t shake the feeling that it could. She wanted to get her people out, to find them a new home, a safer one. And she had an idea how.

“Let’s start,” she said abruptly. “Right now.”

“What?” Iro blinked, caught off guard as Yalla began walking quickly. He hurried to keep up.

“We need a group of little children.”

“Are you just going to pluck them out of the crowd?”

“I don’t have to.”

It didn’t take long to find a group of five toddlers clambering over some rocks, giggling and almost toppling over. There were no adults in sight.

“Where are their parents?” Iro asked, sounding shocked.

“Trying to rebuild their homes,” Yalla replied. “It’s madness, I know. But just help me get them down here.”

They picked the toddlers off the rocks and sat them down on the grass. Four immediately burst into tears, while the fifth tried to eat a handful of dirt. The scene was chaotic, filled with noise and movement, but Yalla was confident she could get them to focus.

“We’re going to sing a song now. Okay?”

The children wailed louder.

“This is pointless,” Iro muttered.

“Trust me,” Yalla insisted, pulling out a small piece of candy from her pocket. “Who wants some?”

She broke the candy into five pieces and handed them out.

“Do you always carry candy?” Iro asked, bemused.

“Yes,” Yalla answered with a grin. “Not the most sophisticated tool, but it works in a pinch. Now, who wants to sing a song?”

With some coaxing and patience, the toddlers joined in. The children’s laughter rang in her ears like tiny bells, a sharp contrast to the ominous silence that had weighed on her earlier. Their voices, though uneven, formed a melody. Yalla glanced at Iro, who was now smiling at the sight. After the song, she told them a short story, offering another round of candy as a reward. What Iro didn’t realize was that Yalla was doing something different from her days teaching children at daycare. Here, the goal wasn’t education, but creating a sense of belonging—of being part of something larger.

“I’m going to call a friend of mine now,” she said, gesturing for Iro to join them. “Kids, this is Iro. He comes from far away. Iro is a portal opener. Do you know what that is?”

“No!” they chorused.

“Iro, why don’t you explain it to them? Better yet, why don’t you show them?”

His smile vanished. “Are you serious?”

“They can feel the energy,” Yalla whispered. “Just show them something.”

Iro hesitated but stepped forward, standing beside her. He closed his eyes, trying to focus. Yalla watched the children as they stared at him, wide-eyed, waiting for something extraordinary. She could feel it in the air—something was about to happen.

Then, a tiny portal shimmered into existence between them, small enough for an insect to crawl through. The children’s eyes locked onto it, their expressions frozen in awe. The portal hummed faintly, vibrating the air around them, like the quiet anticipation before a storm. Then, just as quickly, the portal flickered out, and the toddlers burst into tears again.

“Did you see that?” Iro asked, his voice tight with disbelief.

“Yes,” Yalla replied, pride swelling in her chest.
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JAKSA


Jaksa had summoned Commander Sirota for an evening meeting, saying only that it was of vital importance. He had been hoping for a quiet dinner followed by an early night, but when Jaksa called, you didn’t delay. At least, from what he could tell, it would just be the two of them. Lately, he had grown tired of Larya’s presence, and the less he saw of her, the better.

The grand corridors and extravagant furnishings felt suffocating to Commander Sirota. He was a man of practicality and wished his mother could be the same. The walls, though lined with luxurious tapestries, felt cold and distant to him. He much preferred his many trips across the galaxy, staying in one of his private homes by tranquil beaches, on quiet mountains, or near serene lakes.

His family had accumulated vast wealth over centuries, but that didn’t mean he didn’t work. His idea of work, however, differed greatly from his daughter’s. Commander Sirota was the face of the family empire. Jaksa was the brains, and Larya, he begrudgingly admitted, was the muscle. He saw himself as the messenger —an errand boy, even—and didn’t consider it an insult. He knew his job was just as crucial as anyone else’s, and he took pride in it.

Everything changed when Larya joined the family’s operations. Commander Sirota still clung to the hope that one day Larya would die, and things could return to the old ways. It was her idea to build the training facilities and push the Ekasai to their physical limits. She believed that by strengthening them, they would unlock even more potential. But Commander Sirota didn’t want more powerful Ekasai. In his time, they had tried extracting every drop of power through electrical shocks and chemical injections, but the openers had died quickly, and he had resumed his life without a second thought until new ones were found.

For Commander Sirota, it was vital that the current program failed. He preferred the Ekasai weak and fragile, easily broken under pressure, so he could get back to his leisurely life. But now, they had these strong young men and women, hardened and knowledgeable, on the brink of starting a war—without his consent.

War was a nuisance. Commander Sirota had witnessed many, not on the battlefield, of course, but from a distance, as a politician should. All that blood and destruction, and in the end, so little gained. He wasn’t a pacifist; he was simply lazy. He preferred life and death to happen naturally. Worse, all this unrest threatened to delay Jaksa from achieving her ultimate goal—a terrifying outcome for every living being.

Jaksa’s ambition to rule the universe didn’t frighten him. She had shared her plans with him when they were children, not long after he had killed his twin brother in a brutal competition. Commander Sirota understood the seductive nature of power better than anyone, and he knew as long as Jaksa craved it, she was easy to manipulate. That suited him perfectly.

He couldn’t complain about his life. He was as wealthy as Lord Sagras himself but bore only a fraction of the responsibility. His vast fortune funded his collection of precious stones—gems taken from the cores of planets across the galaxy. Each stone, the size of a marble, had been retrieved through dangerous missions he ordered. He loved nothing more than to lie in his bed, surrounded by them, feeling the weight of the pressure they had endured to become his treasures. To him, it was a simple pleasure, though he knew men had died for them.

His daughter, Larya, was an entirely different creature. While Jaksa craved ultimate power, and he desired order and comfort, Larya was a worker—a grinder. She gave everything she had for some cause, a trait that baffled him. Hard work? In a family like theirs? It was like a mountain trying to become a building. Ridiculous.

He found Jaksa far easier to deal with. She was easy to manipulate, as long as she didn’t realize it. Like him, Jaksa had little respect for Larya’s methods, and Commander Sirota suspected that one day Jaksa would have Larya eliminated. He didn’t care much either way. Jaksa was the one who held the real power—power he needed to continue enjoying his life and indulging in his pleasures. As long as her orders were followed, she allowed him his whims—whether it was sending ships to hunt exotic animals for his dinner or maintaining his precious collection.

It was a mutually beneficial arrangement. But lately, ever since Anton had brought that asteroid fragment to Mina, Jaksa had been keeping him on a tighter leash. He couldn’t indulge in his luxuries, couldn’t travel as freely as he liked. His freedom had been stifled, and he hated it.

“I say we kill him,” Commander Sirota said bluntly, breaking the silence. “Anton’s getting too powerful, too quickly. We have no idea what his limits are. This is our best chance. We could electrify him in his cell, cut off his oxygen, poison his food. Hell, I’ll shoot him myself if you give the order.”

“You don’t have my permission,” Jaksa responded coldly. They stood in one of her grand salons, the walls lined with redwood—exactly the kind of room Commander Sirota despised. Jaksa had likely chosen this setting just to irritate him. “Are you even listening to yourself? We have immense power in our hands. Anton could reshape everything. He’s what I’ve been searching for my entire life. We need to bring him to our side.”

Commander Sirota stifled a laugh. Our side. Jaksa always made it sound so noble. For all her towering strength, her centuries of wisdom, and her iron grip on the galaxy, she was nothing more than a child smashing sandcastles at the beach, declaring the summer over because she said so.

“Mother, listen to me. When this kid got here, he could barely open a portal. Now he’s showing signs of far more unique powers. If we don’t—”

“Larya, right on time,” Jaksa interrupted, her gaze shifting over Commander Sirota’s shoulder. “Please, join us.”

Larya’s eyes narrowed as she walked in, her gaze sharp as it met her father’s. Commander Sirota felt his blood boil—Jaksa had never mentioned Larya would be part of this meeting, and he knew she had orchestrated it deliberately. They were all pieces on her board, and he couldn’t shake the feeling that no one could ever get the upper hand on her.

“Father. Grandmother.” Larya’s tone was curt as she handed her report over. “Anton killed his troop by accident and fled, eventually joining the Dissidence. He’s convinced they aren’t a threat to the Sagras and wanted to help them find a new home. We don’t know exactly where they’ve gone or what his mission is. He refuses to talk about it.”

“We have our methods,” Commander Sirota muttered darkly.

“Silence!” Jaksa snapped. “Continue, Larya.”

“Iro escaped to the same planet while avoiding execution. Father, you already know this. The portal he opened led him directly to Anton. We’re not sure how, but it seems like Iro was guided by the energy from Anton’s portals. Now, Iro’s with the Dissidence.”

Commander Sirota’s scowl deepened. “Great. Now they have their own portal opener. Why can’t we locate and exterminate them?”

“We have located them,” Larya replied coolly. “But we can’t reach them. Their new planet is surrounded by an asteroid field. We can’t get through.”

“And the other one?” Commander Sirota pressed. “The opera singer. Can’t she open a portal there and let our soldiers through?”

“We’re working on that. But a lot could go wrong. Lord Sagras is trying to bring her around.”

“This is bullshit,” Commander Sirota growled. “Listen, Jaksa, you keep talking about the immense power of Ekasai. But all I see is a tiny weapon that keeps firing back at us. Larya doesn’t want her precious kids to kill the Dissidence, that’s her problem. And if Sagras wants to coddle the singer before she can do her job, that’s his problem. But you pull the strings in this galaxy. And I’m starting to think you’re going soft.”

Jaksa’s expression didn’t flicker. “What do you suggest?”

“I’ll go to the prison, shoot Anton, then assemble an armada. We’ll have the girl sing an aria, kill the Dissidence, and go back to the way things were. I’ll sleep better knowing we control every portal in the galaxy and can eliminate any new opener that shows up.”

“You make me sick, son.”

Commander Sirota blinked, thrown off guard. “What are you talking about?”

“You love your little collection of warriors because you want to be surrounded by things stronger than you. But you don’t care about them. You only care about what they’ve endured. Do you know what keeps me up at night? All that potential we wasted, treating young Ekasai like stones to be shaped by pressure and heat.”

Commander Sirota glanced at Larya, seeing the surprise in her eyes.

“They’re soldiers, Mother. You have to treat them like soldiers.”

“They’re more than that.” Jaksa’s voice softened. “Larya might be onto something. We can’t waste potential just because we fear someone else will take it. Anton failed one mission, but who knows what he could offer if we controlled him? I’d sacrifice lives—perhaps even hers—to develop that power to its full potential.”

The sudden shift in Jaksa’s tone left Commander Sirota wondering if she was being genuine or simply playing Larya, pulling her closer with flattering words.

“Grandmother, with your permission, I’d like to have regular meetings with Anton,” Larya said, seizing the moment. “I believe I can bring him back to our side.”

“And if not?” Commander Sirota asked.

“If not, I’ll kill him myself.”

“You’ll get your chance,” Jaksa said, her eyes narrowing. “But report directly to me. I’ve worked for the Sagras for twelve generations. They’re all spoiled children, playing at power. But now we’re in control. I don’t fear for my life—I’ve had plenty of opportunities to be killed, yet here I am. But I can’t say the same for either of you. So I suggest you start working harder. Especially you, my son. We’re in the middle of a storm, and each of us must look after ourselves.”

None of them had ever heard Jaksa speak like this. Her ambition was still clear—her desire for absolute power to destroy everything hadn’t wavered—but for the first time, Larya felt a strange sense of something almost poetic. For a fleeting second, it seemed as though Jaksa might not be cruel enough to actually end everything. Perhaps, in her own twisted way, she was playing god.

As Commander Sirota and Larya left the room, Larya spoke first. “What do you think? Can we agree we need to act?”

“I need to go to my room and smoke something,” her father muttered. “I’d invite you, but you wouldn’t like what I’m going to smoke.”

“I’m serious, Dad. The rules have changed. This isn’t politics anymore. This is war.”

Commander Sirota stopped in his tracks, turning to face her. “Politics and war are never separate, Larya. War is the purest form of politics. Once lives lose their worth, you start manipulating them for your own ends.”

“Are you manipulating her?”

He gave her a sad smile. “I feel I failed you, Larya. Maybe in my next incarnation, I’ll be a better father.”

Larya didn’t respond, and they parted in silence. As Larya walked away, the cold echo of their footsteps filled the hall. They had never been much of a family. Something else. Less, perhaps. Or maybe something more.
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ANTON


All he had now was the taste. That nauseating, sickly-sweet flavor of spoiled candy clung to the back of Anton’s mouth. He knew it was a byproduct of using his portal-opening abilities, a lingering sensation that meant his powers were still active on some level. It was subtle, but it hinted at something larger. Sitting on the cold floor of his cell, staring at the unchanging walls, he waited for the familiar upside-down triangle to appear in his mind, the symbol of his power. The only indication that his abilities weren’t entirely gone was that persistent, bitter taste.

He hadn’t attempted to open another portal since they’d thrown him in this cell. He could feel something different about the place—something that dampened his powers. It made sense that the Sagras would have developed technology to suppress Ekasai abilities after centuries of dealing with them. You don’t cultivate a poison without developing an antidote first.

Whatever inhibitor they used didn’t seem to affect the portal Magna had opened between their minds. That connection was new, a skill they’d discovered on the spot. It either bypassed the inhibitor or drew on a different kind of energy the Sagras hadn’t accounted for. It didn’t matter. Anton wasn’t focused on escaping right now; instead, he was fascinated by the possibilities that Magna’s visit had unlocked in his mind.

Her visit had shifted something in Anton’s thoughts. Not that he was considering rejoining the Sagras—that bridge had burned long ago—but it opened his mind to what might be possible if he fully tapped into his abilities. This wasn’t like the superhero comics he’d read in his previous life, where each hero had one power: flying, invisibility, stretching. They used their gifts to fight villains, but each power had clear limits. What Anton had now felt far less defined.

Magna had wanted to connect with him, to reach him in a way she couldn’t physically, and she had imagined a way to do it—a portal between two minds. She made it possible just by willing it. If that was achievable, what else could be? A portal between two points in time? Between two realities? Between the living and the dead? The possibilities were both intoxicating and terrifying.

Anton wasn’t after power for its own sake. He wanted to do good. He wanted to help people, to right the wrongs in the world. He knew these were naive ideals, but with his abilities, they seemed more achievable. He could help people in ways no one else could. He could be a hero—maybe even a god.

“God,” he muttered the word, and it tasted bitter against the sweetness in his mouth. Anton had never believed in God. He hadn’t gone to church, hadn’t prayed before bed. His parents had never pushed him toward religion, and he had always wondered how an all-powerful, benevolent god could allow so much suffering in the world.

If he were a god, he would change everything. He would rid the world of misery, ensure justice was served. People might worship him, but that didn’t matter. He would make it right, and he would punish those who spread pain and suffering. He would—

“No!” Anton’s shout echoed off the walls, reverberating through the small cell. His heart pounded as he realized where his thoughts had led. This was wrong. This was the kind of thinking that led people like Jaksa and Commander Sirota to justify their actions. How did he know that? He just knew.

As he turned his head, he saw Jaksa standing just beyond the blue energy field that served as the fourth wall of his cell. How long had she been standing there? How much had she heard? Those should have been his first questions, but they weren’t the ones he asked.

“Are they alright?” he asked instead. “The Dissidence, I mean.”

“For now,” Jaksa replied evenly. “What were you doing just a moment ago?”

Anton hesitated, wondering if it was wise to tell her. But he had to talk to someone about it, and Larya wasn’t here. “Back there,” he began, “they told me about portal energy. How it floats around everyone and keeps the old doors open. I thought maybe we’ve been using that energy wrong. We’ve only ever opened portals between two points in space, but if we used it differently...”

“I know the possibilities,” Jaksa cut him off. “I’ve worked with Ekasai for decades. You’re right—using portals to connect two points in space is just the beginning.”

“Then why...” Anton trailed off. “Why didn’t you train us for more than that?”

“You don’t teach a baby to run before it knows how to walk,” Jaksa replied coldly. “We start with basic portal opening before advancing to the next phase—using your own strengths to explore other potentials. I’ve built an entire program dedicated to that, but we never had an Ekasai powerful enough to reach that level. Not until you, Anton. Not even Iro. Ironically, just when I found what I’ve been searching for, I lost it. Politics.”

Her words hit Anton like a punch. To think he could have been so much more, could have done so much more, if only she hadn’t sent him on that mission too soon. The frustration churned in his gut as she left him. Left him to stew.

When Larya showed up, he thought he was losing his mind. All that frustration came out. “Why do you all keep following her?” he asked, his voice sharp. “Jaksa, I mean.”

“Jaksa wants one thing, Anton—power. She’s obsessed with it. But she’s influential, and that makes her useful. I’m afraid that at some point, she’ll want to push the Sagras aside and take the throne for herself. When that happens, it’ll be better to be on her side. Do you know why I’m here today?”

“I’ve got an idea. You’re still curious about what I can do.”

Larya nodded, but it was as if her face morphed and changed, older? “If it were up to me, I’d take the three of you far beyond Jaksa’s reach and implement my own program. That would be the culmination of my work. But we do what we must. We need to transport you, Anton. I’m sorry about what comes next.”

A strange, acrid smell filled the room—like pickled eggs, sharp and metallic. Anton’s nose twitched. He sneezed twice before collapsing to the floor, unconscious.

When he came to, he was strapped upright to a vertical stretcher, a heavy helmet pressing down on his head, his hands wrapped in layers of thick tape. He tried to shout Larya’s name, but the rough tape chafed against his skin, and the cold metal of the helmet made his scalp itch.

They wheeled him through a landing bay and into a massive ship. His vision blurred, but he caught a glimpse of the Mina sky—one last look before they locked him in. Wherever they were taking him, they’d better keep him restrained. Otherwise, he’d tear the place apart.

Inside the ship, the guards secured Anton on a bench, their guns trained on him. Across from him, Magna sat, her wrists free. She avoided his gaze, her face pale, eyes cast downward. Anton tried to speak through the gag, but it was no use. His words came out as unintelligible sounds.

They sat like that for half an hour, the ship still grounded. At some point, the guards stood up, bowing to someone out of Anton’s line of sight, then walked away. Larya no Jaksa stepped into view, her face unreadable as she reached for the gag, pulling it from his mouth.

“I’m sorry about that,” she said casually. “I could’ve told them your power doesn’t come from your voice. This was more about keeping you from spewing any propaganda.”

“You’d better let me out of here, you bitch, or I’ll burn everything you’ve built to the ground,” Anton growled, his voice ragged.

Jaksa smirked, holding the gag in front of him, as if daring him to continue. “Don’t make me regret this. You’re not that strong. Yet. But you will be. We’re on a mission, Anton. I’ve seen what you can do, and I’m interested. The Dissidence is a distraction. There are bigger things on the horizon—juicy things.”

“Juicy?” Anton spat the word back at her, incredulous.

Jaksa’s laughter filled the room, a dry, raspy sound like something long dead being unearthed. Magna stiffened, the sound reminding her of a humorless creature from her own planet, while Anton thought of a hyena. Their eyes met, both questioning what they had just heard.

“It’s been a while since I’ve laughed,” Jaksa admitted, still chuckling softly. “I’m seven hundred and six years old, according to Earth’s calendar. My people were nearly wiped out, and I blame myself. I opened a portal once, when I was young. That sensation has stayed with me all these years. This was before the wars—before everything went to hell. I spent a century trying to recreate it. But it became clear that I’d only had the gift for that brief moment. Like firing a gun for the first time and hitting a target, only to miss every shot after.” Her eyes darkened. “But the feeling never left me. I found I could sense portals—an itch in the back of my head whenever one opens.”

“Like a taste in your mouth?” Anton asked, his curiosity piqued despite himself.

Jaksa nodded. “Each person experiences it differently. For you, it’s a taste. For others, it feels like being burned alive. No one knows why or how this power manifests. It’s not genetic—we’ve done the experiments.”

“I’m sure you have,” Anton muttered, grimacing as images of cruel experiments flashed through his mind—cloning, dissection, things Jaksa would no doubt endorse.

“It was wartime when I approached the Sagras. I promised them power if they gave me the means to find others like me. But I’m tired of standing behind the curtain, pulling the strings. This time, I want to be in the action.”

As if on cue, the ship lifted off the ground. Jaksa’s eyes locked onto Anton’s, staring into her eyes was like looking into the depths of a black hole—empty, endless, and consuming. She was no predator hunting for survival. If Jaksa were a predator, she’d devour the entire ecosystem just to amuse herself.

“Magna,” Jaksa said, her voice soft yet commanding. “They need you at the front of the ship. We’re traveling far, and we could use your magic.” Magna stood quickly, nodding stiffly before walking out, leaving Anton behind.

“I won’t give you anything,” Anton hissed. “You can kill me, torture me, threaten me all you want. I’m done working for you.”

Jaksa’s face remained impassive. “I can kill your entire planet. How does that sound?”

It was a threat he couldn’t ignore, but Anton held his head high. “Why all this? Why can’t you just let them leave in peace?”

“You think so small!” Jaksa snapped, her eyes narrowing. “Life has to mean something, Anton. A higher purpose beyond obeying orders and propping up the ego of a spoiled king. I’m offering you a chance to be part of something miraculous. Do you want to see your sister again? To cure her? To live longer than anyone on your planet? All I ask is that you follow me.”

The promises were too good to be true, and Anton knew it. But for now, he would play along. He’d be ready when that moment came, his fists beneath the layers of tape, feeling the weight of the coming storm, his pulse quickening as he steeled himself for the inevitable. Jaksa had a mission for him, and he would go along with it—at least until he saw an opportunity to turn the tables.


75


MAGNA


Their relationship had been brief, and Magna knew that. They were just two cadets, training at the same facility, never meant to be friends or even colleagues. When Anton was drafted for his first mission, he went alone—because he was more skilled than either Magna or Iro. She didn’t owe him anything. She didn’t owe anyone. The only reason she hadn’t created her own portal and vanished to some distant, peaceful place was... what, exactly?

Magna couldn’t answer her own question. Why hadn’t she just escaped, left all of this behind to seek her own happiness far away? Was it fear of being hunted down, punished for desertion? Or some misguided sense of loyalty to Jaksa and the rest of the mission? She didn’t even know the names of the pilots in front of her, and she certainly wasn’t told the full purpose of the mission. They always kept her in the dark. So why not escape?

“We’ll be ready in a minute,” said the pilot, adjusting the ship’s course. Magna was supposed to open a portal in front of them. They’d pass through it and arrive at the same planet as before, where Sagras soldiers were already looting the remnants of the village. They all knew the villagers had evacuated, but the Sagras forces were relentless. They wanted to find a way through the asteroid field, reach the Dissidence’s new home, and crush them once and for all.

But Magna could tell that Jaksa’s interest wasn’t really in the Dissidence anymore. Something else had been left behind on that old planet, something only Jaksa—and perhaps Anton—understood.

Her hands shook as she waited for the order. No matter how many times she opened a portal, the fear always remained. She couldn’t forget the image of the opera house flooded with blood and guts, those memories branded in her mind.

“Are you listening?” the pilot asked, his voice cutting through her thoughts. “I said we’re ready.”

“Sorry,” Magna replied, forcing herself back into focus.

The cockpit was cramped, built for just the pilot and co-pilot. Magna had been standing behind them the whole time, but now the co-pilot offered her his seat. She sat down, knowing that staying on her feet might cause her to faint mid-portal. It wasn’t the portal itself that was the problem—it was the sting in her lungs, the sensation that came with singing.

Staring into the empty sky, Magna preferred to keep her eyes open as she worked. The sky was a pale purple, dotted with a few wispy clouds. In her mind, she formed the shape of a circle ahead of the ship. It needed to be wide enough for them to pass through and at the correct distance, or else it might appear distorted. Visualizing this while translating it into her song was always an odd process, but her training as an opera singer helped. Opera wasn’t just about sound; it was about translating emotion and image through voice.

She opened her mouth, and a soft, feeble sound slipped out. The pilots might have exchanged nervous glances at that moment, but she had everything under control. There was an aria she liked to sing now—one about a woman lost in unrequited love who threw herself into a river, only to be saved by a fisherman in a faraway land. They fell in love, had children, but like all operas, it ended in tragedy. But the ending didn’t matter. Portals weren’t about the destination—they were about the journey. She wanted to create something beautiful.

Magna could barely hear her own voice as it flowed from her. It was as natural as her heartbeat, like an instinct. The portal shimmered into view, a pink circle against the purple sky. It was the river carrying the woman away from her heartbreak, into a new life. Into a new world where anything was possible.

“We’re going,” said the pilot, nudging the ship forward. “Keep it steady.”

“I think she’s going to pass out,” the co-pilot murmured from behind.

But Magna wasn’t going to pass out. She felt more alive than ever. The music flowed from her like blood from a wound—unstoppable. She gripped the arms of her chair and sang as if she were giving the performance of her life. If the pilots were paying attention to the lyrics, they would have been surprised.

“I’m sorry, Anton! I’m so sorry! I wanted it to work... but before I knew it, I became... I became...”

“Something’s wrong,” the pilot said, pressing buttons on the control panel. “Jaksa, you said this would be quick. In and out. But this is a tunnel. We’re inside a tunnel.”

“Keep going,” Jaksa’s voice commanded over the comms. “We have no choice.”

“Do something!” the co-pilot hissed. “She won’t stop singing!”

The tunnel ahead of them was bathed in dark blue light, and the pink sky shimmered at the far end. But no matter how fast they flew toward it, the exit seemed to drift farther and farther away.

“Anton, we were just children!” sang Magna, her voice rising, and now the pilots were listening. “We weren’t supposed to be here!”

“I’ll knock her out,” the co-pilot said, standing up.

“If you do that, we’ll be stuck here forever. Let her sing,” the pilot replied, his hands gripping the controls tightly.

“Is Anton the guy from before?” the co-pilot asked, confused.

The pilot pressed a button again. “Jaksa, tell the kid to calm her down.”

Anton’s voice crackled over the comms moments later. “Magna, listen to me. We need to get out of this tunnel. It’s dangerous. I’ll meet you on the other side.”

Hearing Anton’s voice snapped her back to reality. The tunnel vanished in an instant, and they found themselves floating in the pink sky. The pilots took a moment to collect themselves, shaken by the sudden shift. “Can we land now? Is it safe?” one of them asked, still rattled.

They scanned the radar, confirming that the friendly base was nearby. The co-pilot, still visibly uneasy, gently asked Magna to leave the chair so he could resume control. She complied without a word.

Magna stumbled toward the back of the ship, her legs trembling like a child learning to walk. Her body still felt unsteady, as if the ground beneath her was unreliable. She found Anton and Jaksa in the same positions she had left them. Jaksa wore a strange smile that Magna could only describe as pride.

“You have no idea what you’re dealing with,” Jaksa said, her voice rich with satisfaction. “Pure, unbridled power. I liked what I saw, Magna. I’m very interested in power that barely bends to control.”

Anton tried to intervene. “Magna, you can end this. You’re the only one who—”

The slap hit him before he even saw it coming. It wasn’t Jaksa’s hand or Larya’s but Magna’s.

“After everything you’ve done—betraying us, burning every bridge—you think you can still tell me what to do?” Her voice shook with fury. “Go fuck yourself, Anton. I’m more powerful now than you’ll ever be, and—”

But she couldn’t finish. It was as if she had been torn from her own body, floating outside herself. For a fleeting moment, she watched herself spit those hateful words, and she despised what she saw. That wasn’t me—it was the portal, she thought, the realization cutting deep.

Jaksa, meanwhile, looked like she was having the time of her life. “We’re almost there, right where your precious village used to be, Anton. We know you know where their portals are, and you’re going to take us there. You’re going to show me what you’re truly capable of.”

“Just the three of us?” Anton’s voice was tight with disbelief.

“Just the three of us,” Jaksa confirmed, her grin widening. “There are soldiers down there, but they’re useless for this. Soldiers follow orders. I want something beyond orders—something raw, something extraordinary that even I can’t predict.”

Magna’s pulse quickened, her earlier anger draining. “What if it kills us?” she asked, her voice almost back to normal. “It’ll all be for nothing.”

Jaksa’s eyes gleamed. “There are worse things than death, Magna. But there’s nothing more exhilarating than cheating death by a fraction of a second. I’ve spent centuries in the comfort of power, pulling strings from the shadows. But this—this is like a drug. I could overdose on it, and it would be worth every moment. Sit beside me. We’ll land soon, and I’d hate for you to fall and hit your head before the real fun begins.”

The landing was swift and smooth. In less than twenty minutes, the ship’s back door opened, revealing a small contingent of soldiers awaiting them. “Jaksa, we weren’t expecting you,” said Colonel Medell, hastily stepping forward. “If we had known—”

“Spare me the formalities, Colonel,” Jaksa cut him off, her tone icy. “How many did you capture alive?”

“None, except for the young man,” Medell said, pointing at Anton, still strapped to the floating stretcher. “We didn’t expect you to bring him back so soon. The village is empty. They took everything—food, animals, equipment. No plantations, no orchards. We’ve no idea how they were even surviving.”

“Did you search the caves?” Jaksa asked, her patience wearing thin.

“There are too many, and we weren’t given details about what to look for. If you could—”

“That’ll be all, Colonel. Bring a soldier to move Anton, then continue with your duties.”

Anton’s stretcher hovered a few inches off the ground, making it easier to navigate the uneven terrain. A soldier tugged at the rope, leading Anton behind Jaksa and Magna as they made their way to the village square. Magna kept glancing back, her guilt gnawing at her. She wanted to apologize to Anton for the slap, for the venom in her words.

She had always feared portals because of the Opera House massacre, but there was something deeper. Something about the portals themselves twisted the mind, made everything feel wrong. Maybe it was worse if you went through one before you were ready. Maybe it was just the strain of the mission. But she didn’t trust herself anymore. That scared her more than anything.

Jaksa stopped in front of a tall stone building, her eyes scanning its cold, gray surface. “That’s where the energy came from, isn’t it? The maternity ward. The place where they harvested the portal energy. You have to give the Dissidence credit—they were creative. I never would’ve thought of such a method. Shall we go in?”

The air inside the building was thick, almost suffocating. Jaksa had given strict orders that no one else was allowed inside. Magna could feel it—an eerie, pulsing energy woven into the very structure. Something about this place made her stomach churn, a feeling far worse than the tension on the ship. Anton, though bound, seemed eerily calm, as if saving his strength for the inevitable clash.

Jaksa leaned casually against one of the tables, her fingers tracing its worn surface. “It’s a terrible feeling, being disposable. I know it as well as you do, children. People see my palaces, my banquets, and assume I’m important. But no one is, not when the Sagras are involved. I’ve watched them betray and destroy anyone who dared stand in their way. I learned how to see it coming. And this is where we’ve all ended up.”

“Ma’am,” the soldier muttered nervously, “maybe I should leave—”

“Stay,” Jaksa ordered without looking at him. “Now, Lord Sagras is old, and his twelve children are already circling like vultures. As soon as I return, they’ll discard me. But I have bigger plans. I think it’s time someone else ran this galaxy. I need the most powerful weapons I can find—you two. With just the two of you, I can cut their ships and weapons in half. Anton, I’ll even spare the Dissidence if you swear loyalty to me. An empress needs her suitors. What do you say?”

Magna glanced at the soldier. Sweat poured down his face, soaking his collar. Then she turned back to Jaksa, who gave her a single nod. The message was clear.

Anton yelled her name, his voice desperate, trying to stop her.

But it all happened in an instant. Magna sang a single note, and the soldier’s head was severed from his body.
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LARYA


They kept her waiting. They always kept her waiting. It was as if her time meant nothing. Larya was growing tired of these endless meetings, which served no purpose other than to throw her mistakes in her face. By now, it was clear her family didn’t take her seriously, and no one appreciated her way of doing things.

It would have been so easy for them to transfer her to some distant planet to do mindless desk work. The only reason they hadn’t was simple: they still needed her. Larya was the one who found the Ekasai, the one who trained them until they were ready. She wanted to continue the program, push them to the peak of their potential, and use their abilities for something meaningful. But every time, Jaksa stepped in—taking them just as they reached that point and twisting all their potential into something ruined.

She had watched it happen before, with other Ekasai from across the galaxy. What hurt most was that she had never had a team as good as this one. Even Iro, the weakest, was more powerful than any portal opener they had seen in centuries. Magna was extraordinary, with her unique ability to create portals through artistic energy—something that brought an entire new realm of possibilities.

And then there was Anton. Stronger than all of them, maybe the strongest they had ever encountered. Larya still didn’t fully understand the extent of his powers, and that frightened her. Now that she knew what Jaksa wanted him for, she felt a gnawing guilt for not protecting him better or hiding his abilities.

There were two things keeping Jaksa in power. The first was her uncanny ability to sense when things were about to change—and to adapt. The second was the tingle, that strange power she had which allowed her to sense when and where a new portal opener was about to emerge in the galaxy.

That ability made Jaksa invaluable to the Sagras. Despite their advancements, they had never been able to replicate it or train other Ekasai to develop the same skill. And because of it, the Sagras ensured that Jaksa remained in power, protecting her health, keeping her happy, fed, and always politically maneuvering to stay on top.

Sometimes, Larya wondered if she should just give up. Her life was in danger now, and unless something drastic happened, she would never regain control of the portal-opening program. All her hard work, all those resources, had been squandered for the sake of her grandmother’s megalomaniac dreams.

“Larya, you’re here!” Commander Sirota’s voice broke her thoughts as he entered the room, carrying a bottle. “I just finished a meeting with the ministers. They gifted me this—a rare liquor, harvested from—”

“Cut the crap, Dad,” Larya interrupted, her voice sharp. “I’ve been sitting here for an hour. What do you want?”

Sirota walked past her, placing the bottle on a balcony, seemingly unfazed by her impatience. “Straight to the point, as always. That’s what I expect from you.”

He didn’t start speaking, though. Instead, he fetched two glasses from a cupboard and poured the liquor, halfway into each. Larya hadn’t had a drink since Dem’s murder, but right now, she felt like she could use one. Sirota handed her a glass, and she took it, watching him drink his in one gulp. Larya took a small sip. It was good, better than she had expected. Sirota gestured for her to sit, and they both took seats across from each other.

“Larya,” he began, his tone uncharacteristically soft, “I know our relationship has been... unusual. You’re my daughter, and I should have loved you. But the way things were, we didn’t leave room for that. If it means anything, I’m proud of what you’ve accomplished, though you wouldn’t have achieved anything if I hadn’t been there to guide you.”

Larya stood up, her face hardening. “ Fuck you very much, Dad,” she spat, turning to leave.

“Sit down,” he said, motioning to the chair again. “I meant it as a compliment.”

“I didn’t take it that way.” Her eyes narrowed. “You and Jaksa are used to people licking your boots, but don’t think I’ll be one of them.”

Sirota stared at his empty glass, smiling faintly. “Your problem is that you don’t find any fun in this. You look at these kids, these Ekasai, and you think they deserve happiness. You’ve forgotten that their value lies in their function, not in their feelings. They’re tools, Larya, just like a cannon or a transport. Your job is to make sure they work.”

Larya downed the rest of her drink in one swallow. “You know what your problem is? You don’t understand that happiness— connection —is what makes them work. Ekasai create portals with their minds. If their minds aren’t functioning properly, if they’re unhappy, those portals don’t work right.”

“And what happens when they’re happy?” Sirota asked with a smug grin. “What, Larya?”

She faltered for a moment, then tried to recover. “You talked about machines—cannons, transports. But the mind isn’t that simple. You can’t just press a button and expect it to function perfectly every time. There’s more to it than that—”

“And what?” he pressed, leaning forward.

Larya fell silent, the words slipping away.

Sirota leaned back in his chair. “Let me tell you why I called you here. Your fears have come true. Jaksa has betrayed us, betrayed the Sagras. Her plan is to use Anton and Magna to recruit new Ekasai across the galaxy, to build an army that will help her kill Lord Sagras and take his throne. She’s tired of running things from the shadows. She wants to rule the galaxy outright.”

His tone was casual, as if this was something Larya should have expected to hear. They had never discussed it openly, though she had suspected it. “Why are you telling me this now? You’d gain more by helping her.”

“Let me get you another drink,” Commander Sirota said, taking her glass and walking over to the balcony. “I get what you mean, and I don’t blame you for thinking that way. But the truth is, Larya, I enjoy my life as it is. If Jaksa becomes empress, she’ll attract a lot of attention—to herself, and to us. I like being wealthy, but I have no desire to be famous. I think you understand that.”

“I wouldn’t call myself wealthy,” Larya said, watching him pour the drink, “but I understand your point. There’s only one solution. We go to the Sagras and tell them what you just told me.”

“You think it’s that simple?” Sirota handed her the glass, a slight smile tugging at the corner of his lips. “You think we can just knock on Lord Sagras’ door and tell him his most trusted advisor is planning to overthrow him? Can you imagine what that would mean—for her? For us?”

“Jaksa can’t declare war on the Sagras alone,” Larya argued, growing impatient. “She may be powerful, but she doesn’t have an army. Even if she rallied soldiers to her cause, the war wouldn’t last a day.”

“Here’s your drink,” Sirota said, returning to his seat. “I figured you’d say that. But this is the worst time to make a move. Right now, Jaksa has something more dangerous than an army—if she knows how to use it. She’s gone on a field mission with Anton and Magna, and she didn’t report it to the Sagras.”

Larya bolted upright, her drink almost spilling over the edge of the glass. “Why wasn’t I informed? Anton’s supposed to be locked in his cell. How could you allow him and Magna on the same ship? Do you have any idea what could happen?”

“Easy, Larya—”

“I’m tired of being easy!” she snapped. “All of this is happening because I wasn’t able to stand up to your schemes. But not anymore. If you won’t go to the Sagras, I—”

“You what?” he interrupted, his voice calm, cutting through her anger.

Larya paused, the weight of the conversation settling in. She understood now what the real reason for this meeting was—the drink, the careful words, the subtle suggestions. “Now that I think about it,” she said slowly, sinking to the floor with the glass still in hand, “maybe it’s not such a bad idea after all. Overthrowing the Sagras… it’s never been easier. Jaksa could rise to the top, and then—who knows, Dad—we could take her out and seize control ourselves. You don’t want fame, but I do. I want to be famous.”

Commander Sirota’s eyes darkened as he leaned forward. “Finish your drink, Larya.”

“We don’t have to do anything,” she murmured, staring blankly at the burgundy carpet. “We just turn a blind eye and let the coup happen. Imagine it—you, Dad—an emperor. I’d work for you… I’d be right there beside you. I… what’s that smell?”

“Finish your drink, Larya.”

Her hand knocked into the glass, spilling its contents onto the carpet. The dark liquid spread across the fabric, forming a meaningless shape that soaked into the fibers. It was the last mark she’d leave on the world, one that would vanish the moment someone came to clean it up. Those were Commander Sirota’s thoughts, not hers. Larya’s mind had already begun to blur, her thoughts muddled, disjointed.

“Dad, it’s not a bad plan… and the openers… they’ll listen to me. They’ll follow me because they like me. Isn’t it good, Dad, when they like me?”

Commander Sirota knelt beside her as she shrank, her head resting on his lap, her voice growing weaker. “It’s almost over now, Larya.”

“The antidote… when did you take it?” Her voice trembled, fading fast.

“Right before I walked in.” His fingers gently combed through her hair. “Are you feeling any pain?”

“Just sleepy…”

“Then sleep, my dear. You’ve done enough.”

Tears streamed down Larya’s face, mixing with her broken words. “I don’t want to die, Dad.”

“But you must.” His voice was soft, unyielding. “You must, my dear. Jaksa at least let me do it myself.”

Larya’s sobs faded into silence as Commander Sirota continued to stroke her hair. Even after she was gone, he remained still, his hand resting gently on her lifeless head. Only when the tears on his own face had dried did he stand, wiping his cheeks with the back of his hand. He walked to the wall and pressed a hidden button, revealing a secret passage.

Three large men entered the room, clad in plastic suits and masks.

“She’s over there. Handle her the way Jaksa ordered,” Commander Sirota said. “And send someone to clean that damn spill.”

The men carried a large bag and carefully placed Larya inside it before disappearing back through the hidden door. The building was full of those secret passages. From there, they would take her body to the rooftop, where a transport ship was waiting. Larya would be cut into pieces, cremated, and her ashes scattered to the wind. Just like her old hobo teacher, Larya would vanish from the world without leaving a trace. If there was an afterlife, a place beyond this one—which Commander Sirota doubted—they would meet again.

Commander Sirota picked up the liquor bottle and sniffed it. The scent was rich, smooth—an insult to poison such high-quality liquor. The poison had been carefully chosen, designed not to alter the taste or smell. At least that part of the plan had gone well. He didn’t want to deal with the mess of blood on the carpet.

The antidote he’d taken would only protect him from a small dose of the poison—half a glass at most. He was tempted to pour himself another drink, to taste what Larya had tasted, but he resisted the urge. It wasn’t the time for unnecessary risks. Life was comfortable, predictable, and there was no reason to disrupt that. Still, the world was shifting around him. Things would change, whether he wanted them to or not. So why not take advantage while he still could?
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Anton had always loved action movies in his old life, but he found it cringeworthy when the villain killed one of their henchmen to send a message. It never made sense to him—wouldn’t it just cause the others to rebel or run? But this was different. Watching Magna decapitate the soldier without reason made Anton sick to his stomach. It sent two clear messages.

The first: Jaksa valued no life that stood in her way, and she would sacrifice anyone to get what she wanted. The second was far worse—it showed that she was willing to corrupt anyone’s soul to achieve her goals. Magna had once been kind, creative, and full of life. Now, she was a weapon.

Whatever Jaksa had promised Magna couldn’t be enough to justify this transformation. Something must have happened, something traumatic, like the changes Anton and Iro had gone through. He noticed how Magna struggled for breath after the kill, the way she glanced at Jaksa, her eyes heavy with something like regret—or maybe it was fear. Jaksa looked at Anton. Anton looked at Magna. All three of them caught in a tense triangle of silence, wishing the other would speak first. Anton’s eyes dropped to the spreading pool of blood on the floor. Red, just like his. And it could be his blood next if he didn’t figure out a way out of this.

“How does it feel?” Jaksa asked.

“I feel nothing,” Magna replied, but Anton wasn’t sure he believed her. There was something hollow in her voice, a weariness that didn’t belong to someone so young.

“That’s no good,” Jaksa said, her voice casual, almost disappointed. “What about you, Anton? Do you feel anything?”

“Disgust,” Anton replied, half-expecting her to kill him for the honesty.

Jaksa smiled, but there was no warmth in it. “That’s Larya’s influence on you—training and discipline spoiled the fun. We’ll fix that soon enough. When you’re with me, I want you to enjoy what you’re doing. It makes everything easier.”

Anton’s mind drifted. A few months ago, he thought the worst thing in his life was Mac, the work bully who tormented him every day. Back then, he believed life couldn’t get worse or more complicated than that. Now, he’d give anything to return to those days, to that simplicity.

A knock at the door. The soldiers wouldn’t enter without Jaksa’s permission, and Anton assumed she’d dismiss them—no need to let the others see this murder. But instead, Jaksa smiled and called them in.

Two soldiers stepped inside, freezing when they saw the decapitated body. They gasped but didn’t look away. Instead of focusing on the corpse, they looked directly at Jaksa.

“Ma’am,” one of them stammered, “we found something... a cave, just outside the village. The markings on the walls suggest it might be important. We believe it could give directions to a portal.”

Jaksa’s eyes glimmered with interest. “I’d prefer it if you were sure,” she said, voice sharp.

“We have orders not to touch anything until you inspect it, ma’am,” the other soldier said, visibly shaken.

Jaksa’s smile widened. “You did well. We’ll examine it together. Leave that body—it can wait. For now, both of you are coming with me. You can carry the flashlights.”

“Yes, ma’am,” they replied, though their voices wavered with fear. Anton marveled at their discipline, especially after what they’d just witnessed. But it wasn’t Jaksa who had killed the soldier—it was Magna. Sweet, artistic Magna. Jaksa had twisted her into a tool for murder, and Anton wondered how long it would take before she did the same to him.

The cave loomed ahead, dark and foreboding. It was easily large enough to fit the entire team, but Jaksa insisted only five of them enter—herself, Anton, Magna, and the two soldiers. Anton knew the cave could hold far more, a fact Jaksa surely knew as well. He wondered if Magna had any idea what they were walking into.

“I love caves,” Jaksa said as they ventured deeper. “Natural mazes, full of hidden dangers. The idea of being trapped, lost, and starving to death is fascinating, don’t you think?” She glanced at Anton and Magna. “Of course, we won’t have to worry about that with you two here. You can open a portal at any time, can’t you?”

“Right,” Magna said, her voice tight.

“Right,” Anton echoed, uneasy.

One of the soldiers stopped, pulling out a knife and beginning to carve something into the cave wall. Jaksa seized his wrist, her grip iron-strong.

“What are you doing?” she hissed.

“I... I thought I’d mark the path, so we can find our way back if we get lost. I don’t trust the plaques.”

Jaksa’s face darkened as she snatched the knife from him. “You fool,” she spat, her voice cold and dangerous. “The next time you have a brilliant idea, you tell me first. Understood?”

“Yes, ma’am,” the soldier stammered, trembling.

Jaksa let go of his arm and handed the knife back, her expression returning to its usual unsettling calm. Anton’s stomach twisted. Jaksa’s control over everyone, her manipulation of every situation, was terrifying. She thrived on fear, on dominance, on the knowledge that she could dispose of anyone at any moment.

And now they were deep in a cave, in a place where Jaksa controlled all the rules. Anton needed to be careful —one wrong move, and he could end up just like that decapitated soldier, his life snuffed out for the sake of Jaksa’s twisted power games.

“These caves are trillions of years old. You can’t come here and desecrate this place. Next time, I’ll carve something into your nose.”

What was this about? Jaksa, defender of geological sanctity? The same Jaksa who had once made him move an entire moon into a planet? Anton wondered again if portals weren’t a drug in themselves. They changed you—whether you created them or passed through them. The effects faded over time, but that wasn’t a problem for fresh portals.

“You two go first,” Jaksa said, handing Magna a flashlight. “Anton, you lead. You know more about this place than any of us.”

“I’ve never been here before.”

“I trust your instincts.”

The cave walls were rough, yellow and coarse, interrupted by smooth plaques etched with strange symbols. Anton knew the Dissidence didn’t need these markers to find their way. Some of them were real, others likely decoys. Magna walked beside him, close enough that he could take her hand if he wanted to. It made him feel awkward, like a teenager too shy to hold his crush’s hand.

As they descended deeper into the cave, Jaksa kept talking. “They told you about my tingle, didn’t they? That I can sense when portals open across the universe. It works best with fresh portals. These are ancient, and whatever drew me to them has long since faded. If it hadn’t, I wouldn’t need your help to find them. So, Anton, left or right?”

“I think right.”

“Then we’ll go left. Don’t try to fool me. I know every thought running through that head of yours.”

If that were true, Anton thought, she would’ve killed me long ago.

She would have, Magna’s voice answered in his mind. But she won’t lose you.

Anton froze, turning to check if Jaksa had noticed, but she was still, like a paused video. The soldiers behind her were equally frozen. What’s happening?

We’ve opened a portal between our minds. This all happens in less than a second.

Where did you learn this?

I didn’t. I created it. Our powers are far beyond what they want us to believe. We can create things they can’t even imagine.

Then why are we doing this? Why bring Jaksa to the portal? Why hand her all this power to do something so terrible?

Because we can use them, Anton. We can use their resources, their armies, and then, when the time is right, we can turn it all against them.

“Enough!” Anton shouted, his voice echoing off the rock walls.

“Enough what?” Jaksa asked.

He fumbled for an excuse. “Enough of this cave. There’s nothing special here. The Dissidence used it to gather wood for their crafts. We’re nowhere near…”

“Keep going,” Jaksa snapped. “That’s an order.”

“But—”

She slapped him hard across the face. “I said, that’s an order.”

Another thought flashed through his mind—one he hadn’t considered until now: Why not open a portal and cut her in half?

Because we need her.

Anton couldn’t tell if it was Magna’s voice in his head or his own thought answering him. Either way, it was true. There was no simple solution to their situation. No button to reset everything and start over. Is this what real adulthood is? Anton wondered bitterly. The sting of her slap still burned on his cheek, and the cave air felt heavier, pressing down on him like the weight of his choices.

“Are we there yet?” one of the soldiers grumbled.

“Almost,” Anton said, eyeing the next plaque. The symbols suddenly made sense. At first, he’d thought they were part of a new alphabet, impossible to translate with his neural interface. But now he realized they were drawings—stories hidden in the lines of animals, with a small dash marking the correct direction.

A faint yellow light flickered ahead, barely visible at the end of the tunnel. Jaksa shoved past Anton and Magna, her excitement palpable. “It’s beautiful! And it’s all mine.”

The soldiers followed her into the chamber, but before Magna could move, Anton grabbed her arm. “What are you doing? Let me go!”

“Magna, we have to stop this. We’ve let it go too far. If we act now—”

She kicked him hard in the ribs. Anton stumbled but managed to react, punching her square in the face. Magna hit the ground but sprang back up, eyes blazing. They stood in a tense standoff, knowing this space was too cramped for a proper fight. If the soldiers saw them, they’d start shooting.

Anton had to think fast. He was closer to the portal. He turned and sprinted, faster than he’d ever run in his life, pushing past Jaksa and the soldiers. He leaped toward the portal. His heartbeat thundered in his ears, drowning out the world as the portal’s light grew brighter.

“Shoot!” Jaksa screamed, realizing what he was about to do.

But Anton acted first. He opened a new portal directly over the old one. This he knew was not normal, the darkness from it threatened to swallow everything.

The explosion rocked both sides, sending him flying through the air like a ragdoll. He crashed into a pile of grass, the shock of the blast still ringing in his bones.

Those inside the cave wouldn’t be so lucky.
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No matter how many portals Anton passed through, the shift in gravitational fields always took him off guard. It was the strangest sensation, making his insides churn and flip. As soon as he jumped into the portal, gravity pulled him in a disorienting direction. This time, he felt heavier, as if the weight of the new world pressed down on him harder than before. He tried to land on his feet but stumbled, tripping over loose stones and tumbling down a pebbly hill.

As he rolled, a thousand thoughts flooded his mind. His hands reached out to grab something—anything—but all he felt was the gritty, sliding pebbles and patches of coarse grass. He kept falling, helpless, until a large rock halted his descent with a painful thud. It wasn’t smooth, but at least it stopped the fall.

Anton sat up, leaning his back against the rock. The first thing he noticed was the throbbing pain in his leg. The rest of his body was littered with scrapes and bruises, but those he could ignore. The ache in his leg, though, that was a problem. If it was broken, he was in real trouble.
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Gritting his teeth, he examined his leg the best he could. It wasn’t broken, but his Achilles tendon had taken a hit. It must’ve twisted during his fall. Soon, it would swell, and he had no way of finding a doctor—unless he opened a portal to one. But even then, he couldn’t risk it.

He was lucky not to have been blown to pieces by that explosion. It wasn’t like in the movies, with roaring flames and debris everywhere. It had felt more like an invisible hand shoving him aside, tossing him through the portal like a paper airplane. Overlapping the portals like that had been risky, but it worked. He hadn’t known if it would. It could’ve killed him, could’ve killed everyone on the other side.

“What do I do? What the hell do I do now?” Anton muttered to himself, frustration gnawing at him. He looked back up the hill. From there, he could still see a faint distortion in the air where the portal used to be, the lingering effects of the explosion that had thrown him downhill. The hill didn’t seem that steep from this angle, but his bruised body told a different story.

Anton was still human. No matter how powerful his abilities were, he wasn’t some invincible being. Magna might’ve believed they were more than human—Jaksa certainly pushed that narrative—but Anton had seen enough to know better. To Magna, portals were weapons, instruments of war. To Anton, they were tools—bulldozers, forklifts, tractors. A subtle but crucial difference.

“What do I do now? “he whispered, staring at the foreign landscape around him. “I’m a portal opener. I can open a portal to anywhere I want. I could go back to Earth, find a doctor, pretend I’m someone else. Maybe disappear in Canada or Australia...”

But that wasn’t an option. Not anymore. Bringing Jaksa and Magna to Earth would spell doom. They’d bring their war with them, just like they had here. No, he couldn’t run. He’d known that for a while now. The time for running had passed.

They’re dead, Anton reminded himself. They have to be. There was no way Jaksa and Magna could’ve survived that explosion, not with the tons of rock that must’ve crushed them. Even if the blast didn’t kill them, the cave-in would’ve. No one could survive something like that. He was the only one who managed to escape through a portal in time.

“What now? What now?” Anton forced himself to focus. “Start with the basics.”

It took effort to stand. His leg screamed in protest, but he leaned against the rock and pulled himself up. Looking around, he surveyed the territory. The hill wasn’t too tall, but the loose pebbles would make it tough to climb again, especially with his injured leg. Downhill was the better option, though he wished he had a walking stick to help him. At the bottom, a small forest stretched out, filled with strange trees and animals—creatures that looked like six-eared rabbits. Maybe he’d find water or food once he reached the trees.

Anton racked his brain, trying to remember what the Dissidence used this planet for, but his memory failed him. Every decision from here on would be crucial—not just for him, but for everyone depending on him. If they were even alive.

Sitting down on the pebbles, Anton slowly slid his way down the hill, using his hands and his good leg to control his descent. Slow and steady, he told himself, his eyes fixed on the treeline below, still sixty feet away. He was grateful for his strength—without it, he’d be stuck at the top, helpless.

From time to time, he glanced at the strange rabbit-like creatures below, wondering if their meat was edible. He’d never killed anything before, never cooked anything more complicated than spaghetti. Could he bring himself to kill one of them, skin it, cook it? He didn’t know, but the thought kept him moving. Stay alive, he told himself. Just stay alive.

Halfway down, he paused, lying back on the pebbles, staring up at the yellow sky. How many colors can a sky be? The thought wandered through his mind. He wished he could travel across the galaxy, seeing the different people, creatures, and cultures. He was the only Earthling who had seen what was out there, who knew. All those conspiracy theorists back home had no idea. He could be the one to tell them... if he survived.

But deep down, Anton feared he’d die here. Alone, on a planet no one from Earth would ever know existed. And he’d never even get the chance to tell Cassie. Not even her.

Too many thoughts swirled in Anton’s mind. He wished he could create a portal to escape his own head. His life had turned upside down so many times, and just when he thought he had adjusted, everything shattered again, slipping through his fingers like sand. It was impossible to find peace when everything he tried to hold onto disappeared the moment he grasped it.

“It doesn’t have to be that way.” The words sounded so real that Anton spun around, expecting to find someone there. But there was no one—only pebbles scattered across the ground and a few six-eared rabbits watching him from a distance. Anton hated when his mind played tricks on him. Maybe this was another side effect of the portals, one they’d never warned him about in training. He wondered if they even knew about it. Maybe not. Maybe they kept it hidden, to make them better soldiers.

Instead, he’d become the worst kind of soldier—the kind that thinks. And that was the real problem. He was just a kid. They all were. How could they expect kids to know what was best for themselves, let alone for an entire galaxy? Larya had once said that portal energy fades with age, that they needed to train young while the power was strongest. She said that, right? Or did I just absorb that idea over time? Either way, giving such power to children was a cruel twist of fate.

“Enough!” he yelled, snapping back to the present and yanking himself into position. He forced his body into the motion, pulling himself down the steep hill. Focusing on the descent would stop the whirlwind of thoughts. The ground was uneven, sharp stones biting into the soles of his shoes as he hurried downhill, the cold air biting at his face. What good came from overthinking? What was done was done. Even if betraying the Sagras had been a foolish move, it was too late to change that.

Lost in thought, Anton didn’t notice when his foot landed on a loose pebble. He lost his balance and tumbled down the hill, again. This fall wasn’t as bad as the last, and the hill was nearly over. He landed in a patch of grass, lying flat on his back, staring at the sky. It seemed brighter now, somehow.

A dozen of those six-eared rabbits gathered around him, curiously. “Hey there,” he muttered, reaching out to one. His stomach growled as he fought the thought of them being food. He needed to survive. “Come here. I won’t hurt you.” The soft fur of the rabbit brushed against his fingers as it leaned closer, its little nose twitching in curiosity.

One rabbit, bolder than the others, nudged its face into his hand like a dog seeking affection. Anton sighed, realizing he could never bring himself to kill one of these creatures. The real question was, how would he find food?

More rabbits appeared, this time carrying small pumpkins and other fruits. They dropped them at his feet. He picked up one of the pumpkins and bit into it—it tasted like a pear, only sweeter and more refreshing. As he ate, more of the creatures brought vegetables, fruits, and even a gourd of water. “You guys are incredible,” Anton said, tears stinging his eyes at the kindness of the small animals. The juice from the fruit dribbled down his chin, its sweetness almost overwhelming after days of hunger. To think he had considered killing them! They were far more useful to him alive.

He doubted they’d fetch him a walking stick, though. After resting for an hour, during which his ankle had swollen to twice its normal size, Anton summoned the energy to crawl around, searching for something to help him walk. The rabbits followed, watching with their heads tilted, as if trying to understand his strange behavior. Eventually, he found something resembling bamboo and used his knife to cut a piece long enough to serve as a crutch.

Standing felt good—though it wouldn’t last long. He hobbled until he found a rock to sit on. There was no way he could return to Mina. That much was clear. His only option was to reach the Dissidence. With Jaksa dead, there was no immediate threat of betraying his friends’ new location, unless someone else had her same tingle.

He couldn’t rush this decision. Most of his past mistakes came from acting too quickly, without thinking things through. Now, there was too much at stake, and Anton wasn’t willing to risk everything without a plan. But the throbbing pain in his ankle warned him that time wasn’t on his side.

“It doesn’t have to be that way.” The voice returned, more persistent now. This time, he recognized it.

“Shut up, Cassie. You’re not here. You’re only in my mind.”

“It doesn’t have to be that way.”

Tears brimmed in Anton’s eyes. Either his mind was trying to give him advice using Cassie’s voice, or she was really there, trying to guide him. If it was the latter, it meant Cassie was dead, and he was speaking to her ghost.

The wind picked up, carrying a faint whisper through the trees, as if the world itself was echoing her words. “It doesn’t have to be that way.”

“I told you to shut up, Cassie!” he yelled, his voice cracking. “You don’t have to remind me of anything! This is bigger than us! You were everything to me. I didn’t choose to leave you! They grabbed me, they forced me! But now… now I have to let you go! I have to, because there are thousands of people depending on me and…

Silence.

“Are you still there? Are you gone? Are you going to say it doesn’t have to be that way again?”

Silence.

“Say something! Please, don’t go! I’m going insane. Don’t leave me. Please…”

But there was nothing. Cassie was gone. Anton squeezed his eyes shut, trying desperately to picture her, like conjuring a portal. But he couldn’t focus, couldn’t concentrate. When he opened his eyes again, all he saw was the forest and the six-eared rabbits watching him, their heads tilted as though they understood his sorrow.

“It’s my sister,” Anton explained to the rabbits, realizing how ridiculous it sounded, and not caring. The weight of his grief felt like a stone in his chest, pressing harder with every word. “I left her behind. I miss her. I don’t think about her as much as I should, and now she’s slipping away. I feel like I’m losing her.”

The rabbits tilted their heads in unison, like synchronized dancers. One of them brought him more water. The water was cool and refreshing, with a natural sweetness that seemed to calm his frantic heartbeat.

Anton wished he had a picture of Cassie. Her face was already starting to fade from memory. He’d heard about that—how you recreate people in your mind, and when you see them again, they look like strangers. He couldn’t let that happen. He had to go back to her. To hell with the Sagras and their galaxy-spanning ambitions. To hell with everyone who dragged him into this mess.

“I’m coming back, Cassie,” he vowed, trying to stand. But the pain in his ankle shot through him, forcing him back down to the ground. He still needed time to heal before he could do anything.
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They worked fast. In less than three days, everyone knew exactly where their new homes would be, where to find the best wood for building, and who would do what in the process. Food was scarce on this new planet, but some of the Dissidence had managed to hunt down large animals and harvest vegetables. Of course, mistakes were made—hunting accidents, people poisoned by unfamiliar fruits. They buried the dead and kept working, pushing through the hardship because they had no other choice.

Everyone needed a purpose, and Yalla had found one for Iro. Now they stood in front of a group of children, kids Yalla was supposed to look after. Iro watched them closely. Little devils, he thought, though he couldn’t deny their potential. Each of them was brimming with the raw energy that could one day make them powerful Ekasai. Iro didn’t have Jaksa’s gift for sensing new portal openers, but he could still feel the spark in these kids—the spark that could one day ignite into something formidable.

“What do you think?” Yalla asked, breaking the silence. “Can you teach them to use that power?”

Iro shook his head, feeling the weight of the task. “This is like asking me to teach them how to fly. I wouldn’t even know where to start. The Sagras didn’t teach me to open portals. They just pushed me—mind, body—until the portals opened on their own. This is too much.”

Yalla didn’t seem fazed. She turned his own words back on him. “Do you know how birds learn to fly? At least on my planet, the mothers don’t teach them. They just wait until the chicks are big enough, then push them out of the nest. The ones who can fly survive.”

“It’s strange hearing that from you,” Iro said, surprised by her matter-of-fact tone.

“I know,” Yalla admitted, her voice softer now. “But we’re in the middle of a war, Iro. You, of all people, know that. You were trained to fight us. You’ve seen the worst side of the Sagras. When you were lying in that tent, fingers mangled and ready to fall off, I bet you didn’t give a second thought to deserting them.”

“No,” he agreed, “I didn’t. But what do you want from me now? You want me to turn these kids into weapons? Make them go through what I went through, just to be useful to us?”

Yalla shook her head, her eyes softening. “No. But there has to be a way. When the enemy comes for us, we need to be ready. We need something— anything —to fight back. Or else it’ll all end here.”

Before Iro could respond, a man approached them. His clothing marked him as a farmer—gray overalls caked in old dirt, hands calloused from years of hard labor. Iro didn’t know what the farmer wanted but hoped it had nothing to do with his past with the Sagras.

“What’s your name, sir?” the farmer asked, his voice rough and worn like his hands.

“Iro. My name is Iro.”

The farmer nodded, sizing him up. “Do you know what you’re doing with these children? Teaching them to open portals on their own?”

“To be honest,” Iro replied, “I have no clue. And it seems neither do you.”

The farmer wasn’t deterred. “I’ve seen your work with the children—before and now. I understand some of what you’re doing. My wife had twelve babies in ten years. Zalea saw potential in her, said she could create a strong energy field every time she gave birth. He said that power would... what’s the word? Emanate to the portals around the village. I don’t know much about that, but I do know this: we needed those portals to survive.”

Iro narrowed his eyes. “What’s your point?”

The farmer didn’t seem bothered by Iro’s tone. He continued, “I didn’t see my kids grow up. Too much work. With my wife always expecting another, it made more sense to leave the children with the women who couldn’t have babies.”

“Like her,” Iro said, jerking his chin toward Yalla. She motioned for him to be quiet, clearly interested in what the farmer had to say.

The farmer sighed, his voice quieter now. “I’m a simple man. Never went to school. Don’t know much about these portals, even though I go through them every day. But last year, my youngest son started working with me. It was the first real time I’d spent with him. And there was something strange about him. He had this... energy. I could feel it when I got close to him. But as the days passed, that energy faded. By the end of the week, it was gone.”

“What do you mean?” Yalla asked, her voice cautious but curious.

“He was talkative that first day,” the farmer explained, scratching his head as if trying to put it all together. “Excited about life. He said he wanted to travel, see new places, go through the portals and explore. But by the end of that first week, it was like he’d grown a year older every day. The excitement was gone. The energy... gone. He wasn’t the same boy.”

Iro wanted to ask again what the man’s point was, but he wasn’t sure how to do so politely. “What can I do for you then?” was the best he could manage.

“He had that strange energy before he started going through the portals. It disappeared after a few days of passing through. I asked around—my friends said the same thing. Kids start one way, but soon…”

“You said it yourself,” Iro interrupted. “They were disappointed. That’s normal with kids. And if that’s—”

Yalla cut him off. “You’re missing the bigger picture, Iro. Adults passed through those portals weekly for work. What if they had that portal energy, but each time they went through, the portal neutralized it? The kids didn’t pass through until they were older. Their energy didn’t get neutralized—it accumulated. Maybe not enough for any one of them to open a portal alone, but enough to do it together.”

“Those kids just went through a portal to get here.”

Yalla nodded. “Yes, but it was only one portal. Anton told us portals change people, that each time you go through one, it alters you. The portals we used back there were ancient. They needed energy—our energy—and drained it like vampires. That’s why Zalea had the women in labor offer their energy to the portal.”

“Do you think Zalea knows about this?” Iro’s gaze shifted to the Farmer, who was edging away, trying not to be noticed. “Stay here. We need you.”

Yalla grabbed the Farmer by the arm, turning back to Iro. “I think Zalea knows more than he’s letting on. I don’t know why. Maybe he’s holding back because he knows his time is running out, and we’ll need a new leader soon. But that’s the key question to understanding portals: are they young or old? You said these kids all passed through a portal with us, and they still have their energy. But that was a new portal Anton opened to get us out of there. New portals don’t need our energy like the old ones. But they change how we think, unlike the old portals.”

“That’s fascinating,” Iro muttered, rubbing his eyes, “but what does it matter now? What do we gain from understanding this?”

“We need to know what we’re creating, Iro,” Yalla insisted. “If you’re going to teach these kids how to open their own portals and fight the Sagras, we need to understand what we’re dealing with.”

“Not this again! I’ve told you—”

“I need to go,” the Farmer cut in, shifting uncomfortably. “I have to build a new house for my family.”

Yalla released him. “Go, but keep this to yourself. Don’t mention it to anyone, even your family. We’re still trying to figure this out.”

The Farmer hesitated, then spoke. “I don’t know why I came here. I’m not sure what I expected. But there’s a good chance my family won’t survive all this, and I wanted to do my part.”

“That’s understandable,” Yalla said softly.

“I remember how cruel the Sagras can be. I was a kid when they destroyed our planet. Zalea took us in, gave us a place to live. I don’t want to hurt him, but things changed when that other opener showed up. We all liked how things were before.”

“Why don’t you rebel?” Iro asked.

“I don’t know what that means.”

“The word rebel? It means—”

“That’s enough,” Yalla interrupted. “Go now. We have more to discuss.”

The Farmer gave a respectful bow before leaving. Iro waited until he was out of earshot. “What’s the difference here, Yalla? The Sagras, with their advanced technology, conquering everything they can touch—or the Dissidence, manipulating their own people, forcing women to bear children just to harvest an energy they barely understand?”

“Hate us all you want, Iro. But we’re not the same.”

Iro turned his gaze to the children playing on the grass. Yalla had drawn a line with pebbles, instructing the children not to cross it. Back on Iro’s home planet, that would never have worked with kids, but here, it seemed effective. The image alone encapsulated everything he despised about the Dissidence. The soft crunch of pebbles beneath the children’s feet seemed to emphasize the invisible boundaries that held them in place.

“Do you think Anton will come back?”

The question caught Iro off guard. “What? Anton? That’s hard to say. Do you want him to come back?”

“Do you?”

“Anton and I were never friends. If I’m being honest, I was jealous of him. I saw too much of myself in him, and he was the most powerful of the three of us. He didn’t seem like the kind of person who’d take a hit for someone else. He was just a kid. That’s what bothered me. I didn’t think he’d ever grow up. But then…”

“But do you think he’ll come back?”

“Anton is dangerous, Yalla. To his friends and his enemies. He once pulled an asteroid into our gym just because we had an argument. Being friends with Anton is like being friends with a bomb. When he explodes, he’ll take everyone with him.”
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Are you jealous?

Those words jolted Jaksa awake. She jumped from where she lay and slammed her head against an unseen rock. For a moment, disoriented and gasping for breath in the heavy air, she struggled to remember who she was, where she was, or why she was trapped in this suffocating place. The woman who had once dreamed of holding the entire universe in her hands had to calm herself down just to remember her own name. The sequence of events came slowly, like fragments of a nightmare.

Are you jealous?

The voice came again, familiar and taunting. She almost recognized it. Almost. But there were more urgent things to consider now. She forced herself to think of Anton—of him jumping into the cave portal and detonating the explosion that had thrown him onto a distant, unknown planet. The blast had collapsed the cavern, burying both her and Magna under layers of debris. It hadn’t been a full-scale explosion on their end, just enough to send them flying and cause the ceiling to cave in over them.

Had Anton planned that? Jaksa wasn’t sure. He didn’t seem like much of a schemer. Anton acted on impulse, driven by moments of reckless, almost senseless decisions. As a master manipulator herself, Jaksa understood the value of improvisation—something Anton seemed to thrive on.

Larya was dead. Jaksa had thrown her aside back on Mina. By now, Commander Sirota would have dealt with her body. Killing Larya hadn’t been easy, but it was necessary. Her revolutionary ideas had become too dangerous, too disruptive. You had to cut things off at the root before they destroyed everything.

The irony wasn’t lost on Jaksa. An hour ago, as she’d walked into the cave following Anton and Magna, she’d felt a creeping sense of claustrophobia. She was used to wide, open spaces—vast halls, towering rooms. The narrow, rocky corridors had felt oppressive, but she would never admit that to anyone. Now, being literally buried alive under rubble, the fear was real.

Maybe bringing soldiers would’ve been smart. A couple of armed men could have kept Anton in check, prevented him from detonating that portal. But no, she had wanted this moment to be pure. Just two openers and herself, facing an ancient portal. There had been something poetic about that idea.

But Jaksa didn’t get where she was because of poetry. She had always been cold, calculating. She had ruined everything the moment she decided to act on impulse, and now the consequences were catastrophic.

Her eyes felt heavy, like they were glued shut. Then it hit her—her eyes were open. There was just nothing to see. Pitch black. She had no light source, but Magna must have a flashlight in her belt. She had to find her.

Jaksa wasn’t used to physical pain. Emotional pain, mental strain—those were familiar, manageable. But real, searing, physical pain was different. She felt it now, in her wrist, in the burning cut on her forehead. It wasn’t unbearable, but the sticky, wet sensation on her face made it clear—she was bleeding. She pressed her fingers to the wound, feeling the slow drip of blood down her cheek, mixing with sweat, the scent of rusty metals flooded her nostrils, making her gag.

“Magna!” she shouted into the darkness. “Magna, where are you?”

Her voice echoed in the black void. Jaksa had no idea where to search. For all she knew, Magna was buried under the rocks, already dead. But she couldn’t allow herself to believe that. She needed Magna. Only she could open a portal and get them out of this tomb. Even if Jaksa knew the layout of the cave—which she didn’t—there was no guarantee any exits remained open. Their only hope was creating their own escape route.

“Magna!” Jaksa shouted again, desperation creeping into her voice. “Magna, I...”

Then it hit her: the tingle. That precious sensation that told her when and where a portal was opened anywhere in the galaxy. And this one was close. So close she could almost smell it. It carried Magna’s energy, her unmistakable signature.

“Magna, I’m coming! “Jaksa called, feeling her way blindly through the debris. Her hands groped at the cold rock, trying to find some path forward. It was like navigating an invisible maze, stumbling through dead ends, only to turn back and try another direction. But there was no guarantee that any path would lead to freedom. For all she knew, the explosion had sealed every exit, leaving her trapped forever.

She sat down, her breath coming in ragged gasps. Was this really how it ended? After all her years of scheming, her pursuit of ultimate power, would she die here, buried in the darkness where no one would find her?

No. That couldn’t be. She wasn’t finished yet. Jaksa laid her hands on her knees and forced herself to breathe. The air was thick and stifling, but she drew it in, slow and steady. She’d learned enough from the monks to know the power of meditation. One breath at a time.

“Jaksa? Are you there?”

Jaksa’s eyes snapped open at the sound of Magna’s voice. A faint yellow light flickered in front of her, like a fragile flame.

“What is this?” Jaksa asked, squinting at the floating light.

“I opened a portal between us. Like I... never mind.” Magna’s voice came through, clear but distant. “I can’t see you, though.”

Jaksa couldn’t see her either—just the faint glow of the portal hovering in the air. Even after all her years working with Ekasai, Jaksa had never seen them use their powers for telepathic meetings.

“Maybe it’s because I’m not a portal opener,” Jaksa mused, her voice calmer now.

“But you have the tingle. That’s got to count for something.”

It counts for a lot, Jaksa thought, though she kept the words to herself. The tingle was her lifeline, the only thing that made her special. The reason the Sagras kept her alive and placed her in charge of the portal-opening program. But even with all her years of experience, she still didn’t understand the full extent of what the Ekasai were capable of.

And now, more than ever, that ignorance terrified her.

Are you jealous? Larya’s voice echoed in Jaksa’s mind, though she couldn’t tell if it was from the telepathic link with Magna or from the real world, somewhere deep within the suffocating cave. Whatever it was, it jolted her upright in fear, causing her to hit her head on the low ceiling. Pain shot through her skull, and the connection shattered. The oppressive darkness rushed back in, leaving her disoriented.

“What’s happening?” Jaksa shouted, but only the hollow echo of her voice answered, bouncing back mockingly from the walls. She groped at the rough cave surface, fingers scraping the cold stone. If only there were a button she could press to summon the guards, to rid her of whatever this thing was gnawing at her mind. But this wasn’t her palace. The guards were above, far out of reach, unable to help her deep within this crumbling maze of rock.

“Calm down,” she whispered harshly to herself, her voice trembling with the effort. “Calm down, Jaksa. This is how they get you. You’re smarter than this. Smarter than all of them. If there’s a way out, you’ll find it.”

She sat down again, the heavy air thickening in her lungs, each breath a struggle. A coughing fit overtook her, and she wondered for a moment if this was how it would end—trapped, suffocating in a forgotten cave. But she shook off the thought, refusing to let it take root. She focused on cool air, the kind you’d find near a still lake, fresh and calming. Lie to yourself if you have to, she thought. Find peace in the lie. Slowly, her breathing steadied. Now, she needed to find the light.

“Jaksa?”

“I’m here.”

“What happened?”

“I lost the connection for a minute. This is all new to me. How do you manage it?”

“I don’t know. What now?”

“You need to open a portal and get us out. I see no other way.”

“I have to find you first. What good is a portal if you can’t reach it?”

“The soldiers have machinery. Explosives. They can dig me out if they need to. You just need to show them where I am. Don’t waste time trying to find me.”

She’s not coming back for you. The voice in Jaksa’s mind was cold, a whisper from deep within—her own reason speaking through the shadows. She’s having second thoughts. She’s doubting everything. She wants to escape this, to start a life far from all of this. You saw what the other one did. Why would she be any different? If you could open a door and leave this nightmare behind, wouldn’t you? And if you die here, buried in these rocks, what does she have to fear?

“I’m not leaving you behind,” Magna’s voice cut through the dark, sharp with offense. “I’m not a deserter, Jaksa. I wish you’d stop saying that.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“Our minds are connected. I can hear your thoughts. I’m not going to leave. That’s not who I am.”

“Very well,” Jaksa muttered.

Darkness again. The connection broke. Jaksa rose cautiously, avoiding the ceiling this time, and stood still, waiting. Her throat burned raw, her stomach growled in hungry protest, but she stayed motionless, unwilling to reach out to Magna again. She knew that when the portal opened, she would feel it—the familiar tingle.

The tingle always came as a vibration in her temples, reminding her of an itch, accompanied by a clear sense of where the portal was located. Commander Sirota had once asked if she had a map of the galaxy in her mind, something that allowed her to pinpoint portals. It wasn’t quite like that. It was more instinctual, like following a scent on the wind.

What now? the voice whispered again.

“Silence, Larya. You’re dead,” Jaksa hissed. The silence pressed in harder, like the cave itself was suffocating her thoughts.

She sat back down, too weak to stay standing. Magna hadn’t opened a portal. Her last hope was fading, and Jaksa was beginning to realize that this might indeed be her grave. To die in such a foolish, ridiculous way—trapped under rocks. People would laugh at the story. Her legacy, tarnished by a moment of idiocy.

First, the vibration. Then, the faint glow of a portal. It wasn’t bright, but she could feel it open before her.

“Magna? Why can’t I see you?”

“It’s too dark. Here and there. I’m coming through.”

The cold damp air clung to Magna as she stumbled out of the portal, colliding into Jaksa. She caught the girl, though still seething from the disobedience.

“Why didn’t you do as I ordered?” Jaksa growled. “I told you to open a portal to the surface, to let the soldiers know where I was. I’ve been stuck here, not knowing if I’d make it out alive!”

“I didn’t think they’d be able to reach you without bringing the whole cave down on top of you,” Magna said, her voice calm but firm. “It took time to find you.”

“But you didn’t open another portal—I would’ve sensed it.”

“I found you with my mind, Jaksa.” Magna’s eyes narrowed and the air between them thickened as Jaksa realized her fate. “I didn’t need to open a portal.”
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Anton never imagined creatures like these six-eared rabbits could exist. Without their help, he wouldn’t have lasted long on this planet—wounded, clueless about its workings. There was something strangely endearing about these little animals, so dedicated to providing him with food and water. Right now, they were dragging dry wood from all over the forest, piling it in front of him. Anton watched, curious. Were they building a fire? He wondered how they planned to ignite it.

The one thing they couldn’t do was treat his leg. His ankle with sharp, radiating pain, the throbbed and grew with every slight movement. That would be asking too much, he thought grimly. Immobilizing the leg was a start, but the pain was getting worse. The swollen ankle, tight and bruised, as he wrapped the wood around it for support.

He wouldn’t be able to stand on it for a while, and that left him feeling more vulnerable than he wanted to admit.

There was only one real solution to his situation: he had to create a portal to Earth. Once there, he could get proper medical care and come up with some excuse about where he had been. But the consequences... Anton wasn’t ready to face the mess he’d left behind on Earth, even if it meant going back to a world he at least understood.

The rabbits returned, carrying more fruit and water. Grateful little things. Anton smiled weakly, wishing there was a way to properly thank them. Cassie would have loved these creatures—she’d always wanted a pet that was more than just a companion. These helpers would’ve been perfect.

His thoughts shifted to what Magna had done in his cell. She had focused on him, creating a portal between their minds—something beyond space and time, where their thoughts flowed even if their bodies remained still. Neither of them fully understood it, but maybe it was worth another try.

“Cassie...” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “Cassie, I need you here...”

Silence.

The world around him seemed to still, as if it held its breath, waiting. But there was no connection. His mind remained blank, filled only with an abstract image of his sister—his desperate need to reach her. “Cassie, are you there?”

A rustle nearby broke his concentration. The rabbits were squealing, shuffling around him, their bright eyes darting with curiosity. The distraction shattered his focus. Anton opened his eyes to find them staring at him, their small faces oddly expressive. Creepy, he thought, though he couldn’t complain. Without them, he’d be lying dead at the bottom of that hill.

Exhaustion weighed heavily on him. It wasn’t just the physical toll—the fall, the injured leg, or even the encounter with Jaksa and Magna. The act of opening that portal had drained him, sapping his strength. Anton wished he’d never have to open a portal again, but he knew better. Sooner or later, he would.

Maybe a night’s rest would help. Tomorrow, he’d force himself up, open a portal to the new location of the Dissidence, and join them. There, he could find medical help and talk to Yalla, Zalea, and Iro about the next steps. He had ideas, and they all involved facing the Sagras head-on, instead of waiting for them to strike first.

“This won’t be over soon,” he murmured to himself. The rabbits all stopped and stared, their long ears—which had been perked up like grass stalks—flattening around their heads, resembling lion manes.

“Not talking to you,” Anton muttered, amused by their reaction. He had the strange feeling they understood. Not just the words, but the meaning behind them. “Do you even know what I’m doing here? I’m a portal opener, trained by the Sagras. I was sent to destroy the portals leading to this planet.”

The rabbits stood on their hind legs, paws raised, their ears pressed flat against their fur, resembling painted stripes. Anton couldn’t deny it now—these creatures were intelligent. They moved in perfect synchrony, like choreographed dancers.

Anton continued, as if talking to them might somehow explain it all to himself. “I deserted the Sagras. I joined the Dissidence. I made friends... and maybe more than that. But it’s stupid. Just a crush, nothing more. I’m still a kid, right? A teenager. I grew up watching other people do great things, but me? I wasn’t one of them. I didn’t even know if I wanted to be. But I wanted to be someone to her. A hero, maybe, for Cassie. “His voice wavered. “And now she...”

As he spoke, the rabbits moved again, shifting like a kaleidoscope. They were now lying on their backs, bellies up, ears spread out around them like flowing hair. Anton couldn’t help but smile. How many incredible creatures were out here in the universe? So few people on Earth knew of them. Despite everything—the pain, the war—Anton felt a small sense of privilege being in this place, witnessing something so otherworldly.

A light poke on his shoulder startled him. He twisted to look, grimacing as his leg throbbed from the movement. One of the rabbits stood beside him, looking just like the others. It held something small—a pebble? No, a nut. The rabbit gestured for Anton to take it. He did, hesitating only briefly. The rabbit then mimed chewing, its small mouth moving.

Anton trusted them enough by now. He placed the nut in his mouth and chewed. The crunchy bitter taste was unfamiliar—a bit like licorice, but not unpleasant. The flavor wasn’t what mattered, though. As he chewed, a strange sensation washed over him. His body felt light, almost vaporous, as if he could float away.

Anton had never tried drugs back on Earth, but this... this felt like what he imagined they might do. A pleasant weightlessness overtook him, and for the first time in what felt like forever, he didn’t mind it. It felt good.

Anton leaned back, watching the sky. Moments ago, it had been darkening, but now it shimmered in pink, and something soft began falling on his face. Rain? No, it wasn’t rain. Butter. Small droplets of butter falling from above. He stuck out his tongue, trying to catch one, but it tasted like nothing. He decided to let go, drifting with the strange sensation as he flowed down what felt like an entire river of pink butter. There was no need for a boat—he was the boat, carried effortlessly by the buttery current.

“Oh, look who’s here!” called a familiar voice from a nearby boat. “It’s my good buddy Anton!”

“Hey, Mac!” Anton replied, grinning. “Good to see you. Sorry about bashing your brains in. I wanted to kill you, but maybe I went a little too hard!”

Anton’s face was stitched up, like something out of a horror movie. His boat was nothing more than a plank of wood with a red and white polka-dotted sail. Mac, sailing alongside him, looked happier than ever.

“No problem!” Mac replied cheerfully. “I got a new brain. Thinks faster than the old one, and doesn’t hurt!”

The river was thinning now, the butter fading into a pale buttermilk, which turned a bright, unnatural blue. That color reminded Anton of something… “Are they still looking for me? The police, I mean.”

“I wouldn’t know, Anton. Haven’t read a newspaper in ages. They don’t deliver the good ones in the graveyard. What’ve you been up to?”

“Helping space refugees escape politicians who want to slice their planet in half.”

“Sounds boring!”

“Tell me about it.”

“You haven’t asked about your sister,” Mac said, his boat drifting closer to Anton’s. “After they sewed me up, I went to your house with a meat cleaver and cut her into pieces.”

Fury overtook Anton. He leaped from his boat, reaching for Mac’s throat, but instead of water, he plunged into cold, sand gritty and unwelcoming. The river had vanished. Mac was gone.

Anton stood up, realizing he was back in his Sagras uniform, equipped with all the technological gadgets meant to help soldiers navigate and communicate. But when he pressed the buttons, nothing happened. He was completely alone—more alone than he had ever been.

He sat in the freezing cold sand, pulling his knees to his chest. He knew this was all a dream, probably caused by that strange nut the rabbits had given him. He knew he’d forget it all once he woke up. But still, the feeling of helplessness clung to him. All he wanted was to protect the people he loved, but he didn’t know how.

“You still don’t know what to do, do you?” came a voice from behind.

He didn’t need to turn to recognize it. “No, Cassie. I never did. And I know none of this is real. Not even you.”

“Reality is what you believe it is.”

“Cassie wouldn’t say that. The real Cassie wouldn’t.”

She sat beside him. Her presence next to him radiated a warmth that both comforted and tormented him. He refused to look, afraid of what he might see—afraid of the disappointment. He didn’t want to turn and see only a shadow, a figure that would crumble if he touched it. It was more than he could handle right now.

“Cassie, what do you think would’ve happened if Mac hadn’t been there? If we had hitchhiked out of town, gotten far away… At some point, I would’ve discovered this portal stuff. They’d have recruited me anyway. But it would’ve been different. I could’ve brought you with me. We’d be in this together.”

No answer. Anton didn’t need to look to know she was gone again. He stood, and the world shifted. Now, he was in a black-and-white city that looked like something out of an old 1950s movie. People shouted and screamed, pointing to the sky. He followed their gaze just as a fleet of flying saucers descended, firing lasers at the panicked crowd. The air buzzed with the hum of alien machinery, and the acrid smell of burning filled his nose.

“I’m not ready for this,” he muttered, dread pooling in his chest.

Anton ran with the rest, his heart pounding in rhythm with the chaos around him. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. None of this was…

Fever. Anguish. Trembling. Vomit. His throat burned, and he screamed—

He was back on the hill. The same campfire. The rabbits were gone. It took him a few minutes to realize he could stand, and when he did, he found his legs steady beneath him. His pants were torn, revealing a strange scar on his ankle. The scar was raised, pale against his skin, and strangely smooth, as if the flesh had been woven together by expert hands.

Anton looked around for the rabbits, wondering if they had been responsible. But there was no sign of them. They had performed surgery on him. His ankle felt stronger than ever, pain completely gone. Whatever they had given him—some kind of anesthetic in that nut—had worked, though it had clearly come with hallucinatory side effects.

He wished he could find them, thank them. But something told him they wouldn’t be back. They’d done what they needed to do and returned to their lives.

Anton had a job to do as well. Thanks to those strange little creatures, he was capable of doing it now. As long as he lived, he’d remember them, how they helped him without asking for anything in return.
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Nobody could find him now, and that isolation was both a blessing and a curse. There was a slim chance Magna had survived the explosion, but even if she had, she wouldn’t be able to track him down. He was safe, for now. Yet staying here wasn’t an option. If he had made his way to one of the Dissidence’s resource planets, maybe he could settle for a bit, long enough to think through his next steps.

The logical choice was to go where his friends were. Anton had no idea where the Dissidence had relocated their base, but portal opening had never been about pinpointing a location. It was about feeling—sensing the energy of the place you wanted to reach and opening the right door.

“Nice, very nice,” Anton muttered under his breath, his voice rough from dehydration. The words made him cough. He hadn’t eaten or drunk anything since the rabbits had disappeared. They’d been like tiny butlers, catering to his every need without asking for anything in return. Now that they were gone, he had to figure things out on his own.

After some wandering, he found a small glade nestled in the forest. The ground was firm, and the light filtered through the trees in soft patches. It was peaceful—too peaceful. No birds, no rustling leaves, not even a breeze. The silence felt unnatural, unsettling. Anton longed for the wind in the trees, for something to remind him that he was still in a living world.

But there was no point in dwelling on that. He cleared the ground with his hands and sat, legs crossed. Closing his eyes, he raised his arms dramatically—not because it was necessary, but because it helped him focus.

There was no magic word, no secret ritual to opening a portal. It was all about the mindset. Meditation helped, but that was easier when you had a partner or were surrounded by the natural energy of places like the Dissidence village. Here, in this strange, silent glade, Anton had been trying for hours with no success.

His mind wasn’t in the right place. The more he tried to focus, the more scattered his thoughts became. Every time he closed his eyes, flashes of faces, places, and the betrayal he’d faced tore through his concentration. Visions of people he’d once trusted trying to kill him, of ships and massive portals that stretched beyond his imagination —all of it swirling in his mind like a never-ending storm.

It wasn’t supernatural, just mental fatigue. Like when he’d binge-watch an entire TV series or cram for a test until dawn. His brain was overloaded, unable to shut off. Part of him wanted to relax and let it all go, but another part clung to those images, replaying them over and over. His mind was split, battling itself.

The human mind could only take so much. He feared the drug the rabbits had given him might have lingering effects. While it had dulled the pain during his “surgery,” now his brain felt like the burnt tip of a match—frayed and charred.

Opening a portal wasn’t possible in this state, the heaviness in his limbs, the pressure building in his temples, the way his thoughts were scatter the moment he tried to focus. The exhaustion that felt more like mental burn than simple tiredness.

“It’s okay,” he muttered to himself, sitting on a rock at the edge of the glade. “You’ve done enough.”

But his stomach rumbled, snapping him back to reality. He hadn’t realized how hungry he was until now. The ache in his gut gnawed at him, making it impossible to concentrate. Jaksa had never trusted him with a knife, so he scrounged around for a sharp stick, something that could at least poke at an animal if he found one. Not that he had any hunting skills. They hadn’t taught him that at the Ekasai training camps.

Anton had never felt hunger like this before. It wasn’t just discomfort—it was raw, brutal. His thirst was worse, a constant burn in his throat, making every swallow painful. The deprivation made it impossible to think, let alone open a portal. Soon, it would be dark. He had to find something—anything—to eat before then.

There were no animals in sight, no sounds of birds, the gnawing pain in his stomach, the dryness of his mouth, the way his muscles felt weak and shaky. The desperation as he searched for food and water, tasting dirt, bugs, anything he could find.

The taste was foul, the texture worse, but it was something. He tried to chew the bark off a tree, only to spit it out—it was too bitter, nearly gagging him. Climbing the trees for leaves or nests wasn’t an option either; his body was too drained. He couldn’t even hear birds from where he sat. Nothing.

“Cassie,” he whispered, his voice hoarse, “where do I go now? What can I do? If you’re out there, please...”

A glimmer of light caught his eye. At first, it was just a faint sparkle, like the sun hitting a shard of glass. But it brightened, illuminating something else—the mouth of a cave in the distance. Hope.

He squinted, his heart pounding in his chest. Caves meant water. Water dripping from the ceiling—he’d read that somewhere. That thought propelled him forward. He had to climb a small hill to reach it, and every step sent sharp jolts of pain through his swollen ankle, but he pushed on.

The entrance to the cave glowed—not from sunlight, which was now fading, but from the rocks themselves. They emitted a soft, warm light, casting the entire chamber in a golden hue. Anton’s breath caught in his throat as he stepped inside, the beauty of the place overwhelming him.

And then he saw it. Water, not just dripping but flowing from the ceiling in a thin, steady stream.

Relief flooded through him as he approached, cupping his hands beneath the stream and bringing the cool water to his lips. It was the purest thing he had ever tasted. The liquid soothed his dry throat, and for the first time in hours, Anton felt the faint stirrings of hope.

Anton scooped some water into his hand and drank. It was heavy, with a metallic taste that clung to his tongue, but it was the best thing he’d ever had. He didn’t care if that strange taste meant poison or if it might give him cancer later—right now, it quenched his thirst and soothed his hunger like nothing else. After gulping down as much as he could, he lay back on the ground, staring up at the ceiling of the cave. Bright rocks hung from it like natural chandeliers, the light from the rocks flickered gently, like candle flames suspended in the air, making the jagged cave ceiling look almost delicate. It was beautiful—so much so that Anton wished he could take pictures. The thought made him smile, absurd as it was.

He closed his eyes, thinking about everything that had happened since he leaped through that portal. This planet was strange, filled with creatures that took care of you without expecting anything in return, and water that not only quenched thirst but also seemed to satisfy hunger. Why hadn’t the entire Dissidence moved here, to this planet of convenient mysteries?

The answer was clear. The six-eared rabbits might be able to care for one lost soul, but an entire community? That would be a different story. Anton realized that this was the key difference between the Dissidence and the Sagras—and, to some extent, Earth itself. He could almost see it—people from Earth capturing the rabbits, caging them, using them, until nothing was left of their gentle nature. Humans, if they knew about the rabbits, would cage them, exploit them, and sell them to the highest bidder. They’d be turned into exotic pets or, worse, meat served at some upscale restaurant. Away from their natural environment, the rabbits would lose their magic.

But thinking about that didn’t solve Anton’s current problem. After drinking the water, he felt restored—strong enough to try opening another portal. But another thought gnawed at him. What if there were other portals already on this planet? Old, forgotten ones that might lead him to other places in the universe?

It made sense. The Dissidence couldn’t be the only people using portals to travel between worlds. Over the centuries, others might have done the same, leaving behind portals to distant, forgotten realms. Sure, these portals might not lead to anywhere useful, or they could take him to places uninhabitable for human life. But Anton’s curiosity was piqued, and he was already in the perfect place to start searching. The cave around him felt ancient, like it held secrets older than anything he could imagine, the air thick with the weight of untold stories.

Determined, Anton set to work. He filled his canteen with the strange, nourishing water and tore the left sleeve off his shirt, cutting it into small strips. He remembered a trick from a movie where people used pieces of cloth to mark their path so they wouldn’t get lost. This wasn’t a forest, but the dark, winding tunnels of the cave could easily disorient him. The fabric strips felt soft and fragile in his hands, the only thread connecting him to safety as he ventured deeper into the unknown.

He grabbed one of the glowing rocks from the cave, careful in case it was hot. It wasn’t. Holding it in front of him like a makeshift torch, Anton descended deeper into the cave, choosing the largest corridor. The damp air clung to his skin, and the smell of wet stone and earth filled his nostrils, making it feel like the cave itself was alive, breathing with him.

He considered turning back. This place didn’t seem like it had ever been used by intelligent beings, let alone as a portal hub. Just as he was about to give up, his foot struck something hard. Bending down, he picked it up and held it under the glow of his rock. A metal hook.

“Anton, you genius!” he muttered to himself, the words echoing back to him from the cave walls.

Excited, he pocketed the hook and ventured further in. As he went deeper, the air got thinner, but he began to find more signs of past life. An old, rusted knife. A button. A small wheel. The artifacts grew in size and frequency, as if he was walking into an ancient workshop lost to time. Everything looked thousands of years old, but the sheer discovery of it sent a thrill through him.

Turning another corner, Anton saw an eerie blue glow that cast strange shadows on the cave walls, twisting them into shapes that danced as he moved closer. He covered the glowing rock in his hand to make sure the light wasn’t coming from it. No, the light was ahead.

He stepped into a large chamber, illuminated by a massive blue stone in the center. The stone had probably been glowing for centuries, bathing the space in a cold, ghostly light. Rusted objects were scattered everywhere, but there was no sign of the people who had once used them. Maybe they had decomposed long ago. Or maybe they had just left.

But there were no portals. None that he could see, anyway. Anton sat down on the cold ground, took another swig from his canteen, and sighed. This would be a fantastic find for an archaeologist, but he wasn’t one.

After resting for a moment, he stood and began inspecting the walls. Maybe someone had left a message, a clue, anything. His heart raced as he spotted something. There were drawings on the walls—simple, crude illustrations halfway between cave paintings and a comic strip. At first, he thought they told the story of the people who had once lived here. But then, his eyes widened as recognition struck and his breath caught in his throat. His fingers traced the lines of the familiar shapes, the strokes so distinct, so impossibly hers.

These were undoubtedly Cassie’s drawings.
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SIROTA


Commander Sirota chose to inspect Larya’s apartment himself, bypassing the usual team of experts. He didn’t do it because he enjoyed the task—he didn’t—but because he couldn’t afford witnesses. The people who worked for him were loyal, but loyalty had its limits. Sirota had risen through the ranks by trusting no one fully, not even his closest aides. Information was power, and power had a way of corrupting even the most devoted.

He dressed in plain clothes that night, wearing a mask to obscure his face. He doubted anyone would be awake at this hour, but it was always better to be cautious. The porter at the entrance had been conveniently given the night off—no coincidence. Sirota stepped into the elevator and rode silently to his daughter’s floor, using the key his cleaners had swiped from Larya’s pockets.

The apartment was more spacious than he had expected and meticulously organized. The muffled sounds of the city far below, the sterile, clinical smell of her untouched space. The faint hum of electronics, and the quiet ticking of a clock.

It was still beneath what Larya could have afforded if she hadn’t been so stubborn. She had a brilliant future, yet she clung to her ideals like a drowning woman holding onto an anchor. Foolish girl.

After thirty minutes of searching, Sirota found her safe. It was top-of-the-line, the kind of vault that would take even a skilled thief days to crack. For Commander Sirota, it took five minutes. The smooth click of advanced technology unlocking, the soft hiss of air as the door opened. With access to the most advanced decryption tools, breaking in was effortless. The kind of tech Larya never dreamed existed.

Inside the safe was a single object: a small, black pyramid—Larya’s storage device, holding everything she had tried to hide. The pyramid was cold and to his surprise, weighty as he lifted it out.

He slipped it into his bag, closed the safe, and left the apartment without leaving a trace. Not even the police would find evidence of his presence.

Back at his estate, after a shower and a fresh change of clothes, Sirota plugged the pyramid into his own computer. He sifted through the data quickly, almost bored with the findings. Disappointing. Nothing Jaksa and he hadn’t already anticipated. Just files on physical and mental exercises meant to enhance an opener’s abilities. Larya, even after death, you’re a disappointment, he muttered, pouring himself a glass of his finest liquor.

The thing that bothered him most wasn’t the weak results—it was that he couldn’t publicly grieve. His handsome mourning suit, which hadn’t seen daylight in decades, still fit perfectly. Yet no one could know Larya was dead, not until it became official. A symbolic funeral would be held, eventually, but it wouldn’t be the same. And much would transpire before then.

Sirota had no other family besides Jaksa, and certainly no friends. Loneliness suited him. It made manipulation simpler when there were no emotional ties to bind him. It was how he controlled those around him, even those above him—his mother, Prince Sagras included.

That morning, he’d met with the Prince, providing a carefully vague explanation of Jaksa’s unsanctioned departure with the Ekasai. He neither defended nor condemned her actions, allowing the mystery to fester. His vagueness had always been his greatest asset.

He helped himself to another glass of liquor, the sharp scent of aged liquor stung, and yet he savored the warmth as it slid down his throat, pondering the uncertain future. The life he knew, this opulent existence surrounded by rare art and vast collections, would soon be over. He had no illusions about that. What mattered wasn’t what he would lose or gain, but his ability to adapt. Change was inevitable, and Commander Sirota never mourned what had lost its purpose.

Jaksa had served him well for centuries, but she was changing too. The quiet, calculating strategist he had known was becoming something else—someone hungry for personal involvement in the action. She wanted to step out of the shadows, to feel the power firsthand. She was not made for the front lines. If that day came, Sirota foresaw disaster.

A sharp ring at the door interrupted his thoughts. The messenger who entered looked pale, clearly dreading the news he had to deliver.

“Sir, I have news from—”

“From my mother, I presume. Out with it.”

“Jaksa was involved in an incident with the Ekasai. They were inside a cave—Jaksa, Anton, and Magna. No soldiers with them. The cave exploded. They were presumed dead, but two hours later, Jaksa and Larya emerged from a portal. They’re under medical observation, no risk of death. Anton is missing—no one knows where he is.”

“Is that all?”

“Yes, sir.”

Sirota’s lips curled into a faint smirk. “Did my mother request my input? Does anyone value my counsel in this situation?”

“I was only instructed to deliver the message.”

“Sit down,” Sirota ordered.

“I beg your pardon, sir?”

“You heard me. Sit. Have a drink. Don’t worry, I’m not going to poison you. You do drink, don’t you?”

“Not while on duty, sir.”

“Sit. Down.”

The messenger hesitated but obeyed, perching uncomfortably in a purple leather armchair. Sirota poured him a generous glass of his finest liquor and settled into the matching chair across from him.

“Do you like portals?” Sirota asked, amusement flickering in his eyes.

“I... I don’t think it matters whether I like them, sir. They’re there, and we have to deal with them.”

Sirota chuckled. It was amusing to watch the little man squirm. “A good answer. Do you know how I acquired all of this?” He gestured vaguely at the opulent room. “That’s the wrong question. I inherited all of this wealth. But do you know how I kept it? By manipulating people through their fear—mostly, their fear of losing power.”

The messenger’s discomfort deepened. “I don’t understand.”

“I don’t expect you to know the answer,” Commander Sirota said, swirling the last drops of his drink. “But maybe you can offer some advice. Let’s say I bring a military scientist here. Let’s say I ask him what would happen if we nuked this planet—turned it into a ball of fire. Do you think the portals would survive? Could we still travel to that same point in space and find the portals floating there? Or would the explosion take them with it?”

The messenger stared into his empty glass, as if the answer might be hiding at the bottom. The silence between them thickened, broken only by the faint clink of glass against metal as the messenger set his glass down. The sight amused Sirota; it was like watching a small animal perform a clumsy trick.

“I don’t think any scientist could answer that,” the messenger finally said.

“Come on, try a little harder,” Commander Sirota teased, leaning forward. He wanted to see where this might go.

The messenger hesitated, clearly wrestling with something he was afraid to say. But the words slipped out anyway: “Sir, I’ve served in the military. A Planet Wrecker is the deadliest weapon in the galaxy. We can’t use it without the approval of Lord Sagras.”

Sirota’s smile faltered. Planet Wrecker? He didn’t remember mentioning any such device, but hearing it made his little fantasy of planetary destruction crumble under a sudden weight of reality. He hated when that happened—when the world intruded on his games. Still, curiosity got the better of him.

“Let’s say we had permission,” Sirota continued, voice steady. “Just for fun. What do you think would happen?”

“The force of the explosion could travel through the portals,” the messenger said slowly, “and spread across the galaxy. That wouldn’t be good.”

Sirota hadn’t considered that. “No, it wouldn’t.”

“And we don’t know where all the portals lead. If the blast spread, it could hit places important to us. The result could be—”

“A catastrophe,” Sirota finished, rising from his chair and walking back to the bar. He took the messenger’s glass, refilled it, and asked, “What’s your name, son?”

“Geal De Lise, sir. I’ve been in your service for three years.”

“And how do you like working for me?”

“It’s an honor, sir.”

“It should be,” Sirota said, pouring himself another drink. This time, no poison. Instead, he handed Geal a glass of liquor that cost more than Geal’s annual salary. “You’re a smart man. You’ve shown me angles I hadn’t even considered.”

Geal accepted the drink, his hand shaking slightly. “It’s just common sense, sir.”

“I told you—don’t be modest,” Sirota replied, downing his drink in one gulp. Geal stared into his own glass, uncertain. “Drink it.”

“I—I’m not sure if—”

“DRINK IT.”

Geal obeyed, swallowing the expensive liquor in one go. His eyes lit up with delight. “This is... incredible.”

“Never refuse anything I offer again.”

“I’m sorry, sir.”

“Now, tell me how you know so much about this bomb,” Sirota asked, his curiosity piqued.

Geal shifted in his seat. “It’s not much, really. I studied a lot of protocol before I got this job. There are things you need to know when working for someone of your rank.”

“Of course,” Sirota said, pacing slowly across the plush carpet. The soft fibers cushioned his steps, adding to the sense of control he held over the situation. “Now, tell me more about the Planet Wrecker.”

“It’s about the size of a regular missile, but it operates on a subatomic level,” Geal explained. “It’s only been used twice, and those were test runs. But we believe it can reduce an entire planet to rubble in minutes.”

“And you’re certain the blast could travel through portals, potentially reaching other worlds?” Sirota’s voice was calm, but a plan was beginning to form in his mind.

“As I said, sir, I don’t know how portals work,” Geal answered, his voice wavering slightly.

“Neither do I,” Sirota admitted. The air in the room grew heavier, as if the atmosphere itself tensed in anticipation of what was coming. “But here’s an idea: we blow up this planet, let the explosion ride the portals, and then we trace that blast to find where the portals lead. It’s a brilliant plan, don’t you think?”

“I... suppose it could work, sir.”

“Don’t guess. Half of this plan is yours,” Sirota said, stopping behind Geal’s chair.

Geal, seated on the couch, did his best to maintain military posture, though it seemed to be failing him. He didn’t notice Sirota looming behind him, didn’t see the heavy metal statuette in his hand. With calculated precision, Sirota brought the weight down hard on Geal’s head The dull thud of metal on skull echoed briefly before the room fell into a suffocating silence. Not too hard—just enough to knock him out without spilling blood on his pristine carpet.

Geal crumpled to the ground, and Sirota calmly knelt, his hands finding the messenger’s throat. Strangling someone wasn’t the cleanest or easiest method, but Sirota appreciated that it didn’t leave much of a mess. The man’s struggles grew weaker, then stopped altogether.

The quiet clink of the glass against the bar was the only sound in the room now, as Sirota admired the smoothness of his own plan. He made two phone calls—one to his men to come collect the body, and the other to arrange an emergency meeting with Lord Sagras. He had come up with something ingenious, and it was time to put it into motion.
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JAKSA


The doctor insisted on treating Jaksa first, but she waved him off, demanding he focus on Magna. Magna had expended far more energy, and they couldn’t risk a head injury on the only portal opener they had left. Jaksa sat on a nearby bench as a nurse handed her painkillers. She swallowed them dry, eyes never leaving Magna as the young woman lay motionless, her pale face half-shadowed by the medics. Jaksa realized, for the first time, just how much she had underestimated her.

Colonel Medell approached, demanding answers. Typical, Jaksa thought. Men like him thrived on hierarchy and order. She almost admired his nerve—few dared to question her directly.

“You need to give us something,” Medell said, as the doctor prodded Jaksa’s injured arm.

Jaksa shot him a cold glance. “Don’t forget who you’re talking to.”

“Are we still on the same side?”

“Who said we ever were?”

She could practically feel his temper rising. Military men are so predictable. They’re bound by rules, incapable of seeing the world’s nuances. Jaksa found the rigidness of their thinking amusing, though they served their purpose. They lacked imagination, but they were excellent tools.

“I’ll give you this…” The doctor pressed on her arm, the sharp, burning pain in her elbow, the sting of sweat in her wound, the throbbing of her body as she fought to maintain composure.

No, he pressed her elbow too hard. The wave of pain sent nausea through her, and she slapped the doctor across the face. “Be careful, fool.”

“Apologies, ma’am,” the doctor stammered. “You nearly dislocated your elbow. I’d recommend putting it in a cast.”

“Do it,” Jaksa hissed, her eyes narrowing. “But watch your hands.”

As the doctor set to work, Jaksa turned her attention back to Medell. “There are at least half a dozen portals scattered around this village.”

“And how are we supposed to find them?” he demanded, impatience edging his voice.

Jaksa opened her mouth to retort, but the doctor hit a particularly sensitive spot, and she let out a sharp cry of pain. She bit down hard, swallowing her rage. This was beneath her, being manhandled by some incompetent.

“When Magna is back on her feet,” Jaksa said through gritted teeth, “we’ll know what to do. I need to see how much we can still get from her.”

“And what should I tell my men?” Medell pressed.

Jaksa’s lips curled into a smirk. “Tell them this is a vacation. They have enough supplies here to live comfortably for months. Let them think they’re on a holiday, and they’ll believe it. Now, leave.”

With a stiff salute, Medell turned and stalked away, clearly disgruntled. Jaksa watched him go, feeling a flicker of satisfaction. Humiliating him was a small pleasure, but a pleasure nonetheless. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt such pain—or such exhilaration. Palaces and banquets were nothing compared to this. Here, she was on the brink of something real. Something monumental.

The doctor finally finished, declaring both Jaksa and Magna clear of any other major injuries, though he advised rest. There were plenty of empty homes left by the Dissidence, each stocked with food, drink, and supplies. When a soldier suggested Jaksa should find a place to sleep, she dismissed the idea. She had never felt more alive.

The night buzzed with possibilities. She had always seen the Ekasai as more than tools or students, unlike Commander Sirota or Larya. To her, they were sacred objects—keys to unlocking another layer of reality. A reality she intended to conquer.

“Ma’am, I have a message,” a soldier interrupted, stepping into her line of sight. He held a small, oval device in his hand, offering it to her.

“Go away.”

“It’s Commander Sirota, ma’am. He requests to speak with you.”

Jaksa snatched the device from his hand, and the soldier, sensing her mood, promptly left without another word. She pressed the device, and her son’s face flickered into view, hovering before her.

“Good evening, Mother. I understand there was an incident.”

Jaksa’s lips tightened. “You didn’t hear the half of it. How’s my granddaughter?”

“She took the long trip. I thought it was time.”

“Of course,” Jaksa said, her voice devoid of emotion. “Poor Larya. I always hoped she would kill you, rather than the other way around. Is this why you called me?”

“I’m meeting with Lord Sagras in an hour. I’m proposing we destroy the planet you’re on—after evacuating everyone, naturally.”

“Of course. And what do you hope to achieve?”

Sirota straightened, his hologram flickering slightly. “We’ll use the most advanced scanners to track the portals on connected planets. If we can trace the energy signatures, we can—”

“That’s a brilliant idea,” Jaksa cut him off, a thin smile playing on her lips. “Too brilliant for you.”

She saw the flicker of discomfort in his eyes. Even across a galaxy, through an imperfect projection, she could sense his unease.

“I’ve worked hard for this,” Sirota muttered, sweat beading on his forehead.

“Of course you have. But it doesn’t matter. Do you think anyone is going to mourn these soldiers?”

“What are you planning, Mother?”

“That doesn’t concern you—not yet. Tell me, what’s our most advanced portal scanner?”

Sirota swallowed. “You.”

“Don’t forget that.”

He hesitated, his jaw tightening. “There’s one more thing.”

“Speak.”

“The Dissidence. Aren’t we forgetting them? We still need to find where they’ve gone.”

Jaksa’s eyes drifted beyond the hologram, to the night beyond.

Soldiers were sifting through the remnants of the Dissidence’s abandoned village, it was eerily quiet—the smell of old wood and dust hung in the air, the faint rustle of soldiers scavenging in the background. So much wasted time. But now, things were shifting. Now, the pieces were falling into place.

“They are less important than they’ve ever been,” she said softly. “But you’re right. They can’t be ignored.”

“So what’s next?”

“We do what must be done,” she replied, her voice cold and sharp. “Nothing more, nothing less.”

“That’s the vaguest thing you’ve ever said.”

She locked eyes with him, her expression hardening. Even through the projection, she felt his blood turn cold. “That will be all, Commander Sirota. Contact me only if it’s necessary. Otherwise, leave me be.”

With that, she cut the connection, her son’s image dissolving into the warm night air.

Later that night, Jaksa finally pieced her plan together. People kept approaching her for orders, advice, pleading for direction, but she waved them off, uninterested in their trivial problems. She had bigger ideas brewing.

The sky had long darkened by the time she entered the small, abandoned shack where Magna was recovering from their ordeal. “How are you feeling?” Jaksa asked, softening her voice with an attempt at kindness.

“I’m better, thank you,” Magna replied, her discomfort palpable.

“I arranged for food to be brought,” Jaksa said.

Magna gave a hesitant nod, her unease thick in the air. Jaksa had never cared about anyone else before, and it was clear that Magna didn’t trust this sudden change. Trying to be nurturing didn’t come naturally to Jaksa, and her efforts felt clumsy and forced.

“What are the soldiers doing now?” Magna asked, her voice thin.

“They’re searching. Digging, trying to find the portal.”

“But there is no portal. Not anymore.”

“I know. But I haven’t told them that.”

“Why not?”

Jaksa sat beside her on the bed, the springs creaking under her weight. “Magna, never tell anyone everything you know. I’ve built a life on making people search for things that don’t exist. Let them dig, blow up rocks, and waste time. It doesn’t matter. The portal is irrelevant now.”

“Then what is the point? There are other portals. What if they—”

“Shut up and listen,” Jaksa cut in, her voice sharp as glass. “This whole operation has been a disaster. They’re obsessed with these portals—doors that take people from one place to another. Lord Sagras sees them as tools for commerce and transportation. It’s like discovering fire and using it only to make smoke.”

“I still don’t understand.”

“You don’t have to. It’s not about understanding; it’s about what you feel. Now tell me, how did it feel when you got us out of that cave?”

Magna closed her eyes, searching for the right words. “It felt like seeing a puzzle come together. Like I could sense every piece falling into place, not just seeing the big picture but knowing exactly where each piece belonged.”

Jaksa’s smile was cold. “Good answer. Now, do you want to go further?”

Magna opened her eyes, puzzled. “Further? What do you mean?”

“Beyond solving other people’s puzzles. Creating your own. Building something entirely new.”

“That sounds... frightening.”

“Think of it this way—” Jaksa started to say, but the door slammed open with a violent kick.

“They’re here!” shouted a soldier, bursting into the room, followed by a troop of armed men. The sudden rush of cold night air sent the lanterns flickering, casting frantic shadows across the walls.

Guns were trained on both women—Jaksa and Magna. Before they could react, soldiers had cuffed their hands and shoved rough bags over their heads. “What’s happening?” Magna’s voice cracked, muffled by the bag as they were dragged outside.

Jaksa knew exactly what was happening. She’d pushed Colonel Mendell too far, treating him like a mere pawn. All those centuries of careful diplomacy, wasted. She had allowed herself to lose control. Something was shifting inside her, and now, she was paying the price for it.

They were tied to poles in the village square, the bags ripped off their heads. Five dozen soldiers stood in a ring around them, rifles raised. Though it was night, the moons overhead bathed the scene in pale, almost ethereal light. The cold breeze carried the sharp tang of gunpowder, mixing with the earthy scent of the damp ground beneath their feet. Colonel Mendell stepped forward, a satisfied smirk twisting his face.

“Can we talk like adults now?” he sneered.

Jaksa laughed, a cold, mocking sound. “What are you going to do? Kill me? Kill her? Then what? You’ll be stuck on this rock for the rest of your life.”

“We don’t need to kill anyone,” Mendell replied coolly. “We need her. As long as we have you, we control her. But things are going to change.”

“Planning to march back to Mina and overthrow Lord Sagras?” Jaksa mocked.

“That’s not the plan. Lord Sagras will be pleased when we take you out of the picture. He’s said before that you’re nothing but a nuisance—your whole family, in fact. Time for you to learn your place.”

Jaksa glanced over at Magna, tied to the next pole, tears streaming down her face. A soldier loomed in front of her, his rifle aimed squarely at her chest.

“Would you at least untie the girl?” Jaksa asked, her voice sharp with command. “She won’t harm anyone.”

“We’re not so sure about that,” Mendell replied. “She’s powerful enough to kill some of us. Maybe all of us. But we’re not staging a coup here, Jaksa. We’re just fixing a few things. First of all, we need to know why we’re really here.”

“You’re here because I needed your help. I want the power to destroy the universe, and the only way I can do that—”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Mendell interrupted, his expression darkening.

“The only way I can—”

A soldier standing near Magna yelled, “Sir, she’s doing something!”

“Watch out!” Mendell barked, the tension snapped like a coiled spring as the air seemed to ripple, the moment stretched impossibly thin, but it was too late.

Magna had created a tiny portal, no larger than a pebble, between her and the barrel of the soldier’s gun. The shot rang out, and Jaksa turned just in time to see the colonel drop to the ground, blood streaming from his neck. The metallic scent of blood mixed with the cold night air, sharp and nauseating.

Jaksa grinned. Without Mendell, the soldiers froze, unsure of what to do next. Magna looked at Jaksa, seeking permission.

“The opera house, all over again!” Jaksa declared, her voice filled with dark pride.

The tingle in Jaksa’s temples flared as Magna summoned a horizontal portal, decapitating the entire battalion in one swift, brutal stroke. The massacre was over in seconds.

“You did well,” Jaksa said softly. “Now, get us out of here.”

Magna used small portals to slice through the handcuffs binding them. As soon as they were free, Magna collapsed into Jaksa’s arms, sobbing. Jaksa stroked her hair gently, her touch almost tender.

“Shhh,” Jaksa murmured. The scent of iron lingered in the air, mingling with the salt of Magna’s tears as Jaksa held her close, their bond sealed by blood and violence. “You’re mine now. My daughter. I’ll take care of you.”
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IRO


Soldiers and teachers were cut from entirely different cloths, demanding vastly different skills. As a portal opener, Iro’s abilities leaned closer to the former—combat and action, not nurturing and instruction. He wasn’t used to the sharp edge of teaching. The thought of leading these children felt scarier than any battlefield he could imagine.

Still, he was glad to be useful. Helping Yalla care for the children offered him a sense of purpose, even though he questioned if he was fit for the task. Twenty children sat before him, wide-eyed and eerily still, their faces a blank canvas. They were the lucky ones. Outside, the other children worked alongside their parents, helping build the new village. Most mothers and caretakers were busy hauling wood, erecting shelters, and scavenging for food. Babies and toddlers were left in makeshift cradles, too small to help, too helpless to understand. Iro couldn’t bear to think about what their future held. Only a handful of people had been allowed to focus on teaching, and even now, Iro wasn’t sure if he was the right person for it.

There was something unsettling about these children. They sat motionless, listening, but with an intensity that unnerved him. They weren’t like any children he had known. The Dissidence were a peculiar people. Most of them were stiff and emotionless, their faces masks of grim determination. While there were exceptions—Yalla and Zalea stood out with their bold personalities—most seemed barely alive, as if something vital had been drained from them long ago.

Iro’s gaze shifted to Yalla. She did her best to guide him through the lesson, though the task felt impossible. All she wanted was for him to explain what he knew about portals. But that wasn’t much, and the fear of teaching these children something wrong loomed over him like a dark cloud. What if his mistakes led to disaster?

“Please, go on,” Yalla urged, her voice steady and calm.

“Well… portals are strange things…” Iro started, stumbling over his words. “When you open one… it’s not about thinking of the place you’re going or where you are. At least, not in the way you might expect. It’s more… it’s about…”

The right words escaped him, slipping through his fingers like sand. How could he explain something so abstract? Opening a portal wasn’t about logical thought or geographical precision. It was about feeling, an almost instinctual connection to the place you wanted to reach. Every time he looked at his hands, he remembered the disorienting power coursing through him.

This feels wrong, Iro thought. These children were so young, far younger than he, Magna, or Anton had been when they were trained. It felt wrong to mold them into weapons, to force upon them the same brutal training they had endured. But this training wasn’t the same, was it? These children were surrounded by their people, by their families, who were rebuilding a life together. It wasn’t about war or destruction. Yalla’s speech had sparked something inside them. This was a time for change, a time for new beginnings, and Iro wanted to be part of that.

“When I was being trained,” Iro continued, finding his footing again, “they pushed us hard—physically, I mean. We worked out constantly, training our bodies. Back then, I thought it was because opening portals drained our energy. And being in shape would help us manage that. But now… I’m not so sure.”

He let the words hang in the air, uncertain how to finish the thought. His mind drifted to Anton, who never stopped talking about his lost sister, and to Magna, drenched in blood. Then to himself, leaping through a portal to escape Commander Sirota, only to end up in this strange, uncertain place.

Yalla’s gentle voice pulled him back. “You were saying?”

Iro’s gaze flicked to the children. Could they understand? They seemed to know more than their wide-eyed expressions let on. “A portal is… it’s like a part of your body. Like your brain or your leg. Or maybe it’s more like a part of your mind. Do you know how everything is connected? Like, when you feel sad, and your whole body feels heavy? Or when you’re in pain, and it’s hard to think straight? Portals are like that—something that connects different parts of you. But it’s not inside you. It’s outside. Outside…”

He was rambling, and he knew it, but the children were listening, hanging on every word, unblinking eyes fixed on him needing to learn wanting to learn. “You’re saying portals aren’t just a way of getting from one place to another,” Yalla interjected thoughtfully. “They’re something more…”

“Physical,” Iro finished.

He turned back to the children. They still sat so quietly, a sharp contrast to their usual behavior. Yalla, sensing this, stepped in. “I think it’s time we tried a little experiment. Something I’ve been meaning to do since we got here.”

“What kind of experiment?” Iro asked, his voice tinged with suspicion. “You’re not asking them to open portals, are you?”

“Of course I am.”

Iro leaned closer, lowering his voice. “Yalla, if these kids open a portal, the only place they know is their old planet. You know what’s there. You could be inviting the soldiers to come through and slaughter everyone here.”

“That’s not what I have in mind.”

“Then what?”

“We’ll split the kids into two groups. Take them to opposite sides of that large rock over there and have them try to open a portal through it.”

Iro blinked. “And what exactly do you think that will accomplish?”

Yalla’s expression grew serious. “I’ve noticed it too. There’s something… off… about my people. Something has changed them. I can’t have children, so I stayed away from the maternities and all that energy. But you’re right. There’s something strange, something powerful, inside them. If they can learn to channel it, maybe it will bring them back to who they truly are.”

“So, it’s not about the war,” Iro said, realization dawning on him.

“It was never about the war,” Yalla replied, her voice soft but resolute. “It’s about these children. It’s about helping them understand who they are, and what they can become. I need you, Iro. I need your help with this.”

Iro considered her words carefully, staring at the rock in question. “You want them to open a portal across that rock. I think we can do that. But we need to be careful. I don’t know what Zalea will think about all of this.”

“Zalea doesn’t need to think anything,” Yalla said firmly.

Iro had expected something like this. He was exhausted. He had no idea how long he’d been awake since he wasn’t sure how day and night worked on this planet. “So, how do we do this?”

Yalla’s face revealed uncertainty, but she pushed forward regardless, addressing the group of kids gathered before them. “Hey, everyone! We’re going to play a little game.”

She picked two kids at random and instructed them to choose their teams. Most of the children didn’t know each other, having come from different parts of the village, but eventually, two teams of eleven kids were formed. “Perfect,” Yalla said, her tone upbeat. “This team will follow me, and the other will follow Mr. Iro. See that big rock over there?” She pointed to the boulder she had used earlier for her speech. “Each team will go to opposite sides. Then we’ll start the game.”

The kids obediently followed her lead, scattering to the rock as instructed. Within minutes, they were positioned on either side of it, ready and waiting. Yalla climbed onto the rock, motioning for Iro to join her.

“You might not want to stand here if this thing explodes,” Iro said dryly.

“Is that going to happen?” Yalla asked.

Iro shrugged. His curiosity was piqued. “What’s next?”

Yalla turned toward the children, speaking loudly so both sides could hear. “Okay, kids! What we’re going to do now is try to open a portal. Remember how we got to this planet? A man opened a door in the air, and we stepped through it to arrive here. Now, it’s your turn to try. You don’t have to go far—just to the other side of the rock. Can you do that? Say yes!”

“Yes!” the kids on one side shouted in unison.

“Great! And the other side?”

“Yes!” they echoed.

“Good job! Now, all you have to do is create a doorway to your friends on the other side of this rock.”

Iro almost intervened. Yalla didn’t fully grasp how portals worked, and the potential danger gnawed at him. But something stopped him. Maybe this unconventional approach would yield something unexpected. They needed to shake things up, after all.

With their backs to one another, Iro and Yalla watched their respective groups of children. The kids strained with concentration, squinting, groaning, and awkwardly gesturing toward the rock. Some even whistled or spat, as though these odd rituals might coax a portal into existence. But nothing happened.

After several minutes of effort, the murmur of the children’s frustration hung in the air, a blend of now restless fidgeting and heavy sighs, their energy sinking just like the sun. Yalla and Iro exchanged looks—both silently acknowledging this was going nowhere.

“What made it work for you?” Yalla asked, her voice quieter now.

“Fear. Pain. We can’t do that to these kids.”

“Of course not. But we don’t have to.”

“What do you mean?”

Yalla looked around, her eyes sweeping the bleak landscape. “Look at where we are. We’re already in the most miserable situation imaginable.”

“Ouch!” a kid from Iro’s side yelped suddenly. “Mrs. Yalla, Drig pushed me!”

“It’s because you’re a sissy, Denno!” Drig snapped back.

“So much for discipline,” Iro muttered.

Yalla stepped down from the rock. “What’s going on here?”

One boy, Denno, was rubbing his arm, sporting a fresh black eye. The other boy, Drig, had his fists clenched, clearly ready to throw another punch. The other kids circled them like spectators at a street fight. They were no older than eight, but already knew how to size each other up.

“This was more than just pushing,” Yalla said, stepping between the boys. Denno, a skinny kid with long arms and a face that reminded her of some small amphibian, looked crushed. “What’s going on?”

“He said I’d never be able to open portals because I’ve never kissed a girl,” Denno muttered.

“There’s no shame in that,” Yalla said firmly. “You’re still children. You’ve got more important things to worry about.”

“Like what?” Drig challenged, his tone sharp.

Yalla was amazed at how small a child’s world could be. Even when everything around them was falling apart, their greatest concern was the sting of rejection.

Iro chimed in, “So, what now?” The air around them was charged with a palpable sense of youthful pride and insecurity, like an impending storm of emotions.

A sudden idea sparked in Yalla’s mind. “I want Denno on one side of the rock, and Drig on the other. Iro, clear the perimeter. Everyone else needs to watch from a distance, including you.”

“Yalla, if you’re thinking what I—”

“It’ll work!”

It took ten minutes to get everyone seated fifty feet away from the rock. This time, Yalla didn’t stand in front of it. She moved back, far enough to observe, and shouted instructions. “Continue your fight, but from your side of the rock!”

Drig started, his voice dripping with venom. “Denno, you little coward, girls avoid you because your legs shake whenever they’re near. Your parents would have preferred another son instead of you, with your fifteen sisters. They know you’ll never—”

Denno listened, his face a mask of quiet rage. He didn’t rush over the rock to confront Drig, but the tension in his clenched fists told Yalla he was on the edge. The air between them seemed to ripple with heat, as if the insults themselves could ignite.

“Tell him to ease up,” Iro urged. “We’re not supposed to be pushing them like this.”

Yalla ignored him, her eyes locked on Denno. “Let him go,” she said under her breath.

Drig’s insults continued, but Yalla noticed something different about Denno. He wasn’t flinching. He was holding his ground, and that disturbed her.

“You called for help because you can’t handle anything by yourself, huh?” Drig shouted. “You’re pathetic!”

Without thinking, Yalla rushed forward, but she’d gone to the wrong side of the rock. “Stop it, Drig! The experiment’s over! We should’ve never—”

But then it happened.

As Drig took a step backward, he stumbled over a root, falling onto a small portal that had opened beneath him. The portal closed instantly, and Drig vanished.

“Yalla!” Iro yelled from across the rock. “He’s on the other side!”

Yalla bolted around the boulder and saw Drig and Denno locked in a fierce fistfight. Dust swirled up from the scuffle, their grunts and yells echoing off the rock as they tumbled through the dirt.

For once, Denno was winning.
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MAGNA


The pilots, the soldiers, even the ship—they were all dead. Jaksa hadn’t bothered to hide the bodies. She had no intention of stepping foot on this planet again. There would be no need for ships anymore—ever again. It was only her and Magna now.

Jaksa felt exhausted, not from the killing but from being surrounded by mediocrity—people chained to the past, present, and future, never daring to look beyond. She craved something more, something beyond the future. With Magna, for the first time, she sensed someone who could take that journey with her.

Magna sat on a bench nearby, mindlessly chewing through a box of protein bars and washing it down with isotonic drinks. Her eyes held nothing, and Jaksa bet her mind was just as blank. Jaksa admired that kind of mental emptiness, the ability to focus so entirely on one task. It was a skill she lacked but deeply valued, especially in a soldier meant to be a weapon.

But Magna was more than a weapon. Jaksa didn’t need a tool made of flesh and bone, someone to pull a trigger. She wanted something greater, something transcendent, beyond the typical relationship between soldier and commander.

Focus, Jaksa. She cursed herself. Images and dreams swirled in her mind—grand visions of what she could build, only to know that it would take lifetimes to realize. She didn’t have lifetimes. She had now. The main task, the core mission, demanded her attention.

“You’re taking us back to Mina,” Jaksa instructed Magna, her voice steady but with an edge. “I want you to focus on the food waiting there. Picture that table covered in seafood, and open the portal. We need to get cleaned up, shake off all this blood and grime. Then, we’ll see Lord Sagras. When we arrive, you say nothing. Let me handle it. I know how to persuade that old relic. I’ll make sure he agrees to wipe this planet off the map.”

Magna stared at her with deadened eyes. “You think there’s nothing important left here?”

“Importance is relative to usefulness,” Jaksa snapped. “And there’s no use for this planet anymore. I know what I want, and I’m close. But we need to be aligned— you and me. Right now, you’re the most important person in this universe, Magna. I don’t say that lightly.”

Magna’s expression barely changed as she worked to find the right frequency, focusing on the memory of the rich, flavorful seafood feast. Jaksa watched as the portal shimmered into existence before them. The food had served its purpose once again, a tool of contrast against the tasteless rations of soldiers—a reminder of Jaksa’s superiority, her empire’s identity.

They stepped through the portal, arriving in the grand room they expected, but the table lay bare. Jaksa turned to Magna. “Are you hungry?”

“I’m starving,” Magna muttered, barely above a whisper.

Jaksa rang a bell, summoning a servant who appeared at the door. She ordered food, water, and liquor before turning her attention back to Magna, who had collapsed on the carpet. With a quick press of a hidden button, a concealed door in the wall slid open, revealing a private messenger. Jaksa gave her orders: “Fetch a doctor. And discreetly.”

The servant who had brought the water didn’t dare question why a young woman lay sprawled across Jaksa’s floor. He poured a glass and handed it to Jaksa. “The food will arrive in ten minutes, ma’am.”

“Leave us.”

Jaksa knelt beside Magna, trying to coax her into drinking the water. Nurturing wasn’t something that came naturally to her. She had destroyed worlds with a flick of her wrist, ended entire civilizations with nothing more than a nod. But here, trying to rouse Magna from unconsciousness, she felt powerless. What other choice did she have?

The wall slid open again, and the doctor entered, followed by the messenger. His eyes widened at the sight of Jaksa, kneeling on the floor, cradling Magna’s head in her lap. But his reaction lasted only a moment—he knew better than to show surprise. His position required discretion above all.

“How much can you tell me about her?” Jaksa asked, her tone icy and controlled.

“She’s one of the strongest portal openers I’ve ever encountered. Her abilities are fueled by guilt. The first time she opened a portal, she killed dozens of innocents. That memory haunts her, and strengthens her power every time it resurfaces. But it’s dangerous—there’s a delicate balance here, one that could break her.”

The doctor examined Magna quickly and efficiently, then applied yellow patches to her back. “This will suppress her emotional responses,” he explained.

“And what if I want her emotions strong?” Jaksa asked, her impatience surfacing.

“Jaksa, this woman is in a state of shock. Each time you push her to open a portal, you drain her further. I know you keep them in top physical condition, but none of that matters if their minds fracture.”

“That’s why we use the Monk,” Jaksa replied sharply.

The doctor hesitated. “You… you didn’t hear?”

“Hear what?” Jaksa’s voice tightened, danger lurking beneath her words.

“The Monk is dead. He walked out of the facility, into the street, and—”

“How the hell did that happen?” Jaksa’s voice cut through the air like a blade, sharp and demanding.

“It was easier than we thought. He wandered through the city until he reached a crowded square. Then, he sat down and began chanting. At first, people found it amusing. But then, he started to burn—from the inside out. His eyes popped, his fingernails melted, and his hair ignited. Soon, his entire body was consumed. They tried to put the fire out, but it wasn’t that kind of fire. When it was over, only his skeleton remained.”

“Do you think it was political?” Jaksa asked, her tone unreadable. “A statement, perhaps?”

“Do you have a cause in mind?” the doctor responded cautiously.

Jaksa kept her thoughts to herself. There was too much risk in sharing. Who really knew anything about the Monk? What cause had driven him? What beliefs did he stand for? Jaksa didn’t even know which corner of the galaxy he hailed from, and it didn’t matter—until now. The image of a burning monk in a public square sent a dangerous message, whether or not it had been intended.

“How are things down in the streets?” she asked, shifting her focus.

“People are talking about portals. Some are saying a revolution is coming, one that’ll change everything. Others think it’s all conspiracy nonsense, with no real impact on daily life.”

“And the famous voices? What are they saying?”

“A few are calling for calm, urging trust in the government. But many artists… they’re singing about change, about connecting with new cultures. There’s a whole wave of songs about the Dissidence. You wouldn’t believe it.”

“Sing me one,” Jaksa ordered, surprising him.

“I don’t have a great singing voice.”

“Sing badly.”

The doctor hesitated, glancing around the room to make sure they were alone—just Jaksa, the messenger, and Magna recovering in silence. He cleared his throat nervously and began: “Some brothers share a womb / Some share a house / Some share an idol / Others share a cause / We are here to say / There are brothers still today / With whom I’d like to sing and dance / They call them the Dissidence / But I want to call them friends.”

The doctor’s eyes betrayed his fear, as though singing those words might lead to his immediate execution. Jaksa, who might’ve silenced him for such sentiments only a week ago, merely nodded, unfazed. “Is that any good as poetry?”

“I’ve heard worse,” the doctor admitted with a shrug.

Burning bodies, pretty rhymes, sacrifices. Jaksa had ordered Larya’s assassination without a second thought, trusting that Commander Sirota would carry it out. But now, for the first time, regret crept in. Larya had been the only one with the instinct to spin political power from such delicate sentiments. Jaksa could feel the weight of her absence settling in like a cold shadow.

A special bell rang, announcing the arrival of the caterers. The rich aroma of the food drifted in, cutting through the tension, doing more to lift Magna’s spirits than any medicine could. She sat down, eyes glimmering, and cracked open one of the odd crustaceans that had been served before. The shell crunched satisfyingly under her grip as she pulled the succulent meat from its casing, savoring it slowly.

“Aren’t you worried about her?” the doctor asked, motioning toward Magna.

“More than I’ve ever been about anyone. Do your job, and we’ll be fine. Go back the way you came. I’ll call if I need anything else.”

The doctor bowed and left. Now, it was just Magna and Jaksa. Magna devoured her dumplings, the bottle of liquor Jaksa had given her now half-empty. More bottles sat on the table, waiting.

“Take it easy,” Jaksa said sternly. “You don’t want to choke.”

“Y-you don’f tell me waff to do,” Magna muttered, mouth full of food.

“Watch your language, young woman.”

Magna swallowed hard, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “I’m sorry. You’ve been good to me. I shouldn’t have said that. I’m just feeling off… the tips of my fingers feel like they’ve been burned, like I took an electric shock.”

“Each body manifests differently,” Jaksa said dismissively.

“I overheard what he said about the Monk. Larya will be devastated.”

“Larya is gone,” Jaksa said, her voice clipped.

“What do you mean?” Magna’s eyes widened.

“Exactly what I said. There’s no body, no letter. She’s just gone. And we don’t have time to mourn her any longer. There are more pressing matters at hand.”

Magna’s face crumpled, her eyes reddening as she fought back tears. “I… I thought, no matter what, Larya would always be there to guide us. And now…”

Jaksa slammed her fist on the table, the force rattling the bottles and plates. “Enough!” she barked. “No more tears. We are at war, Magna. It’s you and me against the Sagras now. We can win this, but only if we focus.”

Magna pushed her plate away, her appetite lost. “You don’t really believe that. It’s just us—two people. You can’t seriously think we can win.”

“You don’t need an army when you can manipulate the enemy,” Jaksa replied coldly. “I want to teach you things I never taught my son or my granddaughter. You should feel honored, Magna. You are part of the most powerful family in the galaxy now. Eat. Then we’ll discuss your future.”

The clatter of cutlery on the plate echoed like an ending, one more thing lost in the frigid silence between them.
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SAGRA


Lord Sagras lounged in front of his enormous fireplace, the crackle of burning wood filling the room while he indulged in a box of candy. Despite his wealth and power, he preferred the cheap, sugary treats commoners enjoyed. Not out of any sense of humility, but simply personal taste.

He finished the entire bag, eyes locked on the fire as his mind churned. After all these years dealing with Jaksa, the truth of her nature had become clear. Her hunger for action and violence ran deeper than he ever anticipated—reckless tendencies that threatened everything they had built.

His counselors were useless. Asking those bureaucrats for insight into Jaksa was like asking a bird to design a submarine. They could offer nothing but surface-level solutions, with the most daring among them suggesting the obvious: sever Jaksa’s head from her body. As if it were that simple.

No, that option had passed the moment the third child entered the portal program. He had tipped the balance, altering everything. And now, with Jaksa possessing another portal opener—one that answered only to her—things had grown infinitely more dangerous. That girl, Magna, was both their greatest asset and their most volatile liability.

A knock interrupted his thoughts. “Come in,” he called, expecting the butler. A drink would do him well about now.

“Sir, Commander Sirota is here to see you,” the servant said from the door.

Sagras groaned inwardly. “Tell him I’m busy.”

“He insists it’s important.”

“I don’t care. I’m busy. I don’t have the patience for this family right now.”

“As you wish, sir.”

Lord Sagras shifted in his chair, already regretting his refusal. He stood, brushing candy crumbs from his lap and reaching for his jacket. I need to get out of here. It didn’t matter where—just out, away from this stifling palace and its endless pressures. A breath of fresh air might clear his head.

As he fumbled for his gloves, a tall, blue figure materialized in front of him. Sagras lost control for a split second, the shock short-circuiting his composure. Jaksa stood before him. Inside his private chambers. The very thought chilled him. If she could breach his sanctuary without permission, what else could she do?

“What are you doing here?” His voice wavered, failing to hide the unease.

“I’m here for a frank conversation, milord,” Jaksa said, her tone unnervingly casual.

“How did you…” His question trailed off as Magna stepped forward from the shadows behind Jaksa. Her skin, paler and bruised with green patches, gave her the look of a tarnished reflection of Jaksa herself.

“There will always be doors open for me,” Jaksa replied, her lips curling into a smirk. “I go where I want.”

“You’re wounded,” Sagras noted, gesturing toward the cast on her arm.

“This?” Jaksa tapped the cast with a casual air. “Occupational hazard. My job isn’t all luxury and leisure, though it has its rewards. I enjoy discovering new talents… and sharpening them.”

Sagras’s eyes flickered to Magna, the “talent” in question. She seemed to vibrate with a strange energy, her exhaustion somehow feeding into an eerie vitality. Like a person kept awake by something beyond her control. His stomach knotted.

“So, this is your prized portal opener?” he asked, stalling as his mind raced.

“She’s the best I’ve got now. The others were… disappointments. Too soft. Too emotional. And as you well know, emotions get in the way of our work.”

Our work. Sagras’s temper flared. How dare she speak to me like that. He was the ruler of the galaxy, the last descendant of the Sagras bloodline. His statues graced every planet—every world under his rule. His responsibilities eclipsed hers, yet here she stood, acting like an equal.

Jaksa pressed on. “We need to talk, Lord Sagras. I’m sure you’re aware of the massacre in the Dissidence village.”

Sagras felt the sweat bead on his forehead. “Wait,” he said, stalling. “Maybe we should speak in private. Send… your friend to the waiting room.”

He couldn’t stop himself from glancing at Magna, even though he wanted to avoid her altogether. Her strange aura—equal parts exhaustion and frenzied energy—unnerved him deeply.

“We’re fine, the three of us,” Jaksa replied smoothly. “Besides, Magna was there. She made it happen. This massacre—this event —will have lasting consequences for your rule.”

Sagras edged closer to the wall, his fingers itching to press the button that would summon his guards. The small, hidden button sat inches away. He just needed to reach it. But was it close enough? Would it be enough?

“Do you want my position, Jaksa?” he asked, voice tightening. “Do you want to rule the galaxy? It isn’t fun. Almost never is. You’re comfortable where you are. You have more freedom than I do. Wealth beyond measure. My fleet is yours if you want it. Just tell me… do you want more?”

Three seconds. Just three seconds.

His hand shot toward the wall. Something sharp whizzed through the air. A sickening thud, followed by a searing, delayed pain. His hand—the one reaching for the button—was impaled, nailed to the wall by a dagger. Magna’s dagger.

Lord Sagras gasped, his breath catching in his throat as blood trickled down his wrist, pooling at the base of the blade. He tried to pull away, but the pain only intensified, radiating up his arm. How had she acted so fast?

Jaksa’s voice broke through the haze of agony, smooth as ever. “We need to talk, Lord Sagras. But first, you need to stop underestimating me.”

Jaksa hadn’t commanded Magna to act, and her surprise mirrored Lord Sagras’. But the shock lingered far longer on him than on her. Jaksa savored the sight of pain and despair etched into the face of the once untouchable Lord Sagras, a man who had never known true suffering. The twisted pleasure it gave her was undeniable, wickedly satisfying.

“Your life isn’t worth a damn thing!” Lord Sagras bellowed, his voice cracking with fear. “Let me go, and I promise you mercy!”

“Your days of showing mercy are long over,” Jaksa retorted coolly. “I’ve watched you and your family rule this galaxy like spoiled children for too long, treating it like your personal playground. You had the resources to do so much good. Instead, you gorged yourself on luxury, oblivious to the people beneath you. You ate, drank, and shat like a king without ever earning it. But I won’t stand for it any longer.”

She strolled toward him, her footsteps deliberate, and yanked the knife from his impaled hand. Lord Sagras crumpled to his knees, his eyes wide with horror as he stared at his own blood for the first time. Jaksa twirled the blade between her fingers, her smile feral. “See?” she said, her voice dripping with contempt. “You’re made of the same flesh and bone as the rest of us.”

“Don’t compare me to you!” Lord Sagras screamed, his voice shaky. “I own everything you see! I—”

The slap cracked through the air, louder than any retort. It stung more than the blade, silencing him instantly. “I’ve dreamed of slapping that pompous face all my life,” Jaksa said, her eyes gleaming.

Lord Sagras’ mouth hung open, as if he couldn’t comprehend what was happening. “I’ll bury you, everything you’ve ever known! I swear it!” he sputtered, his threats losing power with every drop of blood soaking the priceless carpet.

“You won’t bury anything.”

“Kill her!” Sagras croaked, turning desperately to Magna. His voice took on a pleading tone. “Kill her, and I’ll make you rich beyond your wildest dreams. I’ll make you my queen, and together we’ll rule this galaxy! I’ll give you everything—”

“Shut your mouth,” Jaksa snapped, cutting him off.

“Do it! Use your portals! Kill her, and—”

Another slap silenced him for good this time. “Magna,” Jaksa said, her voice steady, “bring my son here.”

Magna’s lips parted, and a haunting tune escaped her throat. It echoed eerily through the room, sweet and chilling at the same time. A portal shimmered into existence before them, and Commander Sirota appeared on the other side, looking mildly surprised. But not too surprised.

“Mother,” he said, stepping through the portal, “you called for me?”

“Come here,” she commanded. “We need you.”

As the portal closed behind him, Lord Sagras, drenched in his own blood, turned to Commander Sirota with a pitiful whimper. “Help me! Please, I’ll make you richer than you’ve ever dreamed…”

“Shut up,” Commander Sirota spat, eyes cold and distant.

“Everything’s falling into place,” Commander Sirota continued, ignoring Sagras’ pleas. “I need your permission to destroy the planet, Mother. If we do, we can trace the other portals and root out the Dissidence for good.”

Jaksa waved a hand dismissively. “The Dissidence doesn’t matter anymore. But blow up the planet if you want. What matters now is finding Anton. He’s the key to our survival.”

Commander Sirota’s gaze drifted to Magna, who lingered in the shadows, her face obscured despite the room’s brightness. “It may not matter to you,” he said, “but it matters to me. And I need her to locate the portals. Help me, and I’ll do something for you in return.”

Magna’s shadowed eyes flickered toward Jaksa, who nodded. “Fair enough,” Magna muttered.

“What do we do about him?” Commander Sirota gestured toward Lord Sagras, now slumped in a growing pool of his own blood.

“Let him bleed out,” Jaksa replied with a dismissive shrug.

“That won’t do,” Commander Sirota said, his voice hard. “We need to be certain.”

“Then be certain.”

Commander Sirota didn’t need further instruction. He grabbed a fire poker from beside the hearth and stalked toward the fallen Lord Sagras. The former ruler’s voice cracked with desperation as he begged, “Don’t do this! Let me live, and I’ll give you anything—”

The first blow came down hard, rendering Lord Sagras unconscious. A shame, really—Commander Sirota had wanted him awake for this. He struck again, and again, the fire poker smashing into Sagras’ skull with a sickening crunch. The metallic scent of blood filled the air, thick and suffocating, mixing with the crackling fire’s bitter smoke. Years of pent-up rage exploded in every swing, a lifetime of resentment at watching this man rule the galaxy like his personal aquarium. He didn’t stop until there was almost nothing left of Lord Sagras’ head. Blood sprayed across the room, staining the priceless carpet and ornate walls.

Jaksa watched, a strange pride gleaming in her eyes. Finally, Commander Sirota dropped the poker and collapsed onto the bloodstained carpet, breathing heavily.

“Are you satisfied?” Jaksa asked softly.

“I’ve waited my whole life for this,” Commander Sirota muttered, his voice raw with exhaustion. “What now?”

“Now, we make our move. We issue a statement. The galaxy is ours, and I’ll give you your share.”

“I expect nothing less,” Commander Sirota said, his thoughts drifting to Larya. As twisted as his mind was, a part of him wished she had lived, wished she had shared his ambition. She should have been by his side at this moment of triumph. In his own distorted way, he realized he would miss her.
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ANTON


This could be the end of the world, thought Anton. No— the end of worlds. He sat there, meditating for what felt like a full day. His leg throbbed, sharp pulses of pain reminding him of the absence of the rabbits and their painkillers. But the pain paled next to the gnawing loneliness. He needed to speak to someone, to share what he had seen.

The cave drawings haunted him. They weren’t just random sketches; they were Cassie’s drawings, the same ones she used to create in their attic on scraps of paper. Only these were etched into ancient stone, scrawled in pigments far older than any she could have used. He traced the rough texture of the rock with his fingertips, feeling the uneven surface where primitive hands once painted the images. The eerie similarity sent a shiver down his spine. How could drawings from a girl on Earth appear here, on another planet?

Anton wasn’t naive enough to think Cassie had somehow traveled here. He wasn’t a scientist, but these drawings felt ancient, much like the cave art he once saw on a school trip. His breath felt heavy in his chest, the air damp and still as if the cave itself were alive, watching. There was a name for this kind of art— petroglyphs? No, something else. But it didn’t matter. What mattered was the implication behind these crude paintings.

These images changed everything. If ancient civilizations had drawn him— him —doing extraordinary things, and those drawings echoed the ones Cassie had made, it could only mean one thing: he was chosen. His stomach churned with that realization. A messiah? A warrior destined for something greater? The weight of it pressed down on him like the very stones surrounding him. He didn’t know how to react, but the one thing he knew for sure: he was done running.

Anton’s powers, however, didn’t agree. After hours of meditation, his abilities remained frustratingly dormant. His mind exercises, once reliable, had failed him, and his attempts to open a portal to the new Dissidence camp met with nothing but silence. His frustration simmered beneath the surface. Was it gone? Had he burned out whatever gift had kept him alive all this time?

He clenched his fists against the cool cave floor, his nails scraping the dirt. He needed that portal—he needed to stand among Yalla, Zalea, and even Iro, to tell them what he now knew. But more than that, he needed to lead them. This was his fate. He could feel it burning beneath his skin, but without a portal, he remained stranded.

“What do I do, Cassie?” His voice echoed off the walls, met with only the distant drip of water in some unseen crevice. Silence answered him.

Anton’s mind flashed back to his first portal, the one he created on Earth after killing Mac. He had been broken, his body shattered by a car. In desperation, that portal saved him, whisking him away to a place that mended him, and strengthened him. Was it desperation that he needed?

He thought of that pivotal moment when he fled with Cassie, wishing for a reality where they escaped and lived on their own, far from the pain of their past. The memories stirred something deep within, a flicker of energy he hadn’t felt in hours.

A vision formed behind his closed eyes, more vivid than any dream. A theater, dim and echoing. He walked through the rows of seats and took a place in the middle. On the screen, a film began to play, an epic unfolding. A tall man in samurai armor led an army across an empty field. The shimmer of a portal appeared before them, and they surged through, not into battle, but into villages—small, defenseless places.

His heart raced as the images grew darker. The army pillaged, burned, raped, and slaughtered. But they spared the children—those with the potential to become Ekasai. Those children, if they wanted to live, had to kill their families. Anton’s stomach lurched at the thought. Could they really do it?

The scene shifted. The children, now hardened by training, trudged through mud under a relentless downpour. They carried heavy logs, their faces streaked with blood and dirt. This was worse than anything Anton had endured. Why was he seeing this? He watched as they became generals, leading their own armies to seek out new openers—either to recruit or to kill. Those who lacked the strength to endure were eliminated.

Anton felt trapped in the vision, his pulse hammering in his ears.

His character sheet floated around him, and he tried to push that away too.

Name = Anton Láska

Age = 21

Species = Human

Sex = Male

Bloodline = Unknown

Ekasai Level = 11

Health = 57%

Active Meridians = 12

Natural Affinity = Water

Nanites = 4021

Translator = Grade 6

Chosen Specialist = Ekasai Dark Master

Portals Opened = ?? Intentional - ?? Unintentional

Dark Portals Opened = 10

Strength = 30

Dexterity =55

Constitution = 50

Intelligence = 30

Wisdom = 25

Charisma = 25

Luck = 20

Affinities - Rank

Water - 10

Fire - 5

Earth - 2

Air - 2

Light - 10

Darkness - 10

Spirit - 10

Was this merely his imagination? No, it had to be something more. He glanced back at the cave walls, at the ancient drawings that reflected his life and Cassie’s. This place wasn’t normal. It held a power, an ancient energy that seeped into his very bones.

The film on the screen changed again, now focusing on a small group of people fleeing through the night. Men, women, and children— the Dissidence. They hid in caves, much like the one Anton now found himself in. Unlike the Sagras, they didn’t believe in cultivating power through pain. They valued care and community, believing that strength came from love and understanding. That was their way.

[image: ]


Anton’s breath hitched. This is where I belong. Not with the Sagras and their brutal army, but with these people. The Dissidence. They understood the truth—that there were better ways to harness power, ways that didn’t rely on destruction.

The vision faded, leaving Anton alone once again in the stillness of the cave. The air felt thicker, heavier, as if the cave itself held its breath, waiting for him to act. His leg still throbbed, but the pain had receded into the background, overtaken by the certainty now building inside him. His destiny, his purpose, had been laid bare.

No more running.

Anton opened his eyes, still in the same cave, but the entrance had disappeared. At first glance, it looked as though a large green rock had sealed it off, but the cool breeze drifting through carried a sweet, fresh scent, like freshly cut grass. There was no one visible on the other side, but Anton could sense their presence—not far from him.

The portal was there, glowing softly, beckoning him. It could lead to the village, or maybe somewhere else on the planet. That uncertainty wasn’t what weighed most on his mind. Anton was more afraid of the chaos and destruction he seemed to bring wherever he went. His friends… the ones he wanted to protect, always ended up in danger because of him.

He struggled to his feet, stiff from sitting too long. He turned to glance at the painting on the cave wall one last time. The figures seemed to move, like an animated story unfolding before his eyes, but he dismissed it as a trick of exhaustion. What mattered was the prophecy, and how he was tied to it—whether he liked it or not. The Dissidence needed him, and he had resolved to return to them.

Taking a breath, Anton stepped through the portal. His stomach lurched as gravity twisted, pulling at his senses, but this time, he landed on soft, welcoming grass instead of jagged rocks. A gentle breeze carried the scent of flowers, and as Anton laid his head back against the cool earth, he saw the portal above him slowly close, disappearing into the green sky. Three moons loomed in the distance, casting an eerie light across the landscape. The gravity here was lighter, making him feel weightless.

His stomach growled, and the pang of hunger snapped him back to the present. He missed the six-eared rabbits and their mysterious generosity—the food, the painkillers. His leg throbbed, still not fully healed.

“Look! It’s him!” a voice shouted.

Anton turned, squinting against the sunlight. A group of men, half a dozen at least, holding spears, were approaching. Though he didn’t recognize their faces, their clothes and weapons were unmistakable—Dissidence.

“Please, don’t kill me!” Anton called out, his voice weak. “I’m one of yours!”

“We know,” one of them said. “We thought you were dead. Can you walk?”

“No,” Anton admitted. “My leg… I need to speak to Zalea. He’ll want to know what I have to say.”

The men exchanged uneasy glances, mumbling to one another. Finally, the leader spoke, “We’ll carry you. It’s not far, but things are bad. We need your help.”

They took turns carrying Anton on their backs. He felt like a child being cradled, but stayed silent, too grateful to complain. His return to the Dissidence, though under dire circumstances, was a relief. Maybe now he could set things right.

“Things aren’t easy,” the leader muttered as they trudged on. “We were supposed to find food, but this planet… it’s barren. We don’t know what’s safe to eat, and we’ve already slaughtered most of the animals we brought with us. People are starving. Dying.”

Anton listened quietly, guilt gnawing at him. He was responsible for some of their suffering. They hadn’t blamed him before, but now there was a palpable bitterness in their voices.

“We’ll find a way out,” Anton promised, though doubt tinged his words.

“We have no choice,” the leader replied grimly. “Someone even suggested we eat the dead. But we’re not that desperate. Not yet.”

Anton shuddered, his throat tightening. He didn’t respond. The rest of the journey passed in heavy silence until they reached the new camp—a makeshift village in the process of being built. The air reeked of despair.

Zalea’s voice rang out from the edge of the camp, shock clear in his tone. “Anton? You’re alive?”

Later, as Anton sat on a rock while the doctor tended to his leg, he recounted his journey. He mentioned the rabbits, and the water, but kept quiet about the strange movie in his mind and the shifting drawings on the cave wall. Some things were too difficult to explain. By the time he finished, Yalla and Iro had joined them.

“God, Anton!” Yalla cried, throwing her arms around him. “I thought I’d never see you again!”

“I’m here,” he said, his voice rough. “How are you holding up?”

“We’ve been training the children,” Yalla said, her voice steady but weary. “They’re learning, but… it’s difficult. They’re so young. Where have you been?”

As he told the story for a second time, Anton found himself reconsidering parts of his journey. The cave… the strange drawings… the eerie silence of the past days. Zalea had left the conversation, leaving Yalla alone with him. He still wasn’t ready to mention the moving figures or the unsettling visions, but the gravity of the situation pressed on him.

“They told me people are dying,” Anton said, his voice dropping. “Like flies. Starvation, disease… we can’t wait any longer. It’s time, Yalla. Time to declare war—against the Sagras, against Jaksa and her family. We can’t afford to hold back anymore.”

Her eyes narrowed. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying we’re out of options. If we stay here, we die. If we fight, maybe we have a chance. I never wanted to use children as soldiers but look around. They’re going to die anyway if we don’t act. We can’t keep pretending this is a game. It’s not. You’re not a teacher anymore, Yalla. You’re a general now. And so is Iro. And so am I.”
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OZREN


“Politics and war are inseparable,” Commander Sirota once told his daughter, watching her sip from a glass of poison-laced, expensive liquor. “War is simply politics in its purest form. The moment people’s lives lose value, they become tools we can manipulate.”

Those were not his words, but his mother’s, words she had drilled into him years ago, words that now echoed in his mind as he ordered the destruction of an entire planet. This wasn’t about finding the Dissidence anymore—it had transcended that. It was about sending a message, a loud, brutal message. Not to the Dissidence, but to every soul living under Sagras rule. The galaxy was about to fall into the hands of the almighty Jaksa and her pet portal opener, Magna.

Sirota entered the dim control room, where five communications officers lounged, their days typically uneventful. The stale air smelled of electronics and dust. The officers sprang to attention, offering sharp salutes. Their faces betrayed curiosity and concern. Sirota had rehearsed his speech for this exact moment.

“Gentlemen,” he began, voice steady, calculated, “you are the first to hear this news, but certainly not the last. We are now in a state of war. Lord Sagras has been assassinated by Dissidence spies. Effective immediately, Jaksa is in control of the galaxy.”

Gasps rippled through the room, barely contained. The chief communications officer spoke first, his tone incredulous. “How did this happen?”

Sirota’s eyes hardened. “It doesn’t matter. Not to you. What matters is the next step.” He let the silence settle, thick with tension, before continuing. “We have located the planet harboring the Dissidence. Jaksa has ordered it to be destroyed. I am here to authorize the use of a Planet Wrecker.”

The chief flinched, his fingers gripping the edge of the console. “Sir… the procedure for launching a Planet Wrecker is extremely strict. We need—”

Sirota interrupted, his voice dropping to a deadly whisper. “You need to understand something. Jaksa is now the ruler. You can follow my orders or risk the consequences. It’s your choice, but I wouldn’t bet on defiance right now.”

The men exchanged glances, the weight of the moment pressing down on them. The chief, still hesitating, cleared his throat. “Sir, if we deploy this weapon… it will be impossible to contain the fallout. People will find out. There will be chaos.”

Sirota smirked, pleased by the very word. “Chaos is the point. Now, explain the procedure.”

The chief swallowed hard before responding. “We need to initiate the protocol with a palm scanner. After that, each of us enters our individual codes. That’s only the first phase. Then, a ship must be sent, equipped with the Planet Wrecker. It will need to be launched at a safe distance. The ship could take months to arrive.”

“No.” Sirota’s voice cut like a blade. “We have a portal opener. The ship will be there in seconds.”

Even as he spoke, his heart pounded beneath his cool exterior. He had become a master at lying—not just to others, but to himself. His survival, and his ability to maintain power, depended on how well he could deceive himself and everyone around him.

The chief hesitated again. “Sir… I still need the official code. The one that only Lord Sagras himself could—”

Sirota raised a finger to his ear, smirking. “Ah, yes, about that. You’ll need his hands.”

Confusion swept through the room, a ripple of disbelief. Then, a portal tore open in the air, rippling like water disturbed by a stone. Magna stepped through, a tall figure with a chilling expression, cradling two severed hands, small and delicate, in her own. Blood dripped lazily from the stumps, pooling on the floor at her feet.

“Here they are.” Sirota’s voice was casual, almost mocking, as he gestured toward the grisly offering. “Lord Sagras’ palms. See if they fit.”

The chief recoiled, stepping back as Magna extended the hands toward him, her cold eyes betraying no emotion. Slowly, reluctantly, the chief accepted the bloodied hands, his own trembling as he held them up to the scanner. The sticky wetness seeped onto his uniform, but he didn’t dare wipe it away.

With a sickening squelch, the scanner accepted the hands, and the machine hummed to life.

“Confirmed.” The officer’s voice shook as he spoke. “These are Lord Sagras’ palms. We are… authorized to proceed.”

The room fell into a suffocating silence. The fear was palpable, a cold sweat clinging to the skin of every man present. Fear for what might happen now that Lord Sagras was dead. Fear of Jaksa and her terrifying grip on the galaxy. Fear of Sirota, who stood before them like the embodiment of cruelty, a man without limits.

Sirota savored the moment, allowing the terror to ferment. If only Larya had understood how to wield this kind of fear, she would have stood beside him now. But she had been weak, sentimental. And in a world like this, weakness was a death sentence.

Turning his gaze back to the officers, Sirota gave the final order, voice calm, collected. “Proceed. Follow every step. Jaksa’s orders are clear.”

He knew what he had to do now. Jaksa’s game was one he was willing to play, at least for now. Maintaining his luxurious lifestyle, his collections, his power—it all depended on following through with Jaksa’s brutal vision.

For the time being. Until he found a way to reclaim it all for himself.

“Are these really his hands?” one of the men asked, his voice trembling.

“Your scanner can confirm that they are. And when it does, you’ll know I’m serious,” Commander Sirota said, his voice low and unyielding.

No one moved to pick up the severed hands. The grotesque reality of what lay before them kept them rooted in place. With a cold, deliberate step, Commander Sirota delivered the hands to the chief. The chief’s face contorted as he hesitated before taking them, his fingers trembling as he held the cold, lifeless flesh. One of the men opened the gel scanner, and the hands were pressed against it. A green light flashed.

The chief’s face drained of color. “What have you done?”

“We’ve started a revolution,” Commander Sirota said, his voice thick with satisfaction. “And now it’s your turn to decide which side you’ll stand on.”

The chief stared down at Lord Sagras’ severed hands in disbelief, his own hands trembling. The juxtaposition was almost comedic, the way the powerful symbol of Sagras’ reign now hung useless and grotesque in his grasp. “Why? Why all of this?”

Sirota felt a twisted satisfaction rising inside him. He could explain, if only for the fun of watching the chief squirm. Jaksa wanted the galaxy to know the Sagras reign was over. She wanted them to fear her, to see her as the one who finally did what the Sagras family had failed to do for centuries. She wasn’t interested in merely ruling; she wanted the entire galaxy to witness the Dissidence’s destruction, to see her name etched in the history of power.

But that wasn’t enough for her.

Jaksa intended to wage a secret war, a shadow war that would stretch across the stars. With Magna’s help, she would locate the Dissidence’s new planet, annihilate it, and claim complete dominion. But not right away. The Sagras had planet wreckers, weapons capable of wiping out entire worlds. Commander Sirota had suggested opening a portal above the Dissidence’s atmosphere and simply dropping one, letting it do the dirty work. But Jaksa wanted more than that. She wanted to savor this—experiment with the destruction. The game had only just begun, and Sirota understood the thrill. There was no clean solution, only chaos, and he relished the idea of standing at the center of it all, victorious.

“Everything’s ready, sir,” the chief said, breaking Sirota’s reverie.

Jaksa’s voice crackled through a small communicator in Sirota’s pocket. He pulled out an oval object and pressed it, her holographic image flickering to life. “They’re almost ready,” Jaksa’s voice came through, icy and controlled. “Tell her to be there.”

“You already knew what ship it was?” the chief asked, incredulous.

“I prefer being two steps ahead,” Commander Sirota said, not bothering to mask his smugness. “Magna’s been waiting on the ship since before I arrived. Now, do your job.”

The chief moved across the room, entering a code on a small safe embedded in the wall. Five keys were withdrawn, each one handed to his men. Sirota watched as they went to their respective consoles, each man preparing to turn his key simultaneously.

“Gentlemen,” the chief said, voice thick with false camaraderie. “It’s been an honor. Let’s hope we’re doing the right thing.”

One by one, they inserted their keys. The room’s lighting shifted to an ominous red, bathing everyone in a harsh glow. The urgency in the air was palpable, a ritual that heightened the gravity of the moment. Once the keys were turned, the Planet Wrecker’s countdown would begin, and the bomb would hurtle toward its target, wiping an entire world off the galactic map.

“Are we ready?” Sirota asked.

“We are,” the chief said grimly. “But this won’t end here. People will see the explosion across the sky. They’ll demand answers.”

“We’ll give them answers,” Sirota said coolly, his eyes sharp with anticipation.

“Is the Dissidence really gone? Can we rest easy now?” The chief’s voice trembled, betraying a creeping uncertainty.

Sirota allowed a small, cold smile. “I wouldn’t worry if I were you.”

“Why not?”

In a blink, Commander Sirota pulled a gas mask from his sleeve, securing it over his face in one fluid motion. Before the chief could react, Sirota hurled a small flask to the ground. It shattered, releasing a cloud of thick gas. Panic seized the room, but within seconds, the men were slumping to the floor, unconscious. The gas wasn’t lethal, but it would leave them in a deep sleep, foggy-headed and confused when they finally woke up, unsure of the last few hours.

Sirota calmly retrieved Lord Sagras’ severed hands from the limp chief’s grasp. With a final glance around the room, he stepped out, making his way to a private transport waiting for him. He was silent on the journey back to his apartment, where he shed his clothes and stood under a scalding shower, washing away the filth of the day’s events.

Later, with a drink in hand, he stood by the window, watching the sky. Far off in the distance, a faint flash illuminated the night. The Planet Wrecker had done its job. The explosion was visible across the galaxy. Soon, whispers would spread, fear would grip the galaxy, and everything would change.

Sirota sipped his drink, a slow smile spreading across his face. He had ensured that he was on the winning side of this new era.

And that was all that mattered.
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ANTON


People wept quietly. Animals lay dead, scattered in the dust. The stench of decay clung to the air, mixing with the hopeless murmur of the survivors. Those who were left—broken, gaunt—were too weak to lift the rubble of their old lives, let alone build new homes. Anton had come to understand something in the stillness of that ruin: their war wasn’t just fought on battlefields.

War was an endless grind. It starved people’s spirits as much as their bodies and made them forget what it was like to have dignity, to satisfy even their basic human needs. It hollowed them out and made them less than human. And when you lived in hell long enough, the rules didn’t apply anymore.

“I hate what we’re doing,” Yalla said quietly beside him, staring at the ragtag group of ten kids Anton had decided to call their platoon.

“I hate it too,” Anton said, his voice hard. His gaze was cold, detached. “But if they learn how to do this right, they won’t be in any danger. The only way they survive is if we train them the right way.”

“They’re children, Anton,” Yalla replied, her voice breaking slightly.

Anton glanced over at the group. No toddlers, but the youngest barely looked like they’d hit their pre-teen years. And yet, here they were, forced to stand at the edge of a battlefield they didn’t ask for.

“They can fight for their cause,” Anton said, his voice like iron, “or they can stay here and die.”

Yalla glared at him, her words trembling on the edge of anger. “I hate you.”

“Yeah, me too,” Anton muttered, stepping forward, pushing the feeling aside. He had no time for emotion. None of them did. He turned toward the kids, whose hollow eyes reflected both fear and confusion. Anton knew this sight too well—the trembling uncertainty in their posture, the subtle glances, as if they were waiting for someone to wake them from this nightmare.

“Listen up!” Anton’s voice was sharp, cutting through the still air. He squared his shoulders, standing taller, a figure of cold resolve. “You’ve all been chosen to do something special. We are going to strike the Sagras at their core and punish them for everything they’ve done to us. You’ve seen the hell they’ve brought. Now it’s time to send it back to them.”

He paused, letting the weight of his words settle over them like a heavy shroud.

“I believe in you,” he said, softer this time, but no less forceful. “I’m confident you’re up to the task. We will win this fight. Are you ready to make a difference?”

He expected them to snap into action, to shout “Yes, sir!” with the same fire he wanted to feel inside them.

But instead, they looked at each other, uncertain. Their eyes were wide, their hands shaking. Fear. Anton could feel it rolling off them in waves, the kind that could shatter everything if he didn’t stop it. His gut twisted.

They were scared. And that shook him to his core.

They couldn’t afford to be scared. Not now. Not ever. Not if they were going to survive.

His jaw clenched as he stared into their frightened faces, taking in each detail—the quivering lips, the way some clenched their small fists as if holding on to the last shred of hope. They were children, yes. But war didn’t care.

Anton straightened his back, forcing his own fear down where it couldn’t touch him. These kids needed him to be strong. If he faltered now, they would fall. He wasn’t going to let that happen.

“We don’t have a choice,” Anton said firmly, his voice steady, unyielding. “You don’t have a choice. This is the world we’ve got now. But I’ll be damned if I let it take us down without a fight.”

They had to see it. The fire inside him. The unbreakable steel. He wasn’t going to let them fail. He couldn’t fail.

“Fear has no place here,” he added, his voice cutting through their trembling silence. “You think they’re scared? The Sagras? They want you afraid. But we won’t give them that satisfaction.”

Anton’s eyes burned with a fierce determination. The kids stared back at him, still unsure, still lost in the fog of fear—but he saw something flicker, a spark, in one or two of their eyes.

“We will not fail,” he said quietly but firmly, more to himself than to them.

He would harden them. He would make them ready. Because they were all in this together now, and Anton wasn’t going to lose anyone else. Not to fear, not to the Sagras, not to the hell they were trapped in.

Not ever again.
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