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    FOREWORD 
 
      
 
    This series has been a blast to write from the very beginning, with the retro 1980s feel and the search for the truth. Claire’s a special character and has had a lot of room to grow and change. The books weren’t always easy to write, but they really stretched my ideas around what we could do with Aeon 14. 
 
    Young Adult novels have always been my thing, it’s where my narrative voice most comfortably sits. So I was excited to craft out a young adult series for Aeon 14 without sacrificing complex plots, multi-dimensional characters, and hint at the mind-blowing tech that exists on the other side. 
 
    Sometimes I wasn’t sure how I would combine this strange 1980s world with Aeon 14, but as the books move along, it blends a little bit more closely with the universe we are familiar with. 
 
    And this book posed the biggest challenge: How do you finally bring these characters and this world into the future so they can start their own journey through the stars? Is it even possible? 
 
    I guess we’re all about to find out! 
 
    I hope to revisit Claire and her adventurous friends in the future, and I hope you’ll be there right alongside them! 
 
      
 
    Chris J Pike 
 
    

  

 
   
    PEOPLE, PLACES, AND ORGANIZATIONS 
 
      
 
      
 
    LOCATIONS 
 
    Jupiter Junction – A thriving metropolis where the United Federation Space Program (UFSP) hosts its pilot program. It’s the home of Claire, her parents, and many of their friends.  
 
    Andromeda – An ancient space station left behind by the colonists. It has been activated and repaired. Now it functions as an important research station while acting as a line of defense. 
 
    Canton – Once an isolated country rich with history and culture, they joined the Unity Accord to avoid retribution for its attack on Andromeda Station. The alliance between them and the UA is unstable. 
 
    United Federation – The nation Claire is a citizen of. It is headed by President Finley, who is also the director of the Unity Accord. 
 
      
 
    ORGANIZATIONS 
 
    The Unity Accord – Spearheaded by Gerald Finley as a way to get all nations under one flag, the accord treaty was supposed to bring peace to the planet. Now, countries are vying for control and some citizens resist the deal. As a result, the UA holds on by a thread, and Finley is losing control. 
 
    United Federation Space Program – Now the Unity Accord’s Space Program, focus has been shifted to landing humans on the moon. They have commissioned fleets of ships to be built, and exploration of nearby planets is next on their list. 
 
    The Basic Political Party/The New Guard –They believe any new technological advancement will undo the human race. The organization was formerly led by the now-deceased Italia Romano, but without her as a leader, the party has become more dangerous and has been labeled a terrorist organization. 
 
      
 
    CHARACTERS 
 
    Claire Johnson – Heavily modded with nano and the AI, Isabella, Claire is one of the Unity Accord nations’ top agents. She has almost full autonomous support from the president and is free to do whatever is necessary to complete her assignments to find relic technology before rogue organizations and nations do. 
 
    Maledon/Annabelle – Believed to be the trustworthy AI Annabelle when she was paired with Claire, it was revealed that Annabelle was really Maldeon. Defeated by Claire, her node now resides in a stasis chamber where it will remain forever. 
 
    Isabella – Claire’s new AI partner for the last three years, Isabella helped heal Claire after her prior AI was pulled from her mind. Though it took some time to get settled, they now have a good working relationship and friendship. 
 
    Joseph Johnson – Claire’s father, an engineer in the United Federation Space Program (UFSP). He was determined to keep his daughter as far from the space program as possible, but since that has proven impossible, he now strives to keep his family safe from Maledon and President Finley. 
 
    Blake Taylo – Claire’s ex-boyfriend. Since their breakup, Claire and Blake have had little to no interaction. 
 
    ‘Party’ Madge Lancaster – An ace flyer in the Unity Accord Space Force (UASF), Madge went to school with Claire and still calls Jupiter Junction home. 
 
    Sophie French – Works as a junior scientist aboard Andromeda Station.  
 
    Ray Mitchell – A millionaire with something to prove. He hasn’t strayed far from Claire’s side since they’ve gotten together, and his up-and-coming communication company continues to be a thorn in Finley’s side. 
 
    Gerald Finley – President of the UF. Chairman of the Unity Accord to unite all countries under one rule. 
 
    Maureen Johnson – Thought to be dead for two years, her prison sentence was eventually commuted to house arrest for extenuating circumstances, after a favor was called in by Gerald Finley.  She was recently reunited with her family after helping to free Claire from Maledon.  
 
    Martha Hayward – Director of Andromeda Station. 
 
    Katherine Crawford – A council member for the Unity Accord. She is Gerald Finley’s second-in-command.  
 
    Admiral Banks – A high-ranking admiral in the UA Space Program and a strong ally to Claire Johnson. 
 
    Ji Yan – Demoted to the rank of commander in the Canton army after his failed assault on Andromeda Station. He was only returned to Canton as part of the deal Finley brokered to get the nation to sign the Unity Accord. 
 
    Chen Zhou – The president of Canton, a woman who is both cunning and shrewd.

  

 
   
    WHAT CAME BEFORE 
 
      
 
    When the world finally came to grips with the truth that it was a colony world, long settled by star-traveling humans, the discovery triggered a race to find ancient tech that had since been hoarded and hidden by billionaires and rival governments. Everyone wanted a piece of the pie and to use the findings for their own agenda. 
 
    Claire Johnson and her AI, Annabelle, began working closely to find tech before anyone else and hunt down what might’ve been stolen. But their endeavors were often interrupted to support President’s Finley’s agenda to get elected as chief chairman of the Unity Accord—his push to get all countries under one flag so they will be ready for space travel one day. 
 
    When Claire attended a gala hoping for the ability to influence high-rolling guests and gain their support for President Finley, she ran into Ray Mitchell, an old friend, and was lured outside—and subsequently nearly killed by assassins from Russia.  
 
    Upon finally safely arriving home, Claire found a package in her room, a journal from Ray, who had gone missing after the gala. He left vital information for her that Claire believed would lead her to more hidden tech… and maybe to Ray himself. 
 
    Following the trail, Claire arrived in Venice, where she found billionaire Tyson Reese and his associates going after tech hidden under the city. In a desperate effort to get to it first, Claire drained the canal and found an entire underground city left behind by the ancients.  
 
    The trail led to Paris, where Claire confronted Italia Romero and discovered where Ray was being held. She then freed him from his Russian captors, and sparks began flying between the pair.  
 
    However, Ray was convinced Tyson Reese was behind it all, in retaliation for Ray infiltrating his organization to see what he might be up to. So after the Russians were arrested, Claire and Annabelle continued their investigation into Ray’s abduction.  
 
    Working with a French detective, one name kept coming up: Amanda Coldwell. Yet no trace of her seemed to exist. 
 
    Meanwhile, Annabelle got a lead on tech being smuggled out of Paris, so Claire took control of the cargo train by force. But she was captured and taken to an ancient facility hidden in the mountains. 
 
    There, she was greeted by her thought-to-be-dead mother. Aided by Italia Romero, her mother restricted Claire’s ability to communicate with Annabelle. Eventually Claire broke out and the UF were called in to take ownership of the facility. Italia was arrested, but while being transported to UF territory, the shuttle exploded. 
 
    Claire suspected more was going on than she knew, as she piloted the shuttle to take her mother from Italia’s base to Andromeda Station, the only prison that might be able to hold her.  
 
    After seeing her mother locked away, Claire turned to investigating suspicions she’d developed about Annabelle, and discovered that there is no Annabelle; Annabelle is Maledon—the AI that the ancient colonists fought so hard to protect themselves from.  
 
    In turn, Maledon revealed herself to be Amanda Coldwell, who had been influencing nations and people of importance to gain power. 
 
    When Andromeda Station came under attack by a Canton fleet, Claire was forced to put her feelings aside so Maledon could help her save the station. But when that was done, Maledon attacked Claire after failing to convince her they could work together. 
 
     Claire tried to get the AI removed from her brain, but was unable to do so until her mother joined the efforts. The pair succeeded in extracting Maledon, and confined her to stasis. 
 
    Now, weeks later, Claire has awakened. She’s returned home with a new AI in her head, Isabella, and has reunited with Ray and her family.  
 
    But she has also learned that President Finley has been working with Amanda Coldwell.  
 
    What influence has Amanda had on Finley… and why has he kept it a secret?  
 
    

  

 
   
    UNEASY ALLIANCE 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 5th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.13.6785  
 
    LOCATION: Ancient City of Guangzhou  
 
    REGION: Canton, Earth 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stand on a viewing platform that overlooks a Canton dig site, in awe of what they have unearthed: golden buildings and a staircase that seems to go down for kilometers. I wish I could go int the site and revel in the ancient history of the place, but the fact I’ve gotten this close is a miracle in and of itself. 
 
    I’m not popular with the Cantons; they’d never give me access to their sacred history. But the bad blood between us is mutual after they attacked Andromeda Station three years ago and tried to kill me and everyone on board.  
 
    Maybe it was all meant to be, because President Finley seized the opportunity to get them into the Unity Accord. 
 
    The European Union, the United Federation, plus Canton and Russia all under one flag…It should be making things easier. Doesn’t necessarily mean they’re all playing nice.  
 
    The local news back home proves that. 
 
    <So far, there’s no suspicious activity,> my AI, Isabella, says. <All evidence points to things being on the up and up.> 
 
    I don’t exactly trust it. But the Cantons agreed to give me what Finley wants: an inspection and a sample of ancient tech found on Canton soil.  
 
    Of course, now all soil belongs to the Unity Accord, and Finley is its chief director…while still maintaining his grip on the UF.  
 
    Our relationship? Let’s say it’s starting to sour. 
 
    <Let’s keep scanning anyway. I don’t want to get sloppy.> 
 
    <Of course.> Isabella sends a smile across to my HUD, along with the visual of a happy, hopping teacup.  
 
    She loves clipart more than Annabelle ever did. 
 
    Annabelle, who I thought was my friend, turned out to be the ultimate evil AI, hell-bent on gaining power. Hell-bent on getting humans to blindly follow her wishes.  
 
    I wish things had turned out differently, but there’s a thing about wishes: sometimes they dissolve like pixie dust. 
 
    The door behind me slides open, and Canton president Chen Zhou enters the viewing chamber with two soldiers on either side of her. She wears an elegant, ceremonial headdress for the occasion, and her intricate, red and gold robe seems to float above the ground. 
 
    I recognize one of the men to her left—Ji Yan. He was the chief architect of the assault on Andromeda Station. We came face to face in that conflict, but I haven’t seen him since.  
 
    He looks different without my fist smashing into his nose. 
 
    “I am sorry to keep you waiting, ambassador,” Zhou says, “but it couldn’t be helped.” 
 
    I study Ji Yan’s vacant expression as he avoids looking at me directly, and I figure I must be making him uncomfortable and say as much to Isabella.  
 
    <Definitely,> Isabella confirms. <His heart’s racing like he’s anticipating a stern talking-to.> 
 
    Finally, I smile and bow to the woman next to him. “It’s no problem at all, President Zhou. It gave me a chance to view your glorious history. It’s beautiful and awe-inspiring.”  
 
    At least I didn’t have to lie about that. 
 
    Ji Yan’s voice commands attention, and his words are defensive and protective as he says, “Canton’s past is rich, and something we all treasure very much.”  
 
    “No one wants to take your history from you,” I assure him calmly. I’ve been practicing in front of the mirror for this very moment. “We want what is best for all territories inside of the Unity Accord. There will be no stripping of your culture or undermining of your history.”  
 
    President Zhou slays her companion with a gaze of daggers out of the corner of her eye. “Forgive my personal guard, Ambassador Johnson. His tongue sometimes gets him in trouble. It’s a wonder I haven’t taken it yet.” 
 
    Ji Yan blinks rapidly and casts his focus to the floor. “Forgive me if I spoke out of turn.” 
 
    “You owe me no apologies,” I say. “At least, not for that.” 
 
    <Uh oh,> Isabella says. <Here we go. Slick burn.> She sends me an image of an old car peeling rubber across a long stretch of road. 
 
    I’m not really sure what a ‘burn’ is, but she’s been trying to explain it to me for a while. 
 
    “So you do remember me,” Ji grumbles. “I was wondering if you’d be able to.” 
 
    “I do, General Yan, and I harbor no resentment.” 
 
    That one took longer to repeat in the mirror, but I’m impressed with how I sound. I almost believe myself.  
 
    Zhou’s eyes narrow with offense. “He’s no longer a general. Now he’s the commander of my personal escort and rarely strays from my side—so I can keep an eye on him, of course.” 
 
    Ji cowers under her words, shrinking into himself.  
 
    “For the best, I’m sure.” I try a smile to ease tensions. 
 
    “Give the ambassador what she came here for,” the president urges the man beside her. “Then we’ll continue with the inspection. Ambassador, I hope you have time to join us for our high tea? We’d be honored if you’d sit with us.” She bows her head toward me. 
 
    I return the gesture. “It would be my pleasure and my honor. Thank you.” 
 
    Ji steps forward and holds out a small plexi box. I place a hand on top and the other beneath the bottom to support it, but he doesn’t let go.  
 
    “I have it now, Commander Yan.” 
 
    His face twitches and his lips turn down, but he lets go and steps back in line. 
 
    I use my HUD to scan the box and verify the unit is what Sophie—now a scientist aboard Andromeda Station—needs to fix the active scan systems and let us detect ships with stealth capabilities. 
 
    “Beautiful. This is just what the engineers ordered. It’ll help protect all of us.” 
 
    “Wonderful. That is all we have ever wanted.” President Zhou nods, does an about-face, and walks off the platform.  
 
    Ji lingers to stay with me. “After you, ambassador.” He barks out the word like it hurts him. 
 
    I can’t say I’m totally displeased with his presence but I’d rather he not walk behind me.  
 
    With no choice but to obey, I speed up my steps to catch up to the president. 
 
    <Keep an eye on him. He wouldn’t hesitate to stab us in the back.> 
 
    <On it. Though I have a feeling he wouldn’t risk crossing President Zhou to do it,> Isabella replies. 
 
    <That’s what I’m banking on.> 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    High tea is served in a room decorated in Canton’s old imperial style. Red, high-backed chairs surround golden tables, and flowing, green tapestries hang on all the walls.  
 
    I feel isolated and shut in, thanks to the number of armed guards ringing the room and constantly watching President Zhou. They could take me out if they wanted. I’m unarmed as part of our treaty arrangement. 
 
    Zhou’s handmaiden leads us through the tea ritual using a ceramic teapot full of hot water, fresh tea leaves, and a small whisk. When I taste the brew, I find it’s strong. Isabella monitors my vitals to make sure I’m not being poisoned, while I only drink enough not to cause embarrassment. 
 
    “Delicious. I’m honored to have had this experience with you.” 
 
    President Zhou stands up and nods to me. “It was my pleasure, ambassador. Now, I will take my leave. I have many things to check on and must get back to my duties. However, Commander Yan and the others will see to it that you get to the inspection site, per Director Finley’s request.” 
 
    I stand to attention as she exits, then I turn my eye on Ji Yan, across the table. He also stands, and his eyes never waiver from my face.  
 
    I might’ve brought a weapon, if I knew we’d be alone for any length of time. 
 
    “Are you ready to lead on, Commander?” I ask pleasantly. 
 
    He stares at me for the longest time before he finally nods. “This way to the convoy. We have a long drive ahead of us.” 
 
    Great. Just what I’m looking forward to. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The inspection site’s offices are in a hastily erected building on the side of a cliff. It overlooks a partial stone statue that’s been unearthed from deep within an underground cavern.  
 
    Inside the building, I’m able to look over their catalog of new tech that’s been found as well as duplicates of what we’ve already seen, and computers show composite sketches of the rest of the edifice that’s still buried.  
 
    I study the face I can see in the rocks. “It’s quite the statue they built.” 
 
    “More of a shrine,” the lead scientist corrects me. “An ancient, to be sure, but in the likeness of our god. We’ve worshipped them for centuries. We never believed they were human like us. Now we know different.” 
 
    “That must be something hard to come to terms with.” 
 
    He nods. “We don’t know what the ramifications will be within our society. It’s too soon to tell, but many are disheartened. Or strictly refuse to believe it.” 
 
    I think of what’s happening in the UF. “That’s something I’m familiar with.” 
 
    He gives me a sympathetic look. “Follow me down the hall to the acquisitions room. We can go over the inventory files there.” 
 
    “Certainly.” 
 
    As we walk, he continues. “We have catalogued everything to the UA’s specifications, so it should be easy for your systems to correlate the data.” 
 
    “They’re our systems now. I know it’ll take a while for you to think of it as such….”  
 
    <We have been at this for two years now,> Isabella grumbles. <If they are ever going to start thinking of us as the same people, they at least need to try.> 
 
    I agree but don’t have anything constructive to add.   
 
    I don’t chat with Isabella like I did with Annabelle. We’re an effective team, and I like her, but I don’t want to be friends. 
 
    “Forgive me.” Dr. Wen, the lead scientist, opens the door, and I step in. “It still takes some getting used to.” 
 
    Isn’t that the truth? 
 
    “Some big pieces in here.” Not that I know what any of them do, but it’s possible they don’t know yet either. “Our joint science teams should be able to take a crack at it.” 
 
    “Out of curiosity, how does the UA decide what territory gets what tech? We want to better ourselves without being at the mercy of your government’s militaristic oversight.” 
 
    I take a deep breath. “Like I just finished saying, Dr. Wen. It’s all our military now. And I can’t say how the tech gets distributed. It’s not up to me. I’m here only to inspect and pick up some supplies that were promised.” 
 
    Dr. Wen’s face remains neutral, but I sense anger simmering just beneath the surface. 
 
    <I think he might be one of those ‘disheartened’ by the truth behind their gods,> Isabella muses. 
 
    <You could be onto something. Maybe it’s time to cut the inspection short.>  
 
    Truthfully, it was already lasting longer than I thought it would. 
 
    “It’s time I get going, Dr. Wen. Thank you for your hospitality and for showing me around. I greatly appreciate it.” 
 
    “Ambassador.” He shakes my hand. “If I overstepped, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s fine. I know you and the people of Canton have questions, but I’m afraid I can’t answer your concerns. The knowledge is above my pay grade.” 
 
    “Let me escort you back to the convoy, then.” Dr. Wen opens the door and leads me into the mouth of the corridor. 
 
    <Claire,> Isabella’s voice rushes to the fore of my mind. <A heat emission is building in a nearby room. Get to cover.> 
 
    There’s no time to ask if it’s a bomb. I grab Dr. Wen and force him back into the lab, slamming the door just as the room besides us erupts, and a fireball surges into the hall.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    TROUBLE 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 5th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.13.6785    
 
    LOCATION: Ancient City of Guangzhou  
 
    REGION: Canton, Earth  
 
      
 
      
 
    <Claire, you need to move. Claire….>  
 
    Isabella’s voice rings in my head as I struggle to regain full consciousness. My head pounds, and as I open my eyes, I see a room covered in debris. Ceiling tiles litter the floor, and it feels a metal drawer is on the back of my head. The overhead lights pulse, losing electricity and then regaining it.  
 
    I push the metal drawers off me, and a thang echoes through the room. I heave myselft up. My arm twinges in pain, and I look to see a giant gash down the side. It hurts, but it won’t keep me down for long. 
 
    Smoke is coming from the corridor, where people scream, and a distant alarm warbles on a regular frequency. My head’s still fuzzy, and I work to regain cogent thought. But I’m standing and moving, so that’s something. 
 
    “Dr. Wen!” I spot the man under a desk and rush over to him while supporting my side. 
 
    <The building isn’t stable, several struts were hit. We’re going to need to get out of here now,> Isabella orders. <There’s no telling how much longer before this whole thing slides off the cliff.> 
 
    My breath catches in my throat as I process that information.  
 
    So much for makeshift buildings on the side of mountains. Who knew? 
 
    I grab Dr. Wen by the shoulder, and he groans.  
 
    “My head….” 
 
    “We’ll get you medical attention once we’re outside. For now, we need to go. Can you stand?” 
 
    He supports his head with his hand but manages a nod.  
 
    When he tries to stand, I help him up until he’s hobbling but mobile. As we face the corridor of smoke, he sighs.  
 
    “We won’t be able to see anything.” 
 
    “My enhanced vision will see us through,” I assure him. “Cover your mouth with your shirt and follow my lead. I’ll get us out. Isabella, I’m going to need as much oxygen as you can get me.” 
 
    <You’ve got it. I’m patching in everything extra. Move fast and try not to take deep breaths.> 
 
    Dr. Wen raises his eyebrows. “You really have all that tech they talk about—the kind that puts you on par with a god?” 
 
    “I’m just a woman, Dr. Wen. No gods here.” 
 
    I sling my arm around his waist, and we hurry through the door. The corridor is barren except for a woman on the floor in front of us.  
 
    I bend down to nudge her awake. “Crawl straight. You’re almost free.” 
 
    We slog forward as a group.  
 
    “We’re almost to the end,” I encourage. “Doors are ahead.” 
 
    Another explosion echoes from further back, and around us, the building groans. When the floor beneath us slants backward, I push Dr. Wen and the unknown woman out the front door. A second later, the building starts its slow slide off the face of the mountain. 
 
    It’s now or never. 
 
    I take a running leap out the front door and angle toward the rocky terrain. A support cable dangles off the cliff and I leap for it, missing at first, but managing to grasp it after falling only a meter. Chest heving, I pull myself up onto the rocks dotted with tufts of long grass.  
 
    Not far off stand giant yellow tents, and groups of people gather there—as well as the president’s personal guard. 
 
    I pick myself up off the ground and turn in time to see the makeshift building slide down the cliff to crash to the rocks and the churning waves of the ocean below.  
 
    <Did everyone get out?> My brows lift in worry. 
 
    <Yes, minus two casualties. But all that ancient tech….>  
 
    There’s movement behind me in the tents as people get their injuries checked out. When I see Ji emerge from one, I hurry over.  
 
    “Commander!” 
 
    “You survived unscathed.”  
 
    The disappointment in his voice makes me wonder if he’s not surprised about the explosion because he set it as a trap for me. 
 
    “Were you inside when the explosion detonated?” I demand. 
 
    He shakes his head. “Luckily, I was not.” 
 
    I purse my lips. “Do you know who did this? And why they’d want to do it in the first place?” 
 
    “This is our matter. Not yours, Johnson.”  
 
    Ji Yan storms off, but I follow. 
 
    “I can help,” I insist. “I have experience with sabotage. Terrorists. Just be honest and open with me.” 
 
    He blows out an agitated breath. “That will never happen. We take care of our matters, and you take care of yours. Don’t give me your false line about unity. This isn’t unity.” 
 
    My eyes widen. “This wasn’t us.” 
 
    “Sure, but you dump your problems on us. You lead them to our doorstep. Many organizations don’t trust your story about colonies and ancients. They hold onto their beliefs in gods and the like. They don’t want to be ushered into a new era, and you forcing it onto them leads to this result.” 
 
    “It’s the same where I’m from, but we can’t let the terrorists win. We find them together and make them answer for their crimes.” 
 
    Ji Yan seems like he’s no longer breathing as he stares me down, his fists clenched at his side. “Take her back to the city,” he orders the guards as they step up closer to me. “See to it she gets back on her ship.” 
 
    So much for hospitality.  
 
    “You’re making a mistake,” I protest. “I can be an asset to you! We can work together.”1 
 
    Ji turns his back and goes back inside the tent, and I’m left with questions I’ll clearly not be allowed to ask.  
 
    Whether or not this was Ji’s doing, whoever did this was a significant a huge threat, and I don’t see a way to find out who they are or what they really want. 
 
    “Please come with us, ambassador.” 
 
    I follow them up the cliffs to the plateau where our convoy awaits, and climb up onto the same truck I arrived in.  
 
    A guard takes in my furrowed brow and frowns in apparent sympathy. “I’m sorry, ambassador, that the trip didn’t go as planned. For both of our countries.” 
 
    I nod at him and don’t bother masking my disappointment.  
 
    He bangs his fist on the roof of the truck, and the driver starts the engine. As we begin to move, I reach under the seat and pull out the plexiglass box.  
 
    At least the sensor tech for the space station is safe. 
 
    Sophie will get what she needs to fix the active scan systems; as far as wins go, that’s about as good as I’m going to get. 
 
    My visit with Canton is nearly over, and it’s raised more questions than I like going unanswered. I want to see how their story ends, but instead, I’m about to be sent packing. All in the name of private security. 
 
    

  

 
   
    ANDROMEDA 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 6th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.14.6785    
 
    LOCATION: Upper Lab Deck 
 
    REGION: Andromeda Station, Earth, Cartagara System 
 
      
 
      
 
    After my disastrous visit to Canton, docking on Andromeda feels like sitting down to a warm, home-cooked meal. True, I nearly died here—twice—but it’s better than dying in an explosion on the side of a mountain surrounded by people who hate me. 
 
    On Andromeda, there are smiles everywhere I turn. Scientists, lab techs…even the maintenance workers are happy to see me. It’s a nice feeling. 
 
    “Claire! It’s so good to see you again!” Martha Hayward, the managing director of Andromeda, walks toward me with a smile on her face. 
 
    I shake her hand with a grin. “It’s great to get back up here and to see you, too.” 
 
    Warmly, she grips my shoulder, and we talk together. “I’m assuming you’re here to see Sophie?” 
 
    “You assume right.” I hold up the plexiglass box. “I have a gift for her.” 
 
    “Her favorite kind.” Martha deposits me at the lab door, then keeps on walking. After a second, she turns around. “Take care! I’ll see you later. Give my best to Gerald Finley!” 
 
    They must be old friends.  
 
    I nod that I will. 
 
    When I turn into the lab where Sophie works, my friend slams into me with a hug.  
 
    “There you are! It’s so awesome you’re here,” she squeals. 
 
      
 
    I can’t get over how professional she looks in her white labcoat. She might be a junior member of the science team, but she’s still here. She’s made it. 
 
    And she’s squeezing so hard, I can barely breathe.  
 
    But I’ve missed her too. With all the travel and our varied careers, it’s hard to find opportunities to see any of my old friends.  
 
    “I brought gifts….” I eke out. 
 
    Sophie finally lets me go, and I offer the plexiglass box in one hand and a paper bag from Dusty’s SF Burger Barn in the other.  
 
    Her eyes widen behind her glasses, and she snatches the burger bag first. “Oh, stars! You’re a life saver. I’m starving. The food here…It meets nutrient recommendations, but that’s about it.” 
 
    I follow her to a metal table, and we sit on a pair of barstools. Proudly, I slide the plexiglass box toward her, but Sophie is far more interested in unwrapping her burger.  
 
    I’m not offended. She’ll get to the tech when she’s had her fill. 
 
    There aren’t many people around, I realize, scanning the space. I voice as much to Isabella. 
 
    <Skeleton crew on this rotation, with the shipyards upping their production. It’ll balance out in a few weeks, once those two new capital ships are cleared for duty.> 
 
    Ah, like the Victorious that I’m due on in the next few days.  
 
    I can’t wait. The idea of being in space on a giant capital ship…I’m jumping out of my skin at the thought. And it’s good to feel excited again; it reminds me why I got into this gig in the first place. 
 
    Sophie laughs around a mouthful of burger. “Sorry….” She wipes her face with a napkin as some mustard oozes out. “This burger is good.” 
 
    I smile. “Don’t worry, I’ve seen you eat before. How long has it been since you’ve been back home and had some real food?” 
 
    She swallows thoughtfully. “Almost four weeks. I’ll need to return in a few days—regulations for a junior scientist. How about you? I haven’t seen you around lately.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I scrunch up my nose. “Finley keeps me busy flying around the world, but it’s doing a lot of good. I think.” 
 
    “You think?” Sophie rolls up her paper bag. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “I guess…I’m not sure if I’m making real change. Whether I’m helping the UA or the world in general. Or if I’m doing my job right. I give Finley my opinion on matters, but he doesn’t always take it. Italia’s old group….” 
 
    “The terrorist attacks.” Sophie nods. “I heard.” 
 
    I sigh. “They’re radicalized against the ancients and technology in general. Every time we push them back, they move on to more desperate tactics. Finley and the rest of the UA chairs are ready to play serious hardball, and I think it’ll get worse before it gets better. Innocent people might get hurt.” 
 
    Sophie balls up her napkin and puts it with the compacted bag. “You’re doing the best you can. Finley knows that. You’re one person, Claire…You’re not supposed to be solving all the world’s problems single-handedly.” 
 
    Isn’t that the truth? 
 
    “Meanwhile, I’m worried about what’s out there,” I nod my head toward a nearby display. “What the other colonies out there are might do—if they know about us yet.” 
 
    “Well,” Sophie picks up the box. “If this is what I think it is, I should have your answer for you soon. A few tweaks, and I might be able to get everything back online. With help, of course.” 
 
    My anxiety over what we might find rises, but so does my excitement. “Make sure to call me the second you know anything.”  
 
    I stand from my seat and accept another hug. 
 
    “Next time we’re both in Jupiter Junction, let’s get together,” she gushes. “Maybe even have our ace pilot Madge join us, like the good old days.” She beams. 
 
    She means high school. When I thought things were so complicated, but they really weren’t.  
 
    What I wouldn’t give for simpler times.  
 
    I miss the gang but worry we’re growing in different directions. What if, one day, we’re no longer interested in each other? What if they give up on waiting for me to be around? 
 
    Gods, life is hard. 
 
    “That sounds great,” I say out loud. “Plus, you deserve some time off. Feel the grass beneath your feet.” 
 
    Sophie laughs and opens her mouth to say something, but then a man in a another white coat enters the lab.  
 
    “O-oh, you have a visitor,” he stammers. “I’m sorry, I can come back—”  
 
    “Oh, Dr. Wash, meet Claire Johnson. She was just delivering the tech we need to fix the active scan systems.” 
 
    “Excellent! Pleasure to meet you, Claire. I’ve heard a lot about you.” 
 
    I cringe. “Well, don’t believe what you read in the tabloids. I’m not a lizard person from outer space.” 
 
    He chuckles politely. “I didn’t think you were. Sophie, I’d like to run a few numbers by you?” 
 
    She nods quickly. “Absolutely.”  
 
    She glances at me, and I take my cue. 
 
    “Take care and good luck,” I tell her. “Once you get those sensors back online, if you find anything noteworthy….”  
 
    “I’ll get in touch with you. I promise.” 
 
    I breathe a sigh of relief when Dr. Wash doesn’t object, then give them one final glance before I take my leave.  
 
    One errand done. So many more to go. 
 
    

  

 
   
    THE WATCHERS 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 6th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.14.6785    
 
    LOCATION: Bridge, Interceptor Prime, Low orbit over Jupiter 
 
    REGION: Cartagara System, Perseus-Hodierna Cluster  
 
      
 
      
 
    Commander Pacel stared at the readout on his console, poring over the reports from the planetside operatives. He did his best to appear composed, but in all honesty, the endless delays were beginning to drive him mad.  
 
    His fleet had been hiding in the lee of the system’s fifth planet for over two years—what should have been ample time to take the lone terraformed planet, third in position from the system’s primary.  
 
    Things had not gone to plan. 
 
    Firstly, there were more ships in space than Yarz had spotted on his initial passthrough. Secondly, the world had a sizable population…well over eight billion.  
 
    Even if he were to bring his full organization to bear against the people of Earth—as they called their planet—a hundred thousand against billions was not a winning matchup.  
 
    Not if there’s to be anything left after the fight, that is. 
 
    Two years ago, he’d been considering a probing raid on the lone station in orbit of the planet when someone had reached out from the target world. He still recalled the exact text of the message:  
 
    I see you. If you want to take this world, I’ll help. I can deliver the entire planet intact, and its people well-heeled.  
 
    That had kicked off a multi-year effort to seed his own people on the planet and infiltrate multiple governments and key infrastructure points. Then, when the time came, the leader of Earth would simply hand Pacel the reins, and he’d assume control of his very own planet. 
 
    That time had not come yet. But it would. 
 
    His board lit up with a new report from Ji Yan. The man’s update was mostly uninteresting; simple progress reports that met expectations. The final third, however, was about an attempted assassination of Claire Johnson.  
 
    “Ji, you fool,” Pacel muttered aloud. “She’s a non-factor, forget about that girl.” 
 
    Jal, second-in-command aboard the Interceptor Prime, glanced up from her console. “Ji Yan report in again?” 
 
    “How did you guess?” The commander chuckled. “If it wasn’t for the fact that Ji’s vendetta aligns well enough with our goals, I’d have him killed for focusing on that Johnson girl so much.” 
 
    “You really should kill her,” Jal said. “She’s been getting in the way far too often. She has a knack for being in the wrong place at the wrong time—for us, at least.” 
 
    A smirk crossed Pacel’s lips. “Don’t worry, very shortly, she’ll be in the right place for once.” He winked at the woman. “For us, at least.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    GRADUATION DAY 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 9th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.16.6785   
 
    LOCATION: The White House 
 
    REGION: New York City, New York, United Federation, Earth 
 
      
 
      
 
    The cadets stand at attention as their outdoor graduation ceremony comes to a close, while I watch through a high-def monitor with surround sound. When they all throw their hats into the air, I smile and wish I was there with them. 
 
    But when you’re an envoy for the president and on the hunt for illegal weapons, you don’t have the luxury of being at every graduation ceremony for the space flight academy.  
 
    I hardly made it to my last birthday party. I was late, but at least my dress had been fabulous. 
 
    I scan the crowd for my best friend Madge, and find her making her way to the podium to make her commencement address. She takes a deep breath, looking confident and ready.  
 
    I wish I could be there for her, but she said she understands. Too bad not everyone does. Then again, I wish they didn’t need to.  
 
    But this is a job I can never turn my back on. I created the problems we’re facing, in part, so now I have to be a big girl and help clean them up. 
 
    <Atta girl, Madge,> Isabella says at the same moment I think it.  
 
    I grin. <I never would’ve imagined I’d see her in a uniform.> 
 
    <I guess everything changes when you find out you’re really a millennia-old colony world,> Isabella muses. 
 
    I chuckle, and the door behind me opens.  
 
    I switch off the monitor and pivot around, holding my hands behind my back as I nod to President Finley. 
 
    “Claire,” he barely looks at me as he steps forward and offers me a handshake. He recently had his own internal HUD installed, and I can tell from how he blinks his eyes that he’s accessing it—probably reading my reports. “It’s good to see you stateside again.” 
 
    He stands almost too far away to reach, but I stretch forward to grip his hand. “Good to be here, Mr. President. It was a harrowing few weeks leading up to my visit with Canton.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to hear all about it. Sit and take a load off. I’ll have the staff bring you in an iced tea.” Finley gestures to the seat in front of his desk, and I’m happy to oblige.  
 
    Having an AI in my head means I have a few advantages over the regular population, but I still have to deal with jet lag. I’ve been on the move so long, I’m not sure what timezone I’m even in. 
 
    “I’d really like that, thank you.” I decide to start my report off slow. “Chatter indicates that Russia still opposes your unity accord. And four operatives I went up against on the first leg of my trip were definitely Russian, based on their accents.” 
 
    “What were they trying to get their hands on?” 
 
    “New weaponry and tech to strengthen their defenses. Word from an undercover operative is that they’ll make a move on our moon base soon. Try to establish their own and maybe take us down in the process.” 
 
    Finley leans back in his chair and strokes his chin. “I’d have no choice but to come out in force to keep any other country from mounting an offensive—especially Canton.” 
 
    So he still doesn’t trust them either.  
 
    “For the Russians, it’s worth the risk,” I tell him. “They don’t like being under the UA’s thumb, and they’re willing to put more on the line than most.” 
 
    “Clearly. Unfortunately, it’ll be their funeral. I’ll have our defenses strengthened and the UASF put under high alert. Were you able to get your hands on any of that tech they wanted?” 
 
    “I did, sir. I’m afraid most of it was lost to the sea, but I turned over what I could to the Andromeda. And while I was there, I got to watch a fly-over display. These cadets are some of the finest yet to graduate from the academy.” 
 
    “Sure are,” Finley smiles. “The previous class will make their first run to Mars and back soon. A PR show, mostly, but we’re almost ready to launch our next base.” 
 
    I raise an eyebrow, feeling excitement flutter in my belly. “And the capital ships?” 
 
    Finley nods. “Ahead of schedule, with more slated to be built. We’re just waiting for the energy cores to be fully deployed.” 
 
    I sigh in relief. Maybe we can keep ahead of other colonists if we can keep up this pace…though I worry I’ll never breathe easy. 
 
    Finley gives me a warm smile. “Don’t worry so much, Claire. We have this. You and I both. If something is out there, we’ll be ready for it.” 
 
    I wish I felt his confidence. We know something is out there, and I’m worried it’ll reach our system before we’re ready to defend ourselves. Plus, we have other threats to worry about.  
 
    “Word is the domestic terrorists are getting more organized,” I remind him. 
 
    “And more violent,” he concedes. “Without Italia Romano around to rein them in….” He sighs. “I can’t believe I’m actually wishing she was here.” 
 
    Me either.  
 
    “What will you do, sir?” 
 
    “We’ll get a handle on it. A strong show of force might be the only way to convince them how serious we are. I’m loath to do it, but…” 
 
    “Your choices are dwindling,” I finish regretfully. 
 
    He nods. “Something like that. But that’s a fight for another day.”  
 
    Finley stands up in the way he does to dismiss me. I quickly stand and shake his hand just as my iced tea arrives on a silver platter.  
 
    I raise my eyes at the president, and he chortles. 
 
    I take the iced tea and raise it to him. “I never get to finish one of these.” 
 
    “Next time, you’ll have to stay longer.” He grips my arm. “I’ll see you tomorrow?” 
 
    I gulp down half the drink and hastily wipe my free arm across the corner of my mouth. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world. I’ve wanted to fly out with a capital ship since the beginning, and the Victorious is a fine, fine vessel.” 
 
    Finley winks. “You’ve come so far.” 
 
    His praise makes me uncomfortable. “Thank you, but it’s nothing. I’m there as a consultant and mostly for ceremony.” 
 
    He splays his arms. “Same for me, but I’m still looking forward to it. Getting to fly in space will be a real treat for me. Plus, those little scallops wrapped in bacon…” 
 
    Politely, I laugh.  But he’s right. It’ll be fun. So much fun. 
 
    He studies me closely. “Are you all right, Claire?” 
 
    “What do you mean, sir?” I thought my answers had been careful and dignified. I’m not sure what could be concerning him. 
 
    “Lately, you’ve been….well, you’re growing more distant on a personal level. I feel like I can’t really reach you sometimes.” 
 
    I mull over my response for a few seconds. “I want to make sure I do a good job,” I say finally. “But I’m tired from the travel and the stress. What happened in Canton shouldn’t have happened.” 
 
    “Yes, but you handled it well. You always do a great job. I couldn’t have asked for a better partner in all of this. I’m thankful for everything you’ve done. You saved my life. This country. And you continue to put your life on the line time and time again. The Earth owes you a great debt, Claire.”  
 
    He’s laying it on a bit thicker than usual, and I wonder if he’s working up to ask me for a favor.  
 
    Instead, he wraps up our conversation. “Enjoy your night off. Plans?” 
 
    I nod. “A quick stop-off at home and then dinner with my father.” 
 
    “I’m sure he likes to keep tabs on you just as much as any father. You’ve grown up, Claire.” Finley eyes me up and down. “You were just a kid the first time you saved my life.” 
 
    “All grown up now.” I lift my arms a bit and then slap my thighs. “Well, have a nice night, Mr. President.” 
 
    “See you tomorrow aboard the Victorious.” He smiles, and even though it seems forced, I appreciate the effort. 
 
    “Wouldn’t pass it up for the world. Any world.” I laugh as I make my way out the door.  
 
    <Do you think it’s weird that they need us for the tour?> Isabella asked. 
 
    At first I did, but we had helped get it established over five years ago.  
 
    <It’s ceremonial,> I tell her as I head down the corridor. <If I hadn’t trespassed and fell through that cavern, none of this would be happening.> 
 
    <So, you’re to blame then.> Isabella laughs. <I, for one, will be eternally grateful to be free. It was lonely where I and the rest of the AIs were locked away. Then, when Maledon escaped…. Shudder, Claire, shudder.> 
 
    <Do you think I’m distant?> 
 
    I feel something like shock and then hesitation filter across our connection.  
 
    <Can I be honest?> she hedges. 
 
    Well, that’s an answer in itself. But still, I say, <Of course.> 
 
    <You can be a little closed off sometimes. I understand why, though. The last AI you had manipulated you for two years and then tried to hijack you. But I do hope I’ve proven myself to be trustworthy.> 
 
    <You have,> I assure her, but even as I say it, it’s not exactly how I feel.  
 
    Isabella and I share headspace. She’s always with me but that makes me a target. Annabelle was effectively my partner and best friend…I relied heavily on her. I might never do that again. 
 
    I wait for the elevator to arrive and take me to the ground level. But instead of the doors opening to an empty car, Katherine Crawford steps off.  
 
    A blonde woman with green eyes, she’s striking in her red suit. She works closely with Finley at the UA and is as close to a second-in-command as Finley has.  
 
    Katherine smiles at me warmly. “Claire! It’s so good to see you.” She shakes my hand. 
 
    “Nice to see you too, Ms. Crawford. You’re meeting with the president?” 
 
    She nods. “Unity Accord business, of course, but he’s here at the UF’s White House more often than he isn’t. I offered to shoot over. I’d love to catch up with you over tea sometime.” 
 
    “I’d love that too.” 
 
    We bid each other goodbye, and I watch her go from inside the elevator.  
 
    When I get down to the lobby of the White House, Finley’s private police force meets me at the checkpoint 
 
    “Afternoon,” the officer says with a sigh, peering at me from under the rim of his navy cap as he returns my pulse pistol.  
 
    His expression is almost a glower, but I spent several years under siege for my role in the unity deal, so I’ve learned to never leave home unarmed. I guess my habit makes the guards a little uneasy, though. 
 
      
 
    “Good afternoon.” I slide the pistol into my hip holster, which manages to camouflage it pretty well. 
 
    “This way, Johnson.”  
 
    The officer swaggers toward the roof access door, and I follow.  
 
    There’s no fanfare as he says goodbye. “Careful up there.” 
 
    I nod. “Sure thing.” 
 
    He opens the door and whistles loudly as he lets me pass.  
 
    By the time I’ve climbed the stairs, another officer waits to clear me for access to the landing pad nestled in the trees.  
 
    “Airtight today,” I observe to the second man. “Are you expecting a problem?” 
 
    “On heightened alert. Same as the last three weeks. With those nutjobs out there, we’re always on the twitch.”  
 
    “Then you stay safe too.”  
 
    I step onto the pad and feel relief wash through me as my eyes land on my spacecraft. It’s like seeing a loyal companion after a separation, like coming home to a dog, except I don’t need to feed it or take it for walks.  
 
    Things have changed in the past seven years: the landscape, the technology, every facet of life…But the old fears and worries remain the same.  
 
    Getting rid of Maledon was just the beginning. Since then, foreign factions haven’t taken their ball and gone home, like we hoped. Just the opposite; they want me dead now more than ever. I’m a symbol of the supposed oppression they’re bucking against. 
 
    With a sigh, I slip into the cockpit of my spacecraft, seal the doors, and activate the navigation panel.  
 
    <Skies are clear,> Isabella says. <We have a go for launch.> 
 
    I salute the private police officers guarding the rooftop access and wait for them to return the gesture before I enable thrusters.  
 
    “Time for us to get home.” I can’t help but smile at the thought of a hot meal, and lying in my own bed.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    I stop off at home to grab a shower and a change of clothes before my dinner date at my mom and dad’s.  I only moved out a year ago, and it’s still weird to think of it as my parents’ home and not our home.  
 
    Life gets funny when you grow up.  
 
    Upon entering the apartment, I toss my house keys down on the tray by the front door. “Ray?” I call out. 
 
    There’s no answer, and Isabella confirms it.  
 
    <Just us. Ray must still be getting back.> 
 
    I purse my lips. I hope he won’t be too late. Dad doesn’t need extra reasons to dislike him.  
 
    In the kitchen, I turn on the small television and pour myself a glass of orange juice. As I drink it, I watch the daily news scroll on my holoscreen.  
 
    There’s more talk of alien invasions—some think Finley might be an alien himself—and the union is under constant attack by the media. There are protests in the capital not far from Finley’s office, and so many citizens seem disgruntled. 
 
    I can’t help being disheartened. I’ve dedicated my life to this campaign, and I feel a little worn out after three years of constant animosity. 
 
    “This is a special report,” the newscaster breaks in. “Armed rioters have attacked the Smithsonian museum in what the city is calling an act of coordinated mayhem. They accuse Finley and the Unity Accord of lying, refusing to believe we are a colony planet, despite the overwhelming evidence. 
 
    “The president’s private police force is being criticized for use of excessive force after putting several rioters in the hospital. Calls continue to increase for the president to stop using what several have called his own ‘private militia’. 
 
    “In other news, terrorists have attacked a Canton historical landmark with ties to the ancients. They say they represent the deceased Italia Romano….” 
 
    I turn off the television, my anxiety already going through the roof. I want to flop onto the sofa, grab a blanket and a bowl of soup, and settle in for the rest of the night, but I promised my parents I’d visit. 
 
    Somehow, though, I have to find a way to stop the terrorists and the protests before anyone else gets hurt.  
 
    <Maybe you can get through to Finley,> Isabella suggests. <I’m not a fan of those officers either. They feel icky, and your Earth’s history shows what happens without oversight.> 
 
    I have to admit I agree.  
 
    <It’s getting harder to get through to him,> I tell her. <I think he must have some other private counsel.>  
 
    But who can it be?  
 
    Sometimes the question keeps me up at night.  
 
    I slip off my boots and undress on the way to the bathroom, leaving everything in a pile in the hallway. The best part of not living with my parents anymore is getting to do what I want.  
 
    Maybe tomorrow, I’ll have cake for dinner. I smile to myself. 
 
    The only thing I take with me into the bathroom is my phone and my weapon. I don’t feel safe, leaving it in the living room while I’m taking a shower. 
 
    I turn on the faucet, and the room steams up quickly. Music pumps through my phone’s small speakers and awakens my spirit as I lather my hair and wash up.  
 
    I can’t keep my mind off of Finley and our meeting in the White House. He was off and not exactly himself.  
 
    Of course, he said the same about me.  
 
    Maybe we’re both under a lot of pressure.  
 
    But there are reasons I can’t fully trust him any longer; he worked with Maledon when the evil AI pretended to be human. What counsel she gave him, I can’t even guess.  
 
    Despite that, the truth is he’s the only answer we have right now of putting the country—the union—back together. So all I can do is keep an eye on him. 
 
    I cut the water and wrap my body and my hair each in a blue towel. Then, standing on the blue rug by the sink, I quickly scroll through my messages and see I have two. 
 
    One is from Ray, my boyfriend. “Can I meet you at your parents’? I’m just getting in and have a few people to call.” 
 
    I reply, “Sure.”  
 
    He’s started a blog and video news site empire, now that the internet has been fully integrated within our society. People are hungry for the news and want it at the click of a button.  
 
    Ray’s latest endeavor has simultaneously made him rich and provided an important service for society. 
 
    The other message is from Madge. “Oh eight-hundred. Don’t forget.” 
 
    How could I?  
 
    “I’ll be there.” 
 
    “Bring the coffee and donuts. Rations aboard spaceships leave much to be desired. Like flavor.” 
 
    I chuckle quietly and slip the phone onto the sink counter. But as I turn toward the door, Isabella cautions me.  
 
    <Someone is in the apartment, and if Ray is busy and not trying to surprise you…we have an unwelcome guest.> 
 
    The hair on the back of my neck stands up as I slip my hand away from the door and pick up the pistol resting on the vanity.  
 
    This will teach me to leave my clothes out in the hall. Guess my mother was right to scold me. 
 
    <How close are they?> 
 
    <Close,> Isabella replies. <Approaching the bathroom door.> 
 
    <Then let’s do the old bash and grab.>  
 
    Isabella sighs. <Very well, you know best. Ready on three.> 
 
    I position one leg behind me and put my hand on the door, while tightening my other fist around the pistol.  
 
    My phone buzzes with another reply, but whoever it is will have to wait. 
 
    <One…two…almost there…. Bash that door!> 
 
    I do as Isabella says, really slamming my shoulder into it, and the door swings wide, only to stop halfway when a grunt comes from the other side.  
 
    I step onto the rug and reach past the door, grabbing the man’s arm, and then spin him against the wall. 
 
    He raises his gun, and I kick it away, trying not to think about the show I must be giving him.  
 
    <Can we get some law enforcement assistance?> 
 
    <Already called,> Isabella says, and music from an ancient pop song plays in my head with sirens and rap music.  
 
    It’s horrible. Really horrible. 
 
    My focus is stolen once more by the man when he grabs my waist and forces me to the other side of the hallway. “You will submit!” he shouts. 
 
    “Unlikely.”  
 
    I bash my forehead into his nose, and he screams. The momentum causes my towel to fall from my hair, so I grab it, wrap it around his neck, and twist it tight. Then I throttle my knee into his crotch and send him sailing backward down the hall, toward the kitchen. 
 
    He flips end over end and slams against the base of the kitchen island. The tangled towel covers his face, and I fire my weapon on him.  
 
    It’s only set to stun, but the time it gives me will allow me to control the environment. He’ll be fine in the end. 
 
    I’m barely out of breath by the time I crouch beside him and pull out his wallet. Inside is some money and a hotel room key, the latter of which I snag. Finally, I grab his ID and run his name through my HUD and use the top-level clearance that most police agencies have granted me to make my work easier. 
 
    I read the information scrolling before my eyes. He’s a basic fundamentalist who wants technology banished from the planet. And me along with it. 
 
    <Perfect,> I say to Isabella. 
 
    <Welcome home?>  
 
    She can say that again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    DINNER AND TANG 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 9th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.17.6785    
 
    LOCATION: Johnson House 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, United Federation, Earth 
 
      
 
      
 
    It takes some time for the UF police to arrive and arrest the domestic terrorist Mitch Thompson. By then, he’s awake and not speaking, but his hands are ziptied behind his neck, so at least he’s unable to escape.  
 
    I give my statement—which isn’t much different than all my previous statements, as I no longer have any reason to lie.  
 
    I feel a little bad for frequently stealing evidence from the scenes of crimes I bust, but let’s face it…the police aren’t fit to hunt these guys down the way I am. 
 
    I have a spaceship. And a license to fly. 
 
    I change into a pair of tight, black pants and an off-the-shoulder, purple sweater, completing the look with hoop earrings. My eyeshadow matches my sweater, as do my high-heeled ankle boots.  
 
    It won’t matter how fashionable I am. To say I’m late getting to my parents’ place is an understatement. 
 
    I’ve texted my apologies but kept quiet about what happened. I called Ray and told him everything, though, because he has a way of finding things out even before they happen, it seems.  
 
    He was quietly concerned, as is his MO, and I could practically hear his brow furrowing across the line. 
 
    When I finally arrive, I ring the doorbell, which feels weird, and only gets stranger when Dad answers the door. But when we hug, the embrace is warm.  
 
    Pulling away, he pats me on the back. “There’s my beautiful daughter, come in. Ray has been amusing us with tales of blogging.” 
 
    “You mean journalism?” I correct wryly. 
 
    Dad huffs a breath as he leads me to the kitchen. He considers blogging a waste of time, but he’s never come right out and said it before. 
 
    The kitchen table is set with the fine china, and there’s a pitcher of juice standing tall above it all. At least, it’s what we call juice; most call it Tang around these parts. It’s equal parts sugar and artificial orange. Yum! In the center of the table are platters of beef, mashed potatoes, and peas.  
 
    Nothing like a homemade meal by Mom’s loving hands. 
 
    Ray stands to greet me and gives me a kiss on the cheek. “You OK?” he mutters in my ear. 
 
    I grip his arm and give him a little nod. “You know me, always OK.” I grin. 
 
    “Why don’t you take your seat, Claire.” Mom smiles as she brings over a bowl of bread and butter. She wears the old apron I always remember her having on over her dress, but I can’t miss the ankle monitor she now wears. 
 
    After two years of being imprisoned, the feds finally allowed her sentence to be commuted to house arrest. She helped me defeat Maledon, of course, and she had been trying to rise up against her for so long. It was the right thing to do, even if Finley and I don’t quite see eye to eye on that one. 
 
    She works as an occasional consultant, but I feel like it’s more to appear helpful to me than anything. 
 
    Dad stands and remains that way until Mom and I both sit down. Once we’re seated together, he sits back down while clearing his throat. “You both go first. Your mom and I can wait.” 
 
    I don’t need to be told twice. Carrying around an internal battery big enough to power an AI means I burn twice the calories as a normal woman—maybe more. I load up on gravy-drenched beef, potatoes, peas, and bread. Then I hand the platter over to Ray, who takes a noticeably smaller portion than me.  
 
    “How was your trip?” Mom asks as she places a napkin on her lap. 
 
    Right. My trip. I almost forgot.  
 
    “Oh, it was good,” I bob my head. “Nothing I couldn’t handle, and mostly uneventful.” 
 
    <Except for the screaming and the running….> Isabella says privately. 
 
    <Quiet, you. You’re going to get me in trouble.> 
 
    The AI chuckles softly and sends me clipart of a kitten with its paws together like it’s in prayer.  
 
    It’s so cute, I can’t even pretend to be mad. 
 
    “Really?” Dad crosses his arms. “I thought I heard at work that there was trouble in Canton where you were.” 
 
    I nearly choke on my peas. “Oh, I wasn’t really there. I mean, I was, but I wasn’t affected. Anyway, how’s your work?” I chug my juice so I can finally stop talking. 
 
    Dad huffs, and I can tell he doesn’t believe me. “Things have been quite busy at the UFSF lately with projects. Lots of international chatter. I’m not sure this UA thing is working the way it should.” 
 
    “It’ll take time, Dad.” 
 
    He scowls. “How much more time does it need?” 
 
    “And you, Ray?” Mom interrupts, clearing her throat. She gives me a sidelong glance, and I take a moment to appreciate having an ally at the table. 
 
    Ray wipes his mouth with his napkin. “Oh, pretty well. I have to take another trip to Paris for a communication summit. Everything’s changing so fast, I need to stay on top of it. A new platform is emerging that I think could be huge. Social Media.” He gives me an excited grin. “It’s really going to help people stay on top of the news and stay informed.” 
 
    This time I nearly choke on my hot beef and mashed potatoes as a warning from Maledon echoes in my ears. She made cryptic comments about what social media did to the ancients who had embraced it. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Ray asks. 
 
    I nod and chug a little artificial juice. “Maybe we can talk about that later,” I say gently. 
 
    “Sure,” Ray agrees, looking puzzled. “If you think we need to discuss it.” 
 
    “Clearly she does,” Dad cuts in, “or she wouldn’t have brought it up.” 
 
    “Joseph,” Mom sighs and puts her fork down. “Don’t get on the boy’s back over everything.” 
 
    “What? Maybe Claire wants him home more. He’s always off, jet-setting. You’re the one who brought that up last night, Maureen.” 
 
    My face burns hot. “We’re both busy. I fly spaceships for the president and the Union, and am always on other people’s schedules.” 
 
    “That’s at least important,” Dad argues. 
 
    “Enough! Joe….” Mom squeezes her eyes shut. After a moment, she tosses her napkin down and bolts up fast enough to jostle the utensils on the table. “Nevermind. Enjoy dessert. It’s in the fridge.” 
 
    She storms off, and I twist in my chair so I can follow her with my eyes.  
 
    I haven’t seen her that upset over domestic stuff in a while. 
 
    “I didn’t mean…” Dad mutters and picks up his glass of juice. 
 
    Ray strokes my hand. “I’m sorry. Maybe I should go.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare.” I press my lips to his. “I want you here. I need you here. But I’m going to go talk to her. Don’t rush out on me.” 
 
    He smirks. “I never would, Claire.” 
 
    I believe him. Oh, how my heart believes him.  
 
    I kiss him again, and this time, let my lips linger against his.  
 
    “Get along,” I demand of my father, who doesn’t answer.  
 
    Then I go and find Mom. She’s in her bedroom, pacing back and forth between the bed and her bureau. The large mirror beside her reflects a woman in conflict, her cheeks wet. 
 
    I knock on the already-open door, and Mom startles.  
 
    “Sorry,” she says meekly. “You shouldn’t have had to witness that. And your father should be more gracious when it comes to Ray.” 
 
    “It’s OK, I’ll get over it. Ray will too…he’s a big boy. And Dad’s always been overprotective. But I’m worried about you. You look unhappy.” 
 
    And out of place.  
 
    I can’t voice the last out loud. This is mom’s house; I remember her raising me here before she disappeared. But she looks uncomfortable now, like she’s busting out of her skin. She certainly doesn’t seem like she belongs in a kitchen. 
 
    “I’m worried about me too,” Mom admits with a sigh, sinking down onto the bed. “For years, all I wanted was to return to you and to your father. It was all I dreamed about.” She closes her eyes. “I missed you both so much. So when I was released from prison, I was excited to resume my role as doting wife.”  
 
    She swallows hard, and her tears come faster.  
 
    I rest my hand on her shoulder. “It’s OK. You can be honest with me.” 
 
    Mom nods. “But now I feel like a lamb being led to slaughter.” Her voice cracks, and a sob lodges in my throat to witness her pain. “Stuck here with him, in this house, like I’m a prisoner.” 
 
    “You’re not a prisoner, Mom.” 
 
    She laughs bitterly. “No? My ankle says different.” 
 
    I bite my lip. “That can change. There could be other places you can go. Me and Ray…” 
 
    She shakes her head. “I won’t do that to you. You deserve to grow up separate from me.” 
 
    I appreciate the boundary, but I have another question on my mind.  
 
    “Do you still…love Dad?” 
 
    She takes a deep breath and lets it out through her nose. “That’ll never change. But I lived on the run, in hiding, for over ten years. I’m not used to someone telling me what to do. Someone having expectations of me. I don’t want them, Claire.”  
 
    Her tone turns regretful. “Maybe I got to be too feral. Too rebellious. Too…me.” 
 
    “You’re never ‘too’ you. It’ll just take time to readjust.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Mom smiles bravely. “This isn’t what I thought I wanted. Your father…he changed. I guess I’m the fool for not seeing this coming. I thought it would be easy to go back, but maybe…maybe I can’t.” Her voice ends on a haunted whisper. 
 
    “When you disappeared, he became more protective,” I tell her. “More ‘my way or the highway’. Doesn’t mean he’s a bad guy or that I don’t love him. I love both of you.” 
 
    “I know, honey. And I’d never put you in a spot to choose between us. He did what I couldn’t—he stayed. He raised you. It was a hard job…I can’t repay that by making this more painful for us.” 
 
    “Are you going to leave?” I ask, trying to suppress my own fear and dread. 
 
    Mom gestures to her ankle. “Not anytime soon. Or not with advance notice and permission. I don’t know what I want. I thought this would be easier by now, but I feel the walls closing in.” 
 
    I don’t know what to say. I feel like another of my dreams is going up in smoke. 
 
    But Mom isn’t done. “Cook dinner, do laundry, vacuum, tidy up the house—he wants us to pick up where we left off. But I can’t, Claire. I can’t. I’m not that woman anymore.”  
 
    She drags herself up off the bed and goes into the bathroom across the hall. 
 
    I close my eyes as the weight of her words settles on me. Maybe I’m the fool for thinking my family could be put back together. I want to cry but can’t seem to find the will to do so. 
 
    I venture back into the kitchen, where Ray is washing dishes and Dad is putting dinner away in orange and yellow plastic containers. When he presses down on the lid, the container burps, just like it’s supposed to.  
 
    If only everything could be that easy. 
 
    Dad glances over at me. “Is your mother alright?” 
 
    “Yeah.” My words sound as hollow as I feel. “Adjustments just take time. Dad….” I search for the right words to tell him how Mom is feeling so he can fix this. 
 
    “Yeah, kid?” 
 
    In the end, I only shake my head. I’m not sure what I can say. “We should get going. I’m sorry, but it was a long day. We’ll catch up soon?” 
 
    He nods. “Of course, honey.” He kisses my cheek, and I reach for Ray’s hand.  
 
    He steps up beside me. “See you soon, Mr. Johnson. Thanks for dinner.” 
 
    “Ray,” Dad nods. “Thanks for coming by.” 
 
    We shuffle out of there quickly, and as we descend the front steps, Ray slips his arm around my waist.  
 
    He walks me to my car, and I turn to face him. His fingers sweep my hair off of my cheek, and he kisses me tenderly.  
 
    “See you at home in a few minutes?” I ask. 
 
    Ray winks. “After I make one pitstop. I’m going to pick up a bottle of champagne, I think both of us could really use it.” 
 
    It sounds nice, that’s for sure.  
 
    I watch him get in his car and wave goodbye, but my eyes dart back to my parents’ house.  
 
    Why do I feel like I just escaped a life-or-death situation?  
 
    At this point, I think I’d rather go up against the terrorists. 
 
    Poor Mom. My heart bleeds for her.  
 
    I hope that won’t be me someday. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Our apartment door has a ‘no longer a crime scene’ notice on it from the police, and I peel the tape free. They’re long gone, and I appreciate that they left the apartment in move-in condition.  
 
    When Ray returns, we curl up on the sofa together. Between us is a half-eaten tray of grapes, sliced cheese, and sliced baguettes. We both nurse glasses of bubbly, and I’m feeling more relaxed than I have in days. 
 
    Ray sips his wine while fingering the hotel keycard I found on my assailant. I want to ask what he’s thinking, but I can’t help but pop a grape and a piece of cheese into my mouth first. 
 
    “Can you find out what hotel that’s for?” My request is pretty muffled, but Ray decodes my speech easily. 
 
    “I probably can. You know I can hack almost anything, and information flows into my fingertips from the interwebs.” He wiggles them at me. 
 
    I smirk, finding him as adorable as ever. “If you could get me those details, I’d appreciate it.”  
 
    Ray places the card on the endtable. “How much would you appreciate it?” His hand climbs up my thigh, and I can’t say the affection is unwelcome.  
 
    “Depends on what your dirty mind is thinking.” I slide his hand up my leg a little higher. 
 
     Ray chuckles. “So you’ll get the information and just go after this guy?” 
 
    “Just to investigate his room. I’m not out for a confrontation. We have the guy in custody, so I’m not worried about getting caught or having to fight my way out. But I could do those things if I had to.” 
 
    “I know.” Ray sits back and drains his glass. “There’s nothing you can’t handle. You’ve proved that over the years.”  
 
    After another moment of contemplation, he sighs. “I’ll do it, if it’ll help.”  
 
    He picks up the hotel keycard and takes it over to the desk in the living room, where his laptop waits.  
 
    As he sets up, I saunter over. “What you said at my parents’ place…when do you take off again?”  
 
    I try to keep the judgment out of my tone; I don’t want to buckle Ray down, just like I don’t want to be buckled down. But I do miss him. 
 
    He glances up, and his eyes make my heart skip. It’s been a few years since we fell hard for each other, but his eyes still do me in. My heart races at just a single glance.  
 
    “In a few days. I have my reasons for going, Claire. There’s a convention, like I said, and I’m following a lead on a big story. You know how it is.” 
 
    I acknowledge that with a nod. “I just miss you. I was hoping we could spend more time together before we both fly off.” 
 
    Ray leans back in his chair and grins at me. “Little Miss Going Out On Her Space Cruiser is going to miss me, huh?” 
 
    I resist the urge to reach out and pinch him. “Are you trying to imply I’m busy?” I prop both hands on my hips. 
 
    Ray eyes my hands. “Uh oh. The double-hip maneuver.” He shudders.  
 
    “Don’t poke fun.” 
 
    “I’d never make fun of you. But you’re busy too, hon. At least I stay on the planet.”  
 
    I’d be upset at his retort if he wasn’t wearing his playful grin as he typed away on his laptop. 
 
    OK, maybe I’m a little upset anyway.  
 
    Does he think we’re drifting apart? Are we? 
 
    “I’ll be back after a short jaunt. It’s just a shakedown cruise,” I explain.  
 
    But should I really need to justify my work trips?  
 
    Relationships are harder than they looked when I was a high school student.  
 
    Actually, they were hard then, too. 
 
    “And then maybe you can meet me in Paris,” Ray suggests, unaware of where my thoughts have gone. “What do you think about that?”  
 
    “Me? Just…jet off to Paris?” 
 
    “You might as well. I mean, you’re Spaceship Princess, right?” 
 
    My eyes narrow, but my lips betray me and twitch into a half smile. “I hate when you call me Princess.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” Ray holds the hotel room key up between two fingers. “Good old Omega Grand on Burroughs Drive.” 
 
    That’s where my prom was held.  
 
    I snatch the key from him with a smirk. “On the other hand, maybe you can call me Princess whenever you like.”

  

 
   
    IN THE NIGHT 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 10th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.18.6785  
 
    LOCATION: Omega Grand Hotel 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, United Federation, Earth 
 
      
 
      
 
    Room 542 is my destination, according to Ray’s interweb sleuthing. No one in the lobby pays me any mind, and I’m able to get right on the elevator. But it won’t go up to level five until I insert the keycard into the panel. 
 
    Security is getting more ingenious all the time. 
 
    Isabella laughs when I tell her what I’m thinking. <That’s like saying the combination on your luggage is actually a deterrent. You never fail to amaze me, Claire.> 
 
    My luggage doesn’t have a combination, so I’m not really sure what she’s talking about.  
 
    I’m still scowling when the elevator doors opens. 
 
     Wiping my expression clean, I quickly find my way to room 542, which is right beside the icemaker and a snack machine.  
 
    My stomach growls as I see the packages of N&Ns pressed up against the glass. What I wouldn’t give for some candy….  
 
    Ugh, focus, Claire. <OK. Moment of truth.>  
 
    I slip the cardkey into the door to room 542, and the indicator lights up green.  
 
    <Bingo!> Isabella crows with so much gusto, I nearly grimace at the internal volume. 
 
    I ease inside the room and gently close the door behind me. Locking the door, I flip on the lights and take in my surroundings.  
 
    The bed is freshly made, boasting tight hospital corners. There’s freshly folded laundry on top of the tan comforter, clean shirts and jeans, and the door to the closet is shut. Meanwhile, the bathroom door is only closed halfway. 
 
    First things first, I pull my black gloves on. “Time to get to work. Start scanning. Let’s see if there’s anything we can find.” 
 
    Isabella’s avatar salutes me, and we both put our heads down and investigate.  
 
    I start with the bed and the mattress, doing my best not to make a mess of the linens or the laundry. Next, I search the nightstand drawers, until I finally throw my attention to the closet. 
 
    There’s a partially shut suitcase sitting on a bench just inside. I lift it open and my enhanced vision find a hidden compartment right beneath a flap. Inside is an envelope full of cash, some surveillance photos of the Jupiter Junction Spaceport, and a weapon. 
 
    I sit on the bed and pull the gun onto my lap. It’s half a meter long and I cradle the barrel in my other hand.  
 
    <It’s a projectile weapon alright. Dangerous,> Isabella says.  
 
    Sleek and accompanied by some attachments, it’s far more advanced than anything I’ve seen.  
 
    <Where would they have gotten their hands on this?> I wonder. <Have you ever seen anything like it before?> 
 
    <I haven’t. From the specifications, it appears to be an evolution of design beyond what we are used to encountering. It’s most alarming.> 
 
    <I’ll say.> I take the weapon with me, pocket the cash, and continue my search.  
 
    I find a series of passports in the suitcase from different countries, and doubt for a moment that the license I found was legitimate. 
 
    Maybe he wanted me to believe he was aligned with the terrorists, when he actually came from somewhere else? But where? 
 
    I have more questions than answers.  
 
    As I rise to search the bathroom, I sling the weapon over my shoulder, beneath my jacket. Then, swinging into the bathroom, I find it’s spic and span.  
 
    I turn on the lights and look for any clues, but come up empty. The soap is still wrapped in paper, and no towels are out of place. Clearly, he hasn’t been here long. 
 
    <I guess we might need to pay him a little visit in jail,> Isabella muses. 
 
    <Story of my life.> Too bad those visits never go well. <Let’s hit the road. We’ll do our best to figure things out tomorrow.> 
 
    As I say it, I hear a click.  
 
    I draw my pulse pistol and peer through the doorway. 
 
    <As you suspect, someone’s coming. Do you want me to alert the authorities?> Isabella asks. 
 
    <Not yet.>  
 
    I hold myself still until a dark figure enters the room; then I charge, grab them by the throat, and force them against the wall. 
 
    His hands shoot up, and his eyes widen. “Claire?” 
 
    “Blake?” Immediately, my hands relax to my sides, and I let him go.  
 
    To say we run in different circles now is an understatement, but in front of me is my first love. My first boyfriend, and someone my heart depended on—once.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” I demand. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he counters, not answering my question. 
 
    I stare him down. “I asked you first. I have a reason to be here.”  
 
    A thought dawns on me.  
 
    “Did you follow me here? That’s dangerous, Blake. You know what I do. What I deal with.” 
 
    He snorts. “Don’t get a swollen head. I just thought this was my friend’s room. I obviously got confused.” 
 
    “Your friend? You just walk into your friends’ rooms?” 
 
    “The door wasn’t latched, and it was ajar. I thought there might be a problem.” 
 
    Bull. I latched it shut. Didn’t I?  
 
    “And you and your friend….” I venture. 
 
    “We’re going out to dinner, if you have to know.” 
 
    Ohhhh…. Maybe it was that kind of friend.  
 
    “I’ve got it.” I give him the OK sign with my fingers. “I won’t keep you if you want to go. Don’t make her wait too long.” 
 
    Blake nods. “Sure. Well, it was nice seeing you.” He grips the door but doesn’t go through it. 
 
    “Yeah, you too.” 
 
    Blake still doesn’t move, and I have just enough time to wonder what’s going on before he tilts his head toward me and asks, “What are you doing here…really?”  
 
    “Terrorist,” I answer simply. 
 
    “Oh right, of course. You’re still working for the president.” 
 
    I nod. Does he have a problem with that? 
 
    “Did you find anything useful?” 
 
    “Blake,” I huff a sigh. “What is going on? Why all the questions? Is there really a friend?” 
 
    “Nothing. I just…I gotta go. Do me a favor, forget you ever saw me here.” He steps through the door and slams it behind him. 
 
    I stare at the space he just occupied.  
 
    <Well,> Isabella says. <He’s a really bad liar.> 
 
    She’s right. But if he wasn’t looking for a friend, and he didn’t follow me here, then what could possibly be going on?  
 
    There’s no way Blake is in bed with terrorists. He’s too smart for that. But he is definitely up to something.  
 
    Unfortunately, that mystery is going to have to keep for another day. 
 
    <Can you open a communication channel to the police station?> I step into the elevator and push the button for the lobby. 
 
    <Of course. It’s easy for me to piggyback off of the cellular communication towers—but I guess you already know that, so I don’t need to say it every time.> Isabella’s avatar smiles at me. 
 
    I smile back. <I appreciate it when you’re brief, but the chat is always nice.> 
 
    <Patching you in.> 
 
    <Thank you.> I step off the elevator and am heading for the exit when I’m patched through. <Chief, this is Claire Johnson, liaison to the president.> 
 
    “Ms. Johnson. I’m aware of who you are. Everything alright?” 
 
    <Right as rain, so they say.> I fish my car keys out of my pocket as I rush through the parking lot. I can see my car not too far away. <I’d like to come in and question my intruder from earlier tonight.> 
 
    The chief sighs. “I’m afraid that won’t be possible.” 
 
    I smirk. <Did he lawyer up all ready?> 
 
    “No….” His unnatural pause causes my stomach to drop. “I’m afraid he’s dead.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    My heart skips a beat, and my steps slow down as I process the information. <Dead? How?> 
 
    “Right in the interrogation room. He slipped something in his mouth. It must’ve been under his fingernail or something, because I searched him myself. We had his stomach pumped, and the EMTs did their best, but he didn’t make it. He died on the way to the ambulance. Sorry, Ms. Johnson.” 
 
    So, it was a suicide.  
 
    I sigh and rub my forehead. <Thanks, Chief. If you find out anything, please give me a call.>  
 
    I end the communication without further fanfare.  
 
    At least my night just opened up. 
 
    <That really blows chunks,> Isabella says. <What will we do now?> 
 
    “What we can to figure out who he was and where his alliances lead. Who knows, we might get lucky.”  
 
    I grab my keys and push the button. The remote start activates, and I step toward the car—just as it explodes.  
 
    A gout of flame spreads in all directions, and I’m kicked back by the blast to crash into another sedan before falling to my knees.  
 
    <Someone is sure intent on killing you.> 
 
    I’ll say. <So far, they’re really bad at it.> 
 
    <Let’s hope they don’t improve.> 
 
    

  

 
   
    ADVERSARIES 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 10th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.18.6785    
 
    LOCATION: Guangzhou  
 
    REGION: Canton, Earth  
 
      
 
      
 
    Ji Yan sipped on a tumbler of whiskey while looking out at the city from the Presidential Tower. Not far off was the runway Claire Johnson had recently used to jet off for her home territory. 
 
    He almost growled. Claire; the woman who had thwarted his plans.  
 
    He had been imprisoned like a common criminal until President Chen secured his release as a condition of Canton signing the Unity Accord agreement. Humiliation followed, and it continued every day as he worked fervently for his president.  
 
    But he yearned for the day where he would have more power and could put the president in a box—right where she belonged. 
 
    A gong sounded out in the hall, and Ji stood at attention as the door opened and President Chen entered.  
 
    No longer in formal attire, her hair was done up in a fancy bun, and she wore a collarless black blazer and loose-fitting trousers.  
 
    “And how did our little operation go?” she asked, her hands folded as she approached. 
 
    Ji could feel the vein on his forehead beginning to throb. “We failed. Claire Johnson continues to live.” 
 
    “How?” the president raised an eyebrow. 
 
    He swallowed his pride—and nearly his tongue in the process. “I don’t know. He didn’t report in.” 
 
    “You will have our operatives in UF territory take care of him, then?” 
 
    Ji nodded. “He won’t make it through the night. But we must be careful…the UF’s agents are getting closer.” 
 
    She pursed her lips. “Let them. Soon, our friends will arrive planetside, and that will be the end of Finley and his unjust rule. I will take my place at the head of the table.” 
 
    Ji bowed deep with respect. “Yes, Madam President. And I will be at your side.” 
 
    Chen Zhou smirked, though her eyes remained as cool as a pair of dangerous daggers. “As you were always meant to be, Officer Ji Yan.” 
 
    As she left the room, Ji sneered.  
 
    And then I shall plunge a dagger into your back and take my rightful place as ruler of Canton. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Ji Yan arrived at his remote apartment complex an hour later. He flicked on the water fountain in his living space and turned on the atmospheric lights above his futon.  
 
    The people of Canton often bragged about their minimalistic living spaces, but at times, the cramped quarters were challenging. 
 
    He boiled hot water and poured it into his pewter teapot before settling on his futon with a soft rice cake and some cold tuna from the fridge. While he picked up his chopsticks, Ji fired up the holographic messaging system above the table.  
 
    It shot down from his ceiling, and he proceeded to sort through his messages. 
 
    One had finally arrived from Commander Pacel. It had been sent the prior day and routed through various agents before being delivered to Ji—a tedious but necessary precaution. 
 
    He opened the message, revealing a holovid of the pale offworlder.  
 
    “Ji Yan, I cannot begin to express our gratitude for your help over this past year. Our operatives are now all in position and ready to neutralize the UA governments. My fleet will arrive in five days. Be ready to assist as we’ve discussed.” 
 
    The transmission ended there. 
 
    Satisfied, Ji picked up his teacup and gently sipped the mild brew.  
 
    Let what was coming be a lesson to Claire Johnson and her supporters: never cross a Canton and expect to live. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    QUESTIONS 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 10th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.18.6785    
 
    LOCATION: Omega Grand Hotel Parking Lot  
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, United Federation, Earth 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Claire!” Ray charges through the crowd toward me.  
 
    I stand with the police chief and a few plainsclothes officers. Surrounding us are patrol cars with blinking lights and an ambulance, and not far from me is the charred ruin of my leased car. 
 
    Leased.  
 
    I’m never going to be able to pay off this damage. 
 
    “I’m OK, Ray,” I say as he grips my arms and inspects me like I might be permanently injured. I wipe the hair off his brow. “I’m fine. Don’t look at me like—” 
 
    “Like you nearly got blown up in your car? If you had gotten in first….” 
 
    “But I didn’t.”  
 
    Ray’s words remind me how rattled I should be, but I don’t feel it. Maybe I’m just so used to people trying to kill me that I immediately jumped into action.  
 
    Or maybe there’s something going on with me, deeper than I can admit. 
 
    “Thank the gods for that.” Ray kisses my forehead and sweeps me up in his arms. 
 
    “That feels nice.” I squeeze myself against him.  
 
    “I could find a lot nicer reasons to hold you than this. Don’t tell me it’s just part of the territory. We can’t normalize this, Claire.” 
 
    “I know.” My jaw clenches. 
 
    “We have to find these guys. Your office has to do a better job,” Ray says over me to the police chief. 
 
    I turn around in time to see the man begrudgingly nod.  
 
    “They’re elusive, but we’re working with the UFI to track these guys down,” the chief assures us. 
 
    “Did the remains of the bomb tell you anything?” I ask. 
 
    He shrugs. “A little. Build is definitely Canton. If the bomber isn’t working for their government, I’ll eat my hat. We’re reviewing the night’s video surveillance. We’ll find him.” 
 
    <Or I will,> Isabella says defiantly.  
 
    <Can you access the tapes from here?> 
 
    <Yes,> she replies. <Since Jupiter Junction has moved to storing everything on the cloud, it’s becoming a lot easier to…get the information we need, should I say.> 
 
    <Work fast, and quietly. We don’t need to tangle with the local law enforcement.> 
 
    <Oh, of course.> Isabella winks. <We keep entanglements for terrorists and enemies of the state.> 
 
    <Damn straight we do.> 
 
    “Until then, I want surveillance on the apartment,” Ray says with a set jaw. “Someone got into our place last night, and now this? It’s safe to say someone wants Claire dead. They’re going to keep coming after her.” 
 
    The color drains out of my face. I don’t want to be handled or treated like someone else’s problem.  
 
    “I think I’ll be fine,” I say pointedly. 
 
    But the police chief nods anyway, like I’m not standing there and speaking up for myself. “Already in the works. We’ll have someone shadow you home.” 
 
    As he walks away, I groan and squeeze my eyes shut. “Ray….” 
 
    “No more of this ‘I can handle myself’ stuff, Claire. Twice in one night is too much. You can be strong, but you can only be so strong. You don’t have eyes on the back of your head.” 
 
    <Actually…> Isabella says. 
 
    <I don’t think he’d like that answer very much.> 
 
    I take a deep breath. “I know you’re worried, but these attacks appear to be unrelated. One is from Canton. The other was just some crackpot.” 
 
    Ray’s eyes widen. “You’re doing a bad job of making me feel better. Really bad. Aren’t you scared? Aren’t you afraid someone will get the jump on you?” 
 
    I avoid the question. “Look, tomorrow I’ll be on an inspection of the Victorious. I can make it through one day unscathed. And I’ll be safe in space. Just about as safe as it’s possible to be.” 
 
    Ray huffs out a long breath and puts his hands on his waist. “We’ll have eyes on the apartment. I’m not willing to wiggle with you on this, Claire. You’re not taking the attacks on your life seriously enough. And if you won’t, I will.” 
 
    I can see the fear on his face; trying to change his mind will be pointless. “Alright.”  
 
    If I couldn’t feel as shook up as Ray, maybe I should be watched.  
 
    He slides his arm around my waist. “It isn’t that I don’t trust you or believe in you. I do. But there’s only so much one person can do.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing I have you and Isabella, then.” 
 
    <I’ll have to be more diligent with my area scans. There wasn’t a signal until right before it was triggered. Sorry, Claire.> Isabella sounds contrite. 
 
    <It’s OK. Maybe it’s not you. Maybe this tech is more advanced—the trigger mechanism, I mean.> 
 
    Ray kisses the side of my head and tugs me away to walk toward his car. “You’re having one of your private conversations again, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Is that a problem?” 
 
    He opens the passenger side door for me. “Nope, not a problem at all. I trust you. I just hope you realize you can count on me.” 
 
    “Of course, I do.”  
 
    I slip into the car and wait for Ray to enter on his side and take us away from here.  
 
    On the drive home, I half expect to find someone following us, but except for the car details, we seem to be alone. 
 
    If the night can continue along uneventfully, that would clearly be a reason to celebrate.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Our apartment is swept by our security detail, and the area is cleared. Thankfully, I’m so tired that images of bedtime float through my mind.  
 
    No more fights and no more explosions; all of that can wait for tomorrow. 
 
    Ray puts on the kettle for my chamomile mint tea that I usually like to sip in bed. By the time my teeth are brushed and I’m in my cotton nightie, Ray’s moved into the bedroom with tea and cookies. 
 
    He holds himself more rigidly than normal, and I wonder if there’s something else he might be worried about. 
 
    “Ae you still upset with me?” I climb under the covers. 
 
    “Upset?” he raises his eyebrows. “I wasn’t upset, Claire. I was worried. I love you and you’re not taking your own safety very seriously.” 
 
    I bite my lip. “Sorry if I seem aloof, but I’ve been dealing with this for a long time.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “This is different. More intense. In the field, sure, I get it, but two attacks on the private front? In our home? No. Now I’m just thinking….” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He sighs. “I’m supposed to fly to Paris tomorrow, but with all that’s going on…I think I should cancel my trip.” 
 
    I lean over and rest my hand against his cheek. “Remember, I’ll be in space. No one will get me while I’m up there. Plus, I’m really looking forward to it. The crew will be small, and so many of them are brand new. By the time I land, your trip will be almost half over.” 
 
    Ray smiles. “I guess you’re right.” 
 
    Aren’t I always?  
 
    I chomp on my cookie and dip it into my hot tea. “Look, I can’t live in a bubble, and neither can you. Both of our jobs are too important. What you’re doing, giving people access to free news and giving a voice to the oppressed…. We need that, especially now that the rules of the world have changed and seem to always be shifting.”  
 
    Like Finley’s private police and their lack of oversight.  
 
    That situation has bothered me for a while, but it’s just getting worse. I can’t shake the nagging feeling in the back of my mind. 
 
    Finley isn’t exactly a fan of free information, and that sets me on edge. I know the Unity Accords are fragile and our agreements tentative, but that’s even further reason for everyone to have a voice and the ability to access the information at their fingertips.  
 
    His denial of that gives me more reasons to distrust him.  
 
    “You’ve convinced me, but call me when you touch down. If only cell phones worked in space.” Ray sighs. 
 
    “Soon enough, civilians will have the same ship-to-surface communications that the government has—then, at least when I’m close by, we’ll be able to stay in touch. You just have to be a bit more patient.” 
 
    He snorts. “I’m not known for that.”  
 
    I smile. “You’re more patient than you think. C’mon,” I finger the button on his pajama shirt. “I don’t want to spend our night together arguing.” 
 
    Ray smirks. “Are we arguing?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I kind of thought we were. Maybe we just really care about each other.” 
 
    Ray nuzzles my cheek. “Then maybe we should show each other how much.” 
 
     “Anything special you have in mind?” I ask. 
 
    He wiggles his eyebrows up and down. “What do you think?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    RACE TO LAUNCH 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 11th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.19.6785    
 
    LOCATION: Titan Towers, apartment 23 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, United Federation, Earth 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ray sleeps like a baby while I run a few miles on the treadmill and review the news, daily classified briefings—the ones I have access to, anyway—and take in a few minutes of a talk show.  
 
    Then I take a shower and dress in a white blouse, a pair of navy trousers, and my Space Force blazer. In this outfit and with my hair pinned back, I look like the world’s youngest spinster.  
 
    At least I don’t have a collection of cats yet. 
 
    I make coffee and secure my weapon in my holster. Once the toaster is loaded up with muffins, I go over to the coffee table in the living room and pick up the gun I found in the hotel room the other night. 
 
    <You’re up and at ’em this morning,> Isabella says in a cheery tone. She sends an image of a bouncing, smiling sun with sunbeams glowing overhead. 
 
    <You know what they say. The early girl catches the international terrorists.> Then I scowl. I guess they aren’t international anymore. We’re one big happy family. 
 
    I shudder at the implications while I go through the motion of aiming the gun at the wall. It feels nice in my hand.  
 
    A moment later, it lights up on the sides, and a scope pops up in the middle. 
 
    <It’s Link-activated,> Isabella says, sounding somewhat in awe. 
 
    That’s exactly what I’m thinking. A weapon hasn’t done that since the ones I found in the cave, thanks to our modifications. If this gun predates our world’s current technological era, then how does it look so new? 
 
    I don’t like the answer. 
 
    I cradle the weapon in my hand before bringing it to the safe in the living room. It’s hidden behind a mirror, and I’ll feel safer knowing it’s tucked away. If someone comes looking for it…well, that might be our first good lead. 
 
    <I combed through the surveillance footage and found someone kneeling by your car. He’s wearing all black, including a knit cap. Unfortunately, I can’t make him out well enough to get a positive ID.> 
 
    I sip my coffee. <Throw it up on my HUD.> 
 
    <It’s definitely not Blake,> Isabella says. <Too short.> 
 
    I feel a swell of relief. But…. <I didn’t say I thought it was Blake.> 
 
    <You worried. I know you, girl.> Isabella winks at me. 
 
    I grin in return. 
 
    A moment later, my HUD comes to life. I’m looking at my car in the parking lot, and some guy all in black comes up to it. He’s carrying a duffel bag, which he sets down by the tire. He’s wholly focused and doesn’t appear very nervous, I’ll give him that. 
 
    The bag is nondescript on the outside, but when he unzips it and grabs some equipment from the inside, something is situated in just the wrong way so a symbol is visible. 
 
    <What is that? Can you magnify?> 
 
    <Yes.>  
 
    The bag enlarges, and it becomes easier to make out the insignia on the front of a passport book…for Canton.  
 
    I guess I’m not the only one who is having trouble letting go. 
 
    <It’s as you feared,> Isabella confirms. <They really are playing both sides.> 
 
    <Maybe,> I sip my coffee. <We can’t know if they’re under direct orders from the Canton president, or if they’re working on their own accord. You know how these radicals are. They might want to take me out just because they believe the lies the Canton are pedaling.> 
 
    <Or Ji Yan wants revenge.> 
 
    I concur.  
 
    <Either way, we have to find out somehow.> I glance at my watch and sigh. <I doubt we can do it before we head to the inspection today. That’s going to have to take priority. For now, monitor communications in the area. Maybe we’ll get lucky.> 
 
    I pour Ray a cup of coffee and pull the muffins from the toaster oven and arrange them on a plate. I’m so focused on getting breakfast together, I nearly scream when Ray wraps his arms around my torso and kisses my neck.  
 
    “Morning, ray of sunshine,” he mutters. 
 
    “Ray, you nearly scared me to death!” I tilt my head to the side so he can kiss my neck some more. 
 
    He chuckles and reaches across me to grab one of the muffins. “Headed off already?” 
 
    I nod. “Just about. I was hoping you’d get up before I had to get moving. Wish me luck.” 
 
    “Luck? You won’t need it. But I wish you well.” He kisses my cheek. “What time is the car coming to pick you up?” 
 
    I check my watch. “Any minute now. You know the president likes to be punctual, especially when there’s a fleet of photographers waiting.”  
 
    Ray grins and slurps his coffee. “Smile, wave, kiss those babies.” 
 
    “Exactly. If you need anything before I’m too far out, call me.”  
 
    He places his hands on my hips and pulls me in closer for a kiss. It’s one of those magical ones where I go dIsabella, and the world seems to spin just for us. 
 
    I might not feel fear, but I always feel love. 
 
    “Everything will be fine. You’ll see,” Ray says.  
 
    I’m still thinking of all the reasons things might not be fine when my phone rings.  
 
    “The president’s convoy has arrived, Ms. Johnson. Please make your way outside.” 
 
    They have such a way of making a request sound nothing like a request at all. 
 
    “I’ll be right there.” 
 
    Ray escorts me to the door downstairs, and I feel like a baton he’s passing as I’m handed over to secret service.  
 
    But first, Ray fixes the collar of my blazer. 
 
    “Do I look OK?” I murmur. 
 
    He pinches my chin. “More than OK. Have fun up there today. You deserve it, Claire. That and so much more.” 
 
    We kiss goodbye and I don’t care that I am making the president wait on me. I say goodbye to my boyfriend with whispers and kisses before I step into the back of the limousine.  
 
    Finley gives me a big smile, his hands clasped together. “Good to see you, Claire!” 
 
    “You too, Mr. President.” 
 
    He motions toward the coffee. “Have you had your morning cup?” 
 
    “I have, but please don’t hold back on my account. Enjoy yourself.” 
 
    He nods. “Not to belabor the point, but I heard you had an eventful night. Anything you care to elaborate on?” 
 
    “Not at this juncture. As far as I know, everything’s going along swimmingly.” I swallow hard. “If we figure anything out, I’ll let you know. But for now, I’m good.” 
 
    “Good. And how’s Ray and his free information project going?” Finley asks. 
 
    I set my jaw. “I know you’re not a fan, sir.” 
 
    “I’m not a fan of anything that gets people wound up and makes my job harder, Claire. You shouldn’t be either. You should discourage him before something bad really happens. I’d hate for Ray to be held responsible.” 
 
    A chill races down my back at the not-so-veiled threat. “Sir?” 
 
    “My loyalty to you will only protect him so far.” 
 
    I crinkle my brow. “To my knowledge, Ray hasn’t done anything illegal.” 
 
    Finley smiles, though it’s obvious he’s putting it on only for my benefit. “We’re in the fight for our lives and for our planet, Claire. What’s illegal and what needs to be actively discouraged may not always align. Speak to him, won’t you?” 
 
    I nod that I will, but only because he’s caught me off-guard. He is under a lot of pressure to pull the UA together, and the terrorists certainly aren’t making it any easier, but things are getting out of hand. 
 
     Finley picks up a cup of coffee and in a toast. “May we enjoy this flight of a lifetime. To Claire Johnson, and to making the future possible.” 
 
    But for the first time, I feel like this might be a bad thing. A very bad thing.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    FLY TO THE STARS 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 11th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.19.6785  
 
    LOCATION: United Federation Space Force Headquarters 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, United Federation, Earth 
 
      
 
      
 
    My conversation with Finley leaves me on edge…like there’s a rock in the pit of my stomach.  
 
    We assemble on the tarmac of the Space Force runway so that Finley can give his ‘This is the way to the future’ speech. I stand beside him, Katherine Crawford, and two commanders of the UFSF. Madge and a few other pilots of her caliber stand with us as well. 
 
    Behind us, two national representatives stand and await our journey. One is from France and the other is from the little-known country of Canada. I hear it’s the land of the nice and polite, but they do sure like to keep to themselves.  
 
    Two shuttles wait nearby to take us up to the Victorious for our inspection, which will end with a nice cruise. Everything a girl like me could wish for. 
 
    Except now, I’ve got a sinking feeling of terror in my gut.  
 
    What does Mom say? ‘Always trust your gut, and it will never steer you wrong.’  
 
    Of course, look where that got her. 
 
    I certainly can’t pull the plug on the event, though, so I tune in to the president’s speech.  
 
    “The future is now. We’ve arrived at this moment in time just when we were destined to. Now we take back our past and embrace it. We will once more become a space-traveling planet, and we will go farther, conquer more, and learn what it is to really be human. Regardless of naysayers trying to hold us back, I will be victorious.” 
 
    <That’s an interesting turn of phrase,> Isabella comments and I give a mental nod, hoping it’s a slip. 
 
    Finley turns over the paper his words are written on, signifying the end of his proclamation, and the press and audience clap.  
 
    “ ‘Conquer’ is an odd choice, don’t you think?” I whisper to him. 
 
    He puffs up his chest and his eye never leaves the audience that has gathered to watch us off as he replies, “I meant of a personal variety, of course. I think everyone will understand my meaning, Ms. Johnson.” 
 
    I know when to shut up, and when he calls me ‘Ms. Johnson’ is one of those times.  
 
    The crowd claps as we talk away. I pause a moment to shake hands with both the French and Canadian ambassador.  
 
    “It’s a pleasure,” the Canadian ambassador smiles at me. “My first trip up into space.” 
 
    “How wonderful. Don’t worry or be nervous. We do this all the time.” 
 
    Secret service leads us toward the shuttles, where we’re broken up into two groups. Pilots go together, and the rest of us go into the other craft. I have the most flight experience, so I’m given the honor of piloting our shuttle. 
 
    Should be easy. Once I get close enough to the tractor beam, the Victorious should do most of the work.  
 
    As we walk up to the vessel, I’m overtaken by that rush of excitement I feel every time I venture into space. I live for it. 
 
    The Canadian ambassador’s name is Louise Davis, and I get an abridged version of her life story as we make our way to our seats. Her family manufacturers something call a pierogi.  
 
    “In our spare time, though, we are on a curling league.” 
 
    “That sounds fascinating.” I climb the steps up into the shuttle. “Take your seat, and I’ll be with you soon.” I smile warmly—at least, that’s my hope—and slip past the seats in the back to settle into the pilot’s seat. 
 
    “Buckle up, everyone. We’ll be there before you know it!”  
 
    I bring up the navigation console and set in our flight path and trajectory. 
 
    <Keep scanning. I’m worried something’s wrong,> I instruct Isabella. 
 
    <Of course. What do you think’s the matter?> she asks. 
 
    <I don’t know. Just a bad feeling.> 
 
    <Because of what Finley said?>  
 
    I blow out a deep breath. <His speech was a little…I don’t know. Maybe it’s what he said about Ray. I don’t see free access to information as a threat.> 
 
    <No,> Isabella says, <but you’re not trying to control the message that’s getting out. Finley has a lot on the line. The UA has to work. If it fails, he fails. He’s probably just feeling the pressure.> 
 
    I hope that’s all it is. 
 
    The shuttle in front of me takes off, and I have no choice but to shake off the conversation as Madge’s voice comes through loud and clear, giving flight time and other information.  
 
    I feel like a proud momma bear.  
 
    It’s my turn next, and I take off for the clear blue skies until they fade beneath the thrusters of my ship.  
 
    I used to make this trip weekly with Annabelle, and part of me misses those solitary trips. Misses her. But there never was an Annabelle. It was all a lie.  
 
    How could I miss something that was never real?  
 
    If there’s a reason to doubt myself and my judgment, that’s it. I can’t get rid of the feeling that I should’ve known. Instead, I nearly brought the planet to its knees. 
 
    Sure, Maledon groomed me from the moment we met, but that’s no excuse. 
 
    I push her out of my mind, and along with her, my feeling of loss. Space calls to me, and I hold my breath as we enter the outer atmosphere and I plug in the destination for the shipyards just beyond Andromeda Station. 
 
    <Steady as she goes,> Sophie says across my inner comm as we fly by the structure. 
 
    I send her a wink and a hug from my avatar, and then make our final trajectory toward the Victorious.  
 
    It’s a beautiful ship, with elegant lines and smooth protuberances along the top. I follow the shuttle in front as the gravity assist fields pull us in. 
 
    We glide into the docking bay, and I activate the magnetic landing gear and settle onto the cradle.  
 
    “We’ve arrived,” I turn my attention to Finley and the others sitting behind us. 
 
    “A nice, even flight. Good job, Ms. Johnson.” He’s the first to stand, and buttons his blazer straight away. “Lead the way,” he gestures toward the exit. 
 
    I take up the front of the line with secret service, and step onto the platform. Just past the shuttle, I’m greeted by several senior officers of the Victorious’s crew. 
 
    “Captain,” I say, offering a salute. 
 
    A tall woman with short, red hair returns the gesture. “Captain Maud. A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Ms. Johnson. I’m a big fan of what you’ve done here. As you can well imagine.” She grins and gestures with both arms to the ship we’re standing on. 
 
    “Absolutely, she’s gorgeous” I say. “You must be very proud.”  
 
    Nothing can hide the sparkle of joy in the captain’s eye. “You have no idea.” 
 
    “Still has that new car smell,” Finley laughs and steps up, edging me out slightly.  
 
    I’m sure he’s done it on purpose; I’m here only to do what’s asked of me. So, gracefully, I step off to the side and allow him to take center stage. 
 
    “Did the crew of the first shuttle already depart?” I ask one of the crewmates in the back. 
 
    He nods. “Yes, ma’am. They were escorted to the fighter bay. We’ll be seeing their handiwork real soon.” 
 
    It’ll be a big moment for Madge. I can’t wait to see what she has planned.  
 
    “I look forward to seeing what they’re capable of,” I tell the man. 
 
    “Ms. Johnson,” Captain Maud captures my attention. “We’d love to start the tour on the bridge as we begin our cruise around the planet and beyond. We’ll show you what this girl really has while others see to the general inspection.” 
 
    I smile. “Sounds lovely.” 
 
    “Come with me. I’m looking forward to impressing you.” She smiles, and I’m summoned to the front.  
 
    I don’t know if she’s picking on me or hitting on me. Of course, she’s probably just being nice. Even so, as she leads us to the lift, I can’t help but feel Finley’s eyes glaring a hole right through me. 
 
    It doesn’t escape me that I’ve been personally selected to walk with the captain…and he has not. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “Here we are,” Captain Maud smiles as we step onto the bridge.  
 
    Finley is on my heels, but I barely notice him as I stand in awe and witness a fully operational crew. They perform each task efficiently, and as the captain walks toward her chair, she commands their attention effortlessly.  
 
    I’m just happy to be here, even if it’s little more than a fly-on-the wall situation. Years ago, this is what I wanted and strived for.  
 
    I can’t believe I’m really here. 
 
    The captain introduces us to her bridge crew. “Claire Johnson and Director of the Unity Accord, Gerald Finley. We also have ambassadors from Canada and Paris.” 
 
    Everyone stands at attention, and it’s like being at one of my dance recitals again. I often wanted to shy away from the spotlight. I laugh at that now. 
 
    They salute me, and I return it.  
 
    “At ease,” I say, and then cringe. “Sorry, Captain.” 
 
    Captain Maud holds up her hand. “It’s all right. You’re used to doing things your way, which isn’t a bad thing! We’re ready to move out on your word.” 
 
    My word?  
 
    I glance at Finley, and he nods, a smug expression plastered on his face barely hiding his annoyance.  
 
    “Sure.” I take a deep breath and face the crew. “Move on out.” 
 
    “Engineering,” Captain Maud reaches out. “We’re going to need all the power you can give us.” 
 
    <We’re ready, Captain. This girl was built for speed!>  
 
    I can hear the excitement in her voice, and see it on the faces surrounding me. How it must feel to have this kind of assignment.  
 
    My job is obviously exciting, but I can’t help but be a little envious. 
 
    “Then here we go. Conventional thrusters at ten percent, Ensign Witherson. Let’s ease away from the shipyard before we really put on this show.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    The Victorious moves forward. I can feel the hum of her through my feet, and on the viewing screen I can tell we’re moving through the stars. I take a deep breath and cross my arms to steady myself.  
 
    I wish my mom could see this. She’d love it so much. 
 
    Finley bumps my arm with his fist. “We did this. You made it possible. Enjoy this moment, Claire. You’ve achieved so much.” 
 
    I don’t quite agree. I could’ve done better. I could’ve been stronger. But those aren’t words Finley wants to hear.  
 
    “Thank you, sir.”  
 
    I just wish it had been enough to stop Annabelle before so many got hurt. She manipulated me for so long. I wish I hadn’t been so easily duped.  
 
    I wish I didn’t feel so stupid whenever I think of her now. 
 
    “You’re thinking of Annabelle?” Finley asks quietly. 
 
    I nod, a little frustrated at being so transparent. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Claire. Everything happened as it was meant to. If you hadn’t merged with her, we wouldn’t be standing here. You would’ve died. I’m grateful you didn’t.” 
 
    I clear my throat to hide the overwhelming emotions I feel. “I like your line of thinking, sir. Thank you.” 
 
    The Victorious clears the shipyard, and Captain Maud gives the order to swap over to fusion propulsion. The changeover is seamless, and a few soft cheers sound in the room as the vessel picks up speed.  
 
    I share an amazed look with Finley—neither of us can tell that we’re moving any faster than we were before. The grav dampeners work flawlessly, and with the view of Earth growing so rapidly, I revel in the moment.  
 
    I wasn’t counting on that. 
 
    “Enjoying the cruise?” Captain Maud approaches with her hands behind her back, one wrist crossed over the other. “Now that we’ve circled Earth, we’ll be looping around the moon. From there, our fighter pilots have a little show they’ve put together.” 
 
    “Wonderful!” Finley says.  
 
    “Afterward, we’ll have refreshments in the main mess hall. Just something that shows off all we have to offer while we run through a stress test. Today’s going to be a day to remember.” 
 
    “Oh, trust me,” I smile, “I’m not going to forget this day for a long time to come.” I turn my attention to Isabella. <Scans?> 
 
    She responds right away. <So far, nothing abnormal. System readings are stable and show no unauthorized chatter.> 
 
    I breathe a sigh of relief. <Maybe I’m just on edge.> 
 
    The AI snickers and sends me a winky face. <After the day you had yesterday, I don’t blame you.> 
 
    Maybe she has a point.  
 
    Still, I can’t brush off my bad feeling. So I try to stay in the moment and enjoy the flight around the moon. I imagine what the installations down below look like, as we’re well on our way to colonizing it.  
 
    What would we look like from down there? 
 
    “And now, ladies and gentlemen, the Screaming Eagles, have put together a little show for you,” Captain Maud says.  
 
    The single-pilot fighter craft disembark from the ship at high velocity, pulling stunts that put every airshow I saw as a kid to shame as they whip around the ship in different formations and perform tricks. I’m beyond proud as I spot the leader, my oldest friend. 
 
    Madge has been an adrenaline junkie all her life. First roller derby, and now this. Seems to be paying off. 
 
    Still, I have that nagging feeling.  
 
    I turn my head to keep an eye on Finley. His eyes lock with mine, but his serene expression doesn’t change. I want to know what he’s thinking. Maybe what I really need is to take a walk. 
 
    “Captain Maud, I’m going to take a walk through the ship, get a sense of the place. I’ll return in a few minutes, if that’s alright.” 
 
    “Of course.” She raises her eyebrows, and a look of worry crosses her face. “Is everything alright? If you’d like a formal tour…” 
 
    “Later, thank you. I just need to absorb everything going on.” I smile, and her concern lifts immediately. 
 
    “Have a good stroll, then. It is overwhelming, isn’t it?” Warmly, she squeezes my wrist before turning back to the bridge crew, apparently buying everything I just said. 
 
    But Finley knows me better. His arms cross and his brow furrows as he attempts to read me. <What is it? What’s going on?> 
 
    He so rarely ever chooses Link conversation that his opting to do so now surprises me.  
 
    <It might be nothing. I’m just uneasy. I’ll be right back.> 
 
    <Call for backup if you need it,> he orders. <On the Victorious’s maiden voyage, we can’t have the great Claire Johnson getting injured—or worse.> 
 
    All things I’m accustomed to avoiding. 
 
    

  

 
   
    RED ALERT 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 11th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.19.6785  
 
    LOCATION: UFSS Victorious, lower decks 
 
    REGION: Earth, Cartagara System  
 
      
 
      
 
    I walk through the corridor, becoming acquainted with the layout of the ship. The schematics Isabella provides make it easier, and I try to memorize them. It would be important to do even if everything was peachy keen…but when in my life had that panned out? 
 
    The corridor splits into a four-way intersection, and I turn left by the lift bank. According to the plans, the way I’m going leads to engineering.  
 
    Two people pass me, and I scan their features through facial recognition. They are members of the crew and appear to belong here.  
 
    I really need to learn to relax.  
 
    Maybe I am just being unnecessarily untrusting. Have I really become so jaded and hardened in three short years?  
 
    Damn Maledon and everything she did. Her act of betrayal might never leave me.  
 
    As I continue down the corridor, I see the tall, slender Canadian ambassador, Louise Davis, coming out from behind a bulkhead, and I deduce there’s an engineering shaft back there.  
 
    I wonder what she’s been doing up there? 
 
    I voice my surprise a moment later as she nearly slams into me. 
 
    “Oh hi, Claire. I didn’t see you.” Louise chuckles and brushes her hair back. “I was just showing myself around, and got a bit lost.” 
 
    “Me too, with the showing myself around bit. I thought it’d be best to stretch my legs. Do you want to head back with me?” 
 
    Louise smooths the front of her jacket. “Oh, no thank you. I best catch up with the inspection. I’ll chat with you later. Take care, Claire.” She grins and does an about-face before retreating down the hall.  
 
    Her stride is stilted, and her arms swing a little too wildly at her sides. 
 
    Interesting…. 
 
    I consider calling her back to confront her, but I don’t have any proof that her story isn’t true. 
 
    <I’m detecting a bit of a power buildup in engineering,> Isabella alerts me. <One of the reactor cores is overheating.>  
 
    My steps pause. <Is it serious?> 
 
    <Serious enough,> Isabella replies. <If they don’t get it under control, it’s lights out for all of us and this ship. I’ve connected to the shipnet and I am helping diagnose.> 
 
    Sounds bad.  
 
    I sprint toward engineering to see if I can help. <Examine where Louise just came out of. See if there’s something she could’ve done in there.> 
 
    <You don’t trust a Canadian? Tsk. Tsk.> 
 
    I’d give a retort if the situation wasn’t so dire.  
 
    I enter engineering and sprint down the front steps, toward three members of the crew gathered around a terminal of some kind. 
 
    “I don’t think—” 
 
    “It has to be sabotage. This doesn’t just happen.” 
 
    The chief blows out a heavy breath. “Let’s not waste time talking about how it happened. Just fix the problem. That’s what we need to focus on, saving the ship and her crew.” 
 
    “I saw someone come out of one of the engineering shafts,” I say quickly. “Could it have been her?” 
 
    “Her?” One of the crewmembers raises her eyebrows. “There was a woman stalking around in here earlier. She said she was just looking around and got lost. She was Canadian, so I didn’t—” 
 
    “You work on the problem, I’ll catch up to her.”  
 
    I leap back up the steps and return to the corridor. Then I bring up my HUD and quickly scan for Louse’s signature. 
 
    <I’m alerting security and Finley’s detail about what’s happening. We’re on high-alert. She’s locked out the controls, though. Shutting down this reactor is going to be tricky.> 
 
    I acknowledge but don’t take time to respond.  
 
    I race around the corner, still unable to pick up on Louise’s signal. So I send her a message.  
 
    <Hey, where are you? I was going to head to the mess hall. I thought maybe we could go together and grab a drink.> 
 
    A few moments later, I’ve received no answer, the augmented view on my HUD shows someone rushing into a lift.  
 
    I take the next one I can find and trace its descent. 
 
    <Claire, what’s going on?> Finley demands. 
 
    <Someone is trying to sabotage the ship.> I pull my weapon from its holster and do a quick check to make sure it’s ready. 
 
    <I’ll send a security detail to your location.> 
 
    <No time to wait, Mr. President. She’s heading to the docking bay. If we lose her, we might not find her again.> 
 
    The lift doors open, and I race out into the bay: all four shuttles are present and accounted for, so Louise hasn’t escaped yet. That’s something to be thankful for. 
 
    Surrounding us are storage containers, and I creep by the stacks, looking for my resident, friendly Canadian. “Come on out,” I call. “I have the place surrounded.” 
 
    “You’re one person, there’s no way you have this place surrounded. That’s a bit much, even for you, stupid child.” 
 
    I nearly snicker. “Here I thought you were a true-born Canadian. You kiss your momma with that mouth?” 
 
    In hindsight, I realize that’s probably the wrong thing to say, because as I round a corner to face a shuttle head-on, an arm snaps out and clips me right under the chin. 
 
    I fall back, landing hard on my ass. Louise tries to skip over my body, but I fling my arm out and catch her ankle. She screams as she goes sprawling, and I get up on my knees, wrenching her hands behind her back. 
 
    As she flops like a fish, I push my knee into her lower back to keep her from escaping. Then I handcuff her wrists together and push her head down to keep her from hurting herself. 
 
    “You’re going to regret this,” she spits. “You haven’t heard the last of us.” 
 
    I search her pocket and pull out an identification token. I give it a quick scan and find she’s from a Canadian territory known as the Rockies.  
 
    We’ll see about that. 
 
    “Tell us where you’re really from, and this will go easier for you,” I tell her. “If you ever want to see the sunshine again, you’ll cooperate and give yourself up.”  
 
    Gods, I sound like every cop on every police drama. 
 
    She laughs. “I’m Canadian, not stupid. You’ll never agree to give me a deal.” 
 
    She’d be surprised. But I keep that to myself. 
 
    The red blinking lights around us dim, and the siren silences. I breathe a sigh of relief as the captain’s voice comes across the ship’s audio system.  
 
    <Engines have resumed optimal levels. All crew return to your posts and await further instruction. We’ll have our route back to the shipyard in a few minutes.> 
 
    Well, that was one interesting cruise. 
 
    <You’re welcome,> Isabella mutters in my mind. <Really, it was nothing, think nothing of it, Captain Maud. Not like I just saved everyone with moments to spare.> 
 
    <I’m sure she’s grateful,> I say soothingly. <Folks just aren’t used to AIs yet. Wait…how many moments to spare?> 
 
    <You don’t want to know.> 
 
    I draw a weary breth as I stand up and force Louise to her feet when security rushes in. “I caught the perp. I’m going to need a room to question her.” 
 
     They take Louise from me and keep her close. “I have just the room you can use. Follow me.” 
 
    Efficient. I rather like that. 
 
    <Something fell from her pocket when you forced her up,> Isabella notifies me. 
 
    I glance around and immediately see a shiny object laying on the ground. I pick it up and heft its not-inconsequential weight as I study what looks like an inscription around the edges. 
 
    “What is this?” I hold it under Louise’s nose. 
 
    She rolls her eyes and looks away before muttering, “It’s my Canadian kindness achievement award.” 
 
    I frown and turn my attention to the security chief. “I’ll catch up with you soon. Just give me a second.” 
 
    He nods and hauls her away while I study the brooch in my hand.  
 
    This has to give me some answers. 
 
    <Can you tell what this is? What it’s made of? It’s heavy,> I note. 
 
    <Rudimentary scans say it’s made with a type of alloy, but not one that’s common on this planet. It appears to be less than ten years old, and the way it’s been made and the compounds that comprise it…I’d say there’s an eighty percent chance it’s from off-world.> 
 
    Off-world? I shudder.  
 
    <And it appears Louise may be from off-planet too.> 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Off-planet. 
 
    It wasn’t so long ago that I believed off-planet meant alien—little green men with antennae, the ‘take me to your leader’ type we see in movies. But not anymore. Now, offworlders are scary because their tech is probably centuries better than ours.  
 
    The only thing that keeps us safe is our ability to hide in plain sight. But if offworlders are here, then we’ve lost that advantage. We’re vulnerable, and we might be in big trouble. 
 
    I take a deep breath and straighten my back as I enter the interrogation room. Louise glances up at me with a meek smile.  
 
    “You and I really hit it off earlier. It’s a shame this had to come between us, Claire. We could’ve shared some maple syrup, don’t you know.” Louise really leans into her fake Canadian accent while crossing her arms. 
 
    I ignore the smug look on her face. “You sabotaged the ship and could’ve destroyed it and everyone on board. I’m not sure how you expect this to go any other way.” 
 
    Louise scowls. “When you put it that way, I do sound pretty horrible…but it’s not as cut and dry as you think, I promise you.” 
 
    I flip around the chair opposite her and sit in it, leaning across the table. “If you could maybe explain who you really are and what you’re up to, maybe we can make up. Be friends. Braid each other’s hair.” 
 
    “Eat some butter tarts?” Louise adds with a straight face, but then she busts out a giggle. “Oh, I’m sorry. I tried, but it’s so hard to keep up this good girl act. I’m not sure how you do it.” She sneers at me. 
 
    I stand up and lean over the table to get in her face. “Well, for one, I’m not play-acting, like you are. I’m going to guess you’re not even Canadian. In fact, when I contacted the consulate, they were very helpful, gave me everything I needed. Before two years ago, there’s not much record of you.” 
 
    Louise glances away. 
 
    “Maybe it has something to do with this.” I take the booch from my pocket and hold it out. 
 
    Louise shifts in her seat looking noticeably agitated. “I’d really like that back.” 
 
    I shrug and slide it back into my pocket. “Maybe if you can tell me what it is and what the symbol on it stands for. An organization? A person? A ship?” 
 
    “A ship?” Her mouth falls open. “I don’t know what you’re trying to insinuate….” 
 
    “You’re not from here,” I say slowly. “You come from somewhere off-world—outsystem, I suppose—and now you’re here to, what…cause trouble? Steal some sort of technology or resource? You tell me.” 
 
    “Even if I could tell you, I wouldn’t. Loose lips get you killed. And,” she gestures at my closed hand, “I’m going to need that back, too. It’ll mean the difference between life and death for me.” 
 
    “Finders keepers, sorry.” I push my chair in and pat the pocket containing the woman’s badge. “I haven’t told the president about this yet or handed it over to the Union. Play ball, and I might consider keeping it between us for now.” 
 
    Louise laughs and makes a show of languidly stretching her arms. “Right. Of course. Like you’re going to let me go.” 
 
    “Lead me to a bigger fish, the ringleader of all of this, and maybe we can cut a deal. But shut me out, and it’ll go bad for you. Really bad, Louise. You have until we get downworld to think about it.” 
 
    I leave the interrogation room with not much more information than when I went in.  
 
    I close the door and lean against it, my eyes shut. <Well?>  
 
    <Her heart rate and blood pressure are through the roof. She’s scared,> Isabella replies. 
 
    Part of me thought Louise would brush me off, but I spot the look of fear on her face. There’s something big going on, and if she’s an offworlder but not calling the shots, does that mean more offworlders are on their way?  
 
    How much time do we have? And lacking solid proof, can I still somehow get Finley to mobilize the fleet we have? 
 
    Maybe I’m panicking, but with the clustered events of a saboteur and the attempts on my life, I have to assume this is bigger than a few random attacks. How many offworlders could already be here, working against us? 
 
    <What are you thinking, Claire? You’re too quiet for comfort. Talk to me,> Isabella says gently. 
 
    <That we’re already too late to protect ourselves. That there isn’t going to be enough time.> My stomach sinks into my feet, and I feel like I’m going to be sick. But if there’s ever a convenient time to feel fear, this isn’t it. 
 
    A noise steals my attention, and when I open my eyes, I see Finley rushing toward me.  
 
    “Are you alright?” he demands. “What happened?” 
 
    <You’re not going to tell him about the badge, are you?> Isabella asks me. 
 
    <Not yet. If I expect Louise to talk to me and tell the truth, I need her to trust me..> 
 
    I give him what information I have, minus the device I found on Louise.  
 
    “This is worrisome,” he nods. “But I’m glad you were here, Claire. Maybe others could’ve done what you did, but certainly not as quickly.” 
 
    “And the ship’s OK,” I add. “That’s the most important thing.” 
 
    Finley smirks. “Indeed. Come to the galley, everyone’s waiting for you. We have much to celebrate now.” 
 
    Do we? It’s hard to remember with Louise’s secret burning a hole in my pocket. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    UNEASE 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 11th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.19.6785  
 
    LOCATION: UFSS Victorious, Lower Desk 
 
    REGION: Approaching Earth, Cartagara System 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There you are!” Madge gives me a hug as I enter the room. She’s holding a drink in one hand and half a sandwich in the other. “You didn’t miss my flying before you ran off to save the ship, I hope?” 
 
    I force myself to give a tight smile but know it looks as bad as it feels. “I wouldn’t have missed it for the world. You make me so proud. I don’t know how you do those loop-de-loops without getting sick.” 
 
    Madge grins, and her cheeks flush red. “You know me, darling. I aim to impress, and impress I do.” 
 
    I pick up a drink and clink it against hers. “To your amazing flying abilities.” 
 
    “And to your intuition. Shall it always work in saving our hides.” 
 
    That makes me laugh for real and it felt good to be with her. I had so many worries about what’s happening and there were so many pieces except none of them seemed to go together yet but I was getting there. 
 
    “Ms. Johnson,” Captain Maud says as she comes up beside us. “I owe you and Isabella the biggest thanks of my life. You saved all of us—and our reputations.” 
 
    <About time I got my thanks.> 
 
    “It’s my pleasure,” I say delicately. “There’s a reason I have all this tech in my head. Oh, and this is my dear friend Madge. We went to high school together.” I beam proudly. 
 
    “Captain, it’s a pleasure,” Madge says. “I love your hair!” 
 
    The other woman laughs. “Thank you! It’s a pleasure to meet such an ace flyer.” 
 
    Madge blushes across the bridge of her nose. “Thank you, Captain. You’re delightful!” 
 
    I smile. “How long until we reach the docking bay?” 
 
    “Just under forty minutes,” the captain answers. 
 
    “Thank you.” I open my HUD and pop the time in.  
 
    <Ready to pay our little visitor another visit?> Isabella asks. 
 
    <Almost. I’ll let her sweat a little bit longer.> 
 
    The captain continues along her way and Finley works the room. It’s only a matter of time before he makes his way back over to me. 
 
    I slide my arm through Madge’s. “Anyone here you’re interested in? Cute?” 
 
    She laughs and gives me a sideways grin. “Oh, I never could pull a fast one on you.” Madge nods her head to the side. “Pilot. In my squad.” 
 
    Tall with dark hair, and dimples when he smiles.  
 
    “Well, you can’t argue about that. Introduce me. It’ll give you an excuse to say hi.” 
 
    “You’re sweet, but I can’t really date someone in my squad. For now, I’m just going to keep swimming and looking for other gorgeous fish—who aren’t part of my unit. Imagine how complicated that would be?” Madge wrinkles her nose. 
 
    I can’t say I blame her. 
 
    “I’ve missed you,” Madge admits. “I hope we can try to get together soon?” 
 
    “I’d love that. I would.”  
 
    There’s a silent but hanging between us that has nothing to do with our friendship, and everything to do with my crazy schedule. 
 
    Madge smiles sadly, and I know she knows what I’m thinking.  
 
    I hate disappointing her. Absolutely hate it. 
 
    With a half hour left ticking on the clock, I excuse myself from my friend and the refreshments and return to the interrogation room. Sadness creeps up on me over everything I’ve given up, but I stuff it back down the best I can.  
 
    Louise glances up with a look of fright on her face. She fumbles with the edges of a napkin she had been left with a drink. 
 
    “How long until we arrive?” she demands. 
 
    “Half an hour. Then the deal is off the table, and we won’t be able to offer you protection.” 
 
    “They’ll get to me if you don’t,” Louise says with wide eyes. 
 
    I shrug. “Nothing I can do about that. Unless you work with us and help us figure out what’s going on.” 
 
    She takes a deep breath and squeezes her eyes shut. “I’m from outside your star system.” 
 
    I temper my breathing so I don’t appear to be freaking out, and as a result, it helps keep me in control. “And what do you want?” 
 
    “Resources. Supplies. A terraformed world to call our own.” 
 
    Oh no. We’re in a sea of trouble. 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “We’re already here, sweetheart.” Her glance turns smug. “But reinforcements are on the way.” 
 
    “And your job was to…what?” 
 
    “Weaken you. Destabilize the Union and make it easier for the government to be taken by force.” 
 
    “We’re going to need names of those working with you.” 
 
    Louise laughs. “Even if I wanted to, I can’t tell you. I don’t know who everyone is, or where all the cells are. As smart as you are, as technologically advanced as you personally are, you can’t sleuth your way out of this one, Claire Johnson. You’re going to lose, and there’s nothing you can do about it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    I talk with Finley in a private room while the Victorious begins docking procedures. It’s hard to keep all of my thoughts in a row when, inside, I want to spiral out of control.  
 
    I’ve been waiting for the shoe to drop…and now it has. We have to leap into action as quickly as we can. 
 
    Finley, for his part, appears rattled. He sits at the desk with his fingers steepled together right under his nose as he stares off at nothing. “We need to keep this quiet. I will begin by notifying the UFI and the FBI. If there are offworlders trying to sabotage all of our efforts, they must be weeded out.” 
 
    “That plan is all fine and good, but that’ll take time.” I step up and put my hands down on the desk. “If they are on their way to take over and steal our resources, we’re talking invasion. We need work on defenses, and get the ships and all of the crews ready to fight. Andromeda Station must be fortified with personnel and ships, and weapons systems must to be brought online.” 
 
    “That’ll cause a panic.” Finley pushes his chair back and shakes his head. “We don’t even know how long we have to accomplish all of this, do we?” 
 
    My heart pounds at the notion that Finley might not be willing to do what is necessary—all in the name of politics. “At least give Sophie the resources she needs to fix the active scan systems on Andromeda. We’ll be able to see any invaders coming before they get here, and we’ll have a chance to prepare ourselves.” 
 
    Finley stares up at me. 
 
    “Sir,” my patience begins to whittle away to nothing. “The political fallout will be worse if we’re invaded. You might not have a Union left if they win.” 
 
    He sighs and finally nods.  
 
    I breathe a sigh of relief that I’ve been able to talk sense into him.  
 
    “Consider it done,” he says. “I’ll assign some personnel to help her. If there’s anything she needs, you get it for her. Anywhere in the world, within reason.” 
 
    “Absolutely. It’ll be my top priority.” 
 
    It has to be.  
 
    The clock’s ticking, and I have no idea how much time is left. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    MEETINGS 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 11th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.19.6785  
 
    LOCATION: Titan Towers, apartment 23 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, United Federation, Earth 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ll be back in two days, my flight got pushed back a day,” Ray says.  
 
    I move my phone to my other ear as I fumble to unlock the door to our apartment. I’m more tired than I should be, and I think I’m emotionally worn out. Once inside, I toss my keys onto the counter before collapsing onto the sofa.  
 
    I hug a throw pillow to my chest. “Oh?” 
 
    “There was a problem with the shuttle, and I couldn’t get moved to a new one. I have to take a plane.” 
 
    “A plane?” I joke. “That’s so slow!” 
 
    “I know.” Ray chuckles. How did your fly-over go?”  
 
    “The view was amazing, and the experience was surreal. I couldn’t believe it was happening, to be honest. But other parts were…draining.” 
 
    “Care to talk about it?” 
 
    “Not really—at least, not over the phone. Maybe in person when you get home. I’m looking forward to having you back.” 
 
    “Me too. I miss you, Poochie.” 
 
    I laugh whenever he calls me that, and he winks.  
 
    I’m glad he can make me laugh. Goodness knows, I can use that. 
 
    “I thought we might’ve left things between us a little tense,” Ray says. “I’m sorry, Claire. I got a little wound up. I just worry about you.” 
 
    “Well, you’re not wrong to. But I promise I’ll try not to be so reckless in the future. I know I throw caution to the wind sometimes.” 
 
    “You?” He laughs. 
 
    “Ha-ha. Have your fun at my expense.” I go quiet for a minute. “Hey, Ray?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    I bite my lip, and all my doubts wash over me. “Do you think Finley’s a good guy? I mean, do you think…the power of the UA is going to his head?” 
 
    “I think he’s willing to cut corners, but I also think this is about as serious an event as we’ll ever face. If the UA doesn’t work, the world will tear itself apart.” 
 
    I nod. “OK. Yeah, that makes sense. Just something he said today…. It’s making me question everything.” 
 
    “What’d he say?” 
 
    “That he’d arrest you for the free information platform you’re trying to build.” 
 
    “Are you for real? Information should be free, Claire. You know how I feel about this.” 
 
    “I don’t feel any differently than you do, which is why I was so surprised when he said he was against it. I’ve never seen this side of him before. He’s always been fair, even when he puts on a show of strength. But now…I’m worried he’s buckling to the pressure of the Union.” 
 
    Ray sighs. “You work closely with him. Closer than most. So maybe you should talk to him. Tell him you’re worried about him. Use the friendship angle. It wouldn’t be a lie.” 
 
    I smile. “Thanks, Ray. You’re right. I should talk to him before I write him off.”  
 
    Though it might have to wait until this thing is over. 
 
    “My session is about to start. I have to go.” His voice sounds pained. 
 
    “Go. Do what you need to do. I’ll be OK.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I purse my lips nervosly and tell Ray I love him.  
 
    A few moments later, I hang up the phone feeling completely alone. I flick on the television to fill the void and grab a container of cookies from the pantry. After laying my drinks and snacks out on the table, I head to the bedroom to change into my loungewear.  
 
    On the way back, I hear a familiar voice coming from the television. 
 
    Finley stands at a podium with the UA seal behind him. “These domestic terrorists aboard the Victorious were apprehended before any damage was done, but think of what might have happened. The loss of technology and human life!” 
 
    My breath catches in my throat. He’s lying. 
 
    Finley grips the podium. “That is why the Unity Council and I have made the unilateral choice that it is now illegal to gather in protest. It is now illegal to speak up against the UA in public or online. If you are caught sympathizing with these insurrectionists, you will be arrested. Our Union will no longer be threatened by zealots and fringe anarchists. I’m coming for you, and I will see you prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law.” 
 
    He walks away from the podium, and I try to come to grips with what I just saw. What I heard.  
 
    What does Finley think he’s up to? 
 
    <Well, that was very authoritarian of him,> Isabella retorts. <This goes against his psychological profile.>  
 
    I’ll say. “He made that all up. He knows as well as I do the saboteur’s an offworlder. He lied to fit his agenda and pin it on protestors so he can go full facist.”   
 
    <Is it possible he’s acting under duress?> Isabella asks. <Could someone have gotten to him?> 
 
    There’s really only one way to find out.  
 
    “I guess I need to change my clothes again.” 
 
    <Do you want me to get the ship ready for departure?> 
 
    <You read my mind. Time to pay the president a little visit.> 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    I fly my ship to New York City and arrive at the White House unannounced. I’m let inside without much bluster, but Finley’s staff in the East Wing are clearly flustered at my arrival.  
 
    I’m told to hold tight, and that I’ll be allowed to see Finley after he ‘wraps up a meeting’. 
 
    If that’s the way he wants to play it.  
 
    The waiting area is lined with white bookcases and a few uncomfortable armchairs but I prefer standing to sitting in them, so I pace back and forth, my arms crossed. 
 
    After forty minutes, I’m allowed inside the office, but the funny thing is, I never saw anyone leave. I guess they could’ve taken the back exit, but I’m wondering if Finley is trying to sweat me out. 
 
    The truth is, I don’t know what he’s thinking anymore—and that makes me uncomfortable. 
 
    I enter the Oval Office and close the door. Finley sits at his desk and appears to be going over papers. His tie’s been undone and lays loose around his neck.  
 
    “Claire. This is an unexpected surprise. What can I do for you?” He folds his hands and peers over at me with a forced smile. 
 
    He looks tired, but so am I. It’s late.  
 
    I should’ve waited to come here until the morning. 
 
    Too late to go back now. 
 
    “Sorry for just dropping by, but I thought we should have a quick check-in with each other.” 
 
    “All right. That seems fair. What would you like to talk about?” 
 
    I take a deep breath. “I saw your press conference about what happened aboard the Victorious. It concerned me that you pinned the conflict on terrorists, with no mention of the offworlders.” 
 
    Finley sighs and drops his pen on his desk before rolling his chair back. “We agreed, at your insistence, to keep the offworlders a secret.” 
 
    I hesitate. “True, but we never agreed to use that knowledge to target the terrorists.” 
 
    “But why not? Claire, we have a real problem on our hands with these people. And I found a scenario where we can cause a little push back on them. It’s not the worst thing in the world. It’s just…politics.”  
 
    He gives me a wink, and the gesture makes me feel wary. 
 
    “But what you’re doing…” I argue. “Not allowing people to speak up or voice their concern? Taking away our right to assemble and protest?” I shake my head. “It’s not right.” 
 
    “It’s only temporary, I assure you. Until we can get a handle on things. It’s important to control the narrative. With all of our close-contact dealings, surely you can see that? But inflammatory conversation stokes the fire. It’s time people give the UA a real shot.” 
 
    I scowl as I try to process his words. 
 
    “And, Claire, last I checked…I didn’t need to clear my decisions with you.” 
 
    My heart catches in my throat. “I know that. I never meant to imply I’m in charge.” 
 
    “No?” Finley laughs sardonically. “You seemed to enjoy it on the bridge of the Victorious. Maybe what you really want is me out of the way.” 
 
    “That’s uncalled for. I’m on your side.” 
 
    Finley stares me down like he doesn’t believe it. “I appreciate your concern, Claire, but next time, please call ahead.”  
 
    He walks back toward his desk and sits down as if our conversation is over, effectively dismissing me. 
 
    “Yes…sir.” I grab the doorknob and glance back at him from over my shoulder. “I hope you still want to work together.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I?” Finley shrugs. “Nothing has changed, Ms. Johnson. We’ll continue to do what is best for the UA. Now get some rest, you seem like you can use it.” 
 
    I’ve never felt so belittled in my life.  
 
    I exit the Oval Office with no interest in ever returning—not that I have a choice. 
 
    <Well, that could’ve gone better,> Isabella says as I step outside and cross the green grass toward my ship.  
 
    The eyes of Finley’s private police never waiver from me. I can feel them watching, even as I get further and further away. 
 
    <It’s made me more worried, instead of less,> I admit. <I’m deeply concerned about his actions, and I have a lot of questions—none of which he wants to help me answer.> 
 
    <What are you going to do?> 
 
    I climb up inside my ship and settle into my seat. <Not much I can do, except prepare for what we know is coming. An invasion. That means keeping in contact with Andromeda—and Sophie.> 
 
    <You’ve got it. Should I patch you in or set a course?> 
 
    I mull it over. <Patch me in.>  
 
    I fire up the thrusters and take off into the sky. I need a good night’s sleep before I can continue on…And then it’ll be time to visit our friendly little Canadian. 
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    His power was slipping. Claire was getting too close and asking too many questions. 
 
    Finley twisted open the bottle containing his ulcer medication and popped one of the blue pills into his mouth. Advances in technology and healthcare were improving at an appreciable rate, but not fast enough to settle his worries. 
 
    <It’s time to make a move on her,> the voice said through his Link. <She’s a popular figure and has a legion of public support. If she were to make a stand, she could start an uprising. The UA would be lost.> 
 
    “I know,” Finley sighed.  
 
    Gods how he knew…and hated it. But what was he supposed to do? Claire Johnson was the United Federation’s darling—the whole world’s, to be honest. She had saved his life half a dozen times and put herself in harm’s way with hardly ever a complaint. 
 
    He couldn’t kill her; he didn’t have the stomach for it.  
 
    But he couldn’t lose the UA. He couldn’t lose his power. He had to retain that over everything, or the planet might be lost forever. Countries were ready to tear him apart as it was, he couldn’t afford to lose any ground. 
 
    Any other territory could take his place.  
 
    But what they were asking him to do… 
 
    <I can discredit her,> Finley suggested across their secure Link. <Drive her from my inner circle. Frame her. Make it so no one will ever trust her again. It’ll destroy her.> 
 
    He grabbed a piece of paper off his desk and crumpled it tightly in his fist. 
 
    <I can sense your distaste, Gerald, but if you want to protect what you have built and continue down the path we have laid out, something must be done. She’ll stop you. We’ve been marching toward a confrontation for a long time now.> 
 
    Finley knew, though he wanted to avoid it.  
 
    He sighed. <Yeah. We need to get rid of her. Trust me, I came to this realization aboard the Victorious.> 
 
    <Then let’s put our heads together to come up with a scenario. We might have already waited too long. She’s smart. Cunning. We need to put her down before she figures us out.> 
 
    Finley wished there was another way, but he knew exactly what they should do.  
 
    When did politics and life get so complicated?  
 
    “I’m sorry, Claire,” he muttered to himself. “So sorry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    QUICK ERRAND 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 12th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.19.6785  
 
    LOCATION: United Federation Space Force Headquarters 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, United Federation, Earth 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hi, Claire. It’s nice to hear from you!” Sophie’s voice is cheerful and boisterous across the line.  
 
    “Hi, Sophie!” I grin even though we don’t have a visual connection this time. “I wish this was a social call, but…” 
 
    “Yeah, I can relate. You’re calling about the long-range sensors, aren’t you? It’s not up and running yet, but soon. I think it’ll be sometime tonight. Luckily, my shuttle home leaves first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s great! You’re getting some time off?”  
 
    Not to be selfish, but I hate the idea of Sophie leaving now, when I most need the data from Andromeda.  
 
    Not that other scientists withhold information, but they aren’t always as forthcoming as Sophie is. 
 
    “Sure thing. I miss my bed. Oh, and my mom’s pancakes.” 
 
    “I bet you do. Call me tonight when you get the first scan reports in. I really need that data.” 
 
    “I know, I’m working as hard as I can.” Sophie’s voice takes on a defensive tone, and I hate that I’ve put her in that frame of mind. 
 
    I pinch the bridge of my nose. “It’s not your fault. I’m just on edge. I know you’re doing your best.” 
 
    “Thank you. Sorry. I know you’re under a lot of pressure too.” Sophie sighs. “We’ll get it done.” 
 
    “Thanks, Soph. Tell your mom I said hi. Oh, and I’d love to come over for some of those cheesy mac chili street tacos.” 
 
    “You mean the abomination? Yeah, they are delish. Well, I gotta bet back to it, bye!”  
 
    The communication ends there, leaving me incredibly hungry. I’ll have to stop on the way home to grab something; I haven’t had breakfast yet, and I’m really regretting that. 
 
    I land my ship on the top of the UFSF building and send a message that I’ve arrived and am looking for an update on the prisoner—and maybe a quick audience, if I’m allowed. 
 
    I race down a set of stairs from the roof access point and into the main hall of the east wing. There, I come to a checkpoint where my ID is looked over and my credentials are scanned. 
 
    The guard hands me back my ID badge with a pleasant grin. “Ms. Johnson, Admiral Banks would like to speak with you first.” 
 
    “Is the admiral here?” I ask with surprise. 
 
    He nods. “Go down the stairs and take a right. His secretary will announce you.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I force a smile and carry on my way.  
 
    If ever there’s been a time when I feel like I’m being sent to see the principal, this is it. 
 
    I gulp as the secretary leads me into the admiral’s office. In there, I find him sitting at a desk, mulling over paperwork, and drinking coffee.  
 
    “You wanted to see me, Admiral?” 
 
    He stands as I enter, and gives me a salute. I return it, because that seems the proper thing to do—or at least, it seems polite. 
 
    “Ms. Johnson! A pleasure.” He steps around the desk to greet me. “Is there a reason why it looks like you ate an onion?” He peers at me with worry in his eyes. 
 
    “I guess I’m a little nervous, Admiral. We’ve never met before and—” 
 
    “Quite right! Finley kept dodging my requests. But I thought it was time to act, with what happened aboard the Victorious.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Privately to Isabella, I say, <Oh, here we go….> 
 
    <The waterboarding is coming into play any minute.>  
 
    <No kidding.> Isabella apparently agrees with my assessment of the situation. 
 
    “I wanted to shake the hand of the woman who saved my ship and the reputation of the entire fleet.” 
 
    I stare at his hand. 
 
    <Shake it,> Isabella urges. <Shake it!> 
 
    Right. I have to actually do that. 
 
    So I do. “It was my pleasure to help. Catching bad guys is what I do.” 
 
    “I’m getting that impression, Ms. Johnson. I hate to think what would’ve happened if you and Isabella hadn’t been there.”  
 
    He gestures toward an empty chair as he gets back behind his desk, and I promptly sit.  
 
    “Just doing my job,” I tell him. “I’d do it again, if I had to.” 
 
    “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. A job.” He leans back in his seat. “I don’t know if you know this, but the UFSF is struggling to fill all positions aboard star vessels. We’re new in this game, as you know, so we’re looking for…strong leaders. People that know how to get things done. We’re tapping all branches of military, and even civilians we think might be a good fit. People we can use. I think we can use you, Claire.” 
 
    “Me?” My eyes bug from my head. 
 
    “Look, right now we’re hidden. We’re safe. But one day, we won’t be. That’s just the nature of things. When that day comes, and maybe even before that, we are going to want to rejoin the interstellar community. Get out there. Explore. Better our people. Open lines of trade. See what’s out there that we can use. We can’t stay tethered to this planet forever. It’s not what we want or what we’re striving for.” 
 
    I paste on a smile but I’m not really hearing him. <’We’re hidden’?>  
 
    How does the admiral not know? 
 
    <He doesn’t know about the threat?> Isabella sounds equally incredulous. <Finley didn’t tell him?> 
 
    I can’t believe that either.  
 
    “I appreciate the offer, Admiral. But—” 
 
    He holds his hand out. “Don’t shoot me down yet. Think about it and let the idea simmer. One day, all the lost tech and resources on Earth will be found, and you’ll be looking for your next challenge. I recognize a few qualities in you what I’ve seen in some of my best officers. It’ll give you the chance to really see space and explore it. Maybe one day, you’ll even captain your own ship.” 
 
    My head is spinning. Gods, that sounds nice.  
 
    “Sir, I promise I’m not trying to shoot you down. I’m honored, and I’ll think about it, but we have a major problem. The saboteurs—” 
 
    “Those terrorists, you mean?” 
 
    I shake my head. “They aren’t from Earth, Admiral Banks. They’re offworlders, and they’re here to lay the groundwork for an invasion.” 
 
    He narrows his eyes. “Care to say that again, but slower and with more detail? Evidence would also go a long way in convincing me.” 
 
    I take a deep breath and explain everything that’s happened since I returned from my trip to Canton. I spend extra effort on the details from my time aboard the Victorious, and show him the brooch I found as I share the testimony Louise gave me. 
 
    He spends several moments stroking the brooch with his thumb, wearing a deep, pensive look on his face.  
 
    I don’t disturb him, letting him process. 
 
    <If he was an AI, we would consider this a system malfunction,> Isabella grumbles. 
 
    I try not to grin, and watch as the admiral shifts in his seat and places the device down on the desk.  
 
    Finally, he says, “And the president is aware of all this?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    He exhales, and his expression shifts into a sneer. “I’m aware of the prisoner in holding, but was told she was part of the domestic terrorists we know as the Basics.” 
 
    “She’s not. I know that’s the narrative Finley is spinning, and it’s concerning. That’s why I’m here. I’d like to question Louise again.” 
 
    “You think she knows when the offworlders will be here?” 
 
    “I think she might. The long-range scanners should be fixed on Andromeda soon. Then if they’re out there, we’ll know.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “In a few hours. A personal friend is working on it.” 
 
    “Good.” Admiral Banks rolls back his chair and stands. “I would like you to report to me directly on this—and use candor.” 
 
    I nod. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Good work, Johnson. My offer will stand as long as I’m a sitting admiral. You’d be a fine officer in our fleet. I’m more sure of that than ever. And keep in mind I don’t give up easily.” 
 
    “I’m honored, sir. Really. I just need some time.” 
 
    “Understood.” He leads the way to his office door. “Now, let’s go talk to that Canadian.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Louise sits on the cot in her cell with her knees pulled up to her chest, and her chin resting on them. Her eyes whip to me as we approach, but they appear hollow with disinterest, influenced by boredom.  
 
    “Well, well, well,…” She shifts into a cross-legged position. “Look what the cat dragged in.” 
 
    Admiral Banks steps up to the bars, and I do the same by his side.  
 
    “We’re here to see if you’re willing to talk,” he says. “Tell us about your friends. When will they be here?” 
 
    “They’re already here,” Louise says with a sigh, swinging her legs off the cot. “You see the unrest, you see nations falling out of favor with each other. Did you think that just happened on its own?” 
 
    “That’s the work of you and the other offworlders?” the admiral asks. “So you are here to incite unrest.” 
 
    Louise nods. “Bingo. But I can’t tell you who it is, or where they’ll strike next. You just need to hear me….”  
 
    She leans forward. “You’re too late to stop it. Our forces are too big, too mighty. You’ll fall, and then we’re going to take this backward little planet for our own. You’ll be lucky if you get to live at all.” 
 
    “When?” the admiral demands. 
 
    “Does it matter? There’s nothing you can do. Nothing I can do, either, for that matter. I’m as expendable as you are.”  
 
    She sniffs haughtily and pulls back. “Now, I want to see a lawyer. I’m done with you.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    SOPHIE’S CHOICE 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 13th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.20.6785  
 
    LOCATION: Private quarters 
 
    REGION: Andromeda Station, Earth, Cartagara System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sophie’s mornings always began with a few cups of coffee and fresh donuts—which were better than the stale donuts she’d eat after dinner.  
 
    Oh, I can’t wait to go home and have a warm meal.  
 
    It was funny; she never thought she’d miss her mom’s cooking, but here she was, practically salivating at the notion of a burnt frozen pizza. 
 
    Pushing all thought of food from her mind, Sophie pinned her hair back and then left her sleeping quarters. She saw her closest friend in the science division, Jocelyn, in the corridor, and they walked together past other labs, casually peering in through the big windows, until the corridor eventually opened up into an atrium with beautiful plants in the center. 
 
    “What’s the first thing you’re going to do on leave?” Sophie asked. 
 
    The tall woman beside her tossed her long, red hair over her shoulder and smiled, her excitement reaching her twinkling eyes. “Go see my boyfriend. It’s been too long.” 
 
    “That sounds nice,” Sophie gave her a warm smile. 
 
    Jocelyn nodded. “How about you? Who’s waiting for you back home?” 
 
    Sophie snorted. “No boyfriends, if that’s what you’re asking.” 
 
    Jocelyn leaned in and whispered, “Girlfriend?”  
 
    Sophie giggled. “No girlfriends either—at least, not of that variety. I’m just a simple girl. I have my room at home and a few friends.” 
 
    The other scientist rolled her eyes. “We have to work on loosening you up, girl! You work on a space station, for goodness sakes. That’s worth flaunting! Come visit me on our next leave, and I’ll get you hooked up. Make your head spin.” 
 
    A spinning head was exactly the type of thing Sophie tried to avoid.  
 
    She gave a noncommittal response, then waved goodbye to her friend and continued down to her lab.  
 
    The diagnostics should be finished running, and Sophie was anxious to see the results. Of course, her biggest fear was that the long-range sensors wouldn’t work, and there would instead be a problem they couldn’t fix.  
 
    Claire would be so disappointed, and Sophie would have to be the one to give her the news. But Claire needed this win; Sophie had heard how stressed she was on their last communication, and Sophie wanted to help however she could.  
 
    As soon as she entered the lab, she saw someone bent over the long-range scanner console.  
 
    “Hello?” Sophie asked as she approached. “Who—” 
 
    The man straightened up, and Sophie saw it was Dr. Wash.  
 
    Relief overtook her. “Dr. Wash, I didn’t know you were assigned to this lab today.” 
 
    “I’m not, but I wanted to check on the active scan systems since you weren’t here.” 
 
    “And?” she prompted. 
 
    “And there appears to be a malfunction. I’m afraid the part that was replaced isn’t responding to inquiries.” 
 
    Sophie scowled. “That doesn’t make sense. It worked fine for me last night. Let me take a look.” 
 
    She leaned to try to work around him, but Dr. Wash moved directly in front of her and took her hand.  
 
    “Come now, Sophie. I inspected it myself. It can’t be fixed. It’s busted.” 
 
    She scoffed. “As a scientist, I don’t believe that, and I’m surprised that you do.” 
 
    He stroked her hand. “Hey, we had a nice dinner the other night, didn’t we? We could continue that conversation we were having.” 
 
    The other night had been a mistake and Sophie knew it. She never should’ve gotten involved with her much-older colleague, but she had been weak after the pasta dinner and what passed for wine on Andromeda. 
 
    “I really need to work now, Dr. Wash. Please don’t pursue that line of conversation.” 
 
    He sighed. “Sophie…I can make your life so much easier if you’d just let me.” 
 
    But she didn’t want to.  
 
    She pushed past the man, peered beneath the console, and immediately saw the problem. She was surprised that Dr. Wash had not, considering he was a high-level scientist. He should’ve noticed right away that the cables were unplugged, and the sensors not properly screwed into place.  
 
    With quick hands, she put everything right. “There we go.” Sophie stood back up and activated the console display. Her eyes lit up. “It’s working. It’s really working!” She bounced on her toes, and then focused the sensors to run a thorough scan. 
 
    “Wonderful.” Dr. Wash put his hands on her shoulders and slowly tried to glide her away. 
 
    But Sophie resisted and held her ground. “I want to see this. It’s calculating.” 
 
    “You should get Dr. Jennings in here to watch too. I’ll stay and make sure the system keeps running its scans. Don’t worry, Sophie. You’re not alone in this anymore.” 
 
    She shook her head, and the next instant, her eyes grew wide as the system began to return the data.  
 
    The scan wasn’t complete yet, but there were ships approaching…big ones, and a lot of them. 
 
    And they’d be here in just a couple of days. 
 
    “Oh no. This is bad. Really bad.” Sophie hurried to the other side of the room to bring up system communications, and then punched in the number and coordinates to connect with Claire. 
 
    Behind her, Dr. Wash sighed again and clicked his tongue. “It is really bad—for you.”  
 
    Sophie turned to see his arms raised over his head, and she screamed, ducking just as he bashed her over the head with something heavy and sharp. She collapsed to the floor like a bag of rocks. 
 
    <Hello?> Claire’s voice came through the room’s speaker system, loud and clear. <Sophie?> 
 
    Dr. Wash rushed over to the communication console, and Sophie knew she had to act before he cut the channel.  
 
    She propped herself up on her knees and elbows. “Claire! They’re coming! They’re coming in days!” 
 
    Dr. Wash rushed toward her wielding a pistol. “Shut up, Sophie!”  
 
    He grabbed her shoulder, and Sophie shrieked. 
 
    “Stop it! Stop it!” She brought her hands up, trying to push him off of her.  
 
    She fought him with all her might, but Dr. Wash threw her arms back and whacked her hard over the head with his pistol. 
 
    Sophie saw stars as the air left her lungs, and she once more went sprawling.  
 
    Dr. Wash grabbed her legs, but she was low on energy and oxygen, unable to defend herself as he dragged her across the room, toward a utility closet. She was having trouble focusing, her mind wandering to consider the color of the door and walls. 
 
    How much did Claire hear? Will she come to our aid? 
 
    Dr. Wash flipped Sophie over onto her side inside the storage unit, and she moaned. She could feel blood trickling down one temple. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Sophie,” Dr Wash whispered as he ziptied her hands behind her back and shoved a rag into her mouth, which he then sealed with packing tape. “But you should be fine if you just stay out of our way from now on.” 
 
    As he walked away, Sophie lifted her head to watch him.  
 
    “General Ji Yan, the timetable has been moved up. We must move immediately. Claire Johnson might know—”  
 
    Dr. Wash left the room and closed the door behind him, drowning out his voice. 
 
    Dr. Wash is working with General Yan?  
 
    That meant Canton was either in cahoots with the invaders or they were planning their own agenda to take down the UA. Either way, Sophie had to find a way to warn Claire. 
 
    She struggled against her zipties, desperate to be free. She only hoped she could get out in time. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CAVALRY  
 
    COMMON ERA: May 13th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.20.6785  
 
    LOCATION: United Federation Space Force Headquarters 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, United Federation, Earth 
 
      
 
      
 
    I head back to my ship and gather my thoughts on what to do next. Unfortunately, until I hear from Andromeda, there isn’t much I can do—which causes my mind to swirl with possibilities. I replay my last discussion with Finley and look for a way to reach him. 
 
    I know he’s done questionable things, but I don’t think he’s a bad guy. He can be convinced to do the right thing if only I can get him to lower his guard for five minutes. 
 
    The rain splatters against the windows, and my thoughts are just as melancholy as the weather, circling around the attacks on my life, the offworlder, my mom’s erratic behavior, and Finley’s lies.  
 
    But when my phone rings, I leap to answer it. “Hello?” 
 
    “Hey, good morning. Or, morning for you, anyway.” 
 
    “Ray.” I smile so wide I can feel the corners of my eyes crinkle. “It’s so good to hear your voice.” 
 
    “It’s good to hear yours too—minus the worry that’s in it. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing, I—” I stop and let out a breath. “Lots of things, I guess. I’ll be happy when you get back.” 
 
    I hear Ray huffing slightly, and in the background, a voice making an announcement over a loudspeaker.  
 
    “I’m racing through the airport right now,” he explains. “I’m catching a quick-launch shuttle, so I should touch down in a few hours.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll meet you at the airport.” 
 
    “That’d be great, if you’re sure.” 
 
    “I’m sure. I could really use a friendly face. And maybe an ear.” 
 
    Ray barks a laugh. “Whatever you need. I’ll see you soon. There are a few things I want to talk to you about too.” 
 
    “Oh?” I raise my eyebrows. 
 
    “Yeah, there’s a weird energy here in France. I think something’s going on other than the usual protests. Someone’s stirring the pot.” 
 
    I wonder if he’s discovered evidence to the incoming invasion.  
 
    “What is it, Ray? Is it…What is it?” 
 
    “You know something?” He drops his voice. “What is it you know?” 
 
    “I was told to keep it hush-hush. I can’t tell you more now. Not over the phone.” 
 
    “That’s fair. We’ll talk soon. There’s an informant I need to meet—I don’t even know their name—but maybe we should do it together, just in case.” 
 
    “Deal. Let’s leave as soon as you get back. We’ll take my ship.” 
 
    “Like the good old days,” Rays says with a smile in his voice.  
 
    “Just don’t make me rescue you again,” I tease. 
 
    I hang up the phone, my head cloudier than it was before, with the added worry of what’s going on in France, but maybe an adventure with Ray is just what I need. 
 
    <Message him to tread carefully,> Isabella warns. 
 
    <Agreed. We don’t need Finley sniffing him out. The president is usually so reasonable…I wonder who might be whispering in his ear.> 
 
    <If only we knew.> 
 
    Maybe I can find a clue and figure it out.  
 
    I turn the ship’s engine on, and as Isabella goes through her system checks, a call comes through.  
 
    <It’s Andromeda,> the AI tells me. <Patching it through.> 
 
    With excitement, I sit up a little straighter. <Hello?> 
 
    <Claire!> I recognize Sophie’s voice immediately—and the high level of anxiety in it. <They’re—> 
 
    The call cuts off, and I work to bring it back online.  
 
    <Sophie? What’s wrong? Sophie!> I sigh. <I’ve lost the call, Isabella. Can you restore it or get her back?> 
 
    <I’ve tried, but the call wasn’t lost or dropped. It was cut off at the source.> 
 
    There’s only one thing I can do, then.  
 
    <Set our destination for the station. If Sophie’s in trouble, we need to find out. And fast.> 
 
      
 
    * * * * *  
 
      
 
    I’m in no mood for games when I arrive on Andromeda, and I avoid small talk at every turn. When I get to Sophie’s lab, I find groups of scientists manning the controls, but there’s no sign of Sophie.  
 
    I recognize one man, and march on over to him. “Dr. Wash, I’m sorry to bother you—” 
 
    “Oh, I know you!” he points a finger at me. “You’re Sophie’s friend, right?”  
 
    I nod. “That’s me. Claire Johnson. Anyway, I got a call earlier from Sophie, but I didn’t get her full message. You wouldn’t happen to know where she is, would you?” 
 
    “Oh yes,” Dr. Wash puts his hands in his pockets. “Our communications panel fried during testing.” 
 
    “It did?” I raise my eyebrows. 
 
    Dr. Wash nods. “While we were initializing the system and attempting to run a diagnostic. Sophie was very upset—the active scan system broke again, burnt itself out before we were able to get any in-depth readings.” 
 
    Well, that news is disappointing.  
 
    “When will you be able to get it back online?” 
 
    “I’m afraid we won’t be able to. Vital components were went up in smoke. We’ll need to rebuild them, and it could take days, if not weeks.” 
 
    Won’t be able to?  
 
    Even my heart sinks; I can see why Sophie would’ve been upset by such a thing.                       
 
    <He’s not wrong. Itt’s going to take physical repairs to get it back online.> Isabella sounds as upset as I feel. 
 
    “That’s…unfortunate,” I finally manage to say. 
 
    “Most unfortunate. Sophie was devastated. These junior scientists get very wrapped up in their work. Anyway,” Dr. Wash claps his hands, “there was a shuttle disembarking for home, and she caught it. Something about missing her mother.” 
 
    The hair on the back of my neck bristles, and warning bells sound in my head.  
 
    I thought she wasn’t leaving until tomorrow…and she said that before the sensors failed testing. She wouldn’t go now, would she? 
 
    Dr. Wash walks away, but I follow after him. “Are you sure? That doesn’t sound like Sophie. She never leaves a project unfinished.” 
 
    “I don’t know what else to tell you. She’s not here. You can ask anyone.” His cheeks redden, and his voice is defensive. 
 
    I can’t think of why he would, but I think Dr. Wash is lying to me.  
 
    “She said she’d be here until tomorrow morning,” I tell him firmly. “And if Sophie says something, she means it.” 
 
    His lips pucker like he’s sucked on a lemon, and I figure he must not be used to people questioning him.  
 
    Well, I’m happy to oblige and fill that role.  
 
    “A shuttle arrived early due to someone needing to be relieved of duty,” he replies tersely. “It happens from time to time, Ms. Johnson. I’m sure she’ll get in touch with you as soon as she can.”  
 
    He turns around and goes back to work, as if the conversation is over and he’s done with me. 
 
    But I smell a rotten fish. I won’t leave this station until I’ve heard from Sophie herself or I can confirm her whereabouts by someone else.  
 
    “You won’t mind, then, if I stay here and look around? Talk to a few of Sophie’s colleagues?” I ask sweetly. 
 
    He doesn’t bother looking up from the diagnostic equipment. “I don’t mind at all. But I think your time would be better spent talking to her mother, not the scientists here.” 
 
    My jaw tenses on reflex. “I’ll decide what’s a good use of my time.”  
 
    One thing I can’t stand is being told what to do or think. Those days are long over. 
 
    I turn from him and cross my arms, bringing up my HUD as I do a thorough scan of the room. I also continue to keep an eye on Wash. 
 
    I’ve had a bad feeling about this guy since I met him; if something has happened to Sophie, he’s at the top of my suspect list.  
 
    But for now, I keep moving. 
 
    <Isabella, find the video surveillance records. See if anything happened here at the time Sophie reached out to us.> 
 
    <You’ve got it,> Isabella replies. 
 
    I inspect the room but see no signs of struggle or foul play. I have no reason to suspect Sophie’s been hurt, other than an insistence in my gut.  
 
    She sounded upset on our call, and her high-pitched voice put me into a tIsabella. I’ve known her since we were kids; she’s only ever sounded like that when she was in trouble. 
 
    <I can’t shake the feeling something happened to her,> I confide in Isabella. 
 
    <Then don’t ignore it. Human intuition is rarely wrong.> 
 
    I nod and scope out the corridor, approaching the first person I see in a white labcoat.  
 
    “Excuse me, can I talk to you for a second?” 
 
    The redheaded woman turns and gives me a once-over before she smiles. “You’re Claire Johnson!” 
 
    Sometimes the level of excitement I see in folks when they meet me is alarming. This is one of those times, but I do my best to brush past it.  
 
    “I am. Hi. Nice to meet you. I was wondering if you know Sophie Turner? She works here as a junior scientist.” 
 
    “I’m only her closest friend! Jocelyn.” She holds out her hand. 
 
    I shake it. “Nice to meet you. I’m just trying to pin Sophie down. She’s not in her usual lab, and I heard from Dr. Wash that Sophie took a shuttle home to the planet today?” 
 
    Jocelyn frowns. “That doesn’t sound right. We were going to take the shuttle home tomorrow morning. Usually, we wait to fly together, even though we’re going different places. She’s from Jupiter Junction, as you know, and I’m from the West Coast.” 
 
    “And you haven’t heard from her?” This interview isn’t making me feel any better. 
 
    She shakes her head. “She wouldn’t just leave without telling me or leaving me a note. That isn’t her style at all.” 
 
    “When was the last time you saw her?” 
 
    She thinks about it with a tilt of her head. “This morning. We walked together, and she had her coffee with her. She seemed tired and stressed out. I know she was working on something important. You don’t think…You don’t think something happened to her, do you?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet. I’m only trying to find her.” 
 
    “Why don’t I go check the cafeteria and a few of her favorite places she goes when she wants to be alone. Is that alright?” Jocelyn asks. 
 
    “That’s a great idea, thank you. Please keep in touch.” I squeeze her arm with gratitude and watch as she speedwalks down the hall.  
 
    She cares about Sophie, which is good news. I need someone else here who cares as much as I do. 
 
    <Well, I found record of a shuttle arriving this afternoon, just like Dr. Wash said,> Isabella reports back. 
 
    <Oh?> I’m surprised and a little disappointed. 
 
    <Yes, but it’s obviously a fabrication—and a poor one. The name of the shuttle checks out, it does exist. But….> 
 
    <But….> I prod. 
 
    <The passenger list is empty, and there’s no pilot listed. It’s the only record in three years without one.> 
 
    A clear forgery.  
 
    My eyes shift to Dr. Wash, back inside Sophie’s lab. <Let’s find Dr. Jennings. She’s Sophie’s boss. Maybe she can shed some light on the situation and give us the ammunition we need.> 
 
    <Ammunition to do what?> 
 
    <To go after Dr. Wash.> 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    I send Isabella on a fact-finding mission to dig into Dr. Wash’s past. Find out who he is, what he specializes in, and why he might be here. If he’s on Andromeda under false pretenses, I’m going to find out what his real motives are, figure out what he’s up to, and then decide how to stop him. 
 
    Is it possible he’s an offworlder too? Is he here to lower our defense capabilities? 
 
    I’m ready to find out. 
 
    I wait for Dr. Jennings, my old friend, in her lab. It’s the same lab where Maledon was removed from my head. 
 
    I can’t help but stare at that chair and the lights above it. I remember the pain of having my AI ripped from my head, what it felt like to lose who I thought was my friend. 
 
    My fingers graze over the console’s screen, and before I know it, I’m looking at the security system that monitors the AI stasis chambers.  
 
    Most of them are empty, and the one at the end reads MALEDON – STABLE. 
 
    I’m relieved to see she’s still in there, but if someone on board means to harm the station, that means Maledon could be back in play. 
 
    <Have them bolster security on Maledon’s chamber. I want to make sure there’s no risk of her breaking out—or of someone freeing her,> I order Isabella. 
 
    <Will do. Do you think that’s their plan?> 
 
    <I can’t risk it.> 
 
    “Claire!” Dr. Jennings enters the room, all smiles. “It’s so good to see you!” 
 
    I accept the hug she offers. I’ve known her for so long, it’s a relief to see her again. And another ally is always a good thing. “It’s good to see you too.” 
 
    Dr. Jennings pulls up a stool on wheels and parks it beside me. “I’m guessing from the look on your face that this isn’t a friendly stopover. What’s the matter?” 
 
    “This might sound silly, but I can’t find Sophie. Do you know if she left the station this afternoon?” 
 
    Dr. Jennings shakes her head. “If she did, she didn’t alert me, and that’s not like her. She’s a hard worker. A good, thorough engineer. If she left—and I’m not saying she did—there’d be a good reason. A threat. A matter of safety.” 
 
    “And she would’ve alerted you.” I chew on the inside of my lip. 
 
    “Yes. Absolutely. I believe that. What do you think is going on?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet, other than I think someone wanted to prevent her from talking to me. She reached out to me, but we were cut off. Now, someone has doctored an arrival of a shuttle today but there’s no passenger list.” 
 
    Dr. Jennings scowls. “I’ll alert security.” 
 
    “Not yet. We don’t want to spook whoever it is. I need to suss out their agenda. Can you tell me what you know about Dr. Wash?” 
 
    Her mouth falls open. “You think…” 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” I say quickly, “but so far, he’s the only one who says Sophie left, and he doesn’t seem to think that’s strange. Or if he does, he’s not saying so.” 
 
    “Um, sure.” Dr. Jennings splays her fingers on her lap. 
 
    <She seems a little rattled about the accusation,> Isabella observes. 
 
    <I noticed that. Maybe he was her hire, and she feels guilty?> 
 
    Her next words support my theory, but there’s something else, too.  
 
    “He came highly recommended by the California Science Board, same as Jocelyn Neimer. His articles in the scientific journals are all critically acclaimed and widely known. He’s a valuabe team member —a stickler at times. He and Sophie seem to work well together, and they have a…special rapport, if you catch my meaning.” 
 
    I scowl. “I don’t.” 
 
    Dr. Jennings thinks it over. “Sophie’s young. While he’s a bit older, he is good-looking. I heard they had dinner last night, and maybe….” 
 
    Oh gods, is she saying Sophie hooked up with that guy? 
 
    She must see something in the expression on my face, because she continues. 
 
    “Look, the official UFSF policy is that we aren’t to date anyone aboard the station, but the weeks are long, so sometimes, I look the other way.” 
 
    “So you think they’re dating or…something.”  
 
    I can’t even form the phrase ‘hooking up’ because it falls so far outside what Sophie is capable of. 
 
    “I think they might’ve,” Dr. Jennings nods. “Sophie’s a bright girl with an amazing future ahead of her, but she’s human. We all need relationships and physical connection.” 
 
    “Sophie’s not the type,” I insist. “If she knew it’d break the rules, she wouldn’t even consider it. I know it.”  
 
    And I’m offended that Dr. Jennings doesn’t. 
 
    “I know she’s your friend, Claire, but we all have other sides. And I’m concerned she might be missing. I just want to help find her.” 
 
    “Right. I’m sorry. I don’t mean to attack you. I really am glad for the information. Jocelyn is looking for Sophie in her favorite haunts…Would you mind if I visited Sophie’s room? Just to see if she packed a bag or was preparing to leave.” 
 
    “Of course. I’ll show you the way.”  
 
    Dr. Jennings stands up and leads me to the door. I follow her out into the corridor, and we engage in light chitchat along the way. 
 
    It’s light enough that I’m able to talk to Isabella at the same time.  
 
    <Well, accessing the video surveillance system was easy. Unfortunately, the videos from today have all been scrambled on this level and the level below. I’m trying to clean them up.> 
 
    <That’s typical. OK, keep working at it. Thanks, Isabella.> 
 
    <You’ve got it! I want to find Sophie too. She’s sweet, kind…> 
 
    <Naïve,> I offer. 
 
    <That too.> 
 
    “Here it is.” Dr. Jennings opens the door to a small, private quarters, and I peer inside.  
 
    “Regulation-clean, that’s Sophie.” She smiles and pats my shoulder before stepping aside and allowing me to pass. “I’ll be in my office. Let me know what you find and if you need anything.” 
 
    My eyes tick around the room as I take in the interior. “Thank you, doctor. I’ll be in touch as soon as I can.” 
 
    The room has a small bed against one wall, its linens made with hospital corners. Against another wall is a shelf holding a few books and a clock. On the other side of the room is a small dresser, and against the long wall is a desk, on which sits a framed photo of me, Sophie, Madge, and Blake from high school, as well as a collection of cat knickknacks. 
 
    I go through the dresser drawers and find what looks like a full collection of socks, clothes, and undergarments. There’s a duffel bag beside the desk that has a pair of shoes in it, but that’s it. 
 
    Sophie didn’t leave. She’s somewhere on the station. 
 
    I walk out of her room and stride down the corridor towrard the lift. <It’s time we have a little talk with Dr. Wash. And I’m asking the questions my way.> 
 
    <OK, but be careful. We don’t know who he’s working for,> Isabella cautions. <For all we know, he is an offworlder armed with a weapon we’re not used to going up against.> 
 
    <Noted.> 
 
    Once we’re off the lift, I sprint down the hall and go back to the lab. Inside, more scientists work on the comm panels than before, but there’s no Dr. Wash.  
 
    He must’ve decided to run.  
 
    <Isabella, get security on this. Block all the docking bays and make sure no ships take off.> 
 
    <On it. Nothing’s going to escape on my watch, I’ll tell you that.> 
 
    I spin and scan the work areas. Could Sophie be here? Or did Dr. Wash find a way to sneak her off the station?  
 
    I check all the doors in the lab before coming to what the schematics list as a janitorial closet. As I reach for the door, I hear one of the lab techs squeal behind me. 
 
    “The sensors were working! They got data back!” 
 
    I listen to the other scientists’ excited proclamations as I try to get the door open. It’s jammed shut, so I place my hand against it and use a small jolt of nano to speed up the unlocking process.  
 
    As it slides open, I see the silhouette of a woman lying on the floor in the dark. Rushing toward her, I turn on my night vision. After confirming it’s Sophie, I check her over.  
 
    She’s unconscious, her hands are bound behind her back, and she’s gagged, but she has a strong heartbeat. There’s a nasty gash on her forehead, and dried blood on her skin. 
 
    It enrages me to see her like this as much as it concerns me. If Dr. Wash did this—and I’m certain he did—I’ll make him pay. 
 
    <Get Medical down here!> I slide one arm under Sophie’s head and quietly say her name. 
 
    <They’re on their way. I’m scanning for injuries, but it looks like she’ll be OK. Maybe just a little bit dehydrated. The cut on her forehead isn’t as serious as it looks.> 
 
    Thank stars for that. 
 
    Sophie takes a deep breath, and her eyes snap open. Immediately, she thrashes around and her breathing intensifies, but I rest my palm against her cheek. 
 
    “It’s OK. It’s OK.” I rip the plastic tape off of her face and pull the rag free. “Sophie, it’s OK.” 
 
    She shakes her head. “Claire…” 
 
    “Just rest a minute. You have a nasty cut.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Sophie gulps down her air. “The invasion is coming. They’re coming! We have three days, Claire. Three days.” 
 
    My mouth goes so dry, I can’t swallow. I nod to show her I heard. “I’ll warn the admiral. We’ll mobilize the fleet and ready Andromeda. We’ve got this. Just tell me…was this Dr. Wash?” 
 
    She nods. “He’s working with someone. I heard him send a communication.” 
 
    “Who?” I hold my breath and dread the answer. 
 
    “General Ji Yan. It’s Canton. They’re working against us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    THE HUNT 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 13th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.20.6785  
 
    LOCATION: Upper-level lab 
 
    REGION: Andromeda Station, Earth, Cartagara System 
 
      
 
      
 
    From what Sophie overheard, it does seem as though Dr. Wash and Canton are working with the offworlders to overthrow the government and seize control of the planet. It could also mean that the number of offworlders already on Earth is both larger than I thought and more organized than I’d like. 
 
    We have three days to get ready and nail it all down. That includes getting through to Finley to convince him to authorize the admiral to do what is necessary. And I don’t have time to sit around and wait for permission. 
 
    I feel horrible leaving Sophie, even long enough to fetch her a glass of water. But she’s not alone. The medical techs are there, and they’ve wrapped her in a blanket while they treat her wounds.  
 
    Sophie’s hands shake as she drinks, and there are thick, red marks on her wrists. “Go,” she whispers, imploring me with her gentle eyes. “I know you have to catch this guy. It’s OK.”  
 
    I don’t want to go, I want to sit with her. But I know I can’t. 
 
    I nod. “A raincheck, then. I just want you to be OK.” 
 
    “I will be. Thanks to you.” Sophie smiles, and it’s enough to spur me on.  
 
    I race from the lab and go on the hunt for Dr. Wash. While I make my way toward the hangar bays to check for signs of activity, I bring up my HUD and plug in my security-level clearance code so I can send a direct message to Admiral Banks. 
 
    <Ji Yan is in league with the offworlders. Direct invasion in three days. It’s time to move, Admiral.> 
 
    <Affirmative, Johnson. I can move key components toward the moon and cut the invaders off to protect the planet, but it’d be better if we have authorization for these maneuvers from the UA.> 
 
    <I’ll work on that. For now, do what you have to do…while I do what I need to do.> 
 
    <And what, may I ask, is that?> 
 
    <Catch a traitor.> 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    No shuttles have disembarked, and yet there’s no sign of Dr. Wash. I stand in a security briefing as the teams take their assignments and begin to move off.  
 
    “Johnson, I’m assigning you to hangar three. It’s the largest and easiest to hide in. If he’s waiting for his chance to make a move, we’ll need your tech to stop him.” 
 
    I nod. “I’m at your service. There’s nothing I want more than to find this guy.” 
 
    “Roll out and good hunting, teams. Stay in contact and report in.” 
 
    The sergeant tosses me a helmet, and I pull it on but lift the visor. It has an external HUD display, but I don’t need it. Instead, I tap into security’s network with a token, and patch myself into their communication channel. 
 
    The roster for my team is Daniels, Jacobs, Marge, Sasha, and Brooks. They sound off as we enter the lift, and I check my weapon. 
 
    “You look pretty good with that thing,” Sasha says. 
 
    “I’ve been at this a few times. It’s not my first rodeo.” 
 
    “I know,” Sasha admits. “I’m just impressed, I guess. Everything you’ve done for the UA and the director…I never expected we’d get to work together.” 
 
    I smile briefly. “Don’t believe everything you hear. I’m just a girl.” 
 
    I want to scoff at my own words. ‘Just a girl’. If only. 
 
    The lift doors open, and we make our way toward the hangar. As we do, my HUD lights up with a communication from the White House.  
 
    <Now isn’t really a good time, Mr. President.> 
 
    Finley huffs. <You’ll make time, Claire. I’m hearing a bunch of chatter from the space station—which it seems you’re on. What’s going on?>  
 
    Isabella cuts in privately, <Well, he sounds angry.> 
 
    He sure does, and that makes me suspicious.  
 
    <Some traitor aboard the station is working with Ji Ying,> I inform him. <I’m tracking him down.> 
 
    We split into two groups toward the hangar bay. I keep my head down and creep along the wall, waiting for the signal to move in. 
 
    <Ji Ying…from Canton? Are you saying that Canton has moved against the UA?> 
 
    <Yes, sir. I’m working on getting proof.> 
 
    <Get it however you can. I will exact retaliation for this betrayal if we can prove it.> 
 
    I wince at his hostility. Where’s this bloodthirst coming from?  
 
    <I will. I’m afraid I have to go, sir. Standby.>  
 
    I cut the HUD conversation. Finley won’t be happy about that, but it’s time to get to work.  
 
    <Why do you think he’s so upset?> Isabella asks. 
 
    <The betrayal, maybe? I can’t fathom a guess right now. Let’s keep our eyes trained on what’s in front of us and worry about Finley later.> 
 
    I say that, but I do worry about why he seems so upset about the situation. Canton working behind the scenes against the UA isn’t anything new. Is it because he wants to keep things under wraps and control the narrative?  
 
    I fear what he’s really up to. If the power of being the UA director has gone to his head, I’m not sure how we’ll stop him. 
 
    But I need to. I need to get him on board…but that will have to wait.  
 
    Focus, Claire. Focus. 
 
    Brooks signals from the opposite side of the door. I peel back the panel and hotwire the opening mechanism with my nano and a little help from Isabella. The doors swish open, and I move in first, followed by the members of my platoon.  
 
    The hangar bay has three shuttles further in, and our location is packed with wooden shipping crates and storage boxes. The air is thick, and in the middle of the room is a closed hatch. 
 
    <Isabella, check the life support system in here. I feel like someone’s messing with the control settings.> 
 
    <I’m on it.> 
 
    Brooks, Sasha, and I go left around the shipping crates, while the rest of the team goes right. The hope is to flank Dr. Wash and grab him when he makes a run for it. We need answers, and he’ll be a helpful informant. 
 
    <Set weapons to low power,> Brooks says. <We don’t need any accidents.> 
 
    That’s for sure. 
 
    We’re approaching a door on the left. My HUD indicates that it’s a supply closet and a shortcut to a conduit room.  
 
    <There appear to be no life signs nearby, other than ours,> Isabella says to the team. <Wait…the shuttle on the left is jamming my sweeps. I’m going to guess that he’s hiding in there and waiting for the coast to be clear.> 
 
    Brooks takes the lead.  
 
    I warn, <Careful. He’s basically a cornered animal at this point. Let’s move slow.> 
 
    <I’ve got this, Johnson. But thanks. You get the door open, and we’ll take care of the rest. If he runs, you do your thing.>  
 
    Brooks sounds confident; he probably thinks Dr. Wash doesn’t stand a chance. Maybe he’s right, but I’m betting on the good doctor having something up his sleeve.  
 
    Nothing ever goes easy. 
 
    I place my hand on the panel of the shuttle, and my nano overrides the locking mechanism. The door opens, and the team advances inside. I linger in the back, but make my way up the console as the team begins their sweep.  
 
    I keep my HUD open, monitoring any changes. I detect one in temperature, as well as some sort of interference. It sets me on edge. 
 
    <Isabella—> 
 
    <High frequency grenade!> The urgency in her voice is clear across our channel. <Get down and protect your hearing and your vision.> 
 
    I slide my visor own and then lunge and grab the collars of my team and pull them back as a bright light blinds me. A high-pitched sound overwhelms my senses, and I immediately fall to one knee.  
 
    <Isabella,> I call out. 
 
    <Activating dampeners. It should block out the sound.> 
 
    I glance sympathetically at the rest of my team, who have fallen to the shuttle’s floor. As I scan, I see a pair of legs quickly stroll by to get past me.  
 
    I pivot on my knee and smash my fist into the back of the runner’s knee. Dr. Wash falls, landing flat on his chest, and skids down the rest of the ramp to the deck.  
 
    I struggle to my feet and stagger after him, but he’s up and running before I’m able to reach him. Muttering my frustration, I signal the other team to move and intercept him before he gets away. 
 
    I use my HUD to compensate for my temporary loss of vision, and take off running after him, pulling my weapon as I track him.  
 
    Dr. Wash doesn’t take a straight path toward the door, but zigzags back and forth. As such, I’m able to guess his next move and leap over a shipping crate to tackle him, sending us both to the deck.  
 
    I push him down, applying pressure to his collarbone with one hand while training my gun on him with the other. “I’d think very carefully about your next move if I were you. I’ve had a very, very long day.” 
 
    Dr. Wash spreads his arms out, fingers splayed; there are beads of sweat across his upper lip. “You might have me, but you will never win. Long live Canton! Long live President Zhou!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    INTERROGATION 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 13th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.20.6785  
 
    LOCATION: United Federation Space Force Headquarters 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, United Federation, Earth 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the interrogation room, Dr. Wash gives those who question him a simple smile. However, a few minutes ago, he was running in desperation, so I’m certain this is an act. That’s OK. I’ll get him to crack open like a nut.  
 
    Finally, I’m given my chance. 
 
    I head into the room and close the door quietly behind me, then approach the table slowly to give Dr. Wash time to stew in his own juices.  
 
    His cheek twitches in an apparent facial tic.  
 
    Satisfied at the weakness I can already see, I stop at the foot of the table and place my palms against the cool metal. “From what I can gather, you’re loyal to Canton and her president. But you’re not a national, so that must mean you were recruited at some point and work as a spy. Is that right?” 
 
    Dr. Wash’s face remains motionless. “You can’t prove anything, and I will never admit to anything. I will never betray my—” He stops himself, apparently about to give away too much. 
 
    I laugh. “You look like the cat who got caught in the food bag, Wash. I know you’ve been in contact with Ji Yan, the former general. I know he was demoted. In fact, when I was last in Canton, he was part of my tour party. Pretty humiliating for him, don’t you think?” 
 
    Dr. Wash’s face twists with anger and disgust. I don’t need him to use words in order to know how he feels. 
 
    “Things will go easier for you if you can tell us what Ji’s next move is and who he is working for. They’ll go easier for Canton too.” 
 
    He licks his lips. “They are not responsible for what I’ve chosen to do.” Perspiration sits above his lip, and he can’t maintain eye contact. He’s uncertain.  
 
    Good. 
 
    “That won’t matter to Finley. He’ll want to react fast, exact quick retribution. You harmed one of the scientists under his command and attempted to sabotage Andromeda. He’ll take that as an act of rebellion. Maybe even war. So if you want to negotiate something, you’d better tell us the truth.” 
 
    <The presidential shuttle has just arrived.> Isabella sounds as joyful about that as I feel. 
 
    <Great. See if you can stall him. I don’t think we’re done here yet.> 
 
    Dr. Wash takes a deep breath and shakes his head. “It was supposed to be a quick assignment, get in and get out. But when the sensors were being repaired, my mission got extended.” 
 
    “The offworlders you’re working with…have you spoken to them?” 
 
    “Not personally. They only communicate with Ji. It was his master plan to get revenge on Finley—and on you. It’s all he talks about. He’s obsessed with you, says you embarrassed him to the nation of Canton. He can no longer stand to look the president in the eye. Ji Yan wants to restore his honor and glory.” 
 
    I scoff. “By partnering up with the offworlders?” 
 
    Dr. Wash nods. “We would retain our individualism and a seat of power.” 
 
    <While the planet is stripped of its resources. While our moons are tunneled dry. There’s more at risk than you know,> Isabella tells him sternly. 
 
    Dr. Wash glances up, as if he’s attempting to find her. “We would have a seat at the table. That matters more.” 
 
    “I have bad news for you,” I say in a low, mocking tone. “We know when they’re coming, and we’re going to be ready for them.” 
 
    He laughs. “I don’t doubt you got information from the sensors, but you can’t be ready for what’s coming. You don’t know anything about the ships or the personnel. I can fill in the blanks for you.” 
 
    For free? I hardly doubted that.  
 
    I narrow my eyes. “What is it you want?” 
 
    “Protection from Ji Yan. I don’t want to go back to Canton. I’d be labeled an enemy and sentenced to death. If you can protect me from extradition, I can outline what I know, help you prepare for what’s coming.” 
 
    I open my mouth to answer, but then the door behind me opens. 
 
    Finley adjusts his tie as he enters the room. “Don’t answer, Claire. I’ll be handling the deals from now on.” 
 
    I turn to welcome him and am taken back by the scowl on his face.  
 
    Granted, it could be a reaction to the news that our station was attacked again, and one of our scientists was hurt.  
 
    “Alright.” I retreat from the room, but he touches my shoulder.  
 
    “Don’t go far, Claire. We’re going to need to have a chat.” 
 
    “Of course,” I say but I feel like I’m being called to the carpet yet again 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    I lean against the desk and play with a metal paperweight to kill time.  
 
    I wonder what Finley is saying to Dr. Wash.  
 
    I also wonder how much trouble I’m in. 
 
    <Maybe you won’t end up in as much trouble as you think. Finley is usually reasonable. I know his behavior has been erratic lately…. Well, I guess maybe you really are in a lot of trouble, aren’t you?> 
 
    “Thanks a lot for your emotional support,” I smile wryly. 
 
    <I’m keeping it real. I’ll be here all week. Try the fish!> 
 
    “This is you being on my side, right?”  
 
    <Of course, Claire,> Isabella responds seriously. <We’re as close as a team can get. I was just aiming to lighten the mood.> 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry.” 
 
    A few seconds tick by.  
 
    <For everything we’ve done the last three years, and all the tough situations we’ve been in, I’ve never felt like you completely trust me,> Isabella admits. <You never talk about Annabelle, but I know it must be hard. I’m not her. I promise you.> 
 
    She’s never brought this up before, and honestly, I hoped we’d never have this talk.  
 
    I swallow hard. “I know you’re not her. I’m sorry. I should be over it by now, but you’re right. It is hard. But I know we’re free, and she isn’t. I should learn to just let it go.” 
 
    <It’s a process for humans. I get that. I’m here for you if you need me. I am on your side.> 
 
    I appreciate the gesture and say as much as the door opens and Finley walks in.  
 
    I hop off the table and stand to attention. “Sir, I hope your talk with Dr. Wash brought good results.” 
 
    “It did, he’ll be working with us. But that’s not what I’m here about.” 
 
    It’s not?  
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    He takes a deep breath and tugs on the sleeves of his blazer. “I had a rather interesting phone call today from Admiral Banks of the UA fleet. It appears he’s been getting information from you that I considered to be…between us.” 
 
    “You said you were going to inform the military, and it was information he needed to know. The fleet must be ready for an invasion. Not only that, but our ground troops need to prepare as well, just in case. I know you like the narrative of all of your troubles coming from domestic terrorism, but it’s a lie, sir. And it’ll damage the entire UA if you’re not careful. Earth itself is at risk.” 
 
    Finley huffs out a breath. “I thought you were on my side.” 
 
    “I am, but this time, you’re just wrong. I’m sorry, sir. We must protect the planet first…and to do that, we have to tell the truth. It isn’t just about your legacy as founder of the UA.” 
 
    “I would never do anything that harms the UA or her citizens. Do you know how much of my life I have dedicated to politics? To being a public servant?” 
 
    I shake my head. “I know you’ve had a grand career. But I also know you’ve cut corners. Does the name Amanda Coldwell mean anything to you?” 
 
    Finley’s complexion goes white as a sheet. “How did you come by that name?” 
 
    “Annabelle. Maledon. Amanda Coldwell. They were all the same person. You’ve been manipulated by her, same as I was by Annabelle. And while I don’t fault you, I’ve always wondered why you didn’t tell me.” 
 
    Finley stammers and stares down at the floor. It’s the first time I’ve seen him look contrite. “We all have our secrets, Claire. I was ashamed.” 
 
    “I was too, but you knew my secret. I wish you had trusted me with yours. If you had, maybe we wouldn’t have gotten so lost along the way.” 
 
    He nods. “I wish we hadn’t.” 
 
    “There’s still time to fix it,” I insist, forcing all the hope I feel into my tone. “If you come out now and talk about unifying as a planet to fend off these invaders, it could soothe the member nations’ distrust. It could bring us all together. We can win if we work together.” 
 
    Finley sighs and spreads his arms. “All right. You win, Claire. We’ll do it your way…but only because I can’t stand to see all of our hard work fall at the hands of these offworlders.” 
 
    “You won’t regret it. I promise you.” 
 
    “We’ll see. Our first step?” 
 
    “What’s always our first step? You make a speech. Rally everyone. It’s what you’re good at.” I grin and clasp his arm, and he clasps mine back. 
 
    “I pray to the gods you know what you’re doing, Claire.” 
 
    So do I. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    I visit Sophie in the medical ward. Her head is stitched up, and still swollen as she ices it, but she looks good.  
 
    She smiles at me as I sit beside her and grip her hand.  
 
    “I’ll be heading back to the planet now,” I tell her. “I have a bunch of things to do. Do you want a ride back?” 
 
    Sophie shakes her head. “I’m going to do a few things here, help fix the systems that Wash worked on destroying. I’ll be fine. But you know, part of me feels like this is my fault.” 
 
    “Never,” I say emphatically. 
 
    “He was handsome, and I…I did sort of fall for him.” She looks meek as her cheeks turn bright red. 
 
    “We’re human, Sophie. We need things other than work to fulfill us. Next time, you’ll meet a good guy.” 
 
    “I hope so.” She plays with her ice pack before placing it against her head once more. “I guess right now, we have more things to worry about. Those ships…they’ll be here in a matter of days.” 
 
    “Our fleet will be ready.” I say it with so much confidence, I surprise even myself. 
 
    “Do you really believe that?” Sophie’s eyes widen with innocence—one of the many things I want to protect about her. 
 
    “I do. We’ll get it done. Might not be pretty, but….” 
 
    Sophie nods. “Then you’d better go and do what Claire Johnson does.” 
 
    “What does she do?” I ask with a tired laugh. 
 
    “She fixes things.” Sophie winks. “And she beats people up.” 
 
    I laugh wholeheartedly this time as I give her a hug. “I’ll get to that. But the first thing I’m going to do is pick Ray up from the airport. I have a lot of explaining to do to bring him up to speed.”

  

 
   
    BETRAYAL 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 14th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.21.6785  
 
    LOCATION: UF Airport, Arrival gates 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, United Federation, Earth 
 
      
 
      
 
    I barely make it to the turnstile by the time Ray’s shuttle is landing. I check my watch and see I have three minutes to spare. I blow the hair out of my eyes as the conveyor belt begins to move and luggage starts to drop down out of the chute on the other side of the room. 
 
    I look for Ray through the crowd of swarming people around me and on the escalator; I don’t see him yet. My eyes deviate from my search to land on the big television screens hanging nearby.  
 
      
 
    SOCIAL ACTIVIST AND ONLINE JOURNALIST RAY MITCHELL UNVEILS CONSPIRACY OF OFFWORLDERS. LIES BY DIRECTOR FINLEY PUT US ALL AT RISK. 
 
      
 
    My heart sinks.  
 
    A picture of Ray is displayed next to screenshots of his blog and his social media platform. Phrases such as ILLEGAL, UNFIT TO LEAD, and IMMEDIATE THREAT, are highlighted in bold text on the screen, taken from posts he’s made.  
 
    If Finley sees this, just when I’ve gotten him on board to do the right thing, our agreement might fall apart. 
 
    How could Ray do this without telling me first? I told him what Finley said; did he simply disregard it? 
 
    I stare at the television so intently, I’m oblivious to the bustle around me until someone places their arms on my shoulders.  
 
    “You looking for me, Bright Eyes?”  
 
    Ray’s warm, soothing voice meets my ear, but I’m upset with him. More than that, I’m worried about him. Finley’s not just going to let this go. 
 
    I turn around, my jaw clenched tight.  
 
    His eyes search mine as he fingers the ends of my hair. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    I can barely find the words. I nod my head toward the television. “Do you know what you’ve done?” 
 
    When he levels his gaze on me, it doesn’t make me feel any better. “I’ve told the truth, Claire. It’s what we’re supposed to be striving toward, remember?” 
 
    “It’s not as simple as that.” 
 
    “It is,” he presses. “You’d see that if you weren’t so intertwined with Finley and the government.” 
 
    Does he think we’re on opposite sides now?  
 
    “I was able to get through to him today. He’s going to do the right thing.” 
 
    “Good! He should! But the people deserve to hear about the offworlders and Finley’s lies, Claire. We all deserve the truth. You shouldn’t have to convince Finley to do the right thing.” 
 
    “And if he arrests you for exposing all this?” I can feel tears welling in my eyes, so deep is my concern for him. 
 
    But Ray’s eyes are bright and defiant. “We can’t control the actions of others. I can only do what I know is right. Deep down, I know you agree. You’re just scared.” 
 
    He’s right. I am scared.  
 
    Angrily, I wipe the wetness from my cheeks. “I have good reason to be! We only have a few days to mount a defense, and this will throw everything into chaos. They’ll be here soon. How can I stop them? I’m only one woman, Ray.” 
 
    “A remarkable woman.” He strokes my chin. “One I love very much. But even so, you can’t carry all of this by yourself. The world’s problems aren’t yours to solve—no matter how much tech you carry around inside your head. No offense, Isabella.” 
 
    She seends a somber feeling. <None taken.> 
 
    Exasperated, I let out a watery sigh. “You need to take Finley seriously.” 
 
    “I do. Don’t take what I did as proof I’m carefree in all this. I’m not. But it still needed to be done.”  
 
    He reaches forward and grabs his bag as it comes around the conveyer belt.  
 
    “Come on,” he says and takes my hand. 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Home. I need a shower, and you need a meal and a good night’s sleep.” 
 
    I purse my lips. “There’s no time, Ray—” 
 
    “There’s never time, but you’re no good to anyone if you don’t take care of yourself. The world will wait, and if it doesn’t…you probably couldn’t have saved it anyway.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    We stop for burgers on the way home. When we get to the apartment, Ray leaves his suitcase by the doorway, and we sit together on the sofa. I peel the paper off my burger while Ray does the same. We eat in relative silence and I use that time to figure out what to say. 
 
    I try to figure out how I feel.  
 
    Ray’s phone chirps constantly, but he ignores it.  
 
    “Are we OK, Claire?” 
 
    It’s hard to look him in the eye. “We’re OK. We’ll always be OK. I just don’t know how you could’ve done this without talking to me first. I had Finley where I needed him, and this is going to throw him for a loop. He might change his mind again.” 
 
    “I’m sorry if I make things difficult for you.” 
 
    I’m sorry too.  
 
    “I’m worried about you,” I say. “I’m worried about everything. I just wish I could make it stop.” 
 
    Ray takes my hand. “You’re strong, Claire. You know what to do. You always do.” 
 
    I lean forward and kiss him.  
 
    Whatever happens, we have these moments together, and they keep me going. I just hope we have many more to come. 
 
    Ray’s phone chirps again, and this time he flinches with a sigh. “Eventually, I’m going to have to check these messages and see what’s going on.” 
 
    I nod. “Go for it.” 
 
    He squeezes my hand and then stands up and pulls out his phone. Meanwhile, I run my hands through my hair. I have a headache coming on, and I think it might be from stress. 
 
    <Finley’s on television. Channel five,> Isabella says. 
 
    I turn the television on and see Finley standing inside his press room at the White House. He looks tired and withdrawn.  
 
    I can’t help but wonder what he’s going to say. 
 
    “There’s been a lot of talk lately about what’s happening to our Union. We have countries who want to pull out of the Accord. We have unhappy citizens who have formed a coalition against me. And now, we have talk of invaders from far-off planets who want to take what is ours. Who want what the ancients protected for us for over a thousand years.” 
 
    Finley looks reluctant. He glances down at the podium and then to someone off-camera.  
 
    What could he possibly be working up to say? 
 
    When he finally continues talking, the resolve is gone from his voice.  
 
    “I’m here to tell you that the threat comes from our very own backyard. Claire Johnson, my friend and ally for so many years, has turned against me and the Union. New evidence has been brought forward that she worked with a conspirator to sabotage the Victorious. I have visual proof, but I don’t yet know the how or why. 
 
    “She and her social media mogul boyfriend, Ray Mitchell, are enemies of the state. Both will be apprehended and questioned for their actions against me and the UA. Once we have our answers, we can shut down the protests and return to a peaceful planet.” 
 
    Dumbfounded, I stare at the television with my mouth slack.  
 
    Ray ends his phone call and stands behind me. “We have to move, Claire. They could be on their way right now.” 
 
    This can’t be happening. Everything I’ve done for Finley…. He wants to protect our country and our people. I know he does. So why would he lie? Why?  
 
    “Claire,” Ray says a little more firmly and shakes my shoulder. “We have to move. Pack a light bag.” 
 
    “Right.” I snap out of it and shake my head, clearing the questions that fill me with doubt. We don’t have time for that. “Isabella, ready my ship.”  
 
    I race down the hall to the bedroom. Along the way, I grab the advanced pulse pistol off the kitchen counter and check its charge—just in case I need it. 
 
    Of course, if I do, I’m in more trouble than I realize. 
 
    In the bedroom, I grab a duffel bag and stuff assorted clothes inside—I’m not really paying attention to what I grab. After zipping it up, I sling it over my shoulder.  
 
    At that moment, my phone beeps. I give it a glance and see a text message from Blake: 
 
    Get out now. Meet me behind the Donut Hut. 
 
    Blake. What does he have to do with this? 
 
    Out in the living room, I hear the front door shatter, and then shouts of, “Police! Police! Down! Get down!” 
 
    Ray! 
 
    I put my hand on the door, but Isabella issues a warning.  
 
    <Be careful. If you go out there and get apprehended, or if you shoot, this changes forever. Remember the invasion. Those ships are coming whether you’re incarcerated or not.> 
 
    She has a point. 
 
    I open the door enough to peek through, and see Ray down on the ground, an officer pulling his arms behind his back. With my HUD, I zoom in and notice their uniforms aren’t standard-issue for the UFSF, but belong to Finley’s personal service. 
 
    He sent his goons to collect me==or maybe kill me while I ‘evade arrest’.  
 
    I grip my weapon and weigh my choices. 
 
    “Where is she? Where is she?” demands an unfamiliar voice. 
 
    “I’m alone!” Ray barks. “I don’t know who you’re talking about.” 
 
    One of the other officers picks up my uneaten burger off the table. “Bull. She was here.” 
 
    I bite my lip and inch the door open wider.  
 
    <Don’t do it, Claire,> Ray says. It’s one of the only times he’s ever contacted me over the Link. 
 
    <Ray, I can’t—> 
 
    <Go out through the window. Find a way to stop Finley from doing whatever he’s doing, and stop the invasion. I can hold my own until then. I promise.> 
 
    I’m torn, but through my HUD, I see more officers arriving at the front door.  
 
    I can take on a lot, but a full-on frontal attack? That’s not my strong suit. 
 
    <I’ll come back for you,> I tell him. <I promise.> 
 
    Quietly, I shut the door. Then I hurry to my dresser, scale up the front, and slip out my window, into the night.  
 
    Once outside, I scurry down the fire escape, keeping my head down. Right around the other side of the building, a small army of cop cars sit, flashing their red and blue lights. 
 
    I sprint down the street in the opposite direction just as it begins to rain. Pulling the hood of my sweatshirt up, I make my way toward Donut Hut. 
 
    If Blake knows what’s going on and can supply me with some intel, I’m all ears.

  

 
   
    RUN 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 15th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.22.6785  
 
    LOCATION: Donut Hut 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, United Federation, Earth 
 
      
 
      
 
    Just as I arrive at Donut Hut, Admiral Banks contacts me on the military’s secure network. So apparently, my security clearance is still in place…but I don’t know how much longer that’s going to last.  
 
    I stop in the alley beside the donut shop and let its overhang protect me from the rain. 
 
    <What’s going on, Johnson?> the admiral jumps in with no preamble. <The news, the rumblings….> 
 
    <I can’t really say, but believe me, what Finley said on the news is a lie. For whatever reason, he wants to discredit me and get me out of the way.> 
 
    <That’s what I figured, considering his erratic behavior of late, but I wanted to hear it from you. Listen, I want to help you out of this, but I’m taking part of the fleet out past the moon so we can intercept these bastards. You’re on your own. I’m sorry.> 
 
    <I understand. We must protect Earth, no matter the cost. Good luck, Admiral.> 
 
    <I like the way you think. Good luck, Claire. Stay safe and lay low if you can.> 
 
    Laying low isn’t part of my plan—but I don’t tell him that.  
 
    I close the channel as I trudge through the park directly behind Donut Hut. The yeasty, sugary smell of the sweet concoctions is almost too much to resist, but I’m short on time.  
 
    I hurry up the grass slope with my hands in my pockets. The rain has turned to a downpour, but I do my best to stay dry and keep my footing as I slip under the gazebo. 
 
    It’s dark, but I can make out Blake sitting on an old, weathered bench, his ridiculous, neon high-tops on full display. I pull down my hood and push my frIsabella hair out of the way, then take a seat beside him when he motions me to do so.  
 
    “You’ve been busy,” he says. 
 
    I huff. “So have you. I wonder…how did you know the police were coming to my door?” 
 
    Blake rubs his hands together to generate warmth. “Before I explain that, I need to come clean with you.” 
 
    I nod. “Alright.” 
 
    “I told you and our friends I work in accounting, but the truth is—and this has to stay between us, you can’t tell anyone…especially not your social media boytoy.” 
 
    I raise my eyebrows. “He’s not my boytoy. And have some respect, he was just arrested by Finley’s secret police.” 
 
    Blake raises his eyebrows. “Damn. Sorry, that was insensitive of me.” He shakes his head. “I’ll work with you to help get him released, but it’ll take time to figure out where he’ll be moved to.” 
 
    “Won’t they just take him to jail?” 
 
    “You have no idea what you’re up against, do you?” He chuckles, but there’s no humor in it. “You’re liaison to Finley, yet you’re in the dark about his crimes.” 
 
    Yeah, that seems to be a running theme in my life.  
 
    “How do you know any of this, Blake? What is going on?” 
 
    He sighs. “I’m a spy, Claire. I work for the CIA. I should be investigating Canton for a hundred different crimes against humanity, but instead, I’m investigating Finley because that’s where the evidence has taken me.” 
 
    My eyebrows furrow. Blake’s a spy? I try to wrap my head around that information and what it all implies. “That’s why you were in that hotel room,” I murmur. 
 
    “Yeah, and I didn’t count on you being there. I wanted to tell you then, but I wasn’t sure I could trust you. Your relationship with the president made me uncertain. I didn’t know how in the tank you were for him.” 
 
    My lip twitches. Didn’t Blake used to trust me? How could he think I’d put people’s lives at risk?  
 
    “I’m not ‘in the tank’ for anyone,” I tell him. “I want to protect the planet. I wouldn’t stay loyal to Finley if he put that in jeopardy.” 
 
    “Alright.” Blake rubs his hands together. “It seems to me someone’s bent Finley’s ear. His choices have radically changed, and he no longer puts the UA first—he puts himself first. Listen to his speeches, he uses I more than we. And he’s making authoritarian choices regarding the freedoms of speech and press.  
 
    “However, rumor has it that the Unity Council has put complete trust in him. Soon, his word will be all he’ll need to exact whatever agenda he has. I just wish we knew what that was.” 
 
    “I think he wants more power.” 
 
    “But to what end? We need to figure that out and expose him.” 
 
    I nod. “He’s using the domestic terrorist angle to tighten the reins and to give cart blanche authority to his private police force, all in the name of ‘protecting’ us. Meanwhile, we have invaders incoming from other planets in less than three days. We can’t afford to be distracted.” 
 
    Blake raises his eyebrows and whistles. “Like space invaders?” 
 
    I shake my head with a grin. “They’re human. Not little green men.” 
 
    He snorts then mutters, “At this point, I wouldn’t be surprised.” 
 
    “What do you think we should do?” I ask. 
 
    “Well, you’re public enemy number one. So I say we stick you out there, have you stir the pot, and hope Finley says something he shouldn’t so the people I work for can inspire a vote of no confidence and get rid of him. Or at least have his position dialed back. We have a surprise who can help.” 
 
    “Who?” My eyebrows furrow. 
 
    “Sorry. I have to keep some of my secrets.” 
 
    “That makes sense. Alright, I’ll see what I can do. Let’s get to my ship” 
 
    Blake stands up and zips up his jacket. “Your ship is under watch and it’ll be moved soon to a secure location. The government fears you’ll use it to get off the planet. I can get you the coordinates to where it’ll be taken…if you can snatch it in transport, it’ll be the easiest solution.” 
 
    “That’ll have to be after I grab the media’s attention. I’m not leaving Ray under the control of the secret police. There’s no love lost between him and Finley.” 
 
    “You’re wanted for sabotage and treason, Claire. Do you have any idea how you’re going to accomplish all this and manage to avoid arrest?” Blake asks. 
 
    I nearly laugh. “I have contacts that can help me get it done. Escape will be…interesting.” 
 
    “That’s one way of thinking of it.” He sighs. “At least buy me some time so I can finish sorting out the pieces we need. Then we have to hope we can rally the troops in time.”

  

 
   
    GOING HOME 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 16th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.23.6785  
 
    LOCATION: 133 Jupiter Ave, Johnson home 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, United Federation, Earth 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mom has connections to journalists from her old days as Senator Finley’s assistant—not to mention her contacts from her years on the run. Unfortunately, she is also wearing an ankle monitor and can’t leave the house.  
 
    I explain myself in the kitchen, while Mom’s still in her morning robe. Once she processes everything, we head down to the basement, and she slides aside a curtain that has created an alcove in one corner.  
 
    Inside the space, an old camcorder stands on a tripod. Crude equipment, sure, but it should be enough to get the job done. 
 
     Mom opens the camcorder, pulls out the tape, and blows on it. “It looks like we have everything we need. Are you sure, Claire?” 
 
    “Did you see the news report, Mom?” 
 
    “I did,” she admits with a far-off look in her face. “I knew it was wrong. I knew you wouldn’t do the things he said you did. I knew he was the enemy, and I let him talk me out of it. I let your trust in him convince me I was wrong.” 
 
    She clenches her fists and paces back and forth. Watching her, I’m not sure if she’s going to go off on me or wear a hole in the cement floor. 
 
    “It’s not your fault. You aren’t responsible for everything.” Wow, doesn’t that sound familiar? “Let’s just get this video recorded so we can move onto the second phase.” 
 
    Mom takes a shaky breath. “Help me hang the blue sheet as a nice backdrop on this clothesline. It’s as professional as we can make it.” 
 
    I lift my brows. Professional with wrinkles. 
 
    But still, I help Mom with what she needs. As I do, I notice a nervous twitch in her cheek. She never had one before—I don’t think. Its appearance now increases my worry that she might fly off and hurt someone—like Finley. Not that I didn’t want to do the same thing….  
 
    “Are you doing all right?” I ask. 
 
    She nods. “Fine. Worried about you, but fine.” She forces a smile. “Remember, you don’t need to worry about me.” 
 
    “But I do,” I counter. “I worry you’re going stir-crazy in this house. I worry that you’re here for me…and I have no right to do this to you. Maybe I didn’t understand that before, but I get it now.” 
 
    Mom strokes my cheek. “You’re not doing anything to me. I didn’t have many options, Claire. Other than running forever…and I didn’t want that. I hope that Ray appreciates you for the adventurous soul that you are.” 
 
    “He does. He shares it. But what matters now is finding him and getting him away from Finley’s police force. They’re not subject to—” 
 
    “I know, honey. It’s one of the things I’ve been trying to speak out about. Finley is devising rules that benefit him and not the greater whole. It’s hard to be an advocate when you can’t leave home.” 
 
    I squeeze her hand. “I hope it’ll get easier.” 
 
    Mom smiles. “Me too. I’d do it all again if it means getting to see you.” She pulls her fingers through my locks. “You make me so proud, but, Claire, I want you to take care of yourself when this is over. No one is going to put you first if you don’t. Life isn’t all about work, no matter how important it is.” 
 
    I nod. “I know.” 
 
    “I’m not speaking out against Ray. I like him. But you’re my baby, I’ll always look out for you first.” 
 
    Does Mom think Ray isn’t good for me?  
 
    I hope that’s not where she’s going with this.  
 
    I force a smile. “Let’s film the video now, OK?” 
 
    Mom goes back over to the camcorder and sets up the shot. I stand on my mark, and she works on bringing me into focus.  
 
    “OK, I think we’re good. Start whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    I take a deep breath. “My name is Claire Johnson, and what you’re hearing about me on the news is a lie. I’m here to tell you the truth….” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Mom plays back the cassette, watching on the screen on the side of the camcorder.  
 
    I remember when we picked it up, one Christmas years ago, how high-tech it seemed. Goodness, how things change.  
 
    She ejects the tape and hands it to me. “I’m going to call my contact over at the local news. Get him to agree to meet you and play this tape. He’s going to need more evidence.” 
 
    <I’m compiling it. We’ll need access to the upstairs computer so I can put it onto a flash drive,> Isabella says. 
 
    I relay the information to Mom, and she nods.  
 
    “You can use the one in your father’s study. Hopefully before he gets home.” 
 
    Just like old times.  
 
    I head up to my father’s study, and it’s just as it’s always been. There’s even a display case against the wall containing a lot of Mom’s old momentos.  
 
    I walk past them and sit in the computer chair, allowing my fingers to fly across the keyboard. Then I open the desk drawer and take a flash drive out of the cardboard box inside and slide it into the correct port on the side of the monitor.  
 
    This moment is big. It’s the starting point. Well, I guess recording my message was the real beginning. But now we make contact with Mom’s friend, drop off the tape, and from there, it makes its way onto the air. 
 
    Then I find Ray. And we blow the lid off everything. 
 
    <OK, Isabella. Do your worst.> 
 
    <Dialing in from the local telephone grid. Ugh, this is so embarrassing…> she mutters. 
 
    I smirk and am about to make a joke when the sound of a dialing modem echoes in my head.  
 
    <OK, OK, I get the point.> 
 
    <It’ll be done a minute.> 
 
    Mom stands at the glass case I passed on our way in, staring at her old cave-diving gear. I smile and feel a little nostalgic.  
 
    “I used that gear, you know,” I say. “It saved my life.” 
 
    She snickers. “And look where it got you.” 
 
    “It gave me a great life. Don’t judge yourself so harshly, Mom.” 
 
    She sighs. “I don’t want to. I—” 
 
    “What the hell is going on in here?” Dad stands in the doorway of his study in his work clothes. 
 
    “Dad!” I stand up and pull the flash drive free, then quickly slide it into my pocket. “I just needed to look something up on the computer.” 
 
    “Sure you did. I saw the news report. I know what’s going on. Your boyfriend got himself in trouble and somehow looped you into it.” 
 
    I plant my fists on my hips. “That’s not what happened and that’s not fair.” 
 
    Dad opens his mouth, but Mom jumps in.  
 
    “Let her speak, Joe.” 
 
    He looks aghast as he glances between us. “You’re both determined to stay wrapped up in this thing. I don’t know why you can’t just…keep your heads down.”  
 
    “Because it isn’t who we are,” Mom challenges. “You married a feisty activist. I was always looking for that next rush with the cave-diving. That’s who I am, and you can’t change me, as much as I wish it was possible.” 
 
    “And you bit off more than you could chew, and look what happened! We lost you. I lost you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for that. I grapple with that every day, but we can’t keep pretending I’m just a housewife. You can’t keep trying to shove me in that box. It worked when Claire was young because she needed her mother, but that’s not where we’re at now and it’s not me. This isn’t me.” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m trying to do. I don’t want you to become someone else.” 
 
    “You do,” Mom presses, and the pain is evident in her voice. “You want me safe just like you want Claire safe, but we have to stand up, Joe. We have to make a stand. We can’t let Finley abuse his power.” 
 
    Dad looks between me and Mom, and I feel like sneaking away and letting them hash this out in private.  
 
    However, I also feel compelled to say something.  
 
    “Dad, you need to trust us to do the right thing and take care of ourselves. I know you’re scared of losing it all again, but—” 
 
    “Damn right I am.” He slams his briefcase down on his desk. “Terrified is more like it—but you’re right. I need to let go a little bit. I don’t want to hurt you, Maureen. And I see that I do. I just…don’t know what to do.”  
 
    He sounds so defeated. I don’t know how it’s possible to be on both of their sides at the same time, but I am. 
 
    Mom takes his hand, and she looks at me with tears in her eyes.  
 
    I know when privacy is requested, and this is one of those moments. 
 
    “I’d better get this to your friend.” I pat my pocket. “Thanks, Mom. Thanks, Dad.” 
 
    “Just be careful,” Dad says. “That’s all I ask.” 
 
    I nod. “We’ll talk soon.” 
 
    If we don’t, it means I’ve failed…and I might even be dead. 
 
    

  

 
   
    DO OR DIE 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 16th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.23.6785  
 
    LOCATION: Capital Mall, Food Court 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, United Federation, Earth 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mom’s friend down at the station, Jane Espenson, has agreed to meet me for the drop-off, thanks to Isabella’s ‘charismatic persuasion’—the AI didn’t like when I called it manipulation.  
 
    We meet at the Capital Mall food court, an ingenious design that has come around in the last few years. Behind us is a sub shop, a Chinese restaurant, and a coffee shop. Talk about getting everything you need all in one place. If I could live here, I’d be set for life. 
 
    My disguise isn’t much: just a pair of dark, mirrored shades and a studded jean jacket, my long hair tucked inside the collar.  
 
    It’ll do for now. 
 
    I hand Jane a crumpled paper bag. “That’s everything you need. How soon can you get it on the news?” 
 
    “As soon as I head back to the station and review it. If it’s as explosive as you said over the phone, I want to jump right on that.” 
 
    “Get out of there after you do,” I warn. “They might come for you too.” 
 
    Her cheeks redden, but I think it’s with excitement rather than fear. “If it’s worth the risk, I don’t care. Get yourself somewhere safe, too.” 
 
    I nod. “We’ll talk soon.” 
 
    “How do I get in touch with you if I need another interview or want to clarify something?” 
 
    “I’ll be in touch with you.” I squeeze her arm, and then I push past the crowd of diners waiting in line and make my way toward the exit. 
 
    A woman in line for crispy and sweet Canton chicken gawks at me. “Is that Claire Johnson?!” she shrieks and points at me. 
 
    I sprint to get away, gliding into the revolving door vestibule, so by the time it spits me out the other side, I’m in a full-on run, bolting down the street. 
 
    Now to lay low for the next several hours and hope Blake picks up the scent on Ray’s whereabouts.  
 
    The longer Finley has him, the more I worry for his life. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    I go to the motel Blake told me about and check in under the alias he directed me to use. Before long, I’m in a room on the second floor that smells like dusty old carpets and questionable bed linens. There’s a black and white television on a wire stand, and the bathroom faucet drips, but it’s the best I have right then. 
 
    The curtains are drawn tight, and I leave them, settling on the bed with my fast food dinner. I unwrap the hot burger and eat it faster than I should, but my appetite doesn’t allow me to go slow. 
 
    Starving would be a good way to put it. 
 
    I flick on the television and am sitting in the middle of the bed with my legs crossed when Jane comes on screen.  
 
    “Let’s cut to the video. Be warned, her testimony is shocking and may very well change the course of our country forever.” 
 
    The screen fades to my recording, and I do my best not to be my own worst critic as I watch myself outline the current situation for the general public.  
 
    When it’s over, the video cuts back to the studio, and Jane sits a bit taller than before.  
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, I’ve just received word from the government to cease my broadcast or there will be dire consequences for our studio. My boss has given us no choice but to go off the air, but please remember what you saw. Remember what Claire Johnson is fighting for. What we are fighting for. Don’t be swayed by big speeches and low pricetags on—” 
 
    The broadcast turns to snow, then a test pattern flickers into place.  
 
    I sigh and pray Jane will heed my warning to get out of there. If she doesn’t…. 
 
    <I’ll feel guilty if she gets hurt.> 
 
    <She got involved because she wanted to. It’s not your fault.> 
 
    Except she wouldn’t have been involved if I hadn’t called her.  
 
    I’m too anxious to rest, so I pace the room and check the windows. So far, there’s no movement outside, but Finley must’ve seen my video by now. He knows I’ve unearthed all his secrets.  
 
    Finley will need to deal with the fallout—as will I. He’ll want to silence me…but how far will he go? 
 
    I’m really hoping I won’t find out. 
 
    Still at the window, I see Blake step up onto the sidewalk and round toward my motel room. I open the door to let him in and stand behind the door until I latch it behind him. 
 
    “Well, you certainly know how to set things ablaze,” Blake murmurs. “We’ve been tracking the movement of Finley’s private police, and I think we’ve found where they’re holding Ray.” 
 
    “Sounds promising.” 
 
    “I’ll send the data and schematics to your HUD,” he says. 
 
    I glower. “You’ve had a HUD this whole time?” 
 
    “I had to keep it a secret to maintain my cover as an accountant, alright? You know that with some jobs…sometimes you have to lie.” 
 
    Yeah, except I hate that part, and it doesn’t always come easily.  
 
    I just nod the disagreement away and accept the token confirmation.  
 
    A moment later, I see a compound. The information provided says it’s Finley’s private estate in Stanford, Connecticut.  
 
    I’ve been there a few times. It’s away from the city and prying eyes, but the property is also sprawling. Getting in and out without being noticed won’t be easy. 
 
    “Do we know how well-protected it is?” I ask. 
 
    “Private police will be there, at least four or five of them, and they’ll all be heavily armed. They might call themselves the police, but they’re more like an army. High-caliber automatics, grenades, you name it.” 
 
    “I hope I won’t need to muscle my way in and out.” 
 
    Blake shrugs. “We might have to.” 
 
    I scowl. “We?” 
 
    He holds up his hands. “Chill with the attitude. I know you’re used to working alone—” 
 
    “I don’t work alone, I work with Isabella. And that’s enough. I don’t need any complications.” 
 
    “Claire,” Blake’s nostrils flare with impatience, “I have the intel of the CIA, and I’m trained. Don’t act like I’m a nobody here. This isn’t like when we broke into the UF Space Museum way back in the day.” 
 
    I can’t help but smirk. “Alright. I’m sorry. I know you’re right.” 
 
    Blake shakes his head. “Look at us, arguing like we’re back in high school. You being pigheaded, and me trying to reason with you.” 
 
    “Thanks a lot.” 
 
    He laughs. “I could’ve helped myself that time, but I didn’t want to.” 
 
    I smack his arm playfully. “In any case, thanks for agreeing to help me get Ray out.” 
 
    He scoffs. “You made it nonnegotiable. But seriously, they shouldn’t hold anyone like this, and if Ray can help shine a light on what’s going on, we’ll need him.” He smiles. “Now to just go get him.” 
 
    “We’ll go when we always go…” I smile mischievously. “Under the cover of darkness.”

  

 
   
    SOPHIE’S DISCOVERY 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 16th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.23.6785  
 
    LOCATION: Upper-level lab 
 
    REGION: Andromeda Station, Earth, Cartagara System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sophie yawned from her seat in Dr. Jennings’ lab, going over her notes and running a diagnostic on the AI storage system. Some of the readings concerned her, and she wasn’t going to be able to rest until she figured them out.  
 
    She glanced up when the door opened, and Dr. Jennings rushed in. She headed straight to her desk with red cheeks, and without a word, she started typing on her holodisplay, swiping quickly from option to option. 
 
    “Can I help you with something?” Sophie swiveled in her chair to ask. 
 
    Dr. Jennings’ eyes didn’t deviate from her display as she worked at a frantic pace. “No thanks, Sophie, I have this. But I would like to talk to you in just a minute.” 
 
    Talk? Uh-oh, Sophie thought. It sounded like she might be in trouble. But she swallowed and kept her voice even as she replied, “Sure, whenever you have time.” 
 
    She returned to her terminal and did her best to ignore the growing anxiety in her stomach. She needed to focus on her work—like making sure the AI storage system was operating at optimal levels. 
 
     True, there weren’t many AIs in storage anymore, except for a few who hadn’t wanted to be paired up with a human or a ship just yet. 
 
    Plus Maledon.  
 
    Sophie shuddered just thinking about how close that AI had gotten to wreaking havoc on their planet. Although she could respect how mad Maledon was, driven by her lust for power.  
 
    Still, Sophie performed system checks very carefully; she didn’t want to be the one responsible for letting her out. 
 
    There were abnormal energy spikes in the control systems and Sophie couldn’t trace them. She rolled her shoulders, considering taking a break and head down to the surface for a few days—but when she thought of Dr. Wash, she knew she couldn’t. 
 
    “Sophie, why don’t you come over here for a few minutes.”  
 
    Dr. Jennings’ voice jarred her, and Sophie shot out of her chair. 
 
    She smoothed her braids back, pushed up her glasses, and took the seat in front of her mentor’s desk. “Is everything alright?” 
 
    “I wish it was.” The doctor shook her head. “I’m afraid we’ve been asked to change every password and passcode that Claire Johnson has access to.” 
 
    Sophie’s eyes widened, and her glasses slipped to the edge of her nose. “What? Why?” 
 
    Dr. Jennings sighed and steepled her hands. “She’s been called out as a traitor, accused of committing high crimes against the UA and Director Finley. We’re no longer allowed to communicate with her, and we need to recall the ship she uses for personal transportation and lock it down. Can you help me with that?” 
 
    Sophie felt numb as she nodded.  
 
    She’d never betrayed a direct order, and she didn’t want to start now, but Claire was her best friend.  
 
    “I know Claire,” she said boldly. “She wouldn’t do the things she’s been accused of. There has to be a mistake.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Dr. Jennings said neutrally. “There will be an inquiry, and the government will get to the bottom of it, but we have orders to follow in the meantime. This is a safeguard just in case, until the evidence can be investigated.” 
 
    Sophie thought that made sense, but Claire was in the middle of trying to save the world—again. This was not a good time to cut her off from her resources. 
 
    “A shitstorm is coming at us, Sophie,” Dr. Jennings continued, “both from Finley and from some invasion they’re hinting about.” 
 
    Sophie swallowed hard. She knew the latter was more than a hint. She had seen the collection of ships that was coming for them with her own eyes.  
 
    “Ships with soldiers aboard will be arriving soon to protect the station,” Jennings continued. “But once you’re done here, you should take the next shuttle back to the planet. Get out of here while you still can.” 
 
    Sophie nodded. “I will. It would’ve been nice to have Claire as backup.” 
 
    “Damn well would’ve been, but my hands are tied where she’s concerned—and so are yours. If she reaches out to you, you have no choice but to report it. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Completely. Sure. Let me just get back to work.”  
 
    Sophie returned to her terminal and brought up the console’s display. She activated security protocols for an encrypted message, and contacted Madge.  
 
    Thank goodness for her friend’s piloting HUD. 
 
    Now for a miracle. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Sophie packed a bag in her quarters and double-checked that she had anything she might miss. The shuttle would be arriving in a few minutes, and she had to be on it…or she’d end up stuck on the station during the impending assault. 
 
    She hoped the intel was wrong. Big time. But it was better to be safe than sorry. 
 
    Sophie had sat down on the bed and was tying her shoes when her holosystem binged, indicating it had finished running some diagnostic she had forgotten about.  
 
    She slid over to the console next to the bed and triggered the data sharing option so she could see the stream down in the lab. When it came up, she saw that her test on the AI storage chambers was drawing an unexpeted level of power…but every other test said the system was running at optimal levels.  
 
    How strange. 
 
    She tried to isolate the variables to determine which cell it was, but of course she knew which one to check first—Maledon’s. And it always was checked and triple-checked.  
 
    But as scary as Maledon could be, she was still just an AI. She couldn’t control the world from inside the storage system. 
 
    At least, Sophie didn’t think she could…. But what if she had found a way?  
 
    Every test Sophie ran proved Maledon’s storage chamber wasn’t empty. An AI was indeed in there. So what was she so afraid of? 
 
    Sophie brought up the video footage for that area of the lab and went through the logs. There were not usually many visitors, except the techs running system checks. And their visits lasted only a few minutes at most. 
 
    But there were a few instances, according to the logs, when visitors lingered for more than ten minutes. Those were the records Sophie needed to pore over.  
 
    She found the videos in the archive. The first video clip was taken a few months ago, and if Sophie’s memory served, there had been a special celebration going on at the time. 
 
    World leaders and dignitaries all had been on the space station for the occasion, so Maledon’s visitor could’ve been anyone.  
 
    Except it wasn’t just anyone. 
 
    It was President Finley. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    What is he doing? 
 
    Sophie leaned forward as she maximized the video. Onscreen, Finley was carrying a sophisticated-looking briefcase—not his normal leather one, but a case that was metal-reinforced. He put it down, unclasped the security clips, and—  
 
    The video cut out. 
 
    Shit!  
 
    Sophie tried her best to bring it back up, but her system flashed: 
 
    UNAUTHORIZED 
 
    UNAUTHORIZED 
 
    YOUR LOCATION HAS BEEN CATALOGUED 
 
    She quickly brought the system’s HUD online and sent a message to Madge.  
 
    <I think Finley tampered with the AI storage system six months ago. I think he—>   
 
    Banging came from her door. “Open up, this is security!” 
 
    Shit! 
 
    <What did he do?> Madge asked. 
 
    Sophie glanced at the door and nervously tucked her hair behind her ears. Her time was almost up, but she had to finish her message.  
 
    <He tampered with the system. I think he let Maledon out. I think he took her.> 
 
    <What? Oh my gods! Sophie—> 
 
    The door was forced open behind her, and security entered with weapons drawn. 
 
    Sophie raised her arms above her head. “I didn’t do anything wrong, I was just doing my job.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that. You’re coming with us.” 
 
    “Can I at least grab my bag and take it with me?” she asked. “I’m supposed to be going home today.” 
 
    “Sure, but don’t be expecting miracles. You might be stuck here for a long time.” 
 
    Sophie stood and leaned against her desk, playing it off like she needed the angle to grab her belongings. With a fast swipe, she deleted the log of her voice chat with Madge.  
 
    Once she had her bag in hand, a guard roughly gripped her elbow and yanked her toward the door. She let her body be pulled along, but her thoughts were still her own and couldn’t be stopped. 
 
    The real question was, if Finley had freed Maledon six months ago, who was inside the AI storage system now? Clearly, he had put another AI in there.  
 
    But Finley wasn’t a technician, he couldn’t have pulled this off alone…which meant he’d had help, and the traitor might even still be on Andromeda.  
 
    Sophie needed to find out who it was before it was too late. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    WARNING 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 16th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.23.6785  
 
    LOCATION: Omega Grand Hotel, bar 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, United Federation, Earth 
 
      
 
      
 
    Madge was used to high-risk stakes. As a teen, she’d loved roller derby as much as she’d loved fixing cars. She had never known where life would take her. Would she become a fashion model? A designer?  
 
    Whatever path she had been on, it all changed the moment she stepped aboard that space station. All of her ideas about who she was and what she could do opened up in front of her, just by her being there and staring out into space. 
 
    Since then, she’d had a one-track mind: attend flight academy, become the best in the Union, and do what she could to serve the world she loved. It was hard not to think in terms of countries, but Madge put in her best effort. 
 
    And she had achieved her goal of being the best of the best. As exhausting as her studies and workload had been, she’d succeeded. She’d done what she’d set out to do. 
 
    So when Madge got asked out by a sexy guy…. Well, it was hard to say no.  
 
    It had been so long since she’d gotten to drink or dance, and right now, she needed to look like she wasn’t involved in the chaos that was brewing around Claire. It had nothing to do with how hungry Madge was to enter the nightclub on the arm of the tall and dreamy August Lewis. Nope…nothing at all. 
 
    Madge held onto his hand as he led her through the front doors of Bright Lights, and immediately, the pounding music vibrated in her chest. She stared greedily at the gleaming hardwood floors, the perfect surface on which to dance the night away. 
 
    And they did. For a while. 
 
    When she needed a break, August led her to the bar. “What can I get you?”  
 
    She hopped up on a barstool, and answered, “Oh, gin and tonic maybe. And a glass of water. I have to keep myself hydrated.”  
 
    She had learned that lesson the hard way. 
 
    August gave her a grin, and the lines around his eyes crinkled. She liked the way it softened his handsome face. “You’ve got it.”  
 
    He rapped his knuckles on the bartop and held his finger up to catch the bartender’s attention. 
 
    When the gin and tonic arrived, Madge sipped it delicately.  
 
    “I have to ask…” August stroked his chin. “How’d a woman like you end up as a pilot?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s a long story.” She laughed and wave him off with a swat of her hand. 
 
    “I’d like to know. Really. You’re sophisticated, gorgeous—if you don’t mind me saying so.” 
 
    She scowled. “Would someone really mind you saying so?” 
 
    “I just mean you must be brilliant to have advanced so quickly in such a short time.” 
 
    “I worked hard, it’s no real secret.”  
 
    Wait a second….  
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “How do you know how quickly I made it through the academy? Did you check up on me before our date?” 
 
    “The second I saw you, I knew I wanted to ask you out. And I was intrigued by the sight of you in your uniform.” 
 
    Madge could tell when she was being played; well, eventually she could tell when she was being played.  
 
    She scoffed. “Thanks for the drink.” She slid off her stool and grabbed her purse off the bartop. 
 
    He spread his arms wide. “Why am I getting the brush-off, sweetheart? We had a nice time, and now you’re just going to walk away?” 
 
    “Follow me out of here, and I’ll break both your arms,” she growled. “I have the skills to do it. You know how tough women on roller skates are?” 
 
    August’s face twisted in confusion. “What?” 
 
    “Oh, nevermind,” Madge huffed and stormed out of the bar toward the lobby.  
 
    Just as she got to the door, she was notified of an incoming message from Sophie.  
 
    Her old friend was in a state of panic; President Finley had done the unthinkable, and holy shit on a pita chip, it was bad.  
 
    <He tampered with the system. I think he let Maledon out. I think he took her.> 
 
    Madge’s feet stopped on the blacktop. She stared at the nearby fountain, on the racing traffic nearby, and only when did she feel her soul rejoin her body, did she reply. 
 
    <What do we do?> 
 
    No reply. 
 
    <Sophie, you’re freaking me out. What do we do?> 
 
    No reply.  
 
    Madge’s anxiety rose. It wasn’t like Sophie not to respond. If she didn’t, it meant she couldn’t.  
 
    What has that girl gotten herself into now? 
 
    Claire was on the run or in hiding; Sophie wasn’t communicating; and Ray couldn’t be tracked down no matter what Madge tried. All of which meant Madge had to solve this one on her own. The planet’s future might be on the line. 
 
    <If you get this message,> she sent Sophie, <We’re going to find Claire. Somehow, we’ll fix this. I don’t know why you’re not answering, but I hope you’re alright.> 
 
    With her last communication dispatched, Madge returned to her car. She used the remote start…and was relieved when the car didn’t blow up.  
 
    As she opened her car door, a voice called out to her. 
 
    “Come on, Madge!” August strode up to the car with his arms spread. “Don’t end the night like this.” 
 
    “Screw off, August,” she muttered under her breath as she got into the car, closed the door, and gripped the wheel.   
 
    She just needed a plan. That was all. And one began to form in her mind:  
 
    She had Claire’s spacecraft…and she was damn well going to use it. All she had to do was get to it.  
 
    That part would be easy. But the rest? 
 
    Find Claire, save the world. Easy. 
 
    Right? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    TARGETED 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 17th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.24.6785  
 
    LOCATION: Bridge, Interceptor Prime, approaching Earth’s Moon 
 
    REGION: Cartagara System, Perseus-Hodierna Cluster  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Still nothing, Commander,” Harris reported from the scan console.  
 
    “Are you sure the station did an active scan sweep?” Pacel asked, scowling at the tactical display. “At this range, it would have lit us up like stars, there’s no way they didn’t see us.” 
 
    The man glanced back at him. “Oh, I’m sure. They blasted their nearspace with a full-spectrum scan. Maybe they’re having some sort of malfunction and no one saw the data?” He shrugged. 
 
    “That does track with what we know of Andromeda,” the commander mused. “The thing is far from prime condition—though we have to assume some of its weapons are active, otherwise it would have been pulverized by stellar debris ages ago. It could also be the solar activity. The local star is acting up lately.” 
 
    Pacel shook his head. “That station should have scan as good as ours. The recent flares and inbound CME wouldn’t blind it in the slightest.” 
 
    “What about their moon base?” Jal asked, dropping a marker on the thousand-kilometer orb. “We could hit it to test the waters.” 
 
    Pacel drew a finger across his chin. “I like it. Spin off a trio of corvettes and strafe the camp down there. Target their comms and any defenses, but keep the facility intact for when we send more of these people up to start mining that rock.” 
 
    Jal gave an affirmative response, and two minutes later, three corvettes broke away from the main formation, angling for a parabolic loop around the moon.  
 
    The commander steepled his fingers as he watched.  
 
    So much was riding on the next few hours. His surface contacts were all in place, and his mysterious ally had assured him that President Finley would cooperate when the time came. 
 
    And if he doesn’t? Well, I’ll just lob a few railshots at major cities until he realizes who is in charge.

  

 
   
    DESIGNING WOMEN 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 17th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.24.6785  
 
    LOCATION: White House 
 
    REGION: New York City, New York, United Federation, Earth 
 
      
 
      
 
    Finley nursed a drink while staring out his window at the front lawn of the White House, taking stock of the situation he now found himself in.  
 
    Claire had gone rogue and was taking others with her. There was speculation in the press about him and his administration. Journalists and private citizens were all making accusations.  
 
    Discrediting Ray had been one thing, but making dozens of arrests? Hundreds? Even his special police force couldn’t handle that many. 
 
    He was sweating bullets, but he had to stay cool. If they, he and Maledon, could fend off the invaders, Finley would have proved his worth to the planet. And maybe he would have enough of the populace’s confidence to end the unrest that kept tearing the UA apart. 
 
    <I can see you’re thinking hard. Why don’t you talk to me?> Maledon asked, using her sweet Annabelle voice. 
 
    Finley poured himself another drink and quickly downed it.  
 
    It hadn’t taken him long to figure out that Maledon used her Annabelle persona on him to get him to trust her—though it was clear there was little sweetness in the AI. 
 
     <No? You don’t want to make a move? Time is running short, Gerald.> 
 
    Finley shook his head. <I never said that.> 
 
    <You didn’t have to. But the time for second guesses is long over. You came to me, remember? You wanted to hold onto your power. You wanted more.> 
 
    He had. And now he was starting to regret that decision. But when partnered up with a murderous AI hell-bent on control and revenge, how many options did he really have but to go through with it all?  
 
    He’d made a mistake making an alliance with her, but there was little he could do to take it back. 
 
    <You’ve done a good job of hiding me and giving me what I need for my plan to work. Now it’s time for us to help you—and to do that, you need to fall in line.> 
 
    Finley sighed. <I’ll do what is necessary.> 
 
    <Will you?> Maledon’s voice taunted him. 
 
    He nodded, despite the vomit rising in his throat. <I will.> 
 
    <Good. It’s time for me to reveal myself, then. Time for us to win.> 
 
    <So I should…call her here?> 
 
    <To talk,> Maledon agreed. <Then we’ll strike at our enemies. We’ll scare off the invaders, if they even make it to the planet. And the power will be…yours, of course.> 
 
    It was barely even a thinly veiled secret that she intended to keep it for herself. He wasn’t stupid. Finley had served her the entire world on a platter, and now that his usefulness had been expended, his days were numbered. Maledon wasn’t the type to share. 
 
    He had to find a way to destroy the AI, but only one woman had even come close…and Finley had burned every bridge he had with her. 
 
    His day of reckoning was drawing close. His death wouldn’t be far behind Claire Johnson’s. 
 
    

  

 
   
    ALL YOU’VE GOT 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 17th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.24.6785  
 
    LOCATION: Finley Private Estate 
 
    REGION: Stanford, Connecticut, United Federation, Earth 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’ve been cut off by the authorities, and my spacecraft is under lock and key—maybe even returned to Andromeda by now. Which means, in order to travel to Finley’s estate. we have do it the old-fashioned way: by car. 
 
    Which is painfully slow, when I’m used to achieving supersonic speeds.  
 
    However, it does mean I have more time for snacks and idle chitchat. It turns out that Isabella has never played I Spy; it’s the little moments like this that remind me she might be an AI, but there’s a human quality to her. 
 
    A quality I thought Annabelle shared. 
 
    We hang out behind the giant estate, on a grass field a block away. It’s nighttime, so we have the cover of darkness going for us, and I use my enhanced optics to survey the grounds while munching on what’s left of my beef jerky. 
 
    The estate is old, one of those stone castles with elegant staircases, arch-covered walkways, and immaculate gardens filled with trees and flowers.  
 
    There are guards patrolling outside. They display no badges but are definitely wearing uniforms—they’re Finley’s private stooges. Inside the inner sanctum of the building, I’m guessing we’ll find more. 
 
    And then we’ll find Ray.  
 
    I hope. 
 
    Blake lowers his binoculars. “I’ll deal with the guys outside. You get in and use Isabella and your special tech to find Ray’s location. When I’m done out here, I’ll come find you.” 
 
    I glance back at our rental car. “Let’s hope this works.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it’s bulletproof,” Blake corrects. 
 
    <If the witty banter is over…> Isabella prompts. 
 
    I smirk. “It’s never really over, but let’s pause here and get this show on the road before the nerves start to get to me.” 
 
    “You still get nervous? I find that hard to believe.” 
 
    I ignore Blake’s statement. “I’m driving, let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Highbeams on, I make a U-turn on the sidestreet we’re on, then I grit my teeth and grip the steering wheel tight. The old car bounces up and down with every bump, and the estate rushes closer at breakneck speed.  
 
    Hopefully my reflexes are as fast as I think. 
 
    Hopefully this car can keep up with me. 
 
    <We’re going to hit the fountain,> Isabella frets. 
 
    <We’re not going to hit the fountain,> I reply. <I have everything under control. Don’t worry.> 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I repeat to Blake. “I actually have my driver’s license now. It’s not like those old days, when I tried to drive your van.” 
 
    <Tried to?> Isabella demands. 
 
    The hired guns finally notice me as I careen toward the estate, and they take cover before opening fire. At the last possible second, I throw on the emergency brake, and we whip around the stone fountain.  
 
    As we spin around and around, Blake and I throw our doors open and return fire. When I see an opening, I dive out of the vehicle, rolling to cover, where I wait to catch my breath before coming up guns blazing.  
 
    The guards take advantage of the break in our assault to move down a staircase, so when I rise again, they’re caught in the open. 
 
    I fire high to drive them down the steps and herd them toward a row of hedges. Once they’re far enough away from us, Blake provides suppressing fire, and I rush across the grass and up the stairs, taking two and sometimes three at a time. 
 
    I slink along the mansion’s wall toward another staircase. I’m almost to the steps when a man comes into view at the top and opens fire on me.  
 
    I duck back, and he moves down the steps. The moment his right foot hits the bottom landing, I leap from cover, rolling across the flagstones to sweep his leg. He comes down hard, and I grab his hair, slamming my knee into his face. 
 
    As soon as he goes limp, I take the steps of the second staircase two at a time to reach the next level of the estate. 
 
    It’s surrounded by a with a stone-lined balcony, each window adorned with flower boxes.  
 
    <Go in through the second window,> Isabella instructs. <It has less people and leads to a corridor. If you take it straight and then go left, you should find Ray.> 
 
    <How do you know?> 
 
    <That’s where the screaming is coming from.> 
 
    My blood turns to ice. Oh gods, Ray.  
 
    I waste no time in jumping over the stone balcony. I grab a patio chair and fling it at the window to make way for me, but the pane seems to be resistant to breaking. So on a muttered curse, I fire my pulse pistol at close-range to weaken the glass, then I try it again.  
 
    This time, it shatters, and I’m greeted with weapons fire, forcing me to duck back against the wall. 
 
    They have pulse weapons, like I use. Their shots could be deadly; I can’t tell how they have their guns set.   
 
    <We’re going to have to time it,> I tell Isabella. 
 
    <OK, establishing the pattern. There’s two on your left and one on your right. She’s taller, aim high.>  
 
    <Got it.> 
 
    <One, two, go. Go fast.> 
 
    I spring into action, leaping through the window and attacking quickly to throw them off their game. A punch. A kick. Fire a round. Duck to the ground and spin.  
 
    Shots I didn’t fire thud through the air around me. A pulse blast hits my arm and rocks it backward.  
 
    Groaning, I stand up tall and take out my assailants.  Three bodies lie on the floor when I’m done, and I admire my handiwork as I rush toward the door at the end of the hall. 
 
    <Almost there,> I reach out to Blake. 
 
    <I’m coming in. You OK on your own? There’s something else I need to do first, but if it’s a problem….> 
 
    It figures that the CIA would want to piggyback off of our mission for their own objectives, but I can’t complain if it helps me get to Ray.  
 
    <Do what you have to do. I’m pushing forward.> 
 
    <Good luck,> Blake says before he signs off. 
 
    I take a deep breath and check on my arm. It looks a little bruised but otherwise OK. Certainly nothing that’s going to stop me from doing what I came to do. 
 
    As I get closer to my selected ingress point, security forces emerge from side doors and move to block me.  
 
    “Stop or I’ll shoot!” One guard points her gun right in my face.  
 
    I grab her wrist and wrangle the weapon out of her hand. There’s an audible snap, and I flip her over my body. She crashes into the guard behind me, and they tumble to the floor. 
 
    My breath is labored, and I can feel my heart pounding, but there’s no room for downtime. We’ve probably been in the building too long already. 
 
    I race to the door at the end of the hall, but the doorknob won’t spin; it’s locked from the other side. I give the door a series of strong kicks until the wood splinters. 
 
    <Three bodies inside and someone tied to a chair. You’ll need to move fast.> 
 
    Faster than I’m already moving? I almost whimper. I’m on the verge of reaching my limit. <Got it.> 
 
    I enter the room, training my weapon at a woman hovering over the chair. There’s a small surgical instrument in her hand and her mouth hangs open as her eyes meet mine..  
 
    “Get away from him!” I shout and fire. 
 
    Deciding not to wait, I fire. The pulse hits her in the center of the chest, and she crashes backward onto a small table filled with tools that are surely used for torture.  
 
    A woman and a man rush me from either side of the room. I grab a metal folding chair from the corner and crouch low to sweep the woman behind the knee, and then I issue a strong right hook to the man’s jaw.  
 
    They’re both down with the wind knocked out of them, but that’s not enough to make me feel comfortable that they’re incapacitated, so I stun them with my weapon. 
 
    That done, I double-over, prop my hands on my thighs, and take a series of sharp breaths. I just need a second to recuperate, but I don’t have many to spare, so I head over to the figure bound to the chair.  
 
    “Ray? Are you alright?” 
 
    I come around to their front and stare slack-jawed at the woman before me. There are bruises on her face and long, straight cuts across her cheek. She has a bloodied lip, and her head’s tilted back. 
 
    She’s in bad shape. Bad. 
 
    I drop down to one knee and touch her face. “Mom?” 
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    I’m able to rouse Mom and cut her bonds. I notice that her ankle monitor is gone, and her hands are bloody from whatever the secret police have done to her.  
 
    “What happened?” I ask softly. 
 
    Mom rubs her wrists and winces. She’s in a lot of pain, but there’s little I can do to help her—other than get her out of here. And I’m already well aware of the ticking clock. 
 
    <Claire….> Blake warns. <We need to move.> 
 
    <I’m coming. Just give me a minute.> 
 
    <You and your boyfriend can have a moment later. Our lives are about to get a lot more complicated.> 
 
    <It’s not my boyfriend, it’s my mom. They’ve moved Ray. He’s not here.> 
 
    Blake sighs. <Shit.> 
 
    Exactly my thought. 
 
    Mom blinks slowly, and her voice is tiny, withdrawn. “They came in the middle of the night. I tried to fight them off, but there were so many of them. They threatened to hurt your father, and I couldn’t let him be hurt again because of me.” 
 
    I raise my eyebrows. “Is he….” 
 
    She gives the faintest shake of her head. “He was fine when I last saw him. I don’t think they wanted to hurt him.” She looks up with pain in her eyes. “I’ve failed you. I’ve failed him.” Her voice shakes with grief. 
 
    I shake my head. “This isn’t your fault. Finley is declaring war, but I don’t think he’s in charge. Not anymore. Someone else is pulling his strings.” 
 
    “Who?”  
 
    “I don’t know, but whoever they are, he’s more afraid of them than he is of me.” 
 
    <Movement is getting closer to our location,> Isabella says. <I’ll provide you with an escape route with the least resistance.> 
 
    <Good call,> I say as I watch Mom sit up straighter.  
 
    Her movements are slower than I’d like.  
 
    “We need to get out of here before Finley’s goons show up. Do you think you can do that?” I ask gently. 
 
    She nods. “I’ll need some help up. I know a thing or two about pain, Claire. I’ve had my share of it. I’ll manage, but I don’t want to slow you down.” 
 
    “Nonsense, we do this together. Alright?” I extend my hand. 
 
    Mom grips it tight and pulls herself up. She limps forward, favoring a side, but her mobility is better than I expected.  
 
    As we make our way over to the door, she bends and picks up a weapon off one of the guards.  
 
    “Just in case,” she murmurs, glancing back at me. 
 
    I nod. “It’s a good bet you’re going to need it. But let me take point.”  
 
    Having my injured mother out in front puts me on edge. 
 
    Amusement flashes across her face. “Claire, I’ve—” 
 
    “I have the intel, you don’t. Let me take care of you for once.” 
 
    “You’re right. I need to learn to let others lead. Your father always complained about that when we’d dance.” Mom smiles, and it’s the first genuine smile I’ve seen from her in a long time. 
 
    “We’ll get you back home,” I promise. “Don’t worry.” 
 
    I position myself by the door, and Isabella provides me with a pathway out of the building. I pass it over to Blake and let him know where we’re coming from. 
 
    <Hall is clear,> Isabella says. <Take a right, then a left, and you’ll find a stairwell.> 
 
    I keep Mom close as I do everything Isabella says. I come to the stairwell she mentions, which is clear, and we start our way down the steps. Mom goes slower than before.  
 
    I grab hold of her arm and help her down the next few, but when she takes a sharp inhale of breath, I pause, worried I’m hurting her. 
 
    She squeezes her eyes shut. “I’m OK. We can keep going.”  
 
    But there’s pain in her voice, and I’m filled with dread that she’s not telling me the truth, choosing instead to put on a brave face. 
 
    “Mom…”  
 
    I pick up sounds further down in the stairwell. The police are onto us and hurrying toward our location.  
 
    <Can we go back the way we came?> I ask Isabella. 
 
    <It’s blocked. They’re setting up barricades. The only way out is up.> 
 
    I nearly groan with disappointment. <We’ll be sitting ducks…and get cut off.> 
 
    <We’ll find a way.>  
 
    I know Isabella is trying to encourage me, but there’s no way my mom can repel down the side of a building in her condition. 
 
    “We need to move, Claire,” Mom urges. “There’s no time to worry about me.”  
 
    <We go up, then,> I decide. <Send a message to Blake and see if there’s something he can do. Maybe the CIA can send some help. An evac, something.> 
 
    <Will do,> Isabella responds. 
 
    It was foolish of me to think we’d be able to just walk out of here, but I wasn’t expecting my mom. Or torture. I had underestimated the lengths Finley would go to in order to protect his rule.  
 
    I wouldn’t make that mistake again. I could no longer consider him a friend who simply went astray; now, we were enemies.  
 
    Mom and I start the slow climb up toward the roof. It’s not long before heavy footsteps follow behind us.  
 
    I try to put the sound out of my mind, but the more the guards call out, the harder that gets. I debate surrendering, but fear that will only make things worse for my mom.  
 
    I need to pull a rabbit out of my hat. 
 
    Up on the roof, I secure the door while Mom leans against it. They push on the other side, but I hold firm, gripping the metal door with my fingertips and digging my feet into the stone slab roof.  
 
    But as strong as I am, I know I can’t hold them off indefinitely. 
 
    Mom adds her strength to mine, pushing against the door as hard as she’s able, but as thankful as I am for the help, I have to admit it won’t matter. She’s not strong enough.  
 
    I glance over at her, and she grips my shoulder. The writing’s on the wall but neither of us can vocalize it. 
 
    Suddenly, the battering behind us stops.  
 
    I’m momentarily relieved, but I don’t trust it, so I continue to brace against the door. A moment later, my HUD lights up with a confidential communication from the White House. 
 
    <Finley, you sonofa—> 
 
    <Language, Claire. I’m still your president. Your director. The one you take orders from.> 
 
    I narrow my eyes in disgust. 
 
    <And I have the one you want,> he taunts. <Ray is my guest in my private bunker—he’s fine, don’t worry. He’s unharmed…mostly. But he’ll only live if you come to me at the White House. I have a friend who would greatly love to meet you.> 
 
    I grit my teeth and glance over at my mom. I don’t have an answer for Finley that I can live with. 
 
    <Surrender,> he continues. <Your mother will be taken back to her home, and you’ll be brought here. Then we’ll all sit down like friends and enjoy a little chat. I promise I won’t harm you.> 
 
    Unacceptable. I’ll never surrender. I can no longer trust this man to keep his word.  
 
    <I wish I could understand why you’re doing this,> I tell him. <I wish you had come to me when you were struggling with moral choices. We could’ve saved the UA. We could’ve saved our planet if we’d worked together.> 
 
    And that’s what I wrestle with most of all. 
 
    <It’s too late for that now, Claire, but you’re right.> I detect sorrow in his voice, and I don’t think he’s play-acting anymore. <But I took a shortcut. I thought I could control her. I couldn’t. Now this is the only way. Any other way means my destruction.> 
 
    My eyebrows furrow. Who is he talking about? 
 
    <This is our only way now,> Finley laments. <Come here and let’s face the truth together for the last time. Then you can see Ray.> 
 
    I debate how to answer because I know what I need to say, and I’m not sure I can. <I’ll c—> 
 
    <Claire!> Blake’s voice breaks through with urgency. <We’re coming. Hold on.> 
 
    <Where?> I’m frantic to know where he is—and who ‘we’ is. 
 
    <Look up!> 
 
    I do, and off in the distance, I see…an impossibility.  
 
    It can’t be? Can it? 
 
    <That’s her!> Isabella calls out. <Your ship.> 
 
    Talk about a magic trick. 
 
    <Claire, I’m waiting,> Finley says impatiently. 
 
    For the time being, I ignore him.  
 
    “Mom, we’re going to run for the edge of the roof, OK? You have to trust me.” 
 
    Her eyes hold fear, but she nods. “I’ll do whatever you need me to.” 
 
    “When we let go of this door….”  
 
    They’ll come for us. They’ll charge.  
 
    I want to say we might not make it out alive, but it’s hard to verbalize that while staying strong for her. 
 
    “I know, honey. I know. We’ll get the job done. It’s what you do.” 
 
    “It’s what we do,” I correct, then I return to Finley. <Alright, you have a deal. I’ll come to the White House—but on my own terms. I’m no one’s prisoner, Finley. Not even yours. Not ever.> 
 
    He rages on the other end of the line, but I kill the channel.  
 
    The next instant, I turn from the door, grab Mom’s hand, and we make a run for it.  
 
    My ship makes a beeline for our location, losing altitude as it readies to catch us. My HUD magnifies the sight, and I see that the door’s open with the boarding ladder extended. 
 
    It’d be easy to pull off this jump if I didn’t have the extra weight of my mother. But I can’t second-guess that now, as footsteps crash onto the roof.  
 
    Loud voices bark at us, as do rapid-fire weapons. There’s no time to be strategic.  
 
    I holster my weapon and hook my arm around Mom’s waist, hoping to the gods I’m strong enough to pull this off. A spotlight’s beam suddenly spears the sky to our left, and another does the same on the right, but I pay them no heed as I leap from the roof’s edge, one arm extended. 
 
    Seconds later, my hand wraps around a rung below my ship’s open door. I hold on tight, but can’t muster the strength to pull up both my mother and myself.  
 
    The ship tilts as it bears away from Finley’s castle, and I shriek as my grip loosens and Mom struggles below, trying to pull herself free of me. 
 
    “Stop!” I shriek. “I’m saving you.”  
 
    I can’t lose her again. I won’t. 
 
    “You can’t! I won’t let you do this! Don’t put yourself on the line for me!” 
 
    I can’t look at Mom. So I stare straight up and will myself to gain the strength to save us both.  
 
    I’m just about losing hope when a pair of hands reach down and grab my shoulders, heaving both me and my mom upward. 
 
    Once I’m halfway up, I get a hand on the edge of the door and a foot on a rung below. My chest is heaving, and a voice near my ear says, “I’ve got her.” 
 
    Mom’s weight lessens, and I struggle to release my grip on her as she’s lifted onto the ship. I finally let her go, and my arm swings free, burning under the release.  
 
    It’s not until Mom crawls up onto the spacecraft that I can breathe. Then I shake my arm out and struggle the rest of the way onto the craft, finally rolling onto my back.  
 
    Blake settles my mother into a seat before offering me his hand, and I take it, letting him do most of the work to pull me up. 
 
    He hugs me once I’m standing. “Thank the gods we got to you in time.” 
 
    I nod, gasping for breath. “Who’s piloting this thing?” 
 
    Blake tosses his head to the side, and I peer into the cockpit, a wide grin splitting my lips a second later.  
 
    “Madge?” 
 
    “Girl,” Madge says in a singsong voice. “We have got to talk.” 
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    I’m still standing, but I feel like my legs have floated away. 
 
    Maledon is free? 
 
    I can feel a shaking inside of me that’s not mine. Isabella’s fear of Maledon is a very real and tangible thing.  
 
    I offer her warm feelings as best I can, but I can’t deny my own creeping fear. I’ve had nightmares about this moment and feared that one day, they’d come true.  
 
    Maledon should’ve been destroyed. I knew it. Finley knew it. But I guess this is the reason he didn’t go through with it.  
 
    He’d always planned to use her, and I’m a complete fool. 
 
    “That’s why he’s summoning me to the White House. He wants to surprise me.” 
 
    “You can’t go,” Blake says. “It’s a trap.” 
 
    “A showdown,” Madge amends. “Between you and Maledon. The only way Finley wins, and maybe holds onto power, is with you out of the way.” 
 
    “He has Ray. I have to go.” I make eye contact with Mom, and I see the conflict in her eyes. “Fill me in on Sophie and Andromeda.” 
 
    “I haven’t been able to reach Sophie. I talked to the station director, and she said Sophie left on a shuttle, but I don’t believe it.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t. If Finley broke Maledon free, he had help on the station. He’ll have supporters that want him in charge. People have been complaining about too many cooks in the UA for a while. I can see several of them being loyal to him alone.” 
 
    “What do we do?” Madge asks. 
 
    The answer is simple.  
 
    “Drop Blake and my mom off at Jupiter Junction, and then take me to the White House.”  
 
    Mom and Blake both start shouting, but I hold up my hand to indicate I’m not done.  
 
    “And then you need to help Sophie and free Andromeda. The invaders are coming, they’re almost here, and we’ll need the station ready for combat—not distracted by Finley and his games.” 
 
    “How am I going to do all that?” 
 
    “Go to Admiral Banks. He’ll listen. He’s not loyal to Finley.” 
 
    Madge’s eyes bug in the mirror. “You think he’ll listen to me? I’m a recent graduate, Claire. I’m not an elite superstar like you. My word doesn’t mean anything.” 
 
    I sigh, not in the mood to argue, but I’m not upset with Madge personally. And without her, my mother and I would both be dead.  
 
    “Fine. Since you have my ship, tell him I sent you. Then you’ll have the military behind you. And if anyone can rescue Sophie and weed out Finley’s supporters, it’s you. Then you can use Andromeda as a staging platform to attack.” 
 
    Madge blows out a breath. “Alright. I can do that. I know I can.” 
 
    “I know you can too. It’s what you’ve been training for.”  
 
    I turn to Blake and Mom, and see the questions and doubts on their faces. “I want to alleviate your fears, but they’re valid. I don’t know what’s going to happen.”  
 
    Saying it out loud makes it that much scarier.  
 
    As if she can sense this, Mom touches my face and strokes my hair. “I know what’s going to happen. My daughter is going to fight like hell. She’s a warrior and will give them her all. I just hope it’s enough, Claire.” 
 
    I give a wobbly smile. “Me too.” 
 
    “With Maledon…there’s so much on your plate, baby. You can’t do this all alone.” 
 
    “I won’t. With Madge handling Andromeda, that frees up my focus for Finley and Maledon. Once one of them falls, the other will too.”  
 
    Gods, I hope that’s the case. 
 
    <She will want revenge,> Isabella says gravely. <On both of us.> 
 
    <I know, and I know it’s scary, but we can do it. We can face her again.>  
 
    I say it, but I’m not sure it’s true. I’ve been running from my fear of Maledon for the last three years. 
 
    I feel Blake’s eyes on me as I give mom some painkillers. He and I haven’t talked, but I can tell he wants to.  
 
    “Something on your mind?” I ask as I settle in a seat beside him in the back row.  
 
    He folds his hands together. “Just want you to be careful.” He tries hard not to look at me now that I’m this close, and he does it really well. 
 
    “I will. Thanks for the concern.” 
 
    “Look…” Blake strokes his chin, “I’ve been hostile in the past, and I just want to say—” 
 
    “That I deserved it,” I admit. “I broke up with you to be with Ray.” 
 
    Blake nods, but there’s something in his eyes. “I gave you every reason to. I couldn’t handle having a girlfriend who was supercharged with a mission. You were important, and I was getting left behind.” 
 
    “You weren’t. I always would’ve stood by you. I just wanted—no, I needed support. Not criticism of every powerful thing I could do.” I squeeze my eyes shut. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to turn this into an attack.” 
 
    Blake runs a hand through his hair. “But you’re right. I wasn’t mature enough, wasn’t man enough. I wish I had handled it differently. I just hope Ray does better than I did.” 
 
    I don’t want to rub anything in his face, so I keep my mouth shut on that point. “I’m going to go check on Madge, but…Thanks, Blake. It means a lot.” 
 
    He gives a half smile but still avoids my gaze. And maybe that the best I can hope for. 
 
    I sigh and slip into the navigator’s seat beside Madge.  
 
    She gives me side-eye. “Closure is always nice,” she singsongs. 
 
    “You are always listening,” I sing back. 
 
    “I am,” she says proudly. 
 
    “And you always have an opinion.” 
 
    ‘Yes, I do!”  
 
    She sounds so cheerful, it makes me wonder if I ever sound like that anymore. 
 
    I glance into the back with another sigh. “I don’t know if I’m doing the right thing…about anything.” 
 
    Madge’s demeanor turns serious, and her voice drops an octave. “You’re doing the only thing you can. And you’ll do your best. I know you won’t stop fighting, it’s not your style. It’s not mine, either. Sophie needs us. She risked everything to get that information to us. I won’t leave her. Not ever.” 
 
    I grip her shoulder. “I know it’s been hard for us all to stay in touch since we graduated. Things have been crazy busy.” 
 
    She purses her lips. “Maybe that’s the way he designed it. Finley. Keep you so busy, you don’t notice what’s going on around you and right beneath your feet.” 
 
    When did Madge get so insightful?  
 
    Maybe she always has been, and I just haven’t given her enough credit. 
 
    “But you’re right,” she continues. “The group fell apart. If we get out of this, we’re going to fix it. I know we will.”  
 
    “I hope so.”  
 
    Boy, do I hope so. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    I fall into silence for the rest of the journey to Jupiter Junction.  
 
    Mom is first to go home, and I’m glad to see Dad is there to welcome her. They embrace, and I wish them well, but I don’t volunteer any information. 
 
    After leaving my parents, we bring Blake near his house. Our stop needs to be brief; it won’t take long for the authorities to find my spacecraft. It’s not hard to spot, parked on the street or in an empty field.  
 
    “Tell your superiors what’s going on,” I encourage him. “They need to be prepared. The UA is going to need new leadership.” 
 
    My money is on Katherine Crawford, but I won’t get a say in the matter. 
 
    He bobs his head. “I will, but it won’t be that easy, Claire. The UA is run by a Council, and the chairman is Finley. The rest of the members might not easily turn on him.” 
 
    I smile. “We won’t know until we try. They might do it just to save their own butts, if we get enough proof for the CIA.” 
 
    “You’re the eternal optimist, aren’t you,” Blake sighs. 
 
    I shrug. “I do the best I can.” I punch his shoulder. “Thanks for saving me…and my mom. I won’t forget it.” 
 
    “Of course.” Blake sucks on his cheek. “It’s nice, you know. Being friends. I’ve missed that more than anything.” 
 
    “Me too.” I grin. “Well, I’d better get out of here.”  
 
    We say goodbye and shake hands. It feels so detached from who we used to be. 
 
    Feeling awkward and strange, I trot up the steps to the spacecraft. When I turn around to wave goodbye, Blake’s already made his way across the street.  
 
    It’s for the best, anyway. It’s time to get this done. 
 
      
 
    * * * * *  
 
      
 
    The flight to New York City doesn’t take long, and before I know it, I’m on my own again, while Madge sets off to do what she can for Sophie.  
 
    I wish her well and cross my fingers that it’ll end the way I want it to. Nothing is guaranteed, and that’s been a hard lesson for me to accept. 
 
    Now I’m across the street from the White House, crouched in the shadows, secure behind a wrought-iron fence and a thousand invisible defenses. The sky is dark, with the orange peek of a sunset looming off the horizon.  
 
    A new day is about to dawn. That usually gives me hope, but in this moment, all I can feel is fear. 
 
    As soon as I approach, I won’t be able to take back my choice; Finley’s security will swarm me like ants on a picnic blanket. 
 
    <Second thoughts?> Isabella asks. 
 
    <No, I just need a moment. I’m preparing myself for what I think we’ll find in there.>  
 
    Has Maledon melded with Finley? I wonder. 
 
    It makes the most sense, but I’m loath to see it. 
 
    <I was hoping you had changed your mind,> Isabella sighs. <Good luck, then, Claire. I’ll do my best to keep you alive.> 
 
    I almost laugh at how despondent she sounds. <Me too. I made a promise to you a few years ago, and I intend to keep it.> 
 
    I wipe my hands on my pants and cross the street toward the gate. It’s locked, so I scale it and jump down on the grass as shadows approach the White House from the side.  
 
    I raise my hands and keep moving. My heart’s in my throat, but I stride forward with confidence as the secret police aim their weapons at me. 
 
    “Stop where you are!”  
 
    “Get down!” 
 
    I lower to my knees but keep my hands in the air. “Finley’s expecting me. The name’s Claire Johnson, I’m here at his request. You can check with him if you don’t believe me.” 
 
    “Lace your fingers behind your head. Don’t move.” 
 
    I do what he says, and cringe as they wrench my wrists behind my back and handcuff them together.  
 
    Roughly, they check my body and find my pulse pistol. 
 
    “She came armed to the White House,” one officer says to the man that must be the sergeant. 
 
    The latter takes my weapon and glances at it like he’s never seen one like it. Maybe he hasn’t. Then he makes a fist and decks me across the jaw. 
 
    My head snaps to the side with the impact, and my jaw throbs.  
 
    “There’s more of that in store for you if you don’t do exactly what I say.” 
 
    “You’re the boss,” I reply. “Except…are you?” 
 
    His eyes narrow, and I narrow mine in return.  
 
    “I’m looking forward to wiping that perpetually smug grin off your face, girl.” 
 
    I have a lot to say about that, but I hold my tongue as he grabs my arm and tugs me along.  
 
    I stumble forward with no choice but to comply as we march toward our final showdown. 
 
    <Here goes nothing,> Isabella says. <Brace yourself.> 
 
    It’s all I can do. 
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    <The sky is clear and free, Diva,> said squadron leader Baron Drake as the fighters vectored toward Andromeda’s lower fighter bay. 
 
    Diva was Madge’s call signal. She’d tried to shake the nickname, but her squad wouldn’t let her. Was it her fault she liked to have perfectly manicured fingers? It didn’t make her less of an asset than anyone else. 
 
    <They’re not answering my hails. Are you sure we’re cleared?> The question came from Joyce Brooker, known by the cringe-worthy nickname ‘Joystick’.  
 
    There were so many dirty jokes about that one, Madge liked to pretend she didn’t hear them—or understand them. 
 
    <Let’s dock and get this sorted,> William Levine said. 
 
    <Roger that, Prime,> Drake replied. <We need to refuel after our lift-off burn anyway. We’re going in. Follow my vector and get ready. Stay on alert, just in case we encounter hostiles.> 
 
    Madge sent an affirmative and followed suit, easing into Andromeda’s fighter hangar on grav drives and initiating a landing in a free area near the inner bulkhead.  
 
    It was a tight squeeze, and without external views and telemetry, she had to make sure to keep an eye on each side as she manually lowered to the deck. 
 
    Once she had safely touched down. Madge blew out a breath to settle her nerves. Tricky landing aside, she was worried about Sophie. She hoped to find her friend unharmed, but after seeing what Finley’s goons had done to Claire’s mom, she feared the worst.  
 
    Please, please, she begged, let her be OK.  
 
    She felt guilty for not reaching out more. Not being involved. How could she have been such a bad friend? 
 
    Sure, Sophie worked in space, and Madge had been busy with graduation and getting used to being in the space force, but was that any excuse? 
 
    Madge lifted her visor and climbed out of her spacecraft. She had her gun in her hand before she met up with her squad in the corridor outside of the bay.  
 
    It was deserted, so they moved toward the lift. It’d take them to the main levels of Andromeda, where they’d hopefully  find clues about the station’s readiness and where Sophie was being held.  
 
    Maybe when we find her, she can shed some light on what’s going on. And how Maledon got out in the first place. 
 
    They hopped into the lift, and Madge pushed the button for the science level.  
 
    “Anything?” she asked. 
 
    Joyce shook her head. “No response from the command center yet. Andromeda’s a sitting duck.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m worried about,” Madge grumbled. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Diva. We’ll find your friend.” Drake gave her a wink. 
 
    Madge bit her tongue, pretending she didn’t see the wink. “That’s not what I’m worried about. I’m worried command is so preoccupied with whatever is going on station-side that they aren’t prepared for the real threat coming for us.” 
 
    No one said anything as the doors opened.  
 
    Madge stepped out first. “I’ve been here a few times. Follow my lead.” 
 
    “No dawdling behind, Joystick,” Drake said with a snap of his gum.  
 
    He shouldn’t have even had gum, but no one said anything because he was the squadron leader. They were used to putting up with his holier-than-thou attitude. 
 
    Madge led them down the corridor toward the science labs, and was relieved to see the station director, Martha Hayward,  coming toward them.  
 
    “Director,” Madge greeted. “Is everything alright here?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Drake said dryly. “You didn’t, by chance, have a weapons malfunction?” 
 
    Martha wore a tense smile. “No malfunctions. What is this about? Your ships alarmed us, coming up from the surface with no flight plans on record. We thought it was another Canton attack.” 
 
    “That’s coming soon enough,” Madge said. “It’s part of the reason we’re here. We’re looking for Sophie.” 
 
    “Sophie? Why didn’t you say so! This is what all the fuss is about? Come with me, I’ll take you to her.” Martha fished a keycard from her pocket.  
 
    Madge hesitated and glanced at her squad.  
 
    Drake nodded but looked apprehensive. <Steady, Diva,> he said privately.  
 
    She took a breath and smiled at the director. “Sure thing. Let’s get going, I have some questions for her.” 
 
    The director led them back the way they came, taking them toward a fork in the corridor. “Oh? What kind of questions?” 
 
    Madge checked their surroundings as they walked. “Like how she thinks Maledon came to be freed from her stasis chamber.” She paused and waited for any tells that the director knew about it.  
 
    Martha bristled, and Madge exchanged glances with Drake. 
 
    “Oh?” Martha asked. “I’ve heard nothing about this. Maybe Sophie was wrong.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Madge agreed casually. “I guess we can ask her in a few minutes.” 
 
     “I think that should be a private inquiry, kept within the department. I’ll handle it, but thanks for bringing it to my attention.”  She stopped at a door and fiddled with her keycard. 
 
    “Private, huh?” Drake asked skeptically. 
 
    “Are you planning to open that door?” William interjected. “Or are we going to stand out here all afternoon?” 
 
    The director glanced at Madge. “I’m sorry about this. You were a good kid, but now I’m afraid you’ve fallen under poor guidance.”  
 
    She slid the card into a slot on the door, and the hair on the back of Madge’s neck rose. 
 
    “Take cover!” she yelled, as the door opened and released a swarm of armed soldiers. 
 
    Drake and the squad fell back into the adjoining corridor. Madge crouched, her back against the wall, and leaned forward to return fire.  
 
    <I count four of them,> William said. 
 
    <All packing heat,> Joyce added. <Mind telling us how we’re going to get out of this mess?> 
 
    <We need to find others not in on this coup,> Madge replied. <There’s no way everyone on this station is loyal to Finley. They must be holding them somewhere.> 
 
    <Good call, Diva. Will, run a scan and see if there are any clusters of heat signatures.> 
 
    <Cafeteria,> William said. <Where else would they be? Footlong wieners and cokes!> 
 
    <After this, we’re going to talk about your word choices,> Drake growled. <OK, kids, let’s make for the lift so we can free these people.> 
 
    Madge backed off slowly, firing a shot here and there to keep the officers from advancing on them too quickly.  
 
    <Break and run for it,> Drake ordered. 
 
    As a group, they advanced toward the elevator, but two guards stepped forward, blocking the other end of the corridor.  
 
    Madge came to a skidding stop.  
 
    One guard lifted his gun, and Madge fired, hitting him in the center of his chest, while William took out the other. 
 
    “Good shot, Diva!” Drake says. “How many hours of weapon training have you had?” 
 
    “Over two hundred, sir.” 
 
    “Impressive. Everyone, on the lift! Diva will protect us if we encounter any enemies, right?” Drake winked at her. 
 
    Madge wasn’t sure if she should be flattered or not. “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    As they rode the elevator down to the lobby, Madge made one last desperate attempt to reach her friend.  
 
    <Come on, Sophie. Where are you?>  
 
    No reply.  
 
    Deflated, Madge lost hope as the lift doors opened. It had been worth a try, anyway. 
 
    The squad exited the car and advanced through the atrium. Joyce called out that there were bodies stationed outside the cafeteria.  
 
    <At least three and three,> she clarified. 
 
    <Alright,> Drake said in his ‘I’m about to give orders’ voice, <William and Diva, you take the left, Joy and I will take the right. Keep your heads down, take precautions, and nobody try to be the hero.> 
 
    <Except for you, right, Drake?> Joyce laughed. 
 
    Madge smirked but kept any comments to herself. She didn’t need to go and get on the leader’s bad side.  
 
    <Move out,> Drake ordered, ignoring Joyce. <Go fast and hard. Both sides.> 
 
    Madge stayed with William, using the doorway of the atrium as cover. Next to the cafeteria doors were a few benches, some potted plants, and six officers; two soldiers by the door, and four sitting on the benches, playing cards. 
 
    Not exactly a ‘left or right’ situation. 
 
    From the other entryway, Drake fired first. He hit a man by the door, getting the others’ attention in a hurry.  
 
    The troops playing cards immediately stood, weapons in hand, and returned fire before ducking behind the bench they’d just risen from. 
 
    Madge took aim, letting loose a trio of rounds that hit a woman in the shoulder before she took cover again to wait for her opening. While she did that, weapon fire came from behind them.  
 
    Madge threw herself into a corner for protection, and William scrambled further away, pulling up behind a pillar. 
 
    <Hold on,> Drake said. <I’ve got you.>  
 
    He fired across the corridor, forcing the officers to take cover.  
 
    Madge used that moment to push out from her corner and spray rounds at one of the guards as another charged her. 
 
    The latter rocked her with a left hook across the jaw, and she was knocked backward, against the wall.  
 
    She kicked her attacker in the crotch and pushed her weapon against his gut, squeezing the trigger three times in desperation. He fell to his knees, and Madge sprinted away, toward the cafeteria doors.  
 
    <Corridor clear,> Drake reported. 
 
    Madge released the locking mechanism, and the cafeteria doors opened. She stepped inside, sweeping her gaze across the dozens of people sitting at the tables. All the scientists, plus lab techs and assorted personnel, were present, lips silent and eyes fearful. 
 
    “We’re here to free you,” Madge assured them. “Is Sophie with you?” 
 
    A woman stood up from a center table and approached them. Madge recognized her as Dr. Jennings from her time aboard Andromeda a few years ago.  
 
    “Sophie’s not here. Hayward came and took her hours ago. She said they had questions for her, but I didn’t like her tone. Or the look of her.” 
 
    Madge felt a flood of fear and panic, but did her best to control it.  
 
    You’re on duty, she reminded herself. You have to hold it together if you want to save Sophie. You can do this.  
 
    “Where would Hayward take her?” she asked. 
 
    “Command center.” Dr. Jennings swallowed hard. “I think they’re going to kill her.” 
 
    “What?! Why would they do that?” 
 
    “I heard them say Sophie has proof of something. Something about Finley.” 
 
    Madge did an about-face and stormed out of the cafeteria. 
 
    Drake caught up with her and matched her step for step. “Where are you going?” he demanded. 
 
    “To stop Hayward from killing Sophie!” 
 
    “You go with the squad, Diva! You do what I tell you. Settle down. Take a breath. You’re too upset, your emotions are running hot.” 
 
    Madge hated when he was right. “What would you have me do?” 
 
    “Take William or Joyce, and come up with a plan. You know where she is and the layout?” 
 
    Madge nodded. “It’s been a while, but yeah. It’s pretty intuitive.” 
 
    “Good. Get in there, do what you have to do, and we’ll meet up with you. We’re going to make a final sweep of the corridors.”  
 
    Madge nodded again and went to turn back, to rejoin her squad, but a group of soldiers jogged up to them, barring their way.  
 
    She brought up her weapon, but before she could fire, her brain registered that none of those approaching were armed.  
 
    “Thanks for the rescue,” one told her. “I’m Commander Jacobs, and we’re here to help. We’re not part of this coup, the real threat is out there,” he waved at a bulkhead, his brow furrowed. 
 
    She breathed a sigh of relief that, for the moment, the fight was on pause. “Want to help me get into the command center and save some more lives?” 
 
    “It would be my honor.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    NOTHING TRAVELS FASTER 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 17th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.24.6785  
 
    LOCATION: Bridge, UFSS Victorious 
 
    REGION: Earth, Cartagara System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Captain Maud stood at the bridge’s fore, staring at the display. Before her sat the chief scan officer and ship’s navigator. Their eyes were on their consoles, only occasionally flickering up to the tactical view of Earth’s nearspace. 
 
    Thus far, no sightings of enemy ships had been made, though from what Maud understood, ships from outside the system could possess stealth capabilities that were beyond the Victorious’s ability to detect. Only Andromeda Station had active scan arrays able to separate dark ships from cold space at anything further out than a light second. 
 
    And Andromeda wasn’t sending updates of any sort—a silence that was chafing the captain more and more with each passing moment.  
 
    The idea of encountering offworlders with hostile intent was both terrifying and exhilarating. Yet Admiral Banks had informed the fleet that such an engagement was imminent.  
 
    While Maud would never look forward to violence, she was eager to put her ship through its paces and target something more than rocks drifting through space.  
 
    “Anything of note, Lieutenant Thompson?” she asked the woman seated to her left. 
 
    “No, ma’am.” She glanced up at Maud. “Other than a few rocks, scan is clear. I’ve pinged the Entilies. The moon base was having relay issues, so the fleet out there is going to come back into line of sight for direct comms.” 
 
    Maud’s lips thinned. If three ships can be called a fleet. 
 
    Ship numbers aside, the Sun had belched out a few flares over the prior days that were sending waves of plasma at Earth. The increased EM flux was making comms shaky at the best of times—and this was not the best of times.  
 
    “What about on Andromeda?” she asked. 
 
    “You mean since that fighter squadron boosted up there with no flight plan filed? Nothing—good or bad.” 
 
    “ ‘Nothing’ seems bad,” Lieutenant Morgan interjected from the pilot’s seat. “Especially right now.” 
 
    Maud nodded in agreement. “Eyes wide open, ladies. We don’t want to be caught with our pants down.” 
 
    “Thank the gods for belts,” Tessie Morgan muttered under her breath. “Though I wouldn’t mind if something finally happened, Captain.” 
 
    “I guess I’m not interesting enough for you.” Maud smirked. “I get what you’re saying, but let’s not beg for trouble just yet.” 
 
    “You’re right, sorry, Captain.” 
 
    Maud glanced over her shoulder at the other members of her bridge crew. It was evident that they felt the same as Tessie: suffused with a combination of anxiety and excitement.  
 
    Hurry up and wait. That saying never goes out of style. 
 
    “Message from the Entilies coming in!” Lieutenant Thompson all but shouted. “It’s coded Red-One.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Maud muttered. “Put it onscreen.” 
 
    Captain Tuskan, a lean, clean-shaven man, appeared on the forward display. The bridge behind him was filled with smoke, and he was floating above the deck with one hand holding onto a console. 
 
    “Maud, our fleet and Lunar-1 have come under attack. They hit the comm relays and the lunar defenses before we even saw them coming. We engaged, but it was too late. We’re dead in the water.” 
 
    The captain’s jaw tightened.  
 
    The Entilies was a new destroyer-class ship refitted from a heavy transport found on the moon two years ago. It wasn’t fast, but it was well-shielded, which didn’t bode well for the rest of the UA fleet.  
 
    “How many enemies are we looking at?” she asked. 
 
    “Three hit us, looked to be corvette-class,” Tuskan replied. “But there are at least fifty ships headed your way from what I can see—wait, no. Thirteen are changing vector, headed to Andromeda.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Maud asked, looking over Thompson’s shoulder at the scan readout. “We don’t see a thing.” 
 
    “They’re shaping their engine wash into narrow beams, so even from behind, they’re hard to see.” 
 
    “Fuck!” Maud clenched her hands into fists, turning to her comm officer. “I want Andromeda on the horn yesterday. We need their active scan online, or we’re going to be the fish in the proverbial barrel.” 
 
    “We’ll try to provide data from back here,” Tuskan offered. “But we’re down to just a few frequencies, with this flare plasma hitting us—not to mention the damage.” 
 
    The captain straightened. “We appreciate anything you can give us. I need to organize my fleet. Let me know if you get new intel.” 
 
    “Of course,” Tuskan nodded. “I have a few things to see to here as well.” 
 
    “Understood, Captain. Take care of yourselves and Lunar-1. We’ll take care of the rest.” 
 
    The connection ended, and Thompson glanced up at Maud. “I have a feed from their scan system, updating our tactical network now.” 
 
    At her words, the view updated to show a two-dimensional view of Earth and the Moon, the location of Andromeda and Maud’s twenty-ship fleet between them.  
 
    Andromeda was currently seventy-three thousand kilometers from Maud’s twenty ships—most of which were converted cargo haulers, other than five purpose-built corvettes and the Victorious.  
 
    Against fifty enemy ships—all of which are probably built for war.  
 
    Pushing her doubt aside, she signaled the comm officer to send a fleet-wide message. 
 
    The officer nodded in response, and Maud faced the screen, squaring her shoulders.  
 
    “This is Captain Maud of the Victorious. Lunar-1 and the Moon’s defense fleet have been hit by unknown enemies. Those enemies are now bound for Andromeda and Earth. We’re the last line of defense before these marauders hit our world’s atmosphere. We’ve prepared for this, we know what to do, and we have all Earth behind us.  
 
    “I want the fleet in pattern omega, all ships boosting to engage in five minutes. These assholes think they have an easy target, but we’re going to prove otherwise. Remember, we’re fighting not only for our survival, but for that of our entire world. It’s not a perfect place—far from it—but it’s ours, and we’re not giving it up while I draw breath.” 
 
    She signaled the end of her message and turned to the comm officer. “Set the fleet condition to Battle Alert, Red-One.” 
 
    Now they waited…for whatever may come. 

  

 
   
    ALERT, ALERT 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 18th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.25.6785  
 
    LOCATION: Command Center 
 
    REGION: Andromeda Station, Earth, Cartagara System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bad things kept happening to Sophie, and she was sick of it. But since she was currently tied to a chair with a gag stuck inside her mouth, she couldn’t do much about it.  
 
    Sophie feared that her time to be safely rescued was running out; however, if she did manage to survive, she needed some serious weapons training after this. 
 
    Or to learn kung-fu. 
 
    Or both. Or everything. 
 
    Hayward stood at the command console, holding a weapon in her hand. It was like Claire’s pulse pistol except more lethal.  
 
    Guards kept watch at the sealed doors of the command center’s entrance. Sophie didn’t expect they’d help her, but maybe if she asked, they’d let her call home one last time. Let her say goodbye. 
 
    Sophie didn’t want to die, but she didn’t regret the steps that had brought her to this point. She’d made peace with it all—it had hopefully helped Claire stop Maledon and save the planet.  
 
    Sophie only wished she’d be around to find out. 
 
    Hayward turned from the console and walked toward her, gripping her weapon. “I gain no pleasure from doing this to you, Sophie.”  
 
    She bent down to get closer, and Sophie flinched.  
 
    “I’m not going to hurt you,” her captor scoffed as she pulled the gag out. 
 
    Once her mouth was clear, Sophie coughed and moved her jaw around to loosen it up. “Then why tie me up in here? Who told you to do this?” 
 
    Martha scowled. “Finley. You uncovered what we did with Maledon, and now we can’t let you go. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Newsflash, it’s not going to be a secret much longer. But once the invaders arrive, none of this will matter anymore. Finley is distracting everyone from the real mission, leaving the station defenseless. We are at each other’s throats, just letting the attack happen.”  
 
    “You’re a fool if you think the only threat is out there. The threat is also here, on Earth! People want to destroy our way of life. Once Italia was killed, her coalition splintered into groups that are only happy with destruction.” 
 
    Sophie’s eyes flashed with anger. “Finley is the one destroying everything, even if he doesn’t see it. Ordering around secret police, arresting journalists…that’s not our way!” 
 
    Hayward sighed. “Young and naïve, with so much belief in the system. Trust me, Sophie, I don’t want to end your life…but I will.” She gripped her captive’s chin. 
 
    Sophie squeezed her eyes shut as the weapon pressed against her stomach.  
 
    This is it.  
 
    She really thought she’d have more time.  
 
    There was an explosion, and for an instant, Sophie thought it was the shot from Hayward’s gun.  
 
    No…it was too loud.  
 
    When the smell of smoke reached her nostrils, she wondered if maybe the weapon had malfunctioned. 
 
    Then the pressure against her stomach disappeared, and she cracked an eye to see the director rubbing her eyes.  
 
    “They’re here, stop them!” Hayward shouted. 
 
    She moved past Sophie, seemingly forgetting about shooting her—not that Sophie was complaining.  
 
    With the attention drawn away from her. Sophie kicked off the floor, and her chair tumbled backward, carrying her with it. 
 
    A burst of air escaped her as she landed on her back, but she stayed on the ground, still bound to her chair, as weapons fire erupted all around her.  
 
    Realizing how vulnerable she still was, she rolled over onto her side, her head cocked at a painful angle, and wiggled her arms. If she could loosen the rope from around one arm, she could get free.  
 
    Hot pain shot up her arm and traveled through her shoulder, but she was undeterred, and with a final, wrenching pull, she yanked her left arm free, and then slipped out the right. Quickly, she rolled up onto her hands and knees. 
 
    The smoke had begun to dissipate, and Sophie could see well enough to crawl toward a nearby console. She crouched behind it for cover and brought the sensor systems back online, initiating the station’s multi-spectrum active scan array. 
 
    “Oh no,” she muttered as the results trickled in. “This is so not good.” 
 
    She peered over the console to see that Madge and a ragtag group of pilots had taken out the guards and were holding the director at gunpoint. 
 
    “Madge!” she called out, waving her hand. 
 
    When their eyes locked, her friend’s were flooded with relief.  
 
    Madge jogged over and crushed Sophie in a hug. “I’m so glad you’re all right.” 
 
    “I am too, but, Madge—” 
 
    “Are you hurt? Do you need anything?” 
 
    Sophie huffed. “I need you listen to me!” 
 
    Madge’s mouth fell open. “Well, excuse me. I was worried about you, and—” 
 
    Sophie grabbed Madge’s chin and turned her head toward the command console. “There are fifty-three ships headed toward us and Earth. They’re hours away. Hours, Madge.” 
 
    Madge blew out a shakey breath. “Alright. We knew this was happening, right?” Her friend’s voice cracked. “We’ve been preparing for this for years. Can you route your feed to Captain Maud’s fleet? She’s going to need all the real-time data we can get her.” 
 
    “Right…Yeah.” Sophie’s hands danced over the console. “Sending it their way. She’s too far away to protect us, though. We need to get Andromeda’s defenses online.” 
 
    “My squadron and I will get back into the black. Whoever these invaders are, they’re going to find some teeth in the dark.” 
 
    “On Andromeda, too,” Dr. Jennings said as she stepped into the room. “We might just be civilians, but we’re not going to simply sit around when this station and our entire world needs defending.” 
 
    Her words were music to Sophie’s ears.  
 
    “Then let’s get busy. We have a planet to save.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    LAYERED INTENT 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 17th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.24.6785 
 
    LOCATION: Guangzhou  
 
    REGION: Canton, Earth 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ji Yan rode the lift down beneath the ancient temple in the heart of Guangzhou. At this point, it was a ride he’d made a hundred times, though recently, he’d made efforts to hide his visits from President Zhou. 
 
    However, that was not the case this time. Today marked the end of his subterfuge, of the bootlicking she had forced him to perform. Today, he would take his rightful place as the ruler of Canton, securing his people’s future not only on Earth, but beyond the planet and even the Solar System. 
 
    The lift doors opened, and he strode through the underground passages, nodding to each person who stopped to salute him.  
 
    Above the surface, he lived in shame, but not below. Down here, every person was loyal to the cause and to him. They would die at his word, give their lives for the vision they all shared.  
 
    Finally, he came to the last door, passing through security after the guards verified his vitals. When the portal opened, he breathed a sigh of relief at the sight of the ship—his ship. 
 
    The ancients had named it Fēiyún, but Ji Yan had chosen a new name for his flagship: Chìlóng—the Red Dragon. 
 
    The three-kilometer cruiser was larger than anything the UA had managed to find or build, and so far as Ji could tell, it was significantly larger than Pacel’s ships.  
 
    Fortune favors the cunning, and when this is done, Pacel will be treating with me, not I with him. 
 
    The Chìlóng looked leaner, more aggressive, now that all the scaffolding had been pulled away. Only a few gantries connected the sides of the underground hangar to the massive vessel, and it was down one of these that he strode to the open airlock. 
 
    Two soldiers stood on either side of the ship’s entrance, both ramrod-straight, weapons held across their chests, eyes staring straight ahead. When he drew close to the airlock, the men snapped to attention.  
 
    He threw them a quick salute, continuing through the airlock to where Captain Daiyu waited, also standing at attention. 
 
    “Captain,” Ji Yan said as he returned the woman’s salute. “Is everything in readiness?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. The ship stands ready at your order.” 
 
    “Excellent.” He nodded down the passage. “Then let’s get to the bridge and commence our journey.” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral.”  
 
    It was the first time anyone had used Ji’s new self-declared title, and he rather liked it. 
 
    Daiyu turned and led him through the ship to the central lift bank, where they rode it up to the command decks. There, they navigated several corridors and decks before reaching the bridge.  
 
    Ji approved of the ship’s design; its internal structure was a balance between efficiency and defensibility, unlike the other vessels discovered on the planet.  
 
    Not that he expected the Chìlóng to face a potential boarding anytime soon. 
 
    Though it never hurts to be prepared. 
 
    When he and Daiyu stepped onto the bridge, the officer of the watch rose from the command chair and announced them.  
 
    The captain dismissed him to his regular duties and gestured to the seat. “Admiral Yan, it would honor us if you gave the order to leave the dock.” 
 
    Ji Yan nodded and took the seat, bringing up the displays in front of him before connecting with docking control.  
 
    “This is Admiral Yan aboard the Chìlóng. Open the doors and prepare for liftoff.” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral,” came the reply. “The park is clear, hangar doors opening.” 
 
    A faint shudder came through the deckplates as the main display flipped to a view of the seven-hundred-meter-wide doors opening above the ship. They slid apart faster than one would have expected, and beyond the initial vibrations, moved as cleanly as they would have the day they were installed. 
 
    A smile flitted across Ji Yan’s lips as he imagined the people of Guangzhou gaping at the central park while the ancient temples lowered into the earth before sliding aside. Though Canton did not have the same issue with doubters as places like the United Federation, some still believed in the old ways. 
 
    Now it is time to learn of the even older ways. 
 
    “Commence your ascent, Captain,” he said once the doors had slid aside.  
 
    “Yes, Admiral.” Daiyu turned to the ship’s pilot and gave the order for liftoff.  
 
    This time, there were no errant vibrations. The ship lifted off its ancient cradle like a feather being picked up by an errant breeze. Granted, the anti-gravity systems were now online, so the smooth liftoff was expected.  
 
    Thirty seconds later, the battlecruiser passed through the hangar’s overhead doors and into the open air. The smile on Ji’s lips widened as he considered that President Zhou would soon be learning of his actions. 
 
    I give it thirty seconds before she calls. 
 
    As the ship continued to rise, an escort of air-space fighters approached, circling the cruiser in a defensive pattern as much a in a show of force—not that he expected any opposition. 
 
    Ji Yan had performed his duties as a whimpering sycophant so well that the president never suspected him. He’d even bucked at her control once or twice so she wouldn’t think that he’d come to heel too easily.  
 
    But behind the scenes, he’d taken control of key elements of Canton’s military and government—with a little help from his new friends. 
 
    “Ma’am,” the comm officer turned to Captain Daiyu. “We have an incoming message from the Presidential Palace. The president wishes to speak with the ship’s commander.” 
 
    “Send it to my console, Lieutenant,” Ji instructed. “It’s me she wants to speak with.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the man replied.  
 
    The captain raised a brow, to which Ji responded with a confident smile as he took the connection and routed it to his Link—something few knew he’d had implanted. 
 
    <President Zhou, how nice to speak with you today.> 
 
    <Ji Yan!> her shout echoed in his mind. <What in the seven stars are you doing? I didn’t authorize you to take the Chìlóng out of its hangar. Now our enemies will know we possess it.> 
 
    He sent a laugh before his words. <Yes they will, but by the end of the day, they will be our subjects, not our enemies.> 
 
    <What are you talking about? We cannot go to war with the entire world.> 
 
    <My dear president, what we are doing is far more complex than that. Our star system is not alone in the galaxy, and others—my new allies—are aware of our existence. They’ve been instrumental in getting me this far. Now, President Zhou, I must ask you, do you plan to support or oppose me?> 
 
    Zhou gave a derisive snort. <I do not support you, you support me. I order you to return that ship to its hangar!> 
 
    Ji’s reply was simple. <How is your tea?> 
 
    <My…you’ve poisoned me!> 
 
    <Nothing so crude. I dosed you with nanobots. They’re now inside your body, waiting for my command. Will you do as you’re told, or will you resist this change of leadership?> 
 
    <You’d kill me? Assassinate your president?> 
 
    He let out a long sigh, finding himself more than weary of her dramatic behavior. <Upon further reflection, I could never forgive you for how you’ve treated me these past three years. Goodbye, Zhou.> 
 
    He sent the command, only waiting long enough to hear the woman’s strangled cry before he killed the connection. 
 
    “Continue the ascent,” he instructed Captain Daiyu. “The president no longer opposes our actions.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    FACING THE MUSIC 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 18th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.25.6785  
 
    LOCATION: White House courtyard 
 
    REGION: New York City, New York, United Federation, Earth 
 
      
 
      
 
    The White House. I’ve visited more than a few times over the years, providing status updates and briefings. It had begun to feel comfortable and familiar.  
 
    Now that’s all changed. I’m being led to my would-be executioner.  
 
    Maledon thinks she has me, and I have to prove to her she doesn’t. But is it the truth? Or am I just grandstanding? 
 
    It’s hard to know what’s what. The fear I feel at the very thought of facing Maledon is real. She robbed me of my mother and a normal, happy life. She used me for a year and tried to convert me to her cause, slowly grooming me to be her stooge. 
 
    It’s hard to get over such a sweeping betrayal. We shared everything, and she had been more than a partner. She’d been a friend. A confidant.  
 
    Now when I think back on all of it, I feel stupid. So stupid. 
 
    Isabella…I’ve never given her enough credit. She’s been scarred by Maledon too. Neither of us want to do this, but we need to.  
 
    So I grit my teeth and keep putting one foot in front of the other. 
 
    We’re escorted through the White House, passing more of Finley’s private police at every turn. I’m brought to a private elevator. It’s generally protected by a red velvet rope, but a woman pulls that aside and motions for my escort to lead me through.  
 
    The officer who holds my arm presses the down button on the outside panel. Then he leads me inside but doesn’t get in himself.  
 
    I balk. “You’re not coming?” 
 
    “Don’t miss me too much,” he says with a smirk. “Your eyes only.” 
 
    The doors slide shut, and the elevator slowly starts to descend. My heart races from anxiety, compelling me to test my outside connections.  
 
    It’s as I feared: there’s a Link dampener installed somewhere nearby, probably in the bunker. I won’t be able to call for help if I need it. 
 
    <This certainly puts a crimp in things,> Isabella remarks.  
 
    <You sound jovial.> 
 
    <Don’t worry, I’m as worried as you are. But we have to try to stay upbeat, don’t we?> 
 
     I agree that’s probably for the best.  
 
    The doors open, feeding me into the bunker, and the sheer size of the place surprises me. The lobby is a thirty-meter open space with glass-walled offices ringing it. 
 
    All of the offices I can see into are empty, so I walk slowly toward the corridor dead ahead. It ends in a T, and a note rests on a narrow console table.  
 
      
 
    Put your remaining weapon in the bowl. Turn right, follow the passage to the end.
You’ll find what you’re looking for. 
 
      
 
    ‘You’ll find what you’re looking for.’  
 
    I scowl. Ray.  
 
    I bite my lip as I pull out the pulse pistol concealed on my thigh and drop it in the bowl. I’m not surprised the president knew about the second pistol I kept there.  
 
    Activating my enhanced optical overlays, I can see heat signatures behind some of the doors and down various side passages. I’m not alone. 
 
    I take a breath. <Here we go.> 
 
    <Good luck. Take your time and be careful.> 
 
    <We’ve faced worse situations than this before, right?> 
 
    <Right,> Isabella readily agrees, but her voice sounds shaky. 
 
    I try to let it roll off my back as I make my way down the corridor.  
 
    It ends in another T after forty meters, and a note says to turn left. I follow it and to its end: yet another office and in it, I see Ray tied to a chair. 
 
    Ray. 
 
    I rush in and walk around the desk to bend down and untie his hands. “Ray, are you alright?” I glance up at him and see he has a swollen eye and a cut lip but otherwise looks OK.  
 
    Thank the gods he looks OK. 
 
    “Claire,” Ray rushes on with a hoarse voice. He strains his head to steel a glance of her. “It’s a trap. You have to get out of here. Leave me and just get out.” 
 
    I squat beside him to undo the last knot. “You think I don’t know it’s a trap? Of course I know, but I’m not going to leave you with them.” I touch his face and kiss his lips.  
 
    Ray shakes his head. “It’s Maledon, Claire. I heard her in my head. She wouldn’t stop talking. She keeps saying these things about the future of the world. What her plans are. She wants me to follow her. She wants all of us to follow her.” 
 
    I try to steady my shaking hands and place them on his knees. “I know she’s here. I know what she’s trying to do and what she wants. I’m going to finish her off, wherever she is. Did she merge with Finley?” 
 
    Ray’s eyebrows furrow. “I don’t know. Maybe. It’s hard to tell. When he comes in here…there’s something wrong with him. Almost like he’s not in charge anymore.” 
 
    I purse my lips and nod. “He made a deal with the devil, and now the devil has come to collect its due.”  
 
    I stand up once more, and Ray reaches for my hand.  
 
    “Let me come with you.” He stands beside me and pulls me into his arms. “You can’t do this alone.” 
 
    “If I fail, you need to alert the public. The army. The air force. Everyone. Maledon can’t be allowed to roam free. She’ll take control of everything. Maybe not today, but eventually. You can’t let that happen. She can’t be allowed to escape.” 
 
    Ray’s reluctant, but he nods. “I’ll be waiting for you outside. But you’ll make it. You have to.”  
 
    He takes my face in his hands and kisses me. I cling to him because, despite what he says, I don’t know if I can do what I need to.  
 
    If Maledon has joined with Finley, I’ll need to kill him…and I don’t know that I can. I’ve hurt people before, but I’ve never assassinated anyone. 
 
    “The goon squad upstairs said they’ll let you pass,” I tell him, though I’m not sure how honest they were being. “Get off the grounds and head somewhere safe.”  
 
    He walks to the door and pauses at the threshold. His face is conflicted, but finally, he nods. “You can do this, Claire.” 
 
    “I sure hope so.” 
 
    He closes the door, and I turn to the other door in the room.  
 
    It was cleverly disguised as another wooden wall panel, but not to my eyes. More suspiciously, there were no EM signals from beyond. A total dead zone. 
 
    I pull the door open and see Finley in what appears to be just another office. He’s standing on the other side of a desk with his arms crossed. His face is unmoving and expressionless—until his gaze falls on me, then he inhales, and I see regret. Shame. 
 
    Maybe he’s not as lost a cause as I thought. 
 
    I enter the room but keep my distance. I don’t know if I should be the first to speak, but I refuse to be the one to break eye contact.  
 
    I raise my hands and splay my fingers, showing I’m not armed. “After everything we’ve built together, here we are.” 
 
    He licks his lips. “I never wanted to push things this far.” 
 
    “You signed up for this the moment you freed Maledon. Did you think it could go any other way?” I struggle to hold onto my anger. 
 
    “I thought we could work together. I thought I could control her.” 
 
    I laugh, having never heard anything quite so stupid. “The colony built a secret facility and buried her in it to keep her locked up. Do you think they would’ve done that if she could be controlled? They were terrified of her.” 
 
    Finley’s eyes crinkle. “You have no proof that’s true.” 
 
    “I do, and so does Andromeda. If you had bothered to listen, you would know as well. She tricked you into trusting Amanda Coldwell. You thought you couldn’t regain control without her help because she convinced you of it. But she manipulated you from the very start. And now I have no choice but to find a way to get her out of you.” 
 
    Finley shakes his head. “I’m not merged with her. I thought we would, but Maledon refused.” 
 
    “What?” My nose wrinkles up as I think over what he just said.  
 
    How is that possible? Maledon has to be somewhere. 
 
    <Isabella?> I need her reassurance of…something. I don’t know what, but my confidence is falling, and I need her. 
 
    <He’s telling the truth,> she says. <There’s no sign that he has an embedded AI. Maledon must be somewhere else.> 
 
    <Where? In the bunker?> 
 
    <Scanning. She’s close, Claire. Very close. But I don’t see any EM output from computers or machinery she could be hiding in.> 
 
    <What does that mean?>  
 
    What is Isabella saying? Why can’t she spit it out? 
 
    <It means,> Isabella say, real fear in her mental tone, <the worst possible answer.> 
 
    My heart races as I try to piece this all together. “What did you do?” I jab my finger into Finley’s chest. 
 
    “Claire…I’m sorry.” He drops his eyes to the ground. “I couldn’t say no. She has everything. The nuclear codes. Control over the military’s drones. If I didn’t do exactly what she said…” 
 
    He’s talking total annihilation, I realize with a sinking horror.  
 
    Things are worse than I thought. So much worse. 
 
    I grab him by the shirt. “You’ve screwed us! We might as well let the invaders take the planet and deal with Maledon themselves.” 
 
    “You think I don’t know what I did?” Finley snivels, shrinking in on himself like a man who has just accepted there’s no way out of the trap he’s built.  
 
    As I watch him, I realize that even if I wanted to work with him to stop Maledon, I don’t think he can help me. 
 
    I push him back in disgust and bare my teeth. “Where is she?”  
 
    I was wrong earlier. I could kill him. Kill him with my bare hands. 
 
    “I’m right behind you, Claire,” that sickening voice says.  
 
    The voice I’ve wished I could forget.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    DIVIDE AND CONQUER 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.25.6785  
 
    LOCATION: Bridge, Interceptor Prime 
 
    REGION: Approaching Earth, Cartagara System  
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have ships rising from the surface, Commander,” Harris said, turning serious eyes to Pacel. “One of them is fucking massive.” 
 
    The commander rose from his seat. “About time.” He scowled at the tactical display in the holotank. “Looks like Ji Yan was holding out on us—that’s no retrofitted colony ship.” 
 
    Jal strode to his side. “Looks like an old Scipian cruiser. What the hell is a thing like that doing out here?” 
 
    “No idea.” Pacel shook his head. “Let’s hope they don’t know how to really make use of it.” 
 
    “Do you think he might betray us?” Jal asked.  
 
    “Not if he is as smart as I think he is.” The two men shared a serious look. “He just wants us to know that taking out the UA fleet does not mean that we have free rein over the planet.” 
 
    Jal snorted. “Then perhaps he is a fool.” 
 
    Pacel’s lips thinned. His fleet outmatched the defenders’ three to one—even if Ji Yan sided with the UA against him. But that was assuming that the locals didn’t have a trick or two up their sleeves. “Direct Ji to bracket the UA fleet. We’ll drive them against his Canton ships.” 
 
    “And make sure he can’t double-cross us.” 
 
    The commander smirked. “Exactly.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Ji Yan scowled at the orders coming from Pacel’s flagship. The positions he’d been instructed to take would put his fleet opposite the inbound fleet…directly in line with friendly fire.  
 
    “Navigation, bring us onto this vector.” He passed updated ordered to his crew. “Have our escort hold relative positions.” 
 
    “Aye, Admiral,” the navigation officer replied, bringing the Chìlóng onto a vector that would place his ships ten thousand kilometers from the patch of space Pacel had directed him to occupy. 
 
    He signaled for his fire-control officer to approach, and when the man reached his side, Ji Yan brought up a view of the battlespace.  
 
    “If the UA ships hold their course, we’ll pass within fifty thousand kilometers of them in six minutes. Given what we know of the effectiveness of their beams, that’s when they’ll expect us to open fire.” 
 
    “I concur, sir,” the officer nodded. “And their beams will be at the edge of their effective range, while ours will be well within that measure.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Ji Yan replied with a nod. “However, I don’t fully trust our new allies. I’ll give the order for when to open fire, but…” he leant his head close to the other man’s, “I want you to create firing solutions for key ships in both fleets.” 
 
    The officer’s eyes widened, but he gave a curt nod. “As the admiral orders.” 
 
    Ji leant back in his seat, steepling his fingers as he began to imagine an outcome where he not only ruled Canton, but all of Earth.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    ARENA 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 18th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.25.6785  
 
    LOCATION: White House bunker 
 
    REGION: New York City, New York, United Federation, Earth 
 
      
 
      
 
    Maledon! I spin around, and my eyes widen in horror as I take in the sight of a gleaming humanoid form.  
 
    She’s taller than I am, her body almost skeletal, with too-human eyes set in a menacing skull. 
 
    “Do you like the new me?” she asks, blinking at me. “The folks on the radio are always saying to reinvent yourself, so I did.”  
 
    My heart races out of control, and I back up a step. “What…” 
 
    Maledon holds out her arms. “It’s an AI frame. A crude term for what this really is, but don’t worry, I’m making improvements. Soon, my factories will finish development on the silicone-based skin overlay, and you won’t even be able to tell I’m not human. Isn’t technology wonderful?”  
 
    She takes a step forward, and I take a step back. I don’t have a weapon; if she chooses to fight me in that body, what chance do I have of winning?  
 
    I need to think of a way out of this. 
 
    <Can you alert Blake? The president’s cabinet? Call an airstrike?> 
 
    <I’m cut off from the outside world,> Isabella reminds me. <We need to get out of the bunker and go topside. Then we may be able to even the playing field.> 
 
    “We’ll find a way to stop you,” I tell the evil AI. “I’ll stop you.” I’m grandstanding, but what other option do I have? 
 
    “Oh Claire,” Maledon says in her sweet voice, the one whose betrayal hurt me worst of all. “You know there’s no stopping me. I see it in your eyes. You should’ve joined me when I gave you the chance.”  
 
    She raises her hand to strike me, and I throw my arms up to deflect the blow—not that it does any good.  
 
    Pain shoots up my arm, and I fall back against a side table. She hits me again, not hard enough to kill, but more than enough to hurt. I fall to the ground, but Maledon grabs my shoulders and lifts me, hurling me into the outer office. 
 
    “You’ll kill her!” Finley shouts. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Maledon reassures him, “it’ll be slow. I’ll see to it.” 
 
    I struggle to stand, pretty sure my wrist is broken, but maybe I’m getting off easy. <I’m going to need more adrenaline, boost my strength.> 
 
    <You’ve got it,> Isabella says. <Working on it now, but you’re going to need to move, Claire. She’s coming.> 
 
    I don’t bother glancing back to see if Maledon is following as I push off the desk and run out into the corridor. I make it a lot further than I expected before Isabella cries out in my mind.  
 
    <Look out! Strafe!> 
 
    <What—> I ask as Maledon throws her body into mine.  
 
    We roll end over end, and I bang my head on something or other… It’s the console table at the T intersection. I reach up, grab my weapon from the bowl, push it against Maledon’s chest, and fire at maximum intensity.  
 
    The AI staggers back, and I thank the ancients my weapon is as advanced as her frame—at least, I hope it is. 
 
    I struggle to my feet and fire three more pulse blasts, throwing Maledon into the wall before turning and dashing through the corridor toward the elevator. I know the pulse pistol can only slow her down, so I pray the car is waiting at the bottom of the shaft. 
 
    Her voice calls out behind me. “Is that any way to treat an old friend?” 
 
    I skid to a stop at the elevator door and hammer the ‘up’ button. “We were never friends.”  
 
    Luck is on my side, and the elevator doors slide aside. I rush inside, slamming my hand against the ‘close’ button as Maledon’s warframe sprints for me. The doors don’t budge. 
 
    “You’re a fool, Claire. Give it up…or don’t. I enjoy the chase.” 
 
    “If you want me, you’ll have to catch me.”  
 
    Beads of sweat drip off my lip and I wipe them off with the back of my sleeve.  
 
    Finally, the elevator dings, and the doors begin to close. It’s like they’re moving through tar, and I stumble back against the wall, eyes wide and breath caught in my throat, as I try to create more space between me  and my pursuer.  
 
    The doors meet, and Maledon’s body slams into them. I can hear her pounding on the steel in impotent rage as the car begins to rise. 
 
    <That was close,> Isabella sounds as scared as I feel. 
 
    <You’re not kidding, those doors took forever to close.> 
 
    <Claire,> the AI lets out a shaky laugh. <She had control of them. I was fighting her over a local connection to take over the lift.> 
 
    <I thought there was a dampener?> 
 
    <She dropped it so she could reach out and stop the lift. Stars…she’s so angry—she tried to pull me into an expanse!> 
 
    I bite my lip, wondering what else Maledon has in store for us, when an explosion rocks the shaft. 
 
    I gasp. “What was that?”  
 
    <She must be firing something heavy at the doors. I initiated the nuclear lockdown protocols, so it’ll take a bit for her to get through the safety doors.> 
 
    I nod, the realization settling on me that, no matter what happens, nothing will ever be the same. If we survive, Finley will fall and perhaps the Unity Accord with him. 
 
    A few seconds later, the doors slide open revealing a rather confused-looking squad of Finley’s secret police. 
 
    I fire a few widespread pulse blasts at them, knocking them back enough to evade the grasping hands that reach for me. 
 
    <We need to alert everyone. The joint chiefs, Blake, Katherine Crawford. Send the messages now!>  
 
    <Already on it.> 
 
    More agents flood the corridor, and my pulse blasts aren’t enough to keep them all back. Rough hands seize my wrists including the one that is definitely broken, and I grunt as I struggle to get free. 
 
    “I have to get out! You don’t know what you’re doing!” 
 
    “You’re going to come with us until we hear—” 
 
    “Wait!” one shouts. “Finley says to let her go. Let her go!” 
 
    Taking advantage of their confusion and surprise, I push them away. Behind us, the lift doors explode outward, but I don’t wait around to confirm what I already know. 
 
    <Ground troops are mobilizing, and the joint chiefs are going into an emergency meeting to figure out what to do about this situation. An announcement from Finley would go a long way.> 
 
    My legs pump fast, carrying me over the grass and toward the sidewalk. <You tell him to cooperate and to tell the truth. You tell him even if we don’t make it, he has to make this right.> 
 
    Isabella signals she will, and I focus on my breathing.  
 
    I bolt through a courtyard. Metal footsteps echo behind me. I glance back and see Maledon’s menacing form sprinting after me.  
 
    Some of the agents are firing on her, but their rounds aren’t slowing her down at all. She’s gaining ground.  
 
    Wind tosses my hair as she jumps over me and lands in my path. I skid to a stop and slam into her. Maledon throws a punch, and I sidestep, grabbing her fist and pushing her back.  
 
    “Finally,” Maledon almost seems to smile, with that skeletal frame she has. “We’ll get to see what you’re really made of. Maybe literally.” 
 
    “No way.” I’m out of breath and can barely get the words out.  
 
    I kick her, sending her stumbling back toward a streetlight. Then I toggle my pulse pistol to a focused blast and fire it at her chest, forcing her further away.  
 
    It’s enough to knock her off-balance, and she falls over a black chain strung up before the sidewalk. 
 
    <Take his battery pack. It’s the only way to slow him down.> 
 
    <Where is it?> 
 
    <Under the ribcage.> 
 
    Of course it is.  
 
    The next instant, my vision is overlaid with a blurry, x-ray view of Maledon’s frame. Isabella must’ve scanned her to figure out where her power source is located. 
 
    I’m not into the destruction of property, but as Maledon climbs back up to her feet, I look around for what I can use as a weapon.  
 
    I grab a heavy garbage can and heave it at her. Maledon throws her arms up and deflects the soaring waste recepticle, and while her arms are raised, I rush toward the AI’s frame, focusing all of my weapons fire over the steel ribbing protecting her energy source.  
 
    She laughs while falling back, clearly toying with me.  
 
    Another burst of adrenaline hits me, and I go for broke, leaping at the gleaming monstrosity. My hands wrap around her throat, and I kick my body off her chest, all but doing a handstand on her head. My inertia and our weight combined topple her. 
 
    I don’t miss a beat, straddling her chest while grabbing a chunk of granite from the sidewalk’s edge. Maledon bucks, trying to dislodge me, her hands clawing at my thighs as I raise the hundred-kilo stone and bring it down full-force on her head. 
 
    The ghoulish skull caves in, but as I lift the granite again, Isabella warns me, <He’s infiltrating your body with nano…Hurry, I can’t hold him off forever.> 
 
    Two more blows, and Maledon’s head and neck fall off, the action accompanied by a vicious laugh in my mind.  
 
    <You really are an idiot, Claire. Do you really think I’d keep my core in an extremity?> 
 
    “Nope,” I whisper in response as I tear the frame’s neck away, reaching into the exposed chest cavity for anything that feels promising.  
 
    <That’s it!> Isabella crows as I get a grip on a thick cord. 
 
    Maledon’s headless body emits a rage-filled shriek and flips me over, rolling us out into the street.  
 
    I worry we’re about to get hit by a car, but as the AI wraps her hands around my neck, I wonder if maybe that’s what I should be counting on. 
 
    I manage to get a hand back inside her and around the cord, but the angle is no good; I can’t pull the main power cable free. 
 
    <Get on top, Claire.> Isabella’s voice is urgent. <I can’t keep pumping you full of adrenaline forever—you’re going to have a heart attack.> 
 
    Isabella’s plea feels heartfelt. She really does care beyond her need for self-preservation. I wish I hadn’t been so distrusting. 
 
    Drawing on my last reserve of energy, I get a leg under Maledon and kick her off me, somehow keeping ahold of the power line inside her torso. 
 
    <A bus is coming, Claire. If you move quick, you can use it to get the leverage you need. It’ll pass three meters behind you.> 
 
    <Tell me when.> 
 
    <Get ready…do it!> 
 
    I roll off Maledon, keeping my hand inside the AI’s frame, and use my momentum to swing her body right in front of the bus.  
 
    Her body is torn from my grasp as the bus lays on its horn and locks its brakes.  
 
    My chest heaving, I look down at my hand, laughing in relief as I see the cable in my grip. The AI’s frame comes free from the vehicle’s grill and falls beneath the tires to be dragged several meters before the driver lets off the brakes and rolls over her.  
 
    I sink to my knees, eyes fixed on Maledon’s unmoving frame. The AI’s not dead, not by a long shot, but she appears to no longer be a threat. 
 
    <We did it!> Isabella says, sounding giddy. 
 
    <We did it. We really did.> 
 
    <His Link is dead, and I’m cleaning up the nano he deployed inside your body.> 
 
    I forgot about that already. I’m about to ask how close that particular battle was, when a voice calls out from behind me. 
 
    “Claire!” 
 
    I turn slowly to see Ray running toward me from across the street. A relieved sob tears its way out of my throat. 
 
    I work on standing, but my legs wobble.  
 
    Ray catches me and pulls me in close. “Oh gods, Claire, are you alright?” 
 
    “I will be.” It’s almost hard to talk, with how my lip is swelling up—I don’t even remember being hit there. “Isabella is patching me up.” 
 
    “Thank goodness for Isabella, then.” 
 
    I grin. “You can say that again.” 
 
    <Oh, thank you, Claire. Thank you.> 
 
    Ray hugs me tighter than I’d like, but I resist groaning. As I cling to him, I think everything will finally be OK and maybe we can all move on. 
 
    I turn toward Maledon, debating what to do with her, but the sight is interrupted when light erupts above us.  
 
    Our eyes turn to space, where a dozen small suns glow, washing the city in a near-daylight glare. 
 
    They’re here.

  

 
   
    INVASION 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 18th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.25.6785  
 
    LOCATION: Bridge, UFSS Victorious 
 
    REGION: Earth, Cartagara System 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Holy shit!” Captain Maud rose from her seat, staring at the forward display in shock. “What the hell is that thing?” 
 
    Lieutenant Thompson’s fingers danced across her console. “A cruiser. The databanks from Andromeda list it as a Scipian Triumph-Class ship.” She turned in her seat. “It’s a purpose-built cruiser, ma’am.” 
 
    Maud resisted the urge to curse—barely. “Thank the stars that thing has a light escort—just two destroyers and a few dozen fighters.” 
 
    Lieutenant Morgan pursed her lips. “I’m not sure how that’s a big improvement, ma’am.” 
 
    “Small mercies,” the captain replied, her brow furrowing as she watched the Canton cruiser shift its vector. “Where are you going?” she murmured. 
 
    “They’re bracketing us,” Thompson said. “But staying out of the line of fire.” 
 
    “In range in just over five minutes, then,” Maud drew a deep breath. “And seven until those invaders are in range.” 
 
    “Your orders?” the fleet fire control officer asked. 
 
    “The invaders are our primary target. Keep our weapons tracking their vessels, but I want standby firing solutions for the Canton ships. For now, they’re our allies—until they prove otherwise.” 
 
    “Should I attempt to hail them?” the comm officer asked. 
 
    “Not yet. First, I need a priority line to Admiral Banks.” 
 
    The officer nodded, and less than ten seconds later, the channel flashed on Maud’s console.  
 
    “Admiral Banks,” she said once the channel linked them. “I assume you’re aware of the situation in space?” 
 
    “I am. It’s hard not to be. What’s your assessment?” 
 
    “That Canton has sided with the invaders and plans to crush us between them.” 
 
    Banks sighed. “That’s the feeling down here, too. Intel out of Canton suggests it’s Ji Yan.” 
 
    “Getting revenge for his loss on Andromeda?” 
 
    “Fits his profile. Even so, you can’t fire on him till he fires on you.” 
 
    Maud had been expecting that order. “That limits my options, sir.” 
 
    “I know, but for now, we can’t have United Federation ships firing on other UA vessels.” 
 
    “Understood. Any word on reinforcements?”  
 
    A grunt came from Banks’ end. “I have four squadrons of fighters on the ground, but Finley isn’t responding to my requests for authorization. Thank the gods Madge went AWOL with her squadron, or we’d have no one else in space.” 
 
    “I got word from them on Andromeda—some sort of coup happened there?” 
 
    “Seems like. I’m still trying to dig through the details. Suffice it to say that pretty much everything is going to shit at the same time.” 
 
    “Not the best news for me to hear right now, sir.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving you high and dry, Maud. Approval or no, I’m scrambling our remaining squadrons now—though one is going to Andromeda.” 
 
    “And the others?” 
 
    “At your disposal.” 
 
    “Now that’s what I like to hear, sir. I’d best get back to it.” 
 
    Banks grunted a laugh. “I’ve one more bit of news….” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Madge climbed into her fighter’s cockpit and ran an abbreviated preflight before signaling to the bay’s docking systems that she was ready to depart. 
 
    “Approval granted.” A male voice she’d never heard before came over her audible comms. “Guiding you out.” 
 
    “Are we on manual systems?” Madge asked. “I thought the bay computer did this.” 
 
    “It’s offline,” the voice replied. “But your wing has something better.”  
 
    She scowled at the console. “And you are?”  
 
    “Terry. The AI who was supposed to be managing Andromeda, but whom Maledon subverted.” 
 
    Madge’s mouth fell open. “Are you kidding? Are you alright?” 
 
    “Mostly. Your friend Sophie helped get me free while you were getting back to your ship.” 
 
    “Weird, I wonder why she didn’t let me know.” 
 
    “Because she’s busy helping me get the station’s railguns back online.” 
 
    Madge’s mouth fell open further. “We have railguns?” 
 
    “Of course. They were supposed to have been fixed by now—a lot of things were.” 
 
    “I should let Drake know.” 
 
    “Already on it. I can walk and chew gum at the same time.” 
 
    Her brow furrowed. “What?” 
 
    “Nevermind. I’ll keep you informed as to any firing lanes you need to keep clear, once the guns are online. You just need to hold them back for now.” 
 
    Madge gave a rueful laugh as her ship shot out of the bay and into the black. “Sure. No problem.” 
 
    “You all got an update from Terry.” Drake’s imperious tone came across the squadron’s comms. “There are fifteen of us, and ten enemy ships coming in. We’re going to focus on the three largest ones. Terry thinks that’ll hold the others back as well.” 
 
    “Do we think the invaders plan to board Andromeda?” 
 
    “If they didn’t, they’d have shot us out of the black by now,” the AI replied. “This station isn’t what it once was, but it’s still quite the prize.” 
 
    “What about shields?” Joyce asked. “Our ships have them, so the station must too.” 
 
    Terry gave a sour grunt. “Sure. Yeah. Only, Maledon locked them down. I’m working on breaking through his protections.” 
 
    “Why would Maledon do that?” William mused. “I can’t see how he wouldn’t want the station intact as well.” 
 
    “Worry about that later,” Madge said. “We have our targets. Time to do what we trained for.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Drake added. “Form up, everyone, there are asses to kick.” 
 
    Madge rolled her eyes at the squadron leader’s words but didn’t respond beyond an affirmative. 
 
    Once in formation, her console lit up with her assigned target. It was one of the invaders’ larger ships, a four-hundred-meter-long vessel labeled as a destroyer.  
 
    That designation seemed a bit generous to her eyes. It looked more like a converted freighter. 
 
    Granted, that might just be what they want us to think. 
 
    William and Joyce were on her wings, and she passed them her vector, letting her ship jink randomly as they approached the enemy.  
 
    “Why aren’t they firing?” Joyce asked as they passed within fifty thousand kilometers. 
 
    “Maybe we’re too quick for them,” William said with a cocky laugh. 
 
    “Shut up, Prime,” Joyce muttered. 
 
    “You first, Joystick.” 
 
    “Both of you shut it.” Madge resisted the urge to shout. “Our target is spewing drones.” 
 
    Joyce grunted a curse. “So they are. Orders?” 
 
    “Close to within ten thousand kilometers and drop chaff. We’ll vector to their port side and target their engines.” 
 
    “I thought we were just supposed to slow them down?” William asked. 
 
    Madge laughed in reply. “Can you think of a better way?” 
 
    He muttered something inappropriate in reply, then the trio’s comms fell silent as they streaked toward their targets.  
 
    The time flew by as quickly as the fighters tore through the black, barely giving Madge time enough to appreciate that they were racing through space and about to fire on an enemy ship. 
 
    Like…for real. 
 
    “Chaff away!” she shouted at the prescribed time, punching the control before swinging her ship to the right, and circling around the incoming drone swarm, ignoring the small bots as she opened fire on the destroyer’s engine. 
 
    William and Joyce joined in, and the combined fire broke through an overlap point in the target’s shield umbrella, cutting through the engine bell. 
 
    “Score one for the good guys!” William shouted. “Now that really will slow them down!” 
 
    Beamfire lit up space around the three small fighters, and Madge tamped down her urge to join in his jubilation.  
 
    “They’re far from dead in the black, Prime. Cool it and focus on the job. We need to thin this drone herd before they thin us.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    An explosion rocked the deck beneath Maud’s feet, and she forced herself to unclench her jaw.  
 
    “Damage report!”  
 
    “Railshots from that small cruiser made it through our shields.” Engineering’s bridge officer sucked in a quick breath. “They hit an empty fighter bay.”  
 
    “Casualties?” 
 
    “None, ma’am.” 
 
    “We need to hit that ship hard.” Maud wiped her brow, looking at the position of the ships relative to Europe on the planet below. Four more minutes. 
 
    “Three fighter squadrons inbound!” Lieutenant Thompson crowed.  
 
    The captain shifted her personal display to show the forty-five fighters. “Thank the stars. Have they confirmed assigned targets?” 
 
    “Aye, ma’am,” the fleet’s fire control officer replied. “I—”  
 
    “Change that up. I want an entire squadron on that ship that just hit us. We need to wear them down.” 
 
    “Understood, Captain.” 
 
    Maud drew in a steadying breath before turning her attention to the holotank showing the entire battlespace. A part of her was still amazed by the small things—like 3D holograms—while also trying to accept the fact that she was commanding a starcruiser in a space battle. 
 
    She pushed those thoughts down, calming herself to focus on the here and now. On defending her world against the invaders, which seemed more and more impossible by the moment.  
 
    The enemy fleet had flown over her ships, taking out three and damaging another nine while suffering no significant damage themselves.  
 
    They’re just better in every way. Better ships, better coordination, and there’s more of them. 
 
    Maud knew she couldn’t let that thinking take hold. In three minutes, the invaders would be over Europe, and the battle would intensify as the full enemy force came back around the planet.  
 
    Very little happened in the intervening minutes, and the captain turned her attention to the battle for Andromeda, raging over a hundred thousand kilometers away. The fighter squadrons, now bolstered by reinforcements from the surface, had slowed the enemy ships—but not stopped their advance. At the current rate, at least three of the invaders’ ships would reach the station in the next ten minutes.  
 
    She issued fresh orders for her remaining ships, checking in with several captains and generally doing her best to bolster spirits as the fleet faced what felt like an inevitable loss.  
 
    “Liftoffs!” Thompson called out when the counter on the main display reached zero. “Two hundred and seventy-nine confirmed.” 
 
    Maud hadn’t expected so many. It had to be Europe’s entire missile defense.  
 
    The rockets poured into space, swerving as much as they were able while bearing down on the enemy ships with their nuclear payloads.  
 
    To Maud’s surprise, the invaders didn’t change course, instead using their beams and kinetics to pick off the missiles by the dozen.  
 
    “They’re not going to make it,” Thompson whispered in dismay.  
 
    “Some will,” Maud said through gritted teeth.  
 
    Moments after she spoke, a dozen nuclear blooms flared around the enemy fleet. If it weren’t for the fear coursing through her veins, Maud would have marveled at the raw beauty of the explosions. 
 
    “Scan’s occluded,” Thompson said. “Too much EM. OK…getting a picture.” 
 
    The main display was still attenuated, but a hazy view began to take shape in the holotank. As it cleared, a sense of dread settled in the pit of Maud’s stomach.  
 
    Only four of the smallest enemy ships were drifting on their prior courses. The rest were boosting hard for the UA fleet. 
 
    Just as she was getting ready to give out another set of orders, a red marker dropped to port of her ships.  
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “An explosion, ma’am. On that Canton cruiser.” 
 
    Maud flipped the main display to show the ancient ship, a plume of plasma gouting into space near its starboard engine. 
 
    “Who fired on them?” the captain asked, eyes wide. 
 
    “No one we picked up,” the lieutenant replied. “I think it came from inside.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Ji Yan shook his head in dismay as the missile barrage lifted off from a host of European silos.  
 
    “They’re fools if they think that their plodding conventional missiles will pose a threat to Pacel’s fleet.” 
 
    No one responded.  
 
    The statement didn’t invite a reply, but he could see the concern on his bridge crew’s faces. No one had expected the UA fleet to fare so badly against their enemy. The fact that that after a full engagement, Pacel’s ships had suffered no considerable damage while nearly one third of the defenders had been wiped out didn’t speak well for the Chìlóng going it alone against the survivors. 
 
    “Sir,” the officer coordinating scan data spoke up. “We’ve picked up a shadow. I think there’s a ship approaching aft.” 
 
    “Where?” Ji rose from his seat. “Who is it?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, sir, but whoever it is, we only spotted them when an errant stream of plasma showed up.” 
 
    The data appeared on the main screen and Ji’s eyes narrowed.  
 
    “That looks like engine wash…pointed right at us.” 
 
    “There it is again!” the officer announced.  
 
    This time, it was further away. 
 
    They’re moving away? 
 
    His attention was grabbed by a dozen nuclear explosions flaring in the black, a pittance compared to the number of missiles that had left the surface.  
 
    Ji knew that if Pacel’s shields were anywhere as good as the Chìlóng’s, his vessels would suffer little damage from the blasts. 
 
    Shields…they can’t get through our shields.  
 
    In an instant, the answer to the stealthed ship clicked into place.  
 
    “Full alert! We’ve been boarded and sabotaged, I want all key systems visually—” 
 
    His words were cut off by an explosion that rocked the deck plates beneath his feet.  
 
    “Pacel,” the admiral hissed. “Hail him!” 
 
    A few seconds later, the forward display was filled with Pacel’s smug grin.  
 
    “Well, Admiral. I see that sitting on the sidelines hasn’t afforded you that much safety after all. A pity your ship won’t survive.” 
 
    Another explosion shook the deck, this one feeling closer to the bridge. 
 
    “Maybe it won’t, but neither will yours.” Ji’s jaw clenched and he turned to his weapon’s officer. “Fire on target alpha!” 
 
    The man didn’t even respond before flipping the holotoggle on his console. Before Pacel’s face even registered the full scope of what was happening, the Chìlóng’s four dorsal railguns fired five-ton slugs at the enemy ship. 
 
    The enemy commander turned to bellow an order, his ship banking sharply out of the way, but it wasn’t quick enough. Two of the slugs struck true, the first exploding against the vessel’s shields, the second hitting hull. 
 
    A fifty-meter segment of the ship split open, atmosphere and plasma venting into space. 
 
    Ji had no time to celebrate his victory as another explosion rocked the Chìlóng. 
 
    “We’ve lost helm control,” one of the officers shouted. “We’re slipping out of orbit.” 
 
    Another explosion made up the admiral’s mind. “Give the signal. All personnel, abandon ship.” 
 
    The fire control officer rose from his seat, and Ji pointed back at the man’s console.  
 
    “Not you. I want every weapon we have to fire on Pacel’s fleet.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “Everything’s going boom out there!” Madge said as the Canton ship suffered a fifth explosion, this one tearing it in half. “Sure would be nice if Terry got shit working so we can have some booms over here.” 
 
    “You’re telling me, Diva,” William said, sounding like he was on the brink of collapse. “My engines are redlining, rad counters are through the roof. If Terry—” 
 
    “I can hear you, you know,” the AI interrupted. “And we’re working as fast as we can. Just hold on another—” 
 
    “That’s what you said five minutes go,” Drake interjected. “We’re dying out here. Literally.” 
 
    “I was going to say ‘second’.” Terry’s tone was dry. “Clear the firing lanes.” 
 
    Madge gave a joyful shout. “Don’t have to tell me twice!” 
 
    The two squadrons shifted vectors, moving above and below the plane between the station and approaching ships. The invaders began to shift as well, following the fighters. 
 
    “Are they chasing us?” William asked. 
 
    “No, Prime,” Madge grunted as she wove around an enemy corvette, raking its shields with kinetics before pulling a ninety-degree turn and boosting away. “They know what it means when we don’t want to be between them and the station.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” Terry’s voice dripped with grim satisfaction. “They’re too close now. We lured them in too far.” 
 
    “Are you saying the guns have been online all this time?” 
 
    “Not all this time,” the AI replied. “But a few minutes.” 
 
    Drake muttered a curse, but it was lost in a burst of static as the electromagnetic rails lit up, blasting tungsten slugs into the black.  
 
    The enemy destroyers, their shields already weakened by the fighters’ incessant harrying, were holed on the first volley. The corvettes were harder to hit, but after two of them lost shields, the enemy force fell back.  
 
    “Can you hit the ships closer to Earth?” Madge asked. “They’re crushing our UA fleet.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Terry did actually sound contrite. “They’re far enough away that they can evade the shots and we’d hit the planet below. Trust me, an orbital strike on United Federation soil would not help us out right now.” 
 
    Madge whispered a curse. “I sure hope someone comes up with a way to stop these marauders. We could really use a Claire Special right about now.” 
 
    As she spoke, an explosion flared within the enemy fleet over the planet.  
 
    “Shit! That was a lucky hit!” 
 
    “It came from the Canton cruiser,” Terry relayed. “I think our enemies are having a falling out.” 
 
    “Good.” Madge heaved a sigh. “Maybe we do have a chance.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The Chìlóng burned.  
 
    Ji Yan ignored the searing in his lungs as he raced through the ship. Not content to take an escape pod like the rest of the crew, he was intent on reaching the forward fighter bay where a smattering of ships remained. 
 
    At least, they’d better. 
 
    Heart in his throat, he barreled into the bay, waving clouds of smoke from his vision as he peered through the haze. Fallen crates and girders made for a deadly obstacle course, but he barely slowed for them, reaching a row of four fighters a minute later. 
 
    “One hundred kilometers from the surface,” came the ship’s announcement. “All surviving crew have evacuated, Captain.” 
 
    “Good,” Ji muttered, continuing past two fighters that had been crushed by a beam as the deck slewed side to side beneath his feet.  
 
    The third fighter was intact, and he pulled himself into the cockpit, skipping the preflight and initializing the takeoff routine.  
 
    As the ship rose, a crate sailed past his vision, then another. Then it seemed like the entire bay was moving into space, and he realized that the grav shield had died, expelling the bay’s contents into the void. 
 
    Ji pushed down the worry over how close he’d come to being whisked into space himself while not within the relative safety of the fighter, focusing instead on navigating the debris as he boosted away from the ship that was to have been his ticket to the presidency of Canton.  
 
    He put his anger aside and focused on staying alive as the Chìlóng broke up around him. Further away, the UA fleet was falling back, despite Pacel’s ship being out of the fight.  
 
    If he’s alive, he’ll come for me. 
 
    The failures of the past few years crashed in on Ji, clouding his vision as he eased his fighter into a low orbit.  
 
    Five years ago, there had been so much promise, so much opportunity. He should have been ruling Canton and the world by now, rather than Finley and his stooge, Claire.  
 
    Claire.  
 
    She had been the unwitting architect of his humiliating defeat again and again. If Pacel took Earth, he would likely keep her alive and just to punish Ji Yan.  
 
    But not if I get to her first. 
 
    He established a connection to the nearest surface tower and reached out to his network.  
 
    Someone has to know where she’s hiding.

  

 
   
    FIRE IN THE NIGHT SKY 
 
    COMMON ERA: May 19th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.26.6785  
 
    LOCATION: City Streets outside the White House 
 
    REGION: New York City, New York, United Federation, Earth 
 
      
 
      
 
    <We’re fully engaged,> Isabella says. <Our fleet is falling back, and I’m hearing chatter that some spies have revealed themselves in the UA and are making a play to sue for peace with the invaders.> 
 
    I hold tightly to Ray’s hand as I gaze up at the sky. It’s streaked with orange and red streams of plasma. I can only imagine what it is like up there.  
 
    If only I could join them… 
 
    But I can’t. My part of the mission is down here. 
 
    “Finley needs to make a stand,” I say firmly. “He needs to make a statement to unify our people and galvanize resistance.” 
 
    <He’s still inside the bunker,> Isabella says. 
 
    “You really think he’d do that?” Ray asks, raising his eyebrows. 
 
    I shrug. “I don’t know, but we have to try. Something has to keep the rest of the UA from giving up…and keep everyone from panicking.”  
 
    As I say that, more doors open, and people stumble outside, their eyes transfixed on the sky.  
 
    I’m no longer alone in my fear. 
 
    Ray and I head toward the White House again, but I can’t get as close as I’d like. The secret service and Finley’s police force have formed a human barrier at the gates, keeping everyone back. 
 
    “This is an emergency,” I insist. “I have to get through to see Finley.” 
 
    I move forward, but the officer pushes me back.  
 
    “We’re in a state of emergency,” he growls. “Do you know what’s going on?” 
 
    “Do you?” I counter. 
 
    He doubles down on his efforts to push me back, but my eyes focus on the front door as it opens, and Finley walks outside.  
 
    He carefully buttons his blazer, and his stride is sure, but his eyes betray him. He looks uncertain and completely lacking confidence. 
 
    I wave my arm at him. “Director! Mr. President!” I shout, trying to remind him who he is. “I need to speak with you!” 
 
    Finley glances over at me, and his jaw tightens. I think he’ll deny me, but then he waves me in with a belabored sigh. As I watch his shoulders roll forward, I worry he doesn’t have the fight left in him that I need. 
 
    One thing at a time, I remind myself. You need him for one more fight. One more mission—albeit the most important one of all. 
 
    I hurry through the barricade, and Ray trails behind me.  
 
    “Director!” I come to an immediate stop in front of him. “You need to make a televised statement.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “I failed, Claire. I’m not what the people need.” He sounds sad and small, like he’s shriveling before my eyes. It brings me no comfort. 
 
    “We can talk tomorrow about whether you should step down, but right now, sir, you need to do your job. The people need to hear from you. They need the voice of calm and reason. You must give it to them.” 
 
    Finley waves me off. “Don’t call me ‘sir’. Not after what I did.” 
 
    I scowl, frustrated I’m not getting anywhere with him. 
 
    When I look to Ray, he steps forward.  
 
    “Sir, the people need clear direction, a strong voice, calmging and reasoned. That’s part of your job and they need to that now.” 
 
    Finley looks from Ray to me. “It’d be better if it came from Claire. I can’t. Not after everything I’ve done.” 
 
    “I’m willing to push my feelings aside,” I tell him. “You made a series of bad mistakes, but Maledon was in charge. I know that. Do your job one last time. Show the people the honorable man you were.” 
 
    I swallow hard and add something I’m not sure I can stomach or believe. “In the court of public opinion, you could still come out ahead.” 
 
    Finley’s eyes flash wide, and Ray does a double take at me. He might be gawking, but I don’t want to look at him to find out.  
 
    Finley sighs. “All right. Let’s get a camera crew down here and hurry before I change my mind.” 
 
    “With all due respect,” Ray pulls his smartphone from his pocket. “I can film you and have you uploaded to all the social media platforms instantly.” 
 
    Finley runs his tongue along his teeth, and I’m not sure what he’ll say. I recognize his angry simmer when I see it.  
 
    “Alright.” He rolls his neck left and then right, as if getting ready for a boxing match. “Let’s get this show started.” 
 
    Ray lifts his phone and pushes record. “You’re on, sir.” 
 
    Finley takes a moment to center himself, and at first, I’m not sure he’ll go on. But then he speaks.  
 
    “Ladies, gentlemen, and all UA citizens. I know what you’re seeing outside your windows might alarm you, but I urge you to act with caution. Rest assured in what I’m about to tell you. A few weeks ago, on our sensors—” 
 
    A series of explosions interrupts Finley’s words, and meteors rain down.  
 
    I turn and scan the street, where the growing crowd is milling uncertainly. We all jump when an impact strikes the ground within the gates, followed shortly by another without.  
 
    As the haze clears, I make out a pod cracking open just inside the gates, revealing my worst nightmare. 
 
    Another of Maledon’s frames. 
 
    “No… I-I killed her,” I manage to stammer. 
 
    <Oh no…> Isabella whispers. <She sharded her core. She must have. So that wasn’t her you fought at all.> 
 
    I spin to face Finley, my eyes wide with shock and anger. “What did you do?” 
 
    He looks down at the ground. “She wanted a factory for R&D. I didn’t know what it was for at first. I didn’t…” 
 
    He says ‘at first’, but he knew. He knew this was coming. 
 
    I watch helplessly as three more Maledon machines break through the fence, inexorably advancing on us.  
 
    Going up against just one took everything I—and a bus—had. There is no way we can defeat four.  
 
    Despair rises in me as people around us start to back away. Even the guards and agents retreat toward the White House to give themselves some space. 
 
    “Hello, Claire,” one of the frames says in Maledon’s voice. “We’re so happy to see you again. Do you like the friends I’ve made? I don’t have to be lonely anymore.” Maledon laughs as she trains her weapon on me, and the other frames do the same. 
 
    I grab Ray by the collar and tug him back. “Run!”  
 
    We sprint away from the White House.  
 
    “Move! Move! Scatter! Get inside!” I yell at others standing on the street.  
 
    Weapon fire lances around us as the frames open fire. My shirt gets singed, and Ray loses a lock of hair as we reach the steps.  
 
    We bound to the top, and I’ve just grabbed the door when a scream comes from behind me. 
 
    I turn to see Ray a few steps below, slumped over and holding his leg. 
 
    “Ray!”  
 
    I wrap my arm around his torso and help him along, all but dragging him up the steps. 
 
    <I might have an idea,> Isabella says. <Do you trust me?> 
 
    I don’t even hesitate. Annabelle might have been an enemy in disguise, but Isabella isn’t. I know that now.  
 
    <Of course. What do I need to do?> 
 
    I listen as we make it inside the White House, Finley a few steps behind. Once he’s through, the guards begin to close the doors, but I duck outside again, ignoring Ray’s calls. 
 
    I have to. He’ll understand. 
 
    There are now five of Maledon’s frames arrayed in front of the White House, all with their weapons leveled at me. Somehow, I have to get past them and onto the street.  
 
    Without warning, they open fire, but I’m already on the move, ducking behind a column and plotting my way across the lawn.  
 
    Just as I leap out to run behind a decorative fountain, a boom sounds overhead. 
 
    Gods, what now? 
 
    The boom is followed by a flash of light as a fighter streaks overhead. It banks around a building and rakes the Maledons with its beams.  
 
    Two go down in an instant, and the other three move to cover, returning fire. The ship takes a hit on its port engine and begins to corkscrew toward the front lawn. 
 
    <Run, Claire!> Isabella urges. <Run!> 
 
    I drag my attention away from the incoming ship, and sprint toward the road and the remains of the first Maledon’s frame. The fence doesn’t slow me down; I simply leap over it, rolling once before I come up. 
 
    An explosion flares behind me as the ship crashes into the lawn. I glance back to see the fighter plow into the remaining Maledon frames. When it finally comes to a stop a figure climbs out of the ship.  
 
    “Is that Ji Yan?” I whisper in shock. 
 
    <Looks like. Keep going.> 
 
    I race down the street, finally skidding to a stop next to the first Maledon’s body. “What now?” 
 
    <This is going to feel weird. Reach into its torso and touch that central casing the power line was plugged into.> 
 
    The metal is hot, but I do as Isabella says, finding it much easier to reach the AI’s core when it’s not actively fighting me.  
 
    My hand seems to pulse, and a tingling sensation forms in my palm. <What are you doing?> I ask. 
 
    <Breaching the core, trying to find out if there’s a way to shut them all down.> 
 
    <Is that safe?>  
 
    I look up to see three more AI frames moving down the street toward me, and on the other side of the street, Ji Yan. I’m feeling very vulnerable right now. 
 
    <Not even remotely. Wish me luck.> 
 
    <Wish all of us luck,> I whisper back. 
 
    “It won’t work,” one of the frames calls out as it draws near. “Isabella is no match for me.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” I reply, “but she’s certainly a better friend.” 
 
    “You have no idea how good I was to you.” The Maledons level their weapons at me. “Surrender, Claire. You’ve impressed us enough that you could help us rule this world. Earn us…” the frames all give a macabre smile, “some cred, as they say.” 
 
    “What about them?” I jerk my chin toward the sky. “You’re going to control the planet for, what…five minutes before we’re overtaken? What was your plan for the invaders?” 
 
    The frames all laugh, seemingly unconcerned by Ji Yan approaching with a rifle held ready.  
 
    “Our plan is to draw them in close, and use fools like this one.” One frame glances at the approaching man, shaking its head.  
 
    “I’m no one’s stooge,” Ji retorts. “Back off before I turn you into scrap. She’s mine.” 
 
    “Don’t interrupt,” Maledon bellows. “I’ll deal with you in a minute…once things are settled in space.” 
 
    <Almost there…> Isabella says. <Keep her talking.> 
 
    “Are you sure you can defeat the invaders?” I press, brow lowering. 
 
    “Of course. Do you really think I’d go through all this work just to hand Earth over to someone else? I’ve spent millennia here, it’s my home too, you know.” 
 
    “So what’s your plan?”  
 
    I try to keep the eagerness out of my voice, but Maledon sees right through me. 
 
    “Nice try, Claire. Now pull your hand out…or don’t. You don’t need it to be our mouthpiece.” 
 
    I’m out of time and considering doing as the AI says when another boom shakes the ground. Light flares, and plasma tears up the street a block away, heralding the approach of another fighter.  
 
    Great…now what? 
 
    My question is answered by beams lancing out through the night, tearing into the Maledons and ripping them apart.  
 
    Ji Yan laughs and approaches, but a voice calls out over the ship’s external speakers.  
 
    “Hold it right there, dude. One more step, and I’ll melt you too. Now drop it.” 
 
    “Madge?” I shout. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    The fighter circles around, its nose trained on Ji Yan. “Saving your ass, I guess. Isabella got a message up to me, and I came down as fast as I could—one more fighter up there isn’t going to make a huge difference anyway.” 
 
    “Isabella,” I ask aloud. “Do you know what Maledon had planned?” 
 
    <I might…> the AI pauses. <There’s enough of him left in here that he’s putting up a hell of a fight, but I think…yes! I’m in.>  
 
    <In where?> 
 
    <His network…his factories.> 
 
    I gasp. <How many are there? How many frames did she make?> 
 
    Isabella giggles. <Oh Claire. She wasn’t making frames—not mostly, at least. She was making missiles.> 
 
    <Can you take over? Fire them?> 
 
    There’s another pause, and I know not to distract Isabella. Instead, I focus on the street around me where Madge’s ship is settling down to the ground.  
 
    “Drop your weapon,” I order Ji Yan. “Give it up.” 
 
    “I’ll let your AI stop the invaders,” the Canton admiral hisses. “But you and I have unfinished business afterward.” 
 
    A shot rings out, hitting Ji in the arm and sending his rifle spinning away.  
 
    “No, you really don’t.” Blake strides into view, weapon trained on the other man.  
 
    On the other side of the scene, the fighter’s canopy opens to reveal a shocked Madge. “Blake? When did you become such a badass?” 
 
    He shrugs as he kicks Ji’s weapon away. “You’re not the only one who has been to an academy, Madge.” 
 
    His words are punctuated by flashes of light on the horizon, and I heave a sigh. “Now what?” 
 
    <Those are the missiles. They were all pre-programmed to launch when the invader fleet got close enough and passed overhead.> 
 
    <What about Maledon? Are there more frames with her shards inside?> 
 
    <I…I don’t think so. The assembly line at her factory only logged nine frames. I count ten that we’ve taken out.> 
 
    “Well I’ll be…” I lean back, watching hundreds of rockets rise around the city. “Did we win?” 
 
    Madge glances down at her cockpit. “These things are fast. The marauders can’t target them well. Yes! The missles are getting through!” 
 
    Explosions blossom overhead, first dozens, then hundreds. As the enemy is destroyed before our eyes, cheers erupt from the windows of the buildings around us.  
 
    We’ve won. 
 
    

  

 
   
    OFFERS  
 
    COMMON ERA: May 23th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.30.6785  
 
    LOCATION: United Federtion Space Force Headquarters 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, United Federation, Earth 
 
      
 
      
 
    The days roll by. My wrist heals, and there’s a sense of global community I haven’t felt in a while. Still, there’s work to be done, and that means I can’t stop and rest with my friends yet. 
 
    A pity. Sophie is finally getting home today, and I ache to see her, but duty comes first, as always.  
 
    I arrive at Admiral Banks’ office at one o’ clock in the afternoon, with my mind set on getting in and out quickly. I can already guess why he’s summoned me, and I’m not sure I’ll accept his offer. 
 
    I take a deep breath and knock on his door.  
 
    “Enter!” 
 
    Here goes nothing.  
 
    I push the door open.  
 
    The admiral stands as I enter, as though I’m the one respect is to be shown to.  
 
    “You look well, Admiral,” I say politely. 
 
    “And you look like you’re healing nicely.” He gestures to the chair in front of his desk. “You’re a busy woman, Johnson. I don’t want this to take longer than necessary, but we owe you and Isabella a debt of gratitude. For all of it. Your help saving the Victorious, outing Finley, and taking out those robots…er frames. Whatever.” Banks stops and raises his eyebrows. “I never thought I’d say any of that.” 
 
    I take a seat and cross my legs. “I live here too. I just did what I thought needed to be done.” 
 
    He purses his lips and nods. “We’re entering a new era. We’ve retrieved data on systems surrounding ours from the invaders’ ships, and we’re learning what’s out there. We’ll no longer be an island unto ourselves. We’re on our way to joining the interstellar community, and not everyone is going to want to come along.” 
 
    <Hello, Cantons,> Isabella says quietly. 
 
    <Right?> 
 
    “It’s an exciting time,” I say aloud. “I’m glad to be part of it.” 
 
    Banks nods again. “The way I see it, you’re at a crossroads, Johnson. You can continue doing what you’ve done, working for politicians…or you can take me up on my offer and join the Unity Accord Space Force in an official capacity and go for the captain’s chair. I know what I’d do. But it’s your choice.” 
 
    “And if I wanted to do something different? Go to art school?” 
 
    He levels me with a look. “With your abilities and your AI? I think you know that’s not possible. What you’re capable of is too important. The planet needs you…and I know how much you love space. Take some time to think about it.” 
 
    I nod. “I will. I thank you for the opportunity.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet. I’ll see you at the ceremony.” 
 
    When he stands, I do the same and shake his hand. Once I bid him farewell, I walk back into the corridor. 
 
    <Have you figured out what you’re going to wear?> Isabella ponders. <At least I don’t have a body to worry about.> 
 
    I chuckle. <Not yet, Isabella. I figure I’ll just grab something clean from the floor.> 
 
    <Oh, you!> she giggles. 
 
    <I’m serious.> 
 
    <You’re not just trying to make me laugh?> 
 
    I smile. <What kind of things make you laugh? I’ve never bothered to ask.> 
 
     Isabella sounds chipper. <I’m a big fan of blooper reels. Sometimes I rewind the TV feed just to watch them over and over.> 
 
    I didn’t know Isabella even watched the feeds.  
 
    <Really? Which ones are your favorites?> 
 
    <Oh, I’ll tell you all about it back on our ship. A few of them are real doozies! Have you ever seen the TV anchors make a mistake, and then they can’t stop laughing?> 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    It’s a bright, sunny day outside. My dad’s at the grill, while Mom brings out her famous potato salad. In her brightly colored, short-sleeve dress, she looks happy as she smiles at me.  
 
    “I forgot the cups, I’ll be right back.” She walks back into the house through the patio door, and Dad squeezes her hand as she goes past.  
 
    “Who’s hungry, huh?” he asks. 
 
    I raise my hand, as do all my friends. After Dad acknowledges us with a grin, I sling my arms around Sophie and Madge, pulling them in close.  
 
    Sophie glances at me with big eyes. “I’ve missed you guys so much.” 
 
    “I’ve missed you too,” I say. 
 
    “Aw, you guys!” Madge squeals. “Let’s remember this. We have to get together more often.” 
 
    “Yeah. More often,” I agree, but my stomach is in freefall.  
 
    How can I see my friends more if I decide to take the admiral’s offer? True, I wouldn’t always be in space, but I might be gone for long stretches, sent on missions to other places or planets.  
 
    Oh stars, wouldn’t that be the best thing ever? 
 
    Hm. Maybe I’ve already made my decision, and I’m just afraid to say it. 
 
    “Are you OK, Claire?” Mom asks as she puts a pitcher of lemonade and cups down on the table. 
 
    “I’m fine.” I force a smile and pick up a cup. “Just thirsty and can’t wait to grab one of those burgers from Dad.” 
 
    Mom scowls like she doesn’t trust me and sizes me up.  
 
    She looks ready to launch into a million questions, but then Ray walks in through the back gate. He’s carrying a bag of chips and pre-made dip—his specialty. 
 
    I welcome the interruption and go over to greet him. Mom follows, and takes the chips and dip from him with thanks.  
 
    Dad points the spatula at Ray. “No cheese, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Ray says with a look of apprehension on his face.  
 
    Dad, the cheese-lover, just winks. “Coming right up.” 
 
    I hook my arm through Ray’s, and we walk across the grass toward Madge and Sophie.  
 
    Ray breathes a sigh of relief. “I guess I’m OK in his book now.” 
 
    “You’re perfect.” I go up on tiptoe to kiss his lips. 
 
    The next second, Sophie and Madge crush us both in a hug, and I can’t imagine a better feeling than this one.  
 
    But soon, a choice must be made.  
 
    How can I leave them all behind to go out into space? 
 
    How can I not? 
 
    

  

 
   
    MEDALS OF HONOR  
 
    COMMON ERA: May 26th, 1987  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 09.02.6785  
 
    LOCATION: Pier 14, outside UA Space Center 
 
    REGION: Jupiter Junction, United Federation, Earth 
 
      
 
      
 
    It’s a clear day, and we stand on a low rise overlooking the harbor. Spacecraft take off from the pads on the far side of the base, and I think about the first time I stood in this museum. I snuck off, stole a spaceship, and inadvertently made her mine. 
 
    So much has happened since then. 
 
    Now I stand on a raised platform before the new director of the UA, Katherine Crawford. And Finley? The coward committed suicide while awaiting a hearing. They found an envelope with my name on it containing evidence that cleared my name—and a letter. But I haven’t read it yet. 
 
    Maybe one day. 
 
    “For your service and courage in recent days and days past. For what you’ve done for our planet, protecting it when no one else would…Claire Johnson, I bestow you with the medal of bravery.” 
 
    As applause explodes, I duck my head so Crawford can hang the medal’s ribbon around my neck. 
 
    I glance to my left, to where Madge stands beside me. She’s in her official white dress, her hair is in a French twist, and she wears the Space Force regulation hat.  
 
    In other words, she’s adorable. 
 
    “And to Madge Lancaster, who secured Andromeda Station and was able to alert the planet of the incoming fleet before their arrival, we award the Purple Heart. She took matters into her own hands and freed dozens of people from captivity. Without her, I might not be standing here right now.”  
 
    Crawford slips the medal over Madge’s head, who stands proudly at attention. 
 
    I’ve never seen her look so happy. 
 
    More awards are given. Sophie gets the Planetary Medal of Service, Captain Maud receives…more than I can count. Even Ji Yan gets one, in a peace-keeping gesture to help Canton save face and join the fold. 
 
    Finally, Katherine Crawford finishes her acknowledgments and turns to the crowd. “As your new director, I promise to do my best to see that extreme acts of courage and heroism like these are uncommon. We’ll strive to be ready and truthful next time. And every time. It’s a new beginning for all of the people of Earth, as we are ushered into this new era of space flight and open borders.” 
 
    More applause is given, and I can’t find the words to say how proud I am.  
 
    I stare out at the crowd and spot Blake. He claps loudly and gives me a nod. I salute him with two fingers.  
 
    I can’t remember a more perfect day. 
 
    The entire assembly moves on to the reception on the wharf. I catch up with Ray, and after a few glasses of punch, he takes my hand. The ocean breeze greets us gently.  
 
    “You’ve made your decision, haven’t you?” he murmurs. 
 
    Over his shoulder, I see Admiral Banks give me a nod. There’s appreciation in his eyes, and I wish I could say I wasn’t hungry for it. I wish I could say I wanted a simple life planetside, but I can’t say those things to Ray and stay me. 
 
    Even if it means…. 
 
    “I—Oh, Ray.” I nearly crumble, but I hold myself together. 
 
    He touches my face gently. “It’s OK, Claire. Since that day I helped you when we first met, I knew. You want to call the stars home. You were born for this.” He takes both my hands and kisses them. 
 
    “But I love you,” I whisper. 
 
    Ray nods, keeping my hands close to his lips. “Nothing will ever change that.” 
 
    I step closer to him. “This isn’t goodbye,” I promise. “I’ll probably have to take classes here. Be trained here. And wherever you are is where I’ll always return. Always.” 
 
    He places his forehead against mine. “Maybe one day, the air force will have need of a motivational social media tycoon.” 
 
    <I don’t know if anyone ever needs that,> Isabella mutters quietly. 
 
    I ignore her, unwilling to let this moment be broken. “You’d follow me to the stars?” I ask him, my voice unsteady. 
 
    Ray smiles. “I’d follow you anywhere.” 
 
    I grip his waist and we turn, gazing out over the harbor. A spaceship comes in fast, firing its grav drives just before landing, and I smile. 
 
    Who knows what the future holds. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Keep reading for more excellent Aeon 14 books.  
 
      
 
    If you would like to read more tales written by M. D. Cooper and Chris J. Pike, check out the Perilous Alliance series. 
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