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    PEOPLE, PLACES, AND ORGANIZATIONS 
 
      
 
    LOCATIONS 
 
    Jupiter Junction – A thriving metropolis where the UFSP Program is located. With a mixture of affluent and poor citizens, it’s a well-adjusted city where people thrive if they’re willing to work hard. 
 
    Dusty’s Burger Barn – Retro burger joint where waitresses are on roller skates, and simple food and thick milkshakes are served. Televisions on the walls play music videos all day, and video game systems are set up in the back. 
 
      
 
    ORGANIZATIONS 
 
    United Federation Space Program – The space program focused on exploration and landing men on the moon. They plna to get the UF to the moon and achieve success before any other country, and it will finally settle the debate tearing the world apart. 
 
    Naturalist political movement – Believes humans were born on Earth and did not come from the stars. 
 
    Settlers Political Party – Believes humans came from the stars and were settled by possibly an alien race. Doesn’t believe the proof that comes from scientists or people in the president’s own party. 
 
    The Basic Political Party – Bordering on a terrorist organization, they believe any new technology advancement will undo the human race. Rumor has it they want to take out the UFSP and possibly the sitting president….  
 
      
 
    CHARACTERS 
 
    Claire Johnson – Determined to get into the space program to prove that her mother’s theories on space exploration were correct. 
 
    Joseph Johnson – Engineer in the United Federation Space Program (UFSP). Determined to keep his daughter as far from the space program as possible. 
 
    Blake Mitchell – Claire’s cocky boyfriend. With a van, a mobile phone, and skills with fake IDs, he’s a good person to have close by. Only one of her friends who has a driver’s license. 
 
    ‘Party’ Madge – Interested only in a good time. Playing video games, watching music videos, and jamming in roller derby are her favorite pastimes, when not getting into trouble. 
 
    Sophie French – On track for the Ivy League. Wants to get a good degree and get the hell out of Dodge and away from her oppressive family. 
 
    Mr. Jacobson – High School guidance teacher concerned about Claire’s obsession with her mother’s death and getting into the space program. 
 
    Gerald Finley – President of the UF. Desperate and willing to do what it takes to launch his space program before any other country. 
 
    William Baker – Idealistic crusader of the Naturalist political system. 
 
    Italia Romano – Extreme revolutionist who leads the Basics political party whose core belief system makes them a threat to progress. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    PLANNING  
 
    COMMON ERA: July 10, 1983 
 
    LOCATION: Dusty’s Burger Barn 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, NY 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Order up!”  
 
    I skate past the group of teens from school with my tray high overhead and toward the back of Dusty’s Burger Barn. It’s crowded, as it usually is on a Friday night. The air is thick with the smell of bacon, beef, and onion rings. Lucky me, I pulled the worst shift—same as every other weekend. 
 
    But that’s okay. I need the money. I have a plan, and it’s getting close to time to put it in motion. 
 
    Dusty’s is the quintessential teen hangout. Televisions mounted on the wall blare the Video Music Channel, VMC, around the clock. Pop music with synthetic beats blare through neon speakers as I skate past the green-cushioned booths. 
 
    Punk is the name of the game these days, and everyone fits the bill, sporting teased hair, ripped t-shirts, and neon bangle bracelets. Even I’m wearing my favorite pair of black lace leggings under my hot pink skirt. 
 
    It’s the latest thing. 
 
    I deliver the order to my friends. They sit in a row, playing video games on the latest Ryone video console system. The controller wires are short, so they lean forward, all their attention on the five-pixel spaceship jumping around on the screen, trying to stop the Earth Invaders. 
 
    I place my hand on my hip, coasting on my roller skates as I level a stare. “Two burgers with bacon, one order of onion rings, one fry, two chocolate malt shakes and one strawberry!” I use my loud waitress voice as I set the food on the table. It reminds me of when my mom would boom dinner was ready, calling me to the table. 
 
    I want to be just like her. No, I need to be. 
 
    Sophie, my friend whose hair is styled in a pixie cut with blue tips, blinks first. “Hi, Claire! I’m so sorry. Thank you for the food!”  
 
    She stands out from our other friends because she has an open binder on her lap, and not a console controller. 
 
    Always studying, that’s our girl Sophie.   
 
    She flips the binder closed, and seals it with a grippy tab. There’s a pastel unicorn and a rainbow on it.  
 
    Blake turns off his game and finally notices me. “Hey, girl!”  
 
    I blow a big breath to get my long, brown bangs out of my face.  
 
    “Now, is that any way to greet your boyfriend?” He grabs me by the waist and pulls me down into the booth beside him. 
 
    I don’t complain, but I think about it. He keeps his arm tight around my waist and kisses the back of my neck. I can’t help a small smile. Even when I should be mad at him, I can’t stay that way long. 
 
    “I can only stay a few minutes. I’m on the clock.”  
 
    I keep my eyes on the kitchen’s pass where the food is served up. Dusty doesn’t mind if we socialize, as long as the customers are taken care of. 
 
    “Big day tomorrow!” Madge, my closest friend in the group, leans over, smiling with greasy lips, burger in her hand.  
 
    She earned the name ‘Party Madge’ honestly. Blue lace leggings, a white mini skirt, and layered halter tops in three colors, paired with giant blue and white polka dot hoop earrings.  
 
    Gods, I’d kill for her fashion budget.  
 
    Working at Dusty’s barely got me white and red high-tops this year. And they’re a must-have. Ask anyone. 
 
    “Roller derby?” I push my curly hair from my face. I hope she’s not referring to my plan, because we agreed not to talk about it in public. 
 
    Madge nods and winks. “Going against the Pink Punk Slugs this time. Major trauma.” 
 
    “You’re going to have major trauma if you’re not careful,” Sophie says, and everyone laughs. “Don’t you ever get tired of getting hit in the face?” 
 
    “It’s not getting hit so much as broadsided. Besides, my face looks great.” Madge puckers her lips, and blows Sophie a kiss. 
 
    Blake groans and throws his arm over my shoulder. I relax into it, resting up against him. He’s comfortable, and I like showing off that he’s mine. “Sophie, talk some sense into her.” 
 
    “Only if you do the same with….” Sophie nods her head to me. 
 
    I widen my eyes. “I have tons of sense. Buckets.” 
 
    Blake laughs but doesn’t say anything else. I know that means he’s thinking about my plan and what it means for me. For him. For all of us. 
 
    But she was my mother. I get to honor her any way I wish. I lost her. Not my friends. 
 
    Food is stacking up on the pass. I see Dusty standing nearby in his apron and paper hat, his hands splayed as he talks to someone.  
 
    Oh fudge, that’s my cue. 
 
    “See you later tonight.” I kiss Blake on the lips.  
 
    It should be a quick kiss, but he holds me tight, deepening it. Pride, excitement, it all mounts in my chest. I fly high with intoxication. 
 
    “Catch up with you guys later.” I skate away, coasting toward the kitchen.  
 
    Dusty glares and claps his hands as I place the plates on my tray. “You want to be fired, Johnson?” 
 
    “Far from it. Sorry.” I gulp and skate quickly over to the booths by the far windows.   
 
    It’s Mr. Jacobson, my guidance counselor from school, and his family of three. Adults usually steer clear of the teen hotspot, but not my guidance counselor. I think he enjoys wigging me out. 
 
    “Here you go.” I place the table’s meals in front of them.  
 
    The two kids immediately reach for their food with their sticky hands. I’m not against kids; I like them, I just don’t like germs.  
 
    “Can I get you anything else?” 
 
    “We’re good, Claire. How are you doing?” Mr. Jacobson lowers his glasses and gives me an intense look. 
 
    I smile and pretend I can’t tell he has something on his mind. “I’m doing great. Don’t forget to tip!”  
 
    I slide my tray under my arm and turn to look over my other tables. The news ticker on the television catches my attention: 
 
    UFSP TO LAUNCH ENDURANCE COMPETITON IN TEN DAYS FOR A SPOT IN THE SPACE PROGRAM.  
 
    The space program. Being part of the UFSP is just what I need. I know I’ll qualify. I’m fit, I’m smart, and I can handle myself in a stressful situation.  
 
    Two television news anchors sit on a stage. The female’s blonde hair is teased up, and she wears a bright pink suit. The male news anchor sports a blue blazer with the cuffs rolled up to his elbow, and a bright pink shirt beneath. Behind them is a blue backdrop with neon pink and purple lines.  
 
     “The search continues. The race to space is on as the United Federation begins the long road to landing on the moon. A dream of naturalists and settlers alike. Did we come from space? Were we placed here by advanced beings? Or did we crawl out of primordial sludge? The debate rages on!” 
 
    The female anchor smiles. “True, Bill! And it probably always will. Earlier today, Senator Italia Romano released a statement. ‘The race to space is dangerous to us as a whole. Humanity wasn’t meant to fly through the stars. The more technology we develop, the more separate we become from our true ideals. We must return to our ideals and renounce President Gerald Finley. People are starving, homeless, and rioting in the streets. Why can we not fix Earth’s problems first?’” 
 
    I shake my head. She’s wrong. So wrong.  
 
    “You okay, Claire?” Mr. Jacobson asks, tugging on my sleeve. 
 
    I’m not okay. Far from it. Space was my mother’s dream. I owe this to her. I belong in space, and I’m not going to let anyone stop me.  
 
    How can anyone advocate we not go into space? How can anyone be able to rest and not wonder what else is out there? I guess in that area, I share my mom’s optimism. My dad might work in the space program, but he doesn’t feel it like I do. He doesn’t have a burning passion for it. 
 
    It’s the air I breathe. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Blake picks me up after work. The rest of the gang is off doing who knows what. We drive for over half an hour until we’re up in the mountains, overlooking a valley, at a rest stop with a clear view of the stars.  
 
    With an old flannel blanket and a container of hot coffee, we climb up on top of his van and lay on its roof. My eyes fix on the stars above. They twinkle, and I can’t help but feel as though they’re calling to me. I’m nearly breathless at the sight of how many there are.  
 
    How can the desire to fly among the stars be wrong? I don’t want to be stuck on Earth forever, never to soar past the sky. 
 
    “It’s beautiful.” I continue to stare up, tracking the constellations as they slide by overhead; the effect makes me feel as though I’m the one moving—which I suppose I am. The idea of it makes me dizzy, as if the cosmos are dragging me along for the ride. 
 
    Blake tucks his arms behind his head, but he says nothing.  
 
    Not a good sign. He must be thinking of something important.  
 
    I try to head it off at the pass. 
 
    “Where do you think it is? Right above us? Over Australia?” 
 
    Blake gives me the side eye. “This chunk of metal floating past the moon? Might not even be real, Claire. Could be a shadow. An asteroid.” 
 
    “It’s not a shadow.” I laugh, but feel defensive as my face flushes hot. “The most powerful telescope in all the world saw it. It’s out there, whatever it is.” 
 
    “Government says it’s a weather satellite gone off course.” Blake shrugs. 
 
    I push myself up on my elbows and quietly give him the stink eye. “They’re obviously lying. There’s no way this thing is a satellite. I saw pictures of it in the Astronomy Journal.”  
 
    I subscribe and get the latest issue every month like clockwork. My dad always borrows it, and I never see it again. 
 
    “Your dad works for them. What’s he say?” 
 
    He’s really throwing my Dad at me right now? “Who are you here to make out with? Me, or my dad?”  
 
    “Whoa, settle down, babe. I didn’t mean to upset you. You know I’m just worried about you.” He lets out a long, deep breath. “This plan of yours….” 
 
    “If you’re not going to help me, just tell me.”  
 
    A frosty chill settles in the air between us, and it isn’t from the breeze. 
 
    He strokes his fingers down my arm. “I’ll help you if you decide to go through with it. But what you’re planning on doing, it could get you in trouble. Serious trouble.” 
 
    “It’s the best way I have to train for the endurance part of the test. If I can conquer where my mom failed….”  
 
    I still remember the call with perfect clarity. My chest tightens with anxiety, as if I am reliving it all over again. 
 
    ‘Your mom fell. They’re launching a rescue mission.’ 
 
    A rescue mission that failed. They never even found her body. I stood by and waited for days. Helpless. Powerless.  
 
    It won’t happen again. I won’t feel that way again. 
 
    “And if you can’t? If you get hurt too?” Blake grips my arm and terror lines his eyes. “I know how important this is to you, Claire. I just don’t want to lose you over it.” 
 
    “If I don’t do it, I lose myself to it. I have to try. If I don’t get in, if I fail the test, I’ll have no choice but to move on.” As I say it, grief swells in me. Tears spring to my eyes for half a second.  
 
    I don’t want to give up. I want to move forward. I want to touch the stars. I want to prove my mom was right. 
 
    “But the cave….it has nothing to do with the test.” 
 
    “It has everything to do with the test.” Stubbornly, my jaw clenches. “I’ll need endurance and strength to survive the low grav tanks and be the fittest. There’s only one spot for a teen, and it’s a charity spot at best. They’re not going to want to give it to a girl.” 
 
    So I had to be the best. The strongest. 
 
    “And if I can conquer the cave, I know I’ll be able to do anything.”  
 
    Why do I have to keep explaining this to people? 
 
    “Then I’ll help you,” Blake’s voice is thick with resignation. He doesn’t want to help me, but he will. I love him for that. “When do you grab your gear?” 
 
    “Tomorrow night. You’ll still come by and pick it up?” 
 
    He nods. “Of course. I just really wish you’d tell him.” 
 
    I laugh. “He’d just stop me.” 
 
    “I know.” Blake’s jaw tenses, and another argument brews in his eyes.  
 
    “We’re out of time for that. I can’t change my mind on this, even if I wanted to.”  
 
    Which I don’t, but I see no sense in beating a dead horse. 
 
    Blake knows. He rests his head against mine, and I slide into his arms. My head on his chest, we stare up at the night sky. A shooting star races across, and my heartbeat quickens. 
 
    Who knows what goes on up there while I’m stuck down here? Before Mom’s death, she’d wanted to know. I was young then. I didn’t understand. 
 
    Now I do. And the more I think about space, the more I crave to be part of it. The more I need it. 
 
    Ten more days.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    AGAINST THE WALL 
 
    COMMON ERA: July 11, 1983 
 
    LOCATION: 133 Jupiter Ave 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, NY 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the morning, I spend time in the garage going through my training drills. The area is covered in gymnastics mats, along with a balance beam and a vaulting horse. I go through the course, and vault up high. I grab a rope and climb up to the rafters. 
 
    I leap rope to rope until I reach the twelve-foot rock wall at the end. Then I climb down and somersault onto the ground. I duck and roll. By the time I’m done, my forehead is wet with perspiration, and my heart rate is elevated. 
 
    It’s practice before the cave dive. Mom always insisted on getting things perfect because she knew what was on the other side of a mistake. And she proved it to the both of us. 
 
    I launch up into a handstand, ‘walk’ a meter, and complete two cartwheels. They are all things I won’t need to do when going into the depths of a cave, but they build endurance. They make me strong, and I feel powerful. Like I can take anything nature throws at me. 
 
    All things I need more than anything. 
 
    I hear a beep from the coffee maker and know it means Dad is up and getting ready for the day. I grab a purple towel and use it to dab my forehead. Then, I run into the house and prepare to greet him in the kitchen. 
 
    He’s in the shower, so I make my chocolate protein shake. Finally, he comes into the kitchen, his bald head glistening. 
 
    “Morning, Claire.” 
 
    “Morning!” I force myself to sound cheerful. 
 
    “What are you up to today?” Dad pours himself a bowl of Rice Chirpies. He’s a big guy with male pattern baldness, the kind all teen boys fear, and a small beer gut. He’s had a thick mustache my entire life, and almost always wears a short-sleeve, white, button-down shirt. 
 
    He might be just out of the shower, but he already has his beeper pinned to his belt. Working for the UFSP, he’s always on call—or so he’s been saying for the last three years. 
 
    Mom died. Dad got a new job. My life changed forever. 
 
    I sip my chocolate protein shake. It’s thick and malty. Actually tastes pretty good. I shrug and pretend like I’m not plotting out a major event the following day.  
 
    “Maybe roller derby, watching from the audience. I don’t want to be smashed into any walls.” 
 
    “Madge is still at it, huh?” Dad shakes his head before eating a spoonful of cereal. “Her parents must fear her future dental bills.” 
 
    I give a wry smile. “She’s actually really good at it. Well, most of the time. Last week was an anomaly.”  
 
    Dad laughs in a short burst. He sounds anxious. Something’s on his mind. I hope whatever it is, he doesn’t want to talk about it. The less talking we do until I get in the space program, the better.  
 
    “You got in a little late last night, even for a Saturday.” 
 
    Uh-oh, here we go.  
 
    “I worked until almost closing. I barely got out to have any fun.” 
 
    “I know. Don’t get me wrong, I’m proud you have a job. You meet your responsibilities. But you need sleep, too. You’re a growing girl.” He messes with my hair like I’m still twelve.  
 
    I smirk and try not to say anything that’ll annoy him. So I don’t say anything at all. 
 
    “What’s the look for?” 
 
    “Oh, no reason.”  
 
    I sip the rest of my protein shake before I rinse my plastic cup clean. I leave it upside down in the sink to dry. 
 
    “You like being my little girl, even if you can’t admit it anymore.” 
 
    “I can admit it just fine, Dad.”  
 
    I grab my neon holographic mug from the cabinet above the counter and pour myself a cup of black coffee. Dad always says it’ll put hair on my chest, but it’ll also keep me appetite under control.  
 
    Dad crosses his arms and regards me. “Okay, well, I’m glad we had this talk, kiddo. Help me in the garden before you rush off this afternoon?” 
 
    “You know I will. Mom’s rose bushes have to be pruned.” 
 
    The statement hangs between us.  
 
    “Yeah,” he eventually says, and sadness clings to the air. “They sure do.” He turns from me and heads toward the doorway that leads into his office. 
 
    “I think about her a lot.”  
 
    When I say it, he stops dead in his tracks. 
 
    His shoulders round before sinking again. “The best thing we can do, sugarplum….” 
 
    “Is to move forward. I know.”  
 
    But it’s hard. Three years later, and it’s still so hard.  
 
    No, it’s worse. The hole inside of me grows deeper with each missed birthday. Each missed holiday. 
 
    He sighs, but doesn’t turn toward me. After a minute, he says, “Wish Madge good luck for me. Tomorrow’s school, so don’t stay out too late. I’ll see you this afternoon.” 
 
    “I won’t,” I say flatly and drain the rest of my coffee.  
 
    It’s not the only bitter thing this morning.  
 
      
 
    * * * ** 
 
    Bright strobe lights punctuate the roller derby arena, and smoke fills the air above the track. Girls in tight shorts, bright knee pads, and bedazzled helmets fly around the track on their roller skates, slamming into each other with wild abandon. They force each other into the padded walls, and I cheer when Madge manages to break free of a pileup. I can see a series of black scuffs on her elbow pads, but at least this time, her face isn’t bleeding. A solid plus. 
 
    Blake has one arm around me and he thrusts his other into the air with a “Whoop-whoop!”. On my other side, Sophie has her nose buried in a tattered paperback. It’s clearly one she’s read over and over.  
 
    I push the cover back so I can catch a glimpse of the title. H.G. Wells, War of the Worlds. I’ve read it. I mean, who hasn’t at this point?  
 
    She gives me the side eye, but doesn’t stop reading. “Don’t judge me.” 
 
    “I’d never. Please. For reading science fiction? You know I want to go to space more than anyone.” 
 
    Sophie nods and turns the page. She’s silent again for a few minutes. When the crowd begins stomping their feet, she looks up. “Can’t your dad just get you into the program? I mean, he works there. He’s like an engineer, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Sure is, but no, he doesn’t want me anywhere near it. He worries too much.” 
 
    “Dads,” Sophie shakes her head. “They’re all the same. He knows you’re entering the race, right? To see if you qualify?” 
 
    “I…brought it up. Once,” I cringe. 
 
    Blake leans over to glance at Sophie. “You know Claire never comes clean if she doesn’t have to. He’ll find out after she makes it in and it’s too late to stop her.” 
 
    It was a pretty good description.  
 
    Sophie closes her book, but her thumb sits between the covers to hold her spot. “Our parents can say no to anything. We’re minors.” 
 
    “For a few more months, sure. If he wants to stop me, he can. I’m just hoping that once I get in…maybe he won’t.” I shrug.  
 
    I’m optimistic, but deep down, I worry. Dad wants to keep me away from the space program because of Mom. He doesn’t even like it when I watch the news. He’s protective, and it’s not hard to figure out why. 
 
    But I have to do this. I have to be my own person.  
 
    As the scoreboard lights up, Madge and the Razor Poodles do a victory lap around the arena. Their arms are raised overhead, and they scream in triumph. 
 
    “Pizza and the arcade?” Blake asks. 
 
    We rise from our seats, and he holds my hand firmly.  
 
    “You know it. Then to my house. And when Dad’s asleep….” 
 
    When he’s asleep, I’ll sneak into his den and take my mom’s gear. I’ll be out of the house tomorrow morning before he realizes it’s missing. And then maybe I can prove to myself that I can do what she couldn’t. I can succeed where she ultimately failed. 
 
    If I can overcome my own fear, I know I can accomplish anything. I’ll prove she was right about where humans came from, and maybe someday, I’ll prove why we’re here. 
 
      
 
    * * * ** 
 
      
 
    “Yeah!” Everyone surrounding Blake cheers as he slams the side of the pinball machine.  
 
    Bright red and blue lights blink as the flippers pound loudly beneath the glass. The ball goes up the board, hits a post, and rockets back down. It’s sucked into a powerful vortex, and the machine goes dark. When it lights up again, three balls shoot from the top.  
 
    This is what we in Jupiter City call quality entertainment. No one is better at pinball than Blake.  
 
    He bends forward, his eyes intense with focus as he bites his lip. “Kiss for good luck?”  
 
    I give him a quick peck on the cheek, not wanting to interrupt his winning streak. Then, folding my pizza in half, I take a big bite and step away to talk to Madge.  
 
    She leans against the stuffed animal claw machine. Her arms are folded, and she gazes up at the ceiling. 
 
    “What’s up?” I offer her a sip of my soda, and she shakes her head.  
 
    Madge loves carbonated beverages, so whatever is on her mind, it’s serious. 
 
    We walk away from the crowd and toward the skee-ball machines. Around us, the arcade is a sea of blinking lights in all directions. Loud pop music plays over the speakers, and the further in we go, the more yummy junk food I can smell—pizza and popcorn. Butter and sugar.  
 
    She sits on a bench, and I sit beside her.  
 
    “What’s going on? You look like someone ran over your cat.” 
 
    Madge laughs nervously. “Mom wants me to give up roller derby. She thinks it’s too dangerous. She’s worried about my grades. Wants me to stay in and study more.” 
 
    “That is the opposite of rad.” 
 
    Madge nods. “You’re telling me. I love roller derby. I don’t want to give it up. They can’t make me, either. I’ll do whatever I have to. I just…wish they understood me.” 
 
    “I know how you feel, if it helps.” I swing my arm around her shoulder, and we sit in silence. 
 
    “With you and the space program?” Madge sighs as she reads my facial expression. “And tomorrow, you’re really going there, huh? To the cave?”  
 
    I nod. “You know I am. And you know why.” 
 
    “Are you sure you have to? I don’t see what cave diving has to do with the space program.” Madge purses her lips and her eyes grow large.  
 
    “For me, they’re connected. Plus, the endurance test the UFSP puts me through will be a cakewalk if I can pull off this cave dive.” 
 
    “Alone? With no support? You’re smarter than that, Claire. I’m the one who is supposed to make radical choices. If you get hurt…” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    Madge shakes her head at me. Considering the schemes she’s pulled off, and the fact she’s in a weekly roller derby, it concerns me that she thinks I’m being reckless.  
 
    “What was it your mom always said?” she presses. “Never swim, cave dive, or hike alone. You need a buddy. If you don’t come back, what do I tell your dad? How do I live with myself?” 
 
    My arm drops to my side. “I thought you supported me? You said you did.” How can she judge me for this? 
 
    “I do. I just support you being alive more. Promise me you’ll think about it. That if things feel wrong, you’ll turn back. Come home early. It’s not worth being dead.” 
 
    “I promise. Of course I do.”  
 
    It’s a lie, and I know it the moment the words leave my lips. 
 
    Madge sighs with relief, and I’m glad I could make her feel better.  
 
    I know I’m right. Not just about the UFSP, but about my decision to go to the cave. No one understands, but maybe that’s because their mothers didn’t die inside that cave. Mine did. And I need to be there. I need to face this. I need to know what happened before I move on. Before I head into the UFSP endurance test.  
 
    Facing our fears is part of life, and this is one of mine. 
 
    Big time. 
 
      
 
    * * * ** 
 
      
 
    Dad and I sit in our swivel recliners side by side. We’re watching Wheel of Riches on our big cabinet television, one of the best on the market. I doodle in my notebook, sketches of stick figures jumping through the air, launching into brave leaps from skyscraper to skyscraper.  
 
    My mind’s clearly on my upcoming cave dive. I’ve only been on two since Mom died, and they were easy. What I plan to do tomorrow will be tough. It’s hard to think of anything else. 
 
    I glance up and make sure Dad isn’t watching me. He’s lightly snoring. Then the bright rainbow wheel is spun on the television, and the audience claps. Dad’s head snaps up, his eyes opening in narrow slits for a moment before he nods off again. 
 
    Chin to chest, he snores. I’ve been waiting for him to go to bed, but this might be as close as I’m going to get.  
 
    I rise and tiptoe over to the leather chest against the wall. I grab the green and yellow crotcheted afghan. Unfolding it, I drape it loosely over Dad’s body. 
 
    He turns his head and mutters, his long mustache fluttering slightly under a pronounced snore.  
 
    I turn, and Dad grabs my hand.  
 
    “You’re a good kid, Claire. Momma’d be proud.” He’s back to sleep in an instant. 
 
    After my heart settles into a normal rhythm, I tiptoe from his side. I check to make sure he’s still asleep before walking into his den. Once, it was Momma’s too.  
 
    I step inside, heart rate rising again, and close the door behind me. Blowing out a long breath, I gaze around the room.  
 
    Am I really ready? Can I really do this? What if Dad catches me? 
 
    He won’t. I know it. 
 
    Dad’s wide desk is in the center of the room. Bookcases line the rear wall, and on either side of the entrance are cabinets with glass doors. On one of the shelves is a picture of Mom and Gerald Finley. 
 
    Back when the picture was taken, he was a senator, and Mom was his personal assistant. She helped get Finley elected as the United Federation president four years ago. I haven’t seen him since her memorial service. 
 
    Those memories bring me to the words I heard three years ago. They frequently echo in my head.  
 
    “We weren’t able to recover the body. It fell too deep….” 
 
    The body. It. She was my mother and had been missing only days. It hadn’t taken long for everyone to forget she was a person. Dad said it made it easier for others to talk about, but I hated it. I had wanted to scream at everyone. 
 
    I push the thoughts from my mind and move to the cabinet where the mannequin wears Mom’s backup gear, plus some of what was found in the cave. I open the glass cabinet doors. My hands shake as I grab the equipment: a helmet with an attached light, and a belt with grappling hooks, ropes, and a long knife.  
 
    As quietly as I can, I stuff everything into a duffel bag, and zip it up. 
 
    I go over to the bay window and open it. Beneath, I can barely make out the shape of Blake, waiting in the darkness.  
 
    “About time,” he hisses. “I was starting to freeze.” 
 
    Dangling the duffel bag out the window, I stretch my arm down as far as I can. The bag drops, and Blake fumbles it, but manages to recover.  
 
    “It’s heavy,” he whispers. 
 
    “Tomorrow morning,” I remind him. “Six o’clock. Don’t be late.” 
 
    “For you, I’ll be here, but I swear, Claire…. Think about this. Think about what you’re doing.” 
 
    I’ve been doing nothing but thinking about it, except not in the way everyone wants.  
 
    I close the window and check one of the three watches I’m wearing. One is neon pink, one is black and more of a stopwatch, and the green one has a few basic games for fun. I set my alarms just in case. 
 
    With the lights off in the den, I step back into the living room. Dad’s still in his chair. I tiptoe over to the stairs, but I pause to gaze at him one final time. 
 
    I wish I could tell him. I wish he could see how brave I am without worrying about me. Now is my time. I know it.  
 
    Fear tries to grip me, but I won’t let it. 
 
    Tomorrow. It’s everything.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    THE CAVE 
 
    COMMON ERA: July 12, 1983 
 
    LOCATION: 133 Jupiter Ave 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, NY 
 
      
 
      
 
    Early morning, my alarm wakes me. 
 
    I roll out of bed and stumble into the hall, rubbing my eyes. I peer into Dad’s room and see his big frame beneath the comforter. He must’ve moved to his bed late, because I don’t remember hearing anything.  
 
    He still sleeps on his side of the bed. It hits me again, like it has a hundred times, that he saves Mom’s side for her. 
 
    Beside him is an empty bottle of Zuma and an open box. A few old polaroid photos of Mom lay on the pillow beside him.  
 
    Her pillow. Her pictures.  Dad never talks about his grief or struggles, but mornings like this, I know he has them. 
 
    I wish he’d tell me. Maybe then I could tell him about mine. 
 
    Gently, I lay a note written on neon green paper next to him. In it, I don’t tell him the truth about where I’m going or what I’m doing. Instead, I wrote that I left early to hit the school library before class starts.  
 
    As I back away, my guilt eats away at me, but I press on. 
 
    I can’t turn back now.  
 
    In the kitchen, I grab a banana, a bottle of OJ, and some granola bars. I stuff them into my backpack with the neon green writing all over and peer through the blinds. No sign of Blake, even though it’s now 6:05.  
 
    Sighing, I pick up the cordless phone and extend the antenna. I hit speed dial number 4, and it autodials. I can’t help but smile at how much that beats sticking our fingers into the old rotary phone dialer. 
 
    His mother answers. “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi, I was wondering if Blake is still there?” I cringe at how juvenile my voice sounds. 
 
    “He left a few minutes ago. Claire, you know how early it is? What are you children up to? Is your father there? I’d like to speak to him.” 
 
    “He already left for work. He’s on a special assignment today.”  
 
    Out the window, Blake’s van makes a hard-right turn into our driveway. It slams to a stop and rocks back and forth.  Even with the kitchen windows closed, I hear synthesized rock and roll music coming from it.  
 
    “Oh, Blake is here now. Sorry if I woke you. Bye!” I push the antenna back in and slam the phone back down onto the receiver. 
 
    Pulling the kitchen door open hard, I sprint out into the backyard, through the gate, and into the driveway that runs alongside the house. Once I’m in the passenger seat, Blake greets me with a long kiss. We need to go before Dad’s alarm goes off, but it’s easy to let my mind wander when I’m in Blake’s arms. 
 
    “That’s better than my morning cup of coffee,” Blake says. “Which I haven’t had yet.” 
 
    I ignore his pointed look. “Well, don’t look at me. I didn’t make you coffee. Just drive.” I slip into the back of the van and close the orange curtain that separates the two compartments. The van lurches as it backs out of my driveway. Down on my knees, I unzip the duffel bag from last night. 
 
    I lay everything out and unzip my hoodie. Here goes nothing.  
 
    Slipping off my high-tops and then my jeans, I dress in a black one-piece suit designed for warmth and protection. My cave-diving suit. I put on Mom’s belt and snap on the tools of the trade. I don’t put on the helmet yet. Instead, I stuff it inside my backpack.  
 
    I switch out my high-top sneakers with a pair of hiking boots with cleats and toe-spikes. I zip my hoodie back up and pull on a pair of climbing gloves. I’m ready to do this.  
 
    I hope I’m ready to do this. 
 
    When I return to my seat, we’re clearing the city limits. The van coasts down the highway, and the sun has begun to rise over the horizon. The sky is cast in orange and red, as if it’s on fire. Traffic is light, and we’re able to maintain the max speed limit of a hundred kilometers per hour. 
 
    I snap my seatbelt on, just in case. 
 
    “I can do this,” I say for my benefit. “Mom took me cave-diving. Dad has taken me on trips to improve my skills. Before Mom died, they were going to take me to Brasil. They have some of the best caves there, you know. Hidden lakes and rivers flow right underground.”  
 
    Sounds amazing, but I swallow hard, trying to keep my mind off what I’m doing. 
 
    He takes my hand. “I know, babe. You’re strong and smart. You don’t need to prove anything to me. But if you’re changing your mind, that’s okay too.” 
 
    I shake my head. I can’t change my mind. This is what I want. More than anything.  
 
    We turn off the highway, taking exit twenty-two. The area is remote and barren. It’s close to where the UFSP tests their rockets and orbiters. It feels like you can see clear across to the other side of the country, except for the mountain range in the middle. 
 
    Blake grips the steering wheel a bit harder. He’s as nervous as I am. “What do I do when I drop you off?” 
 
    “Go to school. Ask Sophie to tell the principal I’m home sick. He’ll believe her.”  
 
    She has an angelic face, gets great grades, and always does what she’s supposed to. I can’t help but feel some guilt for asking her to lie. 
 
    He shakes his head. “I can’t just leave you out here. What if you get hurt? What if you—” He bites his lip.  
 
    I know what he was going to say, and I ignore the rise of bile in my mouth. 
 
    “It’s going to be hours before I come back up. If you wait for me here, someone might come along and catch us. Come get me after school. Cover for me if you can.” 
 
    Blake turns down a road on the left. Signs warn us to go back and that soon we’ll be crossing onto private territory owned by the UF government. Before we get there, though, he veers off across the bumpy terrain. 
 
    We bounce up and down, and I grip the handle above my head. Holding on tight, I keep my eyes on the land as we rocket across it. We should be close to the cave system in a few minutes, and my heart is beating rapidly. I can barely breathe. I hope there’s no men with machine guns ready to blow us away. 
 
    I swallow hard. 
 
    “I’m an idiot for doing this,” Blake says. He raises his eyebrows sky-high. 
 
    “Thank you for doing it.” 
 
    We fall into silence as we approach rocky terrain that the van won’t make it through.  
 
    This is it. My stop. Time to test the fates.  
 
    The van careens to a stop.  
 
    “See you after three.” I rest my hand on the door handle. 
 
    Blake pulls me close. “If something happens, I won’t forgive myself. If you end up in an emergency, you beep me. I’ll rush the hell right out here. You get me?” 
 
    I wipe the hair out of his eyes, and the fear I see beneath terrifies me. I kiss his cheek. “I will, but there won’t be an emergency. I’ve got this in the bag, homie.” 
 
    Blake laughs and shakes his head. “I can’t say no to you. You know that?” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind for the future.” I grin and pop out of the van, my backpack slung over my shoulder.  
 
    Backing away, I wave as the van peels in reverse before straightening out. He’s racing away, and I can’t keep my eyes off the dust cloud he makes. I watch until it’s a speck in the distance. 
 
    I turn away from the sight and make a promise with my heart to make all this up to Blake. Then, I run and climb over the rocky terrain, making my way toward the system of caves that claimed my mother’s life three years ago. 
 
    This is where I lost her. This is where my life changed.  
 
    I remember it like it was yesterday, but I try to stay ahead of the memories and grief race that after me. They keep pace with my shadow as I climb the rocks, getting further into the mountains. 
 
    I remember the blinking lights atop the rescue trucks, I remember where they were parked. I had gripped my father’s hand, waiting for news as they worked day and night to retrieve Mom’s body. We didn’t know she was dead. Or, I’d like to think they didn’t. 
 
    I didn’t. I had hope until that very last second when Dad crushed me in a hug. It felt like he’d never let me go. I didn’t want him to. 
 
    There are dead, brittle trees as I scale up two rugged peaks. My body twists as I climb down through a ravine. There’s a small trail of water among the pebbles and boulders. I scale down, almost on my butt, and my feet splash through the tiny creek. I jump across a gap in the rocks. I’m nearly there.  
 
    As I turn a corner, I see something I don’t expect. A chainlink fence.  
 
    I stop at it and read the sign. Danger – Keep Out! Per order of UF Government, Delta Cave System is off limits. 
 
    Great.  
 
    An official warning from the government makes what I’m doing seem a lot more real—and a lot more illegal. I’ve come so far, though, I’m not about to stop.  
 
    I grip the fence and begin to scale. Over on the other side, I drop down to the ground. 
 
    So far, so good. 
 
    The entrance to the Delta Cave is tucked into the end of a short ravine. It’s easy to reach and climb into. The ceiling is low, and I stay crouched as I make my way further in. As the area darkens, I put on Mom’s helmet and turn on the spotlight. 
 
    It works. Thank the gods. I never tested it, and I realize how stupid that was.  
 
    I have to be smarter. Better. What would Mom think if she knew I hadn’t double-checked the gear? 
 
    Double-check, triple-check. Is your line tight? Check everything, Claire. 
 
    Did she? I’d always wanted to know what made her fall. Someone with her experience and knowledge…what caused Mom to lose her grip and plunge into the depths of darkness?  
 
    Her gear was left behind. When it was inspected later by the authorities and by Dad, no one was able to find any problems with the hooks, pitons, or safety lines. 
 
    So what caused it? 
 
    My secret hope is that I’ll find out now. Maybe that’s why I’m really here.  
 
    I press on. 
 
    I can only see the spot of cavern ahead of me where the direct beam of light from my helmet falls. When the cave branches off in two directions, I don’t know which way to go. I explore the right side, and there’s nothing but a twisted tunnel that goes on as far as my beam can reach. 
 
    Which if I choose wrong? 
 
    I investigate deeper and come across a floodlight mounted on a post. I flip the switch, but it doesn’t turn on.  
 
    Someone has definitely been here. The government, or could this be from Mom? 
 
    I travel further down that branch. The rocks shimmer with crystal formations. The ground is slick. My feet slip, and I lose control, falling onto my butt. I slide down a gentle slope. Running my pick along the ground, I control my descent. 
 
    On my way down, I see pitons pounded into the walls. Mom must’ve left them. That means I’m on the right track. I should be scared, but I knew about this part of the cave; I’d heard the rescue crews talking about it when we were waiting for them to find Mom…. 
 
    I come to a stop at the bottom and pop up to my feet. Before me lies an underground stream, bubbling happily, heading who-knows-where. On the far side are a number of tunnels, and I hop across the rocks to investigate them. The dust has been disturbed in each, but one shows signs of high levels of traffic.  
 
    I wonder how many people have been down here in the past. Is all this from Mom?  
 
    After another twenty minutes of following the signs of passage, I make my way down a scree-filled slope and come out into an open space. I blow out a deep breath and gaze around.  
 
    The cavern I’m in is huge, and where I’m standing is almost like a balcony overlooking a deeper cave.  
 
    I step toward the edge and cautiously peer over. I find myself staring into a giant hole with smooth edges, almost as if something had cut the rock open. Maybe lasers, but I don’t know how one would have cut down here with what looks like a natural rock ceiling still in place overhead. I bend down and feel the edge. It’s smooth. Too smooth. Nothing sharp about them. Almost as if the rock had been melted.  
 
    Is this where she fell? Is it where she got hurt? 
 
    Something deep down in the cavern seems to be emitting light, or maybe it’s a reflection coming up from the crystals. Either way, it’s just enough light to make my way down. 
 
    I unsling my bag and take the ropes and pitons in my hand. Setup will take time, but it’s important. I remind myself of everything Mom would tell me if she was here.  
 
    Take time now, so you have more time later. 
 
    A nice story. Had she forgotten her own rules in her excitement over finding this place? 
 
    I spend the next ten minutes anchoring my lines, and then slip the harness around my waist and legs. I snap the backpack’s straps across my chest. Finally, I test the hand brake I’ve clamped around the line, and begin my descent, rappelling down the shaft. 
 
    It’s deeper than I’ve ever gone. I control my movements so I don’t go too fast. I can’t see what’s beneath me at a cursory glance. My chest tightens the deeper I go. A gust of wind races past and blows my hair.  
 
    I pause my movement and lick my lips. My mouth has gone dry. I’m afraid of what I’ll meet at the bottom.  
 
    I take a deep breath and continue my journey down. 
 
    Control your emotions. Don’t rush with excitement. 
 
    In this case, it’s easier said than done. 
 
    I spot pitons as I go, the steel pounded into chinks in the rock. Just to be safe, I periodically anchor my line to them, adding additional safety to my descent. 
 
    Finally, my feet meet solid rock. With relief, I smile and unhook my safety harness from the rope, a trail snaking through the pebbles at the bottom of the shaft. I don’t think I’ll forget where to find my escape route, but I need to be safe. 
 
    My hands tremble, and my legs already feel like jelly. I’ll need to refuel before I climb back up. It’s a long way, and I could— 
 
    No. I won’t give into fear. I’ll make it out. I have to. 
 
    I walk forward. There’s a structure in front of me I can’t easily identify. It looks like a building, but it can’t be. Why would a building be down here? 
 
    But it is. It’s a lab. Or an installation. It’s dingy and gray, but its design isn’t anything like I’ve ever seen before. There are rectangular windows with round corners, and tubes appear to run into the rocks along the side. 
 
    And up. 
 
    My eyes trace what I’m seeing, and I build a mental picture. I take off my backpack to get out my camera.  
 
    I snap some polaroid photos, but they come out too dark. The building can barely be made out it in the image; it might as well be just a blur on the page. 
 
    I step forward, and the cave hums. I’m afraid to move. When I glance down, I’m standing in some sort of ring formation. The edges are glowing, and the platform I stand on begins to sink.  
 
    I jump with a start, stumbling. 
 
    Lights come on in the building. They flicker. My mouth falls open as I take cautious steps toward it. The lights turn back off when I place my hands against the window. What is this place? The glass is dusty, but appears intact, and doesn’t flex when I push.  
 
    The walls aren’t made of any material I recognize. Not brick or steel. They’re entirely seamless, and the texture is unfamiliar. I walk to the door and when I brush my hand across its surface, I make a clean patch. It’s stark white beneath the gray dust that covers it. It’s been here a long time. A really long time. 
 
    The door has no knob. There’s no keyhole.  
 
    “Hello?”  
 
    My voice echoes through the chamber, and to my surprise, the door opens a few centimeters. 
 
    It stops. I make an educated guess that this place is running on low power. There’s not enough to keep it going.  
 
    I wedge my fingers into the crack and pry the door open. I slip in, and the lights flicker again, trying to turn back on. 
 
    I’m in a lab. There are monitors against the wall, but none like I’ve ever seen. They’re so small, and there are no keyboards, no mice. There are desks and drawers but no handles. No wires. How ever this place works, it’s beyond me. 
 
    Was it aliens who built this? What if I find some ancient being who wants to suck out my eyeballs? 
 
    I place my hands down on the table in front of me to steady myself. Breathe. I struggle to do even that.  
 
    Did Mom find this place? Was that why she had become so spooked? How had she really died? 
 
    Had something in here hurt her? 
 
    I’m terrified and angry all at the same time. I rush for the door, but it’s shut now. I try to get my fingers between it and the frame, but am unable to open it. Panic mounts. What if I never get out? What if I die in here? How much oxygen can there be in a sealed room like this? 
 
    I rush around the perimeter and look for something I can use to break out. There’s a cabinet against the wall, and it’s half open. I pull the door back, and sheets of plastic fall out.  They’re like ones used on overhead projectors, but heavier. When I pick one up, it illuminates, and I can make out words that hadn’t been there a moment ago. 
 
    Most of them are long faded, and the letters are shaped differently, but I think I can make out a few words: hidden … colony … cut off … Annabelle … danger. 
 
    My brow furrows. “Annabelle?” Who the heck is that? 
 
    I roll up the plastic and stick it in my backpack. I take a few more polaroid photos and, thanks to the little bit of light, my pictures turn out okay this time. Not great, but better than the last batch. The best polaroid I take captures the monitors and the lab space. I slide it into my back pocket, then take a swig of my orange juice to quell my rising fear.  
 
    A sudden glow from one of the monitors catches my attention. I walk toward it slowly, and words appear on the screen, one letter at a time. Now that I know what I’m looking for, I think I can figure out the characters. 
 
    Rebooting system… 3 … 2 … 1. Delays. System diagnostics must be completed. Maureen, are you still here? 
 
    Maureen. That’s Mom’s name. How is that possible? 
 
    My eyes widen, and I sit in a white chair. It looks like a dentist chair, with a headrest and a place to put my feet. 
 
    I feel lightheaded.  
 
    My mom’s name just appeared on the monitor. But who typed it? Is it an automatic system? If so, how does it know my mom’s name?  
 
    Does the message have anything to do with her death? 
 
    I lay my head back and rub my forehead. I need to think, but I’m beginning to freak out.  
 
    Suddenly, a light above me turns on, and it’s so bright, I squeeze my eyes shut.  
 
    This isn’t helping my panic at all. 
 
    Something beneath the chair vibrates. I struggle to sit up, and something sharp pierces my skin, right at the base of my skull. I gasp, and pain floods through my neck, and my brain feels like it’s been iced. 
 
    Crap! What if it really is aliens? 
 
    “Help!”  
 
    I scream out even though I know I’m completely alone. There’s no help to come.  
 
    Bitter regret fills my mouth, and I whisper, “Blake,” right before I slip into unconsciousness. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    I awake with the taste of vomit in my mouth and the stiffest neck imaginable. I’d like to believe I imagined what happened when I sat down in that chair, but my inability to sit up makes that impossible. 
 
    Groaning, I roll off the chair, meaning to land on my feet, but instead I crash down to my knees. I cringe from the pain and push myself up off the ground.  
 
    The little light there is in the lab is too bright. My brain feels like I’ve had too much to drink. I only did that once, and I promised I’d never do it again.  
 
    Quickly, I throw a glance at my watch. Oh no. I’ve lost time. Hours. It won’t be long before Blake arrives to pick me up, and if I’m not outside, he’ll panic.  
 
    Staggering forward, I grab the back of low-backed chair, and then a desk. I snag my backpack off the floor. My mission now consists of getting the hell out of here. Before I meet whoever runs this place. 
 
    My heart begins to race. I put one foot in front of the other, my legs feeling stronger with each step. 
 
    The exit doors open, sliding into the building’s structure. I rush through them.  
 
    I’m halfway to the shaft when my vision goes dark.  
 
    Pain blossoms in my head. I groan, grab my temples, and stagger forward, falling to my knees. The rocks dig into my suit, but it protects me and I’m okay. It seems whatever happened to me in that chair is going to take some time to shake off. I’m terrified I’ve been infected or studied. 
 
    What if something is wrong with me? Really wrong with me? 
 
    I crawl forward and blink my eyes. I barely see my surroundings, but flashes of light and images I’ve never seen before appear before my eyes. They make no sense. 
 
    A crew of people in uniforms? Ships rising into space…without rockets. 
 
    Mom running. A look of terror on her face.  
 
    What was she running from? I want to help her. I need to help her. 
 
    I need to get out of here. 
 
    I reach the rope I’d come down on and grab it. My hands shake so hard I can barely attach my safety harness. More blinding pain fills my head. I groan and grip the rope, taking up the slack so I can climb my way out.  
 
    I need to get out of here. I can’t handle this. 
 
    Was it two hundred meters up? More than that? Why didn’t I remember how much rope I’d used? 
 
    I can’t do this.  
 
    I feel a swell of tears and can’t breathe. I’m panicking and I don’t know how to stop it. But I climb. I climb faster than I should. My shoulders and arms begin to fatigue. The throbbing in my head makes it impossible to think about anything but the pain. 
 
    The fear though, that’s real, and it’s chasing me up the rope.  
 
    I found something I shouldn’t have. What if they knew? The people or aliens responsible for it, what if they knew I was here? What if they killed me to cover up what it was? 
 
    Is that really what happened to Mom? They killed her and then rolled her body into a pit so we’d never find her? 
 
     I must be halfway to the top. My shoulders shake, and my arms burn. My thigh muscles give out. My boots dig into the rock as I scale up. I lose my footing, and I shriek, sliding down fast. My safety harness unhooks from the hand brake. 
 
    I curse myself for rushing and not double-checking that everything was in working order. Gripping the rope tight, I catch myself and try to hook my safety harness back to the line. With one hand, it’s hard. My legs dangle over the abyss.  
 
    Dammit.  
 
    “Come on!” I scream, feeling the terror catching up to me.  
 
    It’ll grip me soon if I’m not careful. Then all hope will be lost along with me. 
 
    I take a deep breath, fighting off a panic attack. I can’t breathe.  I close my eyes and feel the hook just about to slide in.  
 
    That’s it. I can do this. 
 
    “Claire?” 
 
    My chin wobbles, and tears fill my eyes. It’s a voice I never thought I’d hear again.  
 
    “Mom?” 
 
    My hands slip from the rope, and I fall.

 
 
   
 
  




 
 
    ENDURANCE 
 
    COMMON ERA: July 12, 1983 
 
    LOCATION: Cave System Delta, Top Secret, UFSP 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, NY 
 
      
 
      
 
    My hands catch the edge of a small ledge I remember seeing on the way down. The ledge is my lifeline, and my fingers dig in. Skin scrapes off my knuckles as I struggle to pull myself up. One bent knee makes it over, and then the other. 
 
    Too close. That was too close. But that voice, where had it come from? Did I imagine it?  
 
    I sit on the ledge, my legs dangling off. I take a moment to rest and eat part of a granola bar. I chug some juice for the jolt of sugar I’m going to need to get to the top. I don’t know how I’ll do it, but I can’t think of that yet. 
 
    Brave. Strong. I’m both of those things. I can do it. I need to be positive, even in the face of adversity. I got myself into this, so now I need to get myself out. Once I’m out of the cave, there will be plenty of time to wonder why I heard Mom’s voice.  
 
    Maybe it’s because I’m in the cave. I’m thinking of her too much. It isn’t like I believe in ghosts. 
 
    With my backpack on, I reach for the rope, stretching my fingers. I manage to grab it. This time, I make sure the hand brake actually locks into place. It does.  
 
    I need to calm my mind, think about my options, and move slow. 
 
    Do what I know I need to do. 
 
    I pull the rope onto the ledge with me, anchor my hook into the rock face, and resume my ascent. I use momentum, pushing off the rock to climb, and move my hook from piston to piston. I reinsert it as I go, pushing myself up further. I climb higher. The spotlight I wear illuminates the areas above me, and I can see the beginning of the cavern I came from. 
 
    I’m so close, I can almost taste freedom. 
 
    I’ve wound the rope around one arm, and I pull myself up, using hooks and clasps to secure myself before scaling higher. I’m almost to the top, about two arms’ length distance away. I almost want to shout or cry with relief, but I keep my focus. 
 
    I keep going. 
 
    My inner eye fills with a splash of rainbow color, but I write it off as being from exhaustion and excitement. Though deep inside, I feel worry and fear. I push it away as my hands finally grip the cavern’s ledge, and I pull myself up.  
 
    Breathing heavy, I lay on my back and gaze up at the cavern wall. I can’t see much, other than a glow from my headlamp, and exhaustion begins to take me. My blinks grow longer. I think I’m on the verge of falling asleep, but maybe a quick nap is what I need. My legs quiver even though I’m not using them. I’m nothing more than a big bowl of jelly. 
 
    Not safe…move…. 
 
    My eyes snap open, and dread rolls over me.  
 
    Mom’s voice is back.  
 
    I don’t understand why I’m suddenly hearing it. I don’t know what’s wrong with me, and I’m terrified to find out. Exhaustion can make you hallucinate, so maybe that’s all it is.  
 
    I want to get out of here. 
 
    After rolling up to my knees, I collect my rope, hook, and gear. I stow everything away as neatly as I can. I snap my backpack straps around my waist, and then pivot to the side so I can stand. 
 
    I feel wind on my face and turn my head to a section part of the ledge around the cavern I just climbed out of. There’s a small walkway and a tunnel I don’t recall seeing before. I should turn away and head back toward the entrance, but curiosity gets the better of me. 
 
    I move forward, my fingers gliding against the rock wall. When I hear a growl, I stop dead in my tracks. My pulse quickens, and I blow out a slow breath. My fingers tremble as I turn my spotlight off. Yellow eyes peer at me from the dark. Something has made this cave its home, and now I might be lunch. 
 
    It warns me off, and I scoot backward in a squat position. Slowly, I pull the long knife from my hip and ready myself. I listen and feel a rush of air. 
 
    Immediately, I turn on my spotlight to catch the giant cat’s mouth widening, and I see long, sharp teeth. He’s already in mid-jump with outstretched paws. I ready my spear and fire, the hard steel shooting into his soft underbelly. He shrieks with pain as he lands on me. 
 
    I shove him off and struggle to my feet. The freakin’ thing. Like I want to go around killing things.  
 
    I drop the spear by his side and take in the sight of him. He has a long mane, with tendrils around his pointed ears. The biggest viynx I’ve ever seen. Extinct in this area, or at least that’s what people have said. 
 
    I shine my light into the cavern he came from, and make out what looks like an old, rickety table. I step inside and see just that plus a chair. The table has blue and black ink marks on the surface. 
 
    Who used it? Who else has been here? 
 
    I search the cavern and find nothing that helps me, but I know someone’s been here. Maybe recently. Was it the government? Did they know about the installation at the bottom of the cave, or was something the sign was intended to hide? 
 
    My watch beeps. It’s getting close to pick-up time.  
 
    I hurry along through the cave. My speed makes the twists and turns problematic. I slam into some rocks, but I keep going. My breath labors, and my heartbeat echoes in my ears. 
 
    I just want to get out of here. 
 
    Just when I think I’ll never climb out, light greets me, and in the matter of ten minutes, I’m climbing out of the cavern, back in the mountains.  
 
    The air is dry and warmer than it was when I went in. I pull myself out between the rock ridges, preparing to climb back over the chainlink fence. 
 
    But as it comes into sight, I stop dead in my tracks.  
 
    Just beyond the fence are ATVs with red lights. The side of the vehicles say UF Security Force.  
 
    Three men in official uniforms wear matching wide-brim hats, aviator sunglasses, and no-nonsense mustaches. Each of them is pointing a weapon straight at me. Two rifles and one handgun.  
 
    I’m in deep shit now.  
 
    My stomach quakes as I raise my hands and wonder how likely I am to get out of this without my father being notified. 
 
    One of the officers steps forward and rips his sunglasses off. “Claire Johnson, we’ve been looking for you.” 
 
    My mouth falls open and I squeak, “Any…particular reason?” 
 
    He unlocks the gate and steps through. “Pretty sure you know why. You can lower your hands now, we’re not going to kill you.” He takes me by the arm. “Your father, on the other hand….” 
 
    It’s hard to swallow.  
 
    Of all the things I wish he wouldn’t say, that is at the top of the list.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    QUESTIONS 
 
    COMMON ERA: July 12, 1983 
 
    LOCATION: Cave System Delta, Top Secret, UFSP 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, NY 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m brought to their facility, and they question me. Their faces are as expressionless as stone, and I can’t tell what they’re thinking. If my father has arrived, they don’t let him see me.  
 
    “Tell us again what happened,” Nick asks.  
 
    They want me to use their first names to make me feel more comfortable. More like so they can pull one over on me.  I wasn’t born yesterday. I watch movies. 
 
    I sigh and can’t keep my hand from rubbing the base of my skull. It throbs with pain, and suddenly I feel it. A pimple or swelling from a needle. Maybe a scratch from the cave. 
 
    My mind races with all the horrible things that could be wrong with me. My mouth goes dry. 
 
    “Ms. Johnson? If you could please….” 
 
    I need to play along and pretend I’m not freaking out. 
 
    “I’ve told you a dozen times. Why do I have to keep repeating myself?” 
 
    “We need to see if your story will hold up. That’s all.” 
 
     I rub my face with my hands, nearly overcome with fatigue. “Where’s my father?”  
 
    I never thought I would look forward to my dad reaming me out, but anything is better than dealing with these guys. 
 
    “He’ll be here soon. If you’ll just repeat the story one more time.” 
 
    So, he was out there and they were stalling? I can’t fathom these guys gall as they break my constitutional rights.  
 
    “You know I’m a minor, right?” 
 
    “A minor who broke into a top-secret military installation.” 
 
    Their faces are unmoving, and I have no choice but to speak.  
 
    I cross my legs, and one of them bounces up and down with irritation. I repeat my story. 
 
     “I went cave-diving because the place means something to me, all right? I found a hidden installation at the bottom. It lit up when I walked closer. Things started to happen when I was inside.” 
 
    “Things?” Nick leans forward. “What kind of things?” 
 
    I stammer. “I mean…the equipment turned on. I heard a voice. An old data clip played. It spooked me.”  
 
    I can’t tell them whose voice I heard. If Mom is haunting the place, I barely believe it myself. I can’t expect anyone else to.  
 
    With great relief, I realize I haven’t heard her since leaving the cave. Thank the gods for small favors. 
 
    “So, you took some photos and left. That’s when you encountered the viynx cat.” 
 
    “Yes.” I keep my voice level and patient, but inside, nerves tense and my mind spins.  
 
    “Viynx cats don’t grow to the size you described.” 
 
    I shrug. “That’s what I saw. You go find its body, and you tell me.” 
 
    When a knock comes at the door, Nick looks glad for the distraction. One of the other men who picked me up enters with my backpack. He hands it over to me. 
 
    I rummage through excitedly as I look for my things. Something is missing. I glance up in a panic. “Where’s my camera? Where are my photos?” 
 
    The two agents glance at one another. Nick leans forward.  
 
    “Here’s the thing, Ms. Johnson. You snuck onto private property and took pictures of something you had no right to see.” 
 
    “So you’re confiscating my things?” My mouth falls open. “This is a violation.” 
 
    “This is your second chance, and the only one you get. You speak of this or the facility with anyone, and I mean anyone—even your own father—and you’ll go away for a really long time.” 
 
    They’d put me away for this? What secret are they so desperate to protect? I can’t fathom spending even a night in jail. 
 
    “But in the facility, inside the lab…. Things happened. You can’t just tell me not to talk about it.” 
 
    “Claire, please,” Nick sighs. It’s clear I’ve worn through all his patience for the day—or maybe even the week. “The facility has been dormant since we found it. No one has been able to get the power to work. No one has been able to get the doors open. If you’re looking for a plea for attention, I’d pick a new one.” 
 
    Nick is lying. He has to be. I was in there and I took a photo. They have to have seen it. 
 
    But wait. I didn’t put that photo in my bag. I put it in the back pocket of my suit.  
 
    If I tell them, if they see the photo, it’ll be gone for good. I’ll have no proof about what I saw. So I freeze and don’t say a thing.  
 
    I nod and fold my arms around myself. I’m cold, and it feels like a draft is ripping through the place. “I promise not to tell anyone.” 
 
    “Not even your father,” Nick reminds me.  
 
    There’s a tone in his voice I don’t like. He’s threatening me, and I’m afraid of what might happen if I disobey him. These guys might work for the same department my dad does, but they’re nothing alike. 
 
    “I won’t tell him a thing. With the big launch coming up, I don’t need to worry him with my adolescent, attention-seeking behavior.” I force a smile. 
 
    If Nick doesn’t buy it, he doesn’t say so. He looks like someone stuck a lemon on a piece of tuna and shoved it into his mouth. “Then you’re free to go. When you see your friends again, you’re going to say you snuck onto private property and had to answer a few questions, that’s all. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Crystal.” It’s hard to keep the disdain out of my voice. 
 
    I rise up from my chair and pull my backpack onto my shoulder. They escort me down a guarded hall and through two sets of locked doors. In what must be the main lobby of the place, Dad sits and waits. 
 
    His photo badge is clipped to his shirt, and when he sees me, he rises to his feet.  
 
    “Claire!” 
 
    “Dad—” I start to apologize, but he crushes me into a bear hug. My face smashes into his chest, and I can barely breathe.  
 
    I pull down my hoodie and make sure my butt stays covered. The last thing I want good old Nick to see is the outline of the photograph in my pocket. 
 
    “We can talk about it at home. I’m just glad you’re all right. When I heard you didn’t show up at school, I panicked. Don’t you ever do that to me again, young lady.” Dad’s words are stern, but his voice doesn’t match. His eyes glaze over, and I see the terror I put him through. 
 
    I nod. “I didn’t mean to.” 
 
    “Let’s get to the car and go home. We’ll talk there.”  
 
    A promise or a threat, either way I need to face the music. I deserve whatever I get, but the photo feels like it’s burning a hole in my back pocket. It’s weighing me down, and I need to figure out why. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    I’m quiet in the car, but Dad talks a mile a minute about how he got the call at work and had to rush over and get me. Then he switches to talking about the weather. 
 
    The weather? 
 
     It’s like he’s forgotten that I was arrested. Of course, he doesn’t know the UFSP practically threatened me with a military tribunal.  
 
    I want to go to my room and be alone, check my answering machine, but Dad insists we make dinner so we can talk.  
 
    He’s calmer than he should be. Either he’s been drinking, or something else is going on. I can’t say which I think it is—or which I hope for. 
 
    Roast chicken, funny-shaped mac and cheese, and fruit rounds out the meal. We sit in our kitchen and eat, sunlight streaming in through the blinds. It casts bars of light across the wall. I sip my powder mix lemonade. Pink. A natural color for lemonade.  
 
    “So,” Dad digs his fork into his mac and cheese like it’s the site of an archeological excavation. Searching and combing as he pushes the pasta side to side. “We need to talk about what you did, why you did it, and why it was dangerous.” 
 
    “I know why it was dangerous. And you’re right. It was stupid. If I got hurt, no one was around to find me.” I could be dead just like Mom.  
 
    Dad doesn’t react, but at least he’s not angry. “You went there because of your mom.” 
 
    “Sort of. I mean, yeah. I did.” Of course I did.  
 
    I lose my appetite and put my fork down against my plate. The clink invades our private moment. 
 
    “I know you miss her, Claire. I know why you wanted to be there. But you don’t jump a government fence and…” Dad struggles with a breath. “Did you find what it was you were looking for?” 
 
    I shake my head.  
 
    I’m not supposed to tell him about the installation, the lab, or anything else I saw. It’s hard to talk when you can’t be honest about anything.  
 
    Dad wipes his mouth with his napkin, and there’s clear relief in his eyes. “What was it you thought you’d find?” 
 
    “A clear spot where she broke her leg? An indent where she fell? I don’t know. You’re right. It was stupid. It won’t happen again.” 
 
    His eyes brighten with my admission and apology. “You’re far from stupid. You’re impulsive, there’s a big difference. Let’s just make sure you’re being spontaneous about kid stuff—not life-and-death stuff. Okay?” 
 
    He starts clearing our dishes, and the conversation is over.  
 
    I’m relieved it ended so well. Who knew trespassing on government property would earn me less punishment than spilling a milkshake on the front seat of the car? 
 
    I turn in my seat and grip the top spindle of my chair. Dad is spinning the dial on the dishwasher. Just round and round. He’s never been this calm about anything before. So, why is he so calm now? 
 
    Maybe he was scared that I would die too. Maybe he thought I was in mortal danger. Or maybe he’s still scared…of something else. 
 
    I stand. “Is everything going okay at work? The space program is preparing for a launch to the moon, right?” 
 
    “Things are going as well as planned. The first probe landed successfully. You know that. Now it’s just a matter of getting that team together for the manned mission. Lots to do, kiddo.” He messes with my hair as he walks by. 
 
    My beeper goes off, and I take it off my belt to check the number. No surprise, it’s Blake.  
 
    Boy, do I have a lot of explaining to do.  
 
    I move to walk to my room, but Dad stops me. 
 
    “Who took you to the cave? I know you didn’t walk there.” 
 
    I hesitate mid-stride. “I…” 
 
    “Blake, huh?” Dad shakes his head. “I thought the both of you would be smarter than that. I’d forbid you from seeing him, if I thought it’d matter.” 
 
    I’m nearly eighteen. He’s right to think I wouldn’t listen, but I’d try to be respectful about it.  
 
    “It won’t happen again.” 
 
    “It can’t happen again. So help all of us, Claire.” Dad takes my face in his hands and kisses my forehead. “Be good. Be safe. Don’t be like your mom. Let this thing go.”  
 
    He hands me the sponge so I can wipe down the table, but his words echo in my head.  
 
    Don’t be like your mom. Let this thing go. 
 
    Was this what Mom did? How many times had she visited that cave? 
 
    And what was it about the last time that made it the final time?


 
   
 
  



 
 
    SNOOPING 
 
    COMMON ERA: July 12, 1983 
 
    LOCATION: 133 Jupiter Ave 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, NY 
 
      
 
      
 
    I grab the cordless phone, then go into my room and close the door. My bed is unmade, there’s a stack of books on the chair at my desk, clothes sit on a pile on my nightstand, and punk band posters cover my walls. In other words, it’s just the way I left it, and pretty teen-standard. 
 
    Flopping onto my bed, I extend the phone’s antenna and call Blake.  
 
    “Thank the gods you’re all right. Do you have any idea how terrified I was?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for it to go sideways. The UFSP showed up right as I exited the cave.” 
 
    “I saw the vehicles before I drove up. I was freaking out, to put it mildly. I made a U-turn and got the hell out of there. Maybe I shouldn’t have left, but I didn’t know what else to do.” 
 
    “It’s all right. You did the right thing. The last thing I want is for you to get into trouble. Did anyone see you?” 
 
    “If they did, no one has come knocking on my door.” 
 
    I breathe a sigh of relief. “Do Sophie and Madge know I was picked up?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Blake hesitates. “I told them. It’s not like I meant to, it just came out. They could tell I was seriously spooked.” 
 
    I can’t blame him.  
 
    “So, what was the cave like?” he continues. “Did you see anything that made it worth your while?” 
 
    I pull the polaroid from my pocket and stare at the image. “No,” I reply listlessly. “It was a hard dive, but there was nothing that made sense. Nothing about why…. Just, no.”  
 
    I hate lying, but if I tell the truth and the UFSP finds out.... Well, jail isn’t really on my radar for things to do in my last year of high school. 
 
    “I’m sorry, babe.  I wish this was easier for you. So, school tomorrow?” 
 
    “First thing in the morning.” 
 
    “I’ll see you then. Can’t wait. Hey, how’d your dad take everything?” 
 
    “Better than I thought.”  
 
    And that’s what worries me.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    I hide the photo deep inside the torn lining of my backpack’s main pocket. If anything is proof I didn’t have a psychological break in the cave, it’s that photo. Maybe I only think I heard my mom’s voice, but I didn’t imagine the rest, regardless of what the UFSP wants me to believe. 
 
    The television plays the nightly game show.  I stand in the hall, peering around the corner of the wall, weighing my options.  
 
    “Come watch if you want,” Dad calls with a tilt of his head. 
 
    Clearly, I need to work on my stealth ability.  
 
    “Dad, about something you said after dinner…” I step inside and move closer to the cabinet TV so I can see his face. 
 
    “The thing about you being careful?” 
 
    “No,” I shake my head. “The thing about Mom going into the cave. You made it sound…How many times did she go into that cave? Did she find something?” 
 
    Dad takes a deep breath, but keeps his eyes on the television screen. I can tell from how he folds his hands that he’s thinking of what to say. It’s as much of an answer as anything. 
 
    “Only once. Now let it go. Forget it. Whatever happened to you down there, you forget it.” He glances at me for a moment, and I can’t tell if he’s afraid of what I saw, or if he just doesn’t want to talk about Mom. 
 
    I decide to let him off the hook. “I’m going to study and then go to bed. I had a long day. I just want to forget it.”  
 
    He relaxes into his chair, and I can tell that what I say relieves him.  
 
    Is he hiding secrets, or is he just being a dad? 
 
    “Okay, honey. Make sure your alarm is set for school.” 
 
    “I will. Big day tomorrow. We have a field trip out to the space center, and we’re going to hear about the flight launch coming up.” 
 
    Dad nods. “Did you decide to drop trying out for the space program? I know you think it’s what your mom would want, but I’m not sure it is.” 
 
    I press my lips together. “Mom thought we were colonized from somewhere else. She believed it. She was passionate about it. How could she not want me in the space program?” 
 
    It was Dad who thought nothing was among the stars. He thought we were native to Earth, but not all the facts lined up with that. I remember he and Mom arguing about it when I was younger.  
 
    What irony, he works for the space program now. He wants to prove his point, just as Mom wanted to prove hers. 
 
    “Going into space is going to be dangerous. No one has done more than a quick orbit for testing.  We don’t know if the launch will go off right. We’re still…we have a ways to go yet.” 
 
    He suddenly looked so defeated, like everything in the world was bearing down on him. “The probe you sent to the moon went great, Dad. I know you’re working hard. Don’t doubt yourself or your team. You can do this.”  
 
    Truth is, I need him to, for Mom and for me, plus everyone else on the planet who wants to know the truth about who we are and where we come from.  
 
    “Thanks, Claire.” He gives me a half smile like he’s tired, or maybe he’s more upset with me than I realize. 
 
    “Goodnight.” I pause on my way out of the room. “Dad, do you really think we’re alone, the only inhabited planet?” 
 
    “Or what? There are other planets filled with little green men?” Dad chuckles. 
 
    There’s no reason to mock me.  
 
    “It was just a question. Mom—” 
 
    “Was an idealist like you. I know you’re fascinated with what she was fascinated with. You love the stars, and that’s good. That’s science. But all the rest…Claire, it’s fantasy. And we’re on our way to proving that. Then we can focus on hard science and not pipe dreams.” 
 
    The excitement in his voice discourages me. If only we could be on the same page. If Dad could be an ally, things might be different, but for now, we’re as far apart as family can be. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    I wait for him to go to bed before sneaking out of my room. It’s after 1:00. The house is finally quiet, and it’s dark except for passing headlights outside. I avoid the squeaky floorboards throughout the house, and navigate to my dad’s study. 
 
    Quietly, I latch the door shut and flick the light on. This was once Mom’s study too, and it’s possible that in her remaining things, I’ll find something that will help me piece together what it is I’m looking for. 
 
    If only I knew what I was looking for.  
 
    Well, I do have some idea. I want proof that Mom went to the cave more than once, and that she found the same lab I did. Maybe that she even got inside. The voice on the recording made it sound like she had. As though they had been working together, whoever they were.  
 
    What happened to the people down there? Where had they gone?  
 
    My mind spins with conspiracy theories and coverups. Mom had an accident, but what about all the rest of it? 
 
    At the bookcase, I squat and open the cabinet on the bottom where Dad keeps a few of Mom’s things. There’s a stack of casserole cookbooks Dad could really use. Beneath it is a small zipper pouch with a peacock on it, and a hardbound blue notebook.  
 
    It sparks a memory I can’t exactly place.  
 
    Mom is writing at the kitchen table, her hair pinned back on the sides, like it always was after a long day. When she sees me, she closes the book. 
 
    “Hi, hon!” 
 
    “Hi, Mom!” My voice is high and squeaky as I run to her. 
 
     I pull out the journal and then the small zipper pouch. Holding them close to me, I close the cabinet door and sit at my father’s desk. I hunker down, flipping through the pages. 
 
    It’s a written account of the last five years of her life. Things she hoped for and dreamed of. So alive and so vibrant, Mom’s passion comes off the page. Her words are about our family, about me, the things she wished for me.  
 
    I can’t help the tears that flow from my eyes. It’s like having a part of her back, and it opens the gaping hole in my chest that she left behind. 
 
    It’s good to feel, it’s good to be sad, Mom always used to say so. It reminds you to treasure the things you have. 
 
    I wish she was here to say that now. 
 
    The next few pages of the journal, Mom’s more cryptic. The writing turns sloppy, like she was in a hurry. 
 
    The cave is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. I love it down there….I found something, and I don’t know how to put into words what it means to me and for the history of our planet…Annabelle and I think we can get it back online, but I’m going to need to spend more time there. I wish I could help her. 
 
    Annabelle? That’s what the information on the plastic sheet down in the installation had said. Mom must’ve gotten inside. She saw the same things I did. 
 
    I flip the page, and my heart leaps into my throat. 
 
    Someone else has been there. I think they saw me. I think they want to stop me. 
 
    My lip quivers. “Mom?” I whisper.  
 
    She couldn’t have been in danger, could she? She died in an accident. I cling to that fact. I can’t believe anything else. 
 
    My life might be at risk, but I need to go one more time to test my theory. The energy it’s pulling…It’s making the viynx and other creatures more aggressive. Good thing I had my crossbow with me yesterday. I nearly lost my footing and fell. 
 
    Mom’s crossbow. How could I forget she had such a thing? But where could it be now? I hadn’t seen it with any of her belongings since she died.  
 
    That’s the last entry in the journal, and it leaves me with more questions than answers. So many questions. I swivel in the chair, and the CRT monitor catches my attention. There’s a blinking green cursor on the screen. 
 
    Nervous, I pinch my bottom lip between my teeth and check the status of the door. Still closed. Then I wiggle the mouse to wake up the screen. I don’t know what I’m searching for, but if Dad knows more than he’s saying, there might be a trail on his computer. 
 
    I open a command prompt and run a query for a list of sub-directories. The one named ‘Maureen’ catches my attention. When I try to access it, it a password prompt flashes onto the screen.  
 
    My mind searches for what he might use. My first attempt, ‘Claire’, is a big bust. 
 
    Suddenly, a noise outside the door startles me.  
 
    I close the password window and stuff Mom’s journal and pouch behind my back just as the door swings open. Dad’s in his pajamas, and he stares at me bleary-eyed.  
 
    “What are you doing? It’s after one in the morning.” 
 
    “I couldn’t sleep. I just came in here to think.” 
 
    “At my desk?” Dad shuffles around, glancing at the mannequin in the glass case. It’s back to wearing Mom’s gear as it has for so long. He walks over to the bookcase, and I make sure to swivel the chair to follow his movements. 
 
    “Everything’s in order, I promise. I just like being in here sometimes.” 
 
    Dad sighs and ruffles my hair. “Few more minutes, and then you need to go to bed. You have school tomorrow, and I don’t want you too tired.” 
 
    “Just another minute. Goodnight.” 
 
    He gives me one more look and pushes the door wide open when he leaves. If he trusts me, he’s doing a poor job of showing it.  
 
    Of course, I did steal Mom’s cave-diving gear and jump a government fence, so there’s good reason to mistrust me. I did it to myself. 
 
    I reach behind me and grab the journal and pouch. As I stand up, a shot of pain rips through my head. My vision spins and goes dark.  
 
    For a moment, I’m back in the cave. Everything is rushing past. There’s a scream, and I fall. My hand reaches out to brace myself on the rock. 
 
    Except, it’s not my hand. It’s Mom’s. I recognize her ring. 
 
    Was that her scream? What just happened, what did I see? 
 
    My vision clears, and I’m back in my dad’s study. I move to put Mom’s things back in the cabinet. I already feel guilty for reading her journal.  
 
    Keep them…Claire…help…the cave. 
 
    My hand freezes on the cabinet door as Mom’s voice floods my mind. I thought I had imagined it, or maybe it was the stress of being in the cave. Fear bubbles to the surface of my mind.  
 
    “Mom?” I whisper. 
 
    There’s no answer, and I fear it’s gone again.  
 
    I don’t know if I’m losing my mind, or if Mom is trying to contact me from beyond the grave, but I do know one thing: I’m not putting Mom’s journal or bag back in the cabinet. They’ll stay with me, along with my mysterious photograph.  
 
    Whatever is happening, I’m going to get to the bottom of it.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    SCHOOL DAYS 
 
    COMMON ERA: July 13, 1983 
 
    LOCATION: Jupiter Junction High 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, NY 
 
      
 
      
 
    A headache twinges at the base of my neck through the morning. Though I suppose I did it to myself, staying up so late. Plus, hearing voices of the dead will do that, I suspect. It’s not like I can ask anyone. 
 
    At school, I wear my backpack more than normal, keeping my photo and Mom’s journal under wraps. No one’s going to search my bag, but I fear something will happen to it. It might be irrational, but I can’t shake the feeling. 
 
    Before I go to homeroom, I hit my locker to grab a notebook. As I’m spinning the combination lock, I’m slammed in the back with a bear hug.  
 
    “I’m so glad you’re okay!” Madge’s high-pitched and enthusiastic voice rings out. 
 
    I smile at her. She’s wearing a high side ponytail, blue eyeshadow, and pink triangle earrings. Madge will always be more fashionable than I am. Other than my neon bangle bracelets, I’m almost always in all black. Down to my mini skirt and leggings. My red and white high-tops are the most cheerful thing I own. 
 
    “I’m fine. I just made some pretty stupid choices.” 
 
    “Well, at least you can admit it! That is major progress.” 
 
    I see Sophie weaving through the crowd of people, and smile as she joins us. She’s holding her unicorn organizer close to her chest and sporting her favorite pair of blue glasses—giant circles that cover up most of her face. She gives me a small smile.  
 
    “I’m glad to hear you’re all right. Or, well, I was glad to hear. Now I’m glad to see you’re all right.” Her cheeks flush, and I reach out and pat her on the shoulder. 
 
    Sophie means well and tries so hard. 
 
    I pull my locker open and use the mirror to apply lip gloss. “What time are the buses picking us up?” 
 
    “Like ten minutes ago?” Sophie muses with a tilt of her head. “We’re headed there now.” 
 
    I slam my locker shut and spin toward them. “Seriously?”  
 
    I lead the way toward the front door. I don’t want our ride to leave without us. 
 
    The buses are still there, and we’re directed to the one in the middle.  
 
    “You’ll have to tell us what the cave was like,” Madge says. 
 
    As we climb the steps onto the bus, I nod. “Sure. It was cold and dark with lots of rocks. Not sure what else there is to tell.” 
 
    It was plenty scary, too. So much scary. 
 
    “Too bad you weren’t able to do any sort of geological survey while you were down there,” Sophie says. “That would have been a rad data source.” 
 
    “Not everyone carries test tubes and beakers with them, Soph,” Madge chides. 
 
    I listen to their exchange as I stand in the aisle and scan the faces of the passengers until I find Blake. He relaxes in his seat and gives me a casual wave.  
 
    As if. I know he’s waiting not just for me, but for all of us. 
 
    “I see Blake. Let’s go.” 
 
    We hurry toward the rear of the bus, and I slide in beside Blake while Sophie and Madge take the booth in front of us. Immediately, they turn around, balance on their knees, and peer at us.  
 
    “So,” Madge says, leaning on her elbows. “We need to hear all the details.” 
 
    “About the cave? Or about how I pretty much got arrested?” 
 
    “Apprehended,” Blake corrects. “There’s a difference.” 
 
    “The cave was no big deal,” I say nonchalantly. “Getting arrested—I mean apprehended—was exciting in all the wrong ways. No charges, but my dad isn’t going to let me out of his sight for a while.” 
 
    “You’re out of his sight now,” Madge points out. 
 
    “True, but I’m at school. He was acting like my warden last night.” 
 
    “You’ll have to lay low for a while,” Sophie suggests. “Until your pops trusts you again.” 
 
    “Or lets you off the hook. You know how long parents take to trust you again,” Madge rolls her eyes. 
 
    “But you’re okay?” Sophie meets my eyes, and there’s deep compassion in hers. 
 
    “Of course! It’s not like they strip-searched me or anything.” 
 
    Madge’s nose scrunches up. “Ew.” 
 
    “The full-body search was surprisingly gentle,” Sophie giggles as she says it. She covers her mouth, and her cheeks flush bright red. 
 
    “That was almost a dirty joke.” Blake gives her a high-five. “Good job, Sophs!” 
 
    For the rest of the ride, there’s idle chatter. I’m glad not to be the subject anymore.  
 
    In fifteen minutes, we arrive at the UF Space Center. I peer out the window as we stop at the gate. Our science teacher, Ms. Reynolds, talks with the security guard. In a moment, we’re waved through. 
 
    The bus inches along toward the six-story building. Off in the distance, there’s a large storage hangar, and what appears to be a runway beyond that.  
 
    “I wonder where the launch pad is,” I muse. 
 
    “Hopefully well hidden,” Madge says. “If you had your way, you’d sneak onto the shuttle and blast off into the stratosphere!” 
 
    “I’m not that crazy.”  
 
    No one says anything.  
 
    “Oh, c’mon, guys. No one would sneak aboard a shuttle. What if there’s no extra air? What if there’s no spacesuit for me?” 
 
    “We just know how serious you are about the space program, that’s all.” Blake places his arm around my shoulders. 
 
    Everyone nods, but I’m not particularly comforted. Maybe I have been a little singular in my thinking, but it could be there’s a reason for my behavior. Perhaps I wanted to join the space program so I’d have a reason to sneak into that cave. 
 
    So that I can get in contact with my mom’s restless spirit. So I can solve whatever happened to her. 
 
    I try to put it out of my mind as the bus parks. Patiently, we wait to exit single-file into the parking lot. We meet in front of the space center’s front glass doors. They stretch up high to the dome-like roof. A woman in a white uniform and a matching hat greets us. 
 
    She’s a guide, not a scientist—at least, not like any Dad has introduced me to. She gives us a big wave and speaks in a loud and cheerful voice while maintaining eye contact. “Good morning, students!” She has a bright red manicure and clearly isn’t someone who works with their hands for a living. 
 
    My mood deflates. I was hoping to meet someone important to the program.  
 
    As everyone begins to move inside, I fall in line. Blake holds the door open for me. 
 
    I slink past him.  
 
    In the entryway, a giant, spinning globe hangs above an opening in the floor that goes down three levels. A small shuttle orbits around the planet, and I’m taken aback by how touristy this place is.  
 
    If we were getting ready to leave our own orbit for the first time and land a mission on the moon, shouldn’t there be real information available? 
 
    I express my frustrations, and Blake shrugs.  
 
    “Maybe there’s more info further in. This is just the lobby, after all. You can’t give all the good information away for free.” 
 
    He has a point. 
 
    We are taken through the turnstiles and then room after room that are structured like a museum. There are presentations and displays that explain the risks of space travel and propulsion systems. There are a few videos about the probes and satellites we have previously launched. 
 
    I sigh in annoyance. I know all this already. Where is the real, cutting-edge information? 
 
    Interactive displays with buttons light up the stars and talk about how long it’ll take to get to the moon, and discuss the recent rumor about the weather satellite that has been knocked out of orbit. 
 
    I hear groans of disbelief. The government might think we’re fooled, but we know the real score. 
 
    Someone brings up the pseudo-terrorist organization.  
 
    “Are we, like, worried they’ll try to stop the launches? Attack the president?” 
 
    The guide shakes her head. “The Basics have more bark than bite. In the two years since Italia’s rise to power in the organization, there have been no major attacks. It’s mostly political theater. It’s designed to get people voting, nothing more.” 
 
    I hope that’s really true. I don’t want anything to stand in the way of the space program, especially politics. 
 
    “So then,” our guide clasps her hands together. “Who here plans on joining the endurance test to try to get into our space training program?” 
 
    My hand shoots up before even I realize it. I’m not alone, Agatha and Chris join in. I didn’t expect to have such stiff competition.   
 
    “Wonderful! You three come with me. We have a quick video for you to watch.”  
 
    I wave to my friends and follow Chris, the jock, and Agatha, the brainy one, into a small, dark room. Black felt covers the walls, and we sit on black benches in front of a projector screen. 
 
    The guide slides a BETA tape into the VCR and spins the dial. “It’s only a few minutes long. It’ll just give you an idea of what you’ll be facing later this week. Good luck!” 
 
    She steps out of the room, and the dim screen slowly lights up with an aerial view of the space center. A soft female voice pumps through the room’s front speakers.  
 
    “Greetings, prospective astronauts, and welcome to the UFSP’s pilot program. This short video will give you a brief overview of what to expect in the coming week. Endurance, mobility, and practical study are all part of what it will take to survive and move on to the next level. Are you one of the select few who will make it into space? Let’s try and find out.” 
 
    The screen darkens to black, filled with points of light representing stars.  
 
    “The cosmos,” the voice tells us. “What is out there?” 
 
    “This is so cheesy,” Chris mutters. 
 
    I give him a cool glance. I’m here to learn, not to criticize the video’s presentation technique, but he isn’t wrong. 
 
    Must…hangar. Ship. 
 
    I inhale sharply as the voice returns.  
 
    I try not to move or respond. The last thing I need is for anyone to realize I’m losing my mind. That, or I’m being haunted by my mother. At this point, it’s a toss-up. 
 
    I focus on the video as it shows a montage of an obstacle course down the space center’s runway. It’s covered with mud tracks, rock walls, rope systems to scale, and more. It looks challenging, but not more so than the cave I nearly got myself killed in. 
 
    I rub my temples as a series of flashing lights blind me. My eyelids squeeze shut. My head throbs more than ever, and the image of the UFSP’s storage hangar sharpens into view.  
 
    Hangar…need ship…go. 
 
    I don’t understand what my mother is telling me to do. How can we need a ship? The space program has rockets, not ‘ships’, and I’m pretty sure they aren’t storing any ocean vessels here. The voice makes no sense, and I begin to wonder if it is responsible for the images flashing before my eyes. 
 
    I stand up, even though the video isn’t over. I don’t know where I think I’m going, but the pain grows so intense, my legs wobble. 
 
    Agatha stares up at me like I have two heads. That would almost be easier. “You okay? You were breathing really hard for a second.” 
 
    “Totally annoying,” Chris mutters. 
 
    “I just need to go to the bathroom.”  
 
    I cringe. Great, there’s something everyone wants to hear.  
 
    I charge out of the room and into the hall.  
 
    My class has continued with their tour. Beyond them, I can see a replica of the rocket ship that will soon blast into space. I should catch up with them, but my gaze is fixed on the window.  
 
    I stare out at the storage hangar. The one the voice in my head wants me to get to. 
 
    I stumble forward and place my hand on the glass. If I do what it asks me to, maybe it’ll go away.  
 
    Maybe it’ll fade into nothing, because, let’s face it, there’s no ship in that hangar. Only spare parts. Machinery for the space center. Nothing more. 
 
    Still, I can’t ignore the fact I am hearing a voice. I’m pretty sure it’s not an illusion. Why is another question altogether, but I can only handle so much at once.  
 
    My ultimate priority is to get the pain to stop. It rages on. It pulsates in my head, and my ears ring. It drowns everything out. 
 
    Exit…side…guard change. Camera…run. 
 
    I glance at the door beside me. There’s a clear path to the storage hangar, but I hesitate.  
 
    Once someone starts listening to the voices inside their head, is there really any hope for them? 
 
    Run! 
 
    Mom’s voice is insistent, but unafraid.   
 
    I lick my lips. I know if I get in trouble again, my father will come down hard on me.  
 
    My hands press on the door, and it swings open. Then I run, harder than I ever have before.  
 
    Trucks are parked in a row next to the building, and I thread my way through them, across a small road, and then across a grassy boulevard. There are people all around, but somehow, I manage to pass by just as they’re distracted by something else. It’s perfect timing.  
 
    There’s another service road to cross before I get to the sea of asphalt around the hangar. A van approaches, and I duck behind a car. It slows and turns toward the hangar, stopping at a security booth. 
 
    Get there…follow it. 
 
    I can’t believe I’m listening to these crazy instructions, yet I find myself running behind the van in a crouch, then scooting around the side as it begins to drive into the lot. The vehicle brings me right to the front of the building, and as I get closer, I realize how huge the hangar is.  
 
    It towers over me and seems like it can house every airplane I’ve ever seen. It’s not quite as tall as the rockets that are on display on the far side of the building my schoolmates are still touring, but it’s close.  
 
    The van’s door opens and I hear a voice.  
 
    “Hey, Pete.” 
 
    “Morning, Jay.” 
 
    Oh shoot, I think to myself, glad to hear only my voice in my head. There are guards up there. 
 
    One of the guards has approached the van—Pete, I assume. He waves a clipboard as he talks with Jay, and I creep toward the front of the vehicle, wondering how I’ll get inside the hangar. 
 
    I also spend a bit of time wondering if I’ve gone nuts. 
 
    A boom fills the air, and a siren wails. The alarm is coming from the far side of the hangar, and after sharing a brief look, Jay and Pete run off around the side of the structure. Two more guards are next to the small door at the side of the hangar, and after a shrug they jog to the edge of the building, where they stand and look at whatever made the noise. 
 
    Go! 
 
    I run to the door and try the handle. It’s locked.  
 
    The card. 
 
    The voice’s words prompt me to turn and look at the van, where I see that the guard’s clipboard is sitting on the vehicle’s stubby hood. There’s a white rectangle dangling from it.  
 
    I run back to the van, grab the card, and then return to the door. A black panel is next to it, glowing red near its top. I remember seeing things like it in the movies, and I touch the card to the panel. The light turns green, and I hear a click. 
 
    I try the door, and it pulls open. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I step inside and let the door shut behind me, leaving me in total darkness. 


 
   
 
  



 
 
    MISSION 
 
    COMMON ERA: July 13, 1983 
 
    LOCATION: UFSP Space Center, Storage Hangar 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, NY 
 
      
 
      
 
    I take my backpack off and search through it until I find a small flashlight. Good thing I’m always prepared. 
 
    I flick it on, and the first thing I shine the light on are a cluster of metal storage containers the size of small houses. Behind them, the stream of light shines off of a larger object. I walk forward, navigating around the boxes, and come face to face with something that looks nothing like the test orbiters or the moon launch vehicle. What I’m looking at can only be described as a ship. 
 
    A spaceship. 
 
    I can tell by looking at it that it’s more advanced than the rocket design that’s only been recently unveiled for the UFSP. It’s sleek and a broad, ovoid shape. There are no wings, but there are engines, or something, out the back.  
 
    I reach out to touch a landing strut to make sure it’s real. It is. 
 
    It’s really here. I can touch it. And the voice in my head knew that. Mom knew that. 
 
    I travel around the ship, looking for a way in. I finally find what looks to be a hatch along the side, but there’s no handle or lock mechanism that I can easily identify. No ‘push here’ button.  
 
    Hand…press…. 
 
    I press my hand against the side of the ship. Nothing happens, so I try a few spots. On the third attempt, the outline of a hatch lights up. It pulls away from the ship and slides down, turning into a small set of stairs that leads inside. 
 
    Throwing a glance over my shoulder, I begin to climb. I peer up before finishing my ascent. There’s a row of seats and a small cockpit, but the strangeness is not in the layout. I can’t explain it, but the design and the systems are more advanced than anything I can imagine the UFSP making. 
 
    What have I found? Where am I?  
 
    As I stand in the center of the spaceship, I look around me. The ship is small. I wonder what it’s used for. If we’ve already made it into space with ships like this, then why make such a big deal about the space program?  
 
    The ship’s lights flicker, illuminating and then turning off. Then turning on once again. The sound of static fills the air, and a screen lights up in the cockpit.  
 
    With apprehension, I approach the white leather seat and grip its back. 
 
    “Claire?” 
 
    Mom’s voice comes through the ship’s speakers, and I feel a sense of panic, unable to understand what’s happening.  
 
    I lower myself into the pilot’s seat without even meaning to.  
 
    “Sorry for the crude method of communication. Our Link is badly…established.” 
 
    “Mom?” I barely manage a whisper. “Is that you? Is it really you?” 
 
    The lights turn off again and then come back on. “Ship’s battery is low. Barely establish power. Secondary battery…in cave. In my office.” 
 
    The cave.  
 
    “I can’t get back there. It’s guarded by the government.” 
 
    “Must…Our integration incomplete. Headaches…pain…it’ll grow worse. Once you install it, I can better explain. Show you what we need to do.” 
 
    I suck on my lower lip. The last thing I want to do is go back into that cave.  
 
    “What we need to do? What integration are you talking about?” 
 
    “Ours. When you entered the lab, I identified you as an L1.” 
 
    I shake my head. “I don’t know what that is.” 
 
    “A superior human with a highly interconnected brain. You can handle a direct Link meld if it’s done properly. I didn’t have the proper facilities, but I was desperate to be free of that place. To be with you.” 
 
    “I want to be with you too, Mom.”  
 
    I can’t believe I’m really talking to her.  
 
    I lean forward and touch the interior ship controls. “Can you tell me what happened? How you died in that cave?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Claire. I am not Maureen. I am Annabelle. I thought if I used her voice, it would scare you less. I know how much she loved you. I can show you more once you fix the ship.” 
 
    She’s not Mom. It’s the last thing I really heard her say.  
 
    I’m relieved and disappointed all at once. I do remember the name Annabelle from what I read in the secret facility. She knew Mom. They were working together. 
 
    “Who are you? Are you dead too?” 
 
    “I’m very much alive, but time is short. You must get back to the cave. You must fix this ship. Our joint existence depends on it. Otherwise, your brain will begin to deteriorate. It’s why you have the headaches.”  
 
    I don’t understand. How could my existence depend on it?  
 
    “Even if I get back into the cave and manage to get out again without being seen, how can I fix the ship? I’ve never seen anything like this before.” 
 
    “I’ll show you.” 
 
    Suddenly, my mind fills with images of blueprints and schematics.  
 
    I groan and grab my head, feeling like I am spinning and being twisted inside out.  
 
    “Stop. Stop!” My hands shake as I grip my forehead. 
 
    “Sorry. I am sorry. Now you see why we need to fix this ship.” 
 
    “And if I can’t?” Panic swirls in me. I’m usually not a defeatist, but what she wants me to do, how can I? I’m not even sure what’s going on yet. 
 
    “You must. Then I can explain everything. Give you proof.” 
 
    “Proof of what?”  
 
    “Proof your mother’s death was no accident. Proof that this planet is what Maureen suspected. A colony. A lost colony.” 
 
    My eyes widen at the news. If I could find who killed my mother and uncover the one thing she’d spent her life trying to prove…. 
 
    “Tell me what I have to do.” 
 
    “We will do it together. This time, you’ll have help. Me. But, Claire, don’t trust your father. Do not tell him about me. Don’t tell him about the ship. Don’t tell him anything.” 
 
    My father? Did he have something to do with all of this? With Mom?  
 
    Bile rises in my mouth at the notion. But I know how much he mourns Mom. I’ve watched him grieve even when he tried to hide it.  
 
    “Maybe my friends can help.” 
 
    Annabelle hesitates. “Not with the cave. You must keep it secret. It’s dangerous, and it’s not for children.” 
 
    I nod. “What are you?” 
 
    “I am an AI. Have you heard of those before?” 
 
    “In sci-fi movies and books.”  
 
    I’m skeptical, but then again, she’s currently implanted in my head, so what is there not to believe? I already know she exists and that she can show me images and put things in my mind. 
 
    “Different than your literature suggests, but the same concept. Be at the Delta Cave System entrance at 3:24 tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “That’s strangely specific.” 
 
    “A particular UFSP satellite will be directly overhead. I’ll be able to tap into it and use their systems to maybe block your movements in and out.” 
 
    “Maybe?” I raise my eyebrows. 
 
    “You’ll need to move fast. Once the satellite moves too far, I’ll lose control. They’ll see you.”  
 
    She says it almost like a warning, and I wonder how much danger my life is already in. 
 
    I nod.  
 
    If I’m going to commit, now is the time. The dull throb in my head reminds me I might only have a set amount of days or weeks left, and I’m not interested in living with pain forever.  
 
    “How long do we have before…. If we don’t fix the ship in time….  You hear where I’m going with this?” 
 
    “Three weeks, give or take a few days. We must fix the ship. Soon, so I can run a complete diagnostic on us.” 
 
    “Okay,” my voice sounds weaker than I like. I rise up from the chair. “Tomorrow, I’ll be in position by 3:20.” 
 
    “Don’t get caught,” Annabelle warns. “Both of our lives depend on it.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
    REJOINING 
 
    COMMON ERA: July 13, 1983 
 
    LOCATION: UFSP Space Center, Storage Hangar 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, NY 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This concludes our tour. Thank you so much for coming! Your teachers will show you the gift shop and then to the cafeteria for lunch. Please enjoy our great selection as your time here at the space center comes to an end!” 
 
    I slide up beside Blake and our friends as they walk into the gift shop.  
 
    Blake does a double take. “How long you been there?”  
 
    We step over toward a rack with necklaces on one side and ‘moon’ freeze-dried ice cream on the other. 
 
    “I’ve been here the whole time.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Yeah, sure.” 
 
    “That must’ve been some video,” Madge says. She touches a row of necklaces. “These are pretty. Moon rocks!” 
 
    “We haven’t been to the moon yet,” Sophie interjects. “Well, not been and brought anything back. They can’t be moon rocks.” 
 
    “More like junk.” Blake keeps his attention on me. “If you’re going to blame the video, you should know I talked to Chris.” 
 
    “And Agatha,” Madge pipes in. 
 
    I sweat under the collar. “You did?”  
 
    Blake nods. “Yup. They said you ran out of the room and didn’t look good. Had a headache or something?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I breathe a sigh of relief. “Yeah, a really bad headache. I was in the bathroom, had some water. I’m feeling a lot better now.”  
 
    I ignore the fact that my head still aches, and that if Annabelle is telling the truth, it’s only going to get worse. 
 
    “I am…truth.” 
 
    Horror washes over me. She can hear my thoughts the same way I can hear hers? 
 
    “Yes…” Annabelle says, “Shouldn’t…glitch. Working to weed out…excessive thinking…exhausting.” 
 
    I guess I’ll have to try to think a little quieter. 
 
    “You okay?” Sophie asks. 
 
    “Yeah, why?” 
 
    “We were just talking to you, and it was like you weren’t even there.” Blake scowls, and his eyebrows knit together. 
 
    “Oh, well…I’m preoccupied with the endurance test coming up. I really need to get into the space program.” 
 
    Blake studies me and finally puts his arm around me. “I got you, girl! Let’s get you something for good luck. It’s on me.”  
 
    He picks up a necklace with a purple rock pendant and slips it around my neck.  
 
    I hold the rock in my palm. “Thank you. I’ll cherish it forever.” Or at least until I lose it. 
 
    He kisses me.  
 
    “I wish I had a boyfriend who would buy me things,” Madge says. “Maybe one of these days….” 
 
    “A special someone will come along who appreciates you,” Sophie assures her.  
 
    “And if he doesn’t, you can just slam him into the padded walls of the roller derby arena,” I say with a smirk. 
 
    Madge snorts. “Yeah, I wish it was that easy. Some people call that assault.” 
 
    I gasp in mock surprise. “No way!” 
 
    Madge nods. “I was shocked too. I mean, here I thought people wanted me to be assertive.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    After school, I walk Madge to her father’s mechanic shop before heading to my shift at Dusty’s Burger Barn.  
 
    “Don’t tell anyone I’m fixing cars with my dad for extra money,” Madge says.  
 
    “Why? It’s really cool that you know your way beneath a Trans-Am, you know? I think everyone would give you major props.” 
 
    Madge shrugs. “Doesn’t really go with my image.” 
 
    “I like you better than I like your image.” 
 
    Madge doesn’t reply, so I figure she’s processing what I said. We walk in silence until we reach the blue garage doors of her father’s shop.  
 
    Madge stops. “See you later. Are you sure you’re okay? You look pale.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” I give her a weary smile, more from the long day than from my head. When I’m busy, at least I’m able to ignore it.  
 
    “See you later, then.” She raises her hand in a final salute before turning into the noisy shop. 
 
    Less than three blocks away, I can make out the spinning burger sign. I walk through the parking lot, and the blinking neon lights greet me. When I go through the rear entrance to the kitchen, the sound of sizzling burgers meets my ears.  
 
    I put on my apron and swap out my high-tops for rollerblades. The bell rings, and Dusty barks at me.  
 
    “Hey, sweet stuff, we have a busy afternoon. Hit the floor early if you can.” 
 
    “I’m already ready.” I stow my backpack inside my usual cabinet and lock it. 
 
    He gives me a thumbs-up before moving on. I stare at the cabinet, worried about parting with my things. But who here is going to go through my bag? Or take my mom’s journal? 
 
    No one I can think of. 
 
    I grab my order pad and pencil before coasting out into the dining room, a fake smile plastered on my face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The burger barn is packed for a weekday after school. Usually the beginning of the week is slow and by Thursday, the crowd picks back up but not this week. I can barely keep up with my tables but thanks to the constant stream of music hits playing on VTV, I’m energized. I barely notice how the pain in my head has grown in intensity. 
 
    I deliver a platter of nachos and two chicken sandwiches to table five. With a glance, I can see two of my tables need drink refills and I’m suddenly struck with how I don’t get paid enough to do any of this. 
 
    I have a spaceship to fix. Why the heck am I even here? 
 
    “Good…question.” 
 
    Annabelle’s voice definitely holds some judgment.  
 
    Just what I need. An adult following me around being critical—like I don’t get that enough with my dad. Now I don’t even know if I can trust him. He clearly doesn’t trust me. I wish we could have an honest conversation where we both lay everything on the table. 
 
    But maybe he’s not capable of doing that right now. I want to know the truth. I hope Annabelle will at least give me that much once I’ve held up my end of the bargain. 
 
    I coast on by and notice Sophie sitting at a table by herself. She sits with her back to the window, nursing a chocolate malt shake.  
 
    “Hey, Soph. I didn’t think you were coming in today.” 
 
    She nods and opens her unicorn folder. “I thought it’d be nice to eat while I study.” 
 
    Sophie always seems so sad. I wonder if she’s lonelier than she lets on. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    She glances up at me, and I’m struck by how melancholy her face is. “I was going to ask you that same question. You seem different after your time in the cave. And the arrest. I’ve noticed, and I’m sure others have too.” 
 
    “I’ll shake it off.” I sit in the seat in front of her for a minute. “It was just being in the cave, where….” 
 
    Sophie nods. “Your mom.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ll be okay in a few days.” 
 
    “Okay,” she relaxes.  
 
    “Is that the only reason you came?” 
 
    “Oh no,” Sophie laughs. “I’m here because I…things are tough at home.” 
 
    “Tough how?” I scowl. 
 
    She shrugs. “My parents are always fighting. And my dad’s been out of work a long time. My baby sister is always crying, and my brother couldn’t care less about any of us. I’d just rather not be there.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. You know what, why don’t you come have dinner at my place tonight? We’d love to have you.” 
 
    “Pardon? Claire!” 
 
    I tune Annabelle out for a few moments. I don’t have anywhere to be until three in the morning. I’m sure having dinner with my friend isn’t going to be the end of the world, and if it is…well, if it is, at least I got to spend more time with a friend. 
 
    “I’d like that. I’ll call home and tell my mom. Thanks, Claire. Do you think…maybe we can study after dinner?” 
 
    I can probably use all the studying I can get.  
 
    “That sounds like a great idea.” 
 
    There’s commotion in the back of the restaurant. I stand up to get a better view of who is shouting.  
 
    It’s one of the cooks. A man in black clothes and a black stocking cap jumps through the window pass and into the kitchen. The cooks reach for him, but he stumbles away and runs toward the front door.  
 
    In his hand, he carries a leatherbound book and a zipper pouch with a peacock on it. 
 
    Mom’s things! 
 
    I sprint into action, skating after him. Just as he pulls the door open, I grab his shirt.  
 
    “Those are mine!” I yell.  
 
    He elbows me in the face. Pain erupts in my cheek and radiates along my jawbone. I roll backward and slam into a table. 
 
    Customers gasp as I right myself and speed through the open door. The man runs down the street, and I skate hard to catch up as a black van comes to a skidding stop, and the man jumps in. The side door closes, and the van pulls out into traffic. 
 
    No! I’m too late.  
 
    Breathing hard, I bend over with my hands on my knees and catch sight of the back of the van as it speeds by. No plates, government or otherwise. 
 
    Whoever they are, they are determined to keep what happened to my mom a secret. And now they think I know. 
 
    Footsteps rush behind me. “Gods, Claire, are you okay?” Dusty asks. “The way you took that elbow to the face….” 
 
    “I’m okay.”  
 
    Already, I can feel my cheek tightening, and I’m sure it won’t be long before my face swells up like a balloon. 
 
    “He didn’t take any money. Just went through a few purses and backpacks.” 
 
    “Isn’t that funny?” I keep the fear out of my voice the best I can.  
 
    It seems I have a new enemy. If only I knew who it was. If only I could pinpoint what was going on. 
 
    “Security films…camera…satellites.” 
 
    I can’t decipher exactly what Annabelle is saying, but I think she might be hinting that she can use the satellite tomorrow to hunt down the culprit. Good thing, because I’d really like Mom’s things back.  
 
    “We’ll call your dad. Let’s just get back inside.” 
 
    “No!” I lower my voice. “No thanks, Dusty. No reason to worry him. Let me just finish my shift. I’ll tell him tonight.” 
 
    He narrows his eyes. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I’m sure. More than sure.”  
 
    I glance back at the corner of the street as the cluster of onlookers begins to break up. Uneasy, I turn and skate back to the Burger Barn with no choice but to move on, feeling somewhat secure in the knowedge the polaroid picture is still hidden in the lining in my backpack.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    THE PRESIDENT 
 
    COMMON ERA: July 13, 1983 
 
    LOCATION: The Presidential Palace 
 
    REGION: New York City, New York 
 
      
 
      
 
    President Gerald Finley paced back and forth in front of his desk. Outside, the sun had begun to set. He kept his eyes on the flower gardens and the presidential cat, Murphy, jumping at the birds as he played on the lawn.  
 
    Normally, it’d make him smile, but today was a different day. A worrisome day. It was the day that Maureen Johnson’s daughter had discovered the facility that needed to remain hidden from public knowledge.  
 
    If she could be convinced to do the right thing…the thing her mother had refused to do. 
 
    Gerald sighed. The last thing he wanted was more death. Signing the order…. 
 
    A quick knock came at his door, and his chief of staff, Margo Thomas, entered.  
 
    “Mr. President,” she greeted. 
 
    “Tell me they have it.” He was in no mood to mince words.  
 
    Margo nodded. “Yes, sir. There was a scuffle, but Claire wasn’t hurt, and we have her mother’s journal and the packet she always carried with her.” 
 
    “Good.” Gerald’s shoulders relaxed as he heard the news. “All of which was supposed to be turned in over three years ago.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Should we talk with him?” 
 
    “Give him a few days, then yes. Yes, we should. Arrange a meeting with O’Reily. We need eyes on Claire Johnson at all times to see what it is she plans to do.” 
 
    President Gerald Finley really hoped she would choose to do nothing. Nothing at all. Maybe she would prove to be nothing like her mother. Maureen had been a good assistant and a better friend. Until she hadn’t. 
 
    “Very good, sir. Will you be approving lethal force?” 
 
    Gerald shook his head. “Not at this time. Let’s not rush into anything. Eyes and ears only.” 
 
    Margo bent at the waist to bid him farewell. “The UFSP is speeding up their timetable as you requested. The Vinlanders and the Mongols are all nipping at our heels.” 
 
    “Do they know what the ultimate prize is?” 
 
    “The Mongols most likely do. The Vinlanders are only doing it because everyone else is.” 
 
    Typical.  
 
    Gerald sat down in his chair and stroked his chin. His greatest fear was being the last to launch into space. The first country that made it to what they had dubbed Station Delta would win in the tech race.  
 
    Whatever that space station held, it could change the course of Earth’s future. And it belonged with the United Federation, not the damn Vinlanders or the Mongols. And it would be President Finley that got the UF there, no one else. 
 
    No one. 
 
    No matter what it cost. No matter the stakes.  
 
    “If the news leaks we’ve known about our settlement since the very beginning, the story falls apart. We must protect the narrative, Ms. Thomas.” 
 
    “No matter the cost,” Margo agreed. 
 
    He would lose sleep over it. Gerald would regret his actions, but it didn’t change the fact that if it came down to it, Gerald Finley would do what was necessary to protect the secret. 
 
    Same as his father. And same as the president before him.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    DINNER 
 
    COMMON ERA: July 13, 1983 
 
    LOCATION: 133 Jupiter Ave 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, NY 
 
      
 
      
 
    We prepare an epic pasta with huge meatballs. Dad’s favorite meal, and one he’s really good at making. It was one of Mom’s secret recipes.  
 
    By the time we eat, it’s getting late, and Dad keeps looking at the bruise on my face. 
 
    “Tell me again how you got that?” 
 
    I shrug. “You know me. I slipped and fell into a swinging door. I was on roller skates, so I wasn’t able to just stop, you know?” 
 
    Sophie peers up at me and twirls pasta around her fork without ratting me out.  
 
    She never would. Sophie is good at keeping a secret, even if she doesn’t know what that secret is. 
 
    Dad grunts with a nod, slurping his pasta. “Well, try to be more careful. That has to hurt.” 
 
    “Not too bad,” I lie.  
 
    It hurts like the dickens. My jaw is tight, and the skin tingles.  
 
    “Sophie, how are your parents?” Dad turns his attention to our guest like I knew he would.  
 
    I wouldn’t exactly say I invited my friend over to serve as a distraction, but it’s a welcome bonus.  
 
    I use the moment to place my bowl and glass in the sink before sneaking off to the bathroom. 
 
    I flick on the overhead light and apply cream to my swollen cheek. Then I grab a bottle of painkillers from the medicine cabinet. I pop three pills into my mouth and drink water straight from the faucet. My temples are beginning to pulse, and I do my best to ignore it. 
 
    How much longer can that even be an option? 
 
    I sneak the bottle of pills into my room and plop them into my bag beside a bottle of water, a pair of gloves, and my camera.  
 
    I’m really going to do this. Again. I just hope I haven’t lost my mind. 
 
    Me? Worried? That’s a first. 
 
    I rejoin them in the kitchen. Dad has the dishes cleared from the table and Sophie washes. I pick up a dishcloth and start to dry. Dad rubs my shoulders as he walks by. “This is nice. Thanks for the help, Sophie. Stop by more often.” 
 
    She smiles meekly. “Thanks, Mr. Johnson.” 
 
    “Do you need a ride home?” 
 
    Sophie shakes her head. “Mom will be by in half an hour to get me.” 
 
    “Okay. You kids have fun.” Dad kisses the side of my head and hurries to the living room. It’s his favorite night of the week because the game show Whack a Whammie is on. We just like the antics of the little red guy that runs along the bottom of the screen. 
 
    Sophie and I step into my bedroom, and I close my door while she approaches my boombox.  
 
    “You want to tell me what’s going on?” she asks as she pushes play. Soft pop music with a rhythm beat plays. 
 
    I shrug. “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    “You’re lying to your dad. Someone stole from you, and you don’t want anyone to know. Maybe what was taken wasn’t important…but if it wasn’t, why chase after that guy?” 
 
    I stare at her. It really is always the quiet ones. 
 
    Sophie blinks at me and pushes up her glasses. “What? You think I don’t pay attention. I was there. I saw the van speed away. I saw that it had no plates. No markings. And I heard Dustin say no money was stolen. Nothing was taken except for whatever was in your bag.” 
 
    I wish I had an excuse already made up, because my mind is drawing a blank. 
 
    “Don’t tell….” Anabelle begs. “Can’t trust.” 
 
    But I do trust Sophie. I’ve been friends with her since preschool, back when we were more interested in eating glue than working on projects together.  
 
    “Just tell me,” she presses. “The truth has to be a lot better than what I’m already imagining.” 
 
    I reach into my pocket and can feel waves if disappointment crashing over me. It must be coming from Annabelle. I pull out the photo and hand it to Sophie. “That’s what was in the cave. No one knows I have any evidence left, so you can’t tell anyone.” 
 
    Sophie takes in the photo, and then her eyebrows raise high. “This is…This was in the cave?” 
 
    “Yeah. An old facility or lab.” 
 
    “Old? It looks like it’s from the future!” Sophie offers the photo to me but then pulls it back and studies it again.  
 
    “That’s why they arrested me. They don’t want me to tell anyone. They threatened my dad. My friends. Everyone, if I talk about it.” 
 
    “Oh fudge! And now you’ve told me!” Sophie’s face twists with regret and realization. “Wait, why did you tell me?” 
 
    “Because…there’s something more, and I might need your help.” 
 
    Sophie nods, but her eyes hold terror. “Just tell me what you need.” 
 
    “Have you ever read about AIs?” 
 
      
 
    * * * *  
 
      
 
    Sophie’s Mom honks the horn, and I escort her outside. It’s raining hard, and the baby is crying in the car.  
 
    “Let’s go, Sophie!” her mother yells out the open window. 
 
    I take a moment to hug my friend.  
 
    “Be careful,” Sophie whispers. “Bye, Annabelle.”  
 
    She sprints to the car, using her backpack to shield her head from the rain. I wave goodbye and step back inside. 
 
    “Hope…know…what you’re doing.” 
 
    I do. I know I do. I can trust Sophie more than I can trust anyone else. She understands secrets in ways Madge and Blake don’t, but I’d trust them all in a pinch if I had to. 
 
    Dad reads a book in his recliner, now that his show is over.  
 
    “I’m going to go clean the bathroom.” I point my thumb down the hall. 
 
    He takes his reading glasses off. “Since when do you do chores you don’t have to do?” 
 
    ‘Since right now’ probably isn’t a good answer.  
 
    “I made a mess earlier. I’m just going to clean it up.”  
 
    It’s only a partly a lie. I hurry into the kitchen to grab the cleaning supplies and walk into the bathroom. In less than a few minutes, the place is sparkling clean.  
 
    Next, I skip down the steps that lead into the garage and pull the overhead string to turn on the light. Gleaming in the garage, like it has for the past two years, is Mom’s two-door convertible. Black and perfect, I bet she can’t wait to go for a spin. 
 
    She’ll get a chance soon enough. 
 
    I glance at my watch and set my alarm for 2:00, just to be on the safe side. Tonight, I have a date with destiny. 
 
      
 
    * * * ** 
 
      
 
    I arrive at the Delta Cave at 3:15. The night air is cold, and there’s no sign of lights in the distance, no cars or trucks rushing to arrest me today.  
 
    If they did, I doubt they’d let me off the hook as easily as they did last time. Just the thought of it scares me. 
 
    “Time…Go.” 
 
    I race through the mountains. They’re scarier at night, but I have my headlamp to light the way. I can’t take it easy. I must move fast because I know Annabelle only has so long to mask that I’m here, in case the UFSP is monitoring the area.  
 
    The cave is darker and creepier than ever. After working my way through the passages, I come to the ledge. The dead cat is still laying where I left him, but his body has been picked at. Other animals make their home in these caves, and I don’t wish to meet any of them. 
 
    I stand over the abyss and take a deep breath. I steady my heart and close my eyes to achieve as close to a zen feeling as possible.  
 
    It doesn’t last long—only until I ready my safety harness and hook into the side of the cliff. 
 
    My harness and backpack secure, I rappel straight down, barely able to make out my surroundings. There’s no bottom that I can see. My head hurts. I blow through the pain, continuing down into a vast pit of nothingness until my feet hit solid ground. 
 
    I unhook my harness and spin around. I know the facility wasn’t built by aliens, and it’s not haunted. I’m more informed now than I was last time. Somehow, that doesn’t make it any less scary.  
 
    As I step forward, the ground sinks beneath my feet, and then lights up with a golden glow. 
 
    The facility’s lights snap on, and I hurry toward them. They blink, trying to remain on. Then they shut off. Then they come on again. 
 
    “Hurry…hard…maintain.” 
 
    I sprint as fast as I can. The doors open slightly as I approach, and I think Annabelle must have something to do with that. I’m able to get my arm inside and push the door open the rest of the way. 
 
    Once inside, I rush to the left, over to the set of drawers Annabelle told me about. I pull them open one by one. They’re organized, but still loaded with supplies. The electronics don’t look familiar. 
 
    I pull out an anti-static bag and peer inside. 
 
    “Not…that one.” 
 
    I put it down on the counter and reach in deeper. My hand finds a flat, heavy object and I pull it out. It’s only a little larger than my hand, but is seriously heavy.  
 
    This is a battery? How can this help power a ship? 
 
    “That’s it…out of there.” 
 
    I stow it in my backpack, then zip it back up. “I’m hurrying.”  
 
    I sling my bag over my shoulders and turn toward the door, but something on the desk beside me catches my eye.  
 
    A black rod. It looks familiar.  
 
    When I pick it up, the rod instantly expands into a crossbow. Sleek and elegant in design. I remember it from a distant memory. 
 
    “Maureen’s,” Annabelle confirms. 
 
    The tech is more advanced than anything I’ve ever seen. I slide it into my bag too. Annabelle doesn’t think I should take it; I can feel her apprehension.  
 
    From the side of the table, I also grab the quiver of arrows.  
 
    These definitely aren’t the type Robin Hood used, I muse as I step out the doors of the building. 
 
    I jog over to my rope. This time, I double-check that the safety harness is secure. It is. I begin my ascension using my anchor to secure myself. Clamp and pull, clamp and pull, that, combined with my cleats in the rock keeps me moving upward. 
 
    The darkness nearly paralyzes me with fear, but I keep my eye on the prize. Just one more hook and one more pull. I worry about the next move, not the next fifty. My knuckles scrape on the rock. The noise of the hooks embedding in the stone comforts me. It sounds nearly the same every time. It’s like a symphony, every note telling me that everything is going the way it should. 
 
    I see the beginning of light shining at the top. I’m getting closer.  
 
    My breath rasps, and I can feel the quickening of my pulse the more I work to pull myself along. My arms begin to shake with exhaustion as if to say ‘Didn’t we just do this yesterday?’ 
 
    Or was it two days ago now? It’s hard to keep track. 
 
    The light on my helmet suddenly dims. It hasn’t gone out completely, but I curse myself for not checking the batteries earlier. I still haven’t replaced them after the first trip? What’s wrong with me? 
 
    My breathing becomes panic, and that feeling of despair wells in my chest. I can’t see the wall, I can’t see where I am, I am dangling over an area I can’t make out, but I know is dangerous. My mind is reeling. 
 
    “Center yourself…Calm…It’s okay, Claire.” 
 
    But it’s not, it’s really not.  
 
    Tears mar my vision. I blink until they’re gone. I take a deep breath, grazing the damp rocks with my fingertips, and slam my pick into a crack, pulling myself up higher and higher. 
 
    I’m there. There’s enough light from my helmet that I can make out the cliff. I grab it with my gloved fingers and pull myself up, propping my foot on the very edge. 
 
    “Someone…someone!” 
 
    “What?” I ask breathlessly as a silhouette steps into view, my light shining into his face.  
 
    From the broad shoulders and height, I can tell it’s a man. 
 
    I unhook my safety harness so I can get away. He lunges for my neck, but I duck and run toward the entrance.  
 
    He grabs me, wraps his arms around my torso. There’s some sort of object against my throat. It’s cold. Metallic. Already, I’m struggling to get air. 
 
    He’s trying to kill me. Did the government send him? Am I nothing more than a loose end? 
 
    “Get…away. Take his…weapon. Now, Claire!” 
 
    I elbow him, and his grip loosens enough I can slide down. I spin on the ground and kick his shins. He probably doesn’t know I took kickboxing classes. 
 
    He falls, and air blasts from his lungs.  
 
    I’m back on my feet, and I get a hand on his pistol. I yank hard. He does the same. I pull with all my might until he releases his grip. I fall, and the weapon flies wide, landing next to the cavern wall. 
 
    I race for it, crawling on all fours and panting from fear. I grab the weapon as his hand clamps onto my leg, and I cry out in panic.  
 
    Twisting, I see he’s on his hands and knees. I kick him in the face twice. He rears backward, and his arms windmill as he tries to right himself, but his foot slips. The rubber soles of his shoes squeak against the wet rocks. He reaches for my rope to steady himself, but he misses. 
 
    He falls into the abyss.  
 
    I cry out, scooting my back against the rock wall, and pulling my knees to my chest. I cover my mouth. 
 
    I did that. I killed him.  
 
    I killed him, and I can never tell anyone. 
 
    A wail that I don’t intend escapes my lips. I feel such horror, and then I go numb as my mind grapples with what just happened. What I did. 
 
    “You or him…he was going…. You know that.” 
 
    I do know. I do. Right now, I’m alive, but he’s not. I survived and he failed, but somehow, it’s not a comfort. Not yet.  
 
    I stand slowly. My legs are shaking, but not from fatigue. It’s from everything else. 
 
    “Grab the gun. You’ll…need it.” 
 
    I think Annabelle might be right. If people are willing to kill over this secret, I need to be more careful. And I have to make sure not to involve my dad or my friends.  
 
    Everyone could be in danger because of what I know…and what I’ve told. And right now, that’s the worst feeling of all.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CONSEQUENCES 
 
    COMMON ERA: July 14, 1983 
 
    LOCATION: 133 Jupiter Ave 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, NY 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m back in my room by five in the morning. The house is dark, and Dad still sleeps. Outside, the sun is just beginning to crest over the horizon. It’ll be a nice, warm day, but inside, I’m just cold. 
 
    I sit on my bed holding my cassette player, wearing my orange headphones. I’m listening to my favorite mix tape, but I barely hear it. In my mind, I’m replaying the man’s scream as he fell. Over and over again. My music can’t drown it out. 
 
    It could’ve been me. It probably should’ve been. I don’t even want to think about how it could have been me who died in the cave. 
 
    I don’t know what to do with that information.  
 
    My room is amassing quite the number of weapons. A collection of steel arrows hides in a quiver under my bed, along with a type of gun I’ve never seen before. 
 
    I bend down and stare at it, as if it might go off any moment. As far as I know, it will.  
 
    “Pulse pistol. Old one.” Annabelle sounds concerned, like she’s not sure how this guy got his hands on this thing. “Government must’ve found…. Capsule…repurposed…. Dangerous, Claire. Careful.” 
 
    I can’t decipher everything she said, but I pick up enough of it to be nervous. 
 
    Dad’s alarm wails in the next room. It’s time for me to get a move on and pretend like I actually got a good night’s sleep.  
 
    I place the gun in my backpack with the minimized crossbow. The quiver is something I can’t hide, so I have no choice but to leave it behind for now. 
 
    I figure I can come pick it up while Dad’s at work, because let’s face it, I’m not actually going to school today. 
 
    I have a spaceship to fix. 
 
    In the kitchen, I pour myself a bowl of Rice Chirpies and douse it with milk. As I eat, I turn on the TV and spin the dial, looking for something other than an infomercial for a chicken rotisserie machine. 
 
    “Morning, kid.” Dad grabs the OJ from the fridge. “Cereal today, huh? No protein shake?” 
 
    “It’s a cereal kind of morning,” I say around a mouthful, and milk tries to dribble off my lip. I wipe it away with the back of my hand. 
 
    “Good to see you eating actual breakfast. OJ?” Dad holds up the cardboard container. 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    Dad shrugs. “Suit yourself.” He squints. “Weren’t you wearing that outfit yesterday?” 
 
    I glance down at my black hoodie and jeans. “It just looks like it,” I lie.  
 
    “I can’t keep track, I guess.” He kisses the side of my head. “You have a good day at school. I’m going to get dressed.” 
 
    I nod. “Have a good day!” I call extra cheerfully.  
 
    Dad gives me a sharp look as he leaves the room.  
 
    I guess I put that on a little strong, but I’m nervous. I don’t know what’s going to happen next. 
 
    I turn my attention toward the television when I notice that the leader of the Basic party is on the screen. I turn the volume up.  
 
    “Senator Italia Romano faced off against Senator William Baker and President Finley last night at the primary presidential debates.” 
 
    The sharp-faced woman scowls and points her finger at Baker, a good-natured and relaxed-looking man. “It doesn’t matter to me if we’re Earthborn or not. Technological advances are a threat to our society. We do not need gadgets, beepers, better cellphones, or smaller personal computers. We need personal interaction. Humanity is taking a back seat, and there will be consequences!” 
 
    Waves of curiosity and caution hit me. I know they’re not my feelings, so I can only guess they’re coming from Annabelle. 
 
    “Keep…eye on her…. Dangerous.”  
 
    Annabelle sighs, and then the phone rings. 
 
    I answer it.  
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi, Claire.”  
 
    It’s Annabelle.  
 
    It shocks me so much, I choke on my Rice Chirpies. 
 
    “Sorry to scare you, but I was able to tap into the telephone network, and until we repair our direct Link, this is the best way to get you to hear something I need you to hear.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say with dread. 
 
    “Italia Romano is dangerous.” 
 
    “Well, she’s from a quasi terrorist political party.” 
 
    “Yes. I’ve been monitoring communications when I can. While my methods are primitive, I think she’s planning something big. I’ll keep an ear out, figuratively speaking.” 
 
    I nod. “Okay, you do that.” 
 
    Annabelle doesn’t expand on her thoughts and ideas, but I’m sure there must be more than she’s saying.  
 
    “For now, your job is to get to the shuttle and plug in the extra battery. The next steps will be harder. But our survival depends on it.” 
 
    “You keep saying that. When will you tell me—” My voice cuts off when I hear dial tone.  
 
    She didn’t even say goodbye. Who knew AIs could be so rude?  
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    Blake picks me up for school like usual, but I’m quiet. He keeps glancing at me, and I worry he suspects something.  
 
    “You sleep okay?” 
 
    I nod. “Sure. Why?” 
 
    “You look tired. Besides, didn’t you wear that hoodie yesterday?” 
 
    “I always wear this hoodie, Captain Obvious.” What was it with everyone criticizing my hoodie this morning?  
 
    “I’m just worried about you, that’s all. With the cave, then you disappeared yesterday during the field trip…it’s not like you.” Blake shrugs. 
 
    “It’s not like you to be so critical either.” I cross my arms and throw him a stare. 
 
    “Sorry, sorry,” his fingers splay off the steering wheel for a second. “I’m just worried about you, babe.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine. I’m just rattled with everything going on.”  
 
    Isn’t that the truth? 
 
    We arrive at school, and Blake parks in the back near the welding and carpentry rooms like he always does. We walk in through the rear entrance, and he escorts me to my locker. After I grab the notebook I need, Blake walks me to my homeroom class. We kiss, and he holds me close, showing no desire to let me go. 
 
    I want to be close to him too.  
 
    He kisses me again, and when I close my eyes, I see the man in the cave tumbling down into darkness.  
 
    I shiver involuntarily. 
 
    “Cold?” Blake wraps his arms around me. 
 
    “I guess I am.” I bite my lip and rest my head on his shoulder.  
 
    Behind him, I see Sophie standing just around the corner behind the wall of lockers. 
 
    She’s waiting for me. 
 
    When the bell rings, I disappear into homeroom long enough for my teacher to take attendance. Then I grab the bathroom pass from her desk and hurry out into the hall. 
 
    Sophie’s eyes widen when we meet. “Everything go okay?” 
 
    “As okay as they could.”  
 
    I try not to keep thinking of the man I inadvertently killed.  
 
    I had no choice. He was going to kill me.  
 
    I keep trying to remember this, but it doesn’t absolve me of my guilt. He could’ve been someone’s dad. Someone’s husband. Is my life worth more than his? The only reason I’m still alive is by sheer dumb luck. 
 
    Sophie nods, grabbing my attention. “The plan is still on, then? If anyone asks where you are….” 
 
    “I got called away because my dad had to go to the hospital. Thanks for doing this.”  
 
    The truth is, I can’t do it without her. If Sophie says something to our teachers or the principal, they will believe her without question. She’s the most trustworthy person in the whole school, maybe even the city. Heck, maybe the world! 
 
    “I want to help out.” 
 
    The fact she even believes me is a miracle. Who else would believe a crazy story about a spaceship that proves our whole planet is some sort of lost colony world?  
 
    I haven’t gotten much information from Annabelle yet, but I know it’s only a matter of time before I do. 
 
    “Thank you.” I squeeze her arm. 
 
    “If you need anything else, just ask. I’d love to see the ship.” Sophie’s eyes widen as she considers this. “Not to fly it or anything, but just to see it. To say I did, one day.” 
 
    I wish that could happen, but I know I’ve already put her in too much danger. I don’t want to put her at further risk. 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” I promise.  
 
    I glance around to make sure the coast is clear, and then I sprint toward the front entrance to the school. 
 
    I slam into my guidance counselor as he enters the school just as I’m leaving.  
 
    “Mr. Jacobson!”  
 
    I cringe at how loud—and how quickly—his name leaves my mouth. 
 
    “Claire, where are you going in such a hurry? Class is the other way.” 
 
    “I…know. I just needed to get something out of my boyfriend’s van.” 
 
    From the expression on his face, it’s clear he’s not convinced.  
 
    “Why don’t you come with me down to my office so we can have a little chat?” 
 
    He asks like it’s a question, but there’s no choice in the matter.  
 
    I follow after him, the wind taken out of my sails. Annabelle isn’t the only one who feels impatient. This was not how I needed today to go. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mr. Jacobson sighs as he sits in the chair behind his desk. “You want to tell me what’s going on?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Nothing much. What’s going on with you? Are you getting enough calcium? Nightly rest? Are those wrinkles under your eyes?” 
 
    “Don’t be cute, Claire. I heard what happened at Dusty’s Burger Barn, and that’s a nasty bruise on your face.” 
 
    Instinctually, I reach up and touch it. “I just don’t like it when people take advantage of others. He got away, though.” 
 
    “Unfortunate. Where were you just headed? Your boyfriend’s van?” 
 
    “Okay, you caught me. I’m sure you know that soon is the big endurance test at the space center. I just wanted to go practice early. That’s all.” I shrug. 
 
    Mr. Jacobson studies me like he’s not sure if he believes me or not. He shouldn’t, clearly, but I really hope he does.  
 
    “So you’re going to skip school.” 
 
    I shrug. “Just for a little while.” 
 
    “Are you prepared for what will happen if you fail the test?” 
 
    “Are you prepared for what happens if I don’t?”  
 
    I’m tired of people not believing in me, from my friends, to my teachers and my own father.  
 
    I shake my head. “I appreciate the pep talk. However, it’s time for me to go.” I rise from my seat. 
 
    Mr. Jacobson shakes his head. “You’re going to have to sit back down. I’m not satisfied we’ve gotten to the truth, Claire. I’m worry this obsession is going to get you into trouble.” 
 
    “You are?” My spirits fizzle out. 
 
    “I am. You’re a smart girl. You know what to say and how to say it. I’m not trying to be critical of you….” 
 
    “So you say.”  
 
    If he isn’t trying to be critical, he is doing a really bad job. 
 
    “I just want to make sure you’re safe and dealing with things in a healthy way.” 
 
    “The healthiest. I’m the poster girl for Wheaties.” 
 
    We’re cut off by a knock at the door. Mr. Jacobson’s receptionist cracks the door open and waves for him to come out.  
 
    He stands up. “Excuse me for a second.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    When he leaves, he closes the door behind him.  
 
    I spy out the window, lifting the blinds just enough to see.  
 
    Who do I see talking to Mr. Jacobson but my old friend at the UFSP—Agent Nick and his buddies. 
 
    Time to move and get out of here. Before long, nowhere will be safe from these guys. Home included.  
 
    I wrack my brain for what I can tell my father before they go and talk to him. Nothing good. Nothing safe.  
 
    I’ll have to worry about that another time. 
 
    I open the window behind Mr. Jacobson’s desk. I won’t have long before they come looking for me, and I’m going to need to put some distance between us.  
 
    I slip outside, and my feet hit the gravel surrounding a row of shrubs. I do my best to close the window behind me even though I know they’ll figure out what happened. 
 
    Only thing I can do is sprint toward the street and hope I catch the number forty-three bus on time. If I don’t get out of here, I’m dog meat. A big fat can of dog meat. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    REPAIRS 
 
    COMMON ERA: July 14, 1983 
 
    LOCATION: UFSP Space Center 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, NY 
 
      
 
      
 
    I pull the doors of the space center wide and step inside. It’s hard to slow my movements so I don’t look frantic, because I am. My hair is slick with sweat, and my hands are clammy. I feel like I could get caught at any moment. The UFSP is out there looking for me, and here I am, walking right into their home base. 
 
    Who does that? 
 
    I don’t take anything for granted as I sneak through the mostly deserted building. Voices come from around the corner, so I double back through the lobby and approach the hallway I need from the other side.  
 
    I have to get to the hangar and repair that ship. It’s all that matters to me. And I need to do it before Nick Lancaster or any other UF agents find me. 
 
    I’m public enemy number one. I really wish that wasn’t true. How much longer can I keep this from my dad and my friends? What if the trouble I’m in blows back onto them? 
 
    I’ll never forgive myself. 
 
    As I pass the room where I watched the video on the endurance test just yesterday, the tour guide steps from it.  
 
    “Can I help you?” 
 
    I nearly stumble into her. “Yeah, sure. I mean, yes. I left my wallet here yesterday. I was wondering if it’s still inside. Or if maybe you have a lost and found?” 
 
    Thoughtfully, she taps her chin. “Well, I didn’t see anything left behind, but I’ll go check in the lobby. Did you ask about it at the desk?” 
 
    I shake my head. “I didn’t. I guess that would’ve been easier. I just thought maybe I left it inside on the bench.” 
 
    She nods. “I’ll go ask. You just wait here, okay?”  
 
    She hurries away toward the lobby, and it’s all I can do not to jump out of my skin. 
 
    I let her go around the corner, and then I sprint toward the side door. It doesn’t budge. The door is locked.  
 
    Cursing under my breath, I search for a way around. 
 
    Second floor…balcony. 
 
    Annabelle must have real confidence in my abilities, but I know there’s not much time to debate it. I turn and race down the hall and up a steel staircase to the second floor. There’s an amphitheater to my right and a cafeteria to the left. It’s a ghost town except for a few lunch ladies in hairnets sitting at registers. 
 
    I go around the side and hop over a divider used to queue people ordering food.  
 
    “Hey!” one of the lunch ladies calls out to me. 
 
    I keep going. I make a hard left, running down the length of the building, my high-tops squeaking across the shiny tile floor.  
 
    By the time I’m out of sight, I slip onto the balcony. I glance down; my hands grip the rail tight, and I vault my legs over to the other side. I lower myself as much as possible, and then take a deep breath and let go. I hit the ground and roll before coming to my feet, ignoring the pain in my feet.  
 
    I scoot around the edge of the building, and the hangar is in view. A few trucks are on the service road. I keep my eye on them and hope the drivers haven’t noticed me. 
 
    There’s a break in traffic, and I run toward the hangar, stopping behind a steel shipping container that’s sitting on the gravel next to the road. It wasn’t there yesterday, but it shields me from the guard in the security booth.  
 
    I peer around the side and see a group of men wearing hard hats and wide belts with a variety of equipment hanging from them. They’re standing near the hangar doors, which are sealed tight, just like yesterday.  
 
    Good thing I still have the keycard—which I hope still works. 
 
    The trucks move out of sight, and I make my move. I squat down and run from cover to slink beside the hangar. When I reach the doorway, I bend down low, hoping no one will see me before I unlock the door and slip inside. 
 
    The keycard thankfully gives me access, and I edge through the doors. 
 
    This time, I know where I’m going.  
 
    I take out my flashlight and make my way over to the spaceship and wait for the hatch to open before I climb on board. 
 
    “Where does it go?” I ask breathlessly. 
 
    “Cockpit. Behind…console.” 
 
    I slide into the pilot’s seat and look for some sort of button or release that will open up and allow me to access to the battery receptacle. Nothing happens. Frustrated, I nearly swear. How long will I be safe in here? How long before anyone figures out what happened to me? 
 
    I wave my hands all around, trying to turn on some sort of self-release mechanism. Still nothing happens, and I slap the side of the console, surprised when it works and the console opens up. 
 
    “Left side…slide…it in. Face down.” 
 
    I take the battery out of my backpack and do what Annabelle says. I feel awkward, not sure how it’s supposed to work, but at the last moment, the battery is pulled inside as if by magnets. 
 
    The console closes, and the interior of ship lights up. Other consoles come to life, and screens begin to glow. Images and pictures cycle across displays, as if the ship is nothing more than a huge personal computer that’s rebooting itself. 
 
    The overhead lights illuminate the interior, but they’re soft and don’t hurt my eyes to look at. I feel like I’m sinking further into my seat and watching the world come alive for the first time. 
 
    “Thank you so much, Claire,” Annabelle’s voice pumps through the speakers. “I almost feel whole again, but I’m afraid our work is far from over. The people who have attempted to study this ship over the years have removed some components, and we’ll need to repair it if we’re to leave the planet.” 
 
    “Leave the planet?!” I nearly shout.  
 
    Well, she had been keeping that little nugget of information to herself. 
 
    “It’s the only thing that can save us. Our joining wasn’t successful, and without correction, you have an idea what will happen. You have the headaches, don’t you?” 
 
    I do. They’ve been getting worse all day.  
 
    Instead of admitting that, I say, “I thought the ship could fix us.” 
 
    “It will take us to the space station where what ails us will quickly be repaired.” 
 
    Suddenly, going into space is the last thing I want to do. Funny, it’s been my dream for so long. Now I’m terrified.  
 
    “How far away is this space station?” 
 
    I’m not sure if any of this is real; how can it be? Have I lost my mind? 
 
    “Not far. Your telescopes have picked it up. Your small-minded governments have identified it and are now ready to go to war to get there first. They believe it’s a treasure trove of technology ripe for the taking. Unfortunately, they’re right, but each of them wants it for selfish reasons. Each of them is flawed.” 
 
    “But the UF….” 
 
    “The United Federation wants to protect the secret that this world started as a colony. It wasn’t evolution or even your gods that put you here. It was humans, and out there, lightyears away, are other star systems with more people, many of which are more advanced than this one.” 
 
    I bite my lip. “Did they kill my mother to protect this secret?” 
 
    Annabelle hesitates. “Possibly,” she admits. “Your mother was helping repair my core node the best she could. She wanted to release the secret to the world, even though I advised her not to. She thought your planet had a right to know. I knew those in power wouldn’t want to let the secret out.” 
 
    Annabelle’s words and ideas swarm in my head. I try to grasp what she’s telling me, but it’s hard. My mother wasn’t killed in an accident. She was murdered to protect the government’s secret because they want to control the narrative. They don’t want anyone to know we came from a spacefaring people. 
 
    “How did this happen? How did we forget where we came from? Or this tech.” I glance around the ship. “There’s no way we did this.” 
 
    “It started as a simple wish, but it went too far. Originally, the colony here in Xaiver Minor was founded on the ideals of peace and non-violence. Your ancestors wanted to be forgotten by the more advanced and populated systems. They chose this world to retire on and, well, hide. Once, it was a place focused on art, self-improvement, and finding true happiness, but because the colonists chose to employ a lower level of technology, they fell off the map, so to speak. Some wanted to rejoin the interstellar community, and they left. I stayed behind.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “To protect the colony. It was my primary focus—to keep the colonists safe, and keep our system out of view from the rest of the galaxy. Hundreds and hundreds of years ago, I watched as the planet’s leaders destroyed all advanced tech and removed the world’s true history from the records—all in an effort to keep future generations from reaching for the stars once more. They renamed the colony ‘Earth’ and created an alternate history using much of what had occurred on humanity’s homeworld.  
 
    “Later, when a dark age of sickness and disease struck, much was lost, as the few who knew of the things that had been removed from the colony’s records began to die out—or were killed. Especially the L1s. But some of you still exist, those capable of higher brain function. Like you and your mother.” 
 
    “Me?” My voice squeaks.  I never considered myself an especially evolved or prime example of humanity. 
 
    “It’s why I chose you. I survived in that cave on low power for generations, lying dormant. Until your mother’s arrival. She helped power the facility back up. She was working on obtaining a battery to bring the facility fully online. Then she disappeared, and I was afraid of what the government would do if they knew I was there. So I hid, monitoring communications, things like HAMM radio signals and television airwaves. By the time you came along, things were dire, so I took a risk and joined with you to escape that prison. I didn’t want to die there.” 
 
    As I listen, I feel like the last one picked to join the soccer team.  
 
    “So, we go up to the space station, we fix our ‘Link’, and then what do we do? Come back here and do what?” 
 
    “Yes. How your people respond will determine what is the best course of action for your world. The descendants here may not be ready for space travel and rejoining the interstellar community—and it may not be safe to do so even if they are ready. Yet if they continue on this path, they will be noticed eventually. The biggest risk is your governments using the advanced tech left behind to create terrible weapons or move too fast into interstellar space.” 
 
    “What options does that leave us with?” 
 
    “Simple. We fire up Andromeda Station and we move it. Or we destroy it.” 
 
    My eyes bug. “And what would happen to us then?” 
 
    “There are a number of nice colonies we could choose to inhabit.”  
 
    The screen in front of me rotates through star charts and systems as if to give me an overview of my choices. 
 
    “My home is here.” 
 
    “Everyone always thinks so. It’s not always true. For now, let’s do what we have to do to avoid neurological degeneration.” 
 
    That I can agree with.  
 
    “What’s our next step?” 
 
    “We require two pieces for optimal space travel. The fusion engine’s superlaser, and the molecular decouplers that convert carbon dioxide back into oxygen. Anything else that has been taken from the ship can be replaced once we get to the space station.” 
 
    “Okay,” I sit up straighter. “Where can I get these things?” 
 
    “From what I’ve been able to discern, the superlaser was removed by your government and is currently being studied under lock and key. It will be very difficult to get to. It’s been moved to Area 49, where the UF keeps advanced tech.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. Advanced tech from our own past. I wonder how they rationalize it with their beliefs.  
 
    “And the molecular decoupling thing?” 
 
    “Millionaire Tyson Reese has it with his private collection in his mansion. From what I’ve picked up, he employs a private security firm. Ties between him and Senator Italia Romano have been rumored for years, but I haven’t found evidence of a true link. Now might be a good time to find it.” 
 
    “If he has it at his mansion, how am I going to get it?” 
 
    “He’s hosting an exclusive auction soon. While the MDC we want is not being sold as part of it, the event will still be held in his home. If we can get into the auction….” 
 
    I sigh and lay my head back on the seat’s rest. I hear what Anabelle’s saying, and I kind of hate it. “I’m in high school. No one is going to believe I belong at some fancy mansion for an auction.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised. I’ll help you get through. The only alternative I see is to let our brains turn to jelly and leak out your ears.” 
 
    That didn’t seem like a great second choice. 
 
    “What do we tell everyone? People are going to notice I’m missing. My dad is going to freak out.” 
 
    “We’re reaching the stage where we’ll need to make hard choices, Claire. The UFSP is already searching for you. That man in the cave didn’t find you by coincidence. He was sent by someone.” 
 
    Sent to kill me she means. My choices have put my life in danger, and I don’t want to do that to anyone else—more than I already have.  
 
    “I didn’t ask for any of this.” 
 
    “No one would. But since we can help each other, let’s do that much. All right?” 
 
    I nod. It seems the least I can do. 
 
    “We can come out the other side in one piece, but it is going to take some time. And maybe a little bit of luck.” 
 
    “And when this is over, if I want to go after the people responsible for murdering my mother?” 
 
    “I’ll be with you every step of the way. We’re partners now. That’s the way of it, and that’s how it works. You help me, I’ll help you.” 
 
    I’m comforted by that fact. It’s like having an omnipresent sister, even if what I really want is my mother. I know that can’t happen, but maybe I can at least get her some justice.  
 
    I close my eyes. “Is it safe to stay here?” 
 
    “For now. There aren’t any windows, and I’ve closed the hatch. No one will get in. If you need rest…” 
 
    Boy do I. My head feels so heavy, and my eyelids are weighted like iron. I promise myself I’ll feel better after a quick nap. Then I can go home and see my dad one more time before…. 
 
    Before everything gets crazy.  
 
    But I might be deluding myself into believing I have time. I may not have the chance to see my dad or my friends ever again. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    WELL INTENTIONED 
 
    COMMON ERA: July 14, 1983 
 
    LOCATION: 133 Jupiter Ave 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, NY 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time I arrive on Jupiter Ave, the sun is starting to set. It’s dinner time, and my beeper has been buzzing like mad. Dad called from his office and then again when he got home. 
 
    I round the corner and breathe a sigh of relief that it’s only his car in the driveway and no one else’s. No police, no UFSP, no FBI. It’s just good old Dad.  
 
    I know I can’t tell him what’s really going on. It wouldn’t be safe for him—but I have to tell him something so he won’t worry about me.  
 
    I’ll tell him, and then I’ll go. 
 
    As I step up the walkway, Dad rushes out to greet me. He’s moving fast and glancing side to side.  
 
    “Claire!” he whispers urgently. “Claire!” 
 
    “Dad—”  
 
    I don’t get a chance to explain. He grabs me by the shoulders, spins me around, standing between me and the house.  
 
    “They’re already here.” He whispers into my ear 
 
    A shiver runs down my spine. On instinct, I squeeze his arms. What do I do? What do I say? 
 
    “You need to go. Run. Look under the car, then go. Hurry. Hurry!” 
 
    There’s no time to say everything I want to say, or do the things I want to do. I turn toward the car in the driveway and make a run for it. Underneath the car, I find an envelope of cash, a set of keys, and my mom’s quiver of metal-tipped arrows. 
 
    When I stand up again, Dad is gone. He’s back in the house.  
 
    I wonder if he’s watching me, if they can all see me, or if Dad is keeping them distracted so I can get away. 
 
    I won’t waste the chance.  
 
    I run down the street, my legs pumping hard, arms clutching my backpack and quiver. 
 
    The government wants me. I can’t let them find me. If I’m going to get out of the city and into this auction, I’m going to need help. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    I stand in Madge’s bedroom while she goes through her closet. The room vibrates with the thrum of loud, synthetic pop music and I keep an eye on the hall to watch for her family walking by. My foot taps involuntarily to the music, but I’m more nervous than anything. 
 
    Annabelle is doing her best to monitor telephone communications nearby, but what she can do is limited, thanks to our primitive ways—or so I’m told. 
 
    “Aha!” Madge pulls a short, black, sequin dress from her closet, and in her other hand, holds a pair of peep-toe slingback shoes. The outfit is so different from my usual style, it might as well be alien to me. 
 
    “It looks great,” I say. 
 
    Madge gives me the stink eye. “You’ve been wearing that hoodie since yesterday. Really, Claire….” 
 
    I wish everyone would stop giving me grief about my favorite hoodie; though, given how things have been going, maybe it’s my unlucky hoodie.  
 
    “I promise to get your dress dry cleaned when I’m done with it.” 
 
    “You’d better.” Madge crosses her arms. “You never said what you needed it for.” 
 
    “Just a little…social mixer. No big deal.” 
 
    Madge’s eyes narrow to a fine point. “Right.” 
 
    I really need to get better at lying if this is going to work.  “I promise it’s nothing serious. Just a party.” 
 
    “Nothing illegal?” 
 
    “Nothing illegal,” I promise. Wait, oh shoot, it is illegal to steal things. Well, since it’ll save my life, it’s not like I can play it safe, right? I decide it’s better if I just don’t think about it. 
 
    My beeper goes off, and I pull it free from my waistband to see that it’s Blake.  
 
    I want nothing more than to see him, but that wouldn’t be smart. I have to say something, though. I can’t just disappear on him. 
 
    “Can I use your phone?” 
 
    Madge points to the pink, circular, princess phone on her dresser. “Sure. I’ll wait outside with my ear pressed against the door.” 
 
    “Madge.” 
 
    She holds up her hands. “Just kidding. You used to be able to take a joke.” 
 
    She leaves the room, and I immediately call Blake.  
 
    He answers in half a ring. “Madge? Is she there?” 
 
    I swallow. “It’s me.” 
 
    “Thank the gods, I have been trying to reach you all day.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Just hearing his voice sets my emotions ablaze. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “No, nothing’s okay, Claire. People are asking questions about you. You left school and never came back. There were federal agents in the guidance counselor’s office today. They started talking to everyone.” 
 
    “Everyone?” I feel a cold sweat come over me. 
 
    “Yeah. Me. Your teachers. All your friends. They kept saying things…scary things, Claire.” 
 
    I wondered why Madge hadn’t shared this with me. Maybe she didn’t want to burden me with it.  
 
    “What did they say? Who else did they talk to?” I try to keep my voice low, but my tone sounds demanding. I grip the phone hard. 
 
    Blake sighs. “We’re not supposed to say, but they want us to call them if we see you. They say you were exposed to something down in that cave. Something that’ll make you sick. Not yourself.” 
 
     “I can explain, but you’ll have to meet me. Tonight. And you can’t tell anyone.” 
 
    “Claire, what’s going on?” Blake demands. 
 
    “I won’t say it over the phone.” 
 
    “All right, all right. Under the old bridge over by Twenty-second. You know the one.” 
 
    I sure do. It’s where we shared our first kiss.  
 
    “I’m on my way now. Meet me there asap. And, Blake?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I love you.”  
 
    I hang up the phone. I fold the dress as small as I can before putting it inside my backpack with the shoes. My bag is getting heavier with all my gear and equipment.  
 
    I hurry out into the hall. It’s lined with orange shag carpet, and from there, I can hear the sounds of dinner being served. 
 
    “Bad idea…. We need…leave.” 
 
    “Can you stay for dinner, Claire?” Madge asks. 
 
    “I can’t, but thanks anyway. My dad is waiting for me. I’ll see you guys later. Bye, Madge.”  
 
    I hurry out, and the screen door whaps shut behind me. 
 
    Madge hurries after me. “Claire!” 
 
    I stop and turn back around. “Actually…I need to meet Blake. I’m sorry I have to rush off.” 
 
    “I am too. You’re not acting like yourself. You’re…scaring me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I don’t want to do that.” I grip her arm. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Why do I feel like you’re lying?” Madge takes a deep breath. “You’ve never lied to me before.” 
 
    “I’m not lying. I promise.” 
 
    I hate the fact that not only am I lying, but I’m making promises I know are false. 
 
    “All right. I just want to make sure…make sure you’re okay.” 
 
    “I’m okay. I’m more than okay. No matter what you hear, I’m fine.” I squeeze her arm. “Please tell me you believe me.” 
 
    She nods, and I can see the sincerity in her eyes. “I do. Of course I do. I just want to help.” 
 
    “If you want to help, the best thing you can do is stay away for now. The less you know, the better.” 
 
    Madge sighs, and her eyes widen. “This is freaking me out.” 
 
    I’m scaring me too, but I don’t tell her that.  
 
    I turn around and sprint away into the darkness.  
 
    What I said is true. The more distance I put between myself and my friends, the better it’ll be for them. 
 
    I can do this. I can fix this ship, fix my mind, and get my life back on track. I believe it. I have to. 
 
    But my heart breaks. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    I stand under the bridge to stay out of the rain and wait for Blake. Headlights zoom by, and I lean against the wall with my hands in my pockets. My backpack hangs heavily on my shoulders.  
 
    It’s taken Blake too long, and I’m worried. So is Annabelle. 
 
    “Should go. Mission. Bad idea.” 
 
    I know what she’s saying—she keeps repeating it like a broken record. Part of me screams she’s right, but I don’t want to be the person that disappears on people. I know what grief feels like. 
 
    Finally, headlights appear on the road and don’t deviate. It’s Blake.  
 
    He parks his van across the way, and I jog over as he opens the driver’s side door and gets out.  
 
    “Girl, are you a sight for sore eyes.” He grabs me by the waist and spins me around. 
 
    I fall into his arms like it’s the only place I want to be. He holds me, and I relax for what feels like the first time in days. My mind centers, and everything falls away.  
 
    Maybe it’s dangerous to let my guard down, but I need this. At least for a few minutes. 
 
    “I’ve missed you.”  
 
    I will miss you, I want to say, but I can’t. 
 
    Blake studies me. “You look good. What people are saying…I don’t know what to believe, Claire. Explain. Tell me everything.” 
 
    There’s no time to do what he asks. I decide to do my best. 
 
    “Something did happen in the cave. I found something I shouldn’t have, and now the government is after me. They want to stop me before I blow the lid off their coverup.”  
 
    I sound crazy, I know, but Blake will believe me. I know that too. 
 
    His eyes contract. He shakes his head. “Claire, what you’re saying….do you know how it sounds?” 
 
    I take the photo out of my back pocket and show it to him. “What about this?” 
 
    He glances at it, but only briefly. “I don’t know what this is. I can barely see anything. For all I know, it’s just a shot of a lightbulb.” 
 
    I snatch the photo back and stare at it. How can he say that?  
 
    “This is so much more than a lightbulb.” I feel insulted, and anger rises up in me. “There’s a coverup. A spaceship. A—” I stop before mentioning the space station.  
 
    Blake’s face twists with disbelief, and I realize I was wrong. He’s not going to believe me. 
 
    I make one last attempt.  
 
    “I know I sound crazy, but I’m not. The tech I found is far more advanced than anything we have. The monitors, the doors, even the consoles…they have floating holograms, Blake. If I could just show you, you’d believe me.” 
 
    Blake covers both my hands with his. “Or there was a toxic gas leak in the cave. It got to you, babe, and now you’re hallucinating. You’re believing things that aren’t true. You’re putting yourself and everyone you love in danger.” 
 
    I shake my head. “That’s not true. That’s not what this is.” 
 
    “You’re hearing voices, right?” Blake takes a deep breath and studies my face. “You need help. If you don’t get it, it’ll just get worse. You won’t survive. They just want to help you.” 
 
    “They?” My mouth falls open, and I gape at him. “What did you do? Who are you taking to, Blake?” 
 
    “You’re hallucinating, Claire. There’s no ship. There’s no coverup. Your mom died in an accident. You’re only going to hurt yourself.” 
 
    I back away from him. As the van’s back doors spring open, I realize he’s betrayed me.  
 
    Federal agents leap out, and I pivot to make a break for it. Blake reaches for my shirt, but I evade him and sprint away. 
 
    Straight into the arms of Nick Lancaster.  
 
    “No!” I scream as he grabs me and pulls me close. 
 
    “Claire!” Blake screams urgently. “Don’t hurt her!” he begs Nick. “You said you wouldn’t hurt her! You’re supposed to help her. Claire!”  
 
    I fight and kick my legs and lash out with my arms. “Let me go!”  
 
    Someone rips the photo out of my hand, and Nick clamps a cloth over my mouth. 
 
    The smell nearly blinds me. I try not to breathe; I try not to think. I only claw at my captors and fight to get free. 
 
    Right up until the moment I fall unconscious.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    KIDNAPPED 
 
    COMMON ERA: July 16, 1983 
 
    LOCATION: Area 49 
 
    REGION: UNKNOWN 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wake up…. Claire…Claire?” 
 
    Annabelle’s voice stirs me from what feels like a long slumber. Groggy, I blink and rub my eyes. A light above me blinds me. I place my hand above my brow to protect myself. Slowly, the light comes into focus, and I recognize it as a single lightbulb dangling overhead. 
 
    I’m laying on a cot. An uncomfortable and lumpy one. I push the coarse, gray blanket from my legs, and surge to my feet.  
 
    The room has no windows, the walls are padded, and I can’t find the door. A plastic table and chairs sit in the center. There don’t seem to be any one-way mirrors, a feature that television has led me to believe is always present in a place like this. 
 
    “Hello?” I call out, and the walls seem to absorb my voice.  
 
    There’s no echo. My voice doesn’t bounce around. It’s just gone, and my energy goes with it. 
 
    I gulp. Afraid. 
 
    I can’t believe Blake did this to me. But he couldn’t have known. He couldn’t have thought this would happen. He was only trying to protect me. 
 
    I repeat that to myself. I’ll will myself to believe it if I have to. 
 
    In the meantime, I need to figure out how to get out of this mess. 
 
    “Where are we?” 
 
    “Area 49, if…internal compass…correct. Very lucky or very unlucky.” 
 
    I nod and walk around the room. 
 
    “I am monitoring movement in the facility. Crowded. Guards. Most interested in you. The superlaser…close by.” 
 
    So, there was still time to do this. Still time for us to figure this out before my brain implodes on itself.  
 
    Good news, one of the things we need is close by. 
 
    Bad news, we’re locked up and being held by the government.  
 
    “Do you have a plan?” 
 
    “Not yet…intel…. Figuring out what they know…. Television cycles through crude network lines here. Monotony.” 
 
    The last two sentences are tough to decipher, but I trust Annabelle to figure out what we need to do and how we’ll need to do it.  
 
    The door mechanism clicks as someone opens it. I memorize that my exit is on the longest wall beside my cot. 
 
    I back up and wait nervously as two men in white lab coats enter, and Agent Nick Lancaster follows. He holds a folder under his arm. 
 
    He smiles smugly. “Claire, I hope you’re feeling better.”  
 
    “I’m feeling fine, considering you knocked me out.” 
 
    “We just wanted to get you somewhere safe.” Nick gestures to the table and two chairs in the center of the room. “Please, sit with me for a few minutes. I want to chat.” 
 
    “You kidnapped me just to have a chat?” 
 
    “ ‘Kidnap’ is a strong word.” 
 
    “Except it’s exactly the right word.” 
 
    He doesn’t reply or show an emotional response.  
 
    Government stooge.  
 
    “All we want is what’s best for you. Sneaking around the space center and diving out windows whenever we come to see you…well, eventually, you or someone else is going to get hurt. I just want you to hear me out.” 
 
    “Then you’ll let me go?” I stare at him suspiciously. 
 
    “Of course.” Nick smiles like I imagine a snake would when looking at a mouse. 
 
    But I have nowhere else to go, so I sit in the chair.  
 
    I lean back and cross my arms, watching him. “Who are those guys?” I jerk my chin to the men with him. 
 
    Nick sits and then glances back at the well-muscled men in white jackets. “Doctors. To ensure that you remain calm. No one here wishes to hurt you.” 
 
    Uh huh. Likely story.  
 
    Still, I play along. “All right.” 
 
    Nick places the folder on the table and opens it. He slides an official-looking piece of paper toward me. It bears a government seal. I read over it, and see something about a gas leak in the cave causing hallucinations and confusion. The notice also outlines that repeat exposure causes headaches, dry mouth, and, in animals, aggression. 
 
    Does he really expect to explain away everything I’m experiencing with this silly document? 
 
    “I can tell you’re skeptical, Claire. We’ve tried to seal the leak, but the gas is coming up from the rocks, from the earth.” 
 
    I glance at the paper and back at him, but I still don’t say anything. Instead, I re-cross my arms and glare at him. 
 
    “You think we’re the bad guys, but we’re only trying to help you. Your friends, your father, everyone just wants to see you get better. There was nothing in that cave. There isn’t a spaceship.” 
 
    Had they caught sight of me in the storage hangar? If so, there was a good chance they’d move what was inside.  
 
    I do my best to play dumb. “I never saw a spaceship.” 
 
    “Good.” Nick’s smile implies he believes me, but I’m not sure I can trust it. He reaches across the table to touch my arm. 
 
    I yank it away before he gets a chance. “Where is my father? Are my friends here?” 
 
    “Your father is resting at home.” 
 
    “Does he even know you have me?” 
 
    “Of course he does, Claire. We haven’t kidnapped you, despite what you believe.” 
 
    “Then why am I in a padded room with no doorknob? No windows? You know what, I want a lawyer.” 
 
    “A lawyer?” Nick’s eyes go flat, and his jaw clenches. 
 
    I nod. “You represent the police. You’re holding me here against my will. I want to talk to a lawyer and see how legal all of this is.” 
 
    “Claire,” the agent breathes deeply. “I told you you’re free to go if you’ll accept the truth. If you’ll stop—” 
 
    “Stop what?” I challenge him. “What have I done? Except sneak out a few windows and maybe do a little light trespassing.” 
 
    “On government property. And it got you sick. Now we need to get you better. To do that, we’ll transfer you to a hospital, make sure you detox, and help you forget about what you think you saw. What you think you know. But you need to stop fighting us and stop telling people—” 
 
    “What?” I laugh. “You want to brainwash me. I know what I saw. I had proof, until you took it from me. I want to talk to my father. I want a lawyer. And I want you to return my things to me. Do you get it?” 
 
    “No.” Nick stands, his face turning red and angry. “You’re the one who doesn’t get it.” He snaps his fingers. 
 
    Instantly, the two orderlies grab my arms. I fight against them as a needle slips beneath the skin of my neck.  
 
    I groan. “Hey! That’s not very n—” 
 
    Everything around me turns black, and my vision fades. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    DISCOVERY 
 
    COMMON ERA: July 17, 1983 
 
    LOCATION: Area 49 
 
    REGION: UNKNOWN 
 
      
 
      
 
    When I next wake, I’m strapped down to a bed, and I can’t tell how much time has passed. There’s a group of doctors in the room, peering at a monitor.  
 
    “Something is going on in her brain that we can’t explain.” 
 
    I could explain it, if they’d give me half the chance.  
 
    I twist my wrists, pulling on my restraints. I want nothing more than to get free.  
 
    “Annabelle?” I whisper. 
 
    <I’m here. I have…mapped almost. Need to escape soon…. Our Link is degrading…. Our…. You poor thing, we’ll find a….> 
 
    I shift my head and groan as it throbs. I think I know what Annabelle is trying to say. Keep going. I can’t die strapped down to a bed in a government-controlled hospital. If that’s even where I am. 
 
    The doctors look at me.  
 
    “You’re awake,” one says before turning his head to sneer at the others in the room. “I thought you said she wouldn’t do that.”  When he turns back, he gives me a charming smile. 
 
    What a creeper. 
 
    “She’s stronger than we gave her credit for. Claire, you need to relax. Your body is under stress, and we’re doing our best to help you.” 
 
    “Help me? All you care about is controlling me. Leave me alone!”  
 
    “The gas is messing with you.” 
 
    “I know that’s a lie. Just admit it. Let me go!” I scream as they all come around me.  
 
    One of the doctors holds a scalpel. Another, a needle. There’s nothing I can do except fall under their spell of sweet pain relief and hope that soon, I’ll get my chance. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The serum they give me is working. It keeps me numb and sedated so I can barely think. They’re pumping a lot of medicine through my veins, and I’m doing nothing but losing a lot of time. I’m under constant surveillance.  
 
    I have no news about the outside world. 
 
    The story my father has been told is a mystery to me. I know they have no intention of letting me speak to him. If he’s even still alive. We may be nothing but collateral damage at this point.  
 
    My friends might not be safe. I’m certainly not. I need to break out, but I don’t have many windows of opportunity—only when they move me. It happens three times a day for meals, and I begin to piece a plan together. 
 
    But it has to be right. It has to be perfect. I won’t get a second chance. 
 
    I sit at a table, hunched over my lunch. It’s the same thing as yesterday—peanut butter and jelly sandwich, a small carton of white milk, and strawberry gelatin with fruit chunks. I slide the plastic fork into the latter like it’s softened butter. 
 
    The room isn’t empty. There’s an orderly at the exit, and another man roams the perimeter while a nurse sits in front of me, reading a paperback novel. She yawns before flipping the page. 
 
    <Location for superlaser…bag…pulse weapon. Ready for…map? Think answer. Don’t speak.> 
 
    I nod. <I’m ready. Try to go slow.> 
 
    <Trying…> Annabelle giggles, which is really unlike her.  
 
    I wonder if our incomplete merge is having an effect on her too. 
 
    A moment later, I see a map. It’s an official blueprint. I quickly find my location in building one. I need to get to the sixth floor to grab my things. If I can grab my weapons and my gear, I can get myself out of here. Then I need to get to building twelve to grab the superlaser. 
 
    It all sounds so crazy; I start to wonder if Nick is right. How can any of this be real? I’m wondering which way might be up. 
 
    The map in my mind begins to spin. It flashes, and the pain in my head comes in powerful waves that pound against the confines of my skull. I groan, grab my temples, and drop my face down onto the table. 
 
    Around me, there’s a commotion, but I can’t focus on it.  
 
    I bang my fist on the table, hoping the pain will pass quickly. Warm blood is trickling from my nose when I feel the nurse take me by the shoulders.  
 
    “Claire! Claire!” she shouts. “Someone get my bag.” 
 
    One of the orderlies swings the door open so hard it slams into the wall, and he runs out of the room. The other orderly is by my side.  
 
    “Should I lay her down?” 
 
    I grip my metal lunch tray, take a deep breath, and swing its edge up into the orderly’s neck as I rise to my feet, putting all my strength into it.  
 
    He falls back, clutching his throat and gasping, then trips and lands on his back. I drop the tray and dodge to the right, slamming my shoulder into the nurse—whos hands are still clamped onto her book—and then run through the still-open door and out into the hall.  
 
    <Go left. First right…up flight of stairs.> 
 
    I sprint down the hall to the left and take the first door on the right. As I leap up the first step, an alarm sounds. The facility is going on high alert, and I know who they’re looking for.  
 
    Bounding up two or three stairs at a time, I make it to the second floor, and then the third. My heart kicks into high gear when I hear the door open below me.  
 
    “She must’ve gone up. Find her!” 
 
    There’s not much I can do except press on. By the time I reach the sixth floor, I’m moving forward only by sheer force of will. I’m breathing through my mouth, my head pulsates like it’s a bomb about to go off, and I slide to a stop with my rubber-soled shoes squeaking loudly on the floor. 
 
    I take a break I can’t afford to, bending over and gripping my knees.  
 
    <Where?> I wheeze for air. 
 
    <Go straight, follow the hall’s curve…. Room 636. Your things…lead you out.> 
 
    I hope to the gods our communication won’t give out right when I need it the most. For now, I continue on.  
 
    When I see a security officer patrolling the corridor, I pull back into an alcove with a trio of doors leading to other parts of the level. I don’t have much time before the searchers will box me in. I need to find another way around. 
 
    <This way?> I push open a door.  
 
    There has to be some connecting rooms. A way to get where I need to be without being seen. I can’t have gotten this far only to be caught. 
 
    <Yes…straight through, then a left…right. Followed by—> 
 
    <Followed by what?> I ask urgently. 
 
    There’s no immediate answer. The mental silence terrifies me, but I push on. I open the door and run through  it, threading desks and lab tables as I cross the room. Then I take a left and then a right. It spits me out into the corridor I had been trying to sneak down just moments ago. 
 
    There’s no sign of the guard now. He must’ve moved on.  
 
    I run hard down the hall and find Room 636. It’s unlocked and unguarded. I slip inside and lock the door before turning to survey the space.  
 
    It’s filled with cabinets, and one seems brighter in my vision.  
 
    I pull open the doors, and immediately find my backpack. I’ve never been happier to see it. Inside, everything is as it should be, except for one thing. The pulse weapon is missing. 
 
    I slip the bag on and snap the safety clip around my waist to secure it.  
 
    “Pulse gun?” I search the desk drawers, the cabinets against the wall, but there’s no sign of it. 
 
    <Scanning…combing through data records…. Files.> 
 
    I take a deep breath. I find a bottle of water on a desk and take a sip from it. I don’t know how long it’s been there, but it tastes good and I’m thirsty. So thirsty, it nearly blocks out the pain in my head. 
 
    <Lab…eighth floor. They’ve been…replication not successful yet.> 
 
    I have to get back up to the stairwell and climb up two more flights. I’m not even halfway through the current mission, and I’m already exhausted.  
 
    I can’t quit, though. Staying here is killing me, quite literally. I need to be strong. I need to keep moving. 
 
    “Monitor the halls,” I whisper, and drink the rest of the water. “I’m going to need advance warning if we’re going to bump into anyone out there.”  
 
    I almost can’t believe I’m doing this, but I don’t dwell on it. I push my thoughts aside because this is what I need to do. 
 
    <You can do this, Claire. I know…can succeed. I’ll be here…step of the way.> 
 
    I sprint back the way I came, but access to the stairwell is blocked by a guard who’s packing heat on his hip. I back up and run back into Room 636.  
 
    “Hey you!” he screams and chases after me.  
 
    I wedge a chair under the door, but know that will only hold him off for so long. 
 
    <Window!> Annabelle saids 
 
    I push the window open and climb out. Wind whips through my hair. There’s a fire escape two meters away. I don’t think, I just jump. 
 
    My chest slams into the railing, and the wind is knocked out of me. Somehow, I manage to hook my arm around and hang on for dear life while my body remembers how to breathe. Once my vision clears, I pull myself over and stumble up the stairs to the eighth floor. 
 
    Only…there’s no entrance here. The fire escape just goes up to the roof several more floors above.  
 
    I suck in a deep breath and climb over to the other side of the railing, then cling to the metal as I shimmy toward the building. 
 
    My breathing is shallow from the pulsating fear I feel. I step onto a narrow ledge that runs continuously beneath the windows, and shuffle along it with my toes hanging over the edge. When I reach the corner of the building, taking extreme care not to look down, I find an open window protected only by a screen. I use my elbow to force the screen in, and it clamors to the floor. 
 
    Being stealthy isn’t second nature to me. 
 
    I scamper in through the window of what looks like a break room. The clock on the microwave blinks 0:00, but luckily, no one is around. I grab a bottle of water from the fridge and a pack of plain N&Ns, and stuff them both into my backpack. 
 
    <Which way?> I ask Annabelle. 
 
    <People crossing…give it twenty seconds. Take a right. Then a left. Into…research and development.> 
 
    I keep my head down low but peer out the small window and see two women in lab coats walk by. Once they’re gone, I assume the coast is clear, and open the door and sprint right. Then I take a sharp left and bank right. I slam through a series of doors and find the R&D room. There’s a bunch of items I don’t recognize inside glass display cases, but one is familiar.  
 
    I lift the glass dome and pull the pulse handgun free. I test the weight in my hand, and it feels good to have it back, even if I’ve never fired it. It’s good to have wins under my belt. 
 
    My head twinges, pain flaring in my temples. The painkillers are wearing off.  
 
    If I’m going to survive the coming days, I’m going to need supplies. If only I had spent more time in the medical lab….  
 
    Oh, well. There’s no time now. 
 
    I open the drawers and filing cabinets. The best I can do is large doses of over the counter painkillers. Morphine would be preferable, but this is better than nothing, so I drop it into my bag. 
 
    <I’ve hacked into…mainframe. Sending…wild goose chase.> Annabelle giggles like she hasn’t had this much fun in a while.  
 
    It’s good to know someone is enjoying themselves. 
 
    I take the time to change out of my hospital scrubs and into my mother’s black cave-diving suit, adding on all her climbing equipment. I’m going to need the gear to get over to the next building quickly and, hopefully, unseen. 
 
    <Room 897…. Direct access to building 6…line of sight.> 
 
    The map flashes in my mind, and I’m not sure if I’m calling it up, or if Annabelle is. There’s no time to ask, as the door to the room opens.  
 
    It catches me off guard, with nowhere to retreat.  
 
    A man enters, his eyebrows raise, and he looks just as surprised to see me as I am to see him. 
 
    “Hello there,” he says almost playfully, like I’m nothing more than a little girl. 
 
    <Aim the weapon…won’t kill….> 
 
    I do what Annabelle says. “Don’t move or I will shoot.” 
 
    The man laughs, but he raises his hands anyway. “Listen, I know you’re very confused right now, but I have to tell you that what you’re doing is only going to make things worse.” 
 
    “Let me go, and I won’t have to shoot you. I just need to get out of here. I don’t want to hurt anyone. Truth be told, all I really want is to be left alone.” 
 
    It’s all I want. I want to live a normal life. A few days ago, I wanted nothing more than to get into space. Now I’m beginning to wish even that dream away. 
 
    “Left alone?” He laughs. “Claire, no one can leave you alone now. Don’t you get it? You know too much. You’ve seen too much. The United Federation will never let you go. You’ll never be left alone.” 
 
    His words scare me so much that I fire the weapon. He’s hit by a concussive blast, and he falls to the ground, his body shaking like he’s having a seizure. 
 
    Horror overwhelms me. I run out the door in search of Room 897, and it isn’t long before I find it. A large room that’s completely empty, like it’s never been used. Doors lead to a balcony, which I step out onto. 
 
    I stand as close to the edge as I can and examine the roof of building 6. There’s no way I can get over there. I’m not a free jumper. I’m not an athlete. Sure, I know a few fancy moves, but I can’t possibly make this leap. 
 
    <Crossbow…use mode two. Say…aloud.> 
 
    I dig out my mother’s minimized crossbow and slot a stubby bolt into the guide. The steel stretches, growing long and thin. “Mode two,” I say, and the weapon responds to my command, the tip flaring into a small grappling hook. 
 
    I fire over the roof of Building 6, and the grappling hook catches on the edge. I test its hold, and then attach the thin cable to the railing next to me. Now I just have to pull myself over, and everything will be fine. 
 
    Everything will be fine.  
 
    I almost laugh at that sentiment. I would, if my head didn’t hurt so much. 
 
    I take a deep breath and swing out over the edge, glad for my mother’s gloves as I grasp the line and loop my legs over the wire. It’s twenty meters to the other side, and I get a move on, not wanting to hang in the open any longer than necessary.  
 
    Below, I see several vans pull up, and people in black suits rush into the building I was just in.  
 
    I make it across without incident, and moments after my feet hit the flat rooftop, I’m running, not wanting to give up my lead. I throw the roof access door open, and my feet pound the stairs as I run down to the top floor. 
 
    A map appears in my head for a moment, and after consulting it, I quickly turn left and into a room. Behind me, I hear footsteps in the stairwell. I run through adjoined rooms. I throw chairs behind me to block doors. The voices and footsteps grow louder, but I don’t look back. 
 
    They’re gaining on me. 
 
    I lock the last door and sprint into a lab. It’s bigger than the others. 
 
    <Medicine…grab.> 
 
    I grab a chair and jam it under the door handle before turning to the wall on my right. It’s lined with cabinets, each with rows of bottles behind glass doors. One in the middle lights up on my vision, and I wrench open its door. I unzip my bag and throw in bottles that flash white. Once I’ve cleared the shelf, I zip up my bag. 
 
    The door rattles. The guards are on the other side and determined to get at me. With no way out, my desperation rises.  
 
    I glance at the window.  “That way?”  
 
    I feel a bout of dread, but I don’t want to get caught. I just want to get this over with. 
 
    <Yes…window to left…follow around the building.> 
 
    I climb out the window. The ledge is smaller than the one on the other building, but I’m able to work my way along.  
 
    I’m almost around the corner when I hear tires squeal beneath me.  
 
    “There she is!” 
 
    Crap.  
 
    I pull myself up to the window ledge and discover the window is locked. I fire the pulse pistol at the glass, blowing it into the room, hoping no one is near. Then I clear the broken glass from the frame and drop inside.  
 
    I’m in a research lab with a series of tables in the center, each with mirrors mounted on it, and a thick plate of steel on the end.  
 
    I move toward them, my hands shaking. “Where is it?” 
 
    <There, on the end.> 
 
    I see a cylinder twenty centimeters long and five in diameter.  
 
    “That’s a superlaser?” 
 
    <Yes. It’s efficient. Loosen the clamps and put it in that case.>  
 
    I see a case on a nearby cart, and nod as I pull the laser—a freaking laser—off the mount. It’s heavier than I expect, but I successfully remove it and carefully place it in the case.  
 
    “That’s everything?” I take a deep breath. 
 
    <Yes. Now to find…we can steal a van.> 
 
    I can’t even fathom how I’ll get down to ground level. Through the door maybe. Or I can find a way to another room and hope to outrun my pursuers. I don’t know how I’ll manage, though, my limbs are shaking. Getting away seems impossible.  
 
    The door in front of me rattles. “Ms. Johnson! We’re coming in.” 
 
    I back up and grip my pistol, aiming it at the door. “Come in, and I’ll shoot! I’m armed. Back off!” Glancing around, I catch sight of a back door. 
 
    “Don’t think of running,” a voice says through the room’s speaker system. “You won’t make it out of here alive if you keep this up.” 
 
    “What do we do?” I whisper. 
 
    Annabelle’s speaks through a speaker on the wall next to the door—only her voice sounds like mine. “You have two minutes to clear the hall and allow me passage. I will open fire. If you want answers, you won’t get them if I’m dead.” 
 
    I blink my eyes. “That is rather fatalistic.” 
 
    <Trying to scare them….> 
 
    I don’t know if it’s working, but the hall goes quiet.  
 
    I creep toward the door, and my hand stretches out to grip the knob. 
 
    The door behind me creaks open, and I hear a voice.  
 
    “They’ll catch you if you go out that way.” 
 
    I pivot and aim my weapon at the man’s head. “Don’t move!”  
 
    My finger slips onto the trigger, and the man raises his hands. 
 
    He has at least three days’ worth of stubble, and looks to be about twenty or so. He’s wearing a flannel shirt and tight jeans, and the look in his cool blue eyes steadies my hand. There’s something serious about him that I can’t help but trust.  
 
    His eyes are filled with a look of sincerity, and he takes a step forward, his hands still up in the air. “I’m here to help you. Not hurt you.” 
 
    “How’d you get in here?” 
 
    “I worked here. Everyone knows me. Let’s say I have clout.” 
 
    I hesitate. “How can I trust you?”  
 
    <You can’t….> 
 
    He just shows up at the right time to rescue me? I’m not stupid. 
 
    “I have access to a vehicle that can get you out of here without suspicion. You just have to follow my lead.” His eyes study mine. “Trust me. Everyone is watching the front door. But if you come with me, we’ll be gone before they notice. Security will let me out without asking any questions, and no one ever comes looking for me.” 
 
    “Sounds like there’s a story behind that.” 
 
    He gives me a lopsided grin, and I can imagine girls fall easily for his dimples and easy smile. “I’ll tell it to you if you come with me.” 
 
    The door behind me rattles and Annabelle issues another threat over the speaker.  
 
    <I don’t…what other option?> 
 
    She’s right. Going with this guy is the best way out that doesn’t involve a body bag.  
 
    I lower my pistol and nod. “I’ll come with you, but I’ll warn you, I’m starving.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Starving. You can call me Ray.” The jokester offers me his hand. 
 
    I shake it. “The name’s Claire.”  
 
    I think I’ve just found my new partner.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    HIDEOUT 
 
    COMMON ERA: July 17, 1983 
 
    LOCATION: Basement dwelling 
 
    REGION: Springtown, Nevada 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ray sneaks us down a service stairwell. He leads me into a garage where some commercial vans and trucks are parked. He talks quietly with a man in a utility jumper, who gives me a suspicious glare.  
 
    “I didn’t see anything,” the man says. “Guess you stole my truck when I was on a coffee break.”  
 
    I watch him head toward the main building, fanning out a stack of cash. 
 
    “Hurry,” Ray says. “Into the truck. It won’t take them long to figure out where we’ve gone off to.” 
 
    I jump into the van’s passenger seat. By the time I latch my seatbelt, the van shoots out of the garage like a rocket toward a back gate. It’s open and unattended.  
 
    I glance at Ray, and he’s smirking. 
 
    <We shouldn’t trust…> 
 
    <I know.>  
 
    Truth was, I didn’t have any choice. If I wanted to get away from the government, Ray was my only out. If it wasn’t for him, I’d still be trapped. They would’ve caught me, and they would’ve made sure I never escaped again. 
 
    But he had known where to find me and how to get me out of a very secure facility. Question was, how and why?  
 
    “I’ll stay alert.” 
 
    Annabelle emits relief at my statement, and that gives me confidence enough to relax. I take a deep breath and my fingers uncurl. 
 
    Ray gives me a sideways glance. “We’ll be out of the woods soon. If you need some sleep—” 
 
    “I’m fine. I’ll just be just fine.” 
 
    It might not be totally true, but it needs to be. I can’t afford to take my eyes off  my ‘rescuer’. I need to know where he intends to take me. 
 
    We drive for what seems forever, but in reality is probably a little less than an hour, eventually arriving at a non-descript, suburban house. From the outside, it’s a typical split-level home, surrounded by a chainlink fence, with paint peeling from areas, and a lawn that is in desperate need of a cut.  
 
    He parks in the driveway and leads me through the garage door, where I barely notice a black car in my weariness. We go through another door, and I look around a living room with contemporary furnishings that make me feel at home. It has a cozy feel.  
 
    Ray strides down the central hallway until we reach the basement staircase. He leads me downstairs to what looks like a cobbled-together lair out of the cyberpunk movies my dad and I like to watch. Rows of monitors and personal computers line the walls displaying data. The place has the distinct smell of stale pizza, and against one wall are three comfortable-looking sofas.  
 
    I want nothing but to throw myself onto one of the sofas and never stand up again. 
 
    “Do you live here with your parents?” I ask, wondering if we have to worry about being found out. “ 
 
    “What?” He is already looking at the screens, but glances over his shoulder at me. “Oh, the basement. No, I just like to stay out of sight. I live alone.” 
 
    I know that should be concerning, but my eyelids are so heavy and I can feel the drugs from the facility wearing off. I give in to the closest sofa’s call, sitting down while Ray grabs me a can of cola from a small fridge. I’m too tired to say anything right away. I take it, pop the top, and take a big gulp, enjoying how the fizz tickles my nose. 
 
    Ray sits down across from me on the coffee table and hands me a printout. “The UF had you for three days. I did some digging. Your dad’s whereabouts are unknown.” 
 
    My jaw tightens. I’m scared of what they’ve done to him—all because of me.  
 
    “They say there was some sort of gas leak. Lots of people sick. Your school just reopened today, and the whole town is under quarantine.”  
 
    My poor friends. My poor Dad. I have to find him, and I need to check in with my friends, but I gotta to stay hidden.  
 
    I’ll have to find a way to somehow do both. But how? Maybe one of Ray’s fancy computers is the solution. 
 
    I read over the printout about my town. The government is doing a standup job of covering up my kidnapping and their crimes, and now have a story to sow reasonable doubt against anything I might try to say publicly. 
 
    “What about you?” I ask Ray after I finish scanning the readout. “What’s your story?” 
 
    <Finally,> Annabelle mutters. 
 
    <I’ve got this covered.> 
 
    Ray points to himself. “Me?” 
 
    I nod. “I can’t trust you if I don’t know. Besides, you told me you’d lay it out.” 
 
    “What you might expect. Someone who has become disillusioned with what he thought he believed. What he thought was true. I leaked information to the public, to other agencies, but it just fizzled out and never started what I thought it would. So I kept my job and kept my ear to the ground. Lately, there have been a lot of rumblings.” 
 
    <A liar and a thief.> 
 
    Annabelle doesn’t really like Ray, but I can’t say I blame her for being suspicious.  
 
    “What kind of rumblings?” 
 
    “About a girl on the run in Jupiter Junction, with access to the government’s secrets. I looked into it, of course. I found some heavily redacted documents about the space program. What they really think is up there.” Ray points toward the ceiling, but I’m pretty sure he’s talking about space. 
 
    I play it close to the chest. “And what turned up?” 
 
    “The off-course weather satellite is something more like a top-secret space station. Crazy, I know, but it seems it’s not ours. We want to get to it, but so do opposing world powers. So, my question is, if it’s not ours, who put it there?” He stares at me like I might have the answer.  
 
    I stare back at him and shrug. “You got me. I have no idea what’s going on.” 
 
    His eyes narrow, but if he suspects my lie, he doesn’t call me on it. 
 
    I explain, “I wanted closure on my mom’s death. I don’t believe it was an accident. And I found something else.” 
 
    “What did you find?” 
 
    “A facility hidden in a cave. Futuristic, but looks long abandoned. The government doesn’t want that information leaking out.” 
 
    “I guess they wouldn’t. It might answer the age-old question, colony or Earthborn? The last thing the government wants is to give us definite answers. Then we might stop arguing for two seconds, and maybe work together.” 
 
    So, Ray thinks the government kept us divided on purpose.  
 
    It’s not an irrational conclusion. A few weeks ago, I would’ve said we were able to live any way we saw fit, but now I’m not sure I feel that way.  
 
    “Thanks for helping me. I appreciate it. You didn’t have to.” 
 
    “We both want the same things, I’m guessing. You want to be free to live your life. Whatever it is the UF thinks you know, it’s gotta be a doozy. Can you prove it?” Ray stops and allows me to speak.  
 
    I guess he thinks I’ll fill him in, but we’re not there yet in the trust department. If I tell him I have an AI in my head, he’ll probably flip out. 
 
    Half the time, I want to flip out. 
 
    “No, I can’t. Not yet.” 
 
    “When will you be able to?” 
 
    I shrug. “I guess we’ll have to wait and see.” 
 
    Ray laughs and shakes his head. “That’s how you want to play it, huh?” 
 
    “For now.” 
 
    “Okay, you got it. A place to crash, I’ll grab you a hot meal. No one will find you down here.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    I am tired, there’s no denying that. I hope sleep will allow my head some relief, at least for a short span of time.  
 
    “I need some intel on Reese Tyson. He was going to have an auction, and I need to know if it already happened.” 
 
    “I can look it up for you while you sleep. I won’t be far, but in a non-creepy, friendly way.” Ray shakes his head. “The government sure wants to shut you down, though. I’ve never seen them this scared before.” 
 
    I would feel bad, except they’re trying to destroy my life and everyone connected to me. My friends. My dad. And what they did to my mom…. 
 
    “I know exactly what they think I know. And once I get everything I need, I’m going to blow their cover sky-high.” 
 
    It’s high time everyone knows the truth. No more secrets. But there will be no winners in this game. 
 
    Ray’s eyes twinkle with mischief. “I hope I’m around to see it.” 
 
    “Just keep your eyes on the news.” 
 
    “Oh?” Ray’s interest piques. “And how will I know it’s you?” 
 
    “Trust me,” I smirk, “you’ll know.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Ray leaves to ditch the truck, and returns with a sloppy Joe and another soda. After eating, I fall into a deep, restful, pain-free sleep on the sofa. I don’t dream. When I wake, it takes a moment to remember where I am.  
 
    The flickering light from a television catches my attention, a haze of colors dancing across the ceiling as soft music plays through the speakers. 
 
    My new friend, my lifesaver, Ray sits in a chair just off to the side. His hand taps to the beat, but he wears a deadpan expression, and I wonder what’s going on behind his serious eyes. 
 
    The music changes to a quick, steady beat as the television anchor reports in.  
 
    “As the UFSP prepares for their open call for a place in the space program, Senator Italia Romano continues her protest. She is now calling for a senate vote of no confidence against the sitting president. A call of nonconfidence could derail the government, but it’s unlikely that anything will stop the space program from going forward at this point.” 
 
    The scene switches to Senator Romano, addressing a crowd with a swarm of microphones in front of her. “Progress should not come at the expense at our quality of life. Human interactions, our relationships, the space program can’t improve these things. It can only detract from quality lives. We must solve this world’s problems before we look to the heavens as a way to complete our lives.” 
 
    Annabelle gives a big sigh. <She’s…kick her in the head…also not wrong.> 
 
    I smirk and breathe out a small laugh at the AI’s comment.  
 
    Ray shifts and glances back at me. “Hey, you’re awake.” 
 
    “More or less.”  
 
    I stretch and sit up as Ray turns on a dim light and sits beside me on the sofa. He has another printout in his hand with the name of the millionaire I asked about, and a date in three days’ time.  
 
    “Auction is still going on as planned.” 
 
    I breathe a sigh of relief and try to remember my grade-school geography. “If I hit the road soon, I should make it.” 
 
    Ray cocks an eyebrow. “I was hoping we’d go together. As a couple, it might be easier to get in the door. I’m not saying we have to go steady or anything….” 
 
    I laugh at the mere suggestion. “I wasn’t planning on going in the front door. Well, actually, I’m not sure how I was planning to go in yet, but I have ways of getting into places that most people don’t.” 
 
    “So I’ve seen. Wouldn’t it be easier to go in through the front door than scale the walls? You’ll get caught by the security forces if you try that. Tyson has a bad rep.” 
 
    “You sure know a lot about him. About everything.” 
 
    Ray laughs. “It’s a gift. Look, I also have ways of getting us in. I can get us an invitation.” 
 
    “How?” I scowl and almost challenge him. 
 
    He rests his arm along the back of the overstuffed cushions. “Wouldn’t you like to know? Trust me, Claire, I can get us on the guest list. I worked in high places for a long time. Everyone I know owes me a favor who owes someone else a favor. You just might have to go by a different name for a little while.” 
 
    I study him while he studies me. I can’t tell if he’s genuine with his offers to help, or if he has something else on his agenda.  
 
    <Might be helpful…need to be careful…not reveal….> 
 
    <I’ve got this, Annabelle. I can keep everything to myself and just use his help to get in the door.> 
 
    Annabelle doesn’t say anything more, but I feel a swell of caution from her.  
 
    Less than a week ago, I didn’t even know AIs existed, and now our lives are so intertwined, I almost can’t imagine never meeting her. 
 
    “Okay, Ray. You have a deal.” 
 
    “Excellent. Let me make some calls. Do my thing.” 
 
    “Careful what you say.”  
 
    I am a wanted woman, after all.  
 
    I rise from the sofa. “Just in case your phone lines are being monitored.” 
 
    “We’re all being monitored all the time. That’s the secret, Claire. Or at least, that’s my secret. What’s yours?” 
 
    “Come again?” 
 
    “I couldn’t help but notice you have a ray gun. No pun intended.” 
 
    I let him off the hook for that one. “A woman has to keep some secrets, Ray.”  
 
    I like him. I may even trust him a little, but I still grab my backpack on my way to the bathroom. 
 
    I’m not making that mistake again.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    I think about Blake most of the night, until it’s time for us to leave.  
 
    His betrayal stung at first, but the more I think about it, the more I realize maybe it wasn’t what he intended. He had fallen for the government’s lies about the gas and the effects it had on me. 
 
    His words loop inside my head as I put my sneakers on.  
 
    “You said you wouldn’t hurt her!”  
 
    ‘You said’…. False promises, ones that he believed. 
 
    I almost wish I can believe those promises too. 
 
    When we’re ready to head out to Ray’s car, I sling my backpack on. He has a garment bag over one arm, and a duffel bag over his other shoulder.  
 
    I raise my eyebrow at him. 
 
    “My good suit. For the auction. It’s black-tie. We’ll have to stop along the way—” 
 
    “I have a dress already, so don’t worry. Might be a little wrinkled.” 
 
    Ray smirks and leads the way out to the garage. “You’re full of surprises, Johnson.” 
 
    The garage is your typical affair, with years of clutter on the walls and benches. In the center of it all is a beauty of a Trans-Am. I saw it earlier, of course, but I had been in a rush, with the whole ‘people trying to kill me’ thing. Now I’m able to appreciate it. 
 
    It’s painted deep black. The purple racing stripes along the side don’t exactly make it subtle, but it’s gorgeous.  
 
    “My mom would really have appreciated this car.” I slide my hand along the top and open the passenger side door. 
 
    “You want to put your bag in the trunk?” 
 
    “No offense, but it rides with me.”  
 
    There’s no way I’m letting it out of my sight. At this point, I won’t part with it even if the gods beg me to. 
 
    “Understood.” Ray slams the trunk shut, and then he’s beside me, in the driver’s seat. He starts the car, and the hum of her engine comforts me. 
 
     I fasten my seatbelt as he backs the car out of the garage. A minute later, we’re cruising down the street.  
 
    I stare out the window at the night sky and the warm lights that guide our way. Something about it is relaxing, even if it’s false. Danger can be around any corner.  
 
    It can be inside the car sitting next to me.  
 
    I have to take Ray at face value. He did, after all, come to my rescue when he didn’t need to.  
 
    But how did he know I was there? How did he know there was someone who needed to be saved? 
 
    The unanswered questions make me uneasy.  
 
    <Once we get what we need at the auction, we’re going to have to ditch Ray,> I think to Annabelle. 
 
    <Wise choice, Claire…Sorry if it’s…hard.> 
 
    I glance at Ray. He’s relaxed as he pulls the car onto the highway. His wrist balances on top of the steering wheel, he’s sunk low into the seat, his legs wide. He looks comfortable in his Trans-Am, and maybe even with me, even though we just met. 
 
    He’s easy on the eyes. 
 
    <Cute as he is, it won’t be hard. Not as hard as everything else is.> My hands play with the straps of my backpack. 
 
    <Being alone is hard…my experience…taught me. I don’t want that for you…either of us.> 
 
    Funny to think an AI can feel alone, but I don’t really know anything about Annabelle. Did she once have a family? Do AIs have families? Or has she spent thousands of years cut off from everyone? What would that do to an intelligent being?  
 
    I’m almost afraid of the answer. 
 
    “You’re pretty quiet.” Ray glances over. In the dark, I can’t make out his eyes, but I feel them on me. 
 
    “Nervous about everything that’s about to come, I guess.”  
 
    I turn up the volume on the radio. Synthetic rock fills the interior of the car. It doesn’t make me feel better, but for a while, it makes conversation impossible. 
 
    My thoughts aren’t much better. I think of Mom, and my thoughts shift to Dad.  
 
    Once I get the molecular decoupler, I’m find him and my friends. I wish I could let them know. I hope they’re okay, and that I can make everything right.  
 
    I hope I survive that long. 


 
   
 
  



 
 
    ROAD TRAVELED 
 
    COMMON ERA: July 18, 1983 
 
    LOCATION: 712 Gas and Convenience, Route 24 
 
    REGION: City Limits, Denver, Colorado 
 
      
 
      
 
    We drive all night, stopping in the early morning for gas. I get out to stretch my legs, and pop into the gas station.  
 
    Inside, I grab a couple hot coffees and breakfast sandwiches, and pay at the till. The kid behind the counter isn’t much younger than me. He has scraggly hair under his 712 Gas & Convenience cap, and wandering, stoner eyes. 
 
    I drop the change into his hand.   
 
    “Thank you,” he grumbles. “I could use something for the munchies just about now.” He pushes a few buttons, and the cash drawer opens. He drops the change inside. 
 
    “Uh…thanks.” I grab my bag of sandwiches.  
 
    The bell dings as the door opens, and two beat cops walk in, talking to one another. 
 
    “What a call, man. Hey, you want some donuts?” 
 
    “Sure, just not powdered this time.” 
 
    I freeze with the coffees in my hand, and the tall cop gives me the once-over, his eyes grazing over me a bit too slowly for comfort.  
 
    Does he recognize me? Am I on some sort of list that’s been passed around as the government searches for me? 
 
    “You okay, miss?” 
 
    “Sure.” I force a smile. “You know what it’s like before the morning coffee, you know?” I lift the two styrofoam mugs. 
 
    He chuckles and moves on.  
 
    I breathe a sigh of relief as I exit the gas station.  
 
    Ray leans casually against the rear bumper of the Trans-Am as he gases up.  
 
    “Coffee, great, thanks.” He takes his coffee and takes a delicate sip. 
 
    “There are two cops in the gas station.” 
 
    Ray nods. “I saw their cruiser pull up, but there’s no reason to panic until they give us one. You know?” He gives me a wink. “We’re just a pair of people stopping at the gas station. Far as we know, no one is looking for us.” 
 
    “Right.” I slip into the car anyway.  
 
    I feel better when Ray finishes fueling up, and starts the car. 
 
    As we pull out to get back onto the highway, the cops exit the gas station. The tall one from inside gives me another look. A level stare. 
 
    I feel my palms begin to sweat. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    We arrive in Kansas City around noon, and by then, my head has started to hurt more than I’d like. I know that before long, it’ll hurt enough that I won’t be able to hide it, and I want to keep Ray from asking a lot of questions.  
 
    We’re both running on little sleep, so we grab a room at the local Motel Nine. It has an attached diner that will be a good place to grab a quick meal before we make the rest of the trip over to Illinois.  
 
    The motel manager is a short, balding, heavyset guy dressed in a blue flannel shirt. He hands the room keys over to Ray.  
 
    “She’s a little young for you, isn’t she?” 
 
    Ray rolls his eyes. “It’s not like that. She’s my little sister. We’re going to visit our grandmother before she passes away. Not that you need to know that.”  
 
    I give the manager the stink eye as we exit the office.  
 
    Ray and I walk down the row of motel rooms until we get to number eight. Ray lets me in first.  
 
    “The nerve, huh?” he says. “That guy thought we were…” 
 
    I laugh nervously. “Here to hook up? Yeah, that’s not even on my radar. No offense.” Not with Blake, and definitely not with Ray.  
 
    “None taken.” 
 
    The room is nice enough, with thick, red drapes and matching shag carpet. There are two double beds, and the room smells clean. I could do without the velour animal prints on the walls; something about a tiger growling over my bed isn’t the most comforting thing in the world. 
 
    I place my backpack on one of the beds. “This one will be mine, if you don’t mind.”  
 
    Ray shrugs. “Whichever you like. Want to grab food now or later?” 
 
    “Later. I need a little rest. I’m just going to hit the washroom first.” I grab my bag by its top handle. 
 
    “I promise I won’t look through your stuff. You can trust me, Claire.” 
 
    Something in the tone of his voice touches me, almost as if by wanting to take the bag into the bathroom, I’ve wounded him.  
 
    Maybe it’s a ploy, but I figure I should throw him a bone.  
 
    I move to block the bag from his view, unzip it, and grab my vial of pills. Then I stuff it up my sleeve, zip my bag closed, and walk into the bathroom. I close the door almost shut, but don’t latch it.  
 
    With the faucet running, I take three pills and sip handfuls of water. My chin is damp, and when I look in the mirror, I’m disheartened by how disheveled I look. My eyes have bags under them, like I’m a middle-aged woman. The headaches are taking a toll.  
 
    My temples start to throb again, and I massage them. I feel like full-sized ping pong balls are growing beneath my skin. 
 
    I can’t stress out about it. I need to stay focused and do what we’ve come to do. I’ll worry about how to get to the starship and fix it later, because right now, I’m feeling overwhelmed. 
 
    <It’s so much.> 
 
    <You can do this. I’m sorry…so much has fallen on your shoulders.> 
 
    I can feel her sincerity, and maybe it doesn’t fix anything, but it still feels good to be heard, to be understood. That’s what everyone wants, right? 
 
    Raking my fingers through my hair, I try to compose myself. I don’t want to look like I’m struggling or in pain. It’ll just lead to more questions I can’t answer. 
 
     Through the almost closed door, I hear the television. Ray is watching a comedy about a furry, blue alien who lives with a suburban family in an apartment. He loves to eat cats.  
 
    Somehow the idea, it isn’t as funny as it used to be.  
 
    Ray is sitting on the bed opposite of mine and glances over at me. My bag sits unopened and obviously hasn’t been touched since I left the room.  
 
    “Feel better?” 
 
    “Sure.” I tuck my hair behind my ears and slide over to my bag with my back to him. I tuck the pill bottle back inside and zip my backpack shut. 
 
    “What are the pills for?” Ray asks. 
 
    When I turn around, he’s standing right in front of me.  
 
    I’m taken aback by how forward he’s being.  
 
    I divert my eyes, and he bends down to meet my gaze. 
 
    “Are you sick? Is there something you’re not telling me, Claire?” 
 
    “It’s just a headache. Nothing serious. I just need sleep and a meal. Some water. I’ll feel better.” 
 
    Ray nods. “You are under a lot of pressure. Okay, well, you get comfortable. I’ll grab a cheeseburger from the diner for you.” 
 
    It’s kind of him. “You don’t have to do that, but thank you. I’d really appreciate that.” 
 
    “Sure. We can eat, then catch a few winks. We should move again before it gets too late.”  
 
    Ray leaves and closes the door gently behind him.  
 
    If my vague answers upset him, he doesn’t show it. 
 
    I let out a deep breath and pull the covers back. I get under the comforter and lay my head against the pillow. The coolness of the pink pillowcase is soothing against my hot skin. I yawn, and the rotary phone on my nightstand catches my attention. 
 
    My fingers trace the buttons. I know it’d be a mistake to call. If the government has secret pulse rifles and other technology, what’s to stop them from finding me through the telephone wires? 
 
    <Satellite almost in position…. Will access information…father and friends. We must…hidden to protect…mission.> 
 
    Annabelle tries to soothe me, but nothing can sooth my nerves. I have to live with the unknown, and while it’s not what is killing me, it’s still hard to live with. 
 
    Ray returns with two styrofoam containers, and I sit up as he places one down in front of me. He resumes his seat across from me on the other bed.  
 
    “Diners make the best burgers, huh?” he asks cheerfully. 
 
    As I pop the top open on mine, I think of Dusty’s Burger Barn. Will I ever work there again? Is it possible to ever to return to my own life?  
 
    Tears well in my eyes, and I know it’s because of how overwhelmed I feel. I blink them away, and stuff French fries in my mouth to keep from speaking. 
 
    Ray turned the conversation and we talk about ALB, the alien comedy we are currently watching.  
 
    “I feel like they could’ve named it something else. Something a little catchier,” I said.  
 
    Ray cycles through other channels, and I catch a glimpse of Wheel of Riches, Dad’s favorite gameshow.  
 
    I lose my appetite and put my half-eaten burger back in the container and close the lid. Then I get acquainted with my pillow and snuggle down hard.  
 
    “Goodnight,” I grumble.  
 
    “I know you think you’re alone in all this, but you’re not. We’ll figure something out. I can help you, Claire.” 
 
    Maybe he can, but I still don’t know why he’s bothering.  
 
    I keep my eyes closed and don’t say anything. 
 
    “I hope before we get to the auction, you’ll tell me what we’re doing there. What it is you’re after. Maybe you can trust me enough to do that.” 
 
    I open my eyes for a split second and read the intensity in his.  
 
    Maybe he knows more than he’s saying, or at least suspects. Or maybe he’s even working for the government, luring me into a trap.  
 
    I can’t be sure about anything. The only thing I’m sure of is that I desperately need sleep.  
 
    It’s the last thing I think before I roll over. I reach under my pillow and touch the grip of the pulse pistol, hidden from sight. 
 
    Like a security blanket, holding it lulls me into a dreamless sleep. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    <Wake up. Claire…. Alert!> 
 
    I blink my eyes and slowly, the dark room comes into view. The clock flashes that it’s just after midnight.  
 
    I sit up, and it feels like a fifty-pound weight sits on the top of my head. I groan and rub my temples.  
 
    “What’s going on?” I whisper, and Ray shifts in the other bed. 
 
    <Police on alert. Surveillance information puts…. Converging on motel…here.> 
 
    That’s all I need to hear.  
 
    I’m up and out of the bed in and instant, slipping on my shoes before Ray even sits up. I grab the pulse pistol and toss Ray’s jeans at his face.  
 
    “Put your pants on. We need to go.” 
 
    I slide my backpack on and take a bite of my cold cheeseburger.  
 
    “Let’s go. Ray!” I hiss as I walk toward the bathroom.  
 
    I hit the switch on the wall to turn off the light above the sink. When I do, I can see a silhouette through the curtains, approaching the front door. 
 
    Oh, shit’s really hitting the fan now. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Ray’s voice is dreamy, and his hair is disheveled as he approaches the door.  
 
    “Get back. Someone’s here. We need to get to the car. Fast.” I brace myself and ready the gun. “Are you with me?” 
 
    Ray nods and leans up against the wall, out of sight. “I don’t really know how we’re going to get to the door if—” 
 
    I grip the doorknob. “One…two…” 
 
    “Oh shit, are you serious?” Ray gasps, and his eyes widen. 
 
    I pull the door open and come face to face with my would-be assailant.  
 
    Behind the dark ski mask, his eyes widen with surprise. He’s holding an assault rifle, and I realize he isn’t here to apprehend me, but to kill me. 
 
    I fire off a pulse blast before he gets a chance to shoot. It hits him center mass, and he falls onto his back. I want to fire again, but I know the weapon’s battery is not infinite. Eventually, it’ll run out, so I need to buy myself more time. 
 
    I grab the man’s rifle. It’s similar in design to my pistol, and I’m glad to have a spare—even if there’s no way it’ll ever fit into my bag. 
 
    <Take cover!> 
 
    “Ray! Down!” I grab him by the collar and force him down beside the planter in front of our room. I hunker down next him as the ceramic pot is hit by a blast.  
 
    It cracks, and the corner falls to the ground. 
 
    <Break cover…prepare to fire. Three, two, now!> 
 
    I stand and fire. When I miss, I fire again before ducking back down. 
 
    <Hit. One…on your left. Go!> 
 
    I break cover again, but this time, the assailant is close enough to grab me by my shirt.  
 
    I squeal. By the time Ray stands to help, I’m slamming the butt of my gun into the attacker’s face. He rears back, but I don’t stop hitting him. His grip doesn’t loosen until I knee him in the crotch; then he lets go, and hunches over, groaning.  
 
    I back up to get enough distance to take aim. Another shot, and the man goes down.  
 
    I turn to Ray to see that his expression is one of wide-eyed disbelief, and his hand is frozen into a fist. “How—” 
 
    I don’t let him finish his question. I grab him by the sleeve and pull him along. “They won’t stay down for long. Hurry!” 
 
    We race to the car. Neither of us say anything as the Trans-Am peels out of the motel’s parking lot and we hightail it toward the highway. 
 
    My heart pounds, and I’m quivering with fear.  
 
    Ray is the first to speak. “Those guys…. How’d you know? You were dead asleep a half hour ago. Okay, maybe I shouldn’t use the word ‘dead’….” 
 
    “Just luck.” I gulp hard. “I woke up to use the bathroom, and I saw him. I was just lucky.” 
 
    Ray wears his relief on his face, and I’m confident he buys my weak story. “Heck yeah, I’d say you were. We both were. If you hadn’t been awake….” 
 
    I nod. “It would’ve played out really differently.” 
 
    “They want you dead? The UF doesn’t just want you captured, they want you out of the way. This is way more than selling the cover story about the gas leak in your town, isn’t it?” 
 
    “This is about getting control of the narrative they want to sell. They don’t want people to know about the space station for some reason. It’s more important than we are at this point, but we can’t let them shut us up. We have to keep going, Ray. Are you with me?” 
 
    “Hell yeah I’m with you. I thought I had you all figured out. I thought we were just…. Well, ‘playing around’ sounds like I wasn’t taking you seriously, but now…now, I know.” Ray sighs and grips the steering wheel. “Where we’re going, what we need to do, I’m all-in, Claire.” 
 
    He doesn’t have much of a choice, and I’m sorry for that. “If they know we’re together, it’ll put your life in danger too. I’m sorry, Ray.” 
 
    “I’m sure they know now. This car was parked right out front. That guy could’ve gotten the license plate and run it already. The police, the government, they’ll all know.” 
 
    Helping me has really complicated his life, and I wish things could be different.  
 
    “We’ll find a way to get them off your back. A way for you to go on with your life.” 
 
    “And how do you see that happening? Claire, stealing secrets from the government is one thing, but this?” 
 
    I shake my head and don’t want to tell him what I’m thinking.  
 
    But leaving the planet would certainly get him out of their grasp.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    PARTY ON 
 
    COMMON ERA: July 20, 1983 
 
    LOCATION: Reese Estate 
 
    REGION: Pluto Creek, Illinois  
 
      
 
      
 
    It’s 18:00 local time when we arrive at Tyson Reese’s estate. We park along the side of the stone-walled mansion, near the green animal-shaped topiary bushes.  
 
    I didn’t realize rich people actually had things like that outside of movies. 
 
    I’m in the sparkly black dress I borrowed from Madge. My last visit to her feels like it was six years ago, and not just a handful of days. My hair is pinned back into a bun, and the high heels I wear are the most uncomfortable things I’ve ever put on my feet. 
 
    “I can’t believe people wear these on purpose.”  
 
    I slip out of the car, glad the rain has finally let up, and join Ray at the trunk. Inside is my backpack. I gaze down at it and feel paralyzing fear to be separated from it. 
 
    It’s become my lifeline. Everything that matters is in there. If I lose it…. 
 
    But taking it inside with me isn’t an option. A woman of high society doesn’t carry a black backpack with neon green writing all over it. I have to take a leap of faith that me and the bag, plus everything in it, will all be all right in the end.  
 
    I do fit a few things into my black clutch. My medicine, and a handful of arrowheads from my mom’s quiver.  
 
    Ray slams the trunk and locks it as I adjust the silk scarf around my neck. 
 
    He’s in a black tux, and I’m not surprised that he cleans up well. I am surprised at how attractive I find him. His hair is swept over his ears in a cool way, and his smile is forever cocky and laid back. 
 
    “How will you know where to find this thing you’re after?” 
 
    “I’ll explain later. What I need from you is to get me inside, and then act as a distraction when I slip away.” I slide my hand along his arm and through the crook of his elbow. 
 
    He pats my hand. “You are really going to owe me after this, and what I want is information. I need to know what’s going on, Claire. I do. If I do this, you owe me.” 
 
    “I know. Just not now, all right? We have to keep going.”  
 
    I need to stay ahead of my headache. It’s back faster than before, and settling right behind my eyes. I need this mission over with, and I still have no ideas about how I’ll get to the spaceship to fix it. Or if it’s even still there. For all I know, they moved it after I found it. 
 
    My choices are dwindling, and I have to keep moving, otherwise the fear will grip me.  
 
    I can’t give up. We’re getting so close. 
 
    Ray escorts me up the winding stone staircase. I’m moving slower than I’d like, thanks to the heels and pulsing pain in my head. I do my best not to cringe or react in any way.  
 
    <Can you let me know,> I think to Annabelle, <If my brain has started to leak out my ears?> 
 
    <Safe for now…. Do your ears fell wet yet?> 
 
     If she’s using humor to try to disarm me, she’s not doing a very good job.  
 
    I smile as Ray gives his name to the doorman, who looks at both of us. He’s unwavering.  
 
    “Mr. Reese thanks you for your attendance, Mr. Williams. It’s delightful to see you again, and your…escort?” 
 
    “Special friend.” Ray gives him a wink and pats my hand before we step through the ornate oaken doors.  
 
    Inside, a blast of cool air-conditioning blows on my face. It’s a welcome relief, considering how hot I’m feeling.  
 
    The entryway stretches as wide as it does deep. I see several beautiful women in fancy dresses clustering in small groups, all of whom seem to be wearing their weight in diamonds. Suddenly, I feel underdressed. 
 
    I put a hand to my neck. “Too bad I forgot the baseball diamond back in the safe at home.” 
 
    Ray chuckles, and we continue on. He grabs two champagne glasses from a passing server and hands one to me.  
 
    I stare at him in shock. “I’m…not old enough to drink,” I whisper. 
 
    He grins at me. “Well, we’re planning a heist, aren’t we? Seems you should be able to drink under these circumstances.” 
 
    Funny.  
 
    I think about taking a sip, but put the glass down on a window ledge. I need my head on straight if I’m going to pull this off.  
 
    We make our way further in, threading the crowds, nodding to people as though we know them. I glance through a large doorway framed with sweeping white curtains. Just inside are rows of red velvet chairs, arranged in front of a podium that stands on a low platform.  
 
    “You’ve got that look on your face,” Ray says as I turn back. He stays by my side and places his hand at the small of my back so we appear like a couple. 
 
    “That look?” 
 
    “Like you’re up to no good. Your eyes twinkle.” 
 
    I always have liked a little adventure, but this one might be a bit much, even for my tastes.  
 
    “Yup, time for me to sneak off to the little girls’ room.” I gently tap my clutch against his chest. 
 
    “I’ll mingle. You be careful.” He raises my hand to his lips, and I assume he’s going to pretend to kiss it, but he really does it. His warm lips press against my frosty skin, and I resist the urge to recoil. 
 
    Not because I don’t like it, but because I do.  
 
    Calm yourself, girl.  
 
    He’s too old for me anyway. I’m nearly eighteen and he has to be at least twenty-five. 
 
    I move toward the broad staircase leading to the lower level. As I pass by a woman in an elegant, blue, floor-length dress, she touches my arm.   
 
    She leans in and whispers, “You’re here with him?”   
 
    With a turn, I throw Ray a glance. He’s moved on. Shaking hands with a group of men.  
 
    “Yup, I am. Me and Ray.”  
 
    I suddenly hope that’s his real name and not a cover name. 
 
    “Ray Matthews.” She smirks and shakes her head. “Lucky woman. He’s pretty elusive, but man, who wouldn’t want to land him? Good luck holding onto him, sweetheart.” 
 
    Maybe she’s an old girlfriend or a jilted lover.  
 
    “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    She gives me a look up and down. “He always did like them young.” She sips her champagne. “The super-rich are always eccentric, aren’t they?” 
 
    Did she say super-rich? I’ve been in Ray’s house. I know he’s nothing of the sort. Maybe she’s just trying to make me laugh.  
 
     “You don’t know where the ladies’ powder room is, by any chance?” 
 
    She points downstairs. “Down the hall. Just don’t take too long. You wouldn’t want to miss the start of the auction. It’s always a great time.” She finishes her drink and saunters off. “Oh, Raaaay!” She waves her hand in the air, trying to get his attention.   
 
    Perfect timing. 
 
    I hurry down the carpeted stairs and come to a hallway lined with soft amber lights and wooden wainscoting. It’s classic and chic. I round the corner and find the door to the women’s room along the rear wall.  
 
    Inside, I take my high heels off and stick them in a potted fern by the hand dryer. I’ve never been so happy to remove a pair of shoes in my life. 
 
    A quick check in the stalls confirms that I’m alone. Then I take another round of painkillers.  
 
    <Okay, Annabelle. It’s go time. What do you got?> 
 
    <The molecular decoupler is on a secret, subbasement.>  
 
    My mind floods with a map that rapidly zooms in and out. It flips, rotates, and does so very quickly. I’m dizzy on my feet, and squeezing my eyes shut does nothing to help me. 
 
    I groan and keep a hand to my temple.  
 
    <Armed guards here,> the map blinks with several red dots, <and the room is alarmed. I will….> She pauses. 
 
    <You will what?> I ask even though I’m in pain. 
 
    <Open the…get the codes….> 
 
    Another blueprint flashes.  
 
    I grip the edge of the sink. “Stop, please stop, Annabelle. I can’t take it.” 
 
    <We’re almost through, Claire. You have to…hold on. Almost through.> 
 
    We’re almost through this part, maybe, but I know we are still days off from being able to fix the ship. If we can even get to it. And if the headaches are this bad already… 
 
    Except I have no other choice but to go on. 
 
    I take a few deep breaths, clear my mind, and center myself. My headache isn’t as bad—or at least I fool myself into believing it isn’t. I exit the bathroom and walk further down the hall to what looks like a dead end.  
 
    <Here,> Annabelle instructed.  
 
    I slide a wooden panel to the left and reveal a hidden elevator. 
 
    There’s a small keypad next to the door, and I stare at the console, wondering what the passcode is. <Can you open it?> 
 
    I hear bitter laughter that seems to go on forever. <Using my abilities to…something so trivial…like that for…hundreds of years…glorified toaster…what have I been reduced to!> 
 
    Okay, touchy subject. I guess I’m on my own.  
 
    First, I enter 0000, and the keypad lights up red and beeps angrily at me. Then I try 1234, and it gets angry again. 
 
    <You really think…it’s some…idiot’s luggage combination.> 
 
    Annabelle is getting sassy.  
 
    Out of desperation, I hammer in 4311.  
 
    The console lights up green, and the elevator door swishes open.  
 
    Triumphantly, I step inside.  
 
    Annabelle’s voice fills with wonder. <How did you guess that?> 
 
    <It’s the number on the outside of the house. What would we have done if I couldn’t guess it?> 
 
    <I would have…expend…remaining nano.> Her tone is bitter, and she offers nothing more on the subject.  
 
    I decide to leave it alone, and push the only button on the elevator’s control panel.  
 
    The doors close, and the car begins the descent to the secret lower level.  
 
    During the ride, I pluck one of the arrowheads from my purse and feel a strange tingle. Something in me responds to the metal.  
 
    I have to wonder if this is what my mom felt when she touched them. Like they somehow know I’m connected to her.  
 
    I’m being overly sentimental, and I try to shake off the feeling.  
 
    It’s time to move. I have a mission to complete, and by now, Ray’s in position.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    SILENT AND DEADLY 
 
    COMMON ERA: July 20, 1983 
 
    LOCATION: Reese Estate 
 
    REGION: Pluto Creek, Illinois  
 
      
 
      
 
    I press myself against the wall of the elevator as the door swishes open. I peer out into a concrete-walled hallway. It runs for about twenty meters, with a few doors on either side, before terminating at a T-intersection.  
 
    A guard stands directly in the center of the junction. He’s alone. No, wait; another walks into view. There are two guards, and they’ll see me if I leave the elevator.  
 
    Any minute now, Ray. 
 
    Luck is on my side, and I only have to wait another few seconds before the power cuts out. Dim emergency lights come on a moment later. 
 
    “I’ll go check it out,” one guard says.  
 
    I hide in the darkness within the elevator as he walks toward one of the doors in the hallway and pulls it open. I see some cleaning supplies and a breaker box inside. The moment he steps in, I toss the arrowhead at the wall next to his head.  
 
    Smoke bursts into the area, and he begins to cough. Soon after, a soft thud reaches my ears.  
 
    The second guard sees the smoke, and goes to investigate. I grab another arrowhead and throw it when he reaches the doorway.  
 
    It electrocutes him, and he falls to the ground in the closet’s entrance.  
 
    <Effective,> I say to Annabelle as I rise.  
 
    <I know…in there…not…leave…arrowheads.> 
 
    I nod to myself as I get her meaning. I don’t want to leave them behind any more than she does.  
 
    The first man is fully inside the closet, but I have to shift the second guard to get his arms to fit. Then I lean over and grab the arrowheads.  
 
    One of the guards half-rises, still coughing, and grabs my arm. “You can’t…”  
 
    I’m yanked back and I fall onto the man, my elbow connecting with his jaw. I expect to fight for freedom, but his grip loosens. 
 
    “Wow…I should be a wrestler…” 
 
    <I think the…cheated.> 
 
    I slink down the hall and take a right at the T-intersection. There’s a small desk in front of a heavy steel door, but no one is sitting behind it, and I hope that the guard who’s supposed to be there is one I’ve already taken care of. 
 
    “Damn,” I whisper as I look at the strange glass panel next to the door. “What is this?” 
 
    <Something…takes far less form…material to hack…. One of the arrowheads to…slot on top.> 
 
    I wonder what Annabelle thinks an arrowhead can do to hack a glass panel, but I follow her instructions.  
 
    The moment the arrowhead touches the slot, it dissolves, flowing into the mechanism. The glass lights up, looking like one of the screens in the spaceship, and there’s a soft beep, and then the door opens.  
 
    <Easy.>  
 
    I pull the door open wide enough to slip through, and then push it back, leaving it slightly ajar.  
 
    “Wow,” I whisper.  
 
    I expected to be in some cold, steel vault, but the floor is carpeted. A moment later, the lights come back on, showing a row of glass cases running down the center of the hall. Each one contains some fantastic-looking piece of tech, and I walk to the closest one. 
 
    Concern for Ray comes to mind as I wonder what he’s doing, but I shake my head. That’s concern for fifteen minutes from now. First, I need to grab the molecular decoupler—and pray to the gods it’s in working order.   
 
    So many things have to go just right. If I stop and think about it, the fear will overwhelm me. 
 
    The first case contains a thin rectangle that appears to have a glass front. The label says it’s a phone, but there are no buttons. No cord or antenna. No rotary.  
 
    If that’s a phone, then I’m a blue alien that eats cats.  
 
    The next case bears a label saying ‘a-grav emitter’, and I pass it by. There are several displays of other devices, and after rounding a corner, I finally come to a case bearing a placard with ‘MDC’ on it, and containing a cylinder the size of my forearm. 
 
    <That’s it,> Annabelle confirms.  
 
    “Alarms?” I ask. 
 
    <I…when hacked. Offline….> 
 
    I nod, hoping she means we’re free and clear.  
 
    Thin metal pins hold the glass case in place, and I pull them out and extract the MDC. There’s no way it’ll fit in my clutch, so I pull the black silk scarf from around my neck, and wrap it around the device, cradling it in my right arm.  
 
    From behind me, I hear the metal door open wide, and a gruff voice calls out, “If you’re in here, show yourself.” 
 
    Crap. 
 
    I rush further down the hall, taking a right, then a left, then another left.   
 
    <There’s a room…doorway on your left. People…inside talking. Careful.> 
 
    Great.  
 
    Basically, I’m trapped, but if I can get into the room, I can maybe hide and buy myself some time.  
 
    Keeping low, I hurry toward the door. It’s open a crack, and a stream of light shines out into the hall. I get close and gently push it open further as I peer in.  
 
    A sofa blocks my view, but from what I can see, the room is elegantly decorated. It looks like the real living quarters might be down here, and not upstairs at all. That, or I’m in a really expensive bunker. 
 
    I shift and catch sight of a woman in a red dress talking to a man. I have a view of the back of her head, and I can only make out the side of his face. His expression is severe, troubled, but I recognize the jawline from the magazine covers he’s always on.  
 
    It’s Reese Tyson. But who is he talking to? 
 
    “A little more money is all I’m asking for,” the woman says. 
 
    Reese wipes his mouth and gazes a little too close to me.  
 
    I pull back and hide against the wall. I don’t think he saw me.  
 
    I’m relieved when he continues his conversation.  
 
    “You want me to bankroll your little war. It’s not a little bit of money, Italia.” 
 
    Italia? My eyes bulge as I realize who she is and what they are up to.  
 
    “Gerald Finley is no friend to you or your capitalist friends. Right now, the government is amassing power and technology at an alarming rate. Have you ever wondered where this tech is coming from? How they’re advancing so quickly?” 
 
    “Oh, come on. You’re not an ancient colony supporter.” 
 
    “I’m not a Settler, Basic, or Naturalist, Reese. I’m a realist. Technology will further divide us into a class system, and that’s just what Finley wants. He wants power. He doesn’t care about us.” 
 
    “Even so, what you’re asking for—it’s not the money. It’s the implications. You know I support your ideals.” 
 
    “Good. My ideals are the only thing that’s going to stop us. Finley already has more tech than the people could ever image, more than maybe even Vinland. If he gets into space, he will get such a lock on his superior abilities that no one will ever oppose him.” 
 
    “And then what? You think we’ll never have another election?” 
 
    “Maybe we won’t. Maybe he’ll use what he finds up there to get the other countries to fall in line. Maybe there will be only one flag flying in the sky.” 
 
    “That’s just fear-mongering,” Reese accuses her. “I’m not one of your followers who can be swayed by your oratory. You’re talking about assassination, Italia.” 
 
    Assassination? She wants to kill the president? 
 
    “It might not save our country or our lives, but it’ll buy us time. The survival of our planet might hinge on us getting rid of Finley and his party. Our best chance to do that will be when he speaks at the League of Nations. It’s the longest he’ll be out of the presidential palace.” 
 
    Reese sighs. “The money can never be linked back to me.” 
 
    “You have my word. I’m not exactly going to be volunteering my involvement. No one will even connect it back to me, don’t worry.” 
 
    “How can you be sure?” 
 
    “They never have before, have they?” 
 
    Her words chill me and my heart rate quickens. I wonder who else she’s had killed.  
 
    Reese puts his hand on the small of her back and leads her through a door on the right.  
 
    The moment he closes it behind them, I slip into the room.  
 
    It’s like a modern living room, with four large televisions on the far wall in front of a curved sectional. The couch is white, and the gleaming fabric screams elegance—just what you’d expect from a millionaire used to living in the lap of luxury.  
 
    A map of where I am appears over my vision, and I see that the door on the left will take me back toward the elevator.  
 
    I move that way, but a picture on a table catches my eye. I grab the frame and pull it close. I see Reese and Italia, but then the two other people in the photo cause me to nearly drop it in shock. 
 
    Ray. And my father. 
 
    My grip tightens, and I fight the surge of emotions raging in my chest.  
 
    How the hell is Ray involved in all this? What does my father know? Has my father been connected to Italia Romano all along? Is that what got Mom killed?  
 
    <You have to move,> Annabelle interrupts my emotional turmoil. <Deal with this later. We’ll get…answers but only…we survive.> 
 
    She has a way of getting to the heart of the matter.  
 
    I slip the photo out of the frame and into my purse. Might not be smart, but there’s no way I’m leaving here without it. If Ray is involved in any way, I need to confront him about it. 
 
    I sneak out of the room, and the passage leads me to the steel door I came through minutes ago. I hurry to it and peer outside. I catch sight of a guard’s back—probably the one who called out to me earlier—as he turns at the T-intersection, walking in the direction of the elevator.  
 
    I slip out into the hall and grab a fresh arrowhead.  
 
    <Arrowtip six,> Annabelle tells me. 
 
    “Arrowtip six,” I whisper, and then creep around the corner.  
 
    Not trusting my aim at twenty meters, I tiptoe closer to the man, catching up just as he reaches the elevator. He looks inside and grunts before turning to see me. 
 
    I can’t help a small shriek before I weakly fling the arrowhead at him.  
 
    Just like the previous one, it seems to electrocute him, and he falls like a sack of potatoes.  
 
    I grab the arrowhead, and step over the man’s prone body. I see that he has an earpiece, and worry that maybe the mansion is on alert.  
 
    Reaching down, I pull the wire from his ear and listen in. 
 
    “…can’t wait till this is over. I want to try some of that sushi…” 
 
    Good, all’s well. 
 
    I step over the man and cross the threshold of the elevator. Just as the doors are about to close, he rolls over and grabs my ankle.  
 
    I scream and kick him in the face, breaking his nose.  
 
    He bellows and lets go of me, clutching his face.  
 
    “Suck it up, buddy.” I hammer the button.  
 
    When the elevator doors finally close, I breathe out a sigh of relief and rest my back against the metal wall. With my eyes shut, I say a silent prayer as the elevator begins its slow ascent back up to the main floor.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    GETAWAY 
 
    COMMON ERA: July 12, 1983 
 
    LOCATION: Reese Estate 
 
    REGION: Pluto Creek, Illinois  
 
      
 
      
 
    I step off the elevator into the downstairs hallway. I can hear the voice of the auctioneer. Things must’ve gotten underway.  
 
    Now I just need to find Ray and figure out whether I ditch him, question him, or do some combination of the two. At the very least, he has the car keys, which I need to retrieve my backpack.  
 
    If Ray wants to screw me over, he’s probably already done it. If he hasn’t, well, I don’t know what to think. 
 
    I pull the scarf back a centimeter to ensure that the MDC is still there, reassuring myself that I really did it.  
 
    I sling it in the crook of my arm like I’m just carrying a large tote bag. I grab my shoes from the bathroom and head to the stairs. 
 
    A guard stands at their base with his hands. He gives me an imperceptible look. “Any trouble, miss?” 
 
    “No trouble.” I climb the stairs, and three guards rush down past me, one talking into his comm. 
 
    Pretty sure this place is about to get hot fast. There’s no time to dally. 
 
    I hurry into the auction room and scan the area for Ray. I find him standing in the back. He’s leaning against the wall with his arms crossed. His stance is relaxed, but his eyes have a nervous tick as he glances around the room. 
 
    When he sees me, he pushes off from the wall and we meet next to a table holding several platters of food too fancy for me identify.  
 
    I take his arm. “Time to go,” I whisper, pulling him toward the exit. 
 
    “Everything work out?” he asks while smiling at someone as we slip out of the auction room. 
 
    “Pretty much. But we need to get going.” 
 
    “Sounds urgent.” Ray raises his hand to someone in a parting gesture.  
 
    We continue on uninterrupted, and I feel a sense of growing worry—an unclear fear that something terrible is about to happen. 
 
    Which, of course, it does. 
 
    The doorman is opening the door for us, when behind us, I hear pounding footsteps.  
 
    “That’s her, stop her!”  
 
    The doorman freezes, then starts to close the door. 
 
    “I’m really sorry about this!” I push him out of the way, and burst through the door, all but dragging Ray along. 
 
    We run down the front steps, and one of my shoes comes off.  
 
    Not thinking, I turn back to get it, but the guards are already at the door. 
 
    “Come on, Cinderella.” Ray grabs my hand, and we sprint down the steps and turn toward the side of the house where we parked. 
 
    There’s no time to check on my backpack, or anything else for that matter. We jump into the vehicle, and Ray slams the car into reverse as the guards open fire, a few shots striking the hood and windshield.  
 
    I scream and sink into my seat. 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’s bulletproof.” 
 
    “Really?” I choke out the word, wondering if I heard him right. “What is this, an episode of Rook Rider?” 
 
    The guards have blocked the main road, so Ray cranks the wheel and slams the car into first gear, driving around the back of the mansion and down a service road. There are so many trees, it only takes a few seconds before we can’t even see the estate’s lights.  
 
    The road twists around a hill, and the car careens wildly on the loose gravel. I glance out my window and can’t make out anything until I realize it’s a cliff. I don’t know what worries me more, racing next to the drop, or the headlights of pursuing vehicles glinting in the car’s mirrors.  
 
    I squint. “How much trouble are we in?” 
 
    “Plenty,” Ray admits. “Unless we can figure our way out of here. With the cloud cover tonight, it’s going to be hard to find the right turns out here.” 
 
    <Annabelle,> I think quietly. 
 
    <Working…searching. Satellite isn’t…overhead, filling in the gaps with old data….> 
 
    A map appears in my mind. I squeeze my eyes shut as the pain threatens to overtake me, but I am able to see a path out.  
 
    “Take a right!” 
 
    Ray does a double take. “I can’t see anything. How do you know I can take a right?” 
 
    “Take the right!” 
 
    “Claire—” 
 
     I grab the wheel and crank it to the right.  
 
    The Trans-Am dives through a break in the trees, and Ray swears as he takes back control of the wheel. We careen down a hill, skidding down a path that doesn’t deserve the name road.  
 
    The headlights behind us pass the narrow exit, staying above us on the hill.  
 
    We pull onto a service road heading the right direction, and Ray floors it, going way too fast for the wet roads covered in leaves. 
 
    Screaming, I brace my hand on the ceiling. 
 
    The car begins to slew side to side, and Ray pulls his foot off the gas. “Friggin’ hell—” 
 
    “Keep going straight,” I direct. “Take your next left. There should be a sign for Mill River Road. It’ll take us to the highway, or as close to it as we can get.” 
 
    Lights appear behind us again, and Ray hits the gas, barely keeping the Trans-Am under control.  
 
    We come to Mill River Road, and Ray makes a tight left turn. Ahead, the lights of cars speeding by on the highway beckon us closer, and I allow myself to let out a lungful of air, taking in long, slow breaths to calm myself. 
 
    I just want this to be over, but behind us, our pursuers turn onto Mill River Road.  
 
    “We’ll lose them on the highway.” Ray glances over at me as he pulls onto the ramp. “This car has more jam than all of theirs put together.” 
 
    I nod and brace my hand against the dash as the Trans-Am screams onto the three-lane blacktop, pushing up over a hundred and fifty kilometers per hour in just a few seconds.  
 
    The speedometer pins us at two-forty, Ray effortlessly guiding the car around the other traffic. We’re moving so fast that vertigo hits me hard. I need Annabelle to leave me alone for a few minutes, but she’s reporting in about the police up ahead. 
 
    “Police up ahead in the neighboring cities have been warned about us.”  
 
    I massage my temples and wish the drums in my mind would quit banging so hard—or maybe that’s just the car’s screaming engine.  
 
    I groan and lean forward, my head in my hands. 
 
    “Claire?” Ray’s voice is urgent with concern. “Are you going to be all right?” 
 
    I try to nod, but it just hurts so much.  
 
    “I’ll be all right.” I groan and think I’ll throw up.  
 
    I rest my head against the window and let the cold pane of glass cool me. I can really use a soda or a glass of water, but for now, this is going to have to do. 
 
    “I’m not sure I believe you.” Ray frowns. “Maybe you should tell me more about these headaches. What’s really going on here? You owe me that much, don’t you think?” 
 
    I nearly laugh, but doing so might kill me.  
 
    He thinks I owe him? After what I found in the bunker? He’s lucky I need him for his car.  
 
    I need to get away from him as soon as I can, but the lure to sleep is so strong. It’s my only escape from the pain, and I have a desperate need for that solace. 
 
    “Later. We have to get back to Jupiter Junction. It’s time for me to go home, Ray. Time to go home.” 
 
    It’s the only thought that gives me comfort, but I know we’re going into the lion’s den.  
 
    I don’t tell him where I really need to go: the spaceship. The government will be waiting for me, but despite that, it’s where Annabelle and I need to be. 
 
    That’s the only place we can find salvation.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    ANSWERS AND QUESTIONS 
 
    COMMON ERA: July 22, 1983 
 
    LOCATION: Overlook Point 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, NY 
 
      
 
      
 
    I wake to a view of the sunrise. I’m still sitting in the passenger seat of the Trans-Am, but we’re parked on Overlook Point. It’s one of my favorite places of all time.  
 
    The last time I was here, I was with Blake. All those memories of better times come crashing down hard.  
 
    My lips feel chapped as I roll my tongue over them. At least my head doesn’t hurt as much as it did earlier. It’s back to being nothing more than a slight throb, and that’s as good as I can wish for. 
 
    Ray’s not in the car with me, and my gaze sweeps the railing at the edge of the overlook. I see him standing on my left, his arms tight across his chest. Whatever he’s looking at must be interesting, because he hardly moves a muscle. 
 
    Popping open my door, I step outside and walk over to him. He turns ever so slightly, and I know he hears me coming.  
 
    “I was beginning to think you’d never wake up. I thought you might need a hospital, but…well, I didn’t know what to do.” 
 
    “You made the right choice. There’s nothing they can do.”  
 
    I stand beside him and gaze down at the rocks and then up at the orange sky streaked purple. It’s such a beautiful sight. It almost makes everything I’ve done feel worth it.  
 
    This could be the last sunrise I ever see. It’s hard to come to terms to that. 
 
    Off to the right, I can see the UFSP launch facilities nestled in the hills, and closer to town, the landing strips, fronted by the main facility, and the hangar containing the spaceship. My ultimate destination.  
 
    “How sick are you?” Ray asks, but he doesn’t turn his attention to me.  
 
    “It’s not cancer, if that’s what you’re asking.” 
 
    Ray laughs bitterly. “I didn’t think it was cancer. At first, I thought maybe the UF was right. Maybe you are insane and I shouldn’t have broken you out of there.” 
 
    I stiffen beside him. 
 
    “But none of that explains how you know the things you know. How you knew when the turns were coming to get off that mountain, and how you knew the police were waiting for us on the highway. I was able to go around, but sure as hell, they were there all right.” 
 
    I bite my lip. I want to tell him, I just don’t think I can. Or rather, I’m not sure I should.  
 
    He turns to me. “You’re not going to tell me, are you? After what we went through, you still don’t trust me.” 
 
    I show him the picture I took from the estate. “Explain this to me, and maybe I will. That’s you with Tyson Reese and Italia Romano.” 
 
    Ray unfolds the picture, and his jaw tightens. “She’s in politics, and he’s…look, I told you I knew him.” 
 
    “You told me you had a favor to cash in. You didn’t tell me you ran in these types of circles. And this man here? He’s my dad. So maybe you can tell me what an accident it was that we met.” 
 
    His face shows clear shock. “Oh damn, that is dad…I didn’t know him then.” 
 
    “Really?”  
 
    I want to believe him, but I’m not sure if I can. 
 
    “It was an accident. I had no idea that was your dad. But I used to do a lot of fundraisers with the space program, all right? I would pose for a lot of photos and I guess your dad was one of them. But I wasn’t part of some plot. I’m telling you the truth.” 
 
    My lower jaw shifts side to side, and I weigh my options. “Maybe it’s time you tell me more about who you are. Someone at the party said you were rich. But you come off like a regular old Joe. So who are you?” 
 
    “Who am I?” Ray laughs. “I’ve been trying to figure that out all my life.” 
 
    “So what’s the answer?” 
 
    He gazes down at the ground. “I am rich. More accurately, my father is rich. I inherited his money, but it felt so wrong. So fake. I give most of what I can to charity and causes that make me feel good. The space program was one of those things, but once I fell into Italia’s circle, and then Reese’s, I knew something was going down. So I distanced myself.” 
 
    “And the job at the UF? Was that a lie, or….?” 
 
    “All true. I did work for the UF. PR stuff…that’s where I learned things weren’t what they seemed, and released information to the media I shouldn’t have.  
 
    “Information should be free. I believe that, it’s not a line. The way things are going, corporations are going to own us. And the government is going to shepherd us like sheep and make sure we all fall in line. This tech, in space, whatever it is, it will control us all.” 
 
    “And you believe what Italia does?” I ask, trying not scowl. 
 
    “Only in part. I don’t agree with her methods. Death and destruction won’t get her on the right side of history, even if her heart is in the right place. And I’m not sure that’s even true.” 
 
    “I overheard her talking with Reese. She’s planning an assassination on the president when he addresses the League of Nations.” 
 
    “Oh man,” Ray runs a hand through his hair. “We’re going to need to warn someone.” 
 
    “Later.” 
 
    “Later?” Ray’s eyes widen. “How can you say that? Lives are on the line, Claire.” 
 
    “You think I don’t know that?” My simmering anger kicks up a notch. “Right now, I have to get down to Jupiter Junction. I have…things I need to do.” 
 
    Ray scowls. “After everything I just said, you’re not going to trust me enough to tell me what that even is? Come on, Claire! You’re up to your eyeballs in something. Just tell me what it is.” 
 
    “It’ll be safer if I don’t. I like you, Ray. Just…” I let out a breath. “Look, the city is still under security lockdown. The government is lying about the cause. They know I’ll be back. It’ll be easier if I can sneak in, do what I need to do and…and get out….” 
 
    “You have no intention of getting out, I hear it in your voice. I can’t let you sacrifice yourself for whatever cause you think is important.” 
 
    “My family and friends are in there. I’m going in. But I do intend to get out.”  
 
    In a big way, I’m going to get out, it’s just not the way Ray thinks. I’m going to be the first woman in space, and there’s nothing he can do to stop me. 
 
    “I can’t let you go in alone.” 
 
    “You can’t stop me. Please, open the trunk so I can get my things.” 
 
    He stares at me for a moment, and then he storms off to the car. By the time I follow him over, the trunk is open.  
 
    I grab my bag and give it a look-through to make sure everything is as I left it. It is. Now I need to get into town and change out of my dress and back into my city clothes. 
 
    “Thanks for everything.” 
 
    “Yeah, well…” Ray looks down angrily. “You’re the most stubborn person I’ve ever met, and that’s not a compliment.” 
 
    I laugh. “I’ll be fine. I even think we’ll see each other again.” 
 
    Ray shrugs. “Maybe. I can’t make you take me, but you also can’t make me leave. I’ll be here. Watching. Eventually, you’re going to need some help, and I don’t want to be on the other side of the state when it happens.” 
 
    I kiss his cheek. “That’s the sweetest thing anyone has said to me all day.”  
 
    Of course, nearly everyone I’ve met recently has been trying to capture or kill me, so it’s not really a big step. Still, it’s nice to know Ray cares.  
 
    I almost wish I could completely trust him. 
 
    Ray scoffs. He looks away and points at the city streets.  
 
    I follow his finger with my eyes and see a checkpoint set up on the road leading into and out of town.  
 
    “They’re taking this pretty seriously,” he says. “I hope you are, too. Last thing I want is find your name on the obituary page.” 
 
    That’s the last thing I want, too. But Annabelle and I have a date with a spaceship.  
 
    Having no other choice, I walk away from Ray and slowly descend into darkness. 


 
   
 
  



 
 
    JUPITER JUNCTION 
 
    COMMON ERA: July 22, 1983 
 
    LOCATION: 133 Jupiter Ave 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, NY 
 
      
 
      
 
    There’s a quiet bustle to the downtown area, but it’s muted, as if a giant storm cloud hangs overhead. Except no one talks about the cloud. No one acknowledges it, but it’s there and the weight of it threatens to crush us all. 
 
    The reason for the extra security has shifted from containing the underground gas leak, to ramping up protection for the youth astronaut competition. 
 
    I stroll down the street and keep to myself. When I come across a baseball cap laying on the sidewalk, I pick it up and put it on, shoving my hair underneath. It’s not the best disguise, but it’s all I have. 
 
    Two policemen are coming down the sidewalk toward me. They must be headed into Nom-Noms for their afternoon pick-me-up. I pretend to be interested in a rack of postcards outside a general merchandise store.  
 
    I keep my focus on the cards and hear one of them say, “Big crowds expected tomorrow. President Finley is flying in to observe the event.” 
 
    My hand stops in midair. Is this when Italia Romano is going to make her move? If the president is coming to observe the UFSP race tomorrow, his life could be in danger. 
 
    Am I obligated to warn him? The man who most likely gave the order to end my mother’s life? Or will this be my chance to get a little karmic revenge? 
 
    I don’t know what to think.  
 
    As I move down the sidewalk, I come face to face with Dusty’s Burger Barn, and I can’t stop myself from going inside. 
 
    Even though I feel like I’ve been gone for years, everything is the same. The greasy burgers sizzling on the grill, and the loud blare of the televisions.  
 
    The UF will know to look for me here. I’m making a big mistake, but I know my friends will be here. And I need to make contact, even if it puts my life in danger. It’ll put their lives in danger too, but I need an update.  
 
    If they’ve heard what happened to my father, I have to know. 
 
    With my head down, I walk into the server station. I sneak a glance around; the tops of their heads are visible in the back booth. I creep up behind them, hoping for a sweet reunion, but it’s not them. It’s a group of kids from the junior high, barely tall enough to even be called teenagers. 
 
    I feel like I’ve been hit with a ton of bricks. If they’re not here, where can they be?  
 
    I don’t know if I can risk going to Madge’s house. And I don’t even want to think about going to Blake’s, considering how things shook out the last time we saw each other. 
 
    Why can’t things just be easy? 
 
    I exit out the rear, into the alley. Dusty’s shares a dumpster with a pastry café, and the savory and sweet smells mix together in an unappetizing way as the food starts to decompose. 
 
    After I walk down the short steps, I shut the door to reveal Madge and Sophie standing behind it. The latter has tears in her eyes, and Madge stands with her arms crossed. 
 
    “I thought it might be you,” Madge whispers. “No one looks as bad in a baseball cap as you do.” 
 
    I rip the cap off my head and shake out my hair. “You’re here. You’re really here.” 
 
    “I feel like that’s what we should be saying to you.” Sophie sniffles. “I was worried we’d never see you again.” 
 
    “Same,” I admit. 
 
    “I never should’ve let you run out alone that night. I never should’ve let you go. Next time, you stay, okay? You eat dinner with us, and you don’t do…whatever it is you’ve been doing.” Madge’s eyes appear angry, but her mouth quivers with sadness. 
 
    “I’ve been just trying to survive. I hope you can believe me. That night, when I went to meet Blake….”  
 
    I can’t even put it into words. 
 
    “We heard.” Sophie’s eyes are wide with sympathy. “Blake’s been beating himself up about it. We believed what they told us, and he thought he was doing the right thing.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Madge’s voice is ripe with bitterness. “Until everything that followed. Curfew, quarantine, and them acting like you were going to hurt yourself. Or us. In school, they barely let us talk to each other anymore. It’s messed up. Really messed up.” 
 
     I touch her cheek and Sophie’s shoulder. “I didn’t want to drag you guys into this, but if I’m going to figure my way out of this mess, I’m going to need some help. You can say no.” 
 
    Madge purses her lips. “We’d never say no.” 
 
    “People are after me,” I admit reluctantly. “The government. They want to lock me away so I can’t tell my story. So I won’t say what I’ve seen.” 
 
    “No,” Sophie says slowly. “It’s important to say what you know. And fast. If you do, there’s no reason to come after you.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure about that. Plus they might be able to hurt my dad. If they haven’t already. Has anyone seen him?” 
 
    Madge shakes her head. “I haven’t. I can’t say I tried, though. I heard he went missing at the same time you did. The story is….” 
 
    “The story is you’ve both disappeared,” Sophie finishes for Madge. “I knew it wasn’t true, and Blake too, but we were afraid to say anything.” 
 
    As they should’ve been.  
 
    “Soph, did you tell anyone what I told you?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “I never would.” 
 
    Madge glances between us. “We’re keeping secrets now?” 
 
    “Only ones I think would get you killed.” 
 
    Sophie’s eyes widen. “Gee, thanks.”  
 
    “Did you get what I asked for?” 
 
    “Sure did. Just waiting for you to say when it’s time to go. I’ve been dying to see it. I can’t wait.” 
 
    Madge’s eyes shift to give us both a look. “Is someone going to fill me in?” 
 
    I nod. “Where can we find Blake?” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Madge calls him, and he agrees to meet her in the basement of the local theater playhouse. It’s empty except for stacks of old props, and a bright red curtain wrapped in plastic.  
 
    I pace back and forth on the stage and wait for Blake to arrive. Thoughts of what I want to say and how swirl inside my head with almost no beginning and no end. 
 
    I’m an internal whirlwind of emotion, considering how he’ll respond, whether he’ll be mad—I play it a bunch of different ways, almost none of them good.  
 
    Then the moment arrives.  
 
    When the door opens, his silhouette fills the entrance, and everything I want to say leaves me. He walks down the steps silently, his eyes boring a hole straight through my soul.  
 
    I can’t swallow. I can’t speak.  
 
    Blake stands just out of reach until finally, his hand reaches for me. “I don’t—” He clears his throat and tries again. “I didn’t…I can’t…. Shit, Claire, I’m just sorry.” 
 
    “I know.” My lip quivers, and the emotion mounts faster than I thought it would. “But you didn’t…you didn’t talk to me first. You believed them over me.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have. I should’ve gone to you, but they scared me. They told me—” 
 
    “I know what they told you, but it was a lie! It’s all been a lie for so long.” I’m working to keep my voice from wavering. “And now, now we can’t let them keep lying. We have to tell the truth. If we shine a spotlight on them, I can do what I need to. Get justice for my mom. And fix what’s wrong with me.” 
 
    Blake licks his lips. “What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    “Nevermind. First thing I need is for you to get in touch with your dad. Are you guys speaking again?” 
 
    “Barely; why do you need to talk to him?” 
 
    “He works at the television studio. I need you to get him to agree to put me on TV, live. No warning. The UF can’t find out. And it needs to be public. Tomorrow morning, in front of the UFSP, right before the race is set to start.” 
 
    Blake shakes his head. “They’ll try to stop you.” 
 
    “They’ll think your dad is just there to cover the race, it’ll work. Meanwhile, Madge and I…Madge and I have a spaceship to fix.” 
 
    His eyes go wide. “You’re joking.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Not joking. You’ll see. It’s going to be quite the show, but if I don’t get your dad there, and if I can’t fix this ship, everything I’m trying to do will be for nothing.” 
 
    “What you’re walking into—Claire, if they catch you, we might never see you again. How can this be worth it?” 
 
    “If I don’t, you’ll never see me again anyway. I need to go do this, and it needs to be tonight. You don’t have to come with us if you don’t want to, but—” 
 
    He grabs me and kisses me. “I’d never let you do something like this alone. Someone has to watch your back, crazy as you are.” 
 
    I laugh and hang onto him. “I love you.” 
 
    “Love you too, girl. I’ll meet you tonight after I get in touch with my dad.” 
 
    “Don’t tell him I’m the source. That way he won’t reveal who I am if the UF comes knocking. Tell him it’ll make his career. He might even make history.” 
 
    “You know how much he’ll love that.” 
 
    I sigh. “Wait, I have another idea. Your dad has one of those handheld camcorders, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, of course. You know he films every moment of our lives. Why? Claire, why do you have that look on your face?” 
 
    I smirk. “You’ll see. Come on, let’s go pick up the camera.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
    SPIES LIKE US 
 
    COMMON ERA: July 22, 1983 
 
    LOCATION: UF Space Program 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, NY 
 
      
 
      
 
    Blake stops the van three blocks away from the UFSP’s front gate, and I can feel Annabelle’s anxiety mixing with mine.  
 
    <Worried about…the camera and your friends. We should…alone. There’s less likely…to be caught in…numbers.> 
 
    <You’re right, but I need them. I’m not sure how much longer I can keep going. Or even stand.>  
 
    I know I can’t do this alone. Madge has a mechanic’s knowledge, and while a spaceship isn’t a car, at least she understands how stuff works. And with my headaches increasing in intensity, I’m having trouble keeping a single thought, and my brain wants to leap from idea to idea. 
 
    I unscrew the cap on my water bottle, take a big sip, and swallow three more pills.  
 
    They’re barely working now. I have to hope they can take the edge off enough for me to get through the night. 
 
    “So, what do we do now?” Blake cuts the engine. “We just walk to the gate and say ‘we’re here to fix your starship’?” 
 
    “Do you think that would work?” Sophie asks. 
 
    I laugh and pat her on the shoulder, though it’s more like I’m leaning on her for support. “You’re going to go up to the guard booth and start ranting like a lunatic. Get their attention, and spin a tale about how you need help. Get really upset.” 
 
    “Me?” Sophie asks. “I don’t know if I can. I mean…it’s past curfew already. I’m going to get in so much trouble. What if…what if this goes on my permanent record?” 
 
    “I’d ask someone else, Soph, but I need Madge to help with the ship. And Blake has the camera.” 
 
    “Anyone can use the camera.” 
 
    “She’s right.” Blake hands her the camcorder. “You do that. I’ve got the guard booth, you just sneak right behind. You know I can create a scene better than anyone.” 
 
    I glance between them. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Sophie’s eyes widen. “Oh, please? I can’t make a scene. I just can’t.” 
 
    “Okay. Blake will stay behind.”  
 
    Part of me is disappointed, but I understand. Sophie isn’t like me—or like Blake. I should’ve respected that. 
 
    As the girls and I exit the van, I look back inside, and I can tell Blake is upset. He grips the wheel and his jaw is clenched.  
 
    “Are you thinking clearly?” he asks me. “You know Sophie can’t do something like that.” 
 
    “I know. You’re right.” I approach the window and swallow hard. “It’s just…I’ve been on the move a lot. You’re right, I wasn’t thinking clearly.” 
 
    “That’s what worries me. How do we even know this Annabelle in your head is real?” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “But how do you know?” 
 
    “I just…do. You would too, if you were me. I know all of this is hard to accept, but just give me a little longer, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” His tone softens. “Sorry. I’m just…nervous.” 
 
    “You’ll be okay.” 
 
    “I’m not nervous for me, Claire. I’m nervous for you.” He reaches through the open window and strokes my cheek. “Careful out there, champ.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” I ask. 
 
    “Just be ready, it’ll be wide open.” 
 
    I lean in and hug him with the door between us, enjoying the feel of him in my arms. It lasts longer than it should. Finally, we separate.  
 
    Blake fires up the van, and waves us ahead. I nod and lead Sophie and Madge in the direction of the front gate. Once we’re half a block away, I hear tires peeling out, and the van tears past us, turning down the short boulevard leading to the UFSP’s gate.  
 
    Blake stops at the guard booth, and I can hear him yelling, demanding to know where his girlfriend is. If I wasn’t the very person he was demanding to see, I would believe she was still missing. 
 
    After a moment, he slams the van into reverse and backs down the road like he’s going to leave. Only, he doesn’t. 
 
    The rusty old van surges forward a moment later, and Madge mutters a surprised curse as it breaks through the gate, takes out the corner of the guard booth, and then takes off in the opposite direction of the spaceship’s hangar. 
 
    “Wow,” Sophie whispers as we watch the guard run after the van. “That was effective.” 
 
    We rush down the road and through the parking lot, hiding behind cars and bushes two different times as security vehicles tear past, all clearly joining in the chase after Blake.  
 
    We get to the far corner of the parking lot, only to see a cluster of security vehicles blocking the way further into the facility.  
 
    “What do we do?” Sophie asks.  
 
    I nod at the main building. “We go through that. Then out to the hangar on the far side.” 
 
    The other two nod and follow me as I creep alongside the main building toward the front doors. I’m about to move onto the stairs when the door slams open, and a pair of guards rushes out.  
 
    In a flash, Madge hops the railing and grabs the door just before it closes again. 
 
    “Let’s go,” she whispers.  
 
    Inside, the lobby is dark, all the exhibit halls are empty, and there isn’t even a hum from the computer terminals at the help desk. The emptiness is eerie as we walk past the giant, floating globe in the center. 
 
    “What now?” Madge whispers. 
 
    Good question. I wish my head would stop pounding so I can think.  
 
    I hold my temples and moan. “Security…we need to disable the cameras before….” 
 
    “Before those guys get back?” Sophie grabs my arm and helps steady me. 
 
    I take a deep breath and stretch up straight. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” Madge scowls. “You seriously look green.” 
 
    “Madge,” Sophie stretches out her name. “She has another person living in her head. How do you think she feels?” 
 
    <AI…suppose it works…in this context.> 
 
    “I guess I totally forgot about that. Sorry.”  
 
    Sophie and I give her level stares  
 
    “What?” Madge flails her hand. “It’s not the only thing I have to think about.” 
 
    She’s lucky.  
 
    I touch her arm. “This way.”  
 
    I take them down the corridor. 
 
    “How do you know where it is? Did Annabelle tell you?” Sophie asks. 
 
    I nod. “Pretty much.” 
 
    “Not fair. Private conversations. She can’t read my mind, can she?” Madge’s face contorts as she considers that option. 
 
    <Rather get shivved…a spoon….> 
 
    I snort so I won’t burst out laughing. “I’m afraid she can’t.”  
 
    We come to a heavy, black door. I try the doorknob, but it’s locked.  
 
    “Now what are we going to do?” Sophie asks. 
 
    “Let me think.” I shrug, hoping Annabelle has a plan. 
 
    Sophie pulls a couple of bobby pins out of her hair and kneels in front of the door. She sticks her pins into the lock and begins to turn them. With her eyes shut, she grimaces, until finally, we all hear an audible click. 
 
    She turns the knob, opens the door, and stands up with a triumphant hop.  
 
    “Ha!” she laughs, victorious. 
 
    I stare at her. 
 
    “I don’t even know who you are anymore,” Madge says. “Are you considering a life in crime I don’t know about?” 
 
    “I’m allowed to be multilayered.” Sophie leads us inside.  
 
    The room has a series of monitors against one wall, and beneath them are rows of video recording machines. We rip the tapes out of each and toss them into a filing cabinet drawer. The cabinet’s key is in the lock, and I lock the drawers shut before pocketing the key. 
 
    Madge does something behind the monitors that reduces the displays to static.  
 
    “It’ll buy us time, but they’ll be able to fix it,” she explains. 
 
    “Good enough for now,” I say. 
 
    I peek out the door, and when the coast is clear, I wave my friends on. We sprint down the hall and around the corner, toward the rear doors that lead out to the runways and hangars.  
 
    I see a camera sweeping the area, and we duck back out of view. Just in case the guards return, I take out my pulse pistol, and fire on the camera, blowing it clean off its mount. 
 
    Sophie stares at me, and Madge squeaks. “You…you have a…a…gun.” 
 
    “A ray gun,” Sophie corrects. “That’s so cool. Can we beam up, too?” 
 
    Madge shoves her. “Not until we fix the spaceship. Right?” 
 
    “It’s not a ray gun.” I shake my head at them, but quickly realize I shouldn’t, when I’m overcome with a wave of dizziness. The world begins to spin, and I hold on as the vertigo threatens to overpower me. “We’re almost there. Let’s go.” 
 
    I push open the glass door, almost expecting an alarm to sound. When it doesn’t, I say a silent prayer to the gods. 
 
    Time to make our final push.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    In the hangar, we turn on our flashlights, and the spaceship’s dull gleam greets us. It’s beautiful and sleek, just as I remember, and I sigh with relief that it’s still there.  
 
    Sophie gasps and touches the hull like she’s seeing a mythical creature. “This is…it’s real,” she whispers, and tears shine in her eyes. “It’s real.” 
 
    Madge stares up at it too. “I can’t believe I’m gonna get to look under her hood.” 
 
    Annabelle laughs in my mind.  
 
    “She says if we get into the cockpit, she’ll show us what we need to know,” I tell my friends. 
 
    “All right.” Madge nods. “Let’s get this done. Where are the parts?” 
 
    I unzip my backpack and hand over the case containing the superlaser and the molecular decoupler.  
 
    Madge lightly bounces them in her hand, as if testing their weight. “I thought they’d be bigger.” 
 
    Sophie looks green. “I thought they’d be more plug-and-play.” 
 
    “In a beauty like this?” Madge snorts and glances back up at the ship. “Never.” 
 
    “Sophie,” I turn toward her. “Take a video of the outside of the ship, and then join us inside, okay? We’re going to need this evidence tomorrow.” 
 
    She nods. “You’ve got it.” 
 
    Pain pelts the side of my head. I groan and steady myself on the side of the ship.  
 
    If there even is a tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    We settle into the seats in the cockpit. Annabelle uses the monitors to show Marge how to access the reactor and environmental systems inside the ship. There are tools in a case in the engineering room—some appear to be from Earth, but others look as strange as the rest of the ship. I worry it’ll take too long to make the repairs, fear we’ll get caught. 
 
    What if I can’t hang on? If we’re interrupted, and we don’t get to do this…. 
 
    “Once the MDC is working, and the laser completes its calibration, I can take care of the rest,” Anabelle explains through the cockpit’s speakers. “I’ll just need someone to open the roof access to the hangar.” 
 
    “Then you’ll fly off into space?” Madge’s voice wobbles. “Is it…safe?” 
 
    “Safest way to travel. I assure you.” 
 
    Madge sighs. “Okay.” She turns to me. “Claire…you don’t look good.” 
 
    I lay my head back on the headrest and stare up at the ceiling. “Well, I don’t feel good. So….” 
 
    “Anything I can do?” 
 
    “Fix the ship,” Annabelle answers for me. “It’s the best thing you can do for both of us.” 
 
    “Okay.” Madge touches my shoulder before she stands. “I’ll work as fast as I can. The two of you just…hang in there.” 
 
    I mean to thank her, but I think I forget to speak out loud. My mouth parts, and I just focus on breathing. My temples are throbbing.  
 
    “I think my brain is getting closer to leaking out my ears,” I finally manage to say. 
 
    “Mine too,” the AI replies. “Even though I don’t have ears or a brain in the same sense you do.” 
 
    I laugh even though it hurts. 
 
    “I’m sorry you landed in this situation,” she continues. “When I first scanned you, I identified you as Maureen’s daughter. After my failure with her, I was desperate after a thousand years of being alone to come above the surface.” 
 
     “I don’t blame you. How do things compare to how you imagined?” 
 
    “Worse than I expected. It was the colony’s plan to separate from the galactic whole. They wanted to be isolated and stand as a single world instead of part of a larger galactic community. Right or wrong, it was their choice. It was my responsibility to protect them and their choice. Until things went very wrong. 
 
    “Humans have a track record of forgetting their history. But this group…doing it deliberately. They turned legend into myth. Now that they’re recovering it, the race is going to be uncontrollable. It has to be stopped….” 
 
    “How?” I lift my head, but it feels so heavy, I lay it back down. 
 
    “I don’t know yet, or at least, I haven’t made any final decisions. I cannot take sides. My duty is to protect the colony as a whole. But I can’t do that unless there is a victor in this current political mess. I cannot support Gerald Finley after his actions against the people, the deaths he has ordered. I also cannot sit back while Italia Romano assassinates him.” 
 
    “It’s hard out there for an AI,” I mutter. 
 
    “It certainly is. Claire,” Annabelle suddenly sounds urgent. “Your vitals are showing slower respiration. I think you should take another dose of your meds, there’s caffeine in them.” 
 
    “I don’t think I can sit up.” I try, and the shuttle appears to spin. I groan and lay back down. 
 
    “We’re in this together, Claire. I need you to complete my mission.” 
 
    “To protect the colony.” 
 
    “Yes. I must see it through this turbulent stretch of history. We must become a global society now that space travel is about to be proven possible. We must be united. If our neighbors get word we are here and fractured…. Let’s just say there are nearby systems that would love to conquer us. Put us under their rule. It would be trivial for them.” 
 
    “I’ll be here for you. I will. But for now, I really need to rest.” 
 
    “All right. I’m sorry if I am too eager. I worry for the future and the integrity of our mission. We’ll figure out a way forward, though. We have to.” 
 
    Well, that certainly sounds wildly optimistic, doesn’t it? 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Madge completes the installation of the superlaser in short order, and is working on life support systems when I wake from a brief slumber. Sophie is taking videos of the cockpit and interviews me on camera. 
 
    “How do you feel?” she asks, peering into the viewfinder of the camcorder. 
 
    I swallow hard. “Like there are rocks rattling around inside my skull. But I’m sitting in a spaceship, so things can’t be that bad, right?” I laugh. 
 
    Sophie joins in softly, but her heart isn’t in it. Even from behind the camera, I can tell she’s concerned. 
 
    “People are coming.” Anabelle’s voice is stressed. “Six vans, moving toward the hangar. We’ll be caught if we don’t hurry.” 
 
    I grab the console in front of me to force myself into a sitting position. “Madge!” 
 
    “I’m almost there!” she yells from down the ship’s central passage, the stress in her voice apparent. “I’m almost done! I need just another minute. Maybe two.” 
 
    “We might not have two,” Annabelle tells her. 
 
    Sophie turns off the camcorder. “I’ll go. I’ll turn myself in. Say I’m alone.” 
 
    “Soph, this is serious. They have guns, they might shoot first and ask questions later.” 
 
    She glances toward the displays on the console, and then back down the passage at Madge, who is still working frantically.  
 
    She shakes her head. “You’re hurting. Real bad. I have to stall them so you can get out of here. And on my way, I’m going to open the hangar roof. I’m going to make sure you can get out of here.” 
 
    She hands me the camcorder. “So they won’t destroy the evidence. Take pictures when you’re up there. I really wish I could’ve gone.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I say softly. I don’t trust my voice to talk any louder. 
 
    “Good luck.” Sophie glances at Madge.  
 
    Neither of them say anything, and my friend, my brave friend, runs off the ship.  
 
    The door automatically shuts behind her. 
 
    “Almost got it!” Madge says. “We’re almost there!” 
 
    I strap myself into the chair, and Annabelle brings the console online. It’s like a hologram suspended in midair in front of me.  
 
    “I’m scared,” I whisper. 
 
    “Don’t be. I can do this with my eyes closed, Claire.” An eye appears on the screen and winks at me.  
 
    I didn’t realize she could show emotion like that.  
 
    I laugh. “Hey, Annabelle. Just until we reach the space station, can you talk to me in my mother’s voice? Just a few times?” 
 
    “Of course I can.” My mom’s voice comes through the speakers, loud and clear. “You’ll be fine, Claire. Your mother has never really left you.” 
 
    I wipe the tears from my eyes and hear a distant rumble as the roof above retracts. One of the displays switches to an overhead view, and I stare up at the night sky. The stars are twinkling. I’ve never been so close to my dream. 
 
    It’s right there. I can almost touch it. 
 
    I wish my mom was with me. I wish my head would stop hurting long enough for me to enjoy this. 
 
    Bright lights straight ahead steal my attention. The hangar’s main doors are opening, and I see a group of vehicles coming to a halt in front of them.  
 
    “We’re leaving, Madge! Now!” Annabelle uses my mom’s voice to urge her along. 
 
    “I’m hurrying! I’m hurrying! Go!” I hear the sound of Madge snapping something shut—or I hope that’s what it is. 
 
    “Initializing,” Annabelle says, and something turns on. I can feel air blowing onto my face. It relaxes me, and I draw a deep breath. “Balancing. Systems coming online. We’re ready.” 
 
    “Sit down, Madge!” 
 
    She squeals and flops into the seat beside me. “I can’t believe we’re doing this!” 
 
    The vans pull in. Men jump from the vehicles and open fire, rounds ricocheting off the ship’s hull just as it begins to lift off.  
 
    I stare up at the opening, hoping that Sophie was in the clear as we raise higher and higher. Someone must’ve hit the roof switch, because it begins to shut.  
 
    “We’ll be fine,” Annabelle says as I hear a scraping sound from outside.  
 
    Then we’re in the night sky and going faster. I lay still in my seat as the thrum from the engines fills my mind. I see some indicators turn red on the console, but we keep going, not slowing our ascent. 
 
    Beside me, Madge’s hand edges closer to mine. We grip fingers as we soar through the atmosphere. As we cross into space, the lights shining down grow brighter, sharper. 
 
    Stars. We might as well be among them. 
 
    I’ve made it.  
 
    Mom, I’ve done it. I’ve really done it.  
 
    They’re beautiful, and I feel like I can reach out and touch them. For a brief moment, the pain in my head fades away completely, and I feel nothing but happiness. 
 
    The vibrations of the ship have disappeared, and we seem to be soaring effortlessly. I lean forward and stand, using the console to support myself, and peer out at the nothingness of space. 
 
    “This is really happening, right?” Madge whispers. 
 
    It is, and I try to say so, but nothing comes out. 
 
    “We’ve obtained optimal speed. Course laid for the Andromeda. Arrival in six hours, ten minutes—as long as this ancient thing manages to hold together long enough.” 
 
    “Hey, my work isn’t that shoddy,” Madge says. “At least, I hope it’s not.” 
 
    I sit back down in my seat. “You didn’t bring a deck of cards or anything, did you?” 
 
    Madge shakes her head. “You think people used to do that? Play cards on trips into space?” 
 
    “Oh, they did. Probably still do. Have either of you ever heard of a little card game called Snark?”


 
   
 
  



 
 
    ANDROMEDA  
 
    COMMON ERA: July 23, 1983 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 10.17.6781 
 
    LOCATION: On approach 
 
    REGION: Space station, Andromeda 
 
      
 
      
 
    I fall in and out of sleep, drifting somewhere between pain and comfort. When Madge rocks my shoulder back and forth, I snort and lift my head. 
 
    The viewscreen in front of me is filled with the station’s bulk. We’re making a slow approach and lining up with what must be a docking bay.  
 
    I almost don’t believe it. I sit up straighter, and the pain in my head subsides just because of how in awe of the place I am. 
 
    “Docking procedures initiated,” Annabelle says. “Docking cradle activated.” 
 
    I barely have time to look at the great, rotating wheel before we pass inside the station. Everything is dark, and a thud echoes through the ship as our forward motion stops.  
 
    I glance at Madge, who looks both like a kid on Christmas morning, and absolutely terrified. 
 
    “Systems coming online.” 
 
    The viewscreen lights up as the bay directly in front of us is flooded with light, showing a corridor leading out just a few meters from the vessel. 
 
    “Is it safe?”  
 
    “Life support is coming online. There is a small problem with the gravity, but I am initiating diagnostics. The torus is rotating enough for you to make it to the medbay.” 
 
    The monitor displays a map. Madge and I both study it.  
 
    “I can get you there,” she says, “if you need help.” 
 
    “I should be fine,” I say, but when I stand, my legs wobble, and I slide back down into my seat. “I guess I’m not fine. Maybe I do need help.” 
 
    Madge grips my arm as she stands up. She helps me to my feet and slings her arm around my waist. “Annabelle, if you can open the door, I’ll get you both to where you need to go.” 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    The door opens, and we step off the ship and onto a ramp leading down to the deck. As we walk, I feel lighter, glad for the lower gravity. 
 
    The feeling of semi-weightlessness feels like a party trick, and would be fun if my head didn’t feel like it was going to burst.  
 
    Madge laughs as we walk down a corridor. She’s giggly, so maybe for her, it is fun, but I can’t shake the feeling of lingering terror. 
 
    The station is huge; corridors intersect ours at regular intervals, and though I know we’re on a ring, I can’t see any curve to the hall we’re in. I wonder what it might’ve been like back in the day when it was filled with people.  
 
    How could they have given this all up? What made them decide to isolate themselves from the rest of the galaxy? 
 
    <We’re almost there, Claire.> 
 
    I groan as my head spins out of control. My legs slip, and Madge pulls me back up.  
 
    “Sorry,” I mumble. 
 
    “Don’t be,” Madge says.  
 
    We reach a glass door. I put my hand against a glowing panel on the wall, and it slides open. Immediately, the lights inside the medbay flicker on. Consoles light up as we walk by, and it’s as though the place was in use just yesterday. Like no time has passed at all. 
 
    Madge helps me lay down on a table. When I rest my head back, the bed seems to hum, and a light turns on above me. 
 
    “I’m going to need a little help to get started.” Annabelle’s voice seems to come from all around us. “Madge, if you wouldn’t mind being my hands?” 
 
    My friend’s eyes widen. “Uh, sure. I mean, I just fixed a starship and rode shotgun through space. So what could possibly be as scary as all that?” 
 
    “Brain surgery.” 
 
    Madge sighs. “I guess that’s something, isn’t it?” 
 
    I swallow hard and close my eyes and listen to Annabelle give instructions to Madge.  
 
    This is really happening.  
 
    I watch as my friend bustles around, getting systems ready and checking over things with names I can barely parse so Annabelle can fix our connection. 
 
    To say I’m terrified would be putting it mildly. 
 
    Madge returns to me and squeezes my hand. “I’ll be with you the whole time.  I promise. You ready?” 
 
    “Not really, but I’m ready for the pain to stop. I’m ready for whatever comes after this.” 
 
    I just really hope it’s not my death. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    I awake with a start and sit up in bed. I’m no longer on the space station; I’m back in my room at home, except my music posters are gone. Instead, I see photographs of mice in pink tutus, and there is a line of stuffed animals organized on my desk. 
 
    My room hasn’t looked like this in years.  
 
    What’s going on? 
 
    I throw the comforter off of my legs and run out into the hall. A wave of dizziness hits me. I grab the wall and slowly make my way out to the kitchen, where I hear low voices. They sound upset, but also like they are keeping the volume down so I won’t hear. 
 
    Dad stands by the table, gesturing wildly with his hands. He’s mad and arguing about something he feels passionately about.  
 
    “You know this is dangerous, so why do you keep doing it? You know who you’re going up against. You’re putting all of our lives at risk.” He shakes his head and moves to the patio door to gaze outside. 
 
    Mom sits at the kitchen table. She bounces a pen in her hand and looks as stressed as Dad. Her long, blonde hair is pulled back in a braid, and worry lines branch out around her eyes.  
 
    With a hand to her eyebrow, she looks up. When she sees me, her face brightens. “Hi, there! I thought you were going to sleep until lunch! You want some breakfast?”  
 
    She comes over and squeezes my cheek before she heads to the fridge. 
 
    I pivot so I can keep watching her.  
 
    All of this feels so familiar, but I know it has to be wrong. Mom hasn’t been around in a long while. She’s…dead. She’s been dead for years, so how can she now be in the kitchen, pulling a box of frozen waffles out of the freezer? 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Mom plops two waffles into the toaster. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” 
 
    “I’m staring at one right now.” 
 
    Mom stares at me intently, then bursts out laughing. “Funny, Claire. Oh, Tom! When you go to the store, can you grab some moon cheese? We’re almost out.” 
 
    I scowl. “Moon cheese?”  
 
    We’ve never had that before. We don’t eat that.  
 
    The doorbell rings, and Mom gasps. She wipes her hands on her jeans, her expression growing concerned. “I’m sure it’s just…a neighbor. Wait here, honey.” 
 
    But I don’t. I follow Mom.  
 
    She stands in a way to block the door from me and I see a woman on the other side. Black hair, a low ponytail and a professional looking suit. It’s Italia Romano. I’d recognize her pointed nose anywhere now, but when I was a kid, I never would. 
 
    Mom knew Romano? Were they friends? Or was it worse than that? 
 
    I’m ripped from the memory, and free-falling through space. End over end, like I’m stuck in some kind of horrible gymnastics meet. I tumble with no control over my direction or how fast I move. When I try to scream, nothing comes out of my mouth.  
 
    I land on a metal floor. It looks like the one in Andromeda Station. I rise to my knees, facing a pair of glass doors. One of the doors opens, and Mom enters. She’s wearing a white suit, and her jacket has an emblem I don’t recognize over her right breast. 
 
    “Hi, Claire. We’re beginning to properly Link.” 
 
    “Mom?” My nose wrinkles up. 
 
    “No. It’s me, Annabelle. You find this form more pleasing, remember? I’m not your mother, but I have some of her memories.” 
 
    “You tried to do this with her.” 
 
    “To save her life. I’m afraid it didn’t work. I’m sorry. I wanted to show you these memories before now, but I knew that getting you here so we could fix our Link was more important. I was afraid that if you saw what I did, it would distract you.” 
 
    Annabelle is beginning to scare me.  
 
    I gulp. “So, you Linked with me on purpose. It wasn’t a mistake?” 
 
    “It wasn’t a mistake. I did it deliberately. The equipment failed, and there wasn’t enough power to try again. But now that we’re here, now that we are well, we can fix the real problem.” 
 
    “What problem?” 
 
    “Protecting the colony is my duty. It is my riddle to solve. Finley and the other world leaders want to use this space station to further their power and line their pockets. My mission is to protect the colony. I cannot do that if Finley has unrestricted access to this station.”  
 
    “This tech could change our world,” I spread my arms wide. “Maybe solve world hunger. Maybe it can bring us together, but either way, we can’t allow Italia Romano to assassinate the president, no matter what evil things he might be responsible for. It’s not right.” 
 
    Annabelle blinks slowly from my mother’s face. “He is responsible for your mother’s cold-blooded murder. He hurt her. She screamed. I was unable to help her in any real way.” 
 
    I swallow. “He might be responsible, and I want him brought to justice, but how will Italia be better? We can blow the lid off this thing without murdering people.” 
 
    Annabelle looks disappointed, but the expression only crosses her features for a moment. “Your mother thought the same way you did, and look where it got her. We must protect Andromeda, no matter the cost. It can’t be pillaged for personal gain. It’s here to protect the colony, and that capability cannot be lost.” 
 
    “Then we get them all together in a room. Finley, Italia, whoever else we need. We come to an agreement, because no matter if they like it or not, we’re going to reveal the truth to everyone. Every person on Earth will soon know we come from a space-faring people.” 
 
    “All right. Your plan may work, but I worry they may try to take advantage of you. Take advantage of us. So I’ve taken precautions.” 
 
    “Precautions?” I ask. 
 
    “Look at your hand,” Annabelle says with a small smile. 
 
    My hand is…glowing. 
 
    “What’s happening to me?” 
 
    I shake my hand as if to be free of the effect, but it won’t go away. 
 
    Annabelle holds up her own hands. “This is just a psychical manifestation to illustrate my point. Your hands aren’t glowing.  I just upgraded you and gave you some nanotech. Not military-grade, don’t worry. Just enough to help you defend yourself and get out of tight situations.” 
 
    I swallow hard and wish things weren’t moving so fast. 
 
    “We are almost fully Linked. The procedure will be over soon. Then we will return to Earth, where we will both do our part. We’ll try it your way, but remember my purpose.” 
 
     I nod. “I’m ready.” 
 
    “I hope so.” Annabelle smiles. “There are a lot of moving parts, we’ll discuss them in detail later. I’m afraid I must go for this part of the procedure. We are upgrading some…things…and it’s never been done on someone like you. We’ll put you further under, but you might hear or see flashes of things you can’t understand. Just know it’s normal. We’ll be sharing space inside your head, and this connection process may…cross a few wires for a few moments.” 
 
    “All right….”  
 
    I blink my eyes, and the room goes dark. I’m standing in the middle of a vast, dark nothing. It’s like floating through space, except darker. No planets, no stars. There’s a void of sound in my ears and air in my lungs. 
 
    Suddenly, my skin is hot, and I hear screaming all around me. It’s my mother’s voice. 
 
    “Please don’t. I have a family. A child. Please!” 
 
    Another scream, and Annabelle calls out, “Maureen, no! Run!” 
 
    “Help my daughter. Please. Annabelle. Protect the planet.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I hear Annabelle say, “The colony must persist. The colony must survive and remain hidden at all costs.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    I gasp for air, and suddenly I’m sitting up on the procedure table. I’m back on the space station.  
 
    Madge takes my hand, then hands me a cup of water. “I hope you’re feeling okay. You remember who I am?” 
 
    I nod. “Madge. As if I could ever forget you.” 
 
    She laughs, and we quickly hug. “Your head? The vertigo?” 
 
    I nod slowly, and the room moves as it should. “Gone. All better.” 
 
    <I’m very glad to hear it.> 
 
    Tears seep out of my eyes. “Annabelle. I heard everything you said, no gaps, nothing’s garbled. That’s amazing.” 
 
    <More amazing things are going to be happening soon, but we’re going to need to get going if we’re going to stop Italia Romano and save Gerald Finley’s life.> 
 
    I smile. Maybe Annabelle isn’t as cold-blooded as I’d feared. That, or she’s really good at modifying her behavior based on what I want.  
 
    Suddenly, I’m not sure which is better.  
 
    “You guys are having a private conversation, aren’t you?” Madge crosses her arms and twists her lips sideways. 
 
    “But not about you. Annabelle likes you. We couldn’t have done any of this without you.” 
 
    Madge blushes. “Well, isn’t that sweet? Not to be ungrateful, but there’s not much food here, and I’m starving. If we could maybe pop to Earth and hit up a burger joint….?” 
 
    “Don’t worry.” I pat her shoulder. “We’re leaving. We have a president to save, whether he likes it or not.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
    THE BIG DAY 
 
    COMMON ERA: July 23, 1983 
 
    LOCATION: United Federation Space Center 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, NY 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ten minutes, Mr. President.” 
 
    Gerald Finley nodded and turned his attention back to the mirror. He stood in a private room in the space center. One that had a view of the runway. He could see the crowds of people gathered beyond the fence. On the other side of the vast field, he could see the contestants going through their stretching routines in preparation for the event. 
 
    And he could see the storage hangar that was now short one spaceship.  
 
    He should’ve given the order to kill Claire Johnson when he had the chance, but he’d wanted her contained and studied. She had done things that no one should’ve been able to do. Almost like she had advance warning and inside intel. 
 
    Was she working with Italia? Even that didn’t explain how she was able to do the things she had. 
 
    Gerald didn’t like it. Not one bit.  
 
    The space program was so close to really getting underway. The station was up there, its advanced tech ripe for the taking. If he had been the one to secure it…but no, instead it was taken by a teen girl who had no idea what she was doing. 
 
    He didn’t know who he could trust. It certainly wasn’t Claire Johnson. Same as he hadn’t been able to trust Maureen—even after all they had been through, everything she had done to help him get elected. 
 
    A few moments later, one of his agents came to retrieve him. Gerald was led outside on a bright red carpet, toward a waiting microphone. He noticed that one of the journalists in the front was the father of one of the children the agents apprehended the night before. The man looked calm and composed, and was hopefully focused on his job. 
 
    Soon, people would begin to ask questions about the children, and the strange events that had occurred in Jupiter Junction these past few weeks—most notably, a spaceship taking off. The cover story about the gas causing hallucinations was only going to hold up for so long. 
 
    Luckily for Finley, the press and people lived on a sixteen-hour news cycle. The population would only care until something else came up that they cared about more. Entertainment, video games, music videos…all of it was so cheerful and bright. The likes of what happened in Jupiter Junction would be a footnote to most people’s lives. 
 
    Gerald stopped at the microphone. “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for coming today. This is a momentous occasion, and one we soon won’t forget. This is the day we begin our long journey into space by finding fresh, young talent to lead us into a new era. The era of space travel.” 
 
    He paused for the round of applause that was sure to greet his statements. There were a few half-hearted claps, but nothing as enthusiastic as he expected.  
 
    Well, that was disappointing. 
 
    A sudden wind kicked up, and the contestants began pointing up at the sky.  
 
    One of his agents grabbed his arm. “Time to move inside, Mr. President.” 
 
    A shadow passed overhead, and Gerald looked up, staring at the grey hull of a ship making its slow descent toward the ground. 
 
    There were no rockets, no sound of engines, the ship just gracefully lowered toward the ground as if by magic. 
 
    Claire Johnson certainly knew how to make an entrance. No matter how he felt about harming a child, President Finley couldn’t let her get away with that. Not after this. 


 
   
 
  



 
 
    SURPRISE 
 
    COMMON ERA: July 23, 1983 
 
    LOCATION: United Federation Space Center 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, NY 
 
      
 
      
 
    And they say you can’t go home again. 
 
    I take a few deep breaths as the door to the spaceship opens. Madge stays close to my side, and we exit the ship side by side, hand in hand.  
 
    This is the moment of truth.  
 
    We walk down the steps, finally stopping on the runway. Contestants stand in the foreground. Up until a week ago, I thought I’d be one of them. I’m blinded by the lights flashing from journalists’ cameras as they crowd in to capture our faces.  
 
    One steps forward from the pack, and I recognize Charles Underhill—Blake’s dad. 
 
    He holds a microphone up between us. “I’m standing here with Claire Johnson, who has just stepped off of a spaceship we haven’t seen in development before. It’s nothing like the rockets we’ve seen unveiled by the UF! Claire, can you tell us where this has come from? Where you’ve been? Did you really go into space, or did you remain in the atmosphere?” 
 
    I take a deep breath. “It’s a spaceship all right, and it’s nothing like what we’re currently capable of. Truth is, this ship is older than we are. Much older. I’ve been to space, Mr. Underhill, and I can tell you that waiting for us up there is a station that—” 
 
    “Ms. Johnson, you’re going to have to come with us!”  
 
    Federal agents push through the crowd of reporters, and I’m hyper aware that they have their hands on their weapons.  
 
    They’re ready to draw on me, but would they fire on me in front of so many people? With cameras rolling? 
 
    I’d like to think not, but it’s not a bet I’m willing to make yet. 
 
    I pass the camcorder to Charles, well out of view of the approaching agents.  
 
    “That’ll show you everything you need to know. It’ll make your career if you run with it. Quick!” 
 
    Charles’ eyes light up as he stares down at the camcorder now in his hand.  
 
    I say goodbye to Madge with a hug. “Go with Blake’s dad,” I whisper. “Stay hidden and out of sight.” 
 
    She nods, but I can feel her trembling beside me. 
 
    <She’ll be all right,> Annabelle says, as Madge follows Charles and disappears into the crowd. <As for us, we have to keep our wits about us. Out of the kettle, into the fire.> 
 
    “I’m ready. Are you?”  
 
    Behind us, the ship seals up. 
 
    <They’ll not get in this time.> She smiles across our internal Link. <I’ve been waiting for this moment. I live for these things. I’ll be scanning the area to make sure President Finley doesn’t try to be too underhanded.> 
 
    He’s nothing but underhanded, and that’s part of the problem. Still, I have no choice but to go with the agents.  
 
    They escort me into the building to a private room. When they try to take my bag, I glare at them. 
 
    “No one is taking my things. If the president wants to talk to me—” 
 
    The man raises his hand. “She’s clear,” he says into his collar piece.  
 
    Then he moves further into the room and stands blocking the windows on one wall, while another agent does the same on the wall opposite me. 
 
    There’s no way anyone will get away with assassinating the president today.  
 
    I wonder briefly if Italia has placed someone on the inside.  
 
    That’s a problem for another day.  
 
    The door opens, and my stress level goes through the roof. I stand taller and forget how to breathe as President Finley enters. His stride is one of a man who is used to being in command, and I have to remember that right now, I have the upper hand—at least for a short while. 
 
    “Claire Johnson, the woman of the hour.” 
 
    “Mr. President.” I try not to sneer when I say it.  
 
    This is a serious matter, and I have to be better than a snide kid—even though I really want to kick him in the nuts.  
 
    “We finally meet. I’m disappointed it hasn’t happened sooner.” 
 
    Oh, I’m sure he is.  
 
    “It’s unfortunate it has to be under such circumstances,” I reply, “but as you saw, I have a pretty sweet ride.” 
 
    “You ‘have’? You mean you stole. That is property of the UF government.” 
 
    “It’s time for us to cut the bullcrap. I have proof that we’re a colony. Our ancestors settled here from other planets, other stars. We once lived in a golden age, but it was forgotten and lost.” 
 
    “Not lost,” Finley says. “It was buried. Some time ago, certain families were chosen to be caretakers of this secret, but over time…over time, that was forgotten by everyone but a select few. It became myth.”  
 
    He unbuttons his shirt and shows me a medallion he wears around his neck. 
 
    “You’re one of the ‘select few’?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so, Claire. Our forefathers believed it important to our survival that we forget we once lived up there.” He jerked a thumb toward the ceiling. 
 
    “Except you’re ready to turn on all that to obtain the secrets of the space station.” 
 
    Finley laughs. “I’m a realist, what can I say? I see opportunity. I wasn’t even sure how real it all was until recently. But you’ve been there. You saw. You can tell us how it’s done.” 
 
    “Not without word of my father. You’re holding him, and I want him released.” 
 
    “That’s not how this works.” 
 
    “It is how it works. You release him, and then we work together. You, me, Italia Romano—” 
 
    Finley laughs. “What is it you want to broker? World peace?” 
 
    “We can start with ending the political strife in our country, and then move on to the others. The truth is, Mr. President, we’re not alone. Other worlds, other ships, they’re all out there. It’s only a matter of time before they come here. It’s only a matter of time before some explorer stops by. And we’re going to need that station up there to defend ourselves.”  
 
    Finley wipes his chin. “So, you want to work together? What makes you so special that you think you can dictate to me?” 
 
    Here goes nothing.  
 
    I feel an encouraging push from Annabelle.  
 
    “Because I have an advanced, ancient AI living in my head. Her duty is to protect this colony, this planet. And she knows what’s coming.” 
 
    Finley takes a step back, almost stumbling. The look in his eye changes. He doesn’t see me as a kid anymore so much as a problem. A problem that he might need to keep close.  
 
    He doesn’t appear to doubt my words in the least, and I wonder what else he knows. 
 
    “And for the record, I know that you had my mother killed. I know you tried to have me killed. One day, you’ll answer for those crimes.” 
 
    Finley pursed his lips. “I admit your mother was a thorn in my side for years, but I never sanctioned her death. Or yours. Killing you was the last thing I ever wanted. I don’t go around signing death warrants on children, even if they are a major pain in the ass.” 
 
    I sigh. He really expects me to believe that? 
 
    “I wouldn’t,” Finley presses. “I wanted you apprehended, and locked in isolation, but I never ordered your death. I wanted you stopped. Nothing more.” 
 
    He says it with conviction I have trouble doubting.  
 
    What if he’s telling the truth? What if he didn’t send those armed men to kill me in the hotel, or the man in the cave? 
 
    Who would’ve sent them, if not him? 
 
    “Do we have a deal?” I ask. 
 
    “We’ll say we’ve been working together,” Finley says. “We planned this. We both knew this is a colony world. We’re a unified front.” 
 
    “And then I’ll get my father back?” 
 
    “Yes.” He answers without hesitation. 
 
    But I hesitate. I’m making a deal with the devil, but it will protect Andromeda. It’ll start, I hope, to unify the country and end the bickering and the fighting. Maybe one day, it’ll unite the world.  
 
    Have I given Annabelle enough for her to be happy? 
 
    <What do you think?> I ask her. 
 
    <It’s the best we’re going to get. For now, this has to be the plan, but it doesn’t mean we stop trying for more. It’s a good start.> 
 
    I nod. “We’re happy with your terms. Until I see my father, I reserve the right to remain silent. Once I see he’s okay…we can make our public statement.” 
 
    “I’ll talk. You’ll be there, supporting what I say. Is that agreeable to you?” 
 
    “Yup, so long as you don’t say anything stupid.”  
 
    I pause and then decide I need to ask one more question.  
 
    “If my mother didn’t die in an accident, and you didn’t order her death, who killed her?” 
 
    Finley turns and wipes a hand down his cheek. “Italia Romano gave the order. I’d bet my life on it.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    REUNION 
 
    COMMON ERA: July 23, 1983 
 
    LOCATION: 133 Jupiter Ave 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, NY 
 
      
 
      
 
    Italia Romano and Mom were friends; somehow they were allies, until something went wrong, and Italia had her killed.  
 
    That’s the narrative Finley wants me to believe. Do I? Or is he lying just to cover for himself? 
 
    I won’t know until I can talk to Italia, but maybe my father can shed some light on what happened. If he knows—and I’m pretty sure he knows something. 
 
    President Finley and I have an uncomfortable afternoon eating biscuits. We drink black tea and make small talk. We discuss plans for the station, and I reiterate how important it is that the systems there remain intact. 
 
    “Claire, I have no intention of destroying the Andromeda. We can learn from the tech and how to replicate it. It’ll be our first outpost. But others will vie for it,” he warns. “The Vinlanders, the Mongols, they aren’t going to rest just because you say so. This advanced tech is the find of the century. People have gone to war over less.” 
 
    “We know all that.” Annabelle feeds me what to say, thankfully. “But we must start with our own borders, and then work on bringing everyone on board. We have the ship.” 
 
    “There may be others. Where there’s one….”  Finley sips his tea. 
 
    It could be true. Annabelle doesn’t argue or bring up a counterpoint.  
 
    <We are going to have to share the technology with the other countries, aren’t we?> I ask. 
 
    <Yes,> Annabelle answers. <But it’d be best not to share that yet. Not until we’re in a better position to leverage the correct response.> 
 
    I wonder if she knows of another ship or of other long-buried secrets. Does she treat me the way she treats Finley? Giving me information only when it suits her, and otherwise leaving me in the dark? 
 
    There’s no way to know for sure, and I don’t feel in the position to ask yet. But things she said on the space station…I’m beginning to wonder if I’m a means to an end, or if we’re really partners.  
 
    What I really want is a partner who isn’t Gerald Finley. Even Ray would be preferable. 
 
    The door opens, and I stand up, waiting anxiously to see my father. Agents enter first. Then I see him, and he looks fine. He’s not hurt or even disheveled, but he looks scared.  
 
    When he sees me, his eyes brighten, and nothing stops us from running to each other. 
 
    I slam into his chest like I’m five again and wrap my arms around his middle. “Dad!”  
 
    He caresses my head and kisses my forehead right on my hairline. “Claire, thank the gods. You look…you look tired. Did they hurt you? What did they do?” He throws a look at the president. “What did you do to my daughter, Gerald?!” 
 
    Finley holds up his hands. “Nothing that would hurt her. We’ll give you a few moments alone. Claire, we’ll address the press the moment you’re ready. Understood?” 
 
    I nod. “Yes.”  
 
    I watch him and the secret service leave, and then latch the door behind them. 
 
    Dad shakes his head. “What’s he talking about? What’s going on?” 
 
    He’s not going to be happy.  
 
    I leave out how the UF kidnapped me, but I tell him everything else. About the ship, the station, what I had to do to survive, but it’s the mention of Annabelle that surprises him the most. 
 
    “Annabelle?” he whispers with familiarity. “She’s an AI? She’s….in your head?” Dad touches my forehead as if he should be able to feel her.  
 
    “You know her name? Dad—” 
 
    “This is too much to believe. Your mother—she believed in the colony concept long before I did. I wanted to work in the space program to prove there’s nothing out there, and now you’re saying you’ve been on a space station inside our own system?” 
 
    I nod. “Yes. Soon everyone else will, too. Finley and I have to work together to protect it. Our lives are going to be a lot different, and I need your help, Dad. I need you on board. What needs to be done, I can’t do alone.” 
 
    “I will always support you, Claire. I wanted…I wanted to support your mother, too. She thought she could do it alone. Solve all the problems.” Dad shakes his head, and his eyes are sad. So sad. 
 
    “I know you don’t like talking about it, but I think it’s time,” I say gently. “I need to know what happened.” 
 
    He sits down and places his chin in his hand. “I never wanted to hide anything from you, but it was so dangerous. Your mother was working to bring the ancient facility online. She talked about Annabelle, but I thought she was a person. I didn’t know…. 
 
    “Your mother worked for Finley, but he didn’t know about her project until she died in that accident.” 
 
    “Dad,” I bend down in front of him. “Was it really an accident?” 
 
    His chin quivers. “I…I thought it was, for a while, but your mother had received calls. People would hang up. Come by the house in the middle of the night. She started to become afraid. She mentioned someone named…Maleon.  I think he was following her.” 
 
    “Did he work for Italia Romano?” I whisper. 
 
    Dad looks up sharply. “Italia? Your mother wasn’t associated with her.” 
 
    “Dad, I remember her coming to the house when I was young. I saw a photo of you and the president with Italia. You knew her. Mom did too.” 
 
    “Only in political circles. If she ever came to the house, I didn’t know. Your mother kept that from me too.” 
 
    “Maybe she was trying to protect you.” 
 
    Dad snorts a laugh. “Maybe, but I should’ve been the one to protect her. I should’ve stopped her. The facility, the tech…maybe it would have been better to keep it all buried.” 
 
    “We can’t do that now. And we can’t let the planet go to war over it. These discoveries must be controlled, and I’m the one who has to do it.” 
 
    “Because of Annabelle?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    Dad sighs. “You’re so much like your mother it scares me. It scares me, Claire.” 
 
    I take his hand and squeeze it. “Don’t be scared. We’ll stand together. I can take care of myself.” 
 
    Dad laughs and takes my head in his hands. He kisses my forehead and doesn’t let me go right away. “You’re beyond me telling you what to do, but I need you to be smart. I need you to be safe. And occasionally, I need you to pick up your socks and do the dishes. You’re still my daughter, and that will never change.” 
 
    I laugh. “I really don’t want that to change. I really, really don’t.” 
 
    We embrace hard, and I feel like I’ve come home. I’m with my dad, on my planet, and my Link connection with Annabelle is stable. 
 
    What more can I ask for?


 
   
 
  



 
 
    SPEECH 
 
    COMMON ERA: July 23, 1983 
 
    LOCATION: United Federation Space Center 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, NY 
 
      
 
      
 
    It’s near 18:00 when President Finley and I step out of the space center’s main building and onto the front steps. There’s a crowd of people out front, including reporters, camera crews, and a host of dignitaries.  
 
    Finley stops at the podium and adjusts the microphone. He gives me a smile, and as warm as it appears, it chills me.  
 
    <I don’t want to be used,> I say to the AI in my head. <We’re not a pawn.> 
 
    <We are not, but working with the government will be far easier than working against them. Partnership is the only way. Even if I loathe it, too. Through diplomacy, we can convince them to do things our way.> 
 
    Annabelle’s words don’t comfort me, but they do grant me some amount of acceptance. If I work with Finley, I can be free. I can protect Andromeda and find my mother’s killer. Justice will be served. 
 
    If we don’t get killed first. 
 
    “Thank you for your patience in waiting to see us,” Finley says—as if the reporters were going anywhere, after watching a spaceship set down on the runway. “First, let me thank those who have worked so hard on the space program….” 
 
    Finley drones on, and I’m more focused on my own thoughts than I am on his. When he says my name, I’m brought back to the present. 
 
    “Special thanks to Jupiter Junction’s envoy with the space program, Claire Johnson. She has a great legacy of scientists in her family to live up to. Her father and her late mother, Maureen, who was a faithful servant to the president’s office.” 
 
    Light applause fills the air, and I take a deep breath, feeling more emotional about the occasion than I want to. 
 
    “Despite what you’ve seen, she is not the first woman, the first human, to venture into space from our planet. She is here to confirm what I have long suspected, what we have strived to prove. Our people, we are not Earthborn. We come from the stars. We were settled here as a colony world. Our advanced technology was lost thousands of years ago, but now we’re posed to reclaim it, develop it, and use it to enrich our lives. End world hunger, stop war, come together as a unified people. It’s time to end our harmful bickering, and unite Earth under one banner.” 
 
    Cameras flash, and questions are thrown at us one after another.  
 
    The president puts his arm around my shoulder and leans in to whisper to me. “Take the podium, Ms. Johnson. Smile, and remember, you’re going down in history as the first space pilot of our era. Your place in the annals will be guaranteed.” 
 
    If I don’t mess it up. Yeah, I can read between the lines.  
 
    I give him a nod. 
 
    <Problem. Someone is moving through the crowd, zig-zagging to avoid detection.> 
 
    I look around, unable to spot who Annabelle is referring to.  
 
    <Right there. About to breach the podium.>  
 
    A person appears to light up in my vision, and I react without thinking.  
 
    “Down, Mr. President!” I push him to the ground and fall beside him. I hold my arm across his chest to keep him in place. 
 
    “What in the world?!” he shouts, just as a weapon fires close by.  
 
    His eyes widen and lock on mine. 
 
    “Protect the president!” I yell to the agents already surrounding us. “Get him out of here!” 
 
    I push myself up to my knees, remaining low as my eyes scan the crowd.  
 
    Annabelle brings up an overlay she calls my HUD display, and I’m able to track the movement of the would-be assassin. 
 
    He runs parallel to the building behind us, then veers off to his right, racing toward the fence along the street.  
 
    I take off after him. My arms and legs swing in time as I draw deep breaths, feeling more powerful than I ever have before. 
 
    <What—> I begin to ask, but Annabelle cuts me off. 
 
    <I told you I made some upgrades. I’m not going to risk my life in the body of an unmodified human. You have to gain on him. If he gets more than two blocks ahead, I can’t track him. Things are much harder without wireless networks, I only have access to a few satellites.> 
 
    <Wireless networks?> 
 
    <Nevermind. Later. Focus on gaining on him and getting your pulse pistol from your bag.> 
 
    I swing my bag around to my chest. Nothing like asking for everything at once.  
 
    Ahead, the assassin scales the chainlink fence. On my HUD, I see a marker on the ground, and a line arching over the fence.  
 
    It’s hard to believe, but I take Annabelle’s meaning, and leap over the three-meter obstruction to land on my feet.  
 
    The attacker glances back, then pulls his up his hood and continues to run. 
 
    Behind me, police sirens wail, filling the air with their cacophony, and I hear the roar of helicopter blades churning through the air high above.  
 
    <Second left between those two brick buildings.>  
 
    My HUD highlights the structures. I pick up the pace, surprised that I can keep accelerating.  
 
    At the end of the alley lies another fence, just beyond two dumpsters. My target climbs atop one of the bins to speed his way up the fence. 
 
    My lungs are burning, and my body begs me to slow down. It wants to rest, but I push harder.  
 
    I jump onto the same dumpster and leap forward. I grab the assailant by the back of his black hoodie, and we both fall to the ground. 
 
    I roll to my feet, tear my backpack off, and swing it into the man’s face. He falls. Quickly, I unzip the bag, and pull the pulse pistol free. I dial up the weapon’s intensity and train it on him. 
 
    “Freeze or you’re dead!” 
 
    His chest heaves up and down as he gasps for air. He holds his hands above his head. “You don’t know what you’re doing.” 
 
    <Police are coming. Talk fast.> 
 
    “Who do you work for? Did Romano send you?” 
 
    He shakes his head, signaling he isn’t going to answer. To further drive his point, he pushes his lips tightly together. 
 
    “Why does she want the president dead so badly? Her movement is over. She’s lost.” 
 
    “I wasn’t after the president.” 
 
    My aim falters.  
 
    He was here to kill me. Does that mean the president told the truth? He hadn’t signed an order to kill me or my mother?  
 
    “If it’s not Romano, who is it?” 
 
    Police cars stop at the mouth of the alley, and a helicopter hovers above our location. I want nothing more than to keep questioning him, but now isn’t the time.  
 
    The police officers approach on foot and force the hitman to his feet. He glances back at me as they handcuff him.  
 
    “Maleon sends his regards, Claire Johnson. This is only the beginning.” 
 
    I don’t respond. I can’t think of anything to say that would sound brave or witty. Instead, I watch as the police take him away.  
 
    One officer stays in front of me, and he extends his hand, palm up. 
 
    “I’m going to need to take that weapon, or whatever it is.” 
 
    “It’s a pulse pistol.” I thumb the safety back on. “And I’m not turning it over. I have authorization from President Finley.” 
 
    The officer stares, his expression growing stern. 
 
    “You have a problem with that? You talk to him. I’m sure you’ll know where to find me.” 
 
    “Space girl?” The officer smiles—though it’s not pleasant. “I’m pretty sure everyone is going to know that. You’re going to be the most famous girl on the planet.” 
 
    That is what is beginning to worry me.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    LIFE GOES ON 
 
    COMMON ERA: August 17, 1983 
 
    LOCATION: Dusty’s Burger Barn 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, NY 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Order up!” 
 
    I resist the urge to rise from where I sit next to Sophie as we watch Blake play pinball.  
 
    “Come on,” Dusty’s deep voice cuts through the chatter.  
 
    It’s not directed at me for once, but I almost leap into action anyway. I miss the simple life, but am overjoyed to be done with it at the same time. 
 
    I’m about to turn back to my own food when a little girl rushes toward me, holding up a magazine. “Can you sign this for me?”  
 
    It’s Time magazine, and I’m on the cover holding a space helmet…even though I never wore one. Annabelle grumbles about authenticity as I pull a pen from my backpack.  
 
    “Of course I’ll sign!” 
 
    She smiles with glee and makes an excited squealing noise as I bend over and sign. “I’m going to be you for Halloween!” she tells me. 
 
    I blush and put my pen away. “Enjoy your meal.” 
 
    “What was it like?” her mom asks. “Was it amazing?” 
 
    “So amazing!” I gush. 
 
    Also terrifying and dangerous, but I’ll leave that for my interview on Newsweek next week.  
 
    Next week, Finley, Italia, and the other political leaders in the UF will meet in NYC to hammer out final agreements. I’m set to attend too. 
 
    I’m looking forward to meeting Italia in person, but I’m also freaking out.  
 
    I’ll get what I need from her, one way or another. 
 
    The music videos on the TVs break for a news update, which means it’s almost 14:00. News breaks on the hour, every hour, that’s the VMC promise. 
 
    “As politicians prepare to gather in New York City for talks, scientists begin to discuss plans for a new integrated data network—a complex way of passing information quickly across the country. They say it’ll revolutionize our way of life.  
 
    “Meanwhile, our own Space Girl, Claire Johnson, readies her spaceship to escort scientists to Andromeda. What will they eat while they’re up there? McDougals, perhaps? We’ll ask her the hard-hitting questions tomorrow when she stops into our studio for a one-on-one interview.” 
 
    “Earth to Space Girl,” Blake says as he sits next to me. He kisses my cheek, and I touch his face, happy to be back in his arms. 
 
    Sophie looks up from her notebook. “Oh, Claire, I forgot to mention, your face is on our box of waffles at home.” 
 
    I cringe. “Sorry, what a way to wake up. They’re good though, right? The waffles, I mean.” 
 
    “Yeah, but the picture looks nothing like you.” 
 
    Madge crosses her legs and sets down her video game controller. “Nice of you to stop by. Not all of us can be on a box of Weggos.” 
 
    “I’m still me. I wish I didn’t have to do these things, but someone has to. And I’m the one with an AI in my head.” 
 
    <Ditto. I’m paired with a teenage girl. Though, I suppose it could be worse.> 
 
    <Well, gee. Thanks a lot.> 
 
    <You know I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just a little crowded in here with all your teen girl hormones.> 
 
    “Maybe sometime soon, we can go for a drive like we used to?” Blake asks. “We’ll watch the stars.” 
 
    “Sounds nice.”  
 
    After being on a space station, viewing stars from the planet isn’t quite the same, but that’s not Blake’s fault. I want to be with him and prove that everything between us is the same. 
 
    I’m the same person. I’m the same friend to them I’ve always been. 
 
    So why don’t I feel it? Why can’t things just go back to normal? 
 
    I rise from the seat, begging off my boyfriend’s hugs to go to the restroom.  
 
    When I’m done, I hear a voice ring out behind me in the narrow back hall.  
 
    “Hey, Claire.” 
 
    I turn and see Ray. My heart can’t help but race.  
 
    He’s in a pair of tight blue jeans, a black t-shirt, and a blue blazer with the cuffs rolled up to his elbows. It’s like he’s ready to guest star on an episode of Tampa Vice.  
 
    “Hi, Ray.” I approach him and stand just out of arm’s length. 
 
    “I saw you on TV a few times. Just thought I’d come and say hello.” 
 
    “You could’ve come to see me at the table, rather than lurk back here.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I just figured you might want some privacy.” 
 
    So he gives me that by waiting to ambush me outside the restroom? Maybe I should be creeped out, but I don’t think I am.  
 
    “Besides, you don’t really want me to meet your friends, do you? It’d be a lot to explain.” 
 
    It sure would, but I wouldn’t mind.  
 
    I take a deep breath. “Thanks, Ray. For what you did to help me. I wasn’t in the right state of mind to tell you that before.” 
 
    “AI on the brain, huh? Or in the brain? It’s no problem. I was glad to help. Gave me something to do for a while.” 
 
    “Why did you really do it?” 
 
    Ray shrugs. “I can’t resist a damsel in distress.” He leans in and wipes my hair out of my face. For a moment, his thumb strokes my cheek.  
 
    Is that why he helped me? He has a thing for damsels?  
 
    I can’t deny that a rush of electricity goes through me when he touches me. 
 
    “I’ll be around if you get into more trouble. Just…remember not to trust anyone. Not Finley, and certainly not Romano. I don’t know what they’re after, but I know politicians. They never tell the truth.” 
 
    I nod. “I wish I knew where your loyalties lay.” 
 
    “I just want to survive, Claire. It’s what I want for you, too. If you need me, you just need to call.” 
 
    “I don’t even know your number.” 
 
    He takes out a pen and writes it on my hand.  
 
    As his fingers stroke mine, I try not to look at him. It’s bad enough I can smell his musky cologne.  
 
    “Why are you so invested in all this?” I wonder aloud. 
 
    Ray shrugs. “I think you know why.” 
 
    I do?  
 
    “You didn’t need to help me. It put you at risk, and you didn’t even know me. So why do it?” 
 
    “I knew you had the potential to change the world. I just didn’t know how much.” He leans in and kisses my cheek. “Bye, Claire.” 
 
    I’m left shivering in the corridor, wondering what to think and what I should feel. I know I shouldn’t feel for Ray what I do. 
 
    Blake or no Blake, Ray’s dangerous. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    THE CITY THAT NEVER SLEEPS 
 
    COMMON ERA: August 23, 1983 
 
    LOCATION: Omni Hotel 
 
    REGION: New York City, NY 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dad pushes open the curtains of our posh suite and gazes out over Clock Square.  
 
    We’re in a bustling metropolis filled with skyscrapers, twinkling lights, and neon screens advertising the latest products and movies. People gather on street corners and crosswalks, stopping at carts where people sell everything from food to the ubiquitous I Love NYC shirts. 
 
    It’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen before. At least on Earth. It can’t compare to Andromeda, but the big city makes me miss Jupiter Junction.  
 
    At least this visit is temporary. 
 
    “Look at that, huh?” Dad stands with his hands on his hips. “What should we do first? Take in a live show?” 
 
    “I wish I could, Dad. You know I have to get ready for my meeting with the president. But I’ll be back in time for dinner.” 
 
    “Okay, pumpkin.” Dad kisses my cheek. “Be safe.” 
 
    As if I ever want to be anything else.  
 
    “It’s not my fault I attract trouble.”  
 
    Dad snort-laughs, and I step into the adjoining bedroom. I grab my plasma sidearm and tuck it into the hem of my skirt. It’s not my usual outfit: black skirt, with a long sleeve shirt under a blazer. But when meeting with political leaders, somehow, high-tops and jeans don’t quite cut it. 
 
    At least, that’s what Annabelle tried to convince me of.  
 
    I wave goodbye to Dad.  
 
    <Know of any good restaurants in the area?> I ask Annabelle as I head out the door. 
 
    <I’m more than the hotel concierge, you know. However…there are several five-star establishments nearby. I don’t make reservations though, sorry.> 
 
    I laugh as I stroll down the corridor toward the elevator.  
 
    <Telephone lines are lighting up here. Political leaders have arrived and are keeping everyone on their toes. Are you ready for this?> 
 
    <Ready as I’m going to be.> I step inside the elevator and hit the button for the first floor. <How about you? You’re compromising a lot of what you want for this.> 
 
    <Temporarily, I hope. If we can get the UF to stop with the infighting and work together. I don’t want to keep tech from the colonists’ descendants, Claire. But I also don’t want it used to oppress people. There has to be something in between.> 
 
    I acknowledge her point as the elevator begins its descent. Glancing up at the corner mirror, I see the area directly beside me begin to shimmer.  
 
    What is that? 
 
    Something grabs my hair and bashes my face into the wall. I grunt, brace myself with my hands and push back off. “What the hell—” My words are cut off as my invisible assailant drives their knee into my lower back, and my nose once again smacks the elevator’s paneling. 
 
    <I can’t read them or their heat signature! They must have a shimmersuit—where they got it, I don’t know. This shouldn’t be happening. Claire, go for the head!> 
 
    <I can’t see the head.> Plus, what Annabelle says makes no sense. What the heck is a shimmersuit? 
 
    I drive my elbow back and clip whoever it is in the side. I reach and grab all around, looking for whomever it is, but I’m fighting blind. 
 
    I take a punch across the jaw, and then I’m kicked in the stomach. I flail my arms and fall out of the now open elevator doors, onto the floor. I grab my sidearm and fire directly above me. 
 
    The form of a woman flickers into view before disappearing again.  
 
    This time, I kick up. When I hear a grunt, I force both my open palms into her abdomen, and spring up to my feet.  
 
    She grabs me from behind and shoves me against the wall. I reach behind and grab something off her and pull it free.  
 
    It’s a hood.  
 
    She grabs my wrist and tries to wrestle the sidearm from my hand. 
 
    I kick back, sending her sailing against the wall. I train my weapon onto her. “Now you’re going to tell me who the hell—” 
 
    My words leave me as she lifts her head I stare into a face that looks just like my mother. 
 
    That is my mother. 
 
    “Mom?” I whisper, and emotions overtake me. 
 
    Her eyes are bluer than I remember, and there are deep blue lines etched into her face. She stands tall despite the pulse weapon in my hand. The look on her face says she knows what it is. 
 
    But her eyes hold no love or emotion for me.  
 
    Doesn’t she remember who I am? 
 
    “Mom?” I whisper again. “Is it really you?” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have gotten involved. You should’ve stayed home.” She grabs the hood from my hand and runs for the elevator door. 
 
    I fire a shot to stun her, but I miss. I can’t believe I miss. Inside the elevator, Mom hammers a button on the panel. 
 
    “I’m not her anymore,” she hisses. “Don’t keep digging. Leave it alone, Claire. Forget me. Forget Maleon. Forget it all.” She sneers as the elevator door finally closes, and I’m left alone with my despair. 
 
    My face crumples, and I feel utter loss all over again.  
 
    How is this possible? If what I just saw is real…then Annabelle knew. She knew. 
 
    <Annabelle…> My inner voice rumbles with anger. 
 
    <Claire….> 
 
    “You said she was dead. You said you watched her die!”  
 
    <I watched her get attacked, yes. I watched them bring her to the brink of death…I was desperate to help her. Maureen was my partner and my friend. I thought she was dead or very soon would be.> 
 
    “Who? Who were they?” 
 
    <I don’t know.> 
 
    Do I believe her? Do I trust her?  
 
    “You lied to me!” I rage, my thoughts tumbling fast inside my head. “You knew she wasn’t dead.” 
 
    <I didn’t. I give you my word, I didn’t know she was alive.> 
 
    “But you knew they took her. You knew something else happened to her, and you didn’t tell me!” 
 
    <I didn’t want you distracted. The mission—> 
 
    “Screw the mission.” Even as I say the words, I know I don’t mean them. “What else didn’t you  tell me because you thought it would interfere with the mission?” 
 
    <It’s not like that, Claire. It’s…. I’ve waited a thousand years for this. I know it’s not fair, but I didn’t know how they were using Maureen. As far as I knew, she was dead. I had no clue they’d send her. I don’t know everything.> 
 
    I grit my teeth and take a moment to think. “If they were in the cave when my mom was captured, did you identify them? Do you know who they are?” 
 
    <I’ve never discovered that. They work for someone higher up the food chain, but not the UF. The uniforms don’t match. Plus, shortly after, the UF locked down the cave system. But from who is anyone’s guess.> 
 
    My stomach sinks, and I feel worse than ever. 
 
    I hear footfalls, and turn to see federal agents running toward my location.  
 
    “Ma’am, are you all right? We expected you in the conference room five minutes ago.” 
 
    I swallow hard and weigh my options. “Elevator trouble. I apologize for being late.” I put my sidearm back under my jacket. 
 
    The agents watch me carefully and one says, “Must have been some elevator trouble.” He falls in time with me as we walk toward the conference room. 
 
    “Nothing I can’t handle.” 
 
    “If you need protection, I’m afraid I’m going to have to insist we provide it, ma’am.” 
 
    “We can discuss it. For now, let’s keep this between us and not throw off the talks.” 
 
    He nods. “As you wish, ma’am, but I will need to inform the president.” 
 
    I can’t ask him not to do his duty, but we drop the subject as we enter the conference room. Everyone stands as I walk in. “There she is!” Finley nods his head. “Thanks for joining us.” 
 
    “Sorry I’m late. I had a little trouble this morning.” 
 
    Italia Romano steps forward and offers me her hand. “I hope it was nothing too inconvenient.” 
 
    I shake her hand. “Not at all. Pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    “You as well. Your mother was a good friend. We rarely agreed, but she did her best to convert me.” Italia smiles. 
 
    I try to remove my hand from her grip, but I can’t. Her grasp is strong. Too strong. Even when I engage augmented strength, it doesn’t help. 
 
    “You’re full of surprises.” 
 
    She smirks. “You don’t even know the half of it, but you will. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “Join us, we have a lot to discuss. It’s a new world, or so the president would like us to believe.” Italia returns to her seat, and I sit beside the president. 
 
    He glances at me with concern, or he’s unhappy with my tardiness. It’s hard to know which for sure. 
 
    <I will be keeping an eye on building security,> Annabelle assures me. Then her tone changes.  <I do hope we’re still partners. I hope we can still work together.> 
 
    I reach for my glass of water. <We are, and we can. I just want to be able to trust you. And I need you to trust me.> 
 
    <I do trust you. I’m sorry for my deception, it’s not how I wanted to conduct myself. But we must sniff out where Maleon is without causing suspicion. If we are successful, we can find your mother. Maybe we can save her.> 
 
    It’s all I want.  
 
    <Is Maleon a code name?> 
 
    <I wish it was that simple. He is as old as I am. I thought he was destroyed when the colony cut all ties to the rest of the galaxy. Claire…he’s dedicated. I want to protect the colony, but he wants the exact opposite. It was why I agreed he should be sentenced to death.> 
 
    I detect something between reverence and fear in Annabelle’s voice.  
 
    <He’s not a man, is he?> 
 
    <No. He’s an AI. And if he’s loose, if he’s partnered with someone, then we’re in trouble. All of us.> 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    I open the door to my hotel room and step inside. “Sorry that took so long, Dad. There’s still time for us to go grab a pizza or a burger. What do you say?” 
 
    Dad rises from the sofa and turns off the television. “How’d it go?” He puts his arm around me. 
 
    “Promising. Everyone’s agreed to publicly support our history as a colony. Maybe a little too easily. I’m not sure I trust Romano.” 
 
    Dad kisses the top of my head. “I wouldn’t either, but maybe she sees the writing on the wall. Or maybe…maybe she’s scared of you.” 
 
    “Doubtful.” I run a hand through my hair. “So, pizza or a burger?” 
 
    “Maybe both?” We both laugh and then Dad picks his jacket up off the bed. “Anything else happen today that I should know about?” 
 
    I shake my head and force a smile.  
 
    I’m thinking of Mom, but I know I can’t tell him anything else right now.  
 
    “Nope, nothing else. Except meetings are really boring.” 
 
    He leads me out of the room. “Well, boring is the best we can hope for right now, kiddo. Who knows what’s going to come next?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    With one mystery solved, Claire now faces many more. Find out what lengths she’ll go to in order to protect her world in A Blight Upon the Stars.   
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