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[1]

The night was dark as Gemma walked down the side-
walk. She had become used to the slow pace of normal life 
since her son had been born. She sighed as she thought back 
to her days as a member of Earth’s elite task force, GLOW. 
Those had been some of the most exciting times of her life. 
She’d seen so many different planets and eventually met the 
love of her life, her husband, Jared.

 Gemma sighed shortly, pushing the thoughts away. She 
wouldn’t trade the life they had now for a million GLOW 
missions. She turned her eyes to the cell phone in her hands, 
checking the time. She should be home just in time to meet 
Jared’s parents, who were bringing their son home from a 
weekend away with them.

 As the apartments where she and Jared lived came into 
view, a bad feeling suddenly washed over her. Confused and 
on edge, she whipped her head to glance quickly over her 
shoulder. In doing so, she mis-stepped, twisting her ankle and 
crashing to the ground.

 She felt vulnerable as she sat there, but she knew from 
experience to trust her feelings. She glanced around the 
brightly lit street, the one she’d walked a thousand times 
before. There was no one. Gemma scowled, feeling silly as she 
sat in the grass.

 There was no one else around; no one after her, and, 
more importantly, no one to have seen her fall. Embarrass-
ment flooded her as she gathered the contents of her purse 
from the sidewalk. She was reaching for her GLOW honorary
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retiree badge, which had fallen into a crack in the sidewalk, 
when a faint, blue glittering caught her eye.

She drew a confused breath as she shoved her badge into 
her purse and reached slowly for the glow. Shock filled her as 
she plucked a large blue gem stone from a patch of weeds.

 “What?” she breathed, staring at it.
It had to have been the most beautiful stone she had 

ever seen. It fit easily into the palm of her hand, emitting a 
soft blue light. It was a perfect princess cut. More confusion 
swamped Gemma as she moved to her feet, glancing around.

 Who would own something so large and valuable, and 
why would they have thrown it in the grass like this? It was 
impossible to lose the thing. It was huge.

 Gemma shook the thought away, tucking the stone in 
her bag. She would deal with it later. She needed to get home.

 It didn’t take long for her to reach the complex, and she 
waved her ID, which opened the entry gate. When she caught 
sight of three figures coming toward her, a smile lit up her 
face.

 “Mommy!”
Gemma couldn’t help the elated feeling that filled her 

chest as a curly-haired boy ran to her and threw his arms 
around her hips. “Hi Benny,” she said, wrapping him in a 
warm hug. “How was it at Granma and Grampa’s house?”

 “It was so cool!” Benjamin yelled.
Gemma listened to him tell her excitedly about the farm 

Jared’s parents lived on. She unlocked the door and followed 
them into the house, nodding in all the right places. But, in 
the back of her mind, that blue stone felt unusually heavy in 
her bag.
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[2]

Light was beginning to pierce the blinds, lazily trailing 
across the floor of Gemma and Jared’s bedroom. Gemma 
hadn’t slept a wink, unable to stop staring at her purse. She’d 
dropped it on the dresser like she always did, but all night long 
a paranoia had kept her awake.

 What if someone came for the jewel? What if someone 
tried to take it while her eyes were closed?

 No, she couldn’t let that happen.
 So she’d laid awake all night, watching and waiting. Jared 

stirred beside her, turning over in his sleep, and her hand tight-
ened on the cold metal of the pistol underneath her pillow. Her 
heart was racing, and she tried to tell herself that she was being 
irrational; Jared would never try to steal from her.

 He groaned softly, turning to put his arm around her 
middle and pull her close. Her breath hitched in her throat as 
he sleepily kissed her neck.

 “Are you awake, love?” he asked.
Gemma released her pistol, turning to look over her 

shoulder at him. “Unfortunately,” she said, forcing her voice to 
remain calm.

 Jared smiled. “Damn military programming,” he respond-
ed playfully before flipping the covers away. “Guess Benny’ll be 
up soon too.”

 Gemma nodded as she watched him shuffle into the 
bathroom. Once the door closed, she breathed a heavy sigh of 
relief, looking back to her purse. She could almost feel the jewel 
inside staring back at her. She needed to do something with it.

vvv
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The day was sunny and beautiful. Jared had gone to his 
job as an analyst for the GLOW off-world communications 
department. Even though they were both out of the service, 
they still had close ties to the Galactic Law Enforcement 
Over-Watch.

 Gemma held Benjamin’s hand in her right hand, clench-
ing tightly to the strap of her purse in her left. They were on 
their way to the park, where she took her son to play every 
morning.

 “Mommy, when can I go to Ham-min-sit?” he asked.
 Gemma looked down at him, annoyance flashing 

through her. “Hyacinth,” she corrected a bit more sternly than 
necessary. Her heart twisted at the way his little face turned 
down in a frown. She forced a smile, wondering what the hell 
was wrong with her. “Soon baby. We’ll talk to Daddy about 
taking a trip soon.” Why did she talk to her greatest love like 
that?

 Benjamin was all she had ever wanted with her life. She 
never thought she’d have him after the destruction of her 
home planet of Hyacinth. GLOW had been the only reason 
she’d survived, and had brought things to her life she never 
thought she’d find.

 Fleet ships had come shortly before the nuclear fallout 
permeated the atmosphere of Hyacinth, taking all the survi-
vors that they could. Gemma, only a small child at the time, 
had sworn that she would be one of them one day. She would 
help save people, too.

 She liked to talk to her son about her home planet, but 
didn’t have the heart to tell him it was nothing but a wasteland
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now. It had once been beautiful, similar to Earth’s Egypt, 
but greener and more wonderful than Earth words could 
describe. Tall pyramids of granite and sandstone stood stark 
against the horizon, where two suns shifted in and out of each 
other’s shadows. It was said that the first travelers to Earth 
were from Hyacinth, which is how the Egyptians gained the 
knowledge they possessed.

 Gemma’s attention turned back to Benjamin as the park 
came within view. Excited, he yanked at her hand.

 “Hurry, Mommy!” he yelled. “I want to slide!”
 Gemma laughed. “I’m coming,” she said as he hopped 

around her feet. She should have expected it, but she gasped 
when his small body tangled around her legs, causing her to 
trip.

 Everything was chaotic for a moment as they crashed to 
the ground, her purse sliding from her grasp and her son cry-
ing out in pain. Gemma’s heart leapt into her throat, scram-
bling to grab her bag.

 “Oh my god,” she breathed, yanking the bag open to 
make sure the jewel was still inside. She breathed a sigh of 
relief when she saw the faint blue glow.

 “Mo-mo-mommy!” Benjamin suddenly cried.
 Gemma felt everything inside her shatter at the sound 

of his quivering voice. She spun around quickly, pulling him 
into her arms. “Are you okay, my baby?” she asked quickly.

 Benjamin threw his arms around her neck, holding 
onto her tightly. He seemed fine, save for a scraped knee and 
skinned-up palms.

Gemma felt like she wanted to die. Had she really 
checked on the jewel before she’d checked on her own son? 
She was breathless as she held her child closer. She knew 
something was wrong with the thing in her bag, and she 
knew she needed to tell Jared.
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[3]

Gemma was sitting at the kitchen table, a beer bottle 
clutched tightly in her hands. She brushed a strand of blue 
hair from her eyes, but she couldn’t stop staring at her purse 
on the table. She’d been afraid to take the cursed jewel out of 
her bag for fear that just seeing it would make it impossible to 
talk to Jared.

After buying Benjamin a new turtle toy, she’d taken him 
to Jared’s parents. She couldn’t deal with him right now. Not 
after the careless way this damn jewel made her act. She’d sent 
Jared a message, and her heart was racing as she stared at her 
bag.

Finally, she heard the sound of the front door opening. 
She could hear Jared’s quick footsteps down the hallway, and 
it made her heart beat faster. Paranoia swept her, and she 
gripped the bottle tighter to keep herself from grabbing the 
bag in front of her and running out the back door.

“Gemma?”
“In here,” she called. She watched as he came through the 

doorway, his eyes worried.
“What’s going on?” he asked, seeing the distress on her 

face. He crossed toward her, as if to hug her, but she moved to 
her feet.

“I have to tell you something,” she said, feeling her fingers 
itching to draw the pistol she’d tucked into the band of her 
jeans.

Jared noted her distress and he took a step back. “Okay,” 
he said slowly. He eased into a chair. “Let’s talk.”



15
E. Paige Burks

Gemma mirrored him slowly, eying him hard. She still 
didn’t know if she could trust him. “I…found this…thing,” 
she said, having to force the words out. Her breath kept stick-
ing in her chest, as if invisible hands were trying to keep her 
silent.

Jared frowned. “What thing?”
Gemma couldn’t speak, only able to nod her chin at the 

bag.
Jared’s eyes shifted down. “It’s in there?”
Gemma nodded stiffly, feeling every muscle in her body 

tense as he reached for it. A violent rage caught at her heart, 
but she forced her body to remain still. He opened her purse 
slowly, turning it up-end on the table. The contents spilled 
out, and the jewel made a heavy clunking sound as it landed 
on the table. A stick of lip gloss twirled slowly, but the jewel 
was still, sitting on its top.

“What the—“ Jared stared at it, wide-eyed. “Where in 
the hell did you find that?”

Gemma felt as if she was in a tunnel suddenly. Her blue 
eyes widened as she stared at it, unable to form any words. A 
small, barely-there voice was suddenly whispering in her ears, 
and it was all she could hear. Light began to emanate from the 
jewel, a light that only she could see. Her world narrowed to 
just this moment, Jared’s words lost on her.

“Gemma?” he asked, worry in his voice. He reached 
slowly across the table for her hand.

In a flash, Gemma was on her feet, her gun pointed at 
his face. “Don’t move,” she said, fierce anger suddenly on her 
face.
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“Whoa,” Jared said, throwing his hands up. “Baby, it’s 
me.” His voice was pleading. “Come on, put the gun down. It’s 
just me.”

A crazed light filled Gemma’s blue eyes as she leaned for-
ward, gripping the huge jewel tightly in the palm of her hand. 
“I know you just want it,” she hissed, holding it tightly against 
her chest.

Jared shook his head quickly. “I don’t want that thing,” he 
retorted. “I just want you to calm down.”

Desperation flashed across her face. “Shut up,” she 
snapped. She tucked the jewel into the pocket of her jacket 
and reached slowly across the table for her GLOW badge. 
“Don’t try to follow me.”

Jared was helpless as he watched her back up toward the 
kitchen door. He knew he had to stop her. Whatever this was, 
it wasn’t his wife. He moved slowly to his feet, fighting the 
urge to flinch when she cocked the pistol. “Baby, please,” he 
said pleadingly. “This isn’t you.” He looked down at the bulge 
in her pocket. “This thing has some kind of hold on you.”

Gemma gritted her teeth. “I swear to god, Jared,” she 
said, her voice suddenly trembling. “If you come any closer 
I’ll put a bullet in you.”

Jared felt his chest clench as a tear streaked down her 
face. “Let me help you,” he continued. “You don’t want to do 
this.”

The sound of the gun shot was deafening as she pulled 
the trigger twice. Jared instinctively dropped to the floor, cov-
ering his head with his hands. It was all over in seconds, and 
when he opened his eyes again, he realized there were two 
bullet holes in the wall. He looked toward the door, seeing it 
had been thrown wide open. He rolled to his feet and ran into 
the yard, looking around desperately for his wife.



She was nowhere to be found.
Jared pressed a hand against his forehead, feeling the 

adrenaline easing slightly. He gasped softly. Gemma was an 
expert marksman. She didn’t miss, and it was no coincidence 
that her shots had pulled slightly to her right. Something was 
horribly and terribly wrong, and he knew it had to do with 
that jewel.

vvv
The squeal of tires filled the parking lot as Jared braked 

hard on his motorcycle. He practically threw his helmet on 
the seat of the bike, taking the steps two at a time into the 
GLOW headquarters building. He flashed his badge for secu-
rity, seeing that Amanda was already waiting for him.

“Give me all the details,” she said shortly. Her heels 
clicked loudly as they walked quickly down the hallway. A 
tablet was in her hands and she was typing fast on the on-
screen keyboard.

“I don’t know much,” Jared said, his heart racing. “She 
was fine this morning.” He followed her through a set of glass 
doors.

“Major,” a man saluted as they came into the room.
Jared returned his salute, looking to the blonde-haired 

woman beside him.
“News, Captain?” she asked tersely. She continued to 

type on her tablet.
“Corporal Beryl used her clearance to take a class C 

jumper,” the man said quickly. “She disabled the tracking 
system once she cleared orbit.”

Jared felt his heart drop into his stomach. “Damn
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it,” he breathed, pressing his hand against his eyes. “She could 
have gone anywhere.”

“Tell me about this jewel, Jared,” Amanda said, looking 
up from her tablet. “You said it was like it put a spell on her.”

Jared nodded. “One moment she was fine,” he said. “She 
was trying to tell me about it, but as soon as she saw it…” 
He shook his head helplessly. “She was a completely different 
person.” He couldn’t get the image of her trying to fight its 
influence out of his head. “She didn’t want to be under its 
control, but she couldn’t stop.”

Amanda Steel frowned. “What do you know about her 
home planet of Hyacinth?”

Jared felt surprise fill him. “What does that have to do 
with anything?” he asked, feeling irritation flare inside him. 
“Gemma is out there, and she needs help.”

Amanda looked to the captain in front of her, nodding 
her head. “Bring up file H-20.”

The man nodded, crossing to a computer panel. He 
eased into a chair at what was clearly his station, typing on 
his keyboard. Overhead, on the large screen that took up the 
north wall, an image popped up of a round, shimmering blue 
planet. Patches of brown were interspersed among thin cloud 
cover.

“This is Hyacinth,” Amanda said, walking toward the 
screen. Her tablet was tucked under her arm. “A type B planet 
on the outer edge of the Ultramarine galaxy.” She waved her 
hand, the screen responding to the cue and shifting to zoom 
in closer. “It was completely decimated in the war between 
the Hyacinthians and the people of Terra Six.”



Jared frowned at her. “I don’t need a history lesson, 
Amanda,” he snapped. “I know all of this.”

Amanda Steel turned then to look at him. Just like her 
namesake, her eyes were a steely grey color. She was a young, 
no-nonsense woman who had risen quickly through the 
ranks and into the intelligence department. Jared knew there 
were secrets behind those cold eyes that Amanda would take 
to her grave. He just never expected those secrets would have 
to do with his Gemma.

“Hyacinth has a peculiar atmosphere,” Amanda said. “It 
is toxic to all but the residents of the planet.” She looked up at 
the screen, waving her hand again.

Jared’s eyes widened as satellite images of the planet 
began to appear. The desert-like landscape was empty, sand 
blowing in huge clouds, unhindered by any plant life. Mas-
sive stone structures similar to pyramids jutted out of the 
ground, surrounded by stone houses in what used to be cities.

“What does this have to do with Gemma?” he asked 
slowly.

“She wasn’t supposed to survive,” Amanda said, turning 
to look at him. “All of the people GLOW rescued died shortly 
after leaving Hyacinth.” She nodded to the captain to shut 
down the images. “And any operatives who didn’t get off the 
planet within the window allotted died from the toxic atmo-
sphere.”

“So?” Jared demanded. “Maybe she had an ancestor who 
wasn’t fully Hyacinthian.”

Amanda shook her head. “Jared,” she said, the weight of 
the situation in her words. “Gemma is more than what she 
appears to be.”
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Jared shook his head. “Cut the cryptic bullshit, Aman-
da,” he said, anger seeping into his voice.

“Their lore, and that of ancient Egypt for that matter, 
speaks of a goddess that brings war and destruction,” Aman-
da said. “Much of the Egyptian lore has been lost, but the Hy-
acinthians believed that the goddess’ soul was split at birth, 
with half living in her body and half being trapped inside a 
blue stone. When the pieces join, it will bring about an apoc-
alypse the likes of which humanity has never faced.”

Jared was silent for a long moment as he stared at her. 
Amanda could tell a joke with a straight face, but this was 
some next level craziness. “You’re joking, right?” he demand-
ed. “Gemma is not some ancient goddess.” He waved his 
arms suddenly, gesturing toward the infinite expanse that 
stretched beyond the atmosphere. “You know what’s out 
there, Amanda. You and I both have seen the millions of gal-
axies and stars. We’ve stood on the soil of countless planets.” 
Desperation was lacing his voice. “If gods exist, I’ve never 
seen one.”

Amanda’s face was stuck in a frown. “Regardless,” she 
said quietly. “Gemma is a threat to life as we know it.” She 
looked toward the captain. “We are confident she will return 
to Hyacinth. That is where we will stop her.”

Jared watched as the captain pressed a finger to a radio 
headset, barking orders into it. He stepped toward her, hear-
ing the code name for shoot-to-kill. “You can’t do this,” he 
hissed angrily.

Amanda squared her shoulders to face him. Something 
about the way she lowered her voice made Jared’s heart leap.
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“You have one hour to commandeer a jumper,” she 
whispered. “That’s all I can give you.”

Jared’s eyes widened and he nodded shortly. “Balthaz-
ar?” he whispered.

Amanda nodded. She turned away then, resuming look-
ing at her tablet. “You should go,” she said evenly. “You’ll just 
be in the way here.”

Jared scowled at her back, saluting her tersely. He was 
silent as he turned and walked quickly out of the command 
center. Once he breached the glass doors, he broke into a 
sprint. He didn’t have much time.
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[4]

The creaking of a hangar door echoed loudly. A pudgy 
man snorted in his sleep, a whiskey bottle clenched in his 
hand. Jared jogged across the hangar to where he was lying 
on a pile of tarps.

“Balthazar!” he barked.
The pudgy man jumped, looking around quickly. 

“Who…” He blinked, pressing his skewed glasses straight on 
his face. A smile suddenly lit his face. “Jared!” He wobbled to 
his feet, grabbing Jared’s hand and shaking it roughly. “Good 
to see ya, laddie!”

Jared clapped Balthazar’s shoulder, offering a bleak smile. 
“You still got that old jumper?” he asked.

Balthazar grinned. “Course, boy-o,” he said. He wasn’t 
much older than Jared, but a lifetime of battle in the name of 
GLOW had taken its toll on the man’s body. He walked with 
a limp and had horrible PTSD, which he kept in check with a 
daily dose of whiskey.

Jared followed him deeper into the darkness of the han-
gar. He grimaced when Balthazar threw a large switch, illumi-
nating a jump ship that had to have been at least twenty years 
out of date.

“Whatcha think?” the man asked, taking a swig from the 
bottle.

“Is she operational?” Jared asked. He knew he was risking 
his life by trusting anything Balthazar said, but if he didn’t get 
to Gemma first…He didn’t want to even think about it.

“Course!” Balthazar said, on the edge of being offended. 
“I don’t deal in trash, boy.”
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Jared nodded, ignoring his tone. “Can you fly her?”
Balthazar turned to face him then, a deep frown on his 

face. “Mind tellin’ me what this is about?” he asked suspi-
ciously.

Jared looked down at the old man. “It’s Gemma,” he 
said. “We’ve got to get to her before GLOW does.”

Balthazar’s frown deepened. “GLOW?” he asked. “What 
those bastards be wantin’ with our dear, sweet Gemma?”

Jared shook his head. “I’ll tell you on the way,” he said, 
turning to look around the hangar. “Where do you keep your 
weapon stash?”

Balthazar was momentarily speechless as he watched 
Jared dig through some open bins, pulling out a wire rifle 
and a belt of hand grenades. “Jared, this ain’t like you, son.”

Jared paused, looking at him. “Please, Balthazar,” he 
said, desperation lacing his voice. “They’re going to kill her.”

Balthazar’s frown wore deeper into his face, but that 
seemed to be enough. He turned toward another bin, pulling 
out an armful of weapons and cartridges. Once they were 
armed to the teeth and then some, he led the way onto the 
jump ship, flipping switches to power the engines.

Silence fell over them as the roof of the hangar opened 
and they strapped into their seats. The whirring of the 
engines was loud, and Balthazar pressed an old trucker hat 
backwards on his head. “Hold onto yer ass, boy!”

Jared clenched the straps of his seat tightly. He hated 
flying with Balthazar.

The ship rattled as it revved, shooting into the sky. It 
shook hard, as if it would come apart at any moment, as it 
climbed through the atmosphere. Balthazar laughed like a



madman as he banked through the clouds, finally breaking 
the Earth’s orbit. The ship calmed as she sailed through the 
expanse of space.

“Where to, boy-o?” Balthazar belted.
Jared leaned over in his chair, punching in the coordi-

nates he’d seen on Amanda’s screen. A map of the system 
popped up, and he tried to ignore the way Balthazar looked 
at him.

“Hyacinth?” the man demanded. “Are ya daft, boy?” His 
face was split angrily. “We can’t set foot on that god-forsaken 
planet.”

Jared looked over at him, offering a smile. “You have 
suits, right?”

Balthazar turned in his chair to look into the back of the 
ship. “Twenty-year-old jumpsuits!” he snapped. “Give us an 
hour in all that gas, tops.”

Determination was set in Jared’s brow. “That’s plenty of 
time,” he said. He threw the switch, launching the jumper 
into hyperspace.

vvv
Gemma’s jump ship broke through hyperspace, her eyes 

focused on the blue ball in front of her.
Home, a voice whispered in the back of her mind.
She looked down at the blue jewel sitting on the dash-

board in front of her. It twinkled lightly, as if it was smiling 
up at her. For the first time since she’d found the thing, she 
felt a sense of peace.

Gemma steered the ship toward the planet. It was fast, 
breaking through the atmosphere with ease. A mechanical
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voice was reading the gas levels as the ship descended, a red 
light blinking on the dash.

“Air toxic. Planet uninhabitable,” the computer chimed.
Gemma reached over, a flair of irritation filling her. She 

flipped the computer off. “We’ll see about that,” she quipped. 
She banked the ship as the ground below came into the view, 
the tip of a tall stone monument piercing the sky. “Wow,” she 
breathed.

All along the ground below, in the shadow of the pyra-
mid, a city stretched into the expanse of desert. Houses stood 
like stark ghosts against the sand, a reminder of a time when 
life had blossomed on the planet. Gemma steered her ship 
toward an open patch of sand, setting it down gently.

She didn’t know how she knew it, but she grabbed the 
jewel, looking up at the pyramid before her. That was where 
she needed to go.

The door of the ship hissed as it opened, a hot wind 
hitting her face. Gemma drew a slow breath, gasping and 
coughing as the toxic air hit her lungs. It had been so long, 
her body wasn’t used to it anymore, but after a few gasping 
breaths, she started to breathe easier. She took slow steps 
down the ramp of the ship, feeling her feet sink into the sand 
as she stepped onto the planet’s surface.

Fierce sadness suddenly washed over her, and she looked 
down at the jewel, tears clouding her eyes. “Our people,” 
she breathed. The jewel whispered comforting words to her, 
reminding her of their purpose. “We will be whole again.” 
She turned her eyes to the pyramid, seeing steps carved into 
the side. She slogged her way through the sand, knowing her 
destiny awaited at the top of the monument.
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[5]

The old jumper finally broke through hyperspace, shak-
ing Balthazar and Jared as it rattled against unfamiliar so-
lar winds. A siren suddenly began to blare, and Balthazar 
jumped to action, flicking switches.

“What’s happening?” Jared asked, gripping the arms of his 
chair tightly.

“This old girl ain’t built for these conditions,” Balthazar 
growled. “The sun is destroying her.”

Jared watched Balthazar continue to pound switches 
on the dashboard. “What can we do?” he asked, holding on 
tighter as the ship shuddered.

“We gotta land!”
The planet before them was looming closer and closer, 

but the ship was shuddering harder and harder as Baltha-
zar gunned the engines. Fire engulfed the ship as it broke 
through the atmosphere too fast, yanking against the con-
trols.

“Hold on, boy-o!” Balthazar barked. “Landing’s gonna be 
rough!”

Jared held tighter to the arm rests, wishing he could close 
his eyes. He didn’t want to see the sands racing up to meet 
them, but it was impossible for him to look away. All he could 
do was gritted his teeth tightly, and pray to any gods that 
might exist that they made it in one piece.

The ship plummeted toward the sandy hills, striking the 
top of one and bouncing like a rubber ball. It came down 
again, glancing off the surface once more, causing the ship
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to turn sideways as the sand shifted beneath it. The wing of 
the ship suddenly dug into the soft sand, causing the plane to 
tumble end-over-end before smashing heavily into a dune.

When Jared opened his eyes, sirens were blaring all 
around them. He was upside down, still fastened into his 
chair. His hands shook as he pressed the release on the straps, 
falling heavily to what used to be the ceiling. He laid there for 
a long moment, listening to Balthazar do the same. His gasps 
were loud, coming quicker, fading into snorts of laughter. 
Jared lifted his head at the sound, scowling at the man as he 
hooted.

“You jackass,” he snapped, rolling shakily to his feet. 
“You almost killed us!”

Balthazar continued to bray his donkey-laugh. “You 
shoulda seen yer face!”

Jared wanted to punch the man, but he lost his footing 
when the ship shifted, a crack suddenly forming down the 
hull. With a deafening snap, the wing broke off, the hot wind 
suddenly hitting their faces. Jared gagged and sputtered as 
the toxic air burned his lungs, scrambling for the suits that 
were tucked into a compartment. He couldn’t pull the venti-
lator on fast enough, feeling Balthazar beside him, doing the 
same. He looked down at the screen on the ventilator, seeing 
that it had sixty-seven minutes and counting left. He pressed 
the comm button on the ventilator.

“We have to hurry,” he said, moving to his feet and 
pulling the strap of a gun over his shoulder.

Balthazar followed his lead. Once they were sufficiently 
armed, they climbed through the crack in the hull, sliding 
down the smooth metal of the ship and landing in the ankle
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deep sand. The sun was piercingly bright, reflecting off the 
white sand and making it almost impossible to see. Fortu-
nately, their helmets had sun-visors.

Jared flipped his on, drawing a sharp breath suddenly. 
“There!” he yelled, breaking into a run. “Her ship!”

Balthazar groaned as he waded through the sands after 
the younger man. By the time he reached the ship, he was 
huffing and puffing.

“Here,” Jared said, handing him an extra and much newer 
helmet.

Balthazar pulled the old thing off his head, holding his 
breath as he slipped the new one on. The taste of the air 
inside the new helmet was sweet, similar to what he imagined 
ambrosia would be. It was mixed with some sort of other 
gases that helped soldiers to combat the strange atmospheric 
conditions, and Balthazar felt a boost of energy.

“The hell they put in these things?” he asked, looking at 
Jared as he did the same.

Jared shrugged. “I forget the compound, but it will help 
us find Gemma,” he said absently. “And we have four hours of 
air.”

Balthazar nodded, watching as Jared scanned the contents 
of the jumper. It was bare, save for the pistol that had been 
carelessly tossed into the passenger seat. “She’s unarmed?” he 
asked, confusion in his voice.

Jared picked up the gun, analyzing it carefully. He felt 
sick. “I don’t think that means anything,” he said, tucking the 
gun into a strap on his suit. “Gemma is highly trained.”

Balthazar sighed. “Of course she is,” he grumbled. He 
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didn’t fancy having his ass kicked today.
“Come on,” Jared said, leading the way back into the sand. 

He looked down at the timepiece on his suit. “GLOW will be 
here soon.”

vvv
Gemma huffed as she struggled up the steep sandstone 

steps. Years of hard weather had worn them down, making 
them smooth and slick, but she forged ahead. She knew that 
whatever the jewel was pushing her toward was at the sum-
mit.

She gasped as her foot slipped on the stone, causing her 
shin to bash against the edge of the step. Pain shot through 
her, followed by anger. She glanced down at her pants, seeing 
that the knee was ripped. For a moment, clarity filled her 
mind. She turned to look over her shoulder, taking in the 
gravity of the situation.

What was she doing here? There was nothing on Hya-
cinth anymore, as was evident by the empty buildings at the 
foot of the monument. Her throat felt raw from the toxic air, 
and she eased to sit on the step.

The sound of glass on the stone caught her attention, 
and she looked down, seeing that the gem had rolled from 
her pocket. She grimaced as she stared at it, feeling her heart 
catch in her chest. A fog began to roll across her mind, and 
she felt sick.

You must finish what we have started.
Gemma shook her head to try to clear the voice that was 

invading her mind. “What have we started?” she asked, press-
ing a hand to her forehead. The harder she strained against the



fog, the worse the pain in her mind became.
Hyacinth is no more. We must bring our destruction to 

the galaxy. Sudden images assaulted her, making her gasp in 
pain.

Red and fiery light flashed across a dark blue sky. A man 
stood before her, holding a baby in his arms as he waved a 
woman ahead of him. Streaks of fire continued to rain down 
on the planet, and the man paused, turning his eyes to hers.

“You must go, Gemma!” he said, reaching for her. “It’s not 
safe here!” He grasped her hand, pushing it into the hand of 
the woman. “Go now, Cierra!”

A child’s scream tore from her throat as the woman, her 
mother, dragged her away from the carnage. Screams accom-
panied hers in the night, and soon a blinding flash filled the 
sky.

Gemma blinked from the memory, feeling tears running 
down her face.

We must avenge those we have lost.
Gemma looked down at the jewel, her strength renewed. 

The fog seemed to lift some, leaving her with only thoughts of 
destruction and war. She grabbed the jewel quickly, moving 
to her feet and continuing her climb.

It wasn’t long before the summit of the monument came 
into view, columns jutting from the flattened top. What once 
had been a roof was caved in, rumble littering the floor. 
Gemma could see what appeared to be a throne on the far 
end, and a woman seated in it. She took slow steps toward the 
statue, feeling her heart skip a beat. The woman looked just 
like her.

34
Jewels for Gemma



35
E. Paige Burks

The jewel suddenly felt hot in her hand, and she looked 
down at it before back to the statue. In the woman’s hand was 
a carved scepter. As if reacting to the jewel’s presence, the 
stone began to crumble away, revealing a bright, glittering 
and golden staff. Gemma knew that the jewel should sit at the 
top, in the empty prongs, and she stepped toward it, reaching 
to place the gem where it belonged.

“Gemma, stop!”
Gemma frowned, the fog in her mind shifting like a 

weight on her consciousness. She paused, turning to look 
over her shoulder.

“You can’t do that!” Jared said, taking slow steps toward 
her.

A hot, strong gust of wind began to blow around the 
temple, and Gemma turned her eyes skyward, feeling the 
voice louder inside her.

WE MUST BE WHOLE AGAIN!
Gemma’s body was no longer her own as she turned, 

letting the jewel slip from her fingers.
Jared threw his hands up to shield his face as bright blue 

and gold light began to fill the temple. The wind picked up, 
lifting him as if he was nothing, tossing him away toward the 
steps. He crashed heavily into Balthazar, whose sheer body 
mass kept them from tumbling over the side.

“The hell’s going on, boy!?” Balthazar demanded.
Jared couldn’t answer as he dug his gloved fingers into 

a crack in the stone. He pulled himself forward, reaching for 
a handhold on a pillar. Finally, he caught it, pulling himself 
inside of the temple once more. His eyes widened and his



breath caught as the light faded along with the wind, causing 
him to collapse to his knees.

Gemma was floating a few inches off the ground, the 
scepter clasped tightly in her left hand. Her eyes were closed 
as the hot wind lifted around her, tossing strands of her navy 
hair across her face. She was quiet and serene, but Jared had a 
bad feeling about this.

“Gemma?”
Her eyes suddenly flashed open, blue light emanating 

from them. Her feet landed slowly on the ground, a smirk 
pulling at her lips. “Gemma is no more,” a voice said, filling 
the emptiness around them. “She and I have become one.”

Jared moved as if to stand, but she waved a hand, a sud-
den force keeping him on the ground.

“You will bow in my presence, mortal,” the voice growled.
Jared scowled at the being who had taken over his wife’s 

body. “What do they call you?” he demanded.
She titled her head, her eyes narrowing. “Mortals no 

longer remember the names of the true gods,” she said softly, 
looking down at the scepter in her hands. “But I will change 
that.” She scowled darkly as she looked to him, lifting her 
scepter. “All will bow in the name of Sekhmet!”

Jared watched as the jewel began to glow brightly, the 
weight of whatever was pinning him lifting as what he could 
only presume to be magic began to swirl around her. “You’re 
not Sekhmet!” he growled, reaching for a gun at his hip. 
“You’re Gemma Beryl!”

She turned her glittering eyes on him, shaking her head 
as she raised her hands. “Gemma is no more, mortal,” she 
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hissed. “She was only a fracture of my true nature, and now 
that we are joined, she will never come back.” She laughed 
suddenly. “I will destroy the worlds and the galaxies until 
nothing remains.”

Jared gritted his teeth, drawing his weapon. He fired off 
two rounds in an easy burst, surprised when she lifted a hand, 
the bullets stopping before her. She wrapped her hand around 
them, squeezing them until they turned to fine dust.

“Your mortal weapons will not harm me!” she screamed. 
She waved her scepter, watching as Jared lifted off the ground 
and flew toward her. With a single motion, he stopped before 
her, unable to move. “I can see why my earthly half would 
choose you.”

Jared scowled darkly at her as she ran her finger across his 
chin. “Go to hell,” he managed.

Sekhmet grinned, twisting Gemma’s face into a cruel 
smile. “Your strength is no match for my power.”

“Try this for power, you bitch!”
Jared felt the spell over him loosen as she turned her 

head, the sound of an explosive round being discharged 
filling the air. He fell to the ground and covered his head as 
the round hit her, exploding loudly. His ears were ringing and 
dust was settling over him as he rolled to his back, feeling his 
heart in his feet.

“Gemma!” he gasped.
The dust began to clear, and Jared wasn’t sure if he was 

elated or frightened. Sekhmet hadn’t moved, a forcefield 
easily blocking the round. Her face was still pulling in a cruel 
grin as she waved her hand.



Balthazar lifted from the ground, suddenly flying over the 
side of the pyramid.

“No!” Jared gasped, rolling to his feet and staggering to 
the side. “Balthazar!” He caught the edge and fell to his knees, 
seeing his friend lying on a platform that jutted from the side 
of the pyramid. Jared’s breaths were fogging the inside of his 
helmet as he turned away, toward the monster before him.

“You’re not going to do this,” he said, drawing two hand-
guns. He felt his heart suddenly breaking. “I’m going to stop 
you.”

Sekhmet grinned. “You won’t stop me,” she said. “You 
won’t kill Gemma.”

Jared gasped as she suddenly collapsed to her knees, 
drawing gasping breaths. He was frozen as he watched her lift 
her head, Gemma’s eyes clear and frightened.

“Jared,” she gasped. “You have to get out of here.”
Jared ran to her, falling to his knees beside her. The tem-

ple began to shake around them, a shadow falling over them. 
“I’m not leaving you,” he said, pulling her to his chest. He 
recognized the nearing whir of GLOW ships.

Gemma shook her head, tears falling slowly from her 
eyes. “Sekhmet can’t be stopped,” she said, her voice trem-
bling. “She is too powerful.”

Jared shook his head, holding her tighter. “No,” he said 
desperately. “We’ll smash that jewel.”

Gemma turned to look at the scepter beside her. “She 
isn’t trapped there anymore,” she whispered, pain suddenly 
contorting her face. “She’s coming.”

Jared shook his head again, trying to convince her. He 
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wanted to tell her that they would fight it, but he couldn’t say 
anything as Gemma suddenly reached forward, taking her 
gun that had been tucked into the front strap of his suit.

“Goodbye, my love,” she said, her tears falling faster. 
“Take care of Benjamin.”

Jared tried to catch her, but she was too quick, moving 
to her feet. He was frozen as the sound of a gunshot rang 
through the temple, causing the pyramid to shudder danger-
ously, rocks shaking loose. But none of that mattered as he sat 
on the stone, staring at where Gemma’s body had fallen.

“Jared!” Hands suddenly gripped the straps on his suit, 
pulling him to his feet. He felt numb as Amanda rushed him 
onto the GLOW ship, another team of men lifting a stretcher 
with Balthazar on it.

The older man groaned loudly into the communicator, 
but Jared wrenched off his helmet as the ship closed, boost-
ing toward the atmosphere as rumbling began to fill the air 
around them. His head fell into his hands, sobs wracking his 
body. Amanda could do little to comfort him as she sat beside 
him, her hand on his shoulder.
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Part Six
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[6]

“What is your report, Ms. Steel?”
Amanda looked up from her tablet, seeing the panel of 

councilmen before her. “There was an explosion on Hya-
cinth,” she said slowly. “It appears to have been some sort 
of latent asteroid hit.” She looked up at the screen overhead, 
pressing a button on the remote in her hand. “The planet is 
gone.”

Photographs clicked across the screen, taken from a scout 
ship. Where the bright blue ball had once floated, there was 
only debris, which had coalesced into a bright golden spiral.

“Our scientists assert that this pattern is not natural, Ms. 
Steel,” a man said, looking up from his papers. His glasses 
were perched precariously on the end of his nose.

Amanda looked to him. “This is the first real-time re-
cording of the destruction of a planet, Commissioner,” she 
said factually. “Any other debris we have observed has been 
in existence for millennia.” She set down her remote. “We 
cannot compare what has happened on Hyacinth to anything 
in recorded history.”

The commissioner seemed satisfied with her testimony, 
and he nodded. “Thank you, Ms. Steel.” He called the meeting 
to an end.

Amanda’s attention was focused elsewhere as she rose to 
her feet and left the building. She pressed designer sunglasses 
over her eyes as she stepped into the sunlight. She paused 
when she caught sight of a man leaning against a column just 
before the steps to the courthouse. His hands were tucked 
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into the pockets of his jeans, sunglasses on his face as well. 
His face was covered in a little more than a five-o’clock shadow, 
and Amanda guessed the glasses were hiding his bloodshot 
eyes.

“Thank you,” he said. “For what you did in there.”
She nodded, feeling pity streak through her. “How are 

you holding up?” she asked, taking a slow step toward him.
Jared nodded mutely, looking down at the ground. The 

weight of knowing that Gemma was gone was crushing, but 
he’d found the strength to press on the last few weeks because 
of Benny.

“You know she did the right thing,” Amanda whispered. 
She hadn’t had a chance to talk to him about that day, but she 
was tired of seeing him tearing himself apart. She reached out 
to put her hand on his arm. “She gave you a chance to have 
a life.” Her voice was emphatic, a change from her normal 
stoicism. “She wanted Benjamin to be able to grow up.”

Jared nodded, drawing a ragged breath. “I know, Aman-
da,” he said quickly, brushing at his face to hide his tears. “It 
doesn’t change how I feel.”

Amanda nodded. “I know,” she whispered. She offered 
a rare smile. “Let’s go for coffee, hm?” She looped her arm 
through his. “You never did tell me about your trip to the 
beach last summer.”

Jared stopped her on the top of the stairs, facing her. 
“Thanks, Amanda,” he said. “I mean it.” He pulled her in to 
hug her. “I love you.”

Amanda’s arms wrapped around his middle as she held 
him tightly. “You know I love you, too,” she said. She leaned 



back to look at him. “Mom and Dad asked me to look after 
you, and that’s what I’ll always do.”

Jared offered the first genuine grin he’d been able to mus-
ter in weeks. “I’m glad Benjamin has you for an aunt.”

Amanda smiled thinly. “Don’t think this means he gets 
special GLOW privileges,” she said shortly. “I know you’ll 
push him to be a soldier.” Her heart felt heavy. “Just like you 
and his mom.”

Jared looped his arm around his sister’s shoulders. “Cof-
fee, huh?” he said, ignoring her feigned annoyance. “I didn’t 
think you liked coffee.”

Amanda sighed. “I don’t,” she said, falling in step with 
him as they walked down the stairs. “But for you, I’ll make an 
exception.”
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Thanks for reading! If you enjoyed this (and even if you 
didn’t) please leave me a review. Reviews are essential 
to helping other readers find great stories from authors 
like me! I appreciate your help and thanks again for 

reading this short science fantasy!
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