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Chapter 1
 
 
 
March 12, 2182
Galilei’s Third Moon
Thirty-Two Years Earlier
 
The smallest of Galilei’s three moons was harsh, barren, and majestic all rolled into one. Its surface was nothing but a dark-gray wasteland of dirt and dust. But underneath, with any luck it would hold the key to the commonwealth’s tritonium reserves for the next fifty years.
“The Vandehaar Reserve? How does that sound? Got a nice ring to it, don’t you think?”
Attwood shook his head and chuckled. “Do you seriously believe if we find tritonium on this lump of rock the company back home will name a patch of it after you?”
“Well, they won’t name it after you.” He pointed across at their other colleague. “And they’re sure as hell not going to name it after Simkins.”
“Just leave me out of this,” the more serious man told them. 
Lieutenant Jasmine Hoy rolled her eyes at the trio in their EV suits, standing by the tripod-shaped exploratory probe boring through the moon’s crust. She had to remind herself that these three were the most skilled tritonium excavators in the commonwealth. It takes all kinds.
“What about you, Lieutenant? What do you reckon?” Vandehaar stared over at her expectantly. 
“I think we should do less playing around and more working.” She glanced at the chronometer on the wrist of her EV suit. “We have twenty-six minutes before we need to be back in the pod so the Galilei sun doesn’t burn us to a crisp.”
“Don’t worry, Lieutenant. We’ll be out of here with plenty of time and hopefully a sample of tritonium to boot.”
Jasmine wasn’t so sure. Though a scientist herself and initially upbeat about finding the valuable resource, she was losing hope. The UECS Perseverance had been in the Galilei system for two weeks and hadn’t found so much as a drop of the fuel needed to propel Earth’s ships beyond the speed of light.
The discovery of the element on Triton jumpstarted the FTL age but had since become scarce in supply. The powers that be on Earth hoped Galilei would be the answer to their prayers. No one wanted to give up interstellar travel. 
Jasmine checked the time. “It’s getting late. Pack it up, gentlemen.”
“We just need another few minutes!” Simkins fixed his attention on the lens of the exploratory probe scanning deep below the moon’s surface. 
He was usually the quieter of the three, but the higher inflection in his voice told Jasmine he was on to something. Vandehaar and Attwood seemed to be thinking similarly and ambled up behind him. Everyone stood in silence, waiting.
Simkins then raised his head and turned to them. A broad grin appeared on his face. “How does the Simkins Reserve sound?”
His colleagues’ mouths gaped open. They hooted and hollered while Jasmine brushed past them and peered down the probe’s lens. My god!
“The geoprobe got a sample. It’s on its way up as we speak,” Simkins said. 
Once the subterranean gadget returned to the surface, they packed up their gear and bolted back to the transport pod. With barely a minute to spare, Jasmine gave Ensign Bregman the go-ahead to launch. In the rear cabin, she joined the drillers inspecting the geoprobe. 
Simkins pulled out the small rectangular sample container and placed it under the microscope. “After you, Lieutenant.”
Jasmine walked over to the table and looked down the scope at the silver liquid. “Unbelievable.” She shook her head in disbelief. “Not only is this tritonium, but it’s more refined than anything ever extracted. This could pave the way for an FTL drive even faster than the Mark III.”
A cork burst in the air behind her. She turned to find Vandehaar filling up a glass with bubbling champagne. 
“This calls for a celebration,” he said.
He handed the glasses out, but Jasmine waved hers away. “Not while I’m on duty.”
“Oh, come on, you know you want—”
“Ensign Bregman to Lieutenant Hoy,” the pilot hailed over the intercom.
She pressed the intercom next to the door. “What is it, Ensign?”
“I’m picking up an object on our course back to the Perseverance.”
“Okay, I’ll be right there.” 
She hurried from the rear cabin into the cockpit. Through the viewport on the backdrop of stars, there was indeed something ahead of them.
As they neared, the shape took form. It was small and triangular with rounded edges, while its color was the shiniest of silvers. 
“It’s a craft,” Bregman observed on the scanners. “Maybe…”
“Size and weight?” Jasmine asked.
“Two meters in length and two-point-eight tons in weight.”
“What is that?”
Vandehaar arrived behind them, swinging the bottle of champagne like a lout while the others joined him in quick succession. 
“Seems too small to be a vessel.” Jasmine eyed the scanners. “Prepare a grapple. We’ll bring it back with us.”
Once the unknown object was secured and the three drillers under control following the confiscation of their alcohol, Jasmine ordered the pod back to the ship. 
After the deck jockeys pressurized the hangar bay, the team departed and were joined by the Perseverance’s CO, Captain Lebeau.
He stared at the present she’d brought back for him. “Lieutenant Hoy, I asked you to find me some tritonium. What in God’s name is this?”
“A bonus. We found the tritonium.” She gestured toward the drillers unpacking the geoprobe from the rear of the transport pod. “But this thing…”
She pulled a handheld scanner from her belt and waved it over the object. The readings brought up nothing. Against her better judgment, she put her hand on it.
It was smooth. So smooth, in fact, her hand slid straight off it. “There doesn’t seem to be any markings.”
“Get it to one of the science labs,” Lebeau said. “They can do a more detailed analysis.”
She nodded and had the technicians from Science Lab Two take it away. For the next several hours she watched them do their scans with no luck, and eventually told them to call it a night. She took her own advice and headed to bed as well. 
With a warm milk and a read of the latest Connie Hardaway novel, she fell into slumber.
 
*
 
UECS Perseverance
 
Jasmine’s eyes shot open. She rolled over and checked the time on her bedside table. Three in the morning?

She usually slept like a log. I should go to the science lab…
She threw her covers aside and walked out the door. In the corridor, she got some awkward stares from other members of the crew but continued on regardless. Down the elevator to deck three, she proceeded all the way to her destination. 
Technician Perkins glanced up from her data tablet with a furrowed brow. “Umm, Lieutenant, is there something I can do for you?”
Jasmine’s mind was hazy. She peered down and blushed, noticing she was still in her silk pajamas. “I, uh…I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to disturb you.” She didn’t know how to explain it. I’ve never sleepwalked in my life. It’s as if something summoned me here. “I’ll see you in the morning.” 
She turned toward the door but stopped when the console in front of Perkins sounded an alert. Jasmine gawked through the observation screen at the object they’d taken aboard.
The craft unfolded like an origami crane being unraveled. Instead of a round-sided triangle, it now resembled an ovular nest.
“My god!” Perkins blurted out at the readings on her station. 
Jasmine checked the data.
“It’s…” She couldn’t put it into words. Instead, she opened the door and hurried into the lab. She gazed into the center of the object, and her mouth dropped.
A baby no more than two and a half kilograms stared up at her. But it was unlike any she’d ever seen. Its skin was scaly with an almost golden hue. The torso was long and its facial features radically different to that of a human. It had large eyes, a small mouth, and tiny ears.
Jasmine smiled at the creature. “And who are you, little one?” She reached in and picked up the infant whose eyes stared into her own. 
She understood some cultures believed children were the reincarnation of someone who’d already lived a full adult life and often wondered if that was why some babies appeared so wise when they were born. 
But this child was something else. 
A day earlier, everyone aboard the Perseverance had been tasked with finding a fuel to propel humanity to the stars. How things have changed.
“Who knew the stars would come to us?”



Chapter 2
 
 
 
May 26, 2214
Martian Tribune Building – Holden City, Mars
Present Day
 
Marissa Caldwell bounded out of the elevator and toward the reception desk of the main office. Janine’s eyes widened at the clock on the wall above her reception desk. 
“This is the third day this week you’ve been late. What gives?”
She wasn’t being adversarial, but Marissa knew the receptionist suspected something was up. “A long story.”
“If that man of yours is taking too much of your time, just send him to my place for the night.” She licked her lips. “Janine will straighten him out for you.” 
Marissa wondered if it might not be such a bad idea. “I’ll see what he says and get back to you.”
Janine winked, and Marissa made her way into the bullpen where the Tribune’s employees had gathered at the far end watching something on the large wall monitor.
She walked up to one of her colleagues. “What’s going on, Greg?”
The older man didn’t flinch. “Seems the president’s making a special address.”
On the monitor was an image of President Jarret’s lectern with the emblem of Caput Mundi House behind it. The camera panned around, showing the bustling media room of journalists waiting for him to arrive. 
It then quickly panned back at Patrick Ryland, Jarret’s media advisor, striding onto the stage. “Ladies and gentlemen, the President of the United Earth Commonwealth.”
Ryland stepped aside, and President Jarret took his place at the center of attention. Behind him, an entourage followed. Among the ones Marissa recognized were his chief of staff, Ntini, Minister of Defense Takashi, head of the trans-space project, Professor Petit, and CDF Admiral of Operations, Mueller.
“Earth has entered a new age,” Jarret began. “But that new age has presented us with challenges near and far. Fresh in our memories are the many fine men and women who lost their lives at Orion V. It was cold, calculated murder by a race of people who call themselves Seekers. A bloodthirsty species hell-bent on the destruction of all who stand in their way.
“If it weren’t for the courageous acts of Commander Jason Cassidy and the crew of the Cargo Ship Argo destroying their superweapon, one can only wonder what predicament we might find ourselves in now.”
Jarret paused and stared out amongst the journalists assembled. “I’ve talked to the families of every single man, woman, and child who lost their lives. To them I’ve promised justice. To them I’ve promised an explanation for why their loved ones perished.
“That is why I’ve had Minister of Defense Takashi liaise with Admiral Mueller of the CDF to form an expeditionary force of a dozen vessels to find those answers. They will be equipped with our best diplomats and armed with our best soldiers.”
The bullpen of the Martian Tribune became a hive of activity as the swathes of reporters hurried to their cubicles to begin work on stories and get in contact with their people on the inside. 
“Prior to the destruction of the Seeker vessels at Psi-Aion, one sent a message to a star a farther two hundred and eighty-three light-years away, in the Kappa-Magellan system. Our best experts don’t know whether it was a call to their home world, a base, or something else. I have the greatest faith that our expeditionary force will find out.”
An impatient young reporter sprang forth from her seat with a raised hand. “How will the expeditionary force travel a journey of six hundred light-years with conventional FTL drives?”
“That’s a great question. To answer it, I present Professor Petit of the Tokyo Institute of Advanced Sciences.”

Jarret gave up the lectern, and Petit took his place. 
“With the technology my trans-space team has developed with the members of the Vladivostok Project on Luna, we’ve replicated the same trans-space corridors the Argo traveled through between Orion V and the Psi-Aion system.”
Petit activated a holographic projector, and an image of a device appeared above him. “A piece of hardware known as Nora will be installed on the flagship of the expeditionary force to open a trans-space corridor, allowing them to travel twenty-seven thousand times the speed of light. Six hundred and seventy-five times faster than our most advanced FTL drive.”
The press conference continued for another hour where Admiral Mueller detailed the makeup of the expeditionary force and the coming weeks of war games to sharpen the crew’s skills.
At its end, the last of the stragglers still listening at the Tribune raced back to their cubicles. Marissa logged on to her computer, knowing she was in for a long day.
 
*
 
CDF Headquarters – Miami, Earth
 
Jason Cassidy rubbed his clammy hands against his knees. When Captain Shila gave him her blessing to see Admiral Mueller, he realized he wouldn’t be in for an easy time.
Outside the admiral’s office, the lieutenant behind the reception desk continued to look up from her work and stare at him. If it weren’t for his situation, Jason would normally walk over and give her his commband number. Hell, when has that ever mattered?
He stood and stepped toward her, but before he could reach the desk, a hand touched his shoulder. “Admiral Foster!”
His old mentor smiled. “Welcome, Commander. They told me you have an appointment with Admiral Mueller. Presumptuous, aren’t we?”
Jason realized Foster was joking with him. “I’m surprised she took my call at all.”
Foster chuckled. “Come on, she’s ready for you.” 
As he followed the admiral through, Jason winked at the lieutenant behind the reception desk. From inside, Admiral Mueller caught him in the act. She raised an eyebrow and stirred her coffee, not breaking eye contact with him. 
Foster, not having seen anything, escorted him to the chairs at the front of the desk, and they both sat. 
“Why are you here, Commander?” Mueller asked, getting straight to the point.
“I want to thank you for seeing—”
“Commander Cassidy, as you could well imagine, I’m a very busy woman. Captain Shila conveyed to me you wished to have a meeting. If it was anyone else, I would’ve told them to follow the chain of command. Luckily for you, I’m a kind and generous person.”
Jason did his best not to laugh, not sure whether Mueller was joking or not. “Well, umm, the reason I’m here is to discuss the upcoming mission. The expeditionary force.”
“And?”
“Well, umm.” He stopped and stared at Foster whose eyes directed him to get on with it. Jason only had one shot at this. “Admiral, I’m here to tell you how certifiably nuts this idea is.”
Mueller didn’t break her gaze with him.
“No one else in the CDF has dealt with the Seekers. And while it appears I’ve been brought back into the service as a glorified poster boy to bring in new recruits, it wouldn’t hurt the brass to hear my advice.”
Mueller’s eyes finally wavered, and she took a sip of her coffee. “I’m listening, Commander.”
“If we’re to send an expeditionary force to Seeker space, we might as well tell the crew to say their final goodbyes to their families now.”
“You believe we’ll fail?”
“To be blunt, Admiral, it’s a suicide mission. No doubt you’ve read all the reports on these guys at Orion V and Psi-Aion. We got lucky defeating them. The Seekers are killers, pure and simple.”
“And that’s the reason President Jarret wants to send this force. To see what we’re up against.”
“We already know what we’re up against.” Jason shook his head in frustration. “The real reason we’re doing it is to deflect away from his crappy presidency.”
“Do you believe the people who died deserve justice?”
Jason’s mind turned to Tyler. He asked himself if he knew he was still deceased, would he think the same way. “The people who died are dead. They’re not coming back. I understand that more than most, I assure you. But sending more people to die isn’t the answer to that.”
“So, you’d have us roll over.” Mueller’s hard-lined stare returned. “Appeasement has never been the answer.”
While Jason didn’t disagree, it wasn’t as simple as that. “We have no idea if the Seekers will come knocking on our door looking for revenge. But if we go out there and kick in the hornet’s nest, we’ll guarantee it. They’ll open those trans-space vortexes of theirs and rain holy hell down on us.”
Jason waved at the beautiful Florida view out the window behind her. “You can forget about this. It’ll be gone. All of it.”
Mueller put her coffee cup down, taking in his words. “You must understand the decisions are made in offices much higher than this one.”
“Then I would hope, Admiral, you would exploit your clout to make the people in those offices see sense.”
She frowned. “Is there anything else, Commander?”
“There is. A request actually.” Mueller’s eyes told Jason to continue. “I’d like to propose an alternate use for Nora.”
“The trans-space actuator?”
Jason nodded. “Instead of waging interstellar war with it, let me take it to the Horizon Cluster to rescue my brother and Captain Marquez.”
Mueller put up a hand. “Commander—”
“It was difficult to send rescue before. Now it’s a whole new ballgame.”
Mueller glanced at Foster and then back to Jason. “I’ll absorb everything you’ve told me today and see how far my clout takes me.”
“That’s all I ask, Admiral.”
Jason stood and saluted, leaving her office behind, realizing he’d probably never get invited back again.



Chapter 3
 
 
 
Tokyo, Earth
 
“Just like that?”
Jason stared out from the terrace of Doctor Tai’s Tokyo apartment, not impressed with what Admiral Foster was telling him on the other end of the commlink. “I wish I could say I was surprised.”
“Admiral Mueller and I had a meeting at the Ministry of Defense in the afternoon,” Foster said. “They were rather equivocal in their stance that the mission go ahead.”
“Of course they were.” Jason rolled his eyes. “So, I guess that means a no-go for my journey to the Horizon Cluster?”
“TIAS have informed us it’ll take three months to build another trans-space actuator to the required specifications. Should the expeditionary force not require it, Minister Takashi has promised he will consider it for use in the rescue of your brother and Captain Marquez.”
“By that stage I’ll be dead somewhere out in Seeker territory.” Jason shook his head. “I’m sorry, Admiral, I realize you tried.”
“We’ll talk soon, Commander. Foster out.”
Jason deactivated his commband and opened the glass door. He strolled into the living area of the apartment where Doctor Susan Tai and Proefessor Javier Petit were sitting across from each other in quiet conversation. 
“I apologize,” Jason said to them. “I forgot how problematic it was dealing with the brass.”
“Anything we can help with?” Petit asked.
“I’m curious, how long will it take you to build another Nora?”
“I’ve projected three months.”
“Well, I guess they weren’t lying about that.”
Petit looked at him with concern.
“Don’t worry, Professor. I’ll sort out my own problems.” Jason sat beside them. “Now tell me, what can I do for you?”
“We’ve tracked down where Kione is,” Tai said.
Jason was hoping for good news. “Where?”
“A secure facility in Edinburgh. They’ve put him under the supervision of a Doctor Charles Whitlowe.”
“What’s so special about this Whitlowe guy?”
“I have no idea. I can’t find out one shred of information about him.”
“That’s worrying.”
“It’s as if he doesn’t exist. He’s not a part of any medical association throughout the commonwealth, and after contacting everyone I know, no one else has heard of him either.” 
“What about Kione?” Jason asked. “How is he?”
Tai looked to Petit before turning back to Jason. “When I got to sit down with him…”
“What?”
“Something wasn’t right. They drugged him.” She bit her lip. “And when the meeting ended, he touched me. For a moment it seemed he contacted me. Mentally.”
Jason remembered back to his time incarcerated on the Seeker weapon ship and the experience he’d shared with Kione. It was still vivid in his mind. 
“But how? There’s no sphere.”
“I’m not sure.”
“What did you see?”
Tai took a breath. “He was screaming out. He wanted my help.”
Jason rubbed his forehead. In that moment he was ashamed of humanity. He’d rescued Kione from the Seekers just to hand him back to monsters of the same ilk. 
“There is a segment of the media pushing to know what happened to Kione on his return from Outpost Watchtower,” Petit added.
“All of which is being drowned out by the news of Jarret’s expeditionary force.” Jason stood and walked to the window.
“We could reach out to them. Tell them what we—”
Jason shook his head. “They won’t let this get out, Professor. Even if it did, a part of the community blames him for what happened at Orion V, so he wouldn’t be safe. The xenophobic fires have well and truly been stoked.”
“Then what’s your suggestion?”
Jason moved back toward them. “Let’s see if we can find something out about this Whitlowe character to start with. I know a guy.” Though he wondered. “That’s if he’s still alive.”
His commband alerted him to an incoming commlink. “Cassidy here.”
“This is Captain Shila. Commander, I need you to report to the Sabre.”
“Captain, I—”
“That’s now, Commander.”
Jason sighed. “On my way.” 
He turned apologetically to Tai and Petit. “I’ll give you this guy’s name. It’s somewhere to start at least.”
 
*
 
UECS Sabre
 
Jason stepped onto the command deck and drew his eyes toward the command pit. Captain Shila signed off a data tablet and handed it to a junior officer. She spotted Jason and motioned him to her office. 
He walked in and stood in front of her desk. But instead of taking a seat behind it, Shila gestured to the two sofa-style chairs in the corner. 
“Sit down, Jason.”
Jason? She’d never been so informal. What have I done wrong?
“There’s no easy way to tell you this, but it’s about the Argo,” she said to him.
His chest tightened. “What—”
“Six hours ago, Ganymede Station detected the cargo ship on an irregular course. They sent out a pod to investigate. Her thrusters were firing erratically, so they boarded her and got her under control.” She gazed deep into his eyes. “They found no one aboard.”
Jason swiveled his head and stared blankly out the viewport. “When you say no one aboard—”
“There were no bodies. No airlocks were blown.”
“So someone has taken them?”
“That’s what the authorities on Ganymede Station believe. However, at this point they’ve turned up nothing giving them a definite answer or their potential whereabouts.”
Jason stared back to her. “And the Argo?”
“At Ganymede Station. They’re going over it with a fine-tooth comb.”
Doctor Tai once asked Jason how many lives he had, but in truth it was the Argo that had the fortunate luck. As its crew kept dying or disappearing, the humble old cargo ship continued to survive. It would almost be funny if it weren’t for the fact his friends were missing. 
“Captain, I realize I have no leave clocked up yet, but I’ll need to take some time to sort this out. With these war games coming up, I’m sure it’ll piss off the brass but—”
Shila stopped him in his tracks. “I’ll take care of them. Go to Ganymede and find your friends.”
Jason smiled as best he could in the circumstances. His new captain was quickly rocketing up his list of favorite people.
 



Chapter 4
 
 
 
May 28, 2214
Transport Pod
 
It’d been years since Jason had passed through the Jovian system of moons. While very much a part of humanity’s home, it’d always appeared so alien to him. Centuries after Earth’s first unmanned probes traveled through, many still regarded it a mysterious expanse of the abyss.
His transport approached the Ganymede moon and its orbiting station. During his voyage he’d barely got a wink of sleep. However, when he had, he’d always seen Aly and Kevin. Even Althaus popped in from time to time.
“Stand by for landing, everyone,” the pilot announced over the speakers. 
The pod made a beeline for the hangar deck of Ganymede Station and touched down. Through the crowd of other passengers, Jason’s welcoming committee declared itself in the form of a weedy-looking young man.
“Commander Jason Cassidy?” he greeted him, no doubt recognizing his CDF uniform as it was the only one amongst the other passengers. “I’m Detective Marcetti.”
Jason stared at him, wondering if he was still popping pimples. “This isn’t your first case, is it?”
Marcetti bristled but ignored the comment. “Come with me, Commander.”
Jason frowned and followed him from the hangar deck into the central administration hub. “What can you tell me so far, Detective?”
Marcetti led him up a flight of stairs into a fanatically tidy office and flicked on a wall monitor behind his small desk. “The Cargo Ship Argo arrived at Ganymede Station on May twenty-first to drop off a consignment of medical supplies.” 
He brought up a timetable of their arrival, the cargo manifests, and images of their landing on the hangar deck. “Later that night, Kevin Rycroft reported his daughter missing.”
“Wait.” Jason hadn’t heard that part of the story. “What happened to Aly?” 
“Kevin Rycroft and Conrad Althaus returned to the ship and found Alyssa gone. Surveillance cameras showed signs of tampering. I’ve since discovered both men visited one of Ganymede Station’s computer technicians and beat a confession out of him. 
“Seems a person by the name of Darius Lok paid him off to alter the footage during the time Miss Rycroft went missing.”
Jason smiled, knowing how resourceful the pair were. “What happened next?”
“Darius Lok’s ship, The Thor’s Hammer, logged a flight plan to Europa Station. The Argo followed sometime later, but Lok’s vessel never arrived.”
“He’d filed a dummy flight plan?”
“Correct.” Marcetti revealed a scanning log. “The last sighting of the Argo was her leaving Europa Station heading toward Io.”
“Io?” Jason pondered. “Something must’ve led them there.”
“I came to the same conclusion and sent a pod out there to investigate. Unfortunately, nothing so far has come up.”
“So, that’s where we’re at?”
Marcetti nodded. “I’m still following up on a few leads, but I believe concentrating on Io is our best bet at this stage.”
“Very well.
I think it’s time I had a look at the Argo.”
The Detective gestured toward the door. “She’s in the hangar deck.”
Jason walked to the exit but then stopped and turned. “Hey, kid.”
“Yeah?”
“What I said earlier, I didn’t mean to be an ass. I just…” He trailed off. “You’ve done good work so far.”
Marcetti nodded, and Jason headed to the hangar deck where he boarded the Argo.
He searched throughout the empty cargo bay for any clues, followed by everyone’s quarters. From the frugalness of Kevin’s room, to the neatness of Aly’s, and then finally to the downright smelliness of Althaus’s. Nothing seemed out of place.
Up on A Deck, he explored the engine room, the galley, the infirmary, and even the rec room. All the pieces on the chessboard were in their starting positions as if no one had ever lived there. He grabbed the board and threw it into the bulkhead. The pieces clattered over the deck.
Where are you guys?
He made his way to the bridge through the hatchway. Like the rest of the ship, it was eerily quiet. Jason stared at the empty chairs and sat at the helm.
He put his head in his hands in hopelessness. 
An alert beeped on the console.
“DNA detected,” the computer chirped. “Cassidy, Jason Benjamin.”
He opened his eyes, and the lights blinked off, bathing him in darkness. What the hell?
“Hello, Mister Cassidy.”
Jason jumped from his seat at the female voice and peered around the bridge. No one was there.
“Up here.”
He glanced at the speakers, realizing someone was communicating across a commlink. “Who is this?”
“Who I am is irrelevant.”
Jason hastened over to the operations station and checked the comms.
“I assure you, you’ll be unable to trace this commlink.”
That didn’t stop Jason from trying. Though he quickly realized she was right. 
“I need you to listen carefully.”
“Seems I have little choice.”
“We have an opportunity to help each other, Mister Cassidy. There’s something I require. In exchange, I’ll return the crew of the Argo to you.”
Jason clenched his fist. “What have you done to them! I swear, if you’ve harmed—”
“Mister Cassidy, getting emotional will only hinder the situation. Now listen. One week ago, an associate boarded your vessel in the hope of retrieving a DNA sample of the life form known as Kione.”
Jason furrowed his brow, remembering what Marcetti had told him. Darius Lok…
“He retrieved the DNA, but our scientists deemed it unfeasible for use. Luckily for us, our associate brought aboard the Argo’s captain.”
Aly!
“After her crewmates rescued her, we took all three captive.” The woman cleared her throat. “This is where you come in, Mister Cassidy.”
Jason gritted his teeth. “I want to see them!”
On the operations station, an image of the three sitting together in a holding cell appeared. He put his hand on the monitor.
“As you can tell, they’re uninjured and being taken care of. However, that could change…”
“What do you want?” Jason asked.
“That’s the spirit, Mister Cassidy. Now, since the last DNA sample of Kione wasn’t up to scratch, we’ll want the real thing.”
“You want me to get you Kione? What do you want with him anyway?”
“That’s ir—”
“Irrelevant. Right.” He rolled his eyes. “How do you expect me to get him?”
“That’s not my problem. I know you’re very resourceful and will find a way.”
The image of Aly, Kevin, and Althaus was replaced with a star chart. Prominent were the inner planets of the solar system. Crosshairs singled out a point in space beyond the orbit of Luna.
“Once you’ve retrieved Kione, I’ll be waiting here. You have ten days.”
“Ten days! How do you expect me—”
“Any funny business, and your people die. Do you understand?”
Jason sighed. “Understood.”
The star chart disappeared, and the bridge lights came back on. A few moments later, Detective Marcetti arrived through the hatchway.
“What happened?” he asked. “The rear entry ramp wouldn’t open. It’s like the whole ship powered down.” 
Jason moved to the helm and began preflight checks. “How soon can I get clearance out of here?”



Chapter 5
 
 
 
August 15, 2188
Tokyo Institute of Advanced Sciences – Tokyo, Earth
Twenty-Six Years Earlier
 
“The Mesopotamia civilization was situated on and around the Tigris-Euphrates river system as early as five thousand BC. The Sumerians and Akkadians ruled the region up until five hundred and thirty-nine BC.”
While Kione talked, Doctor Benjamin Tyrell beamed with pride at the six-year-old boy. Gone was the infant brought to him from an abandoned craft in the Galilei system. Instead was a strong, confident young man. How time flies…
Though sometimes Benjamin had to remind himself Kione wasn’t human. He may have spoken and acted like one, but his exterior and interior were very different. 
As the boy continued to rattle off his assignment on the ancient civilization of Mesopotamia, Kione’s teacher leaned toward Benjamin from the chair beside his. “What do you think?” Miss Deane asked.
“Phenomenal,” Benjamin said. “This is something I’d expect from a high school student.”
“He’s come a long way in just two years of schooling.”
Kione finished up the last of his presentation, and they both clapped. He smiled and hurried over to Benjamin and hugged him. “Did you like it?”
“It was very informative, Kione.”
“What did you like most?”
Benjamin had to think about it for a moment. In truth, he’d only listened to parts. He was too busy being awestruck.
“I guess I found it most interesting when Alexander the Great came into the region.” He recalled his own studies as a youngster, particularly enjoying reading about the Ancient Greek and Roman civilizations.
“Can you do me a favor?” he said to Kione. “Miss Deane and I need to have a chat. Why don’t you read for a while, and when we’re done, I’ll take you home?”
“Okay.” Kione hurried off to his solitary desk and activated his computer, while Miss Deane ushered Benjamin into the observation gallery, facing the classroom.
“So, tell me about his testing?” he said to her. 
She picked up a data tablet from her pile of work and handed it to him. 
He looked over the results with a raised brow. “I realized he was exceptional, but this… You’re telling me across the board his scores average at an eighth-grade level?”
“Some competencies as high as the tenth grade.” Miss Deane grabbed another tablet. “He measured at one hundred and sixty-three on his latest IQ test.”
Benjamin did a double take of the results. “He’s got me covered.”
“And no doubt many other scientists at TIAS.”
He handed the tablets back to her. “Well, you’re to be commended, you’ve done a great job.”
“I wish I could take the credit, but we both know Kione is special.”
“That goes without saying.”
“Hmm.” She turned and peered out into the classroom. “There is one concern I wish to discuss with you.”
“Oh?”
“While he’s excelling at his studies, I am worried about his social abilities.”
“In what respect.”
“Sometimes I feel he’s not entirely happy.”
It was like a dagger in Benjamin’s heart. He’d been with Kione for several years. He’d cared for him and raised him. And while he was the first to admit he was no expert, he thought he’d done a good job overseeing his development.
“He’s asking questions,” she continued. “He wants to know why he can’t have friends or classmates and why he can’t interact with people his own age.”
Benjamin stared at the child reading away at his computer. “He knows the answers to all those questions. He understands he’s different to everyone else and that mixing with others isn’t possible.”
“While he may understand that at a certain level, regardless of how well he ranks academically, he’s still a six-year-old.” Miss Deane frowned. “Sometimes it’s difficult for him to grasp why things are so.”
“Unfortunately, at this point there’s no solution to that problem. I wish there was.” At the end of the teacher-parent meeting, Benjamin took Kione home. 
Home was only one level up. The artificial environment had been created years earlier to look like a rustic household in suburbia, encircled by a large lawn. The surrounding lights illuminated at a different brightness depending on the time of the day.
When Benjamin tucked Kione into bed, the lighting was dimmed to replicate the evening. Whenever he said goodnight, he wondered what would’ve happened if he’d stayed with his ex-wife and had a child of their own. 
“Can we go to Dara?”
Kione’s question threw off Benjamin’s train of thought. “Dara?”
“It was an East Roman fortress in the sixth century. The ruins of what remains are still there today.”
“Did you learn about that in class?”
He nodded. “The Romans and Persians fought there in the year five hundred and thirty.”
Benjamin’s heart sank. What do I say to him?
“We can’t go, can we?” Kione said knowingly.
“Maybe one day.”
“Will that day ever come?”
Benjamin put a hand on Kione’s and smiled. I hope so.
 
*
 
May 29, 2214
Edinburgh, Scotland
Present Day
 
Doctor Charles Whitlowe stood before the monitor watching over Kione inside his bio-chamber. The alien being was unconscious, but his body shuddered from top to bottom at the energy bombarding it.
Charles shook his head at the readings. He’d been working with Kione for over two weeks, and his methods were still no closer to bringing the extraterrestrial’s abilities to the surface. 
“Shut it down!”
Charles’s assistant, Le Favre, flicked at the controls and deactivated the bio-chamber.
Charles checked over Kione’s life signs. While they were lower than normal across the board, they were still within normal parameters.
“Do you want me to get him out of there, Doctor?” Le Favre asked.
Charles nodded, and three of his assistants hurried into the medical bay to retrieve him. They placed his unconscious body onto a mobile stretcher and took him back to his quarters.
“Doctor Whitlowe, there’s a call coming in for you.”
Charles smacked the intercom on the console with his fist. “Who is it?”
“Minister Takashi.”
He closed his eyes in frustration. Just what I need right now. “Send it down here.”
He put on the cheeriest expression he could muster, and the monitor filled with the face of the commonwealth’s Minister of Defense. “Minister Takashi, so good to see you.”
The man had heavy eyelids, portraying someone who’d had little sleep. “What have you got to report, Whitlowe?”
“I just finished another experiment, and while the results weren’t what I was expecting, I am getting closer to the desired outcome.”
“In other words, you lucked out again and have nothing to show for it?”
“I wouldn’t put it quite that way Minister, I—”
“Whitlowe, you’ve had weeks on this. You guaranteed us you were the person for the job. The president has my balls in a vice. You of all people should know when you get on his wrong side what he’s capable of.”
All too well.
“Now listen closely.” Takashi’s eyes burned straight down the camera. “I’ll call you back in a week. If I’m not informed of any progress, I’ll recommend to Jarret you be pulled from the project and Kione be returned to TIAS.”
Before Charles could say a word, the screen went blank. He realized he had only had one option left.
Using it, however, might mean risking Kione’s life…
 



Chapter 6
 
 
 
Martian Tribune Building – Holden City, Mars
 
Marissa popped two aspirin and guzzled down an entire glass of water. She closed her eyes and massaged her temples. The brightness of her computer monitor made her want to vomit, and the commotion in the surrounding bullpen rang in her head like a bell.
She did her best to refocus her attention on a piece on the commanding officers of the expeditionary force. It was tedious to write, and she feared it’d be even worse to read. 
On the cubicle wall was a photo of Marcus and her on vacation at Planitia Resort, a year earlier. She smiled at how much simpler things had been back then. But why are they so different now?
“Hey, are you coming out to lunch today?”
She glanced up at Evan Gray, one of the Tribune’s leading sports reporters. “Me and Li Jun booked a table at the new Italian restaurant down on Fifth Street.”
The thought of it made her want to vomit again. “Enjoy yourselves. I’ll stick around here.”
“When do you ever say no to Italian?”
“When I have work to do.”
Evan peered over her shoulder and scoffed. “What are you trying to do, put our readers asleep?”
She glared at him.
“Sorry,” he said, putting his hands up in surrender. 
“You two go.” Marissa peeked over the top of her cubicle at Li Jun sipping a coffee at the other end of the bullpen. “I know you’ve wanted to get her alone for a while.”
His eyes darted either side of him, and he leaned in toward her. “Do you mind not broadcasting that?”
“Just ask her out, for crying out loud. She won’t bite.”
“And if she does?”
Marissa rolled her eyes. “You’re so weak.”
The Tribune’s editor, Sandra Veroni, approached them. “You two look suspicious. What’s going on?”
“Nothing!” Evan said in a high-pitched voice. 
“I was just telling him he should ask Li Jun out,” Marissa informed her.
Sandra glanced over at the younger female reporter. “I think that’s a great idea.”
Evan’s face went red, and he threw his hands in the air. Sandra and Marissa laughed, watching him retreat to his cubicle. 
Sandra’s demeanor became more serious. “Can I see you in my office?”
Marissa nodded, closing her computer down and following Sandra through the bullpen.
“Close the door,” her editor instructed her. 
Marissa did so and sat across from her at her desk.
“Is everything all right?” Sandra asked. 
The two had mended their working relationship since she’d gone over her editor’s head with the Orion V story, and she hadn’t expected such a blunt question to begin their meeting. 
“I’m not sure what you mean.”
Sandra spun her computer around. It was an article Marissa had written earlier in the morning about a police shooting on the west side of the city.
“While your story’s on point, it’s full of mistakes. It’s as if a college freshman wrote it. Hell, when I verified it with the police department, they told me you got the names of the detectives and the victims around the wrong way.”
Marissa narrowed her eyes and read over the soup of words in front of her. Sandra was right. She smiled apologetically.
“If this was a one-off, I wouldn’t be worried.” Sandra swiveled the computer around. “But I’ve noted numerous gaps in a lot of your work lately. Since you got back from Earth, it’s as if your mind’s been somewhere else.”
“I’m not sure what to say.”
“Have you become bored? When you break the biggest story of your career, the work afterwards can seem almost menial in comparison.” Sandra stood and walked over to a glass case in the corner. She pulled out a small trophy. “I won this for an exclusive I wrote on a scandal in the supreme court fifteen years ago. I never came close to repeating anything else like it.”
Marissa hadn’t thought of that. The notion she may never break a big story again scared her. “I guess I’m exhausted. It’s been a long six months.”
Sandra frowned. “Well, normally I’d tell you to take the week off and come back fresh, but the bigwigs upstairs have another assignment for you.”
Marissa furrowed her brow. 
Sandra returned the award inside the case and closed it. “With the CDF expeditionary force coming together, they want you to head up our coverage of the war games.”
“Go back to Earth?”
Sandra nodded. “If you’re not up to it, I’ll send someone else. You can have leave. Take a month if you’d like. Michael could do the coverage.”
“No.” While Marissa liked the idea of time off, as a professional she couldn’t say no to the opportunity. “I’ll do it.” She’d developed a standing at the Tribune and wouldn’t be knocked off her pedestal.
Sandra sat back down and stared at her. “I knew you’d say that. I had to try, I guess.”
Marissa smiled. “Thank you for trying.” She made her way to the door. 
“Oh, Marissa!”
She turned. 
“When you go to Earth, see if you can find what you lost. Those bigwigs upstairs, they won’t remember the big stories forever.”
Thanks for the warning.
 
*
 
Holden City, Mars
 
Marissa closed the front door as softly as possible and kicked her shoes into the corner. There was a distinct smell of spaghetti sauce in the air. What is everyone’s obsession with Italian at the moment?
She walked down the hall into the kitchen to find Marcus stirring a hot pot of food.
“This has to be a record.” He checked his watch. “I can’t remember the last time you were home when the sun was still up.”
Once it would’ve been a jovial quip. Now there was a thin hint of sarcasm in his voice.
Marissa put her bag on the kitchen counter. “Sandra let me out of the asylum early.”
“Well, isn’t that nice of her?” Marcus took the wooden spoon from the pot and placed it in the sink. In another bowl was a large serving of fresh pasta.
“There’s something I have to tell you.” She stepped closer and rested her hand beside him.
“Yes?”
“Work are sending me back to Earth to cover the war games.”
Marcus put the pasta in two bowls and poured a healthy serving of sauce on each. There wasn’t even the slightest hint of emotion on his face. 
“Are you going to say something?” she asked him. 
“What do you want me to say?”
“I’m not sure. Something. Anything.”
He grabbed a pair of forks from the drawer and nestled one beside each bowl. “When we got together, I knew what I was getting into with your job. I understood there’d be early mornings and late nights. And I realized you’d have to travel. I’ve accepted that. If you need to go to Earth, that’s fine.”
It frustrated her how calm he was. “Then what is it? What has happened between us?”
“Only you can answer that, Marissa. I’m not the one who brought baggage back with me.” He walked to the fridge and pulled a jar of parmesan from it. 
“You’re the second person today who’s said something along those lines.” What the hell is wrong with people?
The doorbell rang, and Marcus brushed past her down the hall. She placed a liberal amount of cheese on her dish and dug into her bowl. The murmurs at the front door echoed through to the kitchen, though she couldn’t understand what was being said.
Footsteps came up the hallway.
“Marissa, this gentleman says he knows you.”
She turned to Marcus’s voice with a mouthful of pasta, and a figure stepped out from behind him.
She nearly choked on her food. 
 “Jason!”



Chapter 7
 
 
 
“What are you doing here?”
Marissa said through her mouthful of food. 
Jason couldn’t help but smile at her shock. “I need your assistance.”
She finished the last remnants of her meal and placed it on the kitchen counter. “What for?”
Jason glanced at Marcus who seemed to be trying to weigh him up. Marissa noticed as well. She walked over to her partner and put her hand on his. 
“Can you give us a moment?”
He looked back at Jason and then at her. Without any protest, he picked up his bowl of pasta and strolled off into the living area.
Marissa grabbed Jason by the arm and dragged him out onto the balcony of her apartment, closing the screen door behind her.
“You came to my house?” she said venomously.
“I’m sorry. I tried you at your office, and they told me you’d gone home early for the day.” He stared into her eyes. “I wouldn’t have come unless it was necessary.”
She crossed her arms. “What do you need?”
Jason put his hands on the railing and gazed out at the sun falling over the Martian horizon. “Someone has taken my crew from the Argo hostage.”
“Wait. What!”
He filled her in on everything that’d happened since Captain Shila had given him permission to go to Ganymede Station, along with all he’d found out when he was there.
Marissa’s eyes widened. “Jesus, you’ve got yourself into some serious trouble, Jason.”
“Not as much as Aly, Kevin, and Althaus are in.”
“I’m flattered you came to me, but I’m not sure how I can—”
“I’ve done some digging on this Darius Lok guy.” He stepped closer to her. “From what I found out, going through ship registration records, Lok is an alias for Julian Perry. He was born and raised in Holden City, right here on Mars.”
“I guess someone’s got to start somewhere.” She bit her bottom lip. “And you think I can help you with that?”
“Well, believe it or not, while I didn’t have a subscription to the Martian Tribune, I had time to read your articles occasionally. And when you’d started with the paper, I remember you did a lot of work in the crime pages. Most of your stuff was on the gangland war between the Petrellos and the Gallaghers. So I figured—”
“I’d have contacts?”
“Yeah.”
“That was a long time ago, Jason. By the end of those street wars, there was barely anyone left of those families who didn’t end up either dead or in jail.”
“A few cockroaches always survive.”
Marissa stared out into the distance. “There might be someone.”
Jason smiled. “I knew I came to the right place.”
“Don’t thank me yet. There are never certainties in life on the red sands.”
The pair stood on the balcony and watched the sun drop over the horizon. The great dome of Holden City turned to darkness. If it were any other time or place, Jason would’ve thought he were in Heaven, but he couldn’t get the images of Aly, Kevin, and Althaus from his mind. And he wouldn’t until he’d finally freed them.
 
*
 
“They don’t call it the wrong side of the tracks for nothing, do they?”
Jason stared out from the passenger side of the hovercar while Marissa drove down the less affluent streets of Holden City.
“Some of these buildings are among the first that sprang up when the original colony was founded,” she said.
“No kidding. Half of them are falling apart.”
“Most are government housing for the poor. There are some that house four generations of the same family.”
“Generational poverty…” Jason shook his head. “You’d think when we left Earth we’d have learned from our past.”
“Our technology might be better than anytime in human history, but society still treat the poorest of people as an infestation.” Marissa stopped at an intersection and then turned right. “Greed continues to reign supreme. And because of it, places like this exist. Not to mention the crime that comes with it.”
Jason had seen similar on Odyssey Station during his time there. He’d wondered now that Professor Petit had harnessed trans-space technology what they’d find in the great beyond.
Would they discover more worlds like Psi-Aion or planets like Earth? Perhaps they’d discover places more advanced where humans would seem just as primitive as the people of Psi-Aion.
That’s if we get that far and aren’t exterminated by the Seekers.
He faced Marissa. “How have you been anyway?”
“Fine,” she answered a little too quickly. 
Even after all these years he remembered her expression when she didn’t want to talk. After their rendezvous at the Blue Mountains, she’d made it abundantly clear that what’d happened was something that could never be spoken of again. 
He couldn’t blame her. She had everything. The perfect life. Her dream job. A beautiful apartment overlooking the city. And Marcus seemed like a stand-up guy.
Marissa directed the car down a side street which took them on to another main road. Straight ahead was their destination. “Here we are. The largest maximum-security prison on Mars. Home to the worst Holden City has to offer.”
She pulled into the visitor entrance, and they got out and made their way into the primary building. 
“How did you get us in here again?” Jason asked her while they walked into the small room. 
“You need to have connections.” Marissa sat at one of the many tables. 
Jason took the seat beside her, and the door opposite them opened, revealing the large hulking mass of Taz McPhee. “That guy belongs on a football field!”
“Shh.” Marissa glared at him.
“Marissa Caldwell,” Taz said in a high-pitched voice, completely betraying his massive size. “Or has it changed?” He stared down at her wedding finger. “You’re still on the market? I’m out of here in seven years. If you can wait—”
The two prison guards behind him pushed him down into his chair and chained his cuffs to the table. They looked at Marissa, who nodded at them, and they left the three alone.
“How are you, Taz?” Marissa asked him.
“I’m in jail.” He shrugged and stared over at Jason. “Who are you?”
“He’s a friend.”
“He got no tongue?”
“I’ve got a tongue,” Jason said. “My name’s irrelevant. Makes things less messy.”
“I guess I can understand that.”
Jason put his hands on the table and leaned in toward him. “Marissa tells me you got her some information during the gangland wars.”
“I may have.”
“She also told me you ended up in here with a reduced sentence because you informed on your employers.”
“It seemed the right thing to do.”
“Well, I’m looking for info of my own.”
“I’m out of that business now.” McPhee smirked. “Unless it gets me less time in here?”
“That’s something we can’t offer,” Marissa said.
“This would be on the down-low. No cop involvement,” Jason told him. 
The crim bit his bottom lip. “Sounds like my kind of thing, but as I told you, I shut up shop long ago.”
Marissa put her hands on his, caressing the man’s large tattooed hand. Jason did his best not to vomit. 
“Come on, Taz, you need to take care of yourself in retirement. You said yourself, you’ll be out in seven years. Do you still have that bank account?”
He nodded.
“Well, my friend is after a name. That’s all. I’m sure he’d be willing to part with some money you can spend on a party when you’re released.”
McPhee gave her a cheeky grin. “Will you be there?”
“We’ll see.”
He turned to Jason. “What are you after?”
“Information on a man named Darius Lok,” Jason said.
“Never heard of him.”
He pulled out a small photo. “What about Julian Perry?”
McPhee narrowed his eyes and tapped his fingers on the table. “Yeah, I recognize him.”
“I need to know who his employer is?”
“When I knew him, he worked with the Gallaghers. Looked like a sissy with all the flowing hair. Bit of a buffoon, but he got the job done most of the time. He left before the gangland wars ended to ply his trade off-world.”
“Who did he go on to work for?”
“He’s a bounty hunter. He had several employers.”
“I’m after one who’s extremely cashed up. One who thrives on the biggest of jobs.”
McPhee smiled, revealing his set of black and broken teeth. “Ten thousand credits.”
Jason did the arithmetic of his bank balance in his head. “Five thousand.”
“This isn’t a negotiation. It’s ten thousand or I call the guards and I go back to my cell. Do you want your name or not?”
“Ten thousand it is,” Marissa said. “I’ll cover the rest.”
McPhee seemed equally bemused, and he glanced at Jason. “Maybe you should be the one putting a ring on her finger.”
Jason stared at her in shock and returned his attention to McPhee. “I want that name.”



Chapter 8
 
 
 
May 31, 2214
UECS Sabre
 
Captain Shila was the first to greet Jason when he returned to the Sabre. “It’s good to have you back, Commander.”
He stepped out of the airlock of the transport pod onto the hangar deck. “I hope you haven’t missed me too much?”
“We managed.” Shila led him out into the corridor. “There’s a representative from Intel waiting in the briefing room, so I assume you have news?”
Jason nodded. “With what I discovered aboard the Argo and some sleuthing on Mars, I got on the horn to the people at Intel. They believe the crew of the Argo are being held hostage by an individual by the name of Ravi Trentham.”
“What does she want with them?”
“Kione.”
They entered the elevator and ascended through the ship. 
“Do you know why?”
“No, but it can’t be for anything good.”
The elevator came to a halt, and they walked out and headed toward the briefing room. A man in plain, nondescript civilian attire stood by the wall monitor.
“Commander Cassidy, this is Agent Moss from Intelligence,” Shila introduced them. 
Moss shook his hand. “We talked over many commlinks. It’s good to meet you in person, Commander.”
Jason gestured at the monitor. “What have you found on Ravi Trentham?”
“I lead a unit within Intel dedicated to keeping an eye on our friend.”
Moss activated his presentation, producing an image of Trentham. She had long, dark-brown hair and hazel eyes.
“She’s one of the most notorious and richest underworld figures in the solar system. While little more than a minor player only a decade ago, she made considerable financial gains during the war. From there she built up her holdings, and with the collapse of the McKinley family’s slice of the pie here, she bulldozed all that stood before her.
“Her legitimate businesses include manufacturing on Luna and Mars, a transport business based around Saturn, and several casinos throughout the asteroid belt. While not proven, it’s assumed she also distributes weapons and drugs on the black market.”
“Sounds like a nasty customer,” Shila said. “Any idea what she’d want with the alien?”
Moss shook his head. “No. Despite what we have on her, she runs a tight ship. She’s incredibly secretive and rarely comes out in public. We’ve been trying to plant a mole in her organization for years. But to date we’ve had little luck.”
Jason rubbed his chin, forgetting there was no longer a beard there. “The question is, can we be sure she’s the one responsible for taking the crew of the Argo?”
Moss pulled up a large swath of scanning data. “With the help of the stations surrounding Jupiter, I’ve overlaid scanning radiuses from every facility.”
Jason did a double take at what looked like an impressive group of Venn diagrams surrounding the gas giant.
Moss pointed. “On the date of May twenty-second, a ship running dark was spotted traveling to Io. It rendezvoused with another vessel we believe to be The Thor’s Hammer.”
“Darius Lok…” Jason figured.
“Right. After a brief meeting, the unknown vessel disposed of Lok’s ship and sent it hurtling into Io’s atmosphere. Soon after, the Argo came along. Seems Alyssa Rycroft got a distress call out in time and her crewmates rescued her.
“When the Argo set a course for Ganymede Station, our unknown vessel turned around and headed back in their direction.”
It all played out in front of them on the monitor until the two vessels disappeared in a scanning black spot. More time passed, and the unknown ship returned from the shadows, without the Argo, before disappearing for good beyond the region.
“It wasn’t until several days later that the Argo showed up on Ganymede Station’s scanners, adrift and crewless,” Moss continued. “This is where we believe they were kidnapped.”
Jason narrowed his eyes. “Okay, but this unknown ship of yours disappears once it leaves the Jovian system of moons. How can you tell it was Trentham’s if it was running dark?”
Moss brought up a hazy magnified image of a craft against the backdrop of Jupiter. “Because a passing freighter took a visual scan, albeit a little crude.”
Moss pressed in the terminal, and a second, much clearer ship appeared next to it. “This was found approaching Ceres two days later.”
“It’s the same ship.” Jason stepped closer to the monitor. “Ravi’s vessel?”
“My people on the ground on Ceres saw an increase of activity at her casino when it arrived in orbit. And piecing together the information you provided of the Argo crew in their cell, we’ve come to the conclusion they’re being held near the major safe three levels beneath the surface.”
“You’ve been able to pinpoint their exact position?” Shila asked.
“We believe so.”
Moss turned off the monitor. “A team is deployed and ready to go in.”
While Jason would’ve preferred to do it a different way, he realized there was little choice. They couldn’t hand Kione over, and if they tried to negotiate, it’d blow their chance of catching Trentham off guard. “Very well. But I’m coming with you.”
 
*
 
New York City, Earth
 
Susan directed her wheelchair through the lobby of the grungy old apartment building. Noting the cracked walls, she wondered how long the structure had left before it crumbled in a heap. 
Even the elevator was from another time. She half expected there to be a bellboy to help her. With great difficulty, she reached up and pushed the button for the eighth floor.
The gates closed, and she headed upward ever so slowly. At the top, she moved down the dark corridor, thanking her lucky stars her feet didn’t make contact with the manky two hundred-year-old carpet. 
She followed the door numbers until she found the apartment she was after: 8K. 
She put out her fist and knocked. Nothing. Then again. Same result.
“Mister Groth. My name’s Doctor Susan Tai. It’s taken a long time to find you. I’m in desperate need of help!”
Still no response. All this way… It’d been over a week since she’d seen Kione. What must he be going through?
She banged on the door with more force. “Jason Cassidy sent me. He told me you knew his father!”
Footsteps approached from the other side. The unlatching of several locks sounded, and the door swung open, revealing a very old and very unwell man.
His clothes were tattered, and the stench of his home was a combination of mold, bleach, and urine. “Benjamin Cassidy. You know him?” he asked with a raspy voice.
She shook her head. “No, sir. I know his son. Benjamin Cassidy is dead.”
Groth looked away, trying to hide his distress. “What about Althaus?”
“Conrad Althaus? He’s still alive,” she told him. 
“A pity,” he grumbled and waved her inside. “What can I help you with?”
She followed him into his apartment, just scraping her wheelchair through the doorway. The inner sanctum was full of darkness with the odd sliver of light peeking through the closed windows. 
Scattered everywhere on the floor were stacks of old books and newspapers. On the walls were unusual paintings, from landscapes to portraits, and some things she couldn’t identify.
“Jason told me you used to be in law enforcement,” Susan said. “You cut your teeth as a composite artist.”
Groth raised his eyebrows. “That was a long time ago.”
“I’m trying to find the true identity of a person. If you can help me sketch him out…”
He rummaged on the floor and pulled out a fresh canvas. He put it on a stand and grabbed a brush and some paint. “Describe his eyes to me.”
Over the next hour, the pair went back and forth until the portrait came out how Susan wanted. 
“Incredible.” She gazed at the drawing. “That’s Doctor Whitlowe.”
Groth yanked a small device from his pocket and motioned it over the images. He took a blanket off a nearby computer and blew the dust from it. He placed the device on the terminal, and it captured his painting on the monitor. 
Susan moved to his side and watched his hands dance over the keypad with remarkable speed for someone of his age and condition. A scrolling list of names appeared, and the computer started its search. 
“This is a government database. How do you have access to it?” she asked. 
“It’s best I don’t tell you that.”
The computer continued until an image emerged. “Is that him?”
Susan recognized his eyes. “That’s him. He’s younger, though.”
“This was taken six years ago,” he read from the data. “The last photo on record.”
“Can you open his file?”
Groth attempted to do so, but large red text filled the monitor: SEALED.

 “Seems like this Doctor Whitlowe has a secret to keep. His file is sealed by presidential order.” Groth put his hands back on the keypad. “No matter.”
The red text disappeared, and his summary opened. 
Susan furrowed her brow. “How did you—?” 
He glanced at her with knowing eyes.
“Right. Don’t ask.”
“This man is no Doctor Whitlowe,” he read. “His real name is William Ramsey. He was an extractions officer for Intel during the war.”
“An extractions officer?”
“Mister Ramsey would’ve been in charge of high-level enemy soldiers after they were captured. Put plainly, Doctor Tai, he was a torturer.”
The pit of Susan’s stomach clenched.
“And going off his record,” Groth continued, “he had some very harsh methods and was quite successful at his job.”
She dropped her head. It was now more important than ever to get Kione out. 
But how?



Chapter 9
 
 
 
September 15, 2208
Tokyo Institute of Advanced Sciences
Six Years Earlier
 
It was the most nervous Benjamin Tyrell had been for a very long time. Not since he’d been first put on the project, which seemed like an eternity ago.
He sat in his office staring at a series of scans taken a day earlier. Kione’s development never ceased to amaze him. Even in his twenties the extraterrestrial being still appeared to be growing mentally and physically. 
“Doctor Tyrell. The Minister of Defense has arrived.”
Benjamin prodded the intercom. “Thank you, I’ll be right up.”
The moment of truth.
He walked over to the elevator and rode it to one of the highest levels of the Institute. Over by the window, he spotted a man with his hands behind his back. He seemed fixated on the view of Mount Fuji beyond the skyscrapers.

“Do you know how long it’s been since I visited my homeland?” he asked Benjamin, not breaking his gaze.
Benjamin walked up beside him and shook his head. 
“Too long.” The man sighed. “I thought being on the election trail for the last twelve months was difficult, but this war with Centauri… Coming home and seeing this is a reminder of what we’re fighting for.”
He turned and put out his hand. “I’m Takashi. New Minister of Defense.”
“Welcome to TIAS.” Benjamin shook it. “Congratulations on your party’s victory and your appointment.”
“Thank you, Doctor. It was a hard-fought battle, but just the beginning.”
Benjamin did his best not to roll his eyes at the bravado. “Would you like to come downstairs?”
“I’ve been looking forward to it.” Takashi gestured toward the elevator. “Please, lead the way.”
They traveled downward to one of the habitat sections of the Green Level. Beyond the observation screen, Kione stood in a batting cage taking swings against an automated pitching machine. He made the sweetest of contact with every ball he swung at. The crack of the bat on leather echoed around them. 
“Baseball?” Takashi seemed amused.
“A boyhood obsession of mine,” Benjamin told him. “A game of strength, balance, hand-eye coordination, and speed. He’s played since he was a boy.”
“It seems we share a common love. How’s his arm?”
“Come and see.”
Takashi followed him out in the open area that’d been fitted to look like a vast, outdoor space.
Benjamin switched off the machine. “Kione, meet Mister Takashi.”
Kione placed the bat beside home plate and walked over to them.
Takashi was in awe.
“It’s nice to meet you, Kione.”
“Mister Takashi is the new Minister of Defense. He’s here to check out our facility,” Benjamin informed him.
Kione nodded. “Minister.”
Benjamin threw him a ball and gave Takashi a bat and helmet. “He’d also like to see your fastball.”
Takashi headed toward the batter’s box, while Kione moved the pitching machine aside and loosened up.
“How fast would you like me to throw, Doctor?”
“Give him everything you’ve got.” He winked at Kione and stood well back. “Are you ready!”
Takashi removed his jacket and took a few practice swings. He nodded and focused his eyes at the mound. Kione went into his windup and hurled it over the plate. Takashi swung but was made to look silly, swiping at the ball much too late. 
The radar display read: 109 mph.
Takashi looked at the end of his bat, attempting to hide his confusion. He took a few more practice cuts, and Kione threw it into him again. It blazed past his hacking swing. 112 mph.
The minister shook his head. “Does he have a breaking ball?”
“Throw him the curve, Kione,” Benjamin instructed him. 
Kione nodded and once again went into the windup. His pitch fizzed over the middle of the plate and then dropped. Takashi lunged and nearly tripped over his own shoes. He pulled his helmet off and stepped toward the mound. 
“That’s quite an arm you have there.” Takashi handed him his bat and helmet. “It’s a shame you’re not playing in the big leagues.”
“If he were,” Benjamin said, “he’d be the best two-way player of all time.”
“It was nice meeting you, Kione. Come, Doctor Tyrell, we have to talk.”
He followed Takashi out through the door and watched Kione set up the pitching machine once again.
“I need to ask you a question, Doctor.”
Benjamin leaned on the back of a workstation. “Go ahead.”
“You’ve studied this being since he arrived here as an infant. With all the information put together in your time, how feasible would it be to use his species DNA to enhance our own?”
“I, uh—”
“For hundreds of years, armies throughout history have sought to create the ultimate soldier.”
Benjamin narrowed his eyes. “You want me to construct a super soldier using Kione?”
“When he came into office and this program was explained to him, the president wanted to see if it would give us an advantage. You said yourself, Kione would be the best ballplayer alive if he’d had the opportunity. That’s no idle boast.”
“And that’s because he’s intellectually far superior to us. Physically, he’s more advanced, but only slightly so.”
“Sometimes on the battlefield, all it takes is that slight edge.” Takashi put his hand on the observation screen while Kione smashed another pitch through the air. “We’re at war, Doctor, I’m sure I need not remind you of that.”
“No, Minister, you do not.” Benjamin sighed. “However, you’re not the first person to ask me about the possibility. Many of your predecessors have asked the same question. I’ll tell you what I told them. As of right now, the DNA of Kione’s species and that of our own are so incompatible we simply don’t have the technology or know-how to splice the two.”
“Technology can be created. Know-how can be learned.” Takashi turned and looked into his eyes. “You have new orders, Doctor. Get the president his super soldier.”
He watched Kione take one more swing and walked off to the elevator. 
“I knew I wouldn’t like him,” Benjamin lamented under his breath.
 
*
 
June 1, 2214
Edinburgh, Scotland
Present Day
 
Charles hadn’t attempted anything like this since the war. He remembered the horror inside his chamber after receiving a new batch of Centauri. Their screams still haunted him. 
He’d developed his own method of stimulating a human’s nervous system at any point and at any threshold he saw fit. And while it’d taken time studying Kione’s unique anatomy, he now felt he had a good handle on how to use the same technique on him. 
He frowned, watching his assistants strap the alien down through the observation screen on what’d become known as the ‘bed of hell.’ He didn’t want to subject Kione to it but he’d run out of options. Drug therapy and other less invasive methods hadn’t come close to bringing his mental abilities to the fore. He’d hoped with what was originally designed as torture would provide the result he needed.
Charles pushed in the intercom on the console before him. “Is he ready?”
His assistants nodded and walked out from the laboratory, joining him in the observation chamber. Kione stared up at the ceiling, waiting. 
“Can you hear me?” Charles asked him. 
Kione didn’t answer. The effects of what drugs he’d given him would’ve worn off by now, so he was obviously ignoring him. 
“Okay, listen, Kione, in the hope I can stimulate your nervous system, I’m—”
“Just do what you have to do, Whitlowe,” Kione interrupted him, not breaking his gaze from the ceiling.
Charles nodded to Le Favre, and she wound the dial at the presets agreed to. “Level one.”
Kione’s body stiffened at the power running throughout. 
Charles checked the readings. There was no change. “Go to level two.”
The hum of the machine got louder. Kione’s eyes closed, and his jaw clenched. It was the first sign of pain. But his brain functions didn’t alter.
On to level three they proceeded. Then four. And then five. Kione convulsed, pounding against his restraints.
Sweat dripped down Charles’s brow. He wiped it away and studied the data. The alien’s nervous system had been bombarded to within an inch of its life. On the monitor, it looked like a brightly lit-up Christmas tree.
He scowled. “Push it to level six.”
“But, Doctor, if we go any higher, it’ll kill him,” Le Favre warned.
“Just do it!”
She sighed and turned the controls. Kione finally gave in and shrieked out in agony.



Chapter 10
 
 
 
June 2, 2214
Ceres
 
The transport pod they’d taken to Ceres wouldn’t have been Jason’s first choice, but the vessel from Mars was an excellent cover for himself, Agent Moss, and the ten other Intel operatives. 
Disguised as FIFO workers, in the green coveralls of the Reo Mining Company, they left the dank and smelly ship behind and made their way to their allotted barracks inside the small mining settlement. For somewhere so close to the civilization of Earth, it was a rough part of the universe. 
After cleaning themselves up with a shower, or at least the Ceres equivalent, Jason and Moss proceeded to the local tavern. It was a grungy cesspit, reminding him too much of his old haunt on Odyssey Station.
They took a seat at a booth, and the Intel agent promptly ordered two Ceres Delights from a waitress. Sounds a bit fruity for my liking.
“Ceres Delights don’t come cheap here.” The bar’s publican came over to see them especially. “It’ll cost more than you’re worth.”
“That’s okay. Perhaps we’ll have a beer then,” Moss said. “And after, you could show us the back room. I hear you have quite the taxidermy collection.”
Jason turned up his nose. Taxidermy? Really?
The barman gestured toward a door near the bar. “Why don’t you come and see now.”
Moss stood and told Jason to follow him. When they entered the back room, the publican flicked on the lights, bathing it in dull illumination. It was relatively spartan apart from a few covered-up pool tables. However, sure enough, on the walls were the stuffed animal trophies. 
The publican closed the door behind them and shook Moss’s hand. “I’m Agent Hightower, Ceres station. Good to meet you.”
Moss introduced himself and pointed to Jason. “This is Commander Cassidy, CDF. He’s coming along for the ride.”
Jason chuckled. What he’d witnessed was an act to ensure they were all working for the same team. He shook Hightower’s hand. “I thought this stuff just happened in old spy movies.”
“We like to keep things simple,” the rough-around-the-edges undercover operative told him. 
“I guess you can’t go wrong with the classics.”
Hightower ushered them over to one of the pool tables. He pulled the dusty old cover from it and pressed a concealed button beneath. The slate of the table flipped end over end and revealed a workstation with several components. 
“I’ve received your reports on the kidnapping of the three individuals.” He activated the console, and a holographic projection of the casino’s blueprints appeared. “As we’ve discussed, there’s little doubt Trentham’s holding them near the central safe.”
“Yes, we’ve read over all the data you sent us.” Moss nodded. “Now it’s a matter of getting in there and taking out the obstacles.”
Hightower waved his hand over the hologram, and several dozen red dots appeared throughout. “These are locations of the armed guards we expect to come up against on the lower levels of the casino.”
“Expect to come up against?” Jason looked over the hologram with concern. “So you can’t be absolutely sure?” 
“Not to a one hundred percent certainty.”
He frowned. “If any part of this plan fails, my people in there are likely to die.”
“That’s the risk we run.”
“You wouldn’t be so blasé if it were your friends down there.” Jason stepped toward him, and Hightower puffed out his chest.
“Gentlemen, remember why we’re here.” Moss separated the pair. “Agent Hightower, can you show us your plan?”
Hightower scowled and returned to the subject at hand. “The first team will go in disguised as casino workers. They’ll take out every key guard on the main floor. When they’re done, I’ll tap into the security systems, giving us access to all points leading to the underground levels. I’ll also knock out the lighting and alarms.”
He pointed at three green circles on the hologram. “I’ll open the doors here, here, and here. Three teams will go in, eliminate opposition, and converge at the central safe.”
Jason didn’t want to admit it, but even with the risk involved, it was a sound plan. By the time anyone knew what was going on, they’d already be at their target. 
Moss turned to Jason for his okay, and he nodded. “Good. What’s our extraction plan?”
“I’ve got two pods,” Hightower said. “Once the mission’s complete, we’ll evacuate from the rear entrance, and if need be, the side entrance on the ceiling.”
“Okay, let’s brief our teams. We get this done at twenty-one hundred tonight.”
 
*
 
Holding Cell
 
“I’m really getting sick of being locked up.”
Aly ran her hand over every part of the wall she could find. It’d been the umpteenth time she’d tried to uncover an escape route from their detention. Unlike Darius Lok’s makeshift brig aboard The Thor’s Hammer, there was no clear way out. Her new captors made him seem like an amateur.
“Why don’t you sit down and have something to eat?” her father said from the floor in the corner. He offered her the food in his bowl. 
She turned up her nose. “I’ve never had a meal as bad as that grub. Even when times were tough on the Argo, we never ate like this.”
“Perhaps not, but it’s better than nothing. We can’t afford to waste away in here. When Jason comes to find us—”
“Do you think he’s coming?”
Althaus awakened in the other corner and slowly opened his eyes. “He probably doesn’t even know we’re alive.”
“A cargo ship doesn’t go missing without questions,” her dad said. “If Jason knows of our disappearance, which he will, he’ll locate us.”
Aly wasn’t sure whether her father was saying it just for her sake, but regardless, hoped he was right. She couldn’t stand another minute being in confinement. She wanted to go home to the Argo. That’s if she hasn’t been destroyed. 
Her dad looked up at her. “What’s wrong?” 
She sat on the floor beside him. “I’ve played out what happened over and over since they threw us in here. I can’t seem to get my head around how easily they took us by surprise when we were returning to Ganymede Station.”
“We saw Trentham’s ship approaching on the scanners.”
“Right. But before we knew it, they boarded. There was no other vessel on our screens.”
“It was a chaotic time.” Her dad shrugged. “The Argo’s systems were shot from rescuing you at Io. Our scanners could’ve been playing up.”
Aly pondered, no closer to an explanation. He waved the bowl of food in her face again, and she relented, taking a piece of whatever was inside it.



Chapter 11
 
 
 
Tokyo, Earth
 
“Doctor Tai, you have an incoming message.”
Susan opened her eyes ever so slowly at the computer’s alert. Without thinking, she tried to place her feet on the floor. But they didn’t move.
Every single time…
While the nightmares had subsided since her initial surgery on Outpost Watchtower, she’d still not gotten used to waking without the use of her legs. 
Her wheelchair had crept away from the sofa and sat in the middle of the living area. Damn it, I must’ve left the brake off.
She threw herself to the floor and crawled with her arms like a soldier through the muck. If there was one thing Susan took out of her disability, it was that her upper body was the strongest it’d ever been.
“Doctor Tai, you have an incoming message,” the computer repeated. 
“Just wait!”
Susan grabbed her chair and hauled herself up. She waved her messy hair aside and turned to the wall monitor.
“Open commlink.”
The blank screen was replaced with the image of an ageing man with thin wisps of gray hair. Behind him was the vast cityscape of Lexington, Centauri’s capital city. 
“Doctor Tai,” he greeted her with a smile. “My apologies for not being able to contact you sooner.”
“No need to say sorry, Mister Buehner, it’s I who should have thought about the differing time zones.”
He chuckled. “What can I do for you?”
“May I first ask if this is a secure channel on your end?”
Buehner ran his hands over his workstation. “It is now.”
“Thank you,” Susan said. “I’ve been in contact with several people on Earth and Centauri regarding a man who may have committed war crimes while in the commonwealth government’s service. So far I’ve found little information.”
“Well, if there’s anyone who can help, it’s me. I have a large array of records dating from the outbreak of hostilities all the way to the final surrender. With that said,” he continued, “you should understand at the conflict’s conclusion, investigations on both sides determined few violations took place at the hands of Earth forces.”
 “Yes, well, history is written by the victors,” Susan lamented.
“And those victors tend to dispose of proof painting them in a bad light.”
“Let’s hope your archive is as extensive as you claim.” She reached down and pressed the panel on the coffee table. The file photo of Doctor Whitlowe appeared on the monitor.
Buehner froze, and his mouth quivered.
Tai raised an eyebrow. “Do you recognize this man?”
“Not personally, but his features…”
“I’ve determined he was an extractions officer for Earth Intel. He went by the name of William Ramsey. If there’s anything you can tell me…”
He bit his bottom lip. “Leave this with me, Doctor. If I gather any concrete information, I’ll let you know.”
When the screen when blank, she began to feel some hope. She was getting closer to Kione. But will it be too late?
 
*
 
Ceres
 
“We’re going in now!”
The initial obstacles were out of the way. Hightower and his team eliminated the guards on the main casino floor with ease. 
Jason had a communications device fixed over his ear, and through it he listened in to Hightower make his way to the security section. Several shots echoed over the commlink, followed by silence.
“We’re in!” came the call. “All teams stand by.”
Jason gripped his rifle and glanced at Agent Moss and the other two operatives by the side entrance. It seemed like an eternity waiting for the order.
“Security system compromised,” Hightower wailed. “All teams, go!”
The door clicked open, and Jason pulled his infrared visor over his face. Moss stormed through and immediately dispatched their first victim at the top of the stairwell with a knife through the man’s face. 
Jason grabbed the goon before he fell over the railing and placed him on the floor. Moss pointed downward, and they all followed.
Two more guards appeared from the darkness at the bottom of the stairwell. The frenzy of the situation had them confused. Moss crept up behind one and slit his throat while one of the other operatives cracked the butt of his rifle into the back of the other’s head. 
Third wheel much…
They continued onward through the corridor, turning left and then right. Jason had already committed the map to memory and realized they were only fifty meters away from the central safe room.
Around another corner, bullets rained on them from ahead. Moss lurched backward and fell to the floor in agony. “Damn it!”
Jason pulled him behind cover to safety and inspected the bloody wound to his arm.
“They’re not supposed to be there!” Moss managed to say. 
“A hiccup, no doubt.” Jason turned to the other two operatives and pointed back down the corridor. 
 They jumped out from each side and fired. Their assailants collapsed in a heap with bullets to the chest. 
“Can you keep going?” Jason asked Moss.
The Intel boss heaved himself up and grabbed at his rifle. “This won’t stop me.”
He led them forward while reports came in from other teams over the comms. They’d all hit resistance but were still on track.
Jason got to the last corner and peeked around it. At the end was the large safe door.
“There’s no one standing guard.” Jason narrowed his eyes. “This is too easy.”
Moss propped himself up with Jason’s shoulder and peered at their target. “My arm says differently.” 
They carefully moved down the corridor and reached the locked door. The other two teams arrived from the adjoining corridors, and within minutes they hooked up the explosives.
Everyone stood back, and the seemingly immovable locking mechanism fell to the floor with a clang.
Jason was the first on the scene and used all his strength to pull the door open. Inside was just as dark as the outside. But three figures stood out. He reached for the lights and flicked them on. 
Aly, Kevin, and Althaus all turned toward him. Relief overcame Jason, and he hurried to Aly to put his arms around her. But they didn’t find anything solid. They wrapped around nothingness, as if she weren’t even there.
“Holograms!” Moss yelled from the doorway.
Jason gazed at Aly’s blank expression, and her hologram disappeared into oblivion along with the other two men.
“Mister Cassidy, I am disappointed.”
Jason and all the operatives clenched their weapons at the female voice echoing around them. It was the same one he’d heard on the Argo. 
“Ravi Trentham…”
“Here I was hoping we could do business with each other. Instead, you went behind my back. You failed the test.”
Jason peered up at a camera and speaker in the center of the ceiling. “Failed the test? These holograms… You set this up!”
“I had to see how trustworthy you’d be. Much to my chagrin, I’ve discovered not very.”
“Joke’s on you, Trentham. Now we know about all of this, the authorities will shut down every single one of your operations. They’ll hunt you down and throw you in prison for life.”
She laughed. “Mister Cassidy, in the corner you’ll see a box. Go over to it.”
Jason sighted it and walked toward it with Agent Moss by his side who gave him a wary look. 
“Open it.”
He placed his hand on each end and opened the lid. The smell was nauseating. A head? The pair jumped back and waved at the odor emanating from it. 
The very dead eyes of Ravi Trentham’s decapitated skull stared up at them.
“So, you’re not Ravi Trentham.” Jason tried to piece the puzzle together. “She was a pawn just like Darius Lok.”
“I prefer to see them as expendable resources. Once they’re done serving their purpose, I dispose of them.”
“Is that what you’ll do to my friends?”
“That’s up to you, Mister Cassidy. I’m willing to give you a second chance, but to show you how seriously I take this, I’ll make a demonstration.”
The hologram came back to life. Aly appeared with two obscured guards on either side of her. She had a fearful look in her eyes as another figure approached. In his hand was a large butcher’s power saw. It hummed to life. 
Aly screeched. “Please, no! No!”
“You bastards!” Althaus yelled.
“Cut mine off instead!” Kevin wailed.
The saw slashed downward and took Aly’s hand clean off. Her scream was unlike anything Jason had ever heard. 
“I hope this proves how serious I am, Mister Cassidy.”
The hologram disappeared, and Jason fell to the floor, wanting to vomit.
“You bitch!”
“I want Kione. The clock is ticking.”
The speakers went dead, and Moss grabbed at his wound, pulling Jason to his feet. “Let’s get out of here, Cassidy.”



Chapter 12
 
 
 
June 3, 2214
UECS Sabre
 
“Agent Moss is out of surgery.”
Jason turned to the voice of Captain Shila entering the briefing room. Her reflection stared at him through the viewport. “Sorry? What?”
Transport pods whizzed back and forth between the fleet and Alpha Station in preparation for the war games. 
“Agent Moss.” She approached him. “They pulled the slug from his shoulder. He’s going to make a full recovery.”
“That’s good to hear.” He closed his eyes and relived the horror of Aly’s hand separating from her wrist. The sound of the saw echoed inside his head. How could I have let that happen to her?
The door opened once again. It was Admiral Foster’s turn to appear. “It’s good to see you made it back unscathed, Commander.”
“Unfortunately, the mission was far from successful.” 
Foster stepped between them. “I read over the report. It seems you were led down the beaten track.”
“The real worry is the anonymity of who we’re dealing with. Trentham was one of the smartest criminals of her day with resources to match. Whoever’s behind this is in another league.”
“Intel agrees.”
“Could we be looking at a new player on the scene?” Shila pondered. 
“That appears most likely.”
“If that’s the case, we have to smoke them out of their hole.”
The admiral took a seat at the head of the table. “The plan’s being formulated as we speak.” He eyed Jason with caution. “When the time comes to rendezvous with them at the coordinates, we’ll hit them hard.”
Jason raised an eyebrow. “Destroy or capture?”
“If possible, neutralize and board their vessel, otherwise—”
“Hold on a minute. Have we learned nothing from Ceres? If we go in all guns blazing, more than Aly’s hand will be lost this time.” Jason pulled out the seat beside Foster. “Let me have Kione—”
“That’s out of the question. The Ministry of Defense have made it clear they won’t give Kione up.”
“And I don’t plan on handing him over either.”
“What would you do?”
“Something akin to fishing.”
“You’d use him as bait? That’s a risk they’re not willing to take. Kione is far too valuable.” Foster’s expression softened. “Look, I completely understand the situation you’re in. This new group we’re facing… It’s disturbing to say the least.”
“No, Admiral.” Jason waggled his finger at him. “You know what’s disturbing? Seeing a person you grew up with have her hand chopped off right in front of your eyes with no way to stop it.”
He stood, nearly throwing the chair to the floor. “My friends put their lives on the line for the commonwealth to destroy that sphere, and now when they need help, our government’s solution is their probable death!”
Captain Shila approached him. “Commander.”
Jason pointed downward at Foster, almost prodding him in the chest. “You’re better than this, Admiral. You of all people are better than this.” He stared at his uniform in disgust. “Perhaps you should return to the academy. I think your head’s gone numb from sitting behind your desk.”
“That’s enough, Commander!” Shila put a hand on his arm to pull him from the situation. 
Jason turned away and headed back to the viewport. Foster and Shila shared a few quiet words, and he left, leaving Jason to stew. 
“You were unfair with Foster,” Shila said. 
Jason frowned. “I know. If anyone tried to drum sense into Mueller it was likely him. No one represents the uniform with more honor.”
He looked down at his own uniform. The question is, am I able to do the same?
 
*
 
June 4, 2214
Tokyo, Earth
 
The sun bathed the city in brightness. But a gusty breeze was making it much too cool for Jason’s liking.
In the distance, Professor Petit was sitting on a park bench while Doctor Tai sat next to him in her mobility chair. Jason darted and weaved between the several morning runners and took a seat between them in the beautiful Tokyo commons. 
“I got your message,” he informed them, “and the file you have on this Ramsey guy. Sounds like a real ass.”
“That’s one way of describing him,” Tai said. “What news do you have on the other front?”
“Foster told me the Ministry of Defense’s mind is made up. Kione won’t be going anywhere, and Command have approved to launch a sneak attack on the ship at the time and coordinates I’ve given them.”
Petit gazed into the distance. “Just when you think things are looking up…”
Jason cocked his head. “What do you mean?”
“Doctor Tai’s in the process of collecting statements from survivors on Centauri regarding Ramsey’s war crimes.”
“Once they’re together,” she continued, “we can release them to the public. Not only will we get Kione back, but it’ll also put a massive dent in Jarret’s reputation.”
Jason shot up from his seat. The pair looked at him as if he were a crazy man. 
“How long until you receive those statements?” he asked Tai.
She shrugged. “By the end of the day hopefully.”
“And no one else knows about the investigations?”
“Only the archivist on Centauri. We’re keeping it under wraps until he collects all the evidence.”
Jason smiled.
“What are you concocting inside that mind of yours, Mister Cassidy?” Petit asked.
“A way to get our people back.” Jason sat back down. “Professor, the Seeker weapons and armor that were confiscated by the Repulse. Where are they now?”
“In the special development laboratory at TIAS. They’re dismantling them to figure out what makes them tick. And if they’re possible to replicate.”
“Can you get me a suit of armor and a rifle? Preferably one intact.”
“It won’t be easy, but I should be able to pull a few strings with my colleagues down there.”
“Good. There’s something else I need that might not be as easy.”
“What?”
“I need Nora.”
Petit’s eyes lit up. “Uh, you’re right. That’ll be considerably more difficult.”
“What do you want with the trans-space device?” Susan asked.
“To get Kione out and rescue the others I’ll need to use every trick in my playbook, plus a few more.” He turned back to Petit. “What I ask of you will get us in a lot of trouble. My career in the service will be over…again. And I can’t imagine either of you could return to the Institute.”
“More than likely they’ll hang, draw, and quarter us.” Petit rubbed his forehead.
“I can’t ask either of you to do this, but—”
“I’m in,” they both said in unison.
Jason smiled. Just like that, they were about to put their careers on the line and most likely their lives. He’d have to make sure his plan worked. He didn’t want to fail them as well.
“Okay, this is how we’ll begin…”
 



Chapter 13
 
 
 
June 6, 2214
Edinburgh, Scotland
 
The journalist’s limousine arrived at the door of the compound. Charles put his hands behind his back and eyed her stepping out of the car from the empty room on the top level of the facility. 
He closed his eyes. His work had taken it out of him, and he’d been dreading this meeting more than most. This particular reporter came with a reputation as a tough nut to crack. He’d have to use every piece of his charm to keep her at bay.
One of Charles’s assistants greeted her at the door and ushered her into the building. Before he knew it, she’d brought his guest up the stairs.

“Doctor Whitlowe, Miss Caldwell’s here to see you.”
Charles smiled and shook her hand. “A pleasure, Miss Caldwell. Welcome to Scotland.” He gestured to a table, and they took a seat opposite each other. 
“Thank you for allowing me to come here, Doctor Whitlowe.”
He looked knowingly at her. “You gave me little choice. No one is supposed to be aware of my activities here. I assume you came into that knowledge by my predecessor, Doctor Tai.”
Caldwell didn’t answer.
“I’ll take that as a yes.” He tapped his fingers on the table. “I suppose she hasn’t been able to let go of the past.”
“That I can’t say. But if I were to guess, I’d say she’s concerned for Kione’s wellbeing.”
“I gave her a tour of this facility to allay any of her fears.” Charles frowned. “It seems she’s taken advantage of my gentle nature.”
Miss Caldwell studied him and smiled. “Perhaps it was women’s intuition on her part.”
“What does your intuition tell you?”
She chuckled. “Well, I’m not sure yet. Hopefully by the end of my time here I’ll have a better idea.”
“Hmm.” Charles went to tap his fingers on the table again but stopped himself. He wouldn’t show her any twitches that might make him appear weak. “What brings you here today, Miss Caldwell?”
“I’m here to ask you some questions about your program.”
“That’ll be very difficult, considering it’s a classified project. You shouldn’t know about it, and I shouldn’t be here entertaining such a conversation.”
“Then why am I here?”
“You claim you have information on my past,” he sighed. “I saw what you did with the Orion V story. You’re beholden to your own rules. I’ve got no doubt you’d release what you know whether it’s true or not. I guess I allowed you here to ensure you left with the truth.”
 
*
 
The guard at front of the facility lit up a cigarette and turned his back to the limousine. Jason stepped out of the driver’s-side door, seeing his opportunity.
He slowly ambled up behind him and tapped him on the shoulder. “Hey, you got a light?”
The man spun around and beheld Jason in all his glory, kitted out from head to toe in Seeker armor, helmet and all. He stumbled backward in shock and grabbed at his sidearm.
Jason didn’t give him a second more to react and chopped at his throat, cutting off his air. He dragged the guard up the stairs to the front door and pressed his thumb against the panel.
It opened. 
“Thanks.” Jason threw the goon aside and entered to another unsuspecting pair of victims.
“Hey, you have to stay outside and keep an eye on—” the older of the two said before his mouth dropped. 
Jason pulled out his sidearm and fired, sending him sprawling to the floor. The Seeker weapon was on the non-lethal setting, but it still packed a punch.
The second guard tried to raise his rifle, but Jason swatted it away and punched him in the face, knocking him out cold.
 
*
 
Marissa handed Whitlowe a large data tablet from her bag. “In the last few days, several statements have been collected from witnesses claiming you were involved in atrocities during and after the war. Primarily on Centauri military personnel and civilians.”
She watched him closely and credited him for not tipping his hand. He perused over all the documents Tai had received from the archivist on Centauri and passed it back to her.
“It seems you’ve got me confused with someone else,” he said smugly. “These people speak of an extractions officer by the name of William Ramsey.”
Marissa removed another tablet from her bag and clattered it across to him. It was his sealed records with photo evidence proving he was the same man.
He glanced down at it, and she could swear the blood from his face drained. 
“How could you have found all of this?”
 
*
 
Jason prowled down the corridor and entered the elevator. With the plans Tai had given him, he sent the car downward. When the doors parted, another guard appeared. Jason decided not to be so cocky this time, instead pointing and firing straight away. 
Out if the corner of his eye, a shadow flashed past. He turned. It was one of Whitlowe’s staff in a white lab coat. He locked eyes with Jason and rushed off down the corridor.
Jason bounded after him. He rounded a corner and found the lab technician heading toward a wall panel to alert security to his presence. He dived on him just before he reached it.
Jason grabbed him by the head and drove his knee into his back. “Where’s Kione!”
The scrawny man struggled to break free. Jason pushed his face into the floor and broke his nose. Blood gushed out, pouring over the white tiles. 
“I won’t ask a second time!”
“He’s on the habitat level. Two levels down,” the man finally relented.
“Thank you.” Jason rolled him over and punched him in the head, knocking him unconscious.
He got up and made his way back into the other corridor. Deciding against the elevator, he took the stairwell instead, barreling down the steps toward the bottom. 
The corridor was clear. He hurried down it and checked several empty rooms. Around the corner at the end were four guards patrolling in front of one door in particular. Bull’s-eye.
The element of surprise would be difficult. But he’d planned for that. He hadn’t asked Professor Petit for the Seeker armor for nothing. He took a deep breath in and gripped his sidearm. 
Jason stepped out into the corridor and fired at the first guard he saw. His target fell quickly. 
The others spotted him and commenced unloading their arsenals.
A barrage of bullets rained toward Jason from their heavy-duty rifles. The pressure of the projectiles against his armor created a bizarre sensation. It was like the pitter-patter of rain on a tin roof. He marveled at the technology. If it weren’t for the black suit, he’d be shred to pieces by now. 
He fired at the next guard. The shock setting of his weapon sent them scattering while the other one closest to him tried to play the hero and charge at him with the butt of his rifle. 
With the ease of the suit’s movement he’d gotten accustomed to on Psi-Aion, Jason shuffled aside and threw the man to the floor. With a single pull of the trigger, he put him down. 
The last holdout stood in front of the door and emptied every bullet he had left into Jason’s chest. He slowly walked up to the henchman and reached for his rifle. He dropped it and stared at Jason like a deer in the headlights. The edge of his mouth quivered, and he put his hands in the air.
Jason raised his sidearm and shot him. He kicked the prone body aside and pressed the panel near the door. It was locked. He adjusted his gun to its highest setting and fired. 
It blew a hole in the bulkhead the size of a football, and the door slid open. He hurried through the haze of shrapnel in the air and found Kione lying on a bed surrounded by medical scanners. 
He was unconscious and strapped down with restraints. “Kione!”
He didn’t respond. Jason removed his helmet and slapped his face. “Kione!”
The alien stirred and groaned. “Jason Cassidy?”
Jason took his shackles off. “Are you with us in the land of the living?”
“Barely.” Kione’s eyes opened, and he hauled himself upright. “We’ve got to stop meeting like this.”
“You’ve got to stop getting yourself in so much trouble.” He helped him from the bed. “Can you walk?”
Kione planted his feet down but was very wobbly. “I’ll be fine.”
Jason propped him up and heaved him toward the door. “Let’s get out of here.”
 
*
 
Marissa did everything she could to keep the smug satisfaction from her face. While she wasn’t one of those reporters who enjoyed gotcha moments, this was different. She’d read all the statements on this guy, and if there was anyone who deserved what was coming to him, it was Whitlowe. 
The doctor put the data tablet down and stared across at her. “You realize if this gets out, there could be serious ramifications for you.”
“Is that a threat, Doctor Whitlowe? Or should I say Mister Ramsey?”
The door creaked open behind him. Jason entered with Kione at his side and his gun raised. “Stand up, Marissa.”
She did so carefully and stood back from the table. 
“You, too, Ramsey. Put your hands where I can see them.”
Whitlowe stood and glared at him. “Your partner in crime, Miss Caldwell?”
“The only criminal here is you.” Jason stepped toward him, but Kione beat him to it. 
He stared at the man with a fury so hostile, Marissa was afraid of what might happen.
Kione put out an open hand. “Your gun, Mister Cassidy.” 
Jason hesitated before checking his sidearm and handing it to him. Kione looked at the gun and altered the settings back and forth a few times.
Sweat beaded down Whitlowe’s forehead. “Kione, I—”
He fired point blank into his stomach, and the doctor launched across the room into a heap. Kione gave the gun back to Jason and stumbled out of the room.
Marissa walked up beside Jason and glanced at the weapon. “Did he kill—?”
“No.” He showed her the setting. “He just shocked him.”
She breathed a sigh of relief, though wondered if justice would’ve been better served if he'd killed him instead. 
 



Chapter 14
 
 
 
Cargo Ship Argo
 
The ride back to the Argo was the easiest part of the mission. Jason had left the cargo ship in a geostationary orbit above Scotland with Doctor Tai at the controls, remembering she was a qualified pilot.
On the Julieanne’s arrival, Jason ever so gently helped Kione through the airlock into Tai’s capable hands. 
“I’m so relieved to see you, Kione.” She ran her medical scanner up and down him. “How are you feeling?”
“I’ve been better.” He chuckled. “I want to thank you.”
“Thank me?”
“You got my message.”
She frowned. “I’m sorry it took so long to come and get you.”
Marissa came out of the pod, and Tai looked at her in shock. “She’s coming with us?”
Jason frowned. “She wanted to see this through.”
“I hope you understand what you’re getting yourself into if you stay aboard, Miss Caldwell.”
Marissa smiled. “A story even bigger than my last.”
Jason wondered if he should’ve just thanked her for her role in rescuing Kione and sent her on her way. From their relationship many years earlier, he remembered how stubborn she could be and likely wouldn’t have taken no for an answer regardless. He just hoped she was built as tough as he remembered. 
“Come on, let’s get you to the infirmary,” Tai said to Kione. 
Jason and Marissa followed them onto the elevator. “Has Professor Petit sent a message yet?”
Tai shook her head. “No.”
Jason bit his lower lip. He’d hoped to have all his ducks in a row by now. “This’ll be tight.”
When they came to the top of the elevator shaft, Tai took Kione to the infirmary while Marissa went with Jason to the bridge.
Jason made a beeline for the helm and plugged in their new coordinates. “Next stop: Luna.”
 
*
 
Serenity Science Station – Luna
 
Javier had skipped his meals all day. He never ate when he was nervous, and his grumbling stomach was letting him know about it. I’m no espionage agent.

He’d noticed how easy it was for people like Jason Cassidy in these situations. He was trained for it. Javier wasn’t. Cambridge hadn’t given him the skills. 
It hadn’t helped matters organizing a dinner with Doctor Song Ji-min before everything was about to go down. With the Vladivostok Project on hold indefinitely and Nora handed over to him, he’d asked her to join his team. With the Ministry of Defense’s blessing, she’d begrudgingly accepted, and Javier had done everything he could to smooth things over with his noted rival. 
“You keep checking your watch. Did you make other plans?” she said.
Javier glanced up from his commband across the table at Song apologetically. “I told a friend I’d send them a commlink.”
“You double-booked.” She crossed her arms sarcastically. “That’s unlike you.”
“It’s Doctor Tai. I guess with everything happening at the moment, I didn’t schedule it—”
She smiled. Something Javier wasn’t used to. “If you need to go, please don’t stay on my account. I’ve got paperwork back home to look over.” She gazed at the surroundings of the station’s French restaurant. “And to be fair, the food here isn’t that good.”
Javier chuckled at her taunt to his mother nation. “Are you sure?”
She nodded. “Go.”
“Thank you.” Javier jogged off, sicker than he already felt. Even though Song was an adversary, lying to her made him ill. He kept telling himself it was for a good cause.
Back through the facility, he made his way to his lab and opened the door with his thumbprint. The room was bathed in the same darkness he’d left it in when he’d shut up shop earlier in the evening. 
He flicked the lights on and gazed through the observation screen beyond the bank of computers at his prized possession. “Hello, Nora.”
The trans-space actuator as it was now officially known sat on its pedestal at the heart of the laboratory. Little did anyone know that it was soon to be gone for good. He’d filled Jason in on all its intricacies and instructed him how to install it on his ship. 
Javier ran his hands over the main console and turned off all the alarm systems. He activated the scanners by tapping into the station’s operations center. Sure enough, the Argo was on course and right on time.
He smiled, realizing they’d been successful in rescuing Kione. He tapped his fingers over the adjacent station and initiated a secure commlink. “Petit to Argo. Come in.”
“This is the Argo. It’s good to hear you, Professor.” The voice was unmistakably Jason Cassidy’s. “I was getting worried.”
“Everything is under control.” Petit once again checked the scanners. “Now, once I launch Nora, I’ll direct her to your ship’s cargo bay. You should be clear of all Luna security patrols.”
“Thank you.”
“Are you sure you understand everything I’ve told you about the actuator? She—”
“Piece of cake.”
Petit rolled his eyes. Typical Cassidy. “I want to see it and you back in one piece.”
“That’s the plan.” There was a pause on the other end. “I hope you realize what this means for you when—”
Javier’s stomach grumbled again. “You leave that with me.” He pressed at his console. “Are you ready?”
“Ready.”
 



Chapter 15
 
 
 
Cargo Ship Argo
 
After everything they’d gone through, the Argo reached the coordinates for their rendezvous early. Jason yawned, looking over the scanners. 
“Don’t fall asleep.”
Jason glanced at Marissa entering the hatchway onto the bridge. “I doubt I’ll be sleeping for a while.”
She approached him and put her hand on the back of his chair. She checked over his readings on the operations station. “Any contact yet?”
He shook his head. 
“Doesn’t that seem strange to you? From everything we’ve seen so far, I can’t imagine they’re likely to be tardy.”
She was right. Something was up. But what?
Marissa sat at the helm and stared off into the distance.
“Are you having second thoughts?” Jason asked, noticing her discomfort. 
She snapped out of her trancelike state. “No. Why?”
“I’m not sure. Since coming aboard, you’ve just seemed different. I can’t read you.”
“Were you ever able to?”
Jason chuckled. She’d made a good point. “I guess not.” He wondered if that was what attracted him to her the most. 
“There is actually something I’ve got to tell you.”
“Oh?”
An alert rang out on his console, and he rolled his eyes. Great timing…
“Someone’s opening a commlink.” He checked the scanners. The board was still clear. “From where, I can’t say.” He prodded at the station to activate it. 
“Mister Cassidy, nice of you to make it on time.”
It was the voice that’d haunted him since finding the Argo at Ganymede Station. He peered down at the scanners, once again making sure he wasn’t going crazy.
“Umm, where are you?”
“Turn around.”
Jason furrowed his brow and shooed Marissa from the helm. He fired the Argo’s maneuvering thrusters and rotated the ship one hundred and eighty degrees.
He turned to Marissa whose eyes widened. There staring them in the face was a ghost from the past. He deactivated the commlink. “That’s a Centauri vessel.”
“How’s that possible?” Marissa asked. “All their vessels were destroyed after the war and their defense forces disbanded.”
“I’m not sure, but I could pick those ships out of a lineup ten light-years away.”
Though he’d never seen one of its design. It was more modern and sleeker than the clunkers they’d used in the war. “What’s more worrying is why our scanners can’t detect it.”
“Stealth technology?”
“It doesn’t exist.”
“This would seem to prove otherwise.”
Jason couldn’t argue with that, and he reactivated the commlink. 
“Do you have Kione, Mister Cassidy?”
“I do.”
“Are you ready for the transfer?”
“I am.”
“Good. Standby to come aboard our ship. We’ll—”
“If it’s all the same to you, the Argo will stay right here. You can dock with one of our airlocks. The transfer will take place in our cargo bay.”
“Mister Cassidy, we—”
“You’ve dictated all the terms to this point. Kione’s obviously very valuable to you, so in this instance, you’ll do as I say.” It was the only thing he imagined stopping her from boarding his ship by complete surprise with her stealth tech as she’d no doubt done to Aly and the others in the Jovian system
There was silence on the other end.
“I’m waiting,” Jason reiterated.
“Very well, Mister Cassidy, the transfer can take place on your ship.”
“Oh, and let’s keep it civil. No more than one gun.”
“One gun it is.”
“See you soon.” Jason deactivated the commlink. “Now it begins.”
 
*
 
Serenity Science Station – Luna
 
Song hated playing catchup. Ever since the Vladivostok Project had been put on hold and she’d accepted to join Javier’s team, she found her evenings bogged down in paperwork, doing everything possible to become an expert on transient space.
In between, Song also continued her work on the automated defense system for the day her team could return to it. If they ever let us…
She placed the last of her data tablets down on her bedside table and threw her head back on her pillow. The ceiling blurred. She’d overdone it, as always.
Her mind was so full, she felt like her brain might open a trans-space vortex all on its own. She switched off the lights and closed her eyes. After thirty minutes of trying to get to sleep, she pulled herself up and put on a change of clothes.
Something was gnawing at her about the delivery system on Nora, and she wouldn’t be made to look like an idiot by Javier in the morning if she didn’t understand it.
Song left her room and roamed the station’s empty corridors until she reached the laboratory. She put her thumbprint on the panel and walked inside.
The lights were out. She half expected to see Javier there, considering how hard he worked. But instead, the room was empty. Just how I like it.
She activated the lighting and turned from the banks of computers to make a coffee. She took a sip and gathered a data tablet from the desk.
When she spun back around, she stopped dead in her tracks. Her coffee cup fell from her hands, shattering all over the floor. 
What the hell!
She found the closest intercom and slammed her hand down on it hard. “Professor Ji-Min to Security. Nora is gone!”
 
*
 
UECS Sabre
 
“Bridge to Captain Shila.”
Shila opened her eyes and reached for the intercom, slapping it, not too impressed with being woken. “This better be good.”
“It’s a commlink from Admiral Foster.”
“At this time?” She threw her legs out of bed and made herself presentable by putting on the crinkled uniform jacket she’d worn the day before. “Pipe it through down here.”
Foster’s face appeared on her wall monitor. He looked as tired as she felt. 
“I didn’t take you for a night owl, Admiral.”
“I’m sorry to wake you, Captain, but we’ve just received word from the Serenity Station on Luna. Nora’s been stolen.”
“The trans-space actuator? How—”
“It appears Professor Petit broke in this evening and launched the device without authority.”
While she didn’t know the professor personally, she couldn’t imagine someone of his standing doing such a thing.
An image appeared on the monitor beside Foster. “Luna Security sent us this.” It was a video of Nora flying away from the moon’s surface and entering the rear bay of a small cargo ship. But it wasn’t just any cargo ship.
“Cassidy...” She rubbed her temples, wishing it was a surprise.
“This was also given to us from the Ministry of Defense.”
Another video played of Jason, dressed neck to toe in black armor, with Marissa Caldwell fleeing from a building helping someone into a limousine. He looked unlike anyone she’d ever seen before. 
“Cassidy broke out with the extraterrestrial known as Kione from a secure scientific facility in Edinburgh not long before his jaunt to Luna,” Foster informed her. “It seems he has every intention of planning to free his crew.”
Shila hardly blamed him. Command had royally stuffed up their handling of the situation telling him to accept that his friends may end up being collateral damage.
“It makes little sense, Admiral. We have the coordinates and we have the time of the rendezvous. It’s still a day away. We’ll catch him before they can make any transfer.” Then she realized. “That’s if he gave us the right information in the first place…”
The cunning bastard. “He never gave us the real time and coordinates. He knew all along Command wouldn’t play ball with him.”
Foster nodded. “That would be my guess as well.”
“What are my orders, Admiral?”
He frowned. “Set course for the coordinates. If you find Cassidy, seize his ship and bring him in. Kione must be returned at all costs.”
“Aye, sir.”
The monitor went blank, and her room reverted to darkness. She would’ve loved to go back to sleep but knew she’d need all her wits about her when she caught up with her soon-to-be-ex first officer.
 



Chapter 16
 
 
 
Cargo Ship Argo
 
An amber light on the panel near the Maybelle’s airlock flicked on, confirming the seal with the Centauri ship. 
Jason clenched his Seeker sidearm with a tight grip, waiting for the walkway between the two ships to pressurize. When the green light appeared, the door promptly opened.
Althaus and Kevin walked onto the Argo first. Aly followed not far behind with her hand, or lack thereof, wrapped in a bloody bandage. 
The final person through the airlock was a short woman in stature with a large rifle and a determined stare. She and Jason glared at each other like two rivals in an old, one-horse town from the Wild West. All that was missing was the tumbleweed.
“It’s good to see you, Mister Cassidy.” It was the voice of the same person he’d dealt with since all this mess had started. “And you brought my prize with you.”
Jason glanced at Kione beside him. “That was the agreement, wasn’t it?”
“I’m glad we could reach an understanding.” She winced and reached for her head. 
Jason raised an eyebrow. He turned his attention to Aly. “Are you okay?”
She nodded weakly, but her face was as white as a ghost. 
The woman stepped closer to Jason while keeping her gun trained on her captured trio. “Enough talk. Let’s do the exchange.”
“I—”
“She won’t let you go,” Kione said, cutting Jason off. “She plans to do the transfer and destroy the Argo when they detach.”
“How—” The woman rubbed the bridge of her nose in pain, and blood spilled out from one of her nostrils. 
Jason put a hand on Kione’s shoulder. “You’re reading her mind?”
“Somehow, Whitlowe awakened my abilities. Not that he knew it. I made him believe he’d failed, so he’d think I was worthless to him.”
“You went through all that pain for—”
Kione nodded.
The woman grabbed at her nose again, but more blood seeped out. 
“Her name’s Jennifer Costas,” Kione continued. “She’s a former fighter of the Centauri Rebellion and a member of a new underground. Their aim is their planet’s independence and Earth’s annihilation. They want me, hoping to create a super soldier.”
“Seems you’re a man in demand, Kione.”
Costas’s legs wobbled beneath her. Whatever Kione was doing wasn’t part of the plan, but Jason figured he could use all the help he could get.
He brought his commband close to his face. “Do it, Doctor.”
From the airlock, there was a clang followed by a clunk. The two vessels parted from each other, and Costas spun around. Her eyes were like daggers. “What have you done!”
“You started this game, Miss Costas.” Jason smirked. “I was never going to let you just stroll in here and take Kione. His days of rotting in basements are over.”
She raised her weapon at him. “What do you think you’re playing at? Your ship is no match for mine.”
 
*
 
Susan buckled herself in at the helm and watched the stars drift as Jason broke the seal to the Centauri ship. She only had mere seconds to do what Jason had asked. 
She rotated the Argo toward the ominous Centauri ship and punched the thrusters, slamming the Argo into reverse. With a flick of her wrist, she activated the trans-space actuator. 
She glanced at Marissa who’d taken a seat at the operations station. “I hope this works.”
The Centauri ship altered course and came after them. Come on.
Susan double-checked her console, confirming she’d switched on the actuator. Then a majestic light show of swirling reds and purples appeared in all its splendor between the two ships. It grew from the size of a dinner plate to the size of a fleet cruiser. 
The Centauri ship veered sharply to port and fought against the harsh forces of the trans-space anomaly. But their fight was in vain. It tumbled from its axis and got pulled in, disappearing as if it hadn’t even been there.
Susan brought the Argo to a standstill and corrected its course. She pressed in the intercom. “Tai to Cassidy. Mission accomplished up here.”
 
*
 
“Thank you, Doctor. Good work.”
Jason deactivated his commband and smirked at Costas. “Seems your ship’s gone.”
She tightened her grip on her rifle. “What did you do with it?”
He shrugged. “It’s somewhere out near Pluto, I think. I can’t remember exactly.” 
Her gaze darted around the cargo bay.
“Now would be a good time to put your gun down,” he suggested. 
Costas smiled. Though it was one of uneasiness. “You fought us during the war, Cassidy. You know we don’t give up.”
“I also recall your leaders were so consumed by hate to achieve their goals they lost their humanity in the process. It not only brought them down but killed millions of your people. It put your cause behind for decades.”
“You Earth types are so naïve. We do what we have to for our sovereignty. The commonwealth will never let us be truly independent. If we don’t take it…” She trained her gun on Kione. “And if we can’t have the secret to Kione’s DNA, then neither can you.”
Jason pulled his sidearm upward to beat her trigger finger, but instead she collapsed to the deck, and her rifle dropped to her feet. She screamed out in distress, grabbing at her head. 
Althaus hurried to her and kicked her weapon aside, while she curled up into a ball and fell silent.
Kevin kneeled down and took her pulse. He raised his eyebrows. “She’s dead.”
Kione’s mouth quivered like an innocent three-year-old who’d stomped on an ant hill. “I didn’t mean to kill her.”
Jason went to say something, but Tai cut him off over the intercom. 
“I hope you’ve got everything under control down there. Because we have company.”
 
*
 
Waiting for them on the bridge was the image of the UECS Sabre fast approaching. Jason chuckled ironically, knowing in his heart of hearts it’d be Captain Shila sent to bring him in. 
Althaus proceeded to the systems station while Kevin and Kione tended to Aly at the rear of the bridge, placing a medi-sealer over her hand.
“They’re opening a commlink,” Althaus said. 
Jason sat in the captain’s chair, next to Marissa who stood at his side. “Let’s hear it.”
“Commander Cassidy.” Shila’s voice echoed through the speakers.
“Captain. I should’ve realized being so close to Earth we’d have the CDF near at hand.”
“Cassidy, you’ve done what you came here to do. Under direct orders from CDF command—”
“You want Kione and you’re here to arrest me.”
There was silence on the other end.
“Kione isn’t going anywhere,” he said to her.
“Think about this, Commander.”
“I have, Captain. I know my career in the service is over.” He glanced at Kione and Aly. “I can live with that. I want to thank you for believing in me and giving me a second chance. Now I have to do what’s right.”
He nodded toward the helm. “Do it, Doctor.”
Tai ran her hands over the controls, and another trans-space vortex appeared. “Everyone, buckle up.”

Jason took a deep breath. “Take us in.”
 



Chapter 17
 
 
 
March 18, 2209
Tokyo Institute of Advanced Sciences – Tokyo, Earth
Five Years Earlier
 
After the last few years of flying about in a tin can while torpedoes detonated around her, Susan was looking forward to a change of pace. The Tokyo Institute of Advanced Sciences would be a welcome adjustment from the meatball surgery she’d become accustomed to during the war. 
Though through all the smiling, the thought of returning to her new apartment and expecting her divorce papers arriving from her lawyers left a bittersweet taste in her mouth. 
“Doctor Tai?”
She turned, and a gentleman in a lab coat walked up to her. “I’m Doctor Brendan O’Malley.”
“My right-hand man?”
He smiled and shook her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Doctor.”
“Likewise.”
“Are you ready?”
She’d nodded, and he led her to the elevator, and they dropped through the heart of the building. 
“Welcome to the Green Level, Doctor.” O’Malley ushered her out into the corridor. 
Throughout were several laboratories, filled with all the equipment she could dream of. 
She had to pinch herself at how lucky she’d been to be selected for the role. Her peers had said to her when she’d taken up duty in the CDF how crazy she was to give up on her studies, but years later it was all paying off. 
They walked down a short flight of stairs and entered the habitat level. If Susan wasn’t surprised at what she’d seen before, she was now.
An old-style house sat upon what seemed like a beautiful manicured green lawn. There sitting on the steps out the front was Kione.
Susan rubbed her sweaty palms together. She’d read everything about him. Studied everything there was to know. But to meet him in the flesh was a whole different thing entirely. He was so vastly unlike them, yet at the same time so similar.
 “Kione, I’d like to introduce you to Doctor Susan Tai. She’ll be heading up the program,” O’Malley said. 
The tall, gangly alien stood. “You’re replacing Doctor Tyrell?”
She took his hand and shook it. The scaly sensation was unusual but strangely calming. “That’s right. It’s nice to meet you, Kione.”
He was nervous. Susan was glad she wasn’t the only one. She hadn’t been filled in with the story behind Doctor Tyrell’s departure, but she understood how disconcerted Kione must feel with someone else taking his place after so many years. 
“I want you to understand, Kione, no matter what happens here, I’ll always put your interests first above all else. You have nothing to fear from me.”
He smiled and ushered her toward his home. “Please, come inside.”
 
*
 
Cargo Ship Argo
Present Day
 
Jason opened his eyes and flinched at the darkness surrounding him. He tried to move but couldn’t budge. Where in the hell…?
He tugged at his harness locking him in place and immediately remembered where he was. He pulled at the buckles and released himself from the captain’s chair. 
“Mister Cassidy?”
Out of the night, Kione appeared like a stalker from an old horror movie. 
Jason gingerly staggered toward the rear of the bridge where the alien approached. “I think it’s time you started calling me Jason. We’ve been through too much together for all these formalities.”
“Very well. Jason it is.”
“How long have you been awake?” he asked. 
“Only a few minutes.”
Around the bridge, Doctor Tai and Marissa were the next to regain consciousness. Kevin, Althaus, and Aly soon followed. With Kione’s help, Jason activated the lighting and main power systems while everyone else came to their senses.
Kevin approached Jason at the systems station. “Thanks for coming to get us.”
“You would’ve done the same for me.”
Kevin smiled and slapped him on the back. 
“The question is,” Althaus said. “Where are we?”
Jason walked to the front of the bridge and looked over his crew. 
“When I was figuring out a plan to rescue you, I had to come up with a quick getaway. With Professor Petit’s help, I managed to get hold of his trans-space actuator. Doctor Tai and I thought we’d kill two birds with one stone.” 
Behind him, as if on cue, a star appeared through the viewport in all its glory. 
“I set a course for the Horizon Cluster. We’re here to bring Tyler and Captain Marquez home.”
 
The Frontier’s Reach series continues with Book 7 – In Death’s Shadow
 



Author’s Notes
 
 
 
We come to the end of another installment of the Frontier’s Reach series following Jason Cassidy and the crew of the Argo. Thank you for coming along for the ride. As always, I hope you enjoyed it. With our beloved cargo ship now finding itself at the other side a trans-space corridor, we say goodbye to the major arc centering on Earth. 
 
We’re now at the halfway point of the series and the next book, In Death’s Shadow, will kick off in another direction as our intrepid travelers begin their search for Tyler Cassidy and Nicolas Marquez. What will Jason and the rest of the crew find out in the deepest of space so far from home?
 
My work as a writer continues as I draft the ninth book of the series along with putting together the plans for the final installments. It’s an exciting time as I look to close all the loose ends to give you a satisfying ending to this adventure. 
 
Thank you all for the feedback I’ve been getting via email and the reviews that have been popping up at Amazon. And while I would write these stories regardless, it makes the writing process that much more worthwhile when I see fans taking the time to write such nice messages of support. It’s very much appreciated.
 
To keep up to date, please sign up to my mailing list
where you can find out everything Frontier’s Reach related before anyone else. 
 
Until next time…
 
Robert C. James
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