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Chapter 1
 
 
 
September 29, 2209
Olbers Training Station – Sol Asteroid Belt
Four Years Earlier
 
“They told me you were the best. The best of the best. The most elite recruits the academy had to offer!”
Commander Jason Cassidy stood at the front of the situation room glaring at his twelve cadets while they all did their best not to make eye contact with him.
He picked up a data tablet and placed it on the lectern. “Hayes, during the Bryson Maneuver, you were too late punching your thrusters on the starboard roll. Newcombe, you were too early. And, Delesio, don’t even get me started on that miserable excuse of an evasive maneuver you pulled during the stimulated attack. You not only would’ve got yourself killed, but your gunner as well.”
“But, Commander—”
“Did I say you could speak, Cadet?”
Delesio buttoned his lips.
Jason shook his head and frisbeed the tablet over to him. “In my day, my instructor would’ve grounded me if I’d made as many mistakes as you did.”
Not that ‘my day’ was that long ago. He sometimes had to remind himself at the beginning of the Earth-Centauri War, he was only a raw ensign out of the academy. One thrust into the chaos of all-out conflict. Now, only a few years later, he held the rank of Lieutenant Commander and was instructing the pilots of the future.
“If any of you were recruited during those years, the Centauri would’ve blown you to pieces in your first skirmish. You’re all very lucky it’s peacetime.”
He narrowed his eyes and stared at every one of his students. “I don’t know how the hell I can sign you all off on simulation work in the asteroid field with these kind of results.”
The room was deathly quiet.
“Get out of my sight. Report back here at oh-seven hundred tomorrow morning.”
The cadets turned on their heels and briskly filed out. They don’t make them like they used to.
From beneath the lectern, he plucked out a small flask of bourbon and took a few nips. He closed his eyes at the soothing liquor running down his throat.
“Bit hard on them, don’t you think?”
Jason opened his eyes and quickly stashed the drink out of sight. He spun around to find Chief Lin standing by the door.
Jason frowned. “They didn’t treat me with kid gloves when I went through the academy.”
“No, but you were a good pilot before you got there.”
“All the more reason to fire a rocket up these kids’ asses. I remember when I came here as a cadet to do my first live high-speed maneuvers. It was brutal. If you stuffed up even once, you were dead. And so were the people around you.”
Lin walked in and took a seat at a chair in front of the lectern. He regarded Jason with his harsh but thoughtful eyes. “I understand. I’m just saying that sometimes a lighter touch might work just as well. They need someone to show them how it’s done. You’re constantly blasting them from pillar to post.”
When Jason left the Raptor at the end of the war to take up a position as a flight instructor at the Olbers Training Station, he was amazed when Lin requested a transfer to the same facility. The chief maintained he did it to be closer to home as he crept ever nearer to retirement, but Jason often wondered if it had anything to do with keeping an eye on him after Christian Nash’s death. Regardless, he enjoyed listening to his kernels of wisdom.
“I’ll take it under advisement.”
“Good.” Lin smiled. “Cards tonight? There’ll be a few of us down in the rec later.”
“I think I’ll have a quiet night in.”
“You always have quiet nights in these days.” Lin frowned. “Come on, don’t you want to take down everyone like you used to on the Raptor?”
“Another night perhaps,” Jason lied. While he’d once enjoyed off-duty time with his colleagues, things had changed.
“If you change your mind, you know where to find us.” Lin exited the situation room, and closed the door behind him.
Jason unscrewed the top of his bourbon and guzzled it down.
 
*
 
You son of a bitch, Nash. You son of a bitch.
Nash’s pod exploded again and again. The swirling gases of the nebula burst into a great plume of color. The image haunted Jason whenever he shut his eyes. I wish you were still here…
He stumbled down the long corridor of the station, assuming it was well past midnight. There was no one anywhere. His cadets were hopefully asleep. Someone has to show them how it’s done.
He rounded the corner and entered the large doors onto the station’s hangar deck. There before him were a row of pods and fighters. He shook off the memory of Nash’s pod blowing up and marched toward one of the fighters. It appeared blurry. Hopefully it’s just the drink.
“Commander?”
Jason turned to a hangar deck mechanic standing behind him. McConnell? McGinnis? McGreevy? Yeah, that sounds right.
“Mister McGreevy, you’re up late.”
“It’s Smith, sir, and I was about to finish up.” The deck jockey eyed him. “What are you doing here?”
“I…” Jason was too drunk to lie. “I’m taking this fighter out for a spin.”
“Uh, I can’t allow that.”
Jason chuckled. “You realize I’m about a dozen rungs above you in the chain of command?”
“Yes, sir, but you have no authorization to take that bird out. Not at this time of the night, and certainly not in your condition.”
He’s got balls, I’ll give him that.
Jason stepped toward him. “You know, you’re probably right.” He placed his arm around the young man’s shoulders, and they walked to the door.
Noticing the flight suit locker out the corner of his eye, he put Smith in a headlock and threw him in it, sealing him inside with no escape.
The mechanic pounded away on the other side of the door, yelling at the top of his lungs. Jason ignored him and suited up.
 
*
 
Fighter Craft Three
 
Phew! That was close. 
An asteroid flew past Jason’s cockpit, followed by two more. Or were they all the same one?
Even though he was pissed off his ass and the controls were too bright for his eyes, he was still alive. If I can do it, so can they.
He barrel-rolled around a pair of asteroids and nosedived over another. Now you’re just getting cocky. The fighter shuddered, and he spun, making contact with a tiny meteorite. With a deft touch, he fired the port thrusters and leveled it off. I think I’ve made my point.
He plotted a course from the field, punching a hole through the middle of a trio of erratic asteroids. When he was in the clear, he squinted at two shapes ahead. On the scanners, a pair of bogeys appeared.
“Commander Cassidy, power down your engines,” the call came over the commlink.
They were fighters from the station. Ah, escorts.
“Prepare for towing maneuvers.”
“I can get back there on my own,” he snipped at the other pilot. “Just lead the way.”
They seemed in no mood for an argument. One dropped its grapple cable and latched on to Jason’s fighter, jolting him in his seat.
I guess nothing else to do now but enjoy the ride.
 
*
 
Olbers Training Station – Sol Asteroid Belt
 
The stroll to the captain’s office was much less enjoyable. Four of the station’s security goons met him in the hangar deck and dragged him through the corridors of the station, placing him down in a chair in front of Captain Kaufman’s desk.
His CO’s hair was flat at the back and stuck up at the front, while there were creases all over his uniform. “Explain yourself, Commander,” he said with a yawn. “I hope there’s a good story for your little escapade.”
Jason cleared his throat. “I guess I was trying to show my cadets how good they must be before I give them the tick of approval.”
“Really? Because it’s oh-three hundred in the morning, and all your cadets are in bed.”
“I assumed it was recorded by the station’s scanners.”
“You got that right. Along with the amount of alcohol in your system.”
The security guard handed Kaufman a medical scanner. The captain checked it and threw it down in disgust. “Damn it, Cassidy, I can smell it from here!”
Kaufman sat and placed his hands together. “What’s this really about?”
Jason closed his eyes again, greeted with the images haunting him. He shied away from Kaufman.
“I need something to work with here. The instructor of the finest flight cadets in the fleet has just gone AWOL on a bender, in millions of credits worth of hardware, and nearly got himself killed. HQ will ask questions. What am I supposed to tell them?”
He stared at Kaufman, keeping his mouth firmly shut.
“Very well. Effective immediately, you’re grounded and stripped of your position for an indefinite period, pending an investigation.”
Jason jumped out of his seat, sending his chair flying backward. “No!”
Kaufman stood and walked around his desk to face him. “You leave me no choice, Commander.”
Without thinking, Jason swung his fist through the air. It connected with Kaufman’s jaw, throwing him onto his desk.
The guards beside Jason rushed him, seizing each of his arms. He struggled at first but finally relented. What have I done?
Kaufman touched the growing lump on his face. “Put him in the brig!”
The guards dragged Jason out of the captain’s quarters and no doubt away from his career in the service.



Chapter 2
 
 
 
May 10, 2214
Caput Mundi House – Istanbul, Earth
Present Day
 
“Congratulations, Mister Cassidy.”
Jason bowed, and President Jarret placed a medal around his neck. The commander in chief smiled and shook his hand, raising it to the audience.
If he didn’t know that it was Jarret, who, six months earlier had made the call to execute him, he probably would’ve felt more comfortable. But it was hard to forget how close he and the crew of the Argo had been from being blasted into pieces at the great gas giant of Verada IV.
Jason put on the face expected of him and acted nice for the president, the cameras, and the hundreds of people sitting around the tables in the grand banquet hall.
Deep inside, however, there was a hollowness. Jarret was only using him and the others as a publicity stunt. What choice did he have?
When knowledge had come out about Orion V, Psi-Aion, the Seekers, the sphere, and everything else, he had no alternative but to fawn over the crew of the Argo. They were heroes. And were treated accordingly. It was the only thing getting Jason through the horrid event.
“The Pernov Medal is the highest civilian honor,” the president announced to the crowd. “The fine men and women here are the definition of what Alexei Pernov stood for. If it weren’t for them, I fear what Earth would now be facing.”
He put a hand on Jason’s shoulder. “You see, it’s people like Mister Cassidy who got us through our most recent conflict. This man fought bravely from the day he stepped out of the academy, and no doubt his training in our fine institution aided him in defeating the Seekers.”
Jason wanted to vomit at the nauseating claptrap.
“Luckily for us, he’s agreed to rejoin the CDF in service to Earth and the commonwealth.”
Applause broke out around the banquet hall.
Jarret put his hand down and walked to the front of the stage. “Without people like Jason Cassidy, I fear the coming age we enter. Years after slaying one enemy, it appears we must now face another.”
The spherical autonomous camera hovered a meter away from him, and he stared down its lens. “We need to make our minds up. Do we go into the trenches with the soldiers who won us our last war or do we risk destroying everything we’ve rebuilt?”
And there’s the pitch. Earth had been well and truly in election mode when Jason had stepped off the Repulse. The crew of the Argo quickly became pawns to be paraded around. I guess it’s better than being dead. 
He glanced at his comrades beside him on the stage. Kevin Rycroft looked dapper in his tuxedo, while Althaus struggled to fit in the one he’d shoehorned himself into. How his head fits out of that neck hole would baffle most physics scientists.
Aly was like a fairy princess in her shoulder-exposing dress. Much nicer than her filthy overalls. And Professor Petit appeared a seasoned pro in his suit.
Jason wished Doctor Tai had decided to come but understood when she’d declined. It was the other person missing that rankled him the most. He imagined his brother standing next to Aly, wishing they could all be together again. Cassidys all the way…
It’d been a whirlwind six months returning to Earth, with their hopes high after discovering that Captain Marquez and, with any luck, Tyler Cassidy, weren’t as dead as they’d first thought. How they were alive was still a mystery, but one Jason could live with for the time being. What was difficult to contend with was the phenomenal distance between them.
“Can we go yet?” Althaus glared at him.
“Come on, you look good in that penguin suit. It shows off all your sleek lines.”
Althaus harrumphed.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t realize it’d be this bad,” Jason said to Kevin.
“It’s nice to dress up for a change. Especially with all that’s happened.” Kevin gazed over at Aly. “And to see my little girl so elegant. It’s worth it just for that.”
After the reception was over and everyone feasted on the dinner served, Jason walked onto the presidential grounds to get some air. The greenness of the freshly cut lawns and prize-winning flowers were out of place in the center of the great metropolis once known as Constantinople.
“Did you tire of all the lavish praise?”
“Ha-ha.” Jason glanced up at Aly stepping down the stairs in her high heels. He found her attempts at standing upright quite amusing. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen her wear a pair, if ever. “Maybe you should’ve kept your training wheels on.”
“Oh, shut up.” She sat next to him on one of the lower steps and gazed out at the brightly lit skyscrapers. “While I appreciate the beauty here, it still doesn’t compare to the sights we’ve seen aboard the Argo.”
Jason chuckled. “I’ve already listened to enough of Jarret pitching for his next term in office, I don’t need to hear yours about keeping me on the ship.”
After their little moment on the Argo six months earlier, where her angry outburst had turned into a kiss, she’d given him some leeway on the subject.
“You can’t blame me for trying,” she said.
“I guess not.” He gazed at her earrings sparkling in the moonlight. She really is beautiful.

“When will you be recalled?” she asked.
“I’m to report to HQ in a few days.”
“Are you worried?”
“No, but I don’t know what to expect. With everything that happened with my dishonorable discharge, I never thought I’d be in the service again. I suppose I got lucky.”
“And working under Jarret?”
“I’m not working for Jarret. I’ll be in the defense force.”
“Correct me if I’m mistaken, but don’t they take their orders from the president.”
He frowned. “Sometimes you do what you need to do.”
Aly gave him a knowing look. One he’d gotten sick of on their return journey. “You didn’t have to accept.”
“We’ve discussed this. We all agreed that should there be a way to rescue Tyler and Captain Marquez, it’s better for me to have a voice in the matter.”
“And how likely do you think that is?”
“You would know more than me.”
She chuckled. “They cooped up Professor Petit in his quarters on the Repulse from the day we left Outpost Watchtower. They’d have told him not to discuss any of his work on trans-space.”
“I guess you’re right.” Jason nodded. “How’s everything with the Argo?”
“We’re docked at Highfield Station and due to receive our first load of cargo soon. All we need now is a captain.”
It was a decision Jason had put on hold during their journey back from Watchtower, much to Althaus’s chagrin. He hoped the choice he made wouldn’t create friction between them.
“Believe it or not, I’ve decided on the ideal candidate,” he said to her.
She opened her mouth and covered it in mock horror.
Jason smiled. “It’s you, Aly.”
Her brow furrowed, and she blinked a few more times than she needed. “Me? I…”
Considering Althaus and Kevin were the only two in the running, or at least so they thought, he understood her shock. And loved every second of it.
“I don’t know what to say,” she said.
“Say yes.”
“But—”
Jason put a hand on hers. “Aly, as much as I love your dad and tolerate Althaus, they’ve had their time. This is a chance for a new generation to take the reins. I’m sure it’s what Tyler and my father would’ve wanted.”
A tear ran down her cheek.
“And no one knows the ins and outs of the Argo like you.”
Aly threw her arms around him. “You realize Althaus will flip when he finds out?”
Jason didn’t care. “Let him flip. Your first command decision can be to decide what to do about any subordination. May I suggest spacing him out the airlock?”
They both laughed and stared out at the view beyond, knowing it’d be a very long time before they got to share a moment like it again.
 



Chapter 3
 
 
 
May 11, 2214
Ministry of Defense – Istanbul, Earth
 
“A drink, Professor?”
Javier Petit waved away the offer from Mister Takashi. The two had known each other a long while with all the work Javier had done at the Tokyo Institute of Advanced Sciences for the Ministry of Defense.
But there was one thing Takashi had never understood about him. Javier was fanatical regarding time. Specifically, his own. The last thing he wanted to do was get stuck in a stuffy office when the Institute awaited. I’ve been away far too long.
Takashi put the bottle away inside his liquor cabinet and took a seat behind his desk. “Well, let’s get down to business then.”
“Gladly.”
The minister of defense pulled out a data tablet from his drawer. “Since your debriefing six months ago at Outpost Watchtower, you can imagine how excited the president was in regard to the discovery of trans-space.”
“That’s understandable.”
“It makes our conventional FTL drive resemble something from the Middle Ages.”
While he couldn’t disagree with Takashi, he was still proud of the Mark IV engine, and ultimately the work of his peers who toiled on the Mark V.
“The question for you, Professor, is after six months of continued study, is it viable? You replicated it to bring the Argo home from the Psi-Aion system and—”
“That’s incorrect.” Did you even read the report? “I expanded an already existing trans-space vortex, using the Iota particles salvaged from the Argo’s engine. It was crude but effective.”
“So, what’s the difference?”
Spoken like a true bureaucrat. “Creating a stable trans-space vortex from scratch right now is a technological impossibility.”
“If there’s anyone this administration trusts in changing that, it’s you.”
“Well, I’m not so sure about that.”
“You’re too modest, Professor.”
Javier chuckled. He’d not heard anyone say that of him before. He knew enough to realize he was just being buttered up.
Takashi stood and walked over to his bookcase to wipe away some dust that was obviously annoying him. “You must have made progress in the last six months while aboard the Repulse.”
“I’ve put together a lot of ideas. But this isn’t something solved overnight. It took decades to develop a working FTL drive after the first reserves of tritonium were tapped.”
“What do you need? President Jarret wants to see trans-space realized. You can have all the resources you want.” Takashi slid his data tablet over to Javier. “Make a list.”
Javier stared down at the empty screen and smiled. There’s nothing he liked more than a blank check.
 
*
 
Miami, Earth
 
Jason couldn’t remember the last time he’d had sweaty palms. It doesn’t help I’m being stood up.
As he looked out onto the bustling Miami Beach promenade from the confines of the quaint little coffee shop, he considered getting up and leaving. No, I owe her more than that.
A waitress approached him. “Would you like another drink?”
Jason peered into his empty cup. “Uh—”
“Yes, he will.”
Jason craned his neck past the waitress. Finally. On the backdrop of the beach, Marissa Caldwell strolled toward him as if she’d emerged from the sea.
“I’ll have a double-strength latte,” she said.
“You always liked the heavy stuff, didn’t you?” Jason stood while the waitress put the order on her data tablet and walked off.
Marissa took her seat at the small table, while Jason sat opposite.
“I never seem to get a break, so I constantly caffeinate,” she told him. “I’m sorry I’m late.”
Jason basked in her beauty with the sunlight glistening off the water behind her. She’s even more attractive than I remember. “So, you’ve still got a job then?”
“I didn’t think I would after releasing your story. While it annoyed my editor, she couldn’t bring herself to fire the person who broke the biggest news of the century. And since I’ve been at the forefront of all the follow-up pieces, the Martian Tribune’s sales have soared.”
“Fortune favors the bold sometimes. I guess all those dreams you once had have been fulfilled.”
The waitress came back with their coffees and placed them down on the table.
Marissa raised her cup. “And to think it was you who got me there.”
“Ironic, isn’t it?” Jason sipped at his long black. “It was all worth it to save my crew. Thank you, Marissa.”
She shook him off. “Please, Jason—”
“Seriously, it must have been hard releasing that information. There was every chance it might’ve been fake and—”
“We had bad times, but I would never believe you’d do anything to jeopardize my career.” She winked. “We had far too many good times for that.”
That we did. “So, how’s Mars treating you? I never imagined you’d move away from Earth.”
“You go to where the work is. I got opportunities with the local North American rags. Then I wrote a piece on the leadership of the Centauri rebellion, and it caught the Tribune’s eye. I packed up my life and made my way to Holden City. I guess you could say I’m stuck there now.”
Jason raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”
“Hmm?” Marissa put down her cup. “Uh, I’m involved.”
“Oh.” Jealousy swept through him. He did his best not to let it show. “What’s his name?”
“Marcus.”
Sounds like a jerk. “I’m sure he’s a really nice guy.”
“His family were among the first founders of Mars. He owns a tech company that essentially runs itself.”
“Lucky for some.” Jason didn’t mean it to sound sarcastic. “I’m glad you’re happy.”
She smiled. “So, what about you? Is there someone special in Jason Cassidy’s life?”
“I haven’t exactly had a chance to hold a relationship down.”
“And to think once upon a time you were so good at multitasking. If you didn’t have at least three on the go at once—”
“I liked a challenge. So did you if memory serves,” he joked.
“You were certainly a challenge.”
They both laughed.
Marissa finished up her latte and placed it down. “I’m sorry but I must run.”
“Already?” Just like old times.
“My work is never done. There is one thing I need to ask before I go.”
“So, there’s another reason you wanted to see me?” He feigned shock.
“I’d like to interview you.”
“Ah. That might be difficult. I’m returning to the service. It’ll be up to them, and they’re not usually too fond of—”
“I’ve already been in contact with Admiral Mueller’s office, and she’s given me the green light for a tell-all interview.”
“Oh.” Jason didn’t expect that. “Well, I guess I have little choice.”
Marissa stood. “We’ll talk and organize a date.” She blushed, realizing what she’d said. “A date for the time of the interview, I mean.”
Jason smirked. “Until then…”
He watched her walk back toward the beach and felt his chest, wondering why his heart was thumping so hard. Is it from all the caffeine or do I still have feelings for her?
He worried it was the latter.
 



Chapter 4
 
 
 
Tokyo Institute of Advanced Sciences – Tokyo, Earth
 
With everything that had happened after leaving Earth on the Vanguard and being whisked away to Psi-Aion, Susan Tai couldn’t believe it’d been a year since she’d walked into TIAS.
The lobby of the great building was a hive of activity. Everyone seemed to be in a hurry. All except me. While the last six months aboard the Repulse had given her time to get used to her specialized wheelchair, after a lifetime of full mobility, it was something she was still struggling with.
At the security entrance of the lobby, people either gawked at her as if she were a horrible mutant, or completely ignored her like she wasn’t even there.
“Excuse me?” Susan said to the person manning the gate. It wasn’t the face Susan expected. “Where’s Charlie?”
“He’s retired.” His successor put out a small data tablet, which Susan placed her hand on. Within an instant, her clearance was recognized, and the barrier ahead opened.
“You can go through, Doctor Tai,” the new guard said blankly, returning to a conversation with her colleague.
Susan took a last glance at the lifeless automaton of a person who’d replaced the gentle old man and made her way to the central elevators. She entered one, and after a quick ride downward, arrived on the Green Level.
The doors swooshed open, revealing her old stomping ground. At least a dozen of her staff worked away at their computers while she directed her chair out of the elevator.
There were a few new faces, but the rest all looked familiar. One stood, recognizing her. Followed by another, until everyone else came over to her with wide smiles. In their eyes, however, Susan only saw pity.
“Doctor!”
Brendan O’Malley moved through the small crowd. Her trusty right-hand man’s grin lit up the room. She could tell he wanted to hug her but wasn’t exactly sure how.
“It’s good to see you again, Brendan.” Tai raised her hand and shook his. “And everyone else,” she said to the others. “I hope you’ve all been hard at work while I was gone.”
“We’ve done what we can.” Brendan placed a hand on the back of her chair. “Come through to your office. I promise I didn’t change it too much.”
He gave the staff a subtle nod to return to their duties, and Susan followed him through to the workspace she’d relinquished to him before leaving for Orion V. True to his word, apart from a few family photos on the desk, little had changed.
A warmth filled her heart in the familiar confines. I’m home.
Brendan sat on the edge of the desk. “You can’t believe how glad I am to have you back, Susan.”
“Okay, spill the beans.” She detected hesitation in his voice. “I might be confined to this chair but I’m a big girl. If they’ve given you the project, I deserve to know. Though I would’ve preferred Remy tell me first.”
“It’s not that.” He watched through the window at the others. “Not exactly anyway.”
Susan twisted her head. Her staff were packing up workstations and filing away data tablets into boxes. “Brendan, what the hell is going on?”
He sighed. “They’ve shut us down, Susan.”
“Shut us down!” She darted her eyes back to him. “Are they letting Kione go?”
With his existence exposed by Marissa Caldwell six months earlier, she’d hoped he’d be able to enter public life. While she had no desire to be out of a job, Kione’s happiness was her priority.
“Another team were reassigned to him. We’re not sure where he’s gone. The Ministry of Defense haven’t told us anything.”
Susan’s elation turned to fear. It was the exact opposite of the news she wanted to hear. At least if he was at TIAS she’d be able to protect him, but now…
Goddamn it!
 
*
 
Unknown Facility
 
Brightness washed over Kione, and a tingling warmth radiated through his icy body.
“Can you hear me?”
His eyes struggled with the light above. The room blurred into the image of a hundred stars. I hate cryo-stasis. He took a few moments to gather his bearings until his vision improved.
Looking down upon him was the face of a someone he’d never seen before. His hair was jet-black and the lines of his brow harsh.
The man gave Kione a hand, and he heaved his stiff body from the cryogenic chamber. It’d been his second trip in one and it hadn’t been any more pleasant than the first.
Kione hoped to come back to Earth on the Repulse without the need to travel in his icy coffin, since the public were now aware of his existence. Due to ‘security reasons’ he’d been put in, regardless.
“Who are you?” Kione asked.
“My name’s Doctor Charles Whitlowe.”
Kione glanced behind him at the pair of armed guards dressed in black. “And where’s Doctor Tai?”
“Doctor Tai is no longer the director of the project into your study.”
He peered around the dimly lit confines. “Am I to gather I’m also not at the Institute either?”
“You are correct.”
“Why?”
“The Ministry of Defense thought it prudent to put you under the care of someone other than the doctor and her team at TIAS.” Whitlowe pulled out a small medical scanner and waved it over him. “After all, they’ve had you to themselves for over thirty years. With what happened on your excursion and the contact you had with the sphere, they’re after a second opinion.”
Whitlowe drew back the scanner and studied the readings, seemingly impressed. “Understand, the abilities you gained when you were aboard the Seeker ship have made the Ministry of Defense very curious.”
He placed the medical scanner away and put his hands behind his back. “I’m not here to disparage the work of my predecessors. I want to build on them. My aim is to use new methods to see if we can bring your newfound powers to the surface again. Is that something that interests you?”
Kione wasn’t sure how to answer. While the thought of unlocking his potential fascinated him, he didn’t know whether it was a good idea or not. “One has to question your experience—”
Whitlowe put up a reassuring hand. “For six months I’ve pored over the data the Institute has collated over the decades. While I may not have experience with a member of your species, I have remarkable expertise making living creatures do things they couldn’t ever imagine possible.”
Kione raised his brow. “In what field have you worked?”
Whitlowe didn’t answer. Instead, he smiled and gestured to the door. “Come, let me show you what I can do.”
 



Chapter 5
 
 
 
May 12, 2214
Cargo Ship Argo
 
Aly didn’t know whether to be excited or nervous. It’d been a strange couple of days since Jason handed the Argo over to her. When she’d signed the official documents, it made it that much more real and terrifying.
While she was looking forward to the coming months, there was a hollowness inside the ship. With Tyler gone and now Jason back in the service, things just weren’t the same.
She’d spent the last few hours in the engine room doing one final inspection, ensuring the old girl was ready for launch, and then helped her father and Althaus load up the last of their consignment of medical supplies.
With a toggle of the controls, she dropped the last container on the deck of the Argo’s cargo bay and placed the hover-lifter in the corner. She then led both men to the bridge where she had to perform her first proper duties as captain.
Aly wasn’t always comfortable being the center of attention. I’ll need to get used to that. The two before her had so much experience, while she still felt like a kid. Althaus’s brooding didn’t help matters either. If anything would get her through the next few days, it would be her dad. He’d been beaming with pride ever since she’d told him Jason had given the Argo to her.
“Well,” Aly began. “I can’t remember the last time we actually hauled cargo and got paid good money to do it. When we returned to Earth, we realized we’d be coming into an area of space with a lot of competition.” She glanced at Althaus. “Thank you for organizing this contract with Ganymede Station. For eight months we’ll eat well and have plenty of coin leftover. We’ll likely not see any Seekers either, which is a plus.”
Althaus crossed his arms, giving her a grudging nod of appreciation.
I’ll take it.
“With any luck, by the end of our contract, we’ll find more jobs so we can hang around the solar system a little longer,” she continued. “If not, we’ll do what we’ve always done and go to where the work is.
“Our shuttle runs to the Jovian system won’t be easy. E-Class cargo ships weren’t designed for a three-person crew. Especially one of this age.” Aly put her hand on the captain’s chair. “I realize I’m the last one we all thought would say this, but at some point, we may have to consider hiring help.
“I understand if we bring someone aboard it’ll eat into our profits but I’ve learned you sometimes have to spend money to make money. If it brings more work, in this competitive market it can only be good for all of us. Now, I want to get underway by seventeen-hundred hours. Are there any questions?”
Her dad shook his head, and Althaus walked to the hatchway without saying so much as boo. Aly rolled her eyes.
“He’ll come around,” her father said to her.
“When? He holds grudges longer than anyone else I’ve known.”
He smirked. “You are the captain of the ship. You could just fire him.”
Aly chuckled. “While there is a certain appeal to that, it may stretch us too thin.”
“I’m sure you’ll figure something out. Jason wouldn’t have given the Argo to you otherwise.”
“Is that the best advice my most trusted confidant can give me?”
Her dad laughed. “I’ll have a few nuggets of wisdom up my sleeve from time to time, but as captain there’s a lot you must discover on your own. Like you said before, this won’t be easy. But as long as you trust your instincts, you’ll do just fine.”
He pulled her in for a hug. Just as loving as the ones he’d given her when she was a little girl. “And you know how I know this?”
“How?” she asked.
“Because I raised you and did a superb job of it.”
Aly slapped him on the chest. “I can always trust you to turn such a sweet moment into a joke. Get started on the pre-flights, would you?”
He stepped to the helm and mock saluted. “Yes, sir!”
 
*
 
CDF Headquarters - Miami, Earth
 
While Jason had learned most of his flying skills from Kevin Rycroft, it was Gerald Foster who’d taken his raw talent and honed him into one of the finest pilots the CDF had ever produced.
Jason hadn’t seen the man since his academy days, which was a lifetime ago. What will he think of me?
“Admiral Foster will see you now.” An ensign looked across at him from her reception desk in the waiting room.
He stood and walked toward his office and pushed the door open. Behind his desk, Admiral Foster was reading a large leather-bound book. Jason saluted.
“My wife gave me this.” Foster held up the publication. “It’s an up-to-date history of the Commonwealth Defense Force. There’s a lot of names in here. Especially from the war. Some famous. Some infamous. And guess what? There’s not a mention anywhere of someone getting away with what you did and being let back into the service. You’ve done something remarkable returning to these grounds.”
“Well, sir, you did once say I was destined for greatness.”
“Yes, I did. At ease, Commander.” Foster closed the book and stood. “This office’s too stuffy for me. Let’s go for a walk.”
Before Jason knew it, he was strolling the grounds of HQ with the admiral through the beautifully maintained gardens. “It must’ve been hard for you to see Lieutenant Nash again after all these years.”
He’d had trouble getting his friend out of his mind but was becoming more at peace with what’d happened the second time around. “I think having seen what they’d done to him, I can find solace now he’s properly dead. He wouldn’t have wanted to live that way any longer.”
“And, Captain Marquez—”
“A person of great honor. In the short time he spent with us on the Argo, I understand how he got his reputation.”
“You believe this Destiny signal proves he’s alive?”
“Yes, sir, I do. I believe both he and my brother are.”
Foster smiled. “I hope you’re right.”
“We owe it to them to do everything in our power to find them.”
“Finding them isn’t the issue.” The admiral raised his brow. “The signal emanates from the Horizon Cluster, four hundred and twenty-nine light-years away. That’s over a twenty-year round trip with our current technology. While it’s not impossible, it’s unlikely anyone would green light such a dangerous and expensive mission.”
Jason stopped in the middle of the path. “There is trans-space.”
“A technology we’re yet to harness.”
“But if we do—”
Foster walked over to a bed of beautiful blue and pink flowers and picked one, rolling it around in his hand. “These are big ifs. We have to live in the here and now. You’ve taken up the offer of coming back into the fold. Some, like me, will welcome you with open arms, knowing what you’re capable of. Others won’t. And barreling in here like a bull in a china shop will do little to help you with those people.”
“I just—”
“Before you put that uniform back on, ask yourself whether you want to be here or not.”
Jason had almost forgotten how direct Foster was. He was harsh but fair. While finding Tyler would always be Jason’s number one goal, he understood it wasn’t worth lighting fires. He didn’t want to get kicked to the curb again.
He straightened his back. “I want to be here, Admiral.”
“Good.” Foster put a hand on Jason’s shoulder. “I had a feeling you’d say that.”
Foster gestured toward a park bench, and they both sat.
“With that out of the way, it’s time to talk about your assignment.” Foster pulled a small data tablet from his pocket and handed it to Jason. “Admiral Mueller has assigned you to the Sabre.”
The Sabre? A cruiser? Jason checked over his orders. “First officer?”
“That’s right. She’s in port at Alpha Station and relaunches in four weeks. You begin duties aboard her in ten days. Use the last of your free time wisely.”
“Yes, sir.”
Foster grabbed at Jason’s beard. “And shave this off. You look like a bum.”



Chapter 6
 
 
 
May 15, 2214
Tokyo Institute of Advanced Sciences – Tokyo, Earth
 
Javier never felt more exhilaration than the first day of a new project. While he’d laid the foundation in the last six months on his journey back to Earth, this was where all the hard work would come together.
With help from the Ministry of Defense and the executives at TIAS, he gathered the team he wanted along with some other brilliant minds he didn’t expect to have access to. He discovered instantly how important this was to Jarret and his administration with all the resources being given to him.
He peered out at his staff of four hundred in the large briefing hall of the Institute. “Today we begin on a stupendous goal,” he began. “One when we’re successful will put us in the same conversation as Henry Ford, the Wright Brothers, Wernher von Braun, and Mary Poole.”
The excited men and women hung on every word. Javier forgot how amazing it was to deliver one of his famous speeches.
“Being a part of the Mark IV FTL program was a wonderful experience. We took what we knew from the Mark III, refined and enhanced it by using new methods. The Mark V team did much the same when it was their time. But this is very different. We’re not here to make the wheel go faster. We’re here to reinvent it.
“Trans-space is real. On my journey through it, I traveled three hundred light-years in a matter of days. By harnessing this technology, we’ll open up Earth to the universe. And believe me when I tell you there are wonders out there you won’t fathom.”
Or nightmares no one will comprehend.
“We’ve already entered a new age. Now it’s up to us to make sure all humanity can share in it.”
There was a clap at the back of the hall. Followed by another. Soon, everyone broke out into wild applause. Javier smiled and stood down from the lectern, while the large gathering of scientists filed out. Professor Felicity Malone, the project’s second in charge, approached him at the bottom of the steps.
“How was that?” he asked her.
“You’ve still got it, Javier. Brought a tear to my eye,” she said dryly.
He laughed. “Can I see the first assignment rosters?”
She handed him a data tablet, and he checked over all the names. The team was split into four main groups. Particle Analysis, who had the job of studying the Iota particle with the intention of replicating it. Medical, who were tasked with shielding passengers from the corridor’s debilitating effects. Delivery Systems, who had to figure out how to create an entry and exit vortex. And Navigation, who were assigned with calculating how and where those vortexes would appear.
Javier checked the roster off. Everything seemed in perfect order. He’d begun work on all four areas, now it was up to his people to take what he had and run with it.
He returned the data tablet to Felicity. “Tell Particle Analysis I’ll spend my first day with them and rotate between the groups thereafter. You can start with Delivery Systems and do the same.”
She nodded. “Anything else?”
He shook his head. “No, I’ll be in my office uploading some paperwork. Lunch at one?”
“Sure.”
“Good, I’ll see you then.”
Felicity walked from the hall, and Javier made his way to his office. He sat at his desk and activated the computer. A message awaited him, which he promptly opened.
“Javier, it’s Susan. I realize you’re busy, but if you’ve got a moment, I’d like to meet. It’s about Kione.”
He pressed in the intercom. “Felicity, I’m sorry, I won’t be making lunch today.”
 
*
 
Tokyo, Earth
 
Susan’s Tokyo apartment wasn’t as big as Javier’s. But it was comfortable with a nice view of Mount Fuji. It suited her needs, which was now the most important thing.
When Javier walked in the door, his friend’s eyes betrayed her feelings. She looked just as she had when she’d asked him to take her life on the Repulse six months earlier. Upon hearing the Destiny signal on Outpost Watchtower, she’d changed her mind. I hope she hasn’t regressed.
“What is it, Susan?”
She invited him inside, and he took a seat across from her on the sofa in the apartment’s living area.
“They’ve taken him from me,” she said.
“What? Taken who?” Then it twigged. “Kione?”
She nodded.
“Sorry, Susan, I’ve been so snowed under with setting up the trans-space project.” He was ashamed for being so ignorant. “Who’s taken him?”
“I’m not sure.”
Javier furrowed his brow. “What do you mean you’re not sure?”
“When I arrived at TIAS and went down to the Green Level, he was gone. My team was packing up. They’ve shut down the project.”
“We’d discussed this on the way back to Earth. There was the chance he’d be let out into the public—”
She held on to the arms of her chair with a vice-like grip. “No, Javier! They haven’t released him. They gave him to someone else.”
How much more can this woman be put through?
“Have you talked to Minister Takashi?” he asked.
“He’s not taking my calls. And the executive at the Institute won’t tell me anything. Just that my services are no longer required. That asshole, Remy…”
Javier leaned over and placed a consoling hand on hers.
“With Nicolas halfway across the galaxy, and this”—she gestured down at her legs—“I don’t know what to do. I’m scared for Kione.”
“Don’t worry, Susan, I’ll get to the bottom of this.” He smiled to reassure her, but inside was unsure where he’d begin.
 



Chapter 7
 
 
 
May 18, 2214
Blue Mountains, Earth
 
Jason thought nothing would compare to the wonders of the universe beyond his ancestral home. But when he visited Earth as a young boy, he made some concessions. There was, in fact, beauty on the third planet from the sun. And its memories had stayed with him his whole life.
All these years later, the Australian Blue Mountains were just as striking. In hindsight, after being booted from the service, he wondered if he should’ve gone there instead and lived off the land like the people of yore. A snake probably would’ve eaten me.
He finished pitching his tent for the night and lit a fire, watching the sun drop beyond the horizon. He unfolded a chair and removed a bottle of Blue Jacket bourbon from his bag.
Just as he was about to open it, his ears pricked up with an approaching sound. He narrowed his eyes at lights in the distance heading his way. A hovercar? Out here?
It climbed the hill and parked beside his own hovercar next to the tent. The driver’s-side door opened, and Marissa Caldwell stepped out. I should’ve known.
“How in the hell did you find me?” Jason asked her.
She leaned on the hood of her car. “Oh, I’ve got my sources.”
“But I didn’t tell anyone I was coming here.” Jason lugged a chair from the tray of his car and placed it beside his own.
Marissa walked over and sat. “Call it an educated guess then. When I couldn’t find you and no one knew where you were, I assumed this was the place you’d be.”
“I’m not sure how I feel about you being able to predict my moves so easily.”
“Well, you brought me here on more than a few occasions. I’ll never forget the first time. We pitched our tent a little farther up the ridge and—”
“Yes, I remember.” That night with Marissa had been the start of their turbulent relationship. A bond full of wonder and occasionally pure hell.
“It was fun.” She smiled.
“Yes, it was.”
“I even noticed the house farther down you told me was your great-great-great-grandfather’s. It’s in one piece.”
“Looks a little worse for wear. No idea who owns it now. It’s still abandoned.” Jason screwed the cap off his bourbon and took a swig. He passed it to Marissa.
“You don’t have a nice chardonnay, do you?”
“Chardonnay? Ooh la-la,” he teased.
Marissa laughed. “Give me the bottle.” She snatched it from him and guzzled twice as much as him.
Whoa…
She winked at him and handed the bottle back.
“I misjudged you. You’ve still got it.” From beneath his chair, he revealed a can of beans. “Something to eat?”
She recoiled in horror. Regardless, Jason pulled the ring and poured the beans into a pot and sat it over the fire.
“What brings you all the way up here anyway?” he asked her.
“You know…”
His eyes widened. Really?
“The interview.”
“Oh…” His dreams were dashed, and he blushed, doing his best not to sound disappointed. “I kind of came up here to be alone. I don’t think—”
“So, I go to all this trouble, and you tell me to turn around?”
He stirred the pot figuratively and literally. “Well, not until after the beans…and more drink.”
“I need to go back to Mars with something or my editor will be pissed.”
“We can’t have that, can we?” He drank some bourbon then tasted the beans. “I’m sure Malcolm’s missing you, too.”
“Marcus.” Marissa took the bottle from him and laughed. “You did that deliberately.”
“What?”
“You know his name is Marcus. My God, you’re such an ass.”
She was right. Is it jealousy? “You must admit, it’s pretty funny. Marissa and Marcus. You almost have the same names. You don’t have matching towels with your initials embroidered on them, do you?”
She sniggered, nearly spitting out her bourbon. “We do.”
“Unbelievable.”
She passed the bottle back, and Jason poured it into the beans for flavor. “I guess all you need is that white picket fence and you’re set. Do the zoning authorities let you do that on Mars?”
Her laughter faded, and she seemed to stare out into nothingness.
“Marissa?”
She snapped out of it. “Sorry just…never mind.”
Jason offered her the bourbon, which she downed a little too heartily. He finished cooking the beans and dispensed them out in two separate bowls, giving her one and taking the other for himself. He couldn’t help but notice the mood had changed.
“Are you sure there’s nothing you want to talk about?”
Marissa stared into the fire. “Let’s start with how you’d found out about the Iota particle readings at Frontier’s Reach.”
Nice deflection. She took out a data tablet and a small recording device.
“Okay…”
For the rest of the night, Jason gave her the tell-all interview he’d promised her. They’d finished their beans and the bottle of bourbon. Jason invited her inside his tent and asked her to stay.
He didn’t expect her to take him up on his offer. But she did.
It was just like their first date all over again.
 
*
 
Tokyo Institute of Advanced Sciences – Tokyo, Earth
 
“What you’re seeing here is the replication of Iota particles.”
Minister Takashi watched through a microscope. It would appear insignificant to someone of his knowledge. No more than small circles multiplying one after another.
“I didn’t expect these results so quickly, Professor,” he said to him.
When Javier witnessed it, he was equally amazed. “Professor Rahul has taken what I’ve discovered and methods he’s been working with on various other programs. But I must stress this is but the first step of many. We still need to test the viability of the replicated particles.”
“Meaning?”
“Meaning we have to be sure it has the same properties as the original. It’s kind of like a clone. If one’s copied over and over, they become unviable. We need to make sure that doesn’t happen here.”
“And how long will that take?”
For someone so impressed, he sounded mightily impatient, Javier lamented. “We have to establish their stability first. If they remain stable, we’ll hopefully know in the next couple of days.”
“Excellent. The president will be pleased.”
Javier gestured toward the exit. They passed by other members of the project standing around workstations, inspecting blueprints and testing out various experiments.
“How are your other teams progressing?” Takashi asked him.
“We’ve had little success with Medical.”
“Oh?”
“It was the one area my expertise was lacking. The team in charge don’t have a lot to work with.”
“I’m sure you’ll steer them in the right direction,” he said, as if it were so easy. “What about Delivery Systems?”
“That’s what I wanted to discuss with you.” Javier led the minister to the catwalk overlooking the several levels of the Institute’s building. On the far wall staring back at them was a massive mural of the Saturn V rocket.
Javier peered around ensuring no one else was around. “I’ve been led to believe Kione is no longer at TIAS.”
Takashi sighed. “You’ve been talking with Doctor Tai.”
Javier nodded.
“What has this got to do with Delivery Systems?”
“I’ll get to that.” Javier leaned on the rail. “Where’s Kione?”
“I can’t tell you.”
“Yet you can take Doctor Tai’s work off her with the snap of your fingers after everything she’s been through? She’s the best in her field, and you know it.”
Takashi crossed his arms. “It wasn’t my decision to make.”
“You’re the minister of defense, goddamn it!”
“I don’t like your tone, Professor.”
Javier put a hand up in surrender. He remembered the proverb about honey and vinegar. “I apologize, Minister. But to shut down an entire program and—”
“The president felt, considering the situation we find ourselves in, that a new team should be placed in charge.”
“At another facility?”
Takashi nodded. “There’s still a lot we don’t understand about his species. His contact with the sphere and the abilities he gained from it now make it more important than ever that we gain more knowledge about him.”
“Respectfully, I think taking Doctor Tai off the project will only hold it back.”
Takashi seemed in two minds about it. “Now, Delivery Systems.”
“Hmm? Oh. Yes, I’m happy to report we discovered a way of testing an Iota bombardment with the hope of creating a vortex. At least a small one. Once our particles are viable, that is.”
Takashi tapped the rail with his wedding ring and smiled. “That’s wonderful news.”
“I will require something from you, however.”
“Of course. Anything.”
Javier put on his game face. “For starters, you need to tell me where Kione is.”
Takashi frowned. “Professor—”
“This project has to succeed. Without me, it’ll take much longer.”
“You’d pull out of your own work?” Takashi didn’t seem to believe him. “I think you’re bluffing.”
Javier peered out at the mural of the Saturn V. “I’m the Wernher von Braun of my day, Minister. Try me.”
 



Chapter 8
 
 
 
May 19, 2214
Blue Mountains, Earth
 
Jason put his arm over the other side of the camping bed, but all he found was emptiness. He opened his eyes. The sun had risen, bathing the tent in a soft morning light. Marissa?
He pulled himself up and crawled toward the end of the canvas where he unzipped the flap and poked his head out. Her car was gone, too. He walked outside toward the now burned-out fire. Beside it was the empty bourbon bottle.
Though he’d drank a sizeable portion of it, he’d recovered better than he had in a long time. He didn’t need a degree to figure out why.
Even years after their relationship had ended, the previous night together seemed like they’d never been apart. If anything, it was more passionate than any time before.
And while he felt fine, he could only imagine what was going through Marissa’s mind. She had her love back home on Mars. That’s probably why she hightailed it out of here.
The sun beat down on him with purpose, and he wiped his forehead of sweat. He went back to his tent to find his wayward shirt, upturning the camping bed and finding it hiding in the corner.
Something else was there was well. What’s this?
He picked up the small device and pressed a button.
“Tell me about the natives of Psi-Aion. They’re one of the neglected stories in all of this.”
It was Marissa’s voice. Her recorder… Jason switched the gadget off, which no doubt had his entire interview on it. She must have forgotten it.
He quickly tidied the campsite and climbed into his hovercar. By the time he reached Indeko Spaceport, the small terminal was a bustling hive of activity. Jason parked in the visiting lot and ran into the building. He peered up at the monitors and noted all the flights heading up to the various orbiting stations.
Not being able to make heads or tails of it all, he approached the customer service counter. The holographic representative smiled at him in an old-time blue hostess uniform which harked back to the twentieth century.
“Hello, sir. How can I help you today?”
“Which of the next services connect with transports to Mars?”
“There’s the eight-fifteen to the Red Star. Unfortunately, there aren’t any more seats—”
“I don’t care about that. What gate’s it leaving from?”
“Gate Twelve.”
Jason glanced at his commband. He had six minutes. He checked the signage for directions and sprinted through the heart of the terminal.
Out of breath with a minute to spare, he approached the Red Star’s staff at the airlock. “Has Marissa Caldwell boarded this transport?”
“Sir, we can’t give out personal—”
He flashed his CDF identification badge from his pocket. “Official business.”
They checked the ID and nodded. “She’s aboard.”
“What seat?”
One of them glanced at their data tablet. “Fourteen-B. But you can’t go onboard, it’s about to depart.”
Jason ignored them and whizzed past. He entered through the side airlock, passing by more bewildered staff. He studied the seat numbers above the windows until he found her.
Marissa was staring down at an electronic breakfast menu when she caught him out the corner of her eye. “Jason!”
“You forgot something.” He handed her the recorder.
Everyone looked in their direction, while a small contingent of the flight crew approached them.
“Oh?” She clutched at her handbag in the compartment beneath her seat and placed it inside. “Thank you, but you didn’t have to come all this way. You could have sent the file instead.”
He knew that, but in his heart of hearts, he wanted to see her again, just one more time.
The tallest of the flight attendants tapped him on the arm. “Sir, you need to leave the transport. We’re about to launch.”
Jason waved her away. “I get you needed to go, but to not even wake me and say goodbye.”
Marissa’s face reddened. “This is hardly the—”
“Sir!” the attendant said more forcefully.
“Yeah, just give me another minute.”
She stormed on in a huff while her colleagues stood by the airlock.
“I know you want to forget last night happened, but it doesn’t work that way.” He got down on one knee, and everyone in the surrounding seats gasped in excitement.
“He’s not proposing to me!” Marissa then stared at Jason. “You’re not, are you?
“No.” Jason rolled his eyes. “Look, I’m sorry, I know I shouldn’t have come, but with you heading home to your white picket fence, and me rejoining the service… Well, this time it might finally be it.”
Though she was blushing with embarrassment, she smiled at Jason and put her hand on his.
Another hand found Jason as well. It dug into his shoulder like a bird of prey about to feast on its victim. He looked up at the transport’s broad-shouldered pilot staring down on him.
“Badge or no badge, if you don’t get off my ship, you and I are going to have problems.”
Jason winked at Marissa and disembarked from the craft under his own volition. He stood by the window inside the terminal and watched the orbital vehicle launch and disappear into the empty sky.
Feeling just as empty, he returned to his campsite alone.
 
*
 
May 21, 2214
Ganymede Station
 
The journey from Earth went so smoothly Aly found herself slightly bored. It wasn’t that she wanted to repeat the drama of the last year, but there was something odd when there was so little crisis on the Argo.
As captain and owner of the ship, these should have been the times to celebrate, but Aly couldn’t help but struggle.
“Are you okay?”
Trust my dad to ask. She gazed beyond the fluffy pink beverage in front of her to her father’s loving but concerned gaze. “I dunno, I guess I’m just thinking too much.”
“Who taught you to do that?”
Aly laughed. “Whoever did, I should have a word with them.”
“You’re thinking about Jason, aren’t you?”
She peered around the tavern they’d stumbled into. In the center was a circular bar. On one side were tables and chairs where patrons sat having quiet conversations between themselves, while on the other was a hypnotic cacophony of color and noise on a dance floor full of young people, who all seemed to have no cares in the world.
“Yeah, and Tyler.” Aly frowned. “Things have changed so much.”
Her father sipped at his beer. “I guess it doesn’t make it easy sharing a ship with a pair of old codgers either.”
He must’ve caught her looking across at the youngsters. “That’s not it at all.”
“Alyssa, I get it. I was young once, too. It might have been during the Jurassic period, but I still remember.” He peered over his shoulder at the youthful revelers. “Why don’t you go over there?”
“Because even I’m too old for that crowd.”
“Ridiculous.”
She laughed. “I’m not a little girl anymore.”
“You’ll always be my little girl.”
“That may be so, but unlike these kids, I’ve got a lot of responsibilities now.” She stood. “Which includes checking over the engines before we return to Earth.”
“If you won’t go over there,” he said, “perhaps I should.”
She giggled and kissed him on the head. “Be home before midnight, and don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”
She passed by the dancers and exited, making her way to Ganymede Station’s hangar deck. Just as she’d left her, the Argo sat snuggly between a pair of small ore haulers.
Aly pressed on her commband, and the rear entry ramp extended. She climbed up it and activated the cargo bay’s internal lighting with a mash of the panel beside the door. The hollow expanse would be once again full the next day with modules of lab samples for their return to Earth.
She took the elevator to A Deck and entered the engine room. It was messier than usual with all the other duties she had to perform. Something she’d have to rectify.
While she cleaned up the mess of tools on the maintenance console, her ears pricked up to a distant clatter. She stepped toward the hatchway and peered down the corridor. Nothing.
The rattle sounded again.
“Althaus?” she called out, knowing very well he wasn’t one to play games, especially in the mood he’d been in since leaving Earth. Not to mention the fact he said he was going to the station for some alone time. Whatever that means. She didn’t want to know.
“Dad? I swear if you’re trying to play games with me, I’ll make you walk the plank.”
Aly slowly treaded down the corridor and stopped at a shuffling noise nearby. It was coming from the infirmary. She strolled in and pressed the light on beside the door.
She stared through the observation screen.
It was empty.
She crept farther inside and searched around. It was clean. A lot cleaner than my engine room.
However, something caught her eye. One of the medicine cabinets was open, and the stock had been ransacked. And lying on the floor beneath it sat a small handheld medical scanner.
She bent down and picked it up. “This isn’t Dad’s.”
“That’s right, it’s mine.”
She turned to find a tall, blond-haired man standing before her.
“Who the hell are you?” she gasped.
He didn’t answer. Instead, he charged at her and knocked her to the deck. Her head slammed hard against the bulkhead, and her vision blurred and darkened. The last thing she remembered was the strange man hovering over her.
 



Chapter 9
 
 
 
Cargo Ship Argo
 
Kevin ran his hands over the bulkhead of the infirmary while waving his medical scanner through the air. He knelt and found one spot in particular that piqued his curiosity.
“This better be good, Rycroft.”
Kevin craned his neck at Althaus who walked through the hatchway.
“Don’t worry, there’ll be plenty more opportunities between now and the end of our contract to visit Ganymede’s ladies of the night.”
Althaus crossed his arms, clearly not too impressed by the comment. “What are you doing down there?”
“Alyssa’s missing.”
“What!” Althaus ambled over to him and helped him up. “Did she say if she was going anywhere?”
“Only back to the Argo.”
“Have you tried reaching her on her commband?”
“She’s not responding.” Kevin showed Althaus the readings on his scanner. “Seems she did return. Someone attempted to clean it up, but they must’ve been in a hurry. Blood and skin. Both hers, and both fresh within the last hour.”
He walked over to the medical console and logged on to the ship’s main computer. “And from what I can tell, all the logs have been wiped. No one in or out of the ship since the three of us left earlier in the evening.”
Althaus brushed past him and stabbed at the controls. He shook his head. “Whoever did this knew what they were doing.”
“What would someone want with her?” All of Kevin’s worst nightmares had come true. He could only hope she was still alive and the speck of blood he’d found wasn’t part of a larger spill.
“I’m not sure,” Althaus pondered, “but we better go to the station’s security office.”
 
*
 
Tokyo Institute of Advanced Sciences – Tokyo, Earth
 
Susan entered the large communal dining area of the Institute, passing by the odd strange look, and a few warm smiles. On the other side of the hall, Javier stood and walked toward her.
“Thank you for coming, Susan. I’ve got us a table.” He gestured to one of the secluded sections and took a seat.
Susan directed her chair to sit opposite him.
“I would’ve come to see you but—”
“You don’t need to apologize, Javier, I understand how much stress this project’s putting you under.”
He lowered his voice. “I did some digging. Well, I guess that’s not quite true. I went straight to Takashi.”
She raised her brow. “What did he say?”
Javier checked around to make sure no one was eavesdropping. “Kione’s in a facility in Edinburgh.”
“Scotland?”
He nodded.
“What are they doing to him?”
“Takashi was very cagey about much of the specifics, but I got you a meeting with the head of the program.” He placed a data tablet between them with a Pan-Atlantic ticket on it. “I’ve booked you on a transport there this evening.”
Susan smiled. “You really are a good friend.”
“I feel guilty not coming with you. I’m due to take a flight of my own to Luna. If I’d known—”
“Javier, you’ve done more than I thought you could.”
He reached over and held her hand. “Do what you need, to get to the bottom of this, okay?”
Count on it.
 
*
 
Texas, Earth
 
The countryside was flat. Really flat.
When Jason left the airport and picked up his rental hovercar, he pointed it down one of the two roads out of town and followed the signs. Texas was ranch country. And each property he passed carried on beyond the horizon.
He hit a slight incline and barreled up a long track until he reached his destination. At the gate, a wooden sign greeted him: WELCOME TO SHILA RANCH.
He drove past it and pulled up at a large but quaint ranch house surrounded by old-style fences. If Jason didn’t know any better, he’d swear he’d traveled back in time to the Wild West of the late eighteen-hundreds.
He got out of the rental and knocked on the front door. But no one answered. He peered through the window and around the property. There wasn’t a soul in sight. Returning to his car, he wondered if he’d got his dates mixed up.
Then, in the hovercar window’s reflection, there was movement. He turned. On the other side of the ranch, a horse raced across the field. Someone was riding it and seemed to be pretty good at it, too.
He strode over to the wooden fence to admire the magnificent beast in action. Jason had never ridden a horse. They weren’t common on a cargo ship and kind of frightened him. Ships did what they were told. A horse, however…they had a mind of their own.
The rider changed direction and headed toward him at a slow gallop. The closer they got to him, the clearer the person on the back of the horse became.
She removed her sunglasses and threw him her riding helmet, which he caught.
He put his hand up to guard his eyes from the sun. “Captain Shila.”
“Commander Cassidy.” She stepped down from the horse and grabbed the reins. “I assume you found the place all right?”
He nodded. “It’s nice country out here.”
“Nicer than the Blue Mountains?”
Jason was impressed. She’d done her homework. “Both have their pros and cons.”
“I hope you don’t sit on the fence too often. I’m after decisiveness in my executive officer.”
Jason chuckled. “I think if you’ve read my file, you’ll find that’s not a quality I lack.”
Shila eyed him as if trying to sum him up. She put her sunglasses back on and made her way toward the ranch house with Jason trailing not far behind.
“I have to admit, when I checked your personnel file, I wondered why the hell I was getting shafted with you. You were discharged from the service for striking a superior officer, being a drunkard, and flying a fighter into an asteroid field without permission.
“But I understand how the system works. With the war over, we saw a major drop in recruits. What better way to get those numbers up than by bringing the hero of Orion V back into the fold?
Jason knew she was right but hadn’t heard someone say it so succinctly. It wasn’t a pleasant thing to be told.
“With that all said, when I delved further, I discovered the Jason Cassidy who fought during the war. The one with all the medals. The one who was a hell of a pilot.” Shila strolled into the stable, and Jason ducked under the fence to follow her in. She placed the horse in a box stall and settled him inside.
“My question to you is, are you going to be the Jason Cassidy who fought during the war or the drunk who made a fool of himself afterwards?”
“I assure you, I’m not here to make up the numbers.”
“Good.” She closed the door of the box stall and stood directly in front of him. “Because if you ever try to pull the same crap you did on Captain Kaufman, I’ll knock you so hard on your ass your head will spin. Do I make myself clear?”
“Crystal.”
She put out her hand and smiled. “Welcome to the team.”
 



Chapter 10
 
 
 
Ganymede Station
 
The night turned the small metropolis of Ganymede Station into a much seedier proposition than earlier in the evening.
Kevin thought back to the kids he’d seen having fun in the bar. They’d probably moved on and were now looking for more action while continuing to get heavily liquored up.
At the heart of the station, he and Althaus found the administration hub. All the offices were empty apart from one. Kevin knocked on the door. With no reply, he spotted a small terminal and pressed it in. Still nothing. He slammed the panel with his fist.
“Goddamn it, open up!”
“What is it?” asked the voice through the intercom, a little too lackadaisical for his liking.
“We want to check your cameras and report a missing individual,” Kevin told him in the calmest manner he could muster.
A sigh was audible from the other end, and the door clicked open. Kevin and Althaus walked in and followed the lights up a flight of stairs.
The night shift security officer sat behind a transparent screen at a desk. Several monitors surrounded him with images recording from all over the station, while his arm was firmly entrenched elbow deep in a bag of potato chips.
Kevin squinted at the name badge affixed to the shirt many sizes too small for him. “Bill, we need footage from the hangar deck between eighteen hundred and twenty-one hundred tonight. Specifically, any camera pointing at the Cargo Ship Argo.”
Bill was slow to the punch but eventually pushed his chips aside and prodded at his console. The largest of the monitors behind him changed to an image of the Argo’s stern. It had a time index of eighteen-oh-four.
Althaus was the first to emerge from the ship’s downed ramp, followed by Kevin and Alyssa.
“Okay, that’s when we all left the Argo for the night,” Kevin observed.
Alyssa closed the ramp with her commband, sealing the ship shut. They watched the footage play at an accelerated speed all the way through to the moment Kevin returned to the Argo after finishing up at the bar. The time index was twenty fifty-three.
“Wait. Stop.”
Bill froze the image.
“This doesn’t make sense. Alyssa would have come back to the ship between the times of twenty-fifteen and twenty-thirty. I have proof of that from her blood in the infirmary.”
“Are you sure you’re not mistaken?” Bill asked.
Kevin slid a data tablet through the gap in the security screen, doing his best not to knock the packet of chips over. “I need you to put out an alert. This is the person who’s missing.”
Bill looked over the file and uploaded the relevant details into the system. Behind him, an image of Alyssa appeared with the word MISSING above her in bold red letters.
He passed the tablet back to Kevin. “If we find out any information, we’ll contact you.”
Kevin hated how blasé the man was about it. He knew disappearances in places like Ganymede Station happened a lot, and the officer was probably immune to it all, but this was his daughter who was missing, and it was killing him inside.
Althaus put a hand on the security screen. “Can you replay the footage from time index twenty-ten to twenty twenty-five again?”
Bill stared at him. “And what’s that going to achieve?”
“Please. It’s important.”
Kevin had never heard Althaus say please in his whole life. He must be on to something. Bill sighed and did as requested.
After the initial time index, the image blurred for a split second. “Stop,” Althaus said. “What’s that?”
Bill studied it closely. “Sometimes our security systems get affected by interference from Jupiter, depending on Ganymede’s orbit. Seems like that could be it.”
“Resume the footage.”
The blur returned past the second time index, and Althaus instructed him to stop again. “The first part of the impaired vision is at twenty-fourteen and the second at twenty twenty-three. Somewhere in between that that is when Alyssa should’ve come back to the Argo.”
“What are you suggesting?” Bill asked.
Yes, what are you suggesting?
Althaus glanced down into the palm of his hand and then over at Kevin. “We’ve taken enough of your time. Let’s go, Rycroft.”
What’s he up to?
Kevin followed him down the flight of stairs and out into the corridors of the empty administration hub. “What was that all about, Althaus?”
“If I were to place money on it, I’d say someone hacked into the security system to alter that footage.”
“If that’s the case, how do we find out who did it?”
Althaus pulled out a small electronic device from his palm. “While we were in there, I did a little hacking of my own. Let’s see what I found.”
 
*
 
Cargo Ship Argo
 
“Connection established.”
Conrad peered down at the piece of hardware on the operations station to ensure what the computer said was accurate.
Rycroft gripped the back of his chair tighter than Conrad was comfortable with. But he couldn’t blame how his normally calm and collected comrade felt. It was the same reaction he’d had knowing Tyler was light-years away with no avenue home.
And while he was still fuming about the kid giving the ship to Alyssa, he didn’t want to lose her.
Conrad ran his hands over the console and brought up a register of every computer technician employed on Ganymede Station.
“You hacked into their entire computer network?” Rycroft said incredulously.
“More or less.” There were one hundred and eighty-three staff in total. He had to narrow it down, so he pressed in another key, and a list of bank records appeared next to each name.
“And you’ve got their bank details?”
Conrad glanced back at him. “Do you want your daughter back or not?”
“Of course. I’d just forgotten how good you are at this.” Rycroft leaned in. “What are you thinking?”
“I figure the computer systems of Ganymede Station are relatively secure, no thanks to their lax security department. If they were tampered with, it’d be at the hands of a technician.”
“And you think someone paid them to do it?”
“Who better than a poor-ass tech jockey.” Conrad waited for the computer to complete the crosscheck with each name to find any financial irregularity.
When the search was finished, one name popped up. He opened the file. “Wyatt Rapier. For the past week, he received between two hundred and four hundred credits daily into his three different accounts.”
“Where’s the money coming from?” Rycroft asked.
“Several personal accounts. Unless he’s a gigolo, I’d say they’re dummies. They’re doing it this way so the schmuck doesn’t get flagged. Lucky for us, my software has more stringent algorithms.”
“Do you have an address for this Wyatt Rapier?”
Conrad brought up the data and nodded. “Apartment two-forty-three, block D of the habitat section.”
Rycroft bolted for the exit. “Time to pay Mister Rapier a visit.”
 
*
 
Ganymede Station
 
 
Wyatt Rapier’s neighborhood was a rough one. The corridors were filthy, the bulkheads were lined with graffiti, and vagrants stumbled throughout, seeking their next hit. No wonder this kid wanted cash on the side.
Kevin and Althaus rounded the corner and approached the door with the number two-forty-three on it.
Kevin pressed on the grimy panel. There was no answer. He viewed the camera above and waved. “Hello.”
“Who is it?” came the call on the other side of the intercom.
“We’ve come to ask you a few questions?”
“I’m busy right now.”
“It’s important. My daughter’s missing and—”
“I’m sorry to hear that, but unless you’re security, I’m not letting anyone in.”
Kevin rolled his eyes. He looked over at Althaus who was standing on the opposite side of the door, appearing as devious as ever.
“You have one last chance to open up, or we’re coming in—”
“I’m not letting—"
“Time’s up.” Althaus ran his device over the door, and it slid open. He bounded into the room, catching Rapier off guard.
Kevin would usually be the peacemaker in such a situation, but Alyssa’s life was on the line. If it weren’t for Althaus, he’d be the one ramming Rapier’s throat against the wall.
“Now listen here, kid, and listen good. You’re going to answer our questions or there’ll be hell to pay.” Althaus gripped his neck as if he was about to squeeze the life out of him. “Why did you tamper with the security systems?”
“I’m not sure what—” the petrified man tried to spit out.
“You didn’t understand me, did you? If you don’t tell me what we want to know, I’ll drag you down to the lower level and space you out the nearest airlock.”
Rapier struggled under the force.
“Let him go,” Kevin said to him. “Just a little.”
Althaus loosened his hold.
The young man took in a few deep breaths. “He told me if I ratted, he’d kill me.”
“Who?” Kevin asked.
“He didn’t tell me his name.”
Althaus banged him against the bulkhead again. Kevin put a hand on his shoulder, eyeing him to let the younger man speak.
“Did he pay you to tamper with the security systems?”
Rapier nodded.
“Why?”
“I’m not sure. I can only guess he wanted to get on a ship for some reason.”
Kevin paced in front of him. “And he said nothing about a kidnapping?”
“No. He gave me the date and times to alter the security footage so it appeared he hadn’t been aboard.”
“You’ll be in a lot of trouble when the authorities find out about this,” Althaus told him.
“Oh, please, I beg of you, don’t tell—”
“They can’t have been after Alyssa,” Kevin pondered.
Althaus glanced back at him. “What?”
“Whoever went on the Argo was specific enough to do it when none of us were aboard. Did you put a booking in it at Madam Mao’s?”
Althaus’s face reddened.
“Did you?” Kevin asked again.
“Yes.”
“Aly and I booked a booth for dinner and drinks at the bar. He knew about those bookings and expected no one to be on the Argo at that time.”
“But Alyssa did go back.”
“Right. She probably caught him in the middle of whatever he was doing.” Kevin pounded his fist against the wall. “She could very well be dead!”
Althaus pushed Rapier farther up the bulkhead, lifting his feet off the deck. “You don’t know your client’s name, but he must have approached you somehow to ask for your services.”
“We met at a bar,” he blurted out.
“Which bar?”
“The Ganymede Six.”
“When?”
“A few nights ago. The nineteenth.”
“What time?”
“I—”
Althaus squeezed harder. “What time did you meet him?”
“I think it was between twenty-one hundred and twenty-two hundred.” Rapier’s eyeballs were as wide as Jupiter’s orbit.
“You think?”
“I know. I know,” he groveled.
Althaus glared at him and plonked him back down. “Come on, Rycroft, let’s get out of here.”
The pair made their way to the door.
“Hey,” Rapier called out.
They both turned to him while he adjusted his scuffed-up clothes. “I hope you find her.”
Kevin wanted to punch the man’s lights out. But that’d take too much precious time away from finding his daughter.
If she’s still alive.
 



Chapter 11
 
 
 
Cargo Ship Argo
 
The footage from the bar whizzed by at a sped-up rate. It was the fifth angle they’d checked from the evening of Rapier’s meeting with his contact.
Kevin clenched his fists. “The longer this takes, the less—”
“Rycroft.” Althaus glanced back at him from his seat at the operations console. “Calm down.”
Easy for you to say. Kevin paced the bridge and returned. Something caught his eye on the monitor. “Hold on. Do you see that? Near the wall?”
Althaus zoomed in on the frozen image. It was a pair of legs in the top right-hand corner. He played the footage, and the person entered the bar.
Kevin pointed to him. “That’s Rapier.”
“You’re right, I’d recognize that lily-livered stride anywhere.”
“He’s heading to the booth. Can you get a camera above him?”
Althaus ran his hands over the console. Another view popped up from over the booth. He resumed the video, and they observed Rapier sitting down.
Further into the feed, someone strode toward him and sat opposite. He was taller than Rapier and wore his long blond hair in a ponytail.
“This must be the guy. Can you get a tight shot in on his face?” Kevin asked.
“It’s difficult because he’s looking away from the camera.” Althaus played through the vision until the blond man got up and walked off. He paused it, capturing one side of his face. “That’s the best I can do. He bypasses every other camera in the place.”
Kevin narrowed his eyes. “Will it be enough?”
“Maybe.” Althaus zoomed in and extrapolated. The computer used the vision it had and filled in the blanks. A few moments later, a more complete picture emerged.
Kevin stared at the face. So much so, he thought he might burn a hole through the monitor. “I assume you hacked into the docking manifests?”
Althaus nodded and brought up the details of every single ship that had visited Ganymede Station within the last month. “It’s a large list.”
He plugged in a search algorithm, and the computer scrolled through all the data available.
A face finally appeared.
It was like the other. But this one was a real. Kevin could look into this one’s eyes. What have you done with my little girl?
“His name is Darius Lok,” Althaus read from the profile before him.
“Ship?”
“Owner and operator of The Thor’s Hammer. A single-pilot craft.”
“Location?”
Althaus brought up the data. “He left Ganymede Station at twenty-one hundred hours.”
“Right after he finished whatever he did on the Argo.” Kevin rubbed bridge of his nose. “Did he leave a flight plan?”
Althaus nodded. “Europa Station. But that doesn’t mean—”
“I know. It might be a dummy flight plan to cover his tracks. Check the scanner logs. When he left the station, did his ship depart on a trajectory toward Europa?”
The data appeared on the monitor. They both peered at the small dot representing The Thor’s Hammer moving from the station and following a line away from it toward Ganymede’s sister moon.
Althaus shook his head. “This doesn’t mean he didn’t alter his course after leaving scanning range.”
“Right, but we have to start somewhere.” Kevin hurried over to the helm. “Get clearance from station control. I’ll do the pre-flights.”
We’re coming, Alyssa… 
 
*
 
The Thor’s Hammer
 
Aly opened her eyes. It was just as dark as it had been under her eyelids.
While her vision adjusted, she felt around her surroundings with her hands. There was a vibration beneath her feet. I’m on a ship.
The room was spartan. The floor was only three meters square, and the ceiling was only half a meter above her head. There were walls on three sides, and at the forth a set of bars she could barely put her arms through.
What the hell happened?
She replayed everything in her mind since returning to the Argo after her evening with her father in the bar. She remembered arriving aboard, going to the engine room, and then…
It was still fuzzy. I heard noises in the infirmary.
A light blinked on outside her cell, and a man approached her. He was tall and dressed in dark clothes. He had long blond hair and a pair of deep-blue eyes.
The memory came back to her. “You struck me!”
She grabbed the bars of the cell with one hand and the back of her skull with the other. It was still tender from the hit she’d taken on the bulkhead.
“I patched the wound,” he said to her. “It wasn’t as bad as I’d thought.”
“What were you doing aboard the Argo?” Aly demanded.
The man chuckled. “You’re welcome.” From behind his back he pulled out a tray of food filled with meat and rice.
He placed it through a small hatch in the bars and slid it across to her. She turned her nose up.
“You should eat.”
Aly crossed her arms.
“Your loss.” He turned away.
Aly clutched at the bars. “What do you want from me?”
His head swiveled around. “Nothing.”
“Then why am I—?”
“I had valuable work I needed to do aboard your ship—”
“What did you do?” Aly’s thoughts moved to her father. God, he must be having a fit right now. Then she remembered something else. “You had a medical scanner in your hand. What were you after?”
The man regarded her as if she was too smart for her own good. “I’m never one to be as careless as I have been. I get paid a lot of money to keep things under wraps. You’ve gotten in the way of that.”
Aly regretted opening her mouth. “I don’t know what you were looking for, so there isn’t much point keeping me here. If you let me go, I won’t tell anyone what happened.”
“My employers wouldn’t like that. They’re not fond of leaving witnesses around. And I enjoy being paid. So, you can see the bind I’m in.”
She didn’t like the sound of that. “What will you do with me?”
“Eat your food.” He reentered the darkness, leaving her to ponder.
He’d at least had the courtesy to leave her light on, but she wondered how long until he turned hers off for good. The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end.
She glanced down at her tray and jabbed at it. It smelled horrendous. Probably rat. She pushed it aside.
Aly wondered if her dad would have any idea how to find her. For all she knew, he probably thought she was dead. Her chest heaved, and she wanted to vomit. No time for that. It’d be up to her to find a way out.
Aly could tell her cell was a makeshift one by the bar’s installation in the bulkheads, which meant she may have a chance at escaping. She peered at the light just outside her confinement.
Lucky I have skinny arms.
 



Chapter 12
 
 
 
May 22, 2214
Edinburgh, Scotland
 
Susan had always wanted to visit Scotland. As a child, she’d dreamed of seeing the majestic castles still standing and pretending she was a character in one of the many fantasy books she used to read.
After a short hovercar ride from the spaceport to the outskirts of the city, she arrived at the building where Kione was being held. The dark-gray, three-story structure sat on the misty backdrop of rolling green hills. In the distance, there was even a castle nestled amongst them.
Down the steep road, the driver took her through the main checkpoint where she had to show her security credentials. With the help of a specialized ramp, she rolled her chair from the car toward the facility’s entrance.
Susan waited and waited, glancing at the driver whose face was like a stone, belaying any emotion.
Then the front door of the building opened. A young woman stepped out and walked toward her. “Doctor Tai. Please come this way.”
She ushered Susan through into a large lobby. It was cold and dank. Apart from a few guards, there wasn’t a soul anywhere.
She followed the woman to an elevator and entered. Up three levels, Susan accompanied her out into more empty corridors. This is a strange place.
Her designated greeter led her into a room overlooking the hills. “The doctor will be with you shortly.”
With that, she turned on her heels and scurried out. Susan moved toward the window. The fog was lifting, and she got a much better view of the ancient castle.
She smiled, imagining herself in some juvenile fairy tale in the highest tower waiting for her prince charming. Her smile faded. She had to remind herself she was no castle princess trapped in her chair and her prince charming was stuck somewhere hundreds of light-years away.
“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”
In the glass’s reflection, a figure stood at the door behind her. She brought her chair around, and the dark-haired man smiled. There was something unnatural about the curl of his lips. It was as if he were fighting to hold the grin.
Or maybe I’m being paranoid.
“You should be so lucky. While TIAS is wonderful, it doesn’t have the serenity you have here.” She raised an eyebrow. “Though it’s almost too serene. There are so few people in your facility.”
“They told me you were inquisitive.” The man stepped toward her.
“Do you blame me?”
“No, not at all.” He gestured toward a table at the center of the room.
She approached it, and he took the seat on the opposite side.
“My name’s Doctor Charles Whitlowe. My facility, unlike TIAS, relies on a much smaller staff. We’re set up simply for the continued study of Kione, and I only brought in the people I most trust.”
“Fair enough.”
He must’ve caught on to her displeasure at the situation. “I must apologize. I realize how this probably makes you feel. But when the Ministry approached me for the opportunity, I couldn’t say no.”
“I would’ve done the same.”
“But it doesn’t make it anymore right…”
“I won’t lie, when I was replaced, it felt like all my work had been in vain.”
“I’m sure the Ministry of Defense don’t think any less of your studies. The data you and your predecessors compiled on Kione is extensive. I believe they just wanted a second opinion. Especially considering the new abilities he’s displayed.”
“They asked you to exploit those abilities, didn’t they?”
Whitlowe put his hands up in surrender. “I won’t lie, they’re naturally curious.”
“Naturally.” Susan frowned. “What kind of background do you have, Doctor? I’ve never heard of you or seen you at any medical conferences.”
He chuckled. “I guess we mingle in different circles. Would you like to observe my methods? You obviously care greatly for Kione. Let me put your mind at ease with what I do here.”
He hadn’t answered her question, but she very much wanted an opportunity to snoop. “Lead the way.”
For the next hour, Doctor Whitlowe showed her through all the labs, checked over all the equipment, and talked to his assisting staff. What she witnessed was a similar operation to the one she had at the Institute, with some minor differences.
What she didn’t see was the silver bullet that would unravel Kione’s secrets, but she couldn’t fault Whitlowe’s confidence.
When they exited the lab, Whitlowe stopped outside in the corridor and turned to her. “What did you think?”
“You’ve put a lot of work into setting up this program.” Susan humored him. In reality, she thought he was out of his depth. But she wasn’t about to insult the man. He was very accommodating with everything he’d shown her.
“I’m glad you approve.”
Do I try my luck? “There is one more thing…”
Whitlowe raised an eyebrow.
“I’d like to see Kione.”
He smiled and led her through to another room. It was set out similarly to the room upstairs, but there were no windows. A pale light filtered down from the ceiling, along with several cameras pointing in every direction.
“Wait here, Doctor,” Whitlowe instructed her.
He left her by herself, and she moved near one of the tables.
After a few moments, another door opened, and Kione stepped out, smiling. “Doctor, it’s good to see you.” He sat opposite her with wide open eyes. “I didn’t know whether I’d get another chance after being transferred from TIAS.”
“Professor Petit pulled a few strings.” She studied his features. “How are you? How are they treating you?”
His smile hadn’t faded. “While it’s a lot different to the Institute, Doctor Whitlowe and his team have made me most welcome.”
“What about the testing? Have they—?”
He shook his head. “You don’t have to fear, Doctor. I was anxious at first but I quickly discovered I was worrying over nothing.”
She stared at him. His smile is still there… “As long as you’re happy here, I guess I can’t really complain.”
“Trust me, Doctor, I am.” He stood from his chair. “While I’ve enjoyed the visit, you must understand I have much to do.” He stepped toward her and bent down, putting a hand on hers.
An image flashed in Susan’s mind.
It was Kione.
He lay inside a bio-chamber. His body convulsed against the restraints. His scream was bloodcurdling.
Susan flashed back to reality with Kione staring down at her, grinning. What have I just experienced?
Jason Cassidy had told her of what he’d encountered with Kione on the Seeker ship. All the things he’d done with his mind. But the sphere was gone, he shouldn’t have had those abilities.
How did you do that?
She glanced up at the cameras. And what are they doing to you here?
Kione walked back through the door and disappeared from her life once again.
I have to get him out of here…
 



Chapter 13
 
 
 
Serenity Science Station – Luna 
 
Javier stared from the viewport, enchanted by the beauty of the barren yet still mysterious moon, while his transport pod dived for the surface.
He spotted the land-based scientific facility he’d once called home, and while he much preferred Tokyo, he was fond of his time on Luna, especially getting to marvel at the magnificent sunrises.
The pod arrived on the smaller of the two landing pads, and after the pressurization of the hangar deck, the pilot gave Javier the go-head to disembark. He unbuckled his belt and walked through the airlock, down the extended ramp.
Waiting for him at the bottom was a familiar face. He couldn’t believe he hadn’t seen her for over eighteen months. Not long enough…
“Hello, Javier,” she greeted him frostily.
He expected nothing less.
Javier put out a hand to Professor Song Ji-min, and she begrudgingly shook it. “It’s nice to see you, Song. I’m sorry it isn’t under better circumstances.”
She glared at him. “The projects of the famous Javier Petit always take precedence over everyone else’s, don’t they?”
“You know I wouldn’t be here unless I really needed to. The Ministry of Defense has me over a barrel with this trans-space project. They want results.”
“You could’ve asked me. You didn’t have to go over my head.”
He chuckled. “Would you have said yes?”
She frowned and ushered him toward the door. Javier followed her out into the corridor of the old base. The quaint surroundings hadn’t changed. At least there’s some consistency to the universe. 
He couldn’t help but notice the anger bubbling beneath Song’s calm demeanor. The pair were two of the most accomplished scientists of their age. Over their careers, they’d become rivals, always fighting over what funding came their way.
After the Earth-Centauri War, the Ministry of Defense had come to the Institute looking for one of them to head the new Vladivostok Project to create a fail-safe, energy-based planetary defense system. The conflict was still in people’s minds, and President Jarret wanted Earth protected at all costs if further hostilities broke out.
Both Javier and Song sought to be the lead scientist, but he’d won out, giving the Ministry the best presentation to accomplish their goal.
However, because Song’s expertise impressed them so much, they placed her as his second-in-charge of the program. To say they butted heads would be an understatement.
When Minister Takashi came calling after the discovery of the sphere on Orion V, they’d transferred Javier out and put Song in his place.
“When I got back to Earth, I read up on your progress with the Vladivostok Project. You’ve done a lot of great work here,” he said to her, doing his best to soothe any wounds.
“Not as much as I’d hoped.” Her glare softened. “The Ministry’s getting impatient.”
“They’ve been leaning on you?”
“They told me if they don’t see any significant results soon, they’ll pull me from the project.” She chuckled. “And here you are, the lead on a new program, already talking about tests, while hijacking my work to see them through.”
And we were doing so well. “To be fair, I’ve been working on the trans-space program for the past six months on my voyage home. As far as commandeering your work, I’m simply borrowing Nora. Once I’ve done my tests, I’ll—”
“Be gone. Really?” Song shook her head. “I’ve been reading up on your work, too. If you have even the faintest success creating a trans-space corridor with Nora, the Ministry of Defense will come in here, rip up my program’s mandate, and throw me out the door.”
Javier didn’t know what to say. He knew how things worked, and she was right. They walked through a large set of doors and into the vast main laboratory.
In the heart of the circular room, behind a transparent screen sat Nora. The prototype of the Vladivostok Project. She was a cylindrical-shaped object with rounded edges and a conical emitter on one end.
Its purpose was to be a fully fledged automated defense weapon. One of many. So far, it hadn’t lived up to expectations. Javier hoped if it didn’t see the light of day in its original capacity it could at least be of some help to him.
Time to get to work.
 
*
 
UECS Sabre
 
Jason tried to remember the last time he’d been on a CDF ship. It would’ve been when he’d left the Olbers Training Station after his dishonorable discharge. That long?
As he walked through the airlock of the Sabre, the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. It was as if the ghost of Christian Nash marched alongside him. Jason liked to think his old friend would be happy for him.
Watching everyone go past in their uniforms made him feel like a pariah. More so than he did already. It’ll be stranger when I’m finally wearing one of my own again.
“Commander Cassidy?”
He turned to a young officer behind him. “Yes,” he said to her.
“I’m Ensign Jefferson, sir. I’ve been instructed to take you to Captain Shila.” Her face betrayed little emotion. “Would you come this way?”
“Of course.” He followed her through the long corridors of the ship. Everything about it dwarfed the Argo. And because of the refit, it appeared so new. From the computer panels to the freshly painted bulkheads. There wasn’t a scratch anywhere. But there was something about it…
There’s no soul here.
He wondered if he was finding a newfound appreciation for the Argo. After spending so much of his adolescent life wanting to flee the quaint cargo ship, he’d begun seeing it in a new light. Especially with everything they’d gone through aboard her.
What’s wrong with me?
Ahead of him was a familiar face and the familiar strut to go with it. “Rao!”
He’d read up on all the ship’s personnel files and knew he’d bump into his old shipmate at some point. He was new to the ship as well, taking the chief engineer’s post.
Lieutenant Commander Rao handed a subordinate a data tablet and approached Jason. “Commander Cassidy.”
He shook his hand and smiled. But the grin on Rao’s face revealed an awkwardness Jason had never seen before.
“How long has it been?”
“Since the Raptor,” Rao replied.
“Oh.” Of course.
There was an uncomfortable silence between them. Jefferson cleared her throat to get his attention.
“Well,” Jason said. “It’s good to see you again. We must start a poker game some time.”
“Sure.” Rao nodded uncommittedly. “If you’ll excuse me, sir.”
“I’ll catch you later.”
The Sabre’s new chief engineer hurried off down the corridor. Jason watched him disappear around the corner and frowned.
Jefferson gestured in the opposite direction, and Jason entered the elevator behind her. The doors swished open at their destination, and they both walked out through a hatchway onto the Sabre’s command deck.
Like the rest of the ship, it was new and bright. For an instant he became the center of attention. Most hid their thoughts, but others let their faces betray their feelings toward him.
I’m not welcome…
Whether it was because of his discharge from the service or how he’d come in and leapfrogged many other able officers in rank, he wasn’t sure. Regardless, he had a lot of work to do to gain their trust.
“Commander Cassidy.” Captain Shila stood at the central command station, waving him toward her.
He walked down the steps into the pit. “Commander Cassidy reporting for duty, Captain.”
She nodded. “Welcome aboard the Sabre. What do you think of her?”
Jason glanced around the bridge and looked down at his feet, remembering Captain Pizzeri and Commander Riggs dead in the same spot on the Raptor.
“It’s a remarkable ship, Captain.”
“I’m glad you approve.” She turned to Jefferson. “Have the quartermaster fetch the commander his uniform.”
“It’s taken care of, Captain. They’re already in the commander’s quarters.”
“Excellent.” She nodded. “Get yourself suited up, Commander.”
“Aye,” he said.
Ensign Jefferson led him from the command deck and up another two decks where she showed him to his quarters.
When he entered, he thought he’d arrived at a luxury hotel. The room was three times the size of his cabin on the Argo. It had its own bathroom and kitchen amenities along with everything else he could’ve wanted. However, it wasn’t quite the same without the posters of Annabelle Pearl or Sky Jensen peering down at him from the wall.
He put his bags on the bed and opened the closet. Inside was a full line of blue uniforms for every day of the week. He took one off its coat hanger and stared at it, touching the gold commander rank pins on the collar.
Why does this feel so wrong?
 



Chapter 14
 
 
 
Cargo Ship Argo
 
Kevin hadn’t bitten his nails for years. It’d been a habit he’d long since kicked. In the last few hours, however, he’d taken up the old practice and eaten them down to their nubs.
Sitting at the helm the whole time staring at Jupiter hadn’t helped matters. It was frustrating traveling in the Jovian system of moons, because from their perspective, the gas giant’s vast size made it seem like they weren’t moving, when in reality they were blasting along at breakneck speed.
“There it is,” Althaus said from the operations station.
Kevin squinted at the icy surface of Europa appearing as a speck in the distance. As the Argo moved ever closer, the moon got larger and the distinct circular shape of its orbiting facility became more apparent.
“Open a commlink to Europa Station,” Kevin told him.
Althaus did as instructed. “You’re on.”
“This is Kevin Rycroft of the Cargo Ship Argo.”
“This is Europa Station. Go ahead,” came the reply.
“I’m after information regarding the whereabouts of a ship. It’s called The Thor’s Hammer. We—”
“I’m sorry, Mister Rycroft, but all flight plans are strictly confidential.”
“We’ve just come from Ganymede Station after reporting a missing person.”
“Stand by.”
There was silence. Too much of it for Kevin’s liking.
“We’ve checked our computer banks. Is this in regard to Alyssa Rycroft?”
“That’s right.”
“There’s nothing in this report suggesting The Thor’s Hammer is linked to her disappearance.”
“Uh, well…” Kevin glanced at Althaus. “We came to that determination ourselves. Look, this is my daughter. I’m not sure if she’s dead or alive, but we know the operator of this ship has something to do with it. If you could find it in your heart—”
“Stand by.” The silence ensued again. “That’s a negative, Argo. The Thor’s Hammer has not appeared on any of our scanners.”
Kevin dropped his head. “Thank you, Europa Station.” While he was appreciative, they’d bent the rules to give him the information he was after, it left their search at a dead end.
What am I going to do now?
 
*
 
The Thor’s Hammer
 
“Come on, ignite!”
Aly put the two protruding wires together out of the light fitting from the ceiling. She placed them on the locking mechanism of her cell and stood back. A moment passed, and a small spark flew from the lock. She smiled and pushed her cage open with a forceful nudge.
The ship’s engine hummed beneath her feet. We’re slowing down… 
She walked from the darkness toward a glimmer of light peeking around the corner of a bulkhead. On the other side was a kitchenette and open-plan quarters with a bed to the side.
On a desk near it were a pile of data tablets. She checked, making sure the coast was clear, and trawled through them. They were files on all different kinds of people. From upstanding citizens to criminals, from the rich to the poor. There were even children.
He’s a bounty hunter. By what she gathered going through all the paperwork he was an odd-job man hired to take out targets, kidnap for ransom, and any other unscrupulous work he could get his hands on.
One data tablet caught her eye more than any other. On it was an image of Kione. She raised her eyebrows. What the hell?
The feel of the deck plates beneath her altered. She looked over at the ladder chute near the kitchen, leading up one level. She put the data tablet down and climbed the rungs, bobbing her head upward as inconspicuously as possible.
At the bow of the deck was the cockpit. Her captor sat in a single chair, staring in the opposite direction through the forward viewport.
They approached another vessel. “This is Darius Lok of The Thor’s Hammer requesting landing,” he said over a commlink.
“You’re clear,” came the reply over the speakers.
Lok toggled at the helm controls and steered the ship toward the hangar deck of the much larger ship ahead. Aly ducked her head to be certain she wasn’t spotted.
Lok maneuvered through the hangar deck doors and down onto the landing area. He unbuckled himself from his harness and stood.
Aly quickly and quietly slid down the ladder chute and returned to her confinement. She pushed the loose wiring of the light back into its fitting and replaced the globe. She reopened the bars and closed herself in.
Footsteps came toward her but then moved away. Lok opened the airlock, and a light shone through from the port side of the craft.
Aly creaked open her cell and stepped out. She peeked around the bulkhead toward Darius Lok at the bottom of the extended ramp. He walked up to a trio of people. Two men and one woman.
“Do you have it?” the woman in the middle asked him.
“It’s nice to see you, too, Ravi,” Lok shot back at her. He put his hand inside his jacket.
The two guards either side of Ravi cautiously moved their hands toward their sidearms. But their fears were allayed when Lok revealed a medical scanner. The same one Aly had found on the Argo before he’d knocked her out.
“As promised, DNA of the being known as Kione.” He passed it to Ravi along with a small sample container.
Kione’s DNA? Aly assumed he must’ve discovered some of the erroneous matter somewhere in the infirmary. So that’s what he was doing on the Argo…
Ravi examined the data on the medical scanner. “This is good work, Darius.”
“As always.”
She rolled her eyes. “Yes, as always.”
“Now, I’d like my payment, unless you have any other jobs for me.”
“No, we’re done here.” She glanced at her two guards. “Pay him.”
They unholstered their guns and fired at him. Lok fell, and his hole-ridden body slammed onto the deck with a thud. Aly gasped but kept her eyes locked firmly outside the vessel.
Ravi walked over to him and inspected his corpse. “I’m sorry, Darius.” She turned to her men. “Throw him back on his ship and blow it into space.”
They nodded and dragged Lok with each arm toward The Thor’s Hammer. Aly cowered behind the corner while they heaved his body beside her. Lok’s open but very dead eyes stared up at her. She wanted to vomit but didn’t dare.
One of Ravi’s thugs pressed at the controls, and the ramp retracted. The airlock clanged shut, leaving her in darkness. A few moments later, the sound of screeching metal echoed around her.
Oh no!
From her vantage point at the port side viewport, she witnessed the inevitable. The Thor’s Hammer blew outward toward the opened docking bay doors, hitting the sides with a thud on the way out into open space.
Aly banged against the bulkhead along with Lok’s corpse. Ouch! With the wind knocked out of her, she desperately pushed Lok’s body away and dragged herself to her feet.
Up the ladder, she made her way to the cockpit and sat herself in the pilot’s seat. Through the viewport was a moon as large as life, spinning like a top. Though in reality she knew it was The Thor’s Hammer that was the one spinning out of control.
Aly checked over the helm controls. Lok’s ship had two main thrusters and a set of maneuvering thrusters. She fired the latter and stopped the ship’s spin.
She tried to pull up with the mains, but there was no power.
“Main thrusters are offline,” the computer said in Lok’s voice. What a narcissist.
She assumed they must’ve been damaged from their sudden departure from the other ship.
“Now approaching atmosphere.”
She fired the maneuvering thrusters again and made sure the heat shield pointed toward the moon. When the ship smashed into the outer atmospheric layer, everything around her reverberated as if The Thor’s Hammer were being beaten with rocks.
If she didn’t figure something quickly, gravity would draw her to the planet’s surface. And at the speed she was dropping…
I’m going to die…
 



Chapter 15
 
 
 
Serenity Science Station – Luna
 
Nora had been in Luna’s orbit for over three hours. While they’d run every diagnostic imaginable on the piece of equipment, there was now the arduous task of repeating the process remotely via the main laboratory to ensure nothing went awry in transit.
The last thing Javier wanted was for something to happen to it while in his possession. He valued his life too much, knowing Song would place the blame squarely on him.
He peered down at his console. The replicated Iota particles were holding steady with no apparent degradation. We’re part of the way there.
Song walked over to him from an adjacent station. “The diagnostics are complete. We’re ready when you are.”
The butterflies in his stomach did flip-flops. It reminded him of the day as a much younger man when he’d waited for the first Mark IV trials to kick off.
He turned to one of his assistants sitting at the workstation beside him. “Mister Tuhana, send a commlink to Pluto Station and inform them we’re ready to begin our initial run.”
On the large monitor of the rear wall of the laboratory, a visual image of Nora appeared. It was so small and insignificant up in Luna’s orbit, but he knew if it was successful, the small piece of hardware would change everything.
There was a hush around the lab.
Javier nodded toward Professor Bennett, his head of Delivery Systems. “Activate the emitter.”
“Activating,” he replied.
Nora lit up blue, and her forward emitter glowed an ominous orange.
“Initialize the particle stream,” Javier instructed him.
“Particle stream initialized.”
Javier stood and checked the readings at Tuhana’s station. All energy levels were within normal parameters, and the Iota particle delivery system was stable. “Coordinate check.”
“Coordinates are locked in for two million kilometers outside Pluto’s orbit,” Tuhana replied.
It was the part he was most nervous about. To control the vortex from their end wouldn’t be an issue, but it was a completely different proposition at the other. He hoped the exit point was far enough beyond the solar system’s edge so it wouldn’t create any issues.
“All right, let’s see what Nora can do. Activate the particle stream.”
A pin could be heard if dropped. Everyone’s eyes focused on Nora. An orange beam of energy fired from her emitter toward the abyss.
Javier gazed at Tuhana’s monitor, checking over the indicators. The Iota particles rapidly emptied from Nora’s storage system.
Several more seconds passed, and the beam deactivated. Nora switched herself off, and she powered down.
Ahead of the device there was nothing but empty space.
“Report?” he asked Bennett.
He shook his head. “I’m picking up no change in readings on the scanners, Professor.”
“What about the Iota particles?”
“They’re decaying.”
Javier sighed. “Continue scanning. I want every piece of data we can get.” He walked to Song’s side. “How’s Nora?”
She checked her monitors. “The emitter has minimal damage. By the time she fired off the last of the Iota particles, she shut herself down to stop any further issues.”
“It’s a nice failsafe to have.”
She smirked. “Designed it myself.”
“Professor!” Tuhana pointed to the main monitor.
A sparkle of light emerged at the particle bombardment point. Purple and red tendrils appeared, bounding against one another.
“A vortex!” Javier nudged his assistant from his seat and studied the incoming data. “It’s measuring two point one meters in diameter.” He did a double take. “It’s closing rapidly!”
“Launch the probe now!” Song instructed one of the other workstation operators on the other side of the lab.
The small test probe launched from Luna’s surface and shot toward the vortex. Javier rubbed his sweaty palms together. The miniature craft was the smallest they had but regardless would be a tight squeeze.
In the blink of an eye, the energy tendrils shimmered out. The probe continued racing at it and disappeared into nothingness.
Javier checked the scanners. “The probe’s gone.”
Song went to his side and peered over his shoulder at the readings. “Did it reach the vortex?”
Javier activated a commlink. “Pluto Station, do you read?”
“This is Pluto Station.”
“Do you have a vortex on your end?”
There was a long silence. Then an image appeared from the outlying facility on the monitor of the probe shooting out from the vortex. In the background was Pluto.
“That’s an affirmative, Professor.”
A burst of applause rang out around the laboratory. Javier reached for his seat and sat down in shock.
While the vortex was only small, and the corridor lasted mere seconds, it’d worked. He was the first human to create a trans-space passageway.
“I’ve got to hand it to you, Javier.” Song clutched his shoulder and smiled in a way he’d never seen before. “Even I was impressed with that one.”
 
*
 
Cargo Ship Argo
 
Conrad walked on to the bridge with a pair of coffee mugs in his hands. His colleague hadn’t moved since he’d left. After sending out a system-wide alert for the whereabouts of The Thor’s Hammer, Rycroft planted himself down at the operations station and fixed his eyeballs on the scanners and the comms.
Conrad handed him one of the mugs, placing it in front of him. “Anything?”
Rycroft shook his head, and Conrad sat at the helm, staring across at the captain’s chair.
He peered at the peeling upholstery of the center seat and lamented at how cursed it’d become. He’d always sought to sit in it, and if everyone kept dying or leaving around him, he might have that chance. But then there’d be no one left to give any orders to.
The pit of his stomach tightened. He’d been such an ass to Alyssa. I’m just a bitter old man. He once would’ve given anything for the Argo’s captaincy, but things had changed. He just wanted to see Rycroft get his daughter back.
“I remember what happened to her mother,” Rycroft broke the silence. “I promised I’d never let anything happen to Alyssa. That I’d protect her. Now…”
“There comes a time when they grow up and you can’t protect them anymore.” Conrad thought of Tyler. The notion of him so far from home still boiled his blood. He could understand Rycroft’s hopelessness.
“You might be right, but it doesn’t make me feel any better.”
Conrad took a sip of his coffee. “I know.”
A faint crackling of static played over the speakers. Through it was a muffled sound. Conrad furrowed his brow.
Rycroft toggled the controls and enhanced the audio. It was a voice.
“That’s Alyssa!” Conrad jumped from his seat and joined Rycroft’s side.
“Can anyone hear me? I’m dropping into the atmosphere of Io. My main thrusters are out. To anyone out there, please help!”
Rycroft and Conrad stared at each other in unison. “Io!”
Conrad pointed at the scanners. “It’ll take too long to get there.”
Rycroft wore a steely gaze. “Not unless we punch the FTL.” He hurried over to the helm and plugged in the calculations.
“FTL?” He didn’t need to remind Rycroft how stupid it was to use FTL inside a planet’s gravitational field.
“I realize doing so will completely scramble our exit point and potentially throw us out somewhere we shouldn’t be. But if we don’t try this…”
She’ll die…
Conrad nodded and walked to the captain’s chair. He put a hand on the back of the seat and regarded the enormous gas giant ahead of them, hoping they weren’t shot out somewhere inside its stormy interior.
“Let’s do it.”
 



Chapter 16
 
 
 
It wasn’t the first time Kevin had used the Argo’s FTL drive inside a planet’s gravitational field, but it was the first time he’d done it so close to Jupiter and her dozens of moons.
The Jovian system was a navigational nightmare. If he stuffed up, not only would he kill himself and Althaus, but there’d also be no one to rescue Alyssa.
He checked his calculations on the helm, ensuring they were accurate, and turned to Althaus. “Ready?”
His comrade buckled himself in at the operations station and nodded.
“Here goes.” With a push of the lever, he blasted the Argo into FTL. Space bent before them, throwing the small cargo vessel beyond the speed of light.
In an instant, a sulfur dioxide haze replaced the twisted image of stars. The ship exploded from FTL straight into Io’s atmosphere.
The Argo rumbled around them.
“I guess that could’ve been worse!” Kevin yelled over the noise of the ship being smashed about like an old wooden ship in a storm.
“It could’ve been better, too!” Althaus glanced at him, no doubt knowing they’d been just as lucky as he did.
Kevin gripped his console and pulled up. The Argo heaved through the volcanically charged colored vapors and roared upward into the moon’s orbit.
“Can you see Aly?”
Althaus eyed his scanners. “There!” He ran his hands over his station and sent the coordinates to the helm.
Kevin plotted the course and skimmed the ship over the atmosphere until they reached her point of entry. “How far down is she?”
“Seven kilometers.”
“We better get a move on.” Kevin pushed at the controls and plunged the Argo downward. While Io didn’t have a thick atmospheric layer, the many active volcanos on its surface regardless made it a nasty one to transverse.
Kevin activated a commlink. “Alyssa, can you read me?”
There was a long silence. Then a response rang over the speakers. “Dad!”
Kevin’s heart filled with warmth at his daughter’s voice. “It’s me, Alyssa. Hold on, we’re on our way!”
 
*
 
The Thor’s Hammer
 
Aly focused her eyes on the scanners. There was heavy interference, but the Argo was visible and powering toward her position. While she was excited to see her dad coming to the rescue, she kept her wits about her and did the math.
Damn…
She reactivated her commlink. “I’m sorry to burst your bubble, but you won’t reach me in time. At this point, I’ll plunge headfirst into that giant group of volcanos beneath me before you catch up.”
There was an awkward silence on the other end. “Don’t worry, just hold on tight. We’ll get you.”
Aly had heard that tone in her father’s voice many times before. It was an attempt at being confident when he was anything but. She closed her eyes. She didn’t want to die. How can I even up the odds?
Think, Aly. Think. She bit her bottom lip. I need more time. With no way to launch upward with the main thrusters out, she needed to find another option. The maneuvering thrusters! 
Now she had someone to rescue her, she could make some seconds up with the less powerful thrusters. It wouldn’t fire her into orbit but it would slow her descent. Maybe just enough for the Argo to grab her.
But I’ll have to reroute all my main power. She undid her harness and stumbled to the engine room in the craft’s rear.
 
*
 
Cargo Ship Argo
 
Kevin thumped the helm with his fist. “She’s right. We’ll just miss reaching her.”
His mind ticked over. “Can we punch these thrusters any harder?”
Althaus shook his head. “They’re running at maximum.”
As they rocked about through the violent atmosphere, Kevin swore he saw the outline of The Thor’s Hammer. It couldn’t be. Aly was much farther down.
“Hold on a minute.” Althaus perked up.
Kevin eyed him. “What is it?”
“Her ship.” He read from the scanners. “She’s slowing.”
“What?” Kevin looked down at his own console in disbelief, realizing what she’d done. “Damn, she’s good. We’ll make it.”
Now it was just a matter of connecting. “Prepare the grapple.” Kevin reactivated the commlink. “Stand by, Alyssa, we’re going to attach. Keep your ventral thrusters to maximum, and I’ll pull you to safety.”
“Roger that!”
The Argo’s hull shuddered hard, lurching slightly off-kilter. Kevin darted his eyes at Althaus. “What the hell was that?”
“Bad news. Our thruster exhausts are getting clogged up with the atmospheric particulates. We’re slowing.”
“Will we still reach Alyssa in time?”
“Yes, but when we do, we’ll have gone past the point of no return.”
Kevin did a double take of the readings. Althaus was right. With the weight of The Thor’s Hammer and the thrust available to them, they wouldn’t be able to pull up in the required timeframe. Both Aly’s ship and the Argo would go swimming inside a volcano.
Althaus unbuckled himself from his chair. “I may have an idea, however.”
Kevin was willing to hear anything at this stage.
 
*
 
The Thor’s Hammer
 
“You want me to do what?”
Aly bounded her way to the cockpit, disbelieving what her father had just suggested.
“We’ll fire our grapple and attach to The Thor’s Hammer. You’ll have to leave the ship and ascend the grapple. Althaus will climb down it and meet you halfway to help you back aboard the Argo. Do you have an EV suit aboard?”
“Yeah.” She remembered seeing one in the engine room.
“Kit up quickly.”
Aly viewed the surface getting ever closer from the forward viewport and jumped from her seat. I suppose if I die, it’ll be one for the ages. 
 
*
 
Cargo Ship Argo
 
Conrad opened the ventral airlock on the deck in the center of the cargo bay and jumped inside, kitted up in his clunky EV suit. He closed the door on top of him and pressed at the panel, depressurizing the small space.
“Are you ready down there, Althaus?” Rycroft said over the intercom.
Conrad checked the indicator, and the light blinked green. “Ready.”
“All right, I’m firing the grapple now.”
Conrad grabbed on to the handholds either side of him, and the Argo lurched, shooting the grapple downward.
“We have contact!”
“I’m opening the airlock.” He latched his safety line from the suit to the inside of the compartment, and with a push of the button, opened the door.
He braced himself and, as expected, the oncoming storm of Io’s atmosphere blasted and billowed around him. “I can’t see a thing out here!”
He stepped out and felt around for the large tubular grapple extending from the Argo’s ventral hull. Like a child climbing down a tree, he went one foot at a time, all the while feeling as if he were being barraged with golf balls from an angry drunk at a driving range.
“Alyssa, can you hear me?” he asked over the commlink.
“I’m ascending now,” she replied.
Conrad edged closer. Through the din, an arm appeared. Assuming it wasn’t some native inhabitant of Io not yet discovered, he put out his hand and grabbed it. He heaved her toward him and checked her over. Her suit was a wreck, and so would his soon if he didn’t get them back.
He attached a safety line between the pair and held her tight. “Alyssa!”
There was no response. Through her helmet her eyes were closed.
“Alyssa!”
“Rycroft, get us up now!” he yelled over the commlink.
The line wheeled them upward and inside the compartment. Both crashed hard into the bulkhead. Conrad mashed the panel to close the door and pressurize the small area.
Beneath them, the Argo retracted her grapple and pulled up beyond the atmosphere. Through the viewport, The Thor’s Hammer continued to tumble downward to its molten tomb.
The compartment pressurized, and Conrad opened the airlock into the cargo bay. He hauled Alyssa onto the deck and tugged off her helmet.
She still didn’t respond. No! He took off his own helmet and leaned in toward her. There was a pulse.
She spluttered and coughed. Her eyes burst open, and she stared up at him in disbelief. He immediately drew her in and gave her the biggest hug he’d ever given anybody in his life.
“I’m sorry,” he said to her.
She looked bemused but seemed to understand what he was trying say to her. She hugged him back and unlatched herself when her father bounded onto the deck from the elevator shaft.
“Don’t hog her all to yourself.” Rycroft put a thankful hand on his shoulder and bent down to give his daughter a loving embrace of his own.
 



Chapter 17
 
 
 
May 25, 2214
Alpha Station
 
Jason gazed out the viewport at the numerous ships docked at Earth’s main orbital facility. He hadn’t seen such an armada for many years. It’s like wartime.
Captain Shila approached him from the door of the observation gallery. “Are you ready?”
He nodded, and they strolled out into the large circular ward room of Alpha Station. The other captains and their executive officers were already mingling amongst themselves.
As he walked past them, Jason got the same stares he’d received when he’d first arrived on the Sabre’s command deck. He didn’t know whether it was worse getting the same looks of disapproval from his superiors or the people below him in the chain of command.
It sucks either way.
He and Shila took a seat at their designated chairs of the large round table, just in time for Admiral Mueller to arrive. The woman’s aura immediately silenced them. She stood at the lectern at the head of the room, and everyone else sat.
She activated the holographic projector above, and an image of a vortex appeared. A probe exited it and zoomed toward a planetoid.
“Three days ago, Professor Javier Petit of the Tokyo Institute of Advanced Sciences successfully tested a trans-space corridor between Luna and Pluto. He borrowed a prototype known as Nora from the Vladivostok Project to make the test possible.”
He did it!
Jason smiled. For the first time since he’d heard the Destiny signal, there was now hope he could find his brother.
“Petit’s promised us a working trans-space actuator for deep space use.” Mueller paused and regarded everyone around the room. “This morning the Ministry of Defense instructed me to put together an expeditionary force at full tactical readiness.”
She pulled up another image on the projector. It was a star chart magnified on a familiar section of space.
“The fleet’s destination is here,” she continued. “Before the Seeker weapon ship was destroyed at Psi-Aion, this is where they sent their message.”
Jason’s eyes widened. Of all the dumb things…
“While we’re not sure what’ll be waiting for us here, the president wants us to use our full resources to find out.” She tapped her hand against the lectern. “His instructions are for us to engage the Seekers.”
Murmurs rang out around the wardroom, and Jason glanced at Captain Shila. “This wasn’t exactly how I thought my first mission back in the service would go.”
Hopefully it won’t be my last. 
 
The Frontier’s Reach series continues with Book 6 – The Call of Destiny
 



Author’s Notes
 
 
 
Many thanks for following the adventures of the crew of the Cargo Ship Argo in this fifth installment of the Frontier’s Reach series. I hope you enjoyed it. Once again, this one went off in a slightly different direction with our characters returning to Earth. Dealing with Jason’s return to the service, Aly taking command of the Argo, and Susan facing the many issues down at TIAS was a lot of fun to write.
 
It’s amazing to think it was only a few months ago that the first book was released, and we’re now nearly halfway through the planned twelve-part series. It’s a personal accomplishment I’m glad to share with my most loyal readers. You guys are awesome! 
 
As I continue to write I look forward to the major arcs coming together and the continued growth of the characters. As we speak I’m putting the finishing touches on the next book, while in the editing process of the following two.
 
The next installment, Book 6-The Call of Destiny will go live in four weeks. Expect the four-week turnaround to be the norm for the rest of the series. It should be a nice sweet spot for the reader and for this writer. 
 
To keep up to date don’t forget to sign up to my mailing list
where you can find out information about the Frontier’s Reach series before anyone else. Once again reviews on the product page over at Amazon are always appreciated. 
 
Until next time…
 
Robert C. James
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