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 Chapter 1 
 
    Alaska’s Vengeance dropped out of hyperdrive and straight into hell.   
 
    “Shields up, full power.” Captain Dani Devereaux unclipped her harness and leapt out of her seat in one graceful motion. Her eyes studied the battlefield displayed on the large screen before the crew as she gave her next command. “Begin evasive maneuvers.”  
 
    “You got it, Captain,” First Officer Jag Reinhart called from his station. He projected the ship’s status and expertly manipulated the holograph. “Shields are up and here we go!”   
 
    The scene before them jolted sideways as the battleship veered to the side to avoid a barrage of fire. Dani stood in the middle of the bridge, watching the action unfold before her on the floor-to-ceiling display. The ship’s artificial gravity field worked relative to the ship, so despite the banks and rolls, she was able to maintain her balance effortlessly.  
 
    “Incoming communication,” Communications Officer Cassia Simpkins announced from her station seat.   
 
    “Let's see it. Half screen.”  
 
    Bernard Winston, Captain of the Louisiana, appeared on the left half of the screen. “It’s about time you got here.”   
 
    “My deepest apologies for the delay, Captain Winston. We were held up in PS709 cleaning up another Vaerian attack. It seems they’re targeting all planetary systems containing glowshard. The GC’s resources have been spread thin, but we’re here now.” Dani bowed her head respectfully to the captain.   
 
    Captain Winston nodded. “I understand. Our situation is dire. We’ve lost most of our fighters. An unfortunate accident sent one of our own into our main engine, so we’re currently unable to make a hop, much less warp to safety.”  
 
    Dani nodded as she watched the Vaerian fighters whiz around the massive Louisiana, hitting it with a bombardment of white energy blasts. The fighters swarmed like insects against the massive Class-A warship, but with enough time they would be able to break through the Louisiana’s defenses.   
 
    “Where’s the Vaerian destroyer?” she asked, noting the absence of the fighter’s mothership.  
 
    Captain Winston smirked. “We got off a pretty good shot and damaged the ship. It limped out to the outer planets, but we’ve been unable to pursue.”  
 
    “Cruz, scan for the destroyer, please.” A hand popped up in the air from the navigation area and gave a quick wave.   
 
    “Shields at thirty percent,” a voice on the Louisiana called from off screen.   
 
    “Don’t worry, Captain Winston.” Dani read the concern on his face. “We’re on it.”  
 
    She returned to her seat and said into the ship’s PA system, “Alright, team, get out there and give them the fight they’re looking for.”  
 
    Dani brought up a small holographic screen displaying the fighters docked on the back of her ship and watched them take off two by two. Though she carried a considerably smaller crew, they were the best of the best. Every fighter pilot in the Galactic Conglomerate longed to be aboard Alaska’s Vengeance for both the prestige and the rescue missions.  
 
    Dani turned back to Captain Winston. “Help is on the way, Captain. Stay safe.”   
 
    With a nod, Captain Winston blipped off of the screen, the battlefield screen enlarging once more.   
 
    Dani scowled at the Vaerian fighters as they tore around a nearby moon before zipping back toward the Louisiana. Part of her missed being directly in the action as she listened to the GC pilots strategize through her earpiece. They were a well-oiled team, having worked innumerable similar missions together. Often, Dani and her crew were tied up with the battleship while her fighter pilots eliminated the small threats. However, with the Vaerian battleship’s absence, Dani felt the tug of battle.  
 
    “Let’s help them out, Jag.”   
 
    “My pleasure, Captain.” A maniacal grin crept across his face as he opened links with the automated gunners on all sides of the ship.  
 
    As Jag readied the weapons, Dani redirected controls of Alaska’s Vengeance to her console. The battleship lacked the grace of the fighters, but now, without the added bulk of the fighters on her hull, Alaska’s Vengeance was a formidable opponent.   
 
    A small hologram projected just above Dani’s console, displaying the ship’s real-time statistics. A familiar rush of excitement tore through her body as she grabbed onto the yoke. Flying was always her passion and flying to the rescue, even more so. She turned her battleship toward the fight.   
 
    The elite team of twelve GC fighters helped even the odds, but Dani liked to be a hands-on participant in every battle when possible. She expertly guided Alaska’s Vengeance through the chaos as Jag whooped and hollered as he fired on the enemy fighters.  
 
    Dani swung around to face the Louisiana, falling into a small orbit around the massive warship as Jag worked quickly to pick off the Vaerian fighters attempting to blast their way through the shields.  
 
    The ding of an old-fashioned bell caught Dani’s attention, and her eyes shot to the bottom right corner of the main display screen. There, on the outskirts of the system, was the Vaerian destroyer.   
 
    “Great work, Cruz.”   
 
    Navigator Daemon Cruz acknowledged her gratitude with a wave.  
 
    “We need to get that destroyer. Peterson,” Dani called out to her lead fighter pilot, “can you handle the fighters if we go get the destroyer?”   
 
    “Absolutely. We’re picking them off left and right. Gotta love being the turner of tides,” Peterson’s voice called out in her ear. He was one of the cockiest pilots she’d ever met, but his reputation supported his ego quite well.  
 
    Dani couldn’t help but smile as she saw Peterson’s red-tailed fighter slingshot around the same small moon before opening fire on a cluster of Vaerian fighters that were regrouping for another pass on the Louisiana. His enthusiasm matched her own, and his love for piloting a fighter had caused him to turn down a position in her bridge. She didn’t blame him, though; sometimes she longed to be in the middle of the action, too.   
 
    “Alright, let’s go hunt down a destroyer.” Dani turned Alaska’s Vengeance away from the battle and the red, glowing star at the center of the solar system.   
 
    “Preparing to hop,” Jag called out.   
 
    The ship began to hum as it built up energy before the densely populated planets and moons around them became a momentary blur. In just a few seconds, they had traveled halfway through the solar system toward their target.   
 
    “Cloaking on,” Dani ordered as she peered into the quiet dark.   
 
    The lights in the bridge and on her console dimmed. The status holograph flashed red momentarily, signifying that shield power had been reduced to fifty percent. Cloaking was a huge power draw, but an effective strategy when done correctly.   
 
    Dani powered off the engines as they glided through space silently toward the coordinates. They crept past a planet laced with lights. In the silence, she wondered if the mining colonies below were even aware of their presence. She couldn’t help but smile at the idea of being the silent protector to millions of lifeforms, a guardian among the stars.   
 
    Her eyes darted over the screen, seeking visual confirmation of the destroyer they were stalking.   
 
    “There she is.” On the large screen, Dani zoomed in on the destroyer. The ship was clearly damaged, but the weapons systems appeared to be intact.   
 
    “Scans show droids are repairing the ship. Shields are down,” Cassia advised. “There are numerous lifeform readings aboard, too.”   
 
    Dani fired up the thrusters to position Alaska’s Vengeance behind a barren moon. “They won’t be able to lock on to us right away from here. Cassia, prepare to record a message.”   
 
    “All set.”  
 
    “This is Captain Dani Devereaux of the Alaska’s Vengeance, flagship of the Galactic Conglomerate. Withdraw your forces and retreat or face destruction.”   
 
    “Got it. Ready to transmit.” Cassia smiled, her hand poised over the controls on her console.   
 
    “Great. Send the transmission. Jag, drop cloaking and fully power shields and weapons.”   
 
    “Done,” the pair said in unison.   
 
    The holograph indicated shields and weapons were fully powered, and Dani nudged the ship out from behind the moon far enough to make their presence known, but still difficult to target.  
 
    “They’re powering secondary weapons.” Cassia pinged the locations on the screen. The small circles rippled outward around the areas showing an increase in power.  
 
    “Jag, hit them, ten percent.”   
 
    “My pleasure.”   
 
    White energy bolts shot out from the primary blasters on either side of the bridge before making contact with the areas Cassia had pinged moments earlier. Small explosions erupted where the guns once stood. It wouldn’t be enough to puncture the hull, but that wasn’t the goal.   
 
    “Send the message again.”   
 
    “Sent. Now they're powering their primary weapons.” Cassia pinged another location.   
 
    Dani sighed at the Vaerian ship’s noncompliance, but she wasn’t surprised. “Jag, power up main weapon, 100 percent.”  
 
    “You got it.”   
 
    “Incoming transmission.”   
 
    “Half screen please, Cassia.” Dani stood tall between her console and captain’s chair, rolling her shoulders back.   
 
    The left side of the screen filled with the reptilian face of a Vaerian Commander, easily identifiable by the number of white slits in his blood-red flesh down the right side of his neck. A crown of horns across his forehead gave him an almost prehistoric look. The Vaerians had narrow eyes, close together like the most aggressive of predators. Below the nostril slits that opened and closed with each breath was a trunk-like appendage. He spoke, his words sounding like a combination of a duck and a dog as they passed through his narrow, elongated maw. The translation of the quacks and barks scrolled across the bottom of the screen.   
 
    Stand down and depart or face your demise.  
 
    “Planetary System 683 is under jurisdiction of the Galactic Conglomerate. You have no authority here. You are outmatched and outnumbered. I order you to withdraw your fighters and leave this area.” Dani leaned forward over her console like a predator ready to pounce and stared down the Vaerian Commander.  
 
    You’ll regret this decision.  
 
    The Vaerian Commander blipped off of the screen.   
 
    “I guess that’s that. Lock onto our target, Jag. I’ll get us into position.” Dani sat at the controls once more and maneuvered the ship to have a clear shot of the Vaerian destroyer.   
 
    “Captain,” Cassia called out in a panicked tone, “something is happening at the center of the system.”  
 
    “Turn on aft cam and display on half,” Dani ordered coolly. Cassia had a tendency to overreact, and Dani wanted to see what was going on for herself before she began to worry.   
 
    The gentle red-glowing sun and surrounding planets appeared on the left side of the screen, while the Vaerian destroyer targeted by Alaska’s Vengeance shifted to the right side. Dani zoomed in as far as she could. She was unable to make out the details of the fighters, but she could see the Louisiana and a second Vaerian destroyer, which must have just joined the battle.   
 
    “Peterson, looks like you’ve got company. Status update?”   
 
    She frowned, hearing only silence through the earpiece. Worry started to grow in the pit of Dani’s stomach. 
 
    “Shit. Can you get the Louisiana on the comm?” Dani asked Cassia.   
 
    “N—no,” Cassia stammered, “something’s preventing communications.”  
 
    “We need to get back there.”   
 
    “Brace for incoming fire,” Jag called out.   
 
    Dani shifted her eyes to the destroyer before them just in time to see a large burst of energy head toward Alaska’s Vengeance. The ship shuddered as the energy met her shield, causing it to drop by six percent.   
 
    “Return fire!” Dani yelled back at Jag.  
 
    The battleship jerked as it let loose a massive ball of energy toward the first Vaerian destroyer. With no shields to protect it, the blast collided with the hull of the ship, causing a section of twisted metal to explode outward. The lights across the exterior flashed and went out.  
 
    “It looks like we knocked out their power source. The Vaerian ship is nonoperational,” Cassia reported. “Long-range scanners are showing the second Vaerian destroyer at the center of the system is powering up... but... this can’t be right.”  
 
    “What is it, Cassia?” Dani demanded, squinting at the screen, hoping to see what Cassia was seeing through her long-range scans.  
 
    “I... I’ve never seen this much power on a Vaerian ship before. It doesn’t make sense.”  
 
    Dani’s stomach dropped. “Can we get through to the Louisiana yet?”   
 
    “No, communications are still jammed, but they’re not targeting the Louisiana. They’re targeting the star.”  
 
    The words took a moment to register in Dani’s mind before the blood rushing through her veins chilled. “How much power?”  
 
    After not receiving an immediate answer, she turned to face Cassia. “How much...” Her question trailed off when she saw the stark white expression on Cassia’s face.   
 
    “There’s nothing we can do,” Cassia whimpered quietly.   
 
    A million thoughts flooded Dani’s mind as she stared at the Louisiana on the aft cam. Her fingertips grazed her lips as she ran through various scenarios in her mind, realizing she was helpless to save not only the crew of the massive warship, but her own fighter pilots as well.   
 
    A massive red burst emitted from the Vaerian destroyer and flew toward the star.  
 
    “No!” Dani bellowed as she grabbed the yoke. She knew enough about stars to know what would happen next. “Full power to shields and engines. Get us out of here. It’s going to supernova!”  
 
    “Power from the blast hasn’t regenerated yet. We can’t warp.” Jag mashed buttons on his console. “Trying to reroute power, but I don’t think we can make the jump.”  
 
    Dani pushed the engines as fast as they would go.   
 
    “We can’t outrun it,” Cassia mumbled quietly, slumping into her chair, defeated. She leaned forward and grabbed fistfuls of her blonde hair at the roots. 
 
    Dani’s eyes quickly returned to the screen and scanned it. She wouldn’t resign herself to total hopelessness. Not yet. “There!” she shouted as she pointed toward a vortex in space. The phenomenon was often ignored by Dani and her crew, but not today. The purple and blue dust prominent in the star system swirled around the funnel before disappearing into a soft white glow within.  
 
    “The wormhole?” Cassia looked up, bewildered. “How’s that going to help us?”  
 
    “That’s how we're going to escape.” Dani had already altered the path of the ship to intercept the anomaly.   
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” Jag piped in. “No one has survived wormhole travel. Ever.”  
 
    Dani gunned for the wormhole as the energy orb collided with the star on the aft camera, and the red color of the star morphed into white at the center. “I’ll take ‘almost certain death’ over ‘certain death’ any day! Strap in!”   
 
    Alaska’s Vengeance plunged into the funnel. Colors swirled around her through the white fog momentarily before the ship started bouncing from side to side. The ship rocked violently as Dani struggled to maintain control. Another violent jerk knocked Cassia out of her seat. Her head met her console with a crack before she crumpled to the ground.  
 
    “Dammit,” Dani muttered as she saw the scene unfold out of the corner of her eye.  
 
    “Do you want me to—” Jag started.  
 
    “No, stay where you are,” Dani ordered as she struggled with the controls. “Disengage all automatic sensors and controls. The ship is fighting with me.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” Jag stared at her, bewildered.  
 
    “Do it, now!” Dani bellowed in return.   
 
    Alaska’s Vengeance suddenly plunged into darkness. The navigation screen blipped to black and the bridge fell silent momentarily.  
 
    “What the hell, Jag? I didn’t say cut all power.”   
 
    “That wasn’t me! It must be some kind of interference from this goddamned tunnel.”  
 
    “Shit! Open the solar shades. We’re flying blind.”  
 
    “We’re down to minimal power. Only life-support and artificial gravity systems are online,” Jag protested. “I mean, I could reroute power from the engine’s separate power source, but I don’t think that’d be the best idea right now.”  
 
    A ding rang out through the darkness.   
 
    “Cruz, you sure? I can’t guarantee your safety if you don’t stay locked in.”   
 
    The silent reply told her he was already on the move.   
 
    Dani did her best to keep the bouncing and shaking to a minimum, closing her eyes and relying on the instincts that had provided her with a perfect flight record—so far. A moment later, a brilliant bright line shone into the bridge. Cruz was doing it; perched precariously on his wheelchair, he was manually opening the solar screens. The well-defined muscles of his arms and back flexed beneath his uniform as he pried apart the solar screens where they joined in the center of the windshield.  
 
    “Bloody brilliant,” Jag called out. “Well done!”   
 
    Cruz extended his arms, pressing each screen further apart before he turned and grinned, proud of himself, but the moment was short lived.   
 
    “Hang on!” Dani yelled as she jolted the spacecraft to the side, causing Cruz to lose his balance and fall back into his wheelchair, causing it to topple, leaving the task unfinished.   
 
    Though the screen wasn’t open all the way, it was still open enough for Dani to narrowly dodge a stray asteroid barreling toward them down the wormhole. The brilliant blues and purples swirled around the outer edge of the wormhole while in the center loomed a sort of white fog that was much brighter without the screen’s automatic adjustment settings.  
 
    The power flickered, and dim lights flashed on throughout the bridge.   
 
    “Emergency power source is up and running,” Jag reported, staring at his console. “Looks like there’s a fire in the rear quadrant.”  
 
    “Of course there is,” Dani growled. Her arms and shoulders burned, but she remained focused on the narrow field of vision before her. “Seal it off if you can.”   
 
    A groan from the floor of Cassia’s station pulled her attention. The woman pulled herself to her feet, blood running down her head from a gash above her eye.   
 
    “Get strapped in. We’ll check you out if we make it through this alive.”   
 
    Cassia crawled to her seat and hoisted herself up and into it.  
 
    “Cruz, you okay over there? Did you make it back to your station?”  
 
    The bell dinged in return.  
 
    “Captain!” Jag pointed frantically at a mass of twisted metal obscuring most of the tunnel.   
 
    Dani pulled the yoke back, putting both feet on her console for extra leverage. Alaska’s Vengeance violently tilted back, but metal found metal. The ship shuddered and shook as the hull let out an ear-shattering screech.   
 
    Both Jag’s and Dani’s consoles lit up and sounded various alarms.   
 
    “Trying to isolate the breach,” Jag updated as he popped up display after display.  
 
    Dani grunted as she wrestled with the yoke before the nose of the ship plunged into the upper wall of the wormhole tunnel. The wall wasn’t solid, but it was like getting an oar stuck in the mud when rafting down a swiftly moving river. The impact caught and flipped Alaska’s Vengeance, causing the deformed hunk of metal to dislodge, but she was now accelerating through the wormhole backward.  
 
    We’re not going to make it, Dani thought in a moment of panic, but managed to maintain her composure. She always knew she’d die doing what she loved, but this was beyond anything she could have imagined. She eased her grip on the yoke and took a quick look around the bridge. In that brief moment, she saw three sets of eyes staring back at her in horror. Even Cruz had pulled himself up to peek over his console wall. So many lives had been lost already. The least she could do was try to save those still aboard her vessel.  
 
    Dani set her jaw and grabbed onto the controls once more. She attempted to spin the ship around again, but it was far too damaged to respond. She fought, nonetheless, hoping that by some miracle they would make it through alive. She closed her eyes, reaching out with her instincts, trying to feel the universe around her, but things moved far too fast inside this tunnel of destruction.   
 
    Suddenly a horrendous force pushed Dani and her crew deep into their seats. The familiar hum of the engines ceased and the tug of artificial gravity released. For a moment, she felt like she couldn't breathe. She was certain they’d hit another object, but there was no shudder, no explosion, no agonizing metallic scream. Instead, there was just silence.   
 
    Out the open windshield of Alaska’s Vengeance appeared the other end of the wormhole. It gradually shrunk in size as they drifted backward, away from it.  
 
    Dani and her crew watched in silence as the swirling funnel rippled and jerked before them. The outer edges of the vortex quivered before one side collapsed inward. The wormhole continued to pull itself in until there was nothing but a concentrated white ball of light, which burst and spewed the blue and purple dust out around them in its dying breath. It was gone, and they were free.  
 
    The silence of space surrounded them. Quiet stars appeared to drift through the night as though there had never been any disturbance among them. Dani stared through the gap in the solar panels, her jaw agape in disbelief.   
 
    “Yes!” Jag shouted, pumping his fist into the air.   
 
    The rest of the group offered a collective sigh of relief as Jag continued to cheer and Cruz rang his bell happily.   
 
    Dani let the controls slip from her hand and relaxed her shoulders before rubbing her forehead. They had survived.   
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 2 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Jag mumbled as he raised another display at his station, cutting the celebration short.  
 
    “How bad is it?” Dani asked, already knowing it couldn’t be good with the hits they took. Alaska’s Vengeance may have had top-of-the-line energy shields, but nothing could have stopped that twisted spire from piercing her hull.  
 
    “Scanning now.”  
 
    The ship tumbled quietly through space. Dani didn’t want to attempt to fire up the engines again without knowing how much damage was sustained.   
 
    “Cruz, can you get those solar shades closed? I want to limit our radiation exposure with our shields being down.”  
 
    Dani heard the familiar ding and watched as Cruz unfastened his restraints and floated up into the air. She admired his grace during times of no gravity. His muscular upper body, kept strong through his use of a manual wheelchair and regular exercise, helped him pull himself effortlessly across the bridge to the solar shades.   
 
     “Update?” she turned to ask Jag.   
 
    His face was somber as he tousled his shaggy brown hair and nodded towards the display screen.   
 
    Cruz had successfully closed the solar screens, allowing the scanned holographic image of the ship to appear before them. Cassia gasped immediately, and Cruz stopped his flight back to his station.  
 
    A significant portion of the ship was missing. Dani’s breath caught in her throat. It was worse than she imagined. Even with Jag’s quick response to limit the breach, there was little chance anyone back there could have survived.  
 
    From the looks of the image displayed before them, the hull was punctured near the bridge before the metal cut through the ship like a knife. About one-third of the ship was completely absent, with the rest mangled beyond recognition. One engine and a few thrusters were still intact, but it would only provide them with minimal maneuvering power at best.   
 
    Dani sighed beneath her hand that covered her mouth before grasping the console to steady herself. “The med bay is gone, most of the private quarters, storage, the recon cruiser, and one of our primary engines.”  
 
    “So, Dr. Lombardi and the rest of the on-board staff?” Cassia asked with a croak.  
 
    “Jag, I need you to scan the ship for signs of life. See if anyone back there survived this mess.” Dani turned to Cruz. “See if you can figure out where we are and how far we are from help.” 
 
    Cruz dinged the bell, signaling his understanding, while Jag just nodded and got to work.   
 
    Dani unclipped from her captain’s chair and floated over to check on Cassia’s head wound. She pulled away the cloth Cassia held to her head, and blood bubbled around the wound in the absence of gravity. “This needs attention. I’ll get the first-aid kit.”  
 
    “Someone’s alive in the engine room,” Jag alerted, “but the comm has been damaged.”   
 
    Dani stopped short of the first-aid kit and looked back at Cassia. Her wound needed stitching, but if anyone was alive back there, she wanted to get to them as soon as possible. 
 
    “I’ll be fine, go.” Cassia made a shooing motion, then pointed. “Look, Cruz is going to help.”   
 
    Cruz was already nudging Dani out of the way with the first-aid kit in hand.   
 
    Dani returned to her seat and pulled herself down in front of her console. She expertly rerouted the remaining engine’s power supply to life-support systems.   
 
    “Hang on, guys.” She switched the gravity back on and landed gracefully on her feet.   
 
    Jag quickly retrieved Cruz’s robotic prosthetics and passed them to Cruz, who sat on the floor at Cassia’s feet.   
 
    Cruz nodded and signed, “Thank you,” before donning the prosthetics. He got to his feet and picked up the first-aid kit, setting it on Cassia’s console and turning her head toward him. His combat medical training was an asset on the ship when they were in a pinch, and this was no exception. 
 
    Dani almost wished she could leave the gravity off for Cruz because his discontentment with his prosthetics had been the discussion of many late-night coffee chats. However, she’d be able to rescue whoever was trapped in the rear of the ship much faster with it on.  
 
    “Alright then. Stay safe, you two. Stay on comms. Let me know if something happens,” Dani said as she adjusted her earpiece. “Can you hear me?”  
 
    “Loud and clear,” Cassia beamed, then grimaced at the pain caused by her smile.   
 
    “Jag, you’re with me. I don't know who's back there or what kind of shape they’re in.”  
 
    “You got it.” Jag grabbed a second first-aid kit near his console, along with a portable console unit.  
 
    Dani glanced back at Cruz and Cassia once more before Jag used his port-con to open the door. Together, they stepped into the icy hallway and sealed the bridge door behind them.  
 
    “It seems the heating and ventilation system sealed properly. How’re the oxygen levels?”  Dani asked as she surveyed the damage. 
 
    Jag held his portable display out in front of him. “Oxygen looks good, but we’re not going to want to open any of the doors on the right.”  
 
    Dani nodded and pulled a light from her utility belt, clipping it onto the lapel of her uniform. The light offered a white cone of sight, better illuminating the surrounding destruction. Ceiling panels dangled from above, the typical floor lighting flickered at random intervals, and ice crystals were beginning to form on the doors lining the right side of the hallway. It wouldn’t take long for the cold to overtake their systems. Life-support systems would keep them warm under normal circumstances, but without the exterior walls to shield them from space’s cold grasp, she wasn’t sure how long they’d have.  
 
    “It’s a good thing the pilots were off-ship for the battle, otherwise...” Jag trailed off.  
 
    Dani ignored the comment. The thought had already occurred to her when she had him scan for life, but it didn’t take long for her to remember that their fate would likely have been the same either way.   
 
    “Let’s focus on what we can control.” Dani attempted to rally her confidence. “Right now, there’s one very scared and possibly injured person back in the engine room. Let’s get back there and then we’ll figure out our next step.”   
 
    Dani proceeded down the hallway slowly, listening to the ship as it creaked and moaned. She hadn’t heard metal languish like this since she started her flight career piloting sea crafts on the bottom of the ocean.    
 
    “The primary hall to the back of the ship was involved in the hull breach,” Jag said, studying the screen. “If we cut through the galley, then we can wind through the showers and gym. It won’t get us all the way to the engine room, but we’ll be close.”  
 
    Dani nodded. “Close is a good start. Let’s go.”  
 
    Jag opened the door on the left side of the hall to the galley. “Oh, wow.”  
 
    Dani stepped in before him, her eyes darting around the mess. Tables were bolted down, but the chairs were scattered around the space. Compartments were thrown open with food and supplies littering the floor. Even their celebration nights didn’t take this much of a toll on the galley. She took a deep breath before gathering a bag and placing select supplies inside: towels, knives, tape.   
 
    “We’ll grab some food to take to the bridge on our way back through,” she said as she approached another door.  
 
    Jag hurried to her side to open the door to another, smaller corridor. The floor of the hallway was buckled and crumpled near the connection point to the main hall, which was sealed off with emergency doors, which, thankfully, remained sealed. The flickering floor lights continued on down the second hall. Sparks flew each time the electricity hit the buckled part of the floor. Jag moved toward the communal bathroom door and raised the display.  
 
    Dani grabbed his arm. “Wait.” She peered through the window into the adjoining gym, her eyes landing on the water pooling from the access door between the gym and bathroom. “Run another scan.”   
 
    Jag nodded and pushed a few buttons before frowning. “The main water line ruptured. The room is flooded.”  
 
    “That means a good portion of the ship’s water supply is in there, waiting to rush out. We can’t open that door.” She pointed at the damaged emergency floor lights.   
 
    “The gym door is probably out, too.” Jag peered through the window at the water slowly spreading across the gym.   
 
    “You’re right.” Dani glanced around the hall, then stepped back from the window and into the cafeteria, returning with a steel chair. “Get back.”   
 
    Jag stepped away from the window as Dani approached it. She swung the chair toward the transparent panel, but it rebounded off of the durable material. She frowned and raised the chair again. 
 
    “Wait. Hand me one of those knives,” Jag said with an outstretched hand.   
 
    Dani set down the chair and fished a knife out of the bag. She took the port-con and watched as Jag slid the blade around the rubber seal, stopping to twist screws out of place. She was relieved to see she was still picking up the life sign. When the last screw was removed, the pair hoisted the reinforced glass away from the frame. The chair made the climb into the gym easy, but once inside, Dani eyed the bathroom door.   
 
    “We need to hurry. I don't know how much longer that's going to hold.” She hurried across to the far wall of the gym, the water squishing between her shoes and the rubberized floor. The engine room was on the other side, but there was no door to access the space from the gym.   
 
    Jag began digging through a pile of exercise equipment while Dani looked for access to the room beyond. She slid her hands over the wall, then rapped on the metal sheet dividing the two rooms. A quiet clanging echoed back.  
 
    “Sounds like they’re conscious in there.”   
 
    “Step back.”   
 
    Dani turned to see Jag holding a twisted piece of exercise equipment that appeared to have fared poorly through all the commotion.   
 
    “What are you going to do with that?” she said, stepping to the side.  
 
    Jag pierced the thin wall with the sharp end of the metal beam easily. “Give me a hand,” he said, waving Dani to his side. Together they seesawed the twisted metal back and forth in a circular manner, much like an old-fashioned can opener.   
 
    When there was a sizable semi-circle, Dani used a deflated, thick rubber ball over the edge of the metal they cut away. Together they peeled it back until they had formed a crude door and opened the way.   
 
    “It’s about time someone got me out of this mess,” a voice, shaky with age rather than fear, called out from within the dark room.   
 
    “I should have figured it was you in there, Howard. If anyone could survive what just happened, it’d be you.” Dani chucked as she stepped into the room, her lapel lighting up the deep wrinkles in the face of her favorite mechanic.   
 
    Jag and Dani got to work digging Howard Glenn out of a pile of supplies that partially buried him.   
 
    “Mind the leg now. I tripped over something when I was putting out that damned fire and got a bit of a scrape.”  
 
    “That’s a bit more than a scrape, old man.” Jag commented as he took the fire extinguisher from Howard and pulled the first-aid kit off of the wall. He removed a thick bandage and carefully tied it around the old man’s leg. “But good job on the fire. I didn’t know what kind of inferno we were going to find back here.”  
 
    “Old man, eh?” Howard snorted before turning to Dani. “This jackass was flying the ship, wasn’t he?”  
 
    “Actually, no.” Dani sighed.   
 
    Howard squinted in the dim room. “Alright, well, get me out of here. I need to see how banged up my girl is, then I’ll swing by and pay Dr. Lombardi a visit.”  
 
    Jag and Dani shared a look.  
 
    “Wait, what’s that? What’s going on?” 
 
    “Dr. Lombardi is gone,” Jag muttered quietly. 
 
    “Oh.” Howard’s chest deflated somewhat. Worry quickly spread across his face. “And the rest of the crew? The ship?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you right now, it’s bad.” Dani grunted as she helped him to his feet.   
 
    “Worse than last time?” he said as he reached out to sturdy himself using Jag’s arm.  
 
    “Worse than all of the times... combined,” Jag replied.  
 
    “Oh, I’m going to need to sit back down.” Howard frowned and tried to lower himself.  
 
    Dani protested, not letting go. “We can’t stay in here. We need to get you to the bridge and stitch that up.”   
 
    “The bridge? Why would we go there for an injury? What’s wrong with the med bay?” 
 
    Dani and Jag exchanged another look, but neither spoke. 
 
    Howard’s brow furrowed, but he didn’t ask any more questions.  
 
    They carefully helped Howard through the hole in the wall and into the gym, their feet splashing in what had now become a few inches of water.   
 
    “You know, there are easier ways to access the engine room than by cutting holes in my walls,” Howard grumbled.   
 
    “Not today there aren’t,” Dani answered as she helped him toward the gym window.   
 
    Jag reached through and grabbed the chair, pulling it into the room to use as a step.   
 
    “So we’re just not going to use any of the doors then,” Howard stated as he balanced on the chair.   
 
    Jag climbed through the window and retrieved a second chair for the other side before helping Howard down, with Dani following immediately after.  
 
    Howard grunted his disapproval at the buckled hallway and the sparks thrown by the damaged lighting.  
 
    Dani dreaded showing him the extent of the damage. He had been the mechanic on Alaska’s Vengeance as long as she could remember, longer than she had been captain, and before that he had served under her father.   
 
    Jag turned over another chair for Howard to rest on as he and Dani collected food and more supplies from the kitchen.   
 
    “Grab everything you can, everything we can use. We may have to restrict life support to just the bridge. I don’t know how long we’ll be out here.”   
 
    Howard’s face was a blend of confusion and disgruntlement as Jag placed a bag of dried food on his lap.   
 
    “Do you think you can carry that?” Jag nodded to the bag.  
 
    “I’m injured, not frail. What else ya got?” Howard set his jaw as he got to his feet.  
 
    Dani caught the slight wince in his expression but didn’t dare comment on it. Instead, she passed him another bag of kitchen supplies.   
 
    “That oughta do it.” Jag hefted a large sack over his shoulder before lifting a good-sized crate with his free arm.   
 
    Dani picked up the bags of food she had packed and glanced around the room once more. “Alright, let’s move.”  
 
    Jag led the way, overriding the automatic doors that had sealed once more after their journey through the first time.   
 
    Dani watched Howard closely as he hobbled down the hall. She couldn’t quite make out his mumblings as they passed the ice-coated doors. The frost had thickened and spread considerably. She hoped they had enough supplies to last until help arrived. Her biggest fear was the lack of water. They grabbed the few jugs that remained intact from the galley, but they’d have to ration carefully. The last thing she wanted to do was to watch what was left of her crew wither away. She silently resolved to take fewer water rations for herself to ensure the others were well taken care of.  
 
    “And we’re back,” Jag announced as the trio re-entered the bridge before sealing the door behind them.  
 
    Howard dropped the items he was carrying when he caught sight of the mangled holographic ship. “No, no, no!”   
 
    Dani rushed to Howard’s side and steadied him as he wobbled next to the holograph.   
 
    “What did you do?” His eyes widened at the destruction.  
 
    “I’m not sure you’d believe me if I told you.”   
 
    “Well, whatever it was... I can’t fix this.”  
 
    “Be grateful, old man. She saved our asses,” Jag piped in with a wink.   
 
    “Did she? Did she really? From where I’m standing, it doesn’t look like we’re saved at all.”  
 
    Dani stared at the holograph version of Alaska’s Vengeance. She felt the urge to defend herself, but didn’t know where to begin. She swallowed the lump in her throat, the reality of the situation getting to her.  
 
    Howard rubbed the red and silver stubble on his chin and peered at Dani. He read Dani in the way he had done since she was a small girl, and his features softened. “Well, I suppose it could be worse.”  
 
    Jag laughed and thumped Howard on the back. “That’s the spirit! Now, I think we’re all in need of a celebratory meal.”  
 
    Dani returned to her console to reroute life-support systems to just the bridge while Jag dug through the supplies.   
 
    Cassia laid out a cloth for them to dine upon picnic-style.   
 
    “Great job on the stitches, Cruz.” Dani angled her head to see Cassia’s freshly stitched wound. “Can you tend to Howard’s leg next? I’m not sure how deep the cut was, but it was bleeding pretty good.”  
 
    Cruz nodded in acknowledgement as he sat on the floor next to them and removed his prosthetics, rubbing the ends of his legs.   
 
    Howard eased himself down next to Cruz and allowed the combat veteran to inspect his wound. “So, where are we? This doesn’t look like PS683.”   
 
    “Have you had any luck figuring out our location, Cruz?” Dani asked as she passed out packages of dehydrated fruit.  
 
    Cruz pressed his lips together and held out his hand toward Jag to collect the portable screen. Once in his possession, the main screen filled with thousands of stars.   
 
    The crew watched and munched on their snacks while Cruz zoomed in on PS683.   
 
    “Okay, so this is where we entered the wormhole,” Dani spoke for him as he focused the three-dimensional map on their last known location.   
 
    “Wormhole?” Howard choked on a piece of dried apple.  
 
    “I told you that you wouldn’t believe it.” Dani smiled halfheartedly as she stared at the screen. She loved when she could catch the old man by surprise, but she wished the situation hadn’t been so dire.  
 
    The map of P683 wasn’t a real-time view of the area. Her smile melted into a frown as she saw the mining planets glowing with life. For the first time in her career, she had failed her mission. All those lives, gone. Men, women, children, her pilots, and those aboard the Louisiana were now casualties of war, statistics that would roll along the bottom part of the screen on the news feed in an endless parade of names, ships, and planets.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Dani mumbled softly, staring at PS683. She wished her words meant something but knew they’d provide no consolation to the survivors back home.  
 
    Howard gently patted Dani’s shoulder. “I’m sure you had a good reason. You wouldn’t have left unless you had no other choice.”  
 
    The crew sat in silence as Cruz zoomed out and panned across several star systems. He finally settled on one at the edge of Galactic Conglomerate territory. The map shrunk down to half screen, the other half changing back to the view outside. Cruz matched up the views on either side of the screen, aligning the celestial bodies.  
 
    “A lack of well-formed planets, no apparent signs of life... if I had to wager a guess, I’d say PS703. Essentially the desert of space. Not ideal.” Dani sighed and looked to Cruz for confirmation of her guess. 
 
    Cruz nodded and gave her a thumbs-up. 
 
    Dani stood and returned to her console. “Good work, Cruz. Please replace the map with the aft cam.” She wanted to see as much of her surroundings as possible. She massaged her fingers into her neck behind her ear as she tried to think about which GC bases were nearby.  The Galactic Conglomerate Headquarters was at the center of several resource-rich star systems. Their location was strategic for both supplies and defense. The farther one ventured from the oasis making up GCHQ, the more barren and desolate space became. Fewer resources and colonies meant fewer patrols. There was nothing out here to mine or farm, nor did this area offer any strategic benefits for the GC. It was essentially a barren buffer of sorts.  
 
    “Cassia, is it possible to send out a long-range communication?” Dani asked as she looked at the map on her console once more. 
 
    Cassia returned to her station and brought up her screen while Dani scanned the area around them for other ships.   
 
    “We can try.” Cassia sounded uncertain. “Logs show GC ships patrol this area occasionally, but there’s no telling how long before someone’s in range again. Not to mention the possibility of interception by... less savory types.”  
 
    “You mean pirates,” Jag said casually as he tossed another bite into his mouth. “It’s not a bad word, you know.”   
 
    “Of course, I just didn't want you to...” Cassia trailed off, shifting uncomfortably.  
 
    “It’s fine. The past is the past. Besides”—Jag stood and approached the main screen—“if they do come calling, that may work to our advantage.”  
 
    “Would Talon and his crew even be out this far?” Dani inquired, her hopes rising slightly. Their last run-in with Talon had been a bit rough, but he owed Dani a favor and this would be an optimal time to collect on it. 
 
    “Not likely, but you never know.” Jag grinned. “What’s the plan, boss?”  
 
    “I don’t think we have much of a choice. If we don’t send out a communication, then we may be out here forever.” Dani displayed the ship’s systems on her screen at her station. “Life support will give us a few weeks at best, provided there aren’t any leaks we aren’t aware of. The engine and thrusters will allow us to make minor adjustments to our trajectory, but they aren’t enough to get us anywhere fast. Our best bet is to conserve their energy for our life-support systems.”  
 
    “Not to mention that Howard said he can’t fix the ship this time.” Dani winked at the aging mechanic.  
 
    “I probably could if there was anything left to fix.” He chuckled in return.  
 
    “So really,” Dani continued, “we sit here and hope to get lucky, or we try to do something about it. Downside is that we could attract pirates instead of the GC, but that’s still better than having a Vaerian ship track us down.”   
 
    “Cassia.” Dani turned to her. “Send out a simple S.O.S., and focus the message back into GC territory rather than out there in no man’s land.”  
 
    “You got it, Captain.”   
 
    “We’ll need to take turns watching the screens. Let’s do overlapping shifts. I’ll go first. In two hours, Jag will join me. I’ll stop two hours after that, and Cassia will watch with Jag for two hours, then Cruz will replace Jag two hours later, then it’s Howard’s turn before I start up again. Hopefully we’ll stay fresh this way. Use your down time to catch up on rest and relax.  
 
    “We’ll need to use long-range scanners intermittently to conserve power. Same with communications. Keep your eyes open on the forward and aft screens to look for anything out of the ordinary.” Dani sat back into her captain’s chair and kicked her feet up on her console. “Grab some sleep while you can.”  
 
    Dani dimmed the lights in the bridge and glued her eyes to the screen as the crew settled into makeshift beds. Cassia curled up in her seat, legs draped over the arms of her chair. Cruz wadded up a towel and propped it under his head near their picnic. Howard leaned into a dark corner away from the screen and began snoring softly.   
 
    Jag stood and approached Dani on his way to his seat. He placed a hand on her shoulder and leaned in. “There was nothing you could have done differently.”   
 
    Dani opened her mouth to speak, but Jag was already sitting down and kicking back in his own chair. Instead, she closed her mouth and stared at the screen again. She knew he was wrong. She could have waited to go after the Vaerian ship and attempted to take out the one that had warped in. Her breath caught in her throat as she thought about how many lives were lost. The muscles in her neck tightened, trying to stifle her emotions. Peterson, the other pilots, Captain Winston and his crew, everyone living on the sixteen mining planets and moons in PS683... they were all dead.   
 
    Dani bit her lip as she studied the planets and stars surrounding Alaska’s Vengeance. A single tear escaped the corner of her eye. She quickly wiped it away and looked around the bridge. Satisfied no one saw her moment of weakness, she sat back in her chair once more and took in their surroundings.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 3  
 
    Dani woke to Cruz gently shaking her shoulder. As soon as her eyes fluttered open, he gave her a thumbs-up and smile.   
 
    “Thanks, Cruz,” she said as she pulled her aching body out of the corner of the bridge.   
 
    Dani stretched, her joints popping as she stood. The floor was not nearly as comfortable as her captain’s chair, but she wasn’t able to close her eyes long enough to rest decently with the screen displayed before her. She grabbed a small package of nuts and plopped down on the floor next to Howard, staring up at the massive screen. Both the forward and aft cameras still featured the stillness of space, just as they had for a few days now. With each passing shift, her hope diminished slightly and maintaining her positivity became more of a chore.   
 
    “Must have been quite the nap.” Howard turned toward her. “You’re smelling a bit ripe.”  
 
    Dani laughed and punched Howard in the arm with all the love of a granddaughter. “Look here, old man, you were a bit ripe when we found you a few days ago, so I don’t want to hear it.”   
 
    Howard returned with a chuckle.   
 
    The pair sat in silence a while until Cruz had settled in back at his station.   
 
    “Have you ever been stranded like this?” Dani whispered.  
 
    “Mmm, a few times.”  
 
    “How did you keep hope alive? I mean…” Dani looked around the bridge at her sleeping crew. “I don’t want to let them down.”  
 
    Howard stared at the screen, lost in his own thoughts for a moment. “Well, I can’t say that I’ve ever had to keep hope alive for others. I also can’t say I’ve always been able to keep it alive for myself, so I’m afraid I’m not much use there.”  
 
    Dani nodded, staring into the vastness of space.  
 
    “But,” Howard continued, “we just do the best we can at that time, understanding that our best changes constantly depending on what’s going on. Right now, other than keeping watch, there’s not a lot that any of us can do.”  
 
    “I hate that I can’t do more right now,” Dani mumbled.  
 
    “Me too.” Howard sighed, looking toward the location of the ship’s holograph. He had asked Jag to turn it off after the first day, no longer able to bear looking at his broken home for the past decade. “Were I a better mechanic, I’d have us on our way home by now. Alas, this isn’t a quick patch job. I reckon she’ll be decommissioned if we’re ever rescued.”  
 
    “You’re the best mechanic I know. That’s why I wanted you on my crew.”   
 
    “I appreciate that. And, knowing where we ended up after it was all said and done, I still would have accepted the job. It’s been an honor serving with you, just like it was an honor serving with your father.”  
 
    Dani's entire body tensed. “I think that’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me.”   
 
    “Your father was a good man. A good captain. You’d have made him very proud, I imagine.”  
 
    Jag plopped down on the other side of Dani, startling her.  
 
    “He’s right, you know. You’re the best captain I’ve had the pleasure of serving with. And that’s saying something, considering...” Jag gestured to the screen and winked.   
 
    Dani laughed. “I’ve been blessed to have you all aboard. What are you doing up anyway? It’s not time for your shift.”  
 
    “It's damn near impossible to sleep with all this yammering.”   
 
    “Uh, guys...” Cassia mumbled from her station, rubbing her eyes.  
 
    “Looks like just about everyone is up,” Jag noted.  
 
    Ding.  
 
    “I stand corrected. Everyone is awake.”  
 
    Dani’s cheeks took on a red hue. “So you all heard everything?”  
 
    “Guys!” Cassia shouted, her eyes wide.  
 
    The entire crew turned toward her, silencing themselves.  
 
    “We’ve got something,” she said, pointing at the lower left corner of the main screen.  
 
    Dani’s heart raced as she and Jag jumped to their feet and sprinted to their stations.   
 
    “Let’s hear it, Cassia.” Dani gripped the arms of her captain’s chair and held her breath.   
 
    A woman with icy blue skin appeared on the screen. Vibrant yellow hair cascaded down her unusually long, slender neck. Two navy horns budded just below her hairline on her forehead. Her delicate features barely moved as she spoke. Her whispered melodic voice carried through the transmission and was translated across the bottom of the screen.  
 
    This is Captain Dev’ya Veron’k of the Triak’gue and we’ve received your S.O.S. As members of the Galactic Conglomerate we are compelled to reply. If you’ve received this message and are still in need of rescue, please respond with your approximate location.  
 
    End transmission.  
 
    The crew of Alaska’s Vengeance breathed a collective sigh of relief.  
 
    “Looks like help is on the way.” Dani smiled, sinking back into her chair. “Cassia, please send a response.”  
 
    “On it!” Cassia’s cheerful disposition had returned.   
 
    “Who wants to celebrate?” Jag grinned as he pulled a bottle out from under his station.  
 
    “Jag! What are you doing with that in my bridge?” Dani eyed the bottle.  
 
    “Oh, relax, I nabbed it from the galley on the way back. One of the pilots must have snuck it onboard. It was hiding in the soiled linens. I thought we may want a drink, for one reason or another.”   
 
    Dani relaxed and laughed softly as she joined the crew in the picnic area.   
 
    “I did a quick scan and the long-range sensors didn’t pick anyone up nearby, so it may still be a while before they get here.” Cassia passed out small telescopic cups as she spoke.   
 
    Jag poured a little of the amber liquid into each of the cups.   
 
    Howard sniffed his cup. “Smells like a mighty fine whiskey. I’d say it’s top of the line. You should be thanking whoever snuck that on the ship.”   
 
    Dani eyed him suspiciously. “Howard...”  
 
    “To Captain Devereaux and Alaska’s Vengeance.” Howard raised his cup and winked at Dani.  
 
    She shook her head, making a note to talk to him about his smuggling habits in the future.  
 
    The crew clicked their plastic cups together before gulping down their small portions of whiskey.  Dani hesitated, staring down into her cup before holding it up once more. “To those lives that were lost, both in PS683 and in the wormhole.” 
 
    Somber expressions quickly spread across the crew as they lifted their cups once more.  
 
    Jag quickly refilled the cups. “Peterson and I always had a lot of fun. He was a great guy and shared my enjoyment for blasting Vaerian scum back to the dawn of time.” 
 
    “Dr. Lombardi was helping me expand my medical knowledge. He was a great mentor,” Cruz signed after setting his cup down on the floor next to him. 
 
    “I once worked under Captain Winston. He and his crew were always so thoughtful. I wasn’t surprised when they handed him the Louisiana. If anyone could handle a Class-A warship and the responsibilities that came with it, it would be him.” Dani sipped her drink.  
 
    “I just keep thinking about all the children on those planets,” Cassia mumbled quietly, swirling her drink. “They didn’t deserve what happened.” 
 
    “Lots of lives were lost. It really helps us remember why we’re fighting the Vaerians. Their disregard for life is sickening. Their whole species is deplorable.” Howard frowned as he looked down at his wrinkled hands.  
 
    “All I know is that I’ll do whatever I can to end this war. It’s out of control. Too many good people are dying.” Dani gulped down the rest of her drink and sat back, taking a deep breath as the liquid warmed her belly. Again, she replayed the scenario in her mind, running through a series of ‘what ifs.’ 
 
    After Cassia played the message, the screen had returned to the changing view of the surrounding star system as they slowly drifted through the area. There were no clearly formed planets located within PS703. The Barrens, as this sector was referred to, was mostly dust and asteroids. A distant star locked the relatively small space debris in orbit. They had drifted closer toward the star, their trajectory taking them closer to a dense asteroid belt.  
 
    A nudge of Jag’s elbow brought Dani out of her trance. “Let’s try to think of something more cheerful for a bit, yes?” 
 
    “What’s the first thing you’re going to do when we get rescued?” Cassia asked as she offered a bag of dehydrated fruit to Jag.   
 
    He held up a hand and wrinkled his nose. “I'm going straight to the best restaurant wherever we end up and ordering everything on the menu. What about you?”   
 
    “A nice, long bath.” She sighed. “How about you, Cruz?”   
 
    “I'm going to find a comfortable bed,” he signed.   
 
    “Your turn, Howard.” Cassia smiled, working her way around the circle.  
 
    “I imagine the first thing I’ll do is talk to someone at HQ about what they’re planning on doing with Alaska’s Vengeance. I hate to say goodbye, but, well, you’ve seen her.”  
 
    Dani nodded as she glanced around the bridge. “First thing I’m going to do is find out what exactly happened. I need to know everything about the state of PS683, our men, and the Louisiana.”   
 
    The crew fell silent once more.  
 
    Jag was the first to speak out. “I don’t think—”  
 
    Dani cut him off. “I just need to hear it. I need to know.”  
 
    Jag nodded. Another moment of silence passed. “Another round, then?”   
 
    Without a word, everyone held up their cups for a refill.   
 
      
 
    ***  
 
    Dani stood a few inches away from the main screen, squinting. It had been several hours since their celebratory drinks, and she was on watch, alone. She hadn’t been able to sleep since they received the response from Captain Veron’k. Instead of relief, her mind was filled with worry.   
 
    She pursed her lips and wrinkled her brow before sneaking past her sleeping crew back to her station. Not wanting to wake anyone again, she quietly eased into her chair and began a long-range scan. She lightly drummed her fingers on her console while she waited for the scan to run. Her eyes remained locked on a tiny object amid the ice and rock of the asteroid belt.  
 
    If it hadn’t been for a random glint from the distant star as the object came into view from behind a large asteroid, she would have never seen it. Now, her mind filled with questions. How long has it been there? What is it? Why didn’t I notice it before?  
 
    Dani attempted a few deep breaths as she waited what felt like an eternity for the scan.   
 
    Finally, as the scan completed, she accessed the results, minding each keystroke to ensure the others didn’t wake to her worry.   
 
    According to the data, the object seemed to be a ship, more or less. It was smaller than Alaska’s Vengeance on her best day, but the ship was old and appeared to be pieced together. An utter lack of lifeforms aboard the tiny vessel eased the threat from her mind.   
 
    Dani breathed a sigh of relief. While the object itself didn’t appear to be a threat, its presence raised a few red flags. She still wanted to know more about it and, under different circumstances, she may have investigated. However, navigating into the asteroid belt without primary engines was a recipe for disaster.   
 
    She absentmindedly flipped through the rest of the long-range scan data until something else caught her eye. Leaning toward the screen at her station, she zoomed in and read the scan data. It was a Galactic Conglomerate ship. A smile crossed her lips. Their rescuers were here at last.   
 
    Dani fired up one of the thrusters to spin Alaska’s Vengeance enough to center the forward cam on the ship. The repositioning woke Jag, despite her best efforts to be gentle.  
 
    “What’s going on?” he slurred groggily.   
 
    Dani nodded toward the screen.   
 
    “Oh, hey, there they are.” Jag sat up a little straighter before a puzzled look spread across his face. “Why aren’t they getting any closer?”  
 
    Dani frowned. She had the same thought but had hoped it was just her impatience shining through. “I don’t know.”   
 
    She accessed the communications system and attempted to open a line to the other ship.  
 
    “This is Captain Dani Devereaux of Alaska’s Vengeance of the Galactic Conglomerate. Do you read?”  
 
    Tension rose as she waited for a response. Her shoulders and back tensed as she stared expectantly at the screen. Every passing second felt like an eternity, and the longer she waited, the more obvious it became that something was wrong. 
 
    The crew began to stir once more, looking to Dani expectantly.   
 
    She narrowed her eyes at the GC ship once more and re-sent the message.   
 
    “Well that’s weird.” Cassia stretched. “Why aren’t they ans—oh, incoming message.”   
 
    “Half screen, please.”  
 
    Captain Veron’k appeared on the screen.  
 
    This is Captain Dev’ya Veron’k of Triak’gue, a Galactic Conglomerate ship. We are awaiting our next orders. Please stand by.  
 
    The blue, giraffe-like face blipped off the screen.  
 
    “Stand by?” Jag scratched his head.  
 
    “Orders?” Cassia's voice wavered.  
 
    Dani had the same questions but maintained a stoic appearance. “The Gi’ran are very procedural. I’m sure they’re just going by the book. Cassia, keep an eye on that ship,” Dani instructed.   
 
    Dani sat back in her seat, kicking her boots up on her console again. She folded her hands in her lap and took a deep breath, trying to appear relaxed despite her impatience. She had worked with the Gi’ran before. They followed rules as they were written, leaving no room for interpretation. The species was great in certain roles, but this was the first time Dani had encountered a Gi’ran ship. She assumed they were given the task of patrolling this section of space due to their inability to make quick decisions without direction from authority.  
 
    Minutes stretched into hours as the crew of Alaska’s Vengeance sat and waited. Dani tried to maintain a non-worried appearance. Jag paced the bridge while Cruz watched him, frowning. Cassia nibbled on her fingernails. Howard had taken a seat at Jag’s station and was looking over the ship’s damage in more detail, mumbling quietly to himself.   
 
    “This is bloody ridiculous,” Jag mumbled as he made another lap through the bridge.   
 
    Dani sighed and took her feet off her console. “Just try to relax.”  
 
    “They’re treating us like criminals; you realize that, don’t you? They’re just far enough away that our blasters would have minimal impact if any at all.”  
 
    “Well, we aren’t going to try to shoot them...”   
 
    “The thought must have crossed their minds if they’re just sitting there like that.”  
 
    “I'm sure they’re just taking extra precautions. They may not understand exactly what happened in PS683 or how we got here. There are a lot of unknowns, and Captain Veron’k is likely trying to protect her crew. I’d probably do the same thing.”  
 
    “No, you wouldn’t,” Jag snorted, stopping in front of the main screen.  
 
    Dani knew he was right—she wouldn’t have waited to rescue someone for her own safety—but she decided to let the conversation die there and turned her attention to Howard.  
 
    “How’s it looking over there?”  
 
    “It’s not great. Not great at all. The airlock is just completely gone.” Howard sat back in the chair, shaking his head. “I’m not sure how we’re all going to get off this ship alive.”  
 
    “Can’t we just use the suits?” Cassia pointed toward a closet in the bridge.   
 
    “Sure, some of us can. There are only four suits in there, my darling girl. You forget, I’m not normally on the bridge. My suit is back in the engine room still.”  
 
    Dani bit her lip and accessed the life-support reserves on her screen. “I can reroute life support to the rest of the ship again, but to level everything out is going to take almost all the resources we have left. With the air circulation and purification system down—”   
 
    “You mean gone,” Howard interrupted.  
 
    “Right, gone, then you won’t have much time to get to your suit and gear up.” Dani’s eyes drifted to Howard’s wound. “I’ll go. You can wear my suit, and I’ll get back there and get yours.”  
 
    “That’s mighty flattering of you, dear, but I don’t think your suit will fit me.” Howard chuckled as he shook his large belly.  
 
    “I’ll do it.” Jag approached the closet. “My suit will be snug on you, but it should fit. Plus, I’m in a lot better shape than you, old man. I’ll be able to get there in no time.”  
 
    “It’s going to be close, Jag,” Dani warned. “Howard can wear your suit, you could probably squeeze into mine, and I’ll go back and get Howard’s.”  
 
    “No, you’re far more valuable than I am. Besides... they’ll need you to explain how we got through that wormhole.”  
 
    “I wasn’t asking.” Dani stood and quickly changed the subject, ignoring Jag’s glare. “Cassia, send a communication to the Triak’gue.”   
 
    “Ready when you are, Captain.”   
 
    “This is Captain Devereaux of Alaska’s Vengeance. Our resources are nearly depleted. Requesting immediate extraction.”  
 
    “Incoming transmission.”   
 
    “Half screen, please, Cassia.”  
 
    Captain Veron’k appeared on the main screen.   
 
    We will begin our approach if you disarm your weapons systems.  
 
    Jag gave Dani an ‘I told you so’ glance before gently nudging Howard out of his station.  
 
    “Weapons disarmed,” he stated after a moment.   
 
    The red border around the status screen at Dani’s station confirmed that the weapons were in fact disabled.   
 
    “Done. Also, we no longer have an airlock. We’ll need to improvise. I’ll have my crew suit up and we’ll need manual extraction.”  
 
    Understood.   
 
    Captain Veron’k blipped off the screen.  
 
    “So much personality, that one.” Howard chuckled.   
 
    “Looks like they’re on the move. Suit up, team. I’m going to reroute life support throughout the ship. Jag, get the crew in place at the door to my quarters. Exit through there as soon as I’m suited up.”   
 
    The bridge bustled to life as the crew hurried to get into their suits. Cruz donned his prosthetics before stepping into his suit, turning down Cassia’s assistance after she had suited up. Jag and Howard struggled into their slightly too small suits while Dani focused on her console.   
 
    She turned on life support in the remaining sealed quadrants and opened the vents between those areas one by one, careful to avoid any that could result in a leak. Finally, she opened the vents between the bridge and the rest of the usable portion of the ship before sitting back to look at her crew.  
 
    Cassia’s face was twisted into an overcompensating frown as she pressed her lips together tightly, her eyes wide as they transfixed upon Dani, a titter escaping from her closed lips.   
 
    Dani raised an eyebrow at Cassia, who nodded ever so slightly toward Jag and Howard. Dani followed her gaze to the men and suddenly understood. Both Jag and Howard were crammed into suits that were obviously a size smaller than they should have been.   
 
    Jag was taller than Dani, and wearing her suit meant he had to keep his legs bent within the shorter legs, causing him to walk awkwardly as he circled Howard, trying to stuff the rotund man into his own suit. Cruz stood nearby, not bothering to hide the large grin on his face. Cassia, unable to contain herself any longer, chortled at the scene.   
 
    “Do you—” Dani cut herself off to control her own laughter rumbling around in her chest. “Sorry, do you need any help?”  
 
    “I think we’ve...” Jag furrowed his brow in concentration as he sealed the back of the suit Howard was wearing. “Got it!”   
 
    Jag and Howard both let out a sigh of relief while the rest of the crew let loose their laughter.  
 
    “Don’t breathe too heavily or you may bust out of that,” Cruz signed as he laughed.   
 
    “Alright, are we ready to do this?” Dani took one last look at the screen. The Triak’gue was nearly upon them. She cut power to the screen to aid with the life support across the rest of the ship and grabbed the handheld screen as the crew gathered at the door.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 4  
 
    Dani accessed the door on the port-con and pressed the open button. The doors strained before finally pulling apart and sliding into the wall on either side of the door frame. She peered into the icy hall, then looked back at her crew. “Alright, I’ll go get the suit. You guys wait at the door to my quarters. I’ll try to hurry as there isn’t much air left, and with it spread out over a larger area now, it might be hard to breathe.” 
 
    “Get going, then.” Howard shooed her out the door. 
 
    She started off down the hallway, the rest of the group stopping at the first door outside the bridge. The icy residue had spread across the entire door. “Clean this off if you can. Otherwise I’m not sure it will open when the time comes.”  
 
    “You got it.” Jag smiled and turned to face her awkwardly. “Be safe, and hurry.”  
 
    Dani continued on down the hall until she reached the door to the galley. The chill quickly consumed her body and flipped the switch of urgency in her mind. There was no time to waste. She tried to open the door using the port-con, but the motors from within the wall whirred in protest as the door refused to slide.  
 
    “Shit,” Dani mumbled under her breath. She didn’t have time to clear every door. Luckily, the ice on the interior doors wasn’t quite as thick as it was on the door Jag was chipping away at. Dani turned back to look at her crew. She could already tell the air was getting thin. “Go ahead and seal your suits. I’ll let you know when my helmet’s on and you can open that door.” 
 
    A quick glimpse around revealed a broken metal bar on the ground. She grabbed a cloth from her belt and wrapped it around the bar to protect her hands from the cold metal. She then used it to break away the ice that had formed around the edges of the door before trying to open it again. 
 
    Success. 
 
    She repeated the steps to retrace her path to the gym. Her uniform didn’t offer much in protection against the cold that intensified the further she got from the bridge. The small puddle that had coated the floor was now transformed into an ice rink. The door to the bathroom had been forced open by a frozen waterfall of ice.   
 
    Dani climbed through the window and jumped down onto the ice. “Shit!” she cried out as her legs slid two different directions.   
 
    “Everything okay?” Jag’s voice came across on the comm.   
 
    “Yeah, just dandy. I’m in the gym now.”  
 
    Jag chuckled on the comm. “That explains it.”   
 
    She made her way across the icy floor, holding her arms out for balance before she stepped through the hole in the wall into the engine room.   
 
    Dani sighed as she spotted the supply closet, on the other side of a pile of debris. She quickly got to work moving the various boxes and tools to clear a path. Her hands ached from the cold, but she pressed on. The locker door needed a bit of coaxing from the prybar before it opened and revealed the spacesuit.   
 
    Dani grabbed the suit and stepped into it, pulling it up over her shoulders with ease. It hung loosely, but it would do. She placed the helmet over her head and heard it suction into place. Breathing became easier almost immediately as the inner workings of the suit kicked on. “Alright, my suit is sealed. You’re good to open that door.”  
 
    She carefully stepped through the hole in the wall and back onto the ice. Her foot slid once more, and she caught the sharp edge of the makeshift door with her hand. She knew instantly that the metal had sliced through the suit and into her flesh as pain seized her.  
 
    Dani bit her tongue as she pulled her hand close to her, blood already dripping from the gash in the palm of her glove. She turned and started digging through supplies as she felt the oxygen slip away. A roll of industrial tape caught her eye, and Dani quickly wrapped it around the glove a dozen times, trying to ensure the leak had stopped. 
 
    “All set,” Cassia’s voice rang out in her ear. “Suits are sealed, and the door is mostly clear of ice.”   
 
    “Opening the door now,” Jag’s voice rang out through her earpiece.  
 
    Dani inhaled deeply as oxygen returned. She could feel the warm blood coating her hand within the glove but ignored the pain. She stepped out of the hole again, careful to not make the same mistake. 
 
    “The door is opened and the anchor system is in place. We see the Triak’gue,” Cassia announced.  
 
    “I was kind of hoping it’d be a little closer.”   
 
    Dani could almost hear Jag’s frown through the comm as she climbed through the gym window.   
 
    By the time Dani reached the hall, Jag was the only one waiting inside Alaska’s Vengeance.   
 
    “What are you still doing here?”   
 
    “I’m not going to leave my captain behind. Besides, we’re transferring one by one and it’s not my turn yet.” He winked at her through his helmet.   
 
    Dani approached the door and set the handheld device down before peering out. Howard and Cassia were standing in the open airlock of the Triak’gue with Gi’ran crewmembers, and Cruz was clinging to the side of Alaska’s Vengeance. He hooked the tether from his suit to the line running between the ships. 
 
    “It’s about a thirty-foot jump,” Jag explained. “Easy enough with the tether.”  
 
    Cruz looked over his shoulder at the open airlock, then pushed off of the hull of Alaska's Vengeance toward the Triak’gue. He soared through the open space along the tether and into the open arms of the crew on the other side.  
 
    “You go next,” Dani ordered, giving Jag a gentle push out the door.   
 
    He took a few steps into her quarters before kicking his legs out and walking himself toward the launch point on the outside of the ship. He repeated Cruz’s actions, and Dani watched until he was safely on the other ship.   
 
    She turned and looked down the hall and into the bridge one last time before she stepped into her quarters, which had become their exit point. What was once a cozy room was now half missing. The floor only extended a few feet in before it ended in a jagged mess. The artificial gravity system built into the floor throughout the ship lost its pull as she stepped further into the torn room, until it released completely where the floor ended. She held onto the remaining section of wall, careful to avoid anything that looked like it could cut her suit.   
 
    Dani positioned herself at the launch point like Cruz and Jag before her, and clipped onto the tether. She looked over her shoulder to make sure the open airlock was directly behind her. Satisfied about her position, she looked at her ship once more, patting the hull gently.   
 
    “It’s been fun, ol’ girl,” she whispered to the ship, taking in the destruction from the outside.   
 
    “Dani, you need to launch now.”   
 
    The urgency in Jag's voice caught her off-guard, and she looked toward the airlock. The rest of the crew was back toward the interior door, and Dani’s people were frantically beckoning her. She turned and launched herself off of her ship just in time to catch a glimpse of another ship on the opposite side Alaska’s Vengeance. It was the scrap heap of a vessel she had spotted in the asteroid belt, only now it wasn’t floating lifelessly along the asteroids.    
 
    The white glow of an incoming energy blast caused Dani’s eyes to widen as she soared backward toward the airlock. As she passed into the open door, it sealed shut behind her, and the in-floor gravity kicked in, yanking her down to the ground, causing her to roll several feet until she stopped at the feet of her crew.  
 
    Before she could even stand, the interior door opened and she was dragged into the ship by her crew. The Triak’gue shuddered as the energy shot hit its shield.  
 
    Dani clamored to her feet, wobbling as she tried to orient herself to her new surroundings. A Triak’gue crewmember was running down the hallway toward a viewing window. Dani and her crew followed quickly, sliding to a halt on the smooth floor before the tinted window.   
 
    “Pirates!” Cassia gasped as another blast was absorbed by the Triak’gue’s shield with a shudder.   
 
    “How?” Dani panted. “I scanned that ship and there were no life signs.” 
 
    They felt the powerful engines of the Triak’gue fire up, meaning that a jump was imminent, but they couldn’t pull their eyes from the scene.   
 
    Dani watched, open-jawed, as the Frankensteined pirate ship took aim again, letting loose another energy blast.   
 
    This time, rather than hitting the shield of the Triak’gue, the blast collided with the remnants of Alaska’s Vengeance.  
 
    With no shields to protect her, Alaska’s Vengeance took the full brunt of the blast. Dani and her crew groaned in unison as they witnessed the devastating blow. The remaining engine and thrusters were sheared away from the ship as it began barrel rolling toward the Gi’ran ship.   
 
    Dani reached up and placed her hand on the window just as the Triak’gue jumped into hyperdrive. The stars and planets around them blurred, and in the blink of an eye, Alaska’s Vengeance and the pirate ship were gone. Dani was unsure if the turn in her stomach was caused by the jump or witnessing the complete destruction of her ship.  
 
    She and her crew continued to stare quietly out the window as they passed stars and planets faster than their eyes could register. No one uttered a word as they quietly mourned the loss.  
 
    After several minutes passed, Dani noticed they weren’t alone. Several of the Triak’gue’s crewmembers had joined them. At first, she assumed they were there to enjoy the viewing window and check on their guests. Dani turned and stepped toward them to express her gratitude, but her sudden movement caused the crewmember closer to her to whip out an electrified baton. The draw of his weapon caused a chain reaction, and before she knew it, she was surrounded by solemn-looking Gi’ran all holding their weapons up in defense.  
 
    “Guys...” Dani said softly as she stepped back toward the window with her hands raised. She didn’t stop until the back of her helmet bumped into the viewing window. “We have a problem.”  
 
    Jag, Cassia, Cruz, and Howard all turned around at the same time, quickly mirroring Dani and putting their hands in the air.  
 
    The crewmember with a moon on their lapel gestured down the hall with their baton.   
 
    Dani nodded, swallowed hard, and began down the hall with her crew in tow. The rest of the Triak’gue’s crew fell in line around Dani’s crew, weapons still drawn. They were escorted away from the window and through winding halls of the pristine ship. The gleaming white walls and floors were harsh and uncomfortable.   
 
    “This has got to be a mistake,” Jag commented as he shuffled along awkwardly behind Dani.  
 
    The crewman next to him knocked the back end of his baton into Jag’s helmet, causing him to stumble and almost lose his balance in the too-small suit. He caught himself by grabbing onto the back of Dani’s too-large suit, causing her to nearly fall backward on top of him. By the time they righted themselves, each of their escorts had their weapons trained on the pair while the rest of the Gi’ran crew had Cassia, Cruz, and Howard pinned against the wall of the ship.   
 
    Dani slowly put her hands back in the air, straightened up, and started walking again, whispering softly into the suit’s comm, “I don’t know what’s going on, but they mean business. I’m sure it’s just a misunderstanding, but stay quiet and do as they say.”  
 
     They continued down the corridor before entering a stairwell and making their way into the belly of the ship. The Triak’gue crew finally halted Dani in a narrow hall lined with doors on both sides. The doors opened simultaneously, and the crewmembers of Alaska’s Vengeance were ushered into a cell, the door clanging shut behind them.   
 
    “Alright, so the good news is we were rescued before pirates completely destroyed our ship.” Cassia smiled as she freed herself from her helmet.   
 
    “The bad news is that the Gi’ran are known to lack compassion and we may be dead anyway.”  
 
    Dani glared at Jag. “And how is that helpful?”  
 
    Jag shrugged. “Just calling it like I see it.”   
 
    The cell door opened and a heavily decorated Gi’ran entered the room.   
 
    Dani stood and removed her helmet before extending a hand. “Captain Dani Devereaux. Thanks for the rescue.”  
 
     “Captain Dev’ya Veron’k. Welcome to the Triak’gue,” a device on the captain’s lapel translated.  
 
    “And such a warm welcome, indeed.” Jag rolled his eyes.  
 
    “What my colleague is trying to say”—Howard elbowed Jag in the side—“is thank you for your rescue, but can we inquire about our accommodations?”   
 
    “This is where we keep the prisoners,” Captain Veron’k said flatly. “We are en route to Galactic Conglomerate headquarters where you will be turned over to the authorities.”  
 
    Dani stepped forward, but the Gi’ran accompanying the captain raised their weapons, causing her to step back once more. “What crimes are we charged with?”  
 
    Captain Veron’k turned and left the cell with her escorts, the clang of the heavy metal door signifying the end of the conversation.   
 
    Dani sighed and sat down. “Cruz, how long do you estimate it will take us to get to GCHQ?”  
 
    “A few hours,” he signed.   
 
    “If that's the case, I’m getting out of this thing.” Howard struggled to reach the seal on his suit.   
 
    “Here, let me.” Cassia helped him release the seal and started trying to help him out of it.  
 
    The rest of the crew removed their suits as well until there was a pile in one corner of the cell.   
 
    Dani eased herself onto a cot as her body began to feel the effects of her rough landing. “It will be nice to get this whole mess sorted out. I’m sure once they debrief us, everything will be fine.”  
 
    “I sure hope so.” Cassia sat on the floor at Dani’s feet.   
 
    “What will happen then? We’re a crew without a ship,” Cruz signed after he plopped down on the cot next to Dani.   
 
    Dani caught Howard’s expression as he raised his eyes and fought to contain a smirk. “You hiding something, old man?”  
 
    Howard chuckled. “You didn’t hear this from me, but a new fleet is in the works. I was brought in to look over the specs, and these are some high-class ships.”  
 
    Jag perked up a little from where he stood, leaning on the wall. “Really now?”  
 
    “Oh yes, fanciest ships I ever saw. Of course, I only saw them on paper. I don’t know how far out they are from making them a reality. I hear they’re supposed to be faster, too.”   
 
    Jag nodded, smiling. “Now we’re talking.”  
 
    “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.” Dani’s stomach was a pit of worry. “Let’s see what happens when we get there before we get too excited.”  
 
    Dani spent the rest of the flight fidgeting with her uniform and running different scenarios through her head. Her father constantly ran her through a variety of battle scenarios as she was going through the academy. Their visits were infrequent, but she treasured the limited time they had together and she was a better pilot—and a better captain—for it.  
 
    She half-smiled to herself, shaking her head ever so slightly. He was always trying to stump her, putting her in impossible situations and applauding whatever decision she made. A decision that saves lives in the heat of battle is better than no decision at all, he would say.  
 
    On more than one occasion, he gave her a problem that required her to choose between herself and her crew and innocents. Dani agonized over those decisions, always trying to find a way to save everyone. You can’t always save everyone, Dani. His voice drifted through her thoughts. When she couldn’t save everyone, she always sacrificed herself, just like he had when he faced a battle he couldn’t win. Her father was a hero until the end, and here she sat, a failure and a prisoner. 
 
    Dani cleared her throat, trying to rid the depressing thoughts from her mind. She looked around at the few people she did manage to save after disaster struck in PS683. The rest of the crew participated in idle conversation to pass the time. Jag kept returning to the idea of one of the new ships while Cassia talked about her eagerness to spend a full weekend at a spa. Dani wrinkled her nose. They were quite the smelly bunch, having gone quite some time without a proper shower.   
 
    She tried to focus on the chatter around her, but ultimately Dani drifted back into her thoughts. She started to wonder if she should have stayed with the Louisiana instead of leaving to find the injured Vaerian destroyer. You had no way of knowing what would happen. You were sent in to eliminate the threat, and that’s exactly what you were doing, her father’s voice reasoned with her thoughts.  
 
    They’d had a similar talk when Dani was a fresh fighter pilot. She had chased a rogue fighter away from the group on a mission and ultimately took it out. However, in her absence, two of her fellow pilots were lost. The ship they were pursuing had outmaneuvered them both. You can’t save everyone, he’d said to her as they sat beneath a star-viewing window back at GCHQ. She made a promise to herself that day, while looking up at the stars with her father, that even if she couldn’t save everyone, she would never stop trying.  
 
    Her thoughts were interrupted when the constant hum of the hyperdrive engines suddenly revved down. She jumped up off the bed and approached the cell door. Despite how hard she craned her neck, all she could see was the obnoxiously white wall across from the door.   
 
    “Well, this is it,” Cruz signed as Dani turned back to face the crew.  
 
    “This probably won’t be the heroes’ welcome we’re all used to. They’ll probably debrief us individually. Be honest. We’ve got nothing to hide.” She nodded, unsure if her words were to calm her crew or because she needed to hear them too.   
 
    It wasn't long before the Gi’ran guards returned to the cell. They opened the door and stepped inside, carrying five sets of restraints.   
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding.” Jag groaned at the sight of the cuffs.  
 
    Dani shot him a warning glance before she willingly presented her wrists to the guard. The cold, flexible polymer melted into itself as the guard hit it with a special light. She was familiar with the standard-issue Galactic Conglomerate restraints. In fact, she had some aboard Alaska’s Vengeance, but she had never needed to use them.   
 
    Once the rest of the crew was cuffed, they were led out of the cell single-file and through the ship. More twists and turns in the opposite direction from which they came ended at the docking bay.   
 
    Through a nearby viewing window, Dani could see the gentle curvature of the planet-sized space station. Beneath the metal crust lay an actual planet, chosen for its mineral-rich core. Unfortunately, the planet was inhospitable, but that didn’t stop the GC. They’d built a survivable space on the surface of the planet that gradually grew to encompass the entire thing. They could mine down into it to get what they needed while utilizing its gravity and orbit to their benefit.  The network of structures left gaps where light could filter down to the planet below above the farms that helped feed the population.  
 
    Captain Veron’k joined Dani and her crew, silently glancing down at Dani out of the corner of her eye. The Gi’ran were tall and lanky, often towering over their human counterparts. Dani was taller than many women she knew but still felt small next to Captain Veron’k.   
 
    Dani shifted and cleared her throat, trying to refocus her attention and keep her gaze forward.  
 
    As the docking doors opened into the broad corridor, Dani furrowed her brow at the crowd waiting on the other side. Galactic Conglomerate troops, along with a number of reporters, lined up on either side of the hall. It wasn’t uncommon for Dani and her crew to have a welcoming party, but these people looked anything but welcoming.  
 
    Captain Veron’k stepped forward into the hall, briskly walking through the crowd, ignoring their questions.  
 
    “Captain Veron’k, how does it feel to bring in the GC’s most wanted fugitives?”  
 
    “Did you and your crew fear for your lives?”  
 
    Dani and her crew were led down the hall next. No sooner did Captain Veron’k disappear around a corridor did the hungry reporters pounce on their new prey.    
 
    “Were you part of the plan to destroy the star system, leaving billions dead?”   
 
    “What’s your response to claims that you orchestrated the whole event yourself?”  
 
    “How do you sleep at night?”  
 
    “Was it your goal to tarnish your father’s legacy?”  
 
    Her chest tightened as questions flew at her from every angle. She barely had time to open her mouth, let alone answer any of the questions, but a big part of her didn’t want to justify their interrogations with a response. Plus, she felt that it was best to keep quiet until she understood exactly what was going on and why they were in custody.   
 
    Dani turned to try to see the rest of her crew, but the guards escorting her jerked her forward again.   
 
    She felt beaten and bare as she was led around a corner and past another set of guards. This hall was much wider, one of the main thoroughfares at HQ. The barrage of questions was replaced by looks of disgust and disappointment as Dani and her crew were escorted down the hall. Guards blocked each offshoot, holding back onlookers who booed, hissed, and spat at the disgraced crew as they passed.  
 
    The muscles in Dani’s neck tightened as she tried to hold back the flood of emotions building inside. Not able to handle the anger radiating off of the small crowds, she focused her gaze downward, staring at Captain Veron’k’s feet as they made their way through the space station.   
 
    Another bend brought them to the shuttle station. Again, the crowds were held back by guards who prevented them from boarding the train. Dani and her crew were escorted onto the train shuttle and forced to sit on the cold, plastic benches.   
 
    “Not one word,” a guard threatened.  
 
    Dani’s eyes gazed upon the bewildered and upset faces of her crew, her own surprise and terror mirrored in their expressions. Even if she had been allowed to speak, she had no idea what to say.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 5  
 
    The silence on the train was deafening, but unable to drown out the questions echoing through Dani’s mind. Her own voice lay buried somewhere deep within the chaos in her head, repeating the same statement over and over.  
 
    This can’t be happening.  
 
    Dani took several deep breaths, trying to calm herself. Okay, Dani, everything will be alright. Think about what you do know. She refocused her attention on the facts. The War of the Seven Suns had raged on for years. The Vaerians were cold-hearted, merciless warriors with the goal of wiping out humans and using GC planets and resources for themselves. Surely Dani and her crew wouldn’t seem like an enemy with these barbarians at the gate. Right? 
 
    The news screen on the wall of the shuttle lit up, showing pictures of Captain Veron’k leading Dani and her crew off the Triak’gue.   
 
    “After a surprising turn of events, Captain Dev’ya Veron’k of the Galactic Conglomerate ship Triak’gue apprehended the crew of Alaska’s Vengeance. It was only moments ago that they arrived at Galactic Conglomerate Headquarters. Dani Devereaux and her crew are believed to be responsible for the destruction of Planetary System 683 and will be tried for treason, desertion, and consorting with the enemy.”   
 
    Before and after images of PS683 lingered on the screen, underlined by the badge pictures of Dani and her crew, less Howard.   
 
    “Dani Devereaux is the daughter of Robert Devereaux, esteemed fighter pilot, captain, and war hero who was killed in action early on in the War of the Seven Suns. It’s disheartening, to say the least, to know that his daughter was working with the very enemy responsible for his death.”  
 
    The train eased to a halt, and the guards pulled Dani and her crew to their feet just as she thought she might lose her composure. 
 
    Much to Dani’s relief, the platform was empty aside from guards placed at each exit. The plaque on the wall read Galactic Conglomerate Holding Unit.   
 
    They were marched up to a window attended by a young woman. Her eyes widened as she recognized Dani from the news screen displayed on her side of the cubby. The color ran out of her face and she shakily handed Captain Veron’k a digi-form, her eyes not leaving Dani’s face.  
 
    As Captain Veron’k handed the form back to the girl, her eyes caught Dani’s for just a moment.   
 
    Dani almost thought she caught an apologetic glimpse of pity before Captain Veron’k walked back to the train.  
 
    The guard nudged her toward the entrance of the holding unit. At another window, she and her crew surrendered their ID badges. When Howard approached the window, the guard pulled him back. “You’re coming with us, sir.”  
 
    Howard squared off to the man and puffed up his chest. “What, you think this old man was just along for the ride? If you think they’re guilty of something, then you better damn well send me back there too.”  
 
    The guard stepped back. “Uh, sir?” He turned toward his commanding officer.  
 
    “If he wants to be interrogated, send him back. We’ll let them decide if they should charge him or not.”  
 
    The guard in front of Howard nodded toward the intake window. “Let’s go then.”  
 
    Howard turned and proudly presented his badge to the woman behind the glass with a smile before turning to wink at Dani.  
 
    His actions helped melt away some of the tension trapped in her shoulders, and she smiled and mouthed Thank you towards her friend.  
 
    The group of five followed another guard down the hallway beyond the window. His armor was the complete opposite of the normal guards’. Rather than white armor with orange accents, it was orange with white accents. No doubt to stand out among the inmates, who traditionally wore white.   
 
    As they made their way down yet another corridor, the guard directed them one by one into small rooms with mirrored walls. Dani was the last to be locked into a room alone. As she stepped in, the guard freed her of her restraints. The floor and ceiling were white, and the walls were a dark, glassy color. A table was bolted to the floor in the center of the room with a chair on either side.   
 
    Dani peered into one of the mirrors but was unable to see through to the other side. She sighed as she sat in one of the chairs, the icy metal reminding her of her last moments on Alaska’s Vengeance. After laying her cheek on her shoulder to get an idea of how bad she smelled, Dani straightened her chair, sat up tall, and placed her hands on the table.   
 
    You’ve got this. It’s just a misunderstanding. Soon you’ll get a nice hot shower and to sleep in your own bed.  
 
    She waited for what seemed like ages, her tall posture slowly slumping in exhaustion. She rolled her head back, across her shoulders, and stared up at the white tiles. They reminded her of a game she and her father used to play frequently when she was a child. Even from a young age he groomed her to think strategically.  
 
    Standing once more, she approached the mirrored wall and stared at her reflection. Her dark hair was so greasy it looked wet. She had dark circles under her eyes, and her cheeks were slightly sunken. Her stomach growled, and her dry mouth became more obvious as she licked her lips. This will all work itself out, she tried to convince her reflection before turning to walk around the room.  
 
    Dani slowly walked from corner to corner, forcing herself to stay mobile to increase her alertness. The last thing she wanted was to nod off before her interrogation. She had faced similar questioning in the past, but it didn’t take place here. Instead, she, Jag, and the rest of the crew had faced an interrogation from her commanding officer. He questioned their motives behind a decision she made when Alaska’s Vengeance had a run-in with the pirate captain known as Talon. Ultimately, her commanding officer understood her side of the story after speaking with each crewmember. She tried to remain confident this would offer a similar result.  
 
    Several more minutes passed, and Dani finally sat at the table once more. Her mind drifted back to PS683 again, the image of the Louisiana, and the supernova on her aft cam.  
 
    Her thoughts were broken by the opening of the door.   
 
    “Captain Devereaux, it’s nice to meet you, though I do wish the circumstances were different.” The man extended a hand and flashed a million-dollar smile that instantly made her feel like she was greeting an old friend.  
 
    “So do I. I must say, I’m a little confused about all of this.” She stood and shook his hand.  
 
    “Please, have a seat.” He gestured as he took the chair opposite her. “I’m Detective Caswell.”   
 
    She sat and watched as the detective produced a briefcase and laid it upon the table. Dani wasn’t even aware he had it with him when he entered the room.  
 
    “Let’s get right to it, shall we?” He smiled again as he rifled through the contents of the case.  
 
    “Great, I’d love to clear up this whole misun—”  
 
    “What made you join the Vaerian forces?”  
 
    “What? I would nev—”  
 
    “Did you feel like betraying the Galactic Conglomerate was the only way you could step out from your father’s shadow?”  
 
    “I’m not sure where you're getting your inf—”  
 
    “Or was it simply because they pay better?”  
 
    Dani stared at Detective Caswell in bewilderment. His charming facade was replaced with malice. She didn’t dare try to speak again, as he clearly wasn’t interested in anything she had to say.  
 
    Detective Caswell slid a sheet of paper across the table to her.   
 
    Dani’s eyes dropped to the paper. A quick glance confirmed it was her bank account statement, only with a significantly larger amount of money than she had.  
 
    “This must be some mista—”  
 
    “No mistake. The bank confirmed the deposit using your PIN.”  
 
    She clenched her jaw, tiring of the interruptions.  
 
    “Should we see what Captain Winston has to say about this?”  
 
    “Captain Winston?” she blurted out, trying to prevent him from interrupting her again.  
 
    Detective Caswell pulled a small screen out of the briefcase and set it on the table. A video image of Captain Winston sprang to life. The panic was clear on his face despite the distorted image. Red warning lights flashed on the bridge around him, accentuating the signal interruptions as he spoke. 
 
    Vaerian forces … attempting to destroy PS— … shields … too strong … Devereaux … danger ... traitors … Galactic Conglomerate … will fall ... Devereaux ... no hope … find her ... too late.  
 
    Dani clamped her hand over her mouth as the transmission ended.  
 
    “We’ve had our best analysts study this transmission. There are massive amounts of interference so the message is fragmented, but they’re confident in their investigation and believe the message to be a warning—a warning about you, Captain Devereaux.” Detective Caswell slipped the paper and the screen back into the briefcase. “The trial begins first thing in the morning.”  
 
    “Wait...”   
 
    Detective Caswell raised an eyebrow. “Do you wish to confess?”  
 
    “I... no, I didn’t do this. We didn’t do this!”  She opened her mouth to say more, but the words didn’t come. Instead, her mind filled with Captain Winston’s face as he said her name. There was hope behind his eyes—she was sure of it.  
 
    “Captain Devereaux...” Detective Caswell sighed and looked at her like a parent reluctant to punish a child. “Billions of people are dead, innocent people. They’re dead as a direct result of the actions of you and your crew.” 
 
    Dani stared at him blankly. She may not have pulled the trigger on the blast that caused the supernova, but she felt as though he was right on some level. Those people did die. She wasn’t there to stop the enemy attack. 
 
    Dani’s stomach turned, and she wretched as it tried to escape through her mouth. Her head was a swirl of confusion and helplessness as Detective Caswell opened the door to the hall and stepped out. Two of the holding guards entered the room. Dani’s mind was a mess. She passively let the guards pull her to her feet and practically drag her out of the room.  
 
    The guards led her to processing, where she was stripped, searched, and sprayed down. Dani’s mind struggled to find answers in the chaos, but the assault on her senses was unrelenting. Only after she was dumped into an empty cell and left alone did she find solace.   
 
    She sat on the edge of the mattress and hung her head down toward her knees. Her heart ached unbearably, and she felt violated in every way possible. She wanted to slip away from the world, to crawl into the hairline crack that climbed up the wall of the cell and let the darkness consume her. She hadn’t felt this hollow since she received news that her father’s ship had been destroyed. The emptiness inside her seemed infinite. In a single day, she had completely lost herself.   
 
    Dani fell onto her side on the bed and brought her knees up to her chest, squeezing her eyes shut. This has to be a dream, a really horrible dream. Her eyes popped open to the sound of the cell door opening.  
 
    A broad-shouldered woman with short blonde hair entered the cell and flopped herself onto the bed across from Dani.   
 
    Dani closed her eyes and tried to will the nightmare away, but she soon felt breath on her face.   
 
    “Hey, you’re that captain, right? Devereaux? The one that blew up all those planets?”  
 
    Dani peeked out through one eye and sighed before sitting up and scooting away from the woman, who was entirely too close. “That’s what they tell me.”  
 
    “I’m Meg,” she said as she sat on the bed next to her. Her eyes shifted to the wall of bars separating the cell from the rest of the prison. “I have something for you.”  
 
    “You... what?” Dani blinked at Meg. “That doesn’t even make sense.”  
 
    “Hey, you’re telling me. Hang on.”   
 
    Meg lifted up the mattress and pulled on a loose thread, opening a hidden pocket on the bottom side. She pulled out a slip of paper and hid it in her palm before rushing back across the cell to Dani’s bed and sliding the paper toward Dani’s hand.  
 
    Dani stared at Meg for a while before taking the paper. She unfolded it to find a set of coordinates.  
 
    S802-P825-C1106-66d. 
 
    The wonderment on her face quickly transformed into anger as she recognized the numbers that had haunted her for the past several years. Dani wadded up the paper and threw it at the girl. “Get off my bed.”  
 
    “You know what that means?” Meg scrambled to pick up the evidence.  
 
    “Yes. Do you?”   
 
    “Well, no. I was hoping you’d—”  
 
    “Who told you to give that to me?”  
 
    “Uh, I dunno. I was told I’d get a few extra coins at the commissary if I did. It was part of a note. Found it under my sandwich on my lunch tray. Around here, you don’t take extra coins lightly.”  
 
    Dani groaned and rolled onto her side to face the wall.   
 
    “Whatever, lady.”  
 
    Dani heard Meg collapse onto her own bed. Satisfied she’d made herself clear, she closed her eyes and hoped for sleep. 
 
    ***  
 
    “Rise and shine, you intergalactic mass murderer. It’s time to get ready for your trial.” A guard clamored his baton against the cell bars.  
 
    “What time is it?” Dani pried her dry eyes open, struggling to focus on the figure at the door. It felt as though she had only found the comfort of sleep mere minutes earlier.   
 
    “Hurry up. I haven’t got all day. I need to get you to the transfer room before the other inmates get up for the day.”  
 
    Dani made it to her feet and stepped into her slippers before leaving the cell with the guard. She rubbed her eyes as they walked, the puffiness obvious to her touch, and then scraped the dried tear residue from her cheeks. After a stop in the restroom to allow her time to freshen up, the guard escorted her through a maze of halls and locked gates before they finally reached the prisoners’ entrance to the Grand Hall.  
 
    The moment Dani stepped into the room, she felt as though she were miles away from her cell. The thick carpet and deep blue wallpaper were a welcome break from the bare walls and bars. Even more welcoming were the faces of her crew.   
 
    “No talking,” the guard said as he shoved Dani into a chair next to Cassia.  
 
    Cassia looked how Dani felt. Frizzy hair, puffy eyes, blotchy skin. It was clear they’d both had similar nights. Howard was looking surprisingly refreshed. Cruz looked annoyed with the fact both his hands were cuffed to the arms of a standard-issue wheelchair. His prosthetics were gone, and his knuckles were bloodied. Jag looked to be on the receiving end of Cruz’s rage, with a stitched cut over his eye and accompanying bruises.  
 
    Dani’s eyes darted between Jag and Cruz, trying to figure out what happened before Jag finally broke the silence. “Nah, it wasn’t him, It was that damn detective.”   
 
    “I said no talking!” The guard lifted his baton and Jag snapped his mouth closed and pressed his lips together.  
 
    A knock at another door pulled the guard away and Cruz quickly signed to Dani. His limits were restricted with the restraints, but she was able to get the gist of it. “Those bastards are setting us up, and they took my damn legs too.”  
 
    Dani bit her lip and quickly signed back, “I'll get you all out of here.”  
 
    The guard returned and glared at each of them before speaking. “They’re presenting the evidence now. You’ll soon be called in one by one to testify.” 
 
    Hours passed as the crew sat in excruciating silence. Every attempt to communicate after Cruz and Dani’s brief exchange was quickly shut down by the attentive guard. Dani watched as one by one her crew was led through the adjoining door into the courtroom. Howard, Cruz, Cassia, Jag, and then finally Dani stepped in front of the court.  
 
    By the time it was Dani’s turn, the courtroom was abuzz. A small man with bifocals sat at the table Dani was placed at. The rest of the crew was nowhere in sight.   
 
    “Mr. Smitz, at your service.”   
 
    “Uh, hi. Don’t we get time to discuss the case before we end up here?”  
 
    “Oh, well, under normal circumstances, yes. In cases like this, not so much. It’s an open and shut case, really. I mean, there’s so much evidence.”  
 
    Dani stared at him in disbelief. This was the man who was chosen to defend her? “But we didn’t do anything.”  
 
    Mr. Smitz looked taken aback. “You should be happy you’re even seeing the inside of a courtroom. They technically could have executed you on sight.”  
 
    It was Dani’s turn to be surprised. Admittedly she had never paid much attention to the Galactic Conglomerate’s legal system. She heard it wasn’t perfect, but this just seemed careless. Someone was to blame for what happened, but it most certainly wasn’t her and her crew.  
 
    The robed judge cleared his throat as he peered down at Dani between two monstrous piles of folders. “We’ve heard from your crew, and now it’s time to hear from you. Please stand.”  
 
    Dani obeyed, and a rumbling whisper moved through the crowd.  
 
    “Daniella Devereaux, Captain of Alaska’s Vengeance and member of the Galactic Conglomerate's fleet, what say you on the charges of treason, desertion, and consorting with the enemy?” The judge looked down his nose at her.  
 
    “Not guilty. I did not do any of those things. This has all been a horrible mistake.”  
 
    The crowd rumbled again.  
 
    A smug-looking man in a black suit stood from the table next to where Dani and Mr. Smitz were. Dani recognized him almost immediately—Mr. Andrew Latta. He was a well-known attorney who often tried cases of treason. His face frequently graced the news, where he gloated about his many victories in court and boasted about his track record for protecting the GC from those who wished it harm.  
 
    “Ms. Devereaux,” Mr. Latta began, “the court has been presented with the evidence and received the testimony of your co-conspirators. Despite all this, you stand before the court and deny your involvement? Do you understand the consequences of your actions? How many lives were lost? An entire planetary system was destroyed, along with one of our superior warships.”  
 
    “Do I not get the opportunity to defend myself against these accusations?”  
 
    “Very well, Ms. Devereaux.” Mr. Latta sighed and looked at his wristwatch. “Did you or did you not have a run in with pirates within the last five years of your service without apprehending them?”  
 
    “Yes, but I don’t—”  
 
    “And did you or did you not abandon your position to protect the Louisiana?”  
 
    “Well, technically I suppose I did, but—”  
 
    “And did your bank account receive a substantial deposit around the same time as the destruction of Planetary System 683?”  
 
    “I guess so, but I don’t know anythi—”  
 
    “Treason against Galactic Conglomerate is a serious offense. Those individuals found consorting with the enemy in any action resulting in crimes against the GC, particularly in times of war, shall be sentenced to death.”  
 
    Dani slammed her bound fists down on the table in front of her. “We did not consort with Vaerian forces, or anyone else standing against the Galactic Conglomerate.” 
 
    “Bailiff,” The judge sighed. 
 
    A guard came and forced Dani back into her seat by her shoulders.  
 
    She continued protesting as the guard manhandled her. “I have always done my best to serve the GC to the best of my ability. This proceeding is ridiculous! It was an impossible situation and my actions were reasonable knowing what I knew at the time.”  
 
    “Ms. Devereaux, control yourself or I will have you forcibly removed from this courtroom as I did with the rest of your crew.”  
 
    Hearing that her crew acted out in a similar manner gave her hope. “Surely you see that we had no ill intentions. Our orders were to aid the Louisiana. Of course we would go after the Vaerian ship in PS683. We had no idea of knowing—” 
 
    “Remove her from my courtroom!” The judge stood and pointed at the door.  
 
    The guard grabbed Dani by her biceps and lifted her out of the chair he had been forcibly holding her in.  
 
    Tired of being silenced, she braced her feet on the floor and pulled back against the guard. “My record speaks for itself. I would never willingly allow anyone to be slaughtered!” 
 
    “Stop,” the judge instructed, leaning forward on his podium and pointing the gavel at Dani. “You, Ms. Devereaux, are a traitor, and you and your crew shall be treated as such. By the power vested in me by the Galactic Conglomerate, I hereby sentence Dani Devereaux, Jag Reinhart, Cassia Simpkins, Daemon Cruz, and Howard Glenn to dea—”  
 
    “Wait! It was me!” Dani called out, causing a hush to fall over the room.   
 
    The judge stared at her, gavel suspended above the podium.  
 
    Dani’s eyes darted around the room. Those present almost seemed relieved at her supposed change of heart. She had to do something, and the only thing she could think of was throwing herself under the bus. It was the only way she knew she could save the others. 
 
    “It was me. It was all me. I assume full responsibility, for everything that happened. The crew didn't know. I... ” Dani sighed. “I used them.”  
 
    “And why should the court believe you acted alone in your treachery?” 
 
    Dani sighed, hoping she was right in her assumptions. “All the evidence points to me, and me alone. The money was in my bank account. I imagine you already dug into their accounts and past and came up empty-handed.” 
 
    The judge continued to peer down at her, neither confirming nor denying her statement.  
 
    “I betrayed the GC. Me, not my crew. I alone am responsible for the actions of Alaska’s Vengeance and the resulting destruction of PS683.” Dani’s heart felt as though it shattered into a million pieces as she uttered the words. 
 
    The crowd gasped in unison and a smirk crept over the judge’s face.  
 
    “Then you, Ms. Devereaux, are sentenced to death.”   
 
    The sound of the gavel emphasized the finality of the sentence. The guard released her, and she stumbled forward. It felt like all the air had been sucked out of the room. The judge was the first to leave. The guards in the courtroom quickly ushered out everyone else. Bits of conversations caught her ear as the crowd funneled out the door. 
 
    “I told you she was guilty.” 
 
    “I knew it all along.” 
 
    “May she burn in hell.” 
 
    Mr. Smitz packed up his briefcase and stood to face Dani.  
 
    “You did a horrible job.”  
 
    He shook his head at her and walked past her out of the courtroom.  
 
    Dani exhaled loudly. All that remained was herself and the guard. 
 
    “You lied,” the guard spoke out from behind her, his face hidden by his mask. “I’m surprised the judge went for it.” 
 
    She turned to face him and squinted as though it would help her see the features below his mask. “What choice did I have? He was out for blood. If I didn’t confess, he would have had us all killed.” 
 
    “You realize that they’ll still face lesser charges, right?” 
 
    “At least they’ll be alive.” 
 
    “There are fates worse than death.” 
 
    Dani stared at him a moment before blinking rapidly. “Who are you anyway? Shouldn’t you be taking me to my cell?” 
 
    The guard hesitated a moment, then reached for Dani’s restraints, leading her out of the room and back down the hall to her cell. 
 
    Meg jumped up off of her bed as Dani was shoved back into the cell, the door clanging shut behind her.  
 
    The guard lingered at the door a moment, staring.  
 
    Meg’s eyes danced between the guard and Dani. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    The guard turned and walked away, leaving Dani alone with her cellmate.  
 
    “Well, how’d it go?” Meg asked again, holding her hands up in the air. 
 
    Dani pulled her eyes away from the door and the strange encounter with the guard. “I pled guilty.” 
 
    “Oh, wow.” Meg sat back down on her bed.  
 
    “Why do you care?” Dani scowled at her as she flopped down on her own bed. 
 
    Meg shrugged. “I dunno, I guess I just hoped they were wrong.”  
 
    Dani pulled her knees to her chest. “The court system doesn’t seem to care about who’s right and who’s wrong here.”  
 
    Meg nodded. “I hear that. No one cares about why someone breaks the law. They just care about what happened. I mean, sure, I stole some stuff. But it was for good reason.”  
 
    Dani rolled her eyes at the comparison and lay down on her bed once more, facing the crack in the wall, mumbling. “What’s done is done.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 6  
 
    “You gotta eat sometime, you know.” Meg huffed as she stood by the open cell door.  
 
    Dani quit picking at her nails and looked at Meg, knowing the other woman was right. It had been two days and she felt weak and lightheaded.  
 
    “Look, just stick with me. I’ll give you the run down on who’s who. It’ll be fine.”  
 
    “Alright,” Dani said as she reluctantly stood and followed Meg into the corridor.  
 
    The pair made their way past the other open cells to the mess hall. Women lined up against the wall around the room. At the front of the line was a cafeteria-style buffet; the servers were other prisoners who had worked their way up to kitchen duty. Dani had yet to receive any job assignments but was sure they’d start her somewhere at the bottom of the food chain.  
 
    “Okay, so over there you’ve got the pirates,” Meg said quietly and subtly nodded toward a group of rowdy, tattooed women. “They’re nice and all, but only if they think you can do something for them. Otherwise, you may as well not even exist. Problem with pirates is that they’ll turn on you like it’s nothing, without no warning, too. They always do what’s in their best interest. Always.”  
 
    Dani nodded. She knew the type. “Why do they look so happy?” 
 
    Meg shrugged. “Doing time is a rite of passage for them. They embrace it.” 
 
    “Who are they?” Dani gestured to another group of women who were considerably less cheerful. Instead of laughing and joking around like the pirate women, they sat with their heads close together, watching one woman draw on a slip of paper. 
 
    “They’re the rebels. They do not get along with the pirates. Not one bit. The rebels kind of put off this vibe like they’re better than everyone else. No one really likes them ‘sides themselves. They think they’re super heroes or something, out to save the galaxy.”  
 
    “But the rebels and pirates are both against the GC, right?” Dani had been briefed on the actions of both parties and their involvement in the ongoing war, but she never realized the two factions loathed each other so much. 
 
    “Pretty much. The biggest difference is that the pirates don’t want to follow any laws and the rebels think they should be the ones to make the laws.” 
 
    “Gotcha,” Dani said as they crept closer to the front of the line. “Anything else I need to know?” 
 
    “Yeah, don’t eat that.” Meg laughed as one of the servers plopped down a brown, gritty-looking pile of goo on Dani’s tray before quickly pulling her own back before the server could give her any. 
 
    Dani stared at the steaming plop of what appeared to be hupnal manure. “I don’t think I needed help figuring that one out.”   
 
    The inmates turned and stared at Dani as she and Meg made their way to an empty spot at the end of one of the tables. As soon as they sat down, the other women at the table got up and left.  
 
    “That’s not a good sign,” Meg mumbled under her breath. 
 
    Dani glanced around the mess hall. It now seemed more like a photograph than a real-life scene. Even the servers stopped what they were doing and were staring at her in anticipation. She couldn’t remember the last time she felt so uncomfortable. Dani shifted in her seat and leaned close to Meg. “Is this normal?” 
 
    Meg’s eyes widened, looking past Dani. “Not one bit.” 
 
    Dani took a deep breath before looking over her shoulder.  
 
    Behind her stood a tall woman, the left side of her face a mess of tattoos and scars. The once-ornate pattern ran down her neck and across what Dani could see of her décolletage. A look of disgust resided on the woman’s face and her hands rested on her hips.  
 
    “I know your face,” the woman hissed at Dani, grabbing her jumper by the collar and lifting her up out of her seat.  
 
    Dani’s feet scrambled to find the ground as the woman lifted her. She looked to Meg, who sat frozen at the table, mouth agape. As soon as Dani was clear of the table, the woman let go and forcefully shoved Dani back toward the wall. 
 
    “You’re that GC captain. I saw you on the news.” The woman hissed again as she continued to advance toward her. 
 
    Dani stood her ground, looking around for a means to defend herself from the woman who obviously intended to hurt her. The only thing nearby was a chair resting against the wall next to a trash receptacle. A quick look around the mess hall proved no one else was going to step in. Most of the inmates had returned to their meals, aside from the other pirate women, who now stood around their table, watching their apparent leader and Dani. The rebels also stood, watching, waiting.  
 
    “I don’t want any trouble,” Dani spoke clearly and calmly, holding her hands up, palms outward toward the woman.  
 
    The pirate woman didn’t halt her advance; instead she raised a fist and swung at Dani.  
 
    Dani quickly ducked and swung back at the woman, catching her in the soft spot of her side before stepping around her and holding up her fists. “I’ve had one hell of a week; I don’t think you know what you’re getting yourself in to.”  
 
    The pirate woman jabbed again at Dani, who quickly dodged the attack. She never was more thankful for her father’s insistence she participate in various self-defense courses. The inability to strike Dani seemed to infuriate the woman even more. Before Dani knew it, two additional women grabbed her arms.  
 
    The pirate woman smirked. “Dodge this.” 
 
    Her fist hit Dani in the jaw with a crack, snapping Dani’s head to the side and plunging her into total darkness. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Ms. Devereaux.” A squat, rotund man waddled into the infirmary and over to the gurney Dani sat on. “It’s only been a few days and you’re already causing problems.” 
 
    Dani resisted her urge to argue with the plump man. The pain in her jaw helped her hold her tongue. 
 
    “I’m Warden Quill. I wish I could say it was nice to meet you... but it’s not.” 
 
    Dani glared at the man as he walked in a semi-circle around the gurney, sizing her up.  
 
    “Though I must admit,” he said, wagging a chubby finger at her. “You’ve got spunk, standing up to Geneva like that.” 
 
    The corner of Dani’s mouth crept up in a crooked smirk. 
 
    Warden Quill frowned at Dani, narrowing his eyes at her. “I hate spunk.”  
 
    Dani wiped the smirk off her face and shifted uncomfortably.  
 
    “You know what else I hate, Ms. Devereaux?” He stopped in front of her, crossing his arms and resting them on his belly. “Trouble. And I can tell you’re going to be trouble.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir.” Dani looked down into her lap, trying to push the pain in her jaw to the back of her mind. 
 
    Warden Quill continued as though he hadn’t heard her. “Do you know what we do with trouble, Devereaux? We put it in the Cellar.” 
 
    “The Cellar, sir?” Dani didn’t like the sound of the ominous place but felt she should engage with the man somehow.  
 
    A twisted smile grew across Warden Quill’s face. “There’s no light in the Cellar, you know. No walls. No bars. In fact, I really don’t know what’s down there, but if I get any more trouble out of you, then you’ll have the chance to figure it out yourself.” 
 
    “Understood, sir.” Dani nodded and awkwardly held in the instinctual salute.  
 
    “I hope so, Devereaux. I hope so.” Warden Quill waddled back out of the room. 
 
    The nurse returned from wherever she had retreated to when the warden entered. “Here, take these. Everyone gets them after their first fight, but only after the first. For any other fights, you’ll just have to deal with the pain.” 
 
    Dani nodded in appreciation and took the tiny paper cup holding two small pills from the nurse, and quickly threw them into the back of her throat.  
 
    “You better get back to your room and lie down. Those are going to knock you out.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Dani stood and steadied herself before stepping out of the infirmary and quickly making her way back to her room. 
 
    The halls were relatively empty aside from the posted guards who had been mysteriously absent during the run-in with the woman the warden called Geneva. She slipped back into her stall and bee-lined for her bed.  
 
    “Oh good, you’re okay,” Meg whispered as she slipped into the cell shortly after Dani.  
 
    “No thanks to you,” Dani muttered as she tried to get comfortable on the small bed. 
 
    Meg looked at her feet as she shuffled them. “Yeah, I mean, you kinda dug your own grave.” 
 
    Dani propped herself up on her elbow, teetering slightly as the drugs started to take hold. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You know, that whole PS683 thing. One of the planets there was a pirate refuge.” Meg cocked her head slightly. “You didn’t know?” 
 
     “Of course I didn’t know. I am—was—a GC Captain. We arrested pirates. If we knew they were there, then there would have been a raid.” 
 
    “Or you’d just blow them up,” Meg mumbled with a shrug. 
 
    “I did not blow anyone up,” Dani said through gritted teeth.  
 
    “Right, well, not you directly, but anyway, you’re probably going to run into a lot of trouble in here. A lot of people died.” 
 
    Dani rolled over to face the wall. “Leave me alone. I’m tired.” The words barely made it past her lips before she fell into a deep sleep. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Several sets of hands pulled Dani out of bed, rolling her out onto the floor, her face colliding with the cold, stone floor. She groaned, trying to push herself up, but a foot came down hard between her shoulders, causing her face to collide with the concrete once more. 
 
    A brunette with short, dark hair bent down and flicked Dani in the forehead.  
 
    Dani scrunched up her nose and squinted through the medicine fog at her assailant. She tried to get up once more, but the foot remained on her back and a pair of hands pinned her legs to the floor. She tried to wiggle to free herself, but the effects of the drugs still had a hold of her. It was all she could do to mutter quietly, “Get off me.”  
 
    “So you’re the big, bad woman who blew up my home planet? Pathetic.” The woman spat on Dani’s face. 
 
    Dani struggled to get her cheek to her shoulder and managed to wipe most of the saliva away.  
 
    “Look at you now. Garbage. And to think that I used to think you were a hero.” The brunette stood. 
 
    Dani watched the woman’s feet as she paced back and forth in front of her. “Look, I’m sorry, but I promise it didn’t go down the way the news is playing it out.” 
 
    The feet stopped and the woman bent down once more. “What? You weren’t paid to look the other way while the Vaerians destroyed PS683?”  
 
    “Of course not. We were actually—” 
 
    “Get off her, Bea.”  
 
    “You sure, Roni?”  
 
    The brunette, Roni, stepped toward Dani and shoved the woman off of her back and onto Dani’s bed before grabbing Dani by the back of her jumper and pulling her up to her feet. 
 
    Dani’s legs struggled to stay firm beneath her, but now that she was upright she recognized Roni as one of the women from the rebel table. “I thought you hated the GC anyway.”  
 
    Roni snarled, “I do hate the GC. And their corporate goons, government officials, and even the soldiers, but that doesn’t mean I’d end billions of innocent lives.”  
 
    “Innocent people have died in rebel attacks.” 
 
    Roni slapped Dani across the face with a loud pop.  
 
    Dani closed her eyes briefly, trying to focus on regaining her coordination as the sting of the slap felt hot across her cheek. When she opened them, Roni had her back to her.  
 
    “Look, nothing you can do to me is going to change what happened.” 
 
    “No,” Roni said, turning to face her. “But it sure will help me feel better.”  
 
    The last thing Dani remembered before she blacked out again was Roni’s fist coming right at her face. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Dani wasn’t sure how long she was out, but when her eyes fluttered open, they were greeted with nothing but darkness. She blinked rapidly and groped her face with her hands in search of whatever was blocking her sight. Shit. I’m blind. Her thoughts raced as she rubbed her eyes and opened them wider hoping to see something, anything.  
 
    Sheer panic began to pump through her veins at the idea of never being able to see again. She wouldn’t be able to pilot another craft, not that it was an option anymore anyway. Most importantly, she wouldn’t be able to defend herself in this hell hole of a prison.  
 
    She took in her surroundings using her other senses: a cold, damp cement floor, the dank smell of moisture, and a lack of sunlight. Then, the warden’s threat returned to her mind.  
 
    “Hello?” Dani called out in the darkness.  
 
    A scuffling from her right and a harsh “Shhh!” echoed through the chamber.  
 
    Dani lowered her voice. “Are we in the Cellar?” 
 
    “Yes, now be quiet,” the voice urged. “I don’t want the warden to hear me talking to you.” 
 
    Dani took a deep breath. The good news was that she wasn’t blind—at least she was fairly confident that wasn’t the case. There’s no light in the Cellar. The warden’s words bounced around her head. The bad news was that she had no idea how long she had already been down here or how much longer she was to remain locked in the dark.  
 
    How is this even allowed? Dani asked herself as she felt along the cold floor on her hands and knees. Surely this can’t be legal. Her outstretched fingertips grazed the wall and she turned, sat, and leaned back against it.  
 
    Dani blinked her eyes several times more just to make sure they were actually open. The darkness in the Cellar was more than just an absence of light. It was as though someone had actually put in the extra effort to suck all of the light out of the room. She tried to concentrate; surely some light had to filter in from somewhere. At the very least there must be a door. Despite her efforts, Dani couldn’t make out a single shape in the suffocating dark.  
 
    It’s like space, with no stars. She held her hand up in where she guessed would be the front of her face. Dani tried to reach out and feel the space around her with her mind, but her thoughts were as dark as the room before her.  
 
    A soft crying bounced off the stone walls and met her ears. She wasn’t sure if there was another prisoner down here or if it was the same girl who silenced her earlier. Either way, Dani vowed not to let herself fall into the hopelessness of the dungeon.  
 
    Positioning herself on her knees once more, she placed one hand on the wall as a guide and the other out in front of her and crawled forward. It didn’t take long before she found the corner of the room. Another turn and another several feet found another corner. There has to be a door, somewhere.  
 
    Dani took the next corner. After a few more feet, she found what felt like a hinge on the wall, connecting a wooden door. Her fingers searched for the cracks around the door but only felt rubber flaps. So that’s how they keep the light out. Dani made her way to the other side of the door. There were no handles, but the rubber flap running up the opening was curled slightly. She pried it back from the crack and the tiniest bit of light filtered in and across her hand. 
 
    She breathed a sigh of relief as the sliver of light shone like a needle across her fingertips. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to help her keep her sanity. Her training at the academy had taught her that if she were ever captured by the enemy, she needed to find something to cling to. Attaching hope to that little sliver of light would keep her from completely losing herself.  
 
    She pulled her hand back and let the flap close, blocking out the light once more. The darkness no longer seemed so bad. Still, she checked the flap every few moments to get a glimpse of the soft yellow glow. 
 
    Dani wasn’t sure how much time passed in the Cellar before she heard the footsteps. Her stomach became a ball of pain from the lack of food over the past several days. Her lips were cracked and dry, the parchedness spreading to her tongue and throat. She wasn’t sure what fate awaited her upon her release from this dark hell, but she needed to get out of here. As time passed, the sliver of light started to lose its magic.  
 
    The door creaked and Dani hurried away from it, crouching down against the wall several feet away. A moment later, it burst open and light filled the stone room. Dani gasped and shielded her eyes, squinting toward the door. She could just make out the rotund figure of the warden along with two guards.  
 
    “Time to get you ladies topside,” the warden’s jolly voice rang out as the guards stepped past him into the room.  
 
    The first guard stooped and grabbed Dani by her upper arm, hoisting her onto her feet. He quickly placed the restraints on her wrists. He shoved her toward the warden before continuing on into the Cellar.  
 
    Cramps in her legs caused her to drag her feet as she painstakingly made her way to the door. The warden chuckled as she stepped into the light spilling in from the doorway.  
 
    “Have you learned your lesson yet, Ms. Devereaux?”  
 
    Dani glared at him, resisting the urge to punch him in his fat, round face.  
 
    Warden Quill jutted a thumb back over his shoulder and into the bright room behind him. Dani stepped out into the bright room, wincing at the harsh light. Her once-friendly golden sliver was actually a series of unforgiving, glaring bulbs making her long for the darkness from whence she came. She stumbled as she tried to navigate the room with her eyes mostly closed.  
 
    A third guard, one she hadn’t seen originally, caught her by the elbow. “Easy there.” 
 
    She recognized his voice as the guard from the trial. The recognition caused her to hesitate and lean against him for support momentarily before he guided her to a seat as the next prisoner stumbled out of the room. 
 
    Dani covered her face with her hands, trying to filter the light and allow her eyes a better opportunity to adjust. She slowly pulled them away and looked to the woman beside her. It was Roni. From the looks of it, Dani guessed that Roni’s hard exterior had cracked in the darkness. Her eyes were puffy and swollen. The dried line of tears down each of her cheeks made her look broken rather than fierce. The fire had gone from her eyes, and her gaze caught Dani’s for the briefest of moments before she looked down at the floor.  
 
    The two guards dragged the next woman out of the cellar. It was Geneva. Roni and Dani shared a glance as the guards dropped Geneva to the floor. Had it not been for the quiet groan as they released her, Dani would have mistaken her for dead.  
 
    The fourth woman was one Dani hadn’t seen before. The guards were carrying her out, but she resisted. Her arms and legs flailed as they tried to get her out the doorway before they finally let go and watched her scamper back into the dark.  
 
    “Leave her,” Warden Quill ordered. He gazed into the Cellar a moment before turning back to the guard closest to him. “Throw in some bread and water.” 
 
    One of the guards withdrew a loaf of bread and a large water bottle, placing it into the room before sealing the door once more. Dani looked at the familiar guard, silently pleading with her eyes fixated on his mask. She would give almost anything for bread and water right now. She’d even consider returning to the confines of the Cellar. Thankfully, that wasn’t necessary. He retrieved the food and water, distributing it among the other three women.  
 
    The trio of prisoners unceremoniously tore into the bread and gulped down the water in a matter of minutes, the warden shaking his head and laughing the whole time. As soon as they finished, he waved his hand over his shoulder as he left the room.  
 
    “Return them to their cells.” 
 
    The three guards helped the women to their feet. Dani felt slightly better now that her belly wasn’t empty, but her stomach quickly cramped as though it didn’t know what to do with the food.  
 
    “We’ll catch up,” the guard assisting her said to the others before helping Dani back down into her seat. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Kind of a stupid question,” Dani mumbled as she clutched her abdomen. 
 
    “Look, I know you got a raw deal, but you did confess.” The guard crouched down next to her. 
 
    “I had to or they would have killed my entire crew.” Dani bent forward over her legs, hoping to calm her stomach. 
 
    “You think they’re better off without you?” 
 
    “I think they’re better off alive.” 
 
    “There are worse things than being dead, you know.”  
 
    Dani sighed. “Yeah, like being in that hell hole. How can they even do that, anyway?” 
 
    “Well, the government is considerably more lax in the rules of punishment against those who’ve committed crimes against them. They don’t throw just anyone in there, or there would be a problem.”  
 
    “So basically just the pirates, rebels, and me then.”  
 
    The guard stood and offered Dani his hand. “Let’s get you back to your cell.” 
 
    Dani accepted the gesture and stood. “Why are you being so nice to me?” 
 
    The guard shrugged. “Someone needs to look out for you. Your roommate doesn’t seem too invested in your safety.”  
 
    “I don’t blame her. Roni and Geneva have authority here. I wouldn’t let Meg get involved anyway.” 
 
    “You need to quit worrying about everyone else and focus on taking care of yourself, or you’ll never make it in here.” 
 
    “Make it until what?” Dani turned toward him as they made their way down the corridor. “Take care of myself so they can execute a well-adjusted, healthy person?” 
 
    The guard laughed. “Well, hopefully things don’t get to that point.” 
 
    Dani stared at him, her forehead crunched. “You were there when they sentenced me to death. You know how this ends.” 
 
    “You’re right.” The guard hesitated as they neared the door to Dani and Meg’s cell. His helmet faced her, but he didn’t say anything else. 
 
    Dani couldn’t help but feel like he wanted to say more. She was starting to think he knew more than he let on, but she wasn’t sure if she was just looking for another sliver of light. 
 
    “Look, try to stay out of trouble. Okay? And please, eat something before you completely wither away. I’ll do what I can to make sure Roni and Geneva leave you alone, but I can’t be everywhere.” 
 
    Dani nodded as he slid the door closed with her inside. “Thanks.” 
 
    “And Dani,” he added. “Don’t lose hope.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 7 
 
    Dani crawled into bed, welcoming what little comfort the thin mattress provided. Don’t lose hope, she repeated in her head. Even her thoughts sounded sarcastic. Meg snored across the room from her in her own bed, making sleep difficult for Dani. She rolled over and faced the crack in the wall, tracing it with her finger.  
 
    The tiny crevice in the wall felt like the rift running through her heart and mind. The two sides of each not quite aligning. She desperately missed her crew, and the thought of never flying again caused her soul to ache. A sigh escaped her lips as the hopelessness and desperation started to close in. She felt that the GC’s swift reaction and punishment weren’t fair. Until now, she hadn’t really thought much about those pirates and rebels that flashed across news bulletins. Their fate was of no consequence to her, until she shared it.  
 
    Her fingernail glided along the broken crack in the wall until it snagged on something. Dani propped herself up on her elbow and peered into the crack in the dim light filtering in from the hall outside her cell. A sliver of white rested within the folds of the wall. She picked at it, the paper just barely out of reach. Her frustration grew with the little progress she made. Pausing for a moment, Dani glanced around hoping to find something of use—a bobby pin, toothpick, anything—but there was nothing.  
 
    Dani’s determination set in. She peered in at the piece of paper and slid her nail up against it again, repeating the action over and over until the corner finally poked through the surface of the wall. Eagerly ripping it out of the wall, Dani hastily unfolded and read the slip of paper. 
 
    Take the job. 
 
    Dani scrunched up her face at the handwritten letters. What the hell does that mean? She turned it over in her hand, looking for more information, and then stopped to read it once more. The handwriting had a vague familiarity. It resembled the notes her mother would slip into her bag every time she departed for the academy. Dani shook her head. No. Mom’s dead.  
 
    Dani stared at the note once more, gliding her fingertip over the words. Her mom hadn’t made it to her graduation. Neither had her father for that matter, but he was away on a mission. Dani’s mother had always been the reliable one, the one that was always there, until that day. That was the day she went missing.  
 
    Dani had hurried home after the ceremony, fearing something had happened to her father. When she got there, the lock on the door was broken and the door was ajar. There was no sign of her mother, but there was blood, so much blood. Dani’s stomach turned just thinking about it. Things were a blur for a while. Dani’s father was contacted, and he returned from his mission to talk with the investigators while Dani became an afterthought. 
 
    She never knew the details of the investigation. The file was sealed due to her father’s military career. All Dani knew was what her father told her, that there was too much blood around the house for her mother to have survived whatever attack took place. 
 
    Dani squeezed her eyes shut. She knew the handwriting wasn’t her mother’s—it couldn’t be. She was sure her mind was just reaching out for some hope to grab onto. Besides, she had no idea how long the note was there. Just because she hadn’t seen it before didn’t mean that it was meant for her. For all she knew, it could have been for the previous tenant.  
 
    “Whatcha got there?” Meg spoke out from her horizontal position on her own bed. 
 
    “Nothing,” Dani grumbled, crumpling the note. “You’re up late.” 
 
    Meg gave her a puzzled look before sitting up on her bed. Not a moment later, the prison-wide wake-up alarm played across the speakers throughout the facility.  
 
    “Right.” Dani sighed.  
 
    “I’m glad you’re back. You should really clean up, though. You look like shit and it’s visitor day.” Meg hopped off of her cot. 
 
    A guard clanged his baton on the cell door. “Wake up, ladies. You have visitors today. Visiting hours begin in two hours.” 
 
    “Wait, both of us?” Dani perked up. 
 
    The guard glanced down at the clipboard again. “Looks that way, unless they no-show on you.”  
 
    Dani peeled herself off of her cot. Sleep could wait. Her spirit was rejuvenated at the thought of seeing a friendly face. She wondered who it was as she hurried through her allotted shower time. After she was cleaned up, she stopped by the mess hall. Geneva and Roni were already there and at their respective tables. From the looks of it, they both had foregone the shower for food.  
 
    Geneva’s eyes tracked Dani through the line, causing her to shift uncomfortably. Much to Dani’s relief, there was no encounter that day. After finishing her breakfast, Dani hurried to the visitor’s lounge and checked the digital marquee on the wall. Her name scrolled by, along with a few others.  
 
    “Line up,” a guard spoke out and the prisoners formed a single line, Dani falling in with them.  
 
    A quick glance at the list and the guard waved the women into the visitor’s lounge one by one, each of them taking a seat at a numbered table indicated by the guard. Dani was the last prisoner permitted for the first round of visitation and sat at the last open table.  
 
    Nervousness vibrated through her body as she anxiously awaited her visitor. The list was passed from one guard to another who stepped out into another room. Slowly, the visitors entered, making their way to the prisoners they were there to see. Dani watched each reunion, bouncing her legs under the table impatiently. Some of the encounters were tear-filled, others were surprises met with laughter. Then it was her turn. 
 
    The door opened once more and Jag followed the guard in. Dani’s heart leapt into her throat at the sight of him. She grinned and stood, holding out her arms for an embrace, but Jag avoided the hug and sat down at the table.  
 
    Dani quickly put her arms down and slid into the seat across from him, her spirits slightly dampened. “It’s so good to see you. Thank you for coming.” 
 
    Jag stared at her for a moment before looking down at the table between them, not saying a word.  
 
    Dani shifted in her seat, disappointed he wasn’t happy to see her. “How’re things?” 
 
    Jag sighed, lifting his eyes to meet her once more. The playful sparkle was gone. “How could you do this to us?”  
 
    “What?” Dani sat back in her seat and stared at Jag. She started to see more than just the lost sparkle. He had bags under his eyes, his cheeks were hollow—he looked as though he had been right there in prison with her. She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “You think I’m guilty?” 
 
    “Of course not.” He batted the idea away dismissively with his hand. “I just didn’t think you’d give up so easily.” 
 
    Dani’s mouth dropped open. “Give up? You think I just gave up?”  
 
    Jag shrugged and folded his arms across his chest, leaning back in the chair.  
 
    She felt crushed, the weight of his accusation pressing down on her. “I took the blame to save the rest of you.” 
 
    “No one asked you to do that,” he said nonchalantly.  
 
    Dani stared at him in disbelief. “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    “Oh, here you go, pulling that ‘the captain goes down with her ship’ self-righteous bullshit that you do.” 
 
    She looked around the room at the other couples, families, and friends joyously carrying on their conversations. This has to be a joke. This can’t be real. Her eyes worked their way back to Jag’s face. There was no concern for her in his eyes. In fact, he looked angry. 
 
    Jag leaned forward. “Maybe being in here will help you realize that you don’t always get to call the shots for everyone else. Your way isn’t the best way. Other people’s opinions matter too.” 
 
    “I... I was trying to help,” Dani stuttered. 
 
    “That’s the thing, Dani, you’re always trying to help, but you do what you think is best for everyone else without actually talking to them about it first.” Jag sighed. “Look, I’m sorry you’re in here, but you did this to yourself when you decided to take this entire situation on alone. We were all sticking by you, and you made us look like fools. We know the truth, Dani. So do you, and you still just surrendered like you were doing us all a favor.” 
 
    “I was doing you a favor!” Dani shouted. 
 
    “You think you were doing us a favor. We’re still in trouble, Dani. We are all grounded. We can’t fly, we won’t be part of another crew—we will have no life.” 
 
    “But you’ll be alive,” she protested. 
 
    “And you’ll be dead!” Jag argued. He lowered his voice again after a guard cleared his throat at the two of them. “You’ll be dead, and we’ll all be miserable because you didn’t let us help.” 
 
    “There was nothing you could have done.”  
 
    “Now we’ll never know, will we?” Jag stood and started to walk away from the table. He turned to face Dani once more after a few steps. “You want to know how your solution ‘saved’ us? Cassia’s in the nuthouse, Cruz is locked up for assaulting that ass of a detective, Howard fell off the face of the planet, and I get laughed out of any job I even think about applying for. You know I counted on my salary to take care of my parents. At this rate they’ll be homeless within a month. So yeah, Dani, you saved us real good.”  
 
    Dani couldn’t breathe as Jag banged on the exit door. Her chest felt tight as he left the room, and she realized that the chatter from the other tables had completely ceased. All eyes were on her. The last thing she remembered was the whispers that started as the pain in her chest intensified and blackness enveloped her. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “She’s waking up.” 
 
    Dani’s eyes fluttered and the nurse standing over her came into view. A moment later, Warden Quill leaned over her on the opposite side of the nurse, the deep frown on his face highlighting his displeasure.  
 
    “You, Ms. Devereaux, are really quite a pain in the ass.” The words drawled from his lips.  
 
    Dani struggled to find her voice before weakly managing to utter, “Did I have a heart attack?” 
 
    “Hah,” the warden chortled and stepped away from the bed. “Wouldn’t that have saved everyone a lot of trouble? No, my dear, it was just a panic attack. Though you caused such a scene I was forced to cancel the rest of visitor’s day. I’m afraid you won’t be too popular with the other inmates.” 
 
    Dani sighed and closed her eyes, trying to disappear into the lumpy pillow beneath her head. “Great.” 
 
    “Oh, by the way...,” Warden Quill spun on his heel with the grace of a bowling ball. “Your attorney notified me that your request for appeal was denied.” 
 
    Her already-dry mouth seemed to dry up even more. “So, I’ll be executed then.” 
 
    The warden’s round head bobbled as he smiled. “As soon as you’re healthy enough. In fact, you’ve been upgraded to your own cell so we can keep a better eye on you. You know, to make sure you don’t get any wild ideas about how to avoid a public execution. This will be the highest-rated death sentence fulfillment the GC has had in decades. Can’t let them down.” 
 
    Dani’s eyes watched the warden waddle out of the infirmary before turning to look at the nurse. “You should have let me die.” 
 
    The nurse offered a kind smile and shook her head. “Oh, honey, a panic attack wouldn’t have killed you.” 
 
    The words offered little condolence for Dani as she pushed up into a seated position on the bed.  
 
    “I’ll send in a guard to escort you to your new cell,” the nurse said as she slipped out the door.  
 
    Dani stepped into her standard-issue slippers and steadied herself as she stood. This just keeps getting better, said the sarcastic voice in her head.  
 
    The door opened again, a guard stepping in.  
 
    Dani made her way over to him, feeling like she had recently been hit by a truck. She took his arm as he extended it. “Thanks.” 
 
    “That was a pretty rough visit,” he said as he opened the door.  
 
    It was the same guard she had spoken with a few times. Dani had come to know his voice well. She wasn’t sure how to respond, so she just grunted as they stepped into the corridor.  
 
    “There won’t be many prisoners on our path. Most should be in the mess hall for lunch.” 
 
    Dani nodded silently. She was glad; the last thing she wanted to deal with was more hate. 
 
    Jag’s anger echoed through her body, his words tearing at her mind. She never imagined he would have reacted this way. Sure, they had butted heads from time to time about some of her decisions, but she’d never seen him so mad.  
 
    “I’m guessing you heard about the appeal?” she asked, desperate to refocus her thoughts on a new topic. Even death seemed a more pleasant conversational direction than what happened in the visitor’s lounge.  
 
    “I did. I’m sorry,” he replied as they turned a corner.  
 
    Dani stopped as she saw Geneva and her band of pirates ahead.  
 
    The guard kept walking, giving Dani no choice in the matter since he still supported her by the arm. 
 
    The pirate women stopped their chatter as Dani and the guard approached. Geneva’s eyes caught Dani’s momentarily, but there was something there other than anger or hatred. It was pity.  
 
    Dani quickly looked away, staring at the floor until they reached their destination. This cell, unlike her previous cell, had a solid door rather than one made of bars. While she liked the idea of added privacy, it almost completely cut her off from the rest of the prison. It was through a second secure gate that blocked access for the general population of prisoners. 
 
    The guard opened the door and extended an arm, almost as if he were offering the cell to her.  
 
    Dani hesitated in the hall, looking into the small, plain room. It didn’t look like much, but she suddenly regretted how she’d treated Meg, the last person she’d likely meet before the execution. 
 
    “Will I still see you?” Dani asked, turning toward the guard. She had never actually seen him, as he always wore the necessary gear and helmet, but she hoped he understood what she meant. 
 
    “Not as often, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Dani nodded but didn’t step into the room. “How long do I have?”  
 
    “I can’t answer that, but I do need you to step inside.” 
 
    Dani took a deep breath and entered the cell, turning to look back at the guard. “Thanks for everything.”  
 
    The guard paused a moment and then closed the door. The loud clang echoed through the small room. Dani’s few items were in a small basket sitting on the bed. She moved it to the floor and lay down on the mattress, the gravity of her situation sinking in even further. She was going to die. Alone. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The days and nights blurred together as Dani remained locked away from the world in her cell with only her thoughts.  
 
    At first the solitude was overwhelming. Her only human contact was when whichever guard was on duty would slide her food tray into her room through a flap at the bottom of the door. She spent many hours lying with her cheek on the cold stone floor, just to catch a glimpse of another person’s feet as they walked by.  
 
    As she adapted, the loneliness became easier to tolerate and her longing looks through the door flap decreased in frequency. Instead, she resorted to other methods to pass the time. Dani was acutely aware of every inch of her room. She knew how many stone blocks made up each wall, the floor, and the ceiling. She learned which movements she could make while lying in bed to create a symphony of squeaks. Dani even made a few feeble attempts at meditation.  
 
    Her instincts had dulled in this prison, and no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t reach out and get a feel for her surroundings outside the small cell. Eventually, the sound of footsteps echoing down the hall grew to mean nothing to her. Until one day, they did. 
 
    “Devereaux, you have a visitor.”  
 
    Dani looked up from her cuticles as her cell door slid open.  
 
    “Holy moly, you’ve really let yourself go, haven’t you?” Howard stepped into her cell and shook his head, fists on his hips.  
 
    Dani laughed, overjoyed to see her old friend, and stood to hug the old man. “It’s hard to get into the spa around here.” She tucked her disheveled hair behind her ears.   
 
    Howard nodded to the guard, who stepped outside and slid the cell door closed.  
 
    “So what brings you to my little slice of hell? I didn’t think anyone else was coming.”   
 
    “Anyone else?” Howard eased himself onto the corner of her cot. 
 
    “Yeah,” Dani said, sitting next to Howard and staring down at her feet. “Jag stopped by.” 
 
    Howard pursed his lips together. “I see.”  
 
    Dani simply nodded. 
 
    Howard placed a hand on her shoulder. “He’s just angry that he wasn’t able to do anything to help you. I promise, we all really do appreciate what you did for us, but it’s difficult. None of us feel right about you being locked away.” 
 
    “Howard, there’s no reason for you to be stuck in here too. You didn’t do anything.”  
 
    “Yeah, well, neither did you.”   
 
    Dani pursed her lips and sat on the bed. “How is everyone?”  
 
    “Not great. They’re keeping a close eye on us. We’re all grounded. I’m pretty sure it’s killing Jag.”   
 
    Dani nodded. “So he said. The longest I’ve seen him on the ground was about ten days. I’m sure this has been hell on him. What about Cassia? Cruz?”   
 
    “Cruz is out of lockup, but he’s on probation. Cassia had a hard time with the whole thing. She checked herself into a psychiatric facility. I’ve been managing well enough.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Howard. I don’t know how this all went sideways. I’ve been replaying everything in my head, over and over. I just keep thinking that if I did something differently—” 
 
    “Look, Dani, I need to talk to you about something,” Howard interrupted, lowering his voice and leaning in close.   
 
    Dani raised an eyebrow and tilted her ear his direction.  
 
    “I’m working on getting you out of here.”  
 
    She stared at him a moment. “What?” 
 
     “I’ve been working with some of the higher ups. There’s this project they’ve been working on and they’re not having much success. They need a good pilot.”  
 
    Dani sat back and crossed her arms. “They aren’t going to let me just walk out of here.”  
 
    “No, they’re not. The entire GC would riot. You’re going to have to die first.”  
 
    “Wait...” Dani rapidly shook her head from side to side. “What?”  
 
    “It comes down to the fact that someone has to be held responsible for what happened. You pled guilty and put that hat on yourself. They can’t just let you out. You have to cease to exist.”  
 
    “Okay...” She stared at Howard out of the side of her eye, not quite following.   
 
    “We have an ally, a friend of your father’s. He’s leading this new, top-secret GC project. The pilots they’re giving him aren’t up to snuff. He needs someone better. Someone like you.”  
 
    Dani nodded slowly. “Alright, so I just have to die and then I’ll be free to pilot again. Do you hear yourself?” She stood and walked in a circle around the small space.  
 
    “I just need you to trust me on this. Take care of yourself and keep your nose clean. I don’t need you dying before you’re executed.”   
 
    Dani scrunched up her forehead, still not completely understanding the plan. “This isn’t making any sense.” 
 
    “I can’t go into any more detail. Just please, stay out of trouble.” Howard stood and patted Dani on the knee. “I told your father I’d take care of you, and I meant it.”  
 
    “I trust you, even if I still have no idea what the hell you’re talking about.” Dani stood and gave him another hug.  
 
    “I better get going. I need to keep the rest of the crew out of trouble too. Jag has been particularly difficult to manage. Lots of anger in that young man.”   
 
    “Stay safe.”  
 
    Howard knocked on the sheet metal door, and it slid open. He gave a little wave before he stepped out.  
 
    “Everything set?” Dani’s friendly guard asked Howard as he looked between the two of them.  
 
    “I believe so. Thanks for your help again, David.” 
 
    Dani’s eyes widened and she stepped toward the door. “Your name is David?”  
 
    The guard ignored her, sliding her door shut once more, but that didn’t stop the smile from spreading across her face. David. It was nice to have a name to put with the man who had been so kind to her.  
 
    She walked back toward her bed and sat down, going over the conversation with Howard once more. She had found her sliver of light. Dani ballooned up her cheeks in a long, exaggerated sigh. I just have to die... sure. No problem.  
 
    * * *  
 
    Dani stood, staring in a small, polished metal mirror. Her hair was piled onto her head in a messy bun, her face puffy and raw. The hope that she’d be released prior to her execution had long faded from her mind, shortly after Warden Quill gave her notice of her execution date.  
 
    He’d stopped by her cell what felt like a week after Howard’s visit and advised they would move forward with the execution in a mere ten days.  
 
    She searched her own eyes, looking for who she used to be. The strong woman she prided herself on being had shrunken down into the shell of the woman she looked at now. The last ten days were a constant mixture of emotions. Part of her wanted to live, to be free and work for this mysterious stranger, while the other part just wanted this whole situation to be done and over with. 
 
    The sliver of hope she had gained from the conversation with Howard wasn’t enough to keep her spirits up, especially not after the execution became more real. She tried to grasp onto that measly bit of hope, but with no further visits from Howard and no sign of David, it was like grasping at a wisp of smoke.  
 
    “I feel like I should say goodbye to you,” she spoke to the reflection. “But I’m not even sure who you are anymore.”   
 
    The blank eyes stared back at her. She had never imagined that not seeing the stars for a mere six weeks would fade the sparkle from her eye. She felt lost without the celestial beings to guide her, alone without her crew, and trapped. Her cell had become a starless, dark hell each night as she lived like a caged animal day in and day out.  
 
    Her thoughts were disrupted by the clang of her cell door as it opened.   
 
    “It’s time,” Warden Quill said nonchalantly as a guard stepped into her cell and placed the familiar restraints upon her wrists. “I’m surprised you didn’t have any requests. I figured you’d at least want to see the stars one last time.”  
 
    Dani shrugged. “I don’t see the point.” She had entertained the idea of making such a request, but ultimately decided against it. The night sky always gave her a feeling of hope and purpose. She didn’t want to get that back just to lose it again the following day.   
 
    The guard and Warden Quill escorted Dani into a chamber surrounded by medical equipment and glass windows. On the other side of the panes were members of the press with their cameras and a number of protestors. Signs reading Make her suffer! and She doesn't deserve death! bobbed as the crowd booed and hissed as she was directed to her seat.   
 
    “A little different than the crowds you’re accustomed to having, I imagine.” The warden chuckled as he removed her restraints and strapped her to the chair.  “Any last words?” 
 
    Dani glared at the tiny man and shook her head slowly from side to side. It took every ounce of self-control to not break free of his weak grasp and snap his bifocals in half. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, determined to not allow anger to cloud her final thoughts. She retreated into her mind much like she did in her meditation attempts in her cell. The grumbling crowd and smartass comments from the warden fell away. She began rewinding her thoughts. Howard’s strange visit, the crack in the wall, Meg’s mysterious note with the coordinates, the trial, the arrest.   
 
    She went back to the moment that she had launched off of Alaska’s Vengeance just before tumbling into the airlock on the Triak’gue. Dani took in the stars and the freedom of space. The vibrant colors of the surrounding stars, the complete silence of it all. Even the energy shot that finished off her beloved ship happened in total silence.   
 
    She lingered in that moment, relishing in the brief flash of complete freedom as the needle pierced her skin. Her veins grew hot as the machine pumped the compound into her system. One by one, the stars slowly started to fade until she was adrift in a void of nothingness. Her body and reality seemed like such an abstract idea. All physical sensations were gone. Her consciousness teetered somewhere between the plane of existence and nonexistence.   
 
    This must be what it’s like to be dead. It’s not so bad.  
 
    Dani willed her hand to wave in front of her face but realized she had no control of her extremities. A glance downward was a view of more darkness rather than her body. Maybe she had no extremities, no body, but that didn’t correspond to the undeniable itchiness that she felt where her chest would be.  
 
    The itchiness intensified.  
 
    Then pain.  
 
    A rift opened up in the dark space surrounding her, a sliver of light emerging in the blackness. 
 
    “Clear!”   
 
    A current of electricity ripped through Dani’s chest, causing her to gasp and flail. The slit of light exploded, and the stars were replaced by harsh fluorescent lighting as Dani’s eyes popped open and pain ripped through her body and she gagged and gasped for air.  
 
    “We did it. She’s back.”  
 
      
 
    To Be Continued . . .   
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 Chapter 1 
 
    Dani Devereaux blinked rapidly; the dark abyss that surrounded her only moments ago was replaced with obnoxiously bright lights. Her chest burned from the electric current that tore through her body and brought her back to the land of the living. Dani propped herself up on an elbow and tried to focus her eyes as she looked around the room.   
 
    The warden chuckled as a doctor checked her pulse, machines beeping and chirping all around her.   
 
    Great, I’m in hell.  
 
    “Thank goodness.” Howard breathed a sigh of relief and rushed to Dani’s side, patting her on the hand.   
 
    “Howard, you asshole!” The words creaked out of her dry throat.   
 
    “She’s back alright.” Howard’s deep belly laugh filled the room.   
 
    Dani struggled to sit up, pulling on Howard to do so. Her head throbbed, the lights still burning her eyes. She could barely make out the table of expended medical supplies next to her. There appeared to be a number of syringes and medications. 
 
    The doctor lifted a large needle and withdrew a deep purple liquid from a vial before turning toward Dani. 
 
    “Hey, stop, what is that?” She held up a hand in protest. 
 
    The doctor continued to advance. “This will help ensure your heart doesn’t stop again.” 
 
    “At least for now.” Warden Quill laughed.  
 
    Dani glared at the man, confused about his part in the charade.  
 
    Warden Quill frowned at her glare and turned toward the doctor who was just finishing the injection. “Is the paperwork in order, Doctor?”  
 
    “Yes, time of death was 1645 GC standard time,” he said as he plunged the needle into Dani’s bicep. 
 
    A burning sensation quickly worked its way through her body, amplifying the pain she already felt. Dani gritted her teeth, and the feeling left almost as quickly as it came.  
 
    “There you go. Feeling better?”  
 
    Dani stared at the doctor a moment, unsure of how to answer his question. She was dead, and now she wasn’t; however, being alive most certainly did not ‘feel better’ for the time being, anyway.  
 
    She found the strength to raise her arm and bump her fist into Howard’s shoulder. “I thought you were being metaphorical, you asshat.”  
 
    “Yes, sorry about that. They didn’t want me to tell you at all, but you looked so miserable, I wanted to try to give you at least a little hope.”  
 
    She stared at him blankly, unsure of what to say, knowing that he meant well.   
 
    “Alright, Ms. Devereaux, you’re officially dead and no longer my problem. Thank you for not being the worst inmate ever, though you were certainly far from the best. I now have a press conference to attend about your death. Good riddance.” The warden shook her hand and briskly walked out of the room, the doctor close behind.  
 
    “This is so weird,” Dani said to no one in particular.   
 
    “Oh, just wait.” Howard chuckled.   
 
    “I think I’ve had about all I can take for today. Coming back to life is no joke. I feel like shit.”  
 
    “Actually, there’s just one more thing...”   
 
    Dani’s eyes rolled back as her eyelids fluttered. “What is it? I just want to get out of here.”  
 
    Another door opened, and two guards entered with a long, black bag on a gurney.  
 
    “Your chariot awaits.” Howard bowed and swept his arm toward the bag.  
 
    “Of course, what else would you do with a dead body?” Dani exhaled loudly.  
 
    “Well, they typically incinerate them, with an audience. However, the paperwork shows that your body has been donated to science—more specifically the research vessel Houston.” Howard smiled proudly. 
 
    “Good times.” Dani couldn’t help but chuckle at the situation. “Alright, help me into my ball gown.”  
 
    Dani used Howard as a crutch as she climbed off of her bed and sat in the open body bag. Her muscles still screamed and her head was pounding as she eased into the dark confines of the bag.   
 
    “All set. Zip me up and let’s get out of here.”  
 
    Howard smiled down at her before finally pulling the zipper up and over her face. Not long after a strap was placed over her midsection, she felt the gurney begin to roll.   
 
    Rolling along inside the body bag was eerily similar to what she felt floating in the black void, the primary difference being the total body aches and pounding migraine. Even the sound of the wobbly gurney wheel as she was pushed toward her unknown location created a stabbing pain in her head.   
 
    “Papers?” a muffled voice said outside the bag.   
 
    “Certainly. Here,” Howard replied.   
 
    A moment later they were rolling again. At one point Dani thought she might slide right off the gurney as they accelerated down a ramp. The strap dug sharply into her abdomen. Just when she thought she couldn’t handle the pain any longer, the ground leveled out.   
 
    Dani mentally ventured back into space at the moment Alaska’s Vengeance met its fate. Something didn’t feel quite right, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. There was something she had missed, but her attention had been pulled in so many different directions that the whole scene was blurry around the edges. She had gone over it a million times since it happened.  
 
    It didn’t make sense that the ship that sent her beloved vessel a thousand different directions had shown no lifeforms. Androids lacked the sophistication to pilot a ship in that manner, and even if they were capable, their energy signals would have been picked up by the scanners.  
 
    The nagging question on her mind was “why?” For what purpose would they destroy a ship like Alaska’s Vengeance? Sure, it was heavily damaged, but pirates and scrappers, the only two types of people to fly such a haphazard ship, would have salvaged what they could before blowing up what was left.  
 
    The gurney stopped abruptly and the zipper jingled before sliding down. Another bright light caused Dani to grimace and turn her head.   
 
    “Why are all the lights so bright all the time? It’s borderline ridiculous.”   
 
    A voice cleared in front of her. She squinted, readjusting from her dark shroud. She seemed to be in some kind of cryo ward, a location where they stored bodies, some for experimentation, others awaiting more advanced medical treatments.  
 
    “Captain Devereaux, it’s about time.” A tall man wearing a black suit stood at the foot of her bed.   
 
    “I’m sorry, who are you?” She raised a hand to shield her eyes from the light, the migraine screaming for her to crawl back into the dark comfort of the body bag.  
 
    The man had neatly combed short blond hair and a full beard. His stance was slightly off-kilter as he used his right hand to lean on a polished silver cane. The gentle clinking of metal on metal could be heard as he approached her bedside.   
 
    “Patrick?” Confusion flooded her body as his face came into focus. “I thought you were dead.”  
 
    The man smiled, only the left side of his face moving. “Not quite yet.”  
 
    “But, you were on the Anchorage with my father. It was a total loss.”   
 
    Anger flashed across his face. “That’s a story for another time. Right now we need to address our current situation and we haven’t much time.”  
 
    “Okay, sure.” She wasn’t okay with it. She wanted to shake him and find out what he knew about the accident. She slipped her hands under her thighs instead.   
 
    “Your escape from PS683 threw a rock into the Galactic Conglomerate’s pond. We assumed you were dead until the Triak’gue picked up your distress signal. We knew your ship wasn’t capable of traveling that distance so quickly, which left only two options. Either you were docked on a Vaerian mothership, or you gambled with a wormhole and won.”  
 
    Dani opened her mouth to speak and Patrick held up his hand.  
 
    “We know from the interrogations that it was the latter. Unfortunately, that didn’t explain the other evidence that piled up against you.”  
 
    “Look, I’m not interested in rehashing that sham of a trial. I’ve never even been allowed to tell my side of the story.”  
 
    “Honestly, your side doesn’t matter. Your crew gave the same story time and time again. They’re loyal to a fault, and as such, they’ve been grounded, as I’m sure Howard here has told you. Ms. Simpkins and Mr. Cruz are both out of commission. Mr. Reinhart is a loose cannon, and Howard here, well, he’s old. No offense.”  
 
    “None taken.” Howard chuckled.  
 
    Dani swung her feet off the bed, rage pumping through her body. “Thanks for the talk, Patrick. I’ll be on my way now.”  
 
    “You aren’t free to go.”  
 
    “Excuse me?” She was getting more frustrated by the minute. Her hands balled into fists at her sides as she tried to get her bearings to stand.   
 
    “All of that’s behind us now. As far as the universe knows, the terrorist responsible for the devastation in PS683 is dead. Dani Devereaux no longer exists.”  
 
    “So, what am I doing here?” She put her weight on her legs, her muscles screaming in agony. Dani bit the inside of her cheek to distract herself from the pain.  
 
    “I need a pilot.”   
 
    “I’m pretty sure there are still a few of those lying around here somewhere.”  
 
    “I need a pilot who’s lived through a wormhole.”   
 
    Dani froze and her eyes met his. “You’re kidding. We barely survived the first one.”  
 
    “But you did survive, which is more than anyone else has managed to accomplish.” Patrick turned to Howard. “I thought you covered this with her.” 
 
    “You told me to be vague.” Howard held up his hands defensively.  
 
    Dani narrowed her eyes at Patrick.  
 
    “Look, when it comes down to it, you don’t have much of an option. It’s either be dead, or be my pilot. You can’t tell me the second option isn’t at least a little bit appealing.”   
 
    Her face relaxed slightly as she gave up the fight with her legs and rested back on the gurney. “So you’re just going to give me a ship?”  
 
    “Well, there are some stipulations, rules, but... yes. We would give you a ship.”  
 
    “Do I need to change my name? How does that work?”  
 
    “Actually, no.” Patrick flashed a dazzling half-smile. “You see, my division has something in common with Captain Dani Devereaux... we don’t exist either.”  
 
    “What kind of rules?” She was back on the defensive. The stars called to her, but she wasn’t convinced she wanted to be a slave for the company that was so reluctant to hear her out when things went sideways.  
 
    “You’ll have missions that need to be completed. If you stray from your objective, well, let’s just say there are functions aboard your ship to prevent such actions.”  
 
    “I’m still a prisoner then.”   
 
    “I suppose, but with a much nicer cell.”  
 
    Dani scoured her mind for an argument but failed. She knew she couldn’t go back to her former life, and her unbearable longing for space occupied every waking moment. “My crew?”  
 
    “We have an elite crew lined up for you. The finest in the GC.”   
 
    “No, my crew. If I’m going to do this, it will be with people I trust.”  
 
    Now it was Patrick’s turn to pause.   
 
    Howard chuckled from the chair he had settled into. “I told him you’d say that.”  
 
    “Very well. However, if they join you then we’ll need to arrange ‘deaths’ for them as well. This project is completely off the books.”  
 
    “I don’t think they’ll have a problem with that,” Howard added. “I know I don’t.”  
 
    Dani smiled at Howard before turning back to Patrick. “So, what now? We just fly around and do what you say? Do we get any compensation?”  
 
    Patrick sighed. “The best I can do is create false identification for you to use when you’re not on a mission. You can receive payments through accounts linked to those identities, but the amount will be unsubstantial, just enough for living expenses. The real prize is the work you’ll be doing.”  
 
    “Right, laying our lives on the line for some mysterious agency.”  
 
    “No. Laying your lives on the line for the greater good, which is precisely what Dani Devereaux did best.”  
 
    The last comment hit Dani right in the heart. In that brief moment, she suddenly felt as though the years she had dedicated to the good fight under GC command were recognized. It had been so long since she felt like she had done something right that it was exactly what she needed to hear to push her over the edge.  
 
    Dani glanced at Howard’s jolly face momentarily before nodding at Patrick. “Okay, I’m in.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 2  
 
    Dani felt more like herself aboard the Houston. She was clean, fed, wearing her own clothes, and staring out a massive viewing window at the planet below. Still, something was missing and she knew exactly what it was.   
 
    “Are you sure I can’t go down there? I feel like I should be there.”   
 
    “Howard and I will manage just fine.” Patrick turned to Dani. “You need to learn to trust me.”  
 
    Dani ignored the comment and turned to Howard. “So, what’s the plan?”  
 
    “Well, I’ve been keeping in touch with them. Cruz is running security on a GC outpost. He wasn’t thrilled about the assignment because it’s pretty remote, but it was all they’d clear him for considering. Cassia just started a receptionist job nearby after checking out from the psychiatric facility.”  
 
    “And Jag is down there.” Dani nodded toward the red, swirling planet.   
 
    Howard sighed. “Yup. They’re holding him. He hasn’t taken to alternate authority figures as well as the others.”  
 
    “I’ve arranged for his release into my custody,” Patrick chimed in. “If he agrees to rejoin the crew then we’ll work out a story for his death. Unfortunately, with your recent execution, getting the rest of the crew away quietly has become a bit of a challenge. The media seems to be stalking them all.”  
 
    “Then won’t faking all their deaths seem equally suspicious?”  
 
    “Yes, which is why we have a new plan. I’ve arranged to have Cassia and Cruz officially transferred into service aboard the Houston. They will be getting their reassignments over the next few days. We will pick them up on our way to our first location.”  
 
    “What if they don’t agree to come back?” After the visit with Jag, Dani worried if her crew had been alienated over the past several months.   
 
    Howard chuckled. “You don’t need to worry about that.”  
 
    The unease in Dani’s stomach didn’t let up with Howard’s comment. She still worried about bringing them into whatever this secretive project entailed.   
 
    Dani turned to face Patrick. “When are you going to give me more information about what we’re doing? Obviously it has something to do with wormholes, but what’s with all the secrecy? Surely the GC can’t keep a ship the size of the Houston a secret. This thing is massive.”  
 
    Patrick almost looked proud when she mentioned the size of the ship. “Officially, the Houston is a research and development ship. We’re not closely monitored, and the President of the GC oversees our budget. Despite the wishes of the Senate, he wants to pursue this mission. He’s all about exploration and wants us to figure out how to master wormhole travel. I’ll go over all the mission details once we have a crew put together for you. The covert nature of our work is part of the reason why salaries are so low. This vessel requires a significant amount of funding just to remain operational. The president is unable to increase our budget but wants us to follow orders, just under the radar of the Senate. Changes to our budget require Senate approval, which means he’d have to present the reason for the increase.”  
 
    Dani sighed with impatience. “Alright, well let’s get on with it then.” She turned back to the angry-looking planet.   
 
    “Very well. Howard, shall we?”   
 
    Howard nodded after a short pause.   
 
    “I can take your place if you want, Howard.”   
 
    “No, I’m afraid that's not possible. We simply can’t risk exposing you to the public right now. I promise, they’ll both be safe. I have an armed detail accompanying us.”  
 
    “Hurry back,” Dani said, staring down at the planet.   
 
    She remained at the viewing window as the shuttle left the Houston and disappeared into the red fog below. As Dani watched and waited, she couldn’t help but notice that two guards had taken places at each end of the corridor she was in. They’d arrived just after Patrick’s departure and remained, surely to keep an eye on her.   
 
    The stars in the distance beyond the planet drew her gaze. She couldn’t help but smile slightly. At least this prison has a better view.  The swirling, red planet below was one of several in this system. The others were various shades of blue, green, and gold. If a planetary system was a city, then the planet Jag was held on would be the slums. It was out of place among the others, the original source of life for the system. However, as Draku—as it was called—outgrew its usefulness once the resources were depleted, the population spread to the other planets with the help of the Galactic Conglomerate.  
 
    It’s likely that the people on Draku would have died long ago if not for the GC. That’s how they operated. They found planetary systems in trouble and brought in new technology to ease the burden of civilization. In return, the inhabitants would give a portion of their resources to the GC for their continued protection.  
 
    Where the other planets in the system thrived, Draku, robbed of all resources due to its past overpopulation, struggled to carry on. Those remaining on the planet didn’t have the means to buy their way off. The planet was populated by a number of miscreants, and Dani was saddened to hear that was where they’d tracked Jag. She wasn’t sure what Patrick had to do to negotiate his release. The GC police force had left that planet long ago. Now it was run by its own militia, who would likely want something in return for the captive.  
 
    As time passed, Dani found herself sitting on the floor in front of the massive viewing window. Her thoughts of Patrick led her back to her father and his last moments. She knew far too little about the event to have a clear understanding of what happened.  
 
    The ship was completely destroyed, so there was little evidence as to the fate of those on board. Her father’s ship, the Anchorage, was significantly damaged. They managed to pull out of the battle and retreat in order to get a handle on the situation. The last transmission from her father to his commanding officer was notifying them that they were attempting to evacuate some of the personnel, but shortly after that there was an explosion. At the time, it was estimated to be a total loss. Clearly that wasn’t the case, as Patrick had survived. 
 
    The Houston maintained a locked orbit with the planet. Dani replayed her father’s last transmission in her head. The academy actually used his transmission as a training tool for their pilots, with Dani’s permission. He had remained calm and collected throughout the whole ordeal. Only the slightest of wavers could be detected in his voice when he mentioned the evacuation.  
 
    Knowing that Patrick was alive cast a shadow of a doubt in Dani’s mind. She briefly wondered if it were possible that her father could also be alive. However, she quickly dismissed the thought on the grounds that he would have contacted her and, in a true emergency, he would have been the last person off of that ship.  
 
    After a few hours, Dani caught a glimpse of the shuttle breaking out of the fog. She withdrew from her thoughts and jumped to her feet, sprinting down the hall toward the docking bay, but the guard at the end of the hall held up his hand.   
 
    “I’m sorry, Miss Devereaux. I can’t let you go this way. Captain Alexander instructed us to guide you to one of the meeting rooms when the shuttle returned.”   
 
    Dani rolled her eyes and complied with his offer to take her to the meeting room.  
 
    They made their way through a maze of halls to another stark white room. Everything was white—the table, chairs, walls—and blindingly so. Dani frowned at the harsh lighting. The look was the standard for the Galactic Conglomerate, their attempt to symbolize purity and the light they spread across the galaxy, but Dani wasn’t alone in her distaste for it.   
 
    With a sigh, she flopped down in one of the chairs. The guard stepped outside, closing the door behind him.   
 
    Dani was just getting comfortable when angry yelling from the hall caught her attention. She jumped to her feet and ran to the door. The door slid open as she neared it, and Patrick walked in, followed by Jag and Howard.   
 
    Howard looked exasperated and walked behind Jag, firmly gripping each of his biceps, steering him into the room.   
 
    Jag didn’t seem to even notice Dani. He trudged along, sloppily placing one foot in front of the other, occasionally stepping on his own foot, causing both men to stumble. He held a bottle of liquor in either hand and smelled like a mixture of rotten fruit and vomit.  
 
    Dani wrinkled her nose in disgust and tried to suppress her urge to gag as Howard paraded Jag past her and shoved him into a chair, causing it to slowly spin in a circle.   
 
    As the chair made a full turn, Jag looked like he was going to be sick. He braced both bottles on the tabletop, still continuing to grasp the necks with white knuckles.   
 
    “I shtill dun know why yer had to come an’ ruin mah fun, ya daft cow.” Jag tried to point a finger at Howard, but missed his mark by several feet.  
 
    Howard stood, arms crossed over his chest, and glared at Jag. “Don’t even get me started right now.”  
 
    “Jag...” Dani said quietly from beside him.  
 
    Jag blinked rapidly, then shut one eye, staring at her. He turned back to the bottles and took another swig off of each.   
 
    “Jag, that’s enough.” Dani put her hand on his arm before he could raise the bottle to his lips again.   
 
    He cocked his head at her once more and squinted. “Yer dead and still yer telling me what to do.”   
 
    Dani shook her head and pried the bottles from his hands, sliding them across the table to where Patrick sat, leaning back in a chair with his feet up, wearing a ridiculous grin.  
 
    “What are you so giddy about?” She glared.  
 
    “Well...” Patrick put his feet down and signaled for a guard to take the bottles. “Judging by the look of your right-hand man here, you may be needing my professional crew after all. I just love being right.”   
 
    “Don’t you have a place where he can sober up? Then we can try this again?” Dani looked back over her shoulder as Jag’s head hit the table with a thud, drool trickling out of his mouth almost instantly.   
 
    Patrick looked like a boy whose mother called him in from playing with his friends. “Alright, take the drunk to med bay. I’m sure he could use some fluids. No painkillers though.”  
 
    Two guards pulled Jag to his feet and drug him out of the room. Patrick followed behind them.  
 
    “Has he been like this since the wormhole?” Dani turned to Howard.  
 
    “It started after the trial and has been a steady decline, but he got worse recently. I’m sure it didn’t help that the news transmitted your execution across all GC territories.”   
 
    Dani sighed, feeling responsible for Jag’s downhill slide. Her fingers rubbed into the skin on her forehead. Her mind drifted back to the last time she saw him in the visitor’s lounge at the prison. Even his own brother's betrayal hadn’t affected him on the level that Dani’s actions did. She had never seen him that angry, and hoped she never would again. 
 
    “Look, this isn’t your fault.” Howard placed a sturdy hand on Dani’s shoulder. “You did something really great, taking all the blame for everything, but I still don’t understand why you admitted to that load of hokey.”  
 
    “They had evidence against me. I don’t know how, but they had it. There was nothing implicating you all in the crimes they were accusing us of. I knew that if I took full responsibility, they couldn’t hold anything against the rest of you. All of your stories matched up, so if I claimed I acted alone then... well, I couldn’t risk all of you facing execution. We didn’t live through that mess for me to fail you in the end.”  
 
    “Dani, I don’t think you could fail us even if you tried. Why don’t you get some food, get some rest, and we’ll check in on Jag in a few hours?”  
 
    Dani nodded and followed Howard out of the room. Her body did need a break, and she was mentally exhausted to the point she didn’t even bicker with the guard who led her around the station like a lost puppy.   
 
    *  * *  
 
    A rapping from the door to Dani’s private quarters interrupted the counting of ceiling tiles in her room. After her failed attempts at sleep, she thought boring herself into a slumber would work. She sat up on her bed and glared at the ceiling tiles momentarily before standing.    
 
    “Just a minute,” she called out as she smoothed her mussed hair and wiped the moisture from her eyes. She stretched as she approached the door and tapped the button to slide it open.   
 
    Patrick stood against the doorframe, examining his fingernails. “He’s awake.”  
 
    “Thanks,” Dani mumbled mid-yawn.  
 
    Patrick lifted his eyes to her face. “If you can’t reel him in then I can’t authorize him for your crew.”  
 
    “I understand,” she replied, but Patrick had already turned and was several steps down the hall.  
 
    “Alright, to the med bay!” She smiled and took on a superhero pose as the guard silently turned and headed the opposite direction as Patrick.   
 
    Dani trailed after him, disappointed at her failed attempt to lighten the mood. “Everyone is so tense around here.”   
 
    The guard didn’t reply and Dani trailed along closely behind him until he stopped just outside the med bay doors.   
 
    Dani took a deep breath and stepped inside. Houston’s med bay rivaled every other medical unit she’d ever seen. The level of technology in the massive room far surpassed the archaic instruments she was accustomed to seeing. She raised her chin and nodded as she walked toward the back, where curtains offered patients a slight amount of privacy.  
 
    Howard stood at the foot of a bed, arms crossed over his chest, looking displeased.   
 
    “Whose idea was this anyway? Kidnapping me. I had a great thing going back there,” Jag shouted at Howard from the other side of the curtain.  
 
    Dani stepped up next to Howard, and Jag’s complaints immediately ceased. She watched as his eyes darted from her to Howard and back again, his mouth opening and closing soundlessly.  
 
    “Hey, Jag.”   
 
    “What’s this, what’s going on here?” He peered down his nose at the pair before looking at the tag on his IV bag.  
 
    “You’re not imagining it. I’m here. The execution was faked, sort of.” Her mind briefly retreated to her brutal awakening.   
 
    “Uh-huh... so what? I’m supposed to be happy?” 
 
    Dani felt the sting of his words cut right through her heart.  
 
    Howard walked over and slapped Jag upside the head, causing his greasy hair to stick up on one side. “Don’t be an ass.” 
 
    Jag rubbed his head, scowling at Howard. “So what, the whole thing was a charade? Things are just fine and dandy now I suppose? I’m just supposed to trust you again, just like that?” 
 
    Dani sighed. This was going worse than expected. She had hoped he’d be at least a little happy to see her. “Jag—” 
 
    “Look, I don’t even want to hear it, okay?” He yanked his IV out and swung his legs off the bed and stood up.  
 
    Howard pushed Jag back onto the bed, not a difficult task considering Jag’s weakened state. “You will sit down and shut up or we’ll dump you off back on that hellhole we rescued you from.” 
 
    “Rescued? Let me guess, that was Dani’s idea too. Always making decisions for me, thinking you know what’s best for everyone. You just up and left your crew, all alone to rot.” 
 
    Dani looked to Howard for help. She could feel the tears welling up in her eyes. Part of her felt as though she deserved the tongue lashing, but another part wanted to run away from it all.  
 
    Howard slapped Jag again. “You idiot, what did you expect her to do? You’re just mad you didn’t have the chance to jump on the grenade first.” 
 
    Jag opened his mouth to speak, but Howard stuck his finger out in front of Jag’s nose like a parent scolding his child. 
 
    “Not a word! Dani did what she did to save our asses. We’d all be dead right now if it weren’t for her. Admit it, you’d have done the exact same thing if you were in her position.” 
 
    The look on Jag’s face melted from hatred into mild annoyance. “Maybe.” 
 
    “So, now, what do you have to say to her?”  
 
    Dani watched as Jag’s eyes met hers. The deep pools of blue that had been so angry in the visitor’s lounge now just seemed to be filled with sadness, guilt, and disappointment.  
 
    “It’s good to see you alive and well,” he said softly before dropping his attention down to his hands in his lap.  
 
    “You too, Jag. Well, the alive part anyway.” She nodded to the IV pole. “You want me to get the nurse to hook you back up?” 
 
    “I’ll admit, I’ve been having a bit of fun lately... maybe too much.” Jag seemed to notice his surroundings for the first time. “Where are we, anyway? This doesn’t look like Draku.”  
 
    “This is the Houston, a Galactic Conglomerate research and development vessel.” Patrick stepped out from behind the curtain.  
 
    “Don’t I know you?” Jag’s eyes narrowed as looked him up and down.  
 
    “He served with my father,” Dani said quickly as if to spit the words from her mouth.  
 
    “Yeah... yeah, aren’t you dead too?” Jag paused and looked between Dani and Patrick. “Wait, am I dead? Howard, I can see. I mean, he’s old, fat—but me?”   
 
    Howard raised his hand again and Jag covered his head.   
 
    “Easy there!” Jag peeked out from between his arms.  
 
    Howard grunted and took a seat.  
 
    Jag relaxed and looked back at Patrick, occasionally glancing at Howard out of the corner of his eye, flinching every time Howard moved. “Seriously, what’s going on with this ghost ship? It doesn’t even feel like we’re in space.”  
 
    “Well,” Dani started, “Patrick offered me a job and I told him I wanted my crew.”  
 
    “A job?” Jag perked up, then quickly deflated, furrowing his brow.  
 
    Dani sighed and shook her head slowly before shrugging. “I’ll try to do better, Jag. That’s really all I can say.” 
 
    He seemed skeptical but nodded in acceptance before turning back to Patrick. “Let’s hear about this job then.” 
 
    “I’ll go over the details when we pick up the rest of the crew.” Patrick moved to the foot of Jag’s bed. “However, I will not allow a drunk to participate in this mission. You must be sober.”  
 
    Jag nodded. “Sure, I can cut back.”  
 
    “There will be no cutting back. There will be absolutely no alcohol aboard the new ship.”  
 
    “Surely there’s room for a celebratory drink now and then...” Patrick’s stare caused Jag to rethink his statement. “Or not.”  
 
    Patrick turned and walked out of the med bay.   
 
    “Charming fellow, that one.” Jag snorted.  
 
    “Tell me about it.” Dani chuckled.  
 
    “Did I hear him mention a new ship?” Jag’s boyish grin returned as he rubbed his hands together.  
 
    “I haven’t seen it yet. He’s keeping it from me too.” Dani sighed and frowned but happened to catch Howard’s grin out of the corner of her eye. “What do you know, Howard?”  
 
    “Quite a bit actually. I’ve seen it.”  
 
    “You’ve been holding out on me?” Dani’s eyes widened. “Tell me everything.”  
 
    “No, you need to see it for yourself. She’s truly a beaut. I haven’t seen anything like her before.”  
 
    “I hope you know you’re killing me.” She laughed. “So, Jag, you’re in then?”   
 
    Jag held both hands up in the air, alternating which one was higher. “Being on Dani’s crew, being able to drink whenever I want, Dani’s crew, booze... it’s a tough call.”  
 
    “Howard...” Dani raised an eyebrow and nodded at Jag.  
 
    “No! Call off your lackey, I’ll do it! Just stop hitting me.”  
 
    Howard settled back into his chair with a smirk. 
 
    “Seriously though.” Jag pointed at Dani. “You better not pull a stunt like that again, putting your ass on the line to save mine. I’ve had just about enough of that from you.” 
 
    “Understood. You’ll be included in all ass-threatening decision making.”  
 
    Jag smiled at her. “Then I’m in.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 3 
 
    “Alright, full detox and back at 100% health in only eighteen days. That must be a new record.” Jag beamed as he walked into the conference room.  
 
    “No, not at all.” Patrick didn’t raise his eyes from the tabletop display. “We’ll pick up Cassia, then we have to catalogue the moons here, here, and here.”  
 
    The display rippled as Patrick tapped each of the moons in their path.   
 
    “Then we’re on to the outpost for Cruz?” Dani asked as she fiddled with the display. She quickly tapped random stars, causing the screen to ripple outward like rain on a pond. Blue, gold, red, and white ripples collided as she drummed her fingertips on the display until Patrick cleared his throat and raised his eyebrows at her. Dani slowly slid her hands off the table and into her lap, smiling apologetically.  
 
    “That’s correct. By then, the ship should be complete. Howard has been busy helping our engineers modify a few things for you and your crew.”   
 
    Howard beamed at the mention of his name.   
 
    “Speaking of which, Howard, they need you down in engineering. I’ll fill you in later on how the meeting goes.”  
 
    “Of course.” Howard gave Dani a quick wink as he stepped out of the room.  
 
    Despite her best efforts, Dani hadn’t been able to gather any information about the ship at all. She only had Howard’s grins to go off of. There was no doubt in her mind that it was something special with the amount of joy it brought to her old friend.   
 
    “Great, and then onto the super-secret wormhole missions.” Jag slapped a hand down on the tabletop, causing a planet to shake and wiggle.  
 
    Patrick glared at him, then at Dani.  
 
    “Hey, I had to tell him something. You can’t expect people to agree to a mission they know next to nothing about.”  
 
    Patrick sighed. “Very well. I’ll have the necessary confidentiality paperwork drawn up. All crew members will need to agree to and abide by the conditions. Howard has already signed so that just leaves you two, for now.”  
 
    Patrick closed out of the map view on the tabletop and brought up a keypad. He quickly typed in a series of numbers that granted him access to a number of files. A moment later the pages were displayed on the tabletop in front of Jag and Dani.  
 
    Dani quickly skimmed through hers and signed when nothing jumped out at her. Jag went straight to the signature page and scribbled his name down on the line.   
 
    “Perfect, one less thing to do later on.” Patrick slid the digital papers into a folder on the screen, then entered a second series of numbers onto the keypad before the map of the surrounding star system reappeared.  
 
    “Now that the dull part is over, let’s see about getting me killed.” Jag’s grin was ripe with boyish enthusiasm. “I imagine going out in a blaze of glory. Maybe I commandeer a ship and go after the Vaerian scum myself, in an effort to clear my name. I die, naturally, but not until I take out a sizable chunk of their fleet. Good, yeah?”  
 
    Patrick stared blankly as Jag ran over the scenario, waving his arms accordingly. “I’ve actually already handled it.”  
 
    Jag deflated. “Oh... well, was it at least something cool?”  
 
    Patrick inhaled slowly as he changed views on the display once more. This time, he accessed the Galactic Conglomerate’s News Network.   
 
    A young newscaster flashed on the screen in front of an image of a fiery building. “More news on the Traitorous Five today. Jag Reinhart, the right-hand man of infamous Captain Dani Devereaux, was burned alive in a warehouse fire. Witnesses say Reinhart was considerably inebriated and on the run from local authorities when he took refuge in the warehouse. It’s unclear how the fire began, but the remains of one man were recovered and positively identified as Reinhart. This news comes less than a month after Captain Dani Devereaux was executed in GC custody.”  
 
    Patrick switched off the display before the newscaster could continue.   
 
    Jag sat, staring at the blank tabletop, mouth open. “Oh, come on! You’re kidding, right? This hasn’t gone out already, has it?”  
 
    “I’m afraid so.”   
 
    Dani watched Patrick as Jag’s head fell onto the table in front of him as he continued to mumble. Patrick almost seemed pleased at Jag’s reaction.   
 
    She cleared her throat and stood. “Well, that’s about all the drama I can take for one day.”  
 
    Dani walked around the table and gave Jag a reassuring pat on the back. “Hey, at least there was fire.”  
 
    “I suppose.” His words fell toward the floor.  
 
    “Spend the next few days enjoying your stay on the Houston,” said Patrick. “After Cassia and Cruz join the team, then we’ll see a lot less of one another.”  
 
    Jag perked up. “Best news I’ve heard all day.”  
 
    “I’m looking forward to it myself,” Patrick said as he exited the room.  
 
    “I can’t stand that guy. It’s a wonder your father never wrung his neck when they served together.”  
 
    Dani smiled. “He was my dad’s first mate. Just like you are mine.”  
 
    “Right, but I’m not such an ass.”  
 
    “Goodnight, Jag.” Dani laughed as she stepped out of the room.   
 
    She half expected Jag to storm out of the room and come chasing after her to further discuss the similarities and differences of Patrick and himself, but he didn’t.   
 
    Dani strolled through the Houston’s halls, dreaming about running her own ship again. The Houston was nice, but it wasn’t hers. Her fingers trailed along the walls as her footsteps echoed. The vibrations she could feel through the walls of Alaska’s Vengeance were noticeably absent on the Houston. In fact, the entire ship was much too quiet for her tastes. If it weren’t for her frequent visits to the viewing windows, she wouldn’t even believe they were in space.  
 
    The Houston, unlike GC warships, was designed for comfort. These types of luxury ships housed the crew for much longer periods of time than ships like Alaska’s Vengeance. Often the crew was in rotation for years at a time, with many spending their entire career aboard the massive ship. Dani knew how these ships worked as a result of her time on the Seattle, the large academy vessel she had been assigned to right after graduating from the academy. Living long-term aboard these ships became part of one’s identity, as close-knit bonds were formed during the years of service. It was difficult for outsiders to work their way in, especially when they joined in such a small group such as Dani and her crew.  
 
    Howard already seemed to be fairly welcomed aboard the Houston. But it was a different story for Dani. Anyone she encountered was quick to divert their eyes and hurry past her, some turning on their heel and walking briskly away. She wasn’t sure if it was because of her outsider status or the fact her face had been plastered all over the news for the past several weeks.    
 
    As she turned the corner to her favorite window, she smiled to see Howard already there. Dani approached him, then stopped at his side to stare out at the stars beside him. She had grown to appreciate Howard much the way she imagined she would have appreciated her grandfather.   
 
    “I’m so happy to be out here again. Thank you.”   
 
    “Certainly, dear. I couldn’t leave you to your death in that hellhole. You belong amongst the stars, just like your father.” Howard turned to face her. “I know you didn’t get to spend much time with him as a child, but he was always thinking about you. He was torn between the two most important loves in his life, his family and this.”  
 
    Dani nodded, pulling her eyes from the vastness of space to Howard’s face. “I understand. It was torture being trapped in a cell with no access to the night sky. I’ll do anything to keep that from happening again.”  
 
    “I’m glad you said that.” Howard’s eyes seemed to twinkle as though there were no limits to the secrets he knew.  
 
    Dani smiled and shook her head as she watched Howard retreat toward his chambers. Oh, Howard.  
 
    “What’s that old man up to now?” Jag startled Dani from behind with his voice.  
 
    “Who knows?” she said as she spun around. “Hey, sorry your death didn’t go as planned.”   
 
    “Yeah, yours too.”  
 
    They both laughed a bit awkwardly. Dani was happy Jag was talking to her again, though she felt it would take a while for them to get back into their old groove. 
 
    “My only question now is, how do they explain us being alive after we save the universe in typical Dani and Jag fashion?”  
 
    Dani leaned in to hug Jag. “Thanks for joining the team. You don’t know how much it means to me.”  
 
    Jag’s arms hung at his sides for a few moments before he gingerly reached up to pat Dani on the back. “Well, it was a very tough call between you and whisky.” 
 
    Dani lowered herself to the floor and leaned back against the wall as she gazed out the window, Jag mirroring her.   
 
    “Have you been able to get any details from Howard about the new ship?”  
 
    “Of course not.” Jag sighed. “He’s enjoying keeping us in the dark.”  
 
    “Well, it’s making me crazy.”   
 
    “Oh, come on, how far did you really have to go, Ms. Let’s Go In That Wormhole?”  
 
    Dani laughed. “I’m never going to live that down, am I?”  
 
    “I’m just messing with you.” Jag softly jabbed her in the shoulder with his fist. “If you didn’t manage to pull that stunt off, we wouldn’t be here.”  
 
    She raised an eyebrow at him questioningly, surprised to hear him agreeing with her actions. 
 
    “It was after that where things went sideways,” he said, his eyes growing distant as he directed his gaze out the window. 
 
    Dani looked longingly out at the stars once more. She didn’t want to rehash the same discussion yet again. All she could do was hope that one day things would be back to normal. “I think I’m going to head to bed.”  
 
    Jag nodded and stood, offering his hand to help her up.   
 
    “Get some rest,” she said as she took his hand and stood.   
 
    Jag nodded, and Dani turned to walk back to her quarters.   
 
    She took the long way around the ship, relishing in the solitude. I guess large ships do have their perks.   
 
    While the idea of regaining a ship and a crew greatly appealed to her, she couldn’t help but feel as though something was still off. Patrick’s resistance to supplying her with her old crew was minimal compared to what she was expecting. In fact, everything seemed almost a little too easy. Dani stepped into her room as questions flooded her mind. How is Patrick alive? Why is there so much secrecy behind this mission? What was up with Meg and the note in prison?  
 
    “S802-P825-C1106-66d,” Dani mumbled the coordinates from the note to herself, a chill running down her back. It just didn’t make sense that someone would know the coordinates, much less relay them to her in prison. And that other note, the one that said, Take the job. She’d assumed at the time it wasn’t meant for her, but now, with a job offer hanging over her head, she wasn’t so sure. The line between consequence and intention was blurry, and Dani didn’t know how to differentiate between them anymore.  
 
    Dani collapsed onto her bed and stared at the ceiling as the questions kept rolling in, Patrick at the forefront. Thinking about Patrick’s mysterious appearance led to her father’s final mission. Images and video of the incident had flooded news outlets for months. Dani was in the flight academy at the time and almost failed from the number of classes she avoided just so she wouldn’t have to answer any more questions.   
 
    She shook her head and redirected her thoughts to happy images of her father when she was a child. She didn’t see him often, but when she did he was always so happy to be there with her. What little time they had together was full of love and fun. Dani let herself drift off to sleep with the memory of her and her father celebrating her acceptance into the flight academy. The pride in his eyes, the laughter in their hearts—it was the closest thing she had ever experienced to a perfect day.  
 
    * * *  
 
    “Dani, I need you to come with me.” 
 
    Patrick’s voice snapped Dani out of the trance she was in. She quit stirring her soup and raised her eyes from the whirlpool in her bowl. The green soup was far more interesting than the sample collection currently being conducted on the planet below. Dani knew the Galactic Conglomerate needed to be thorough in its quest for resources, but she felt the sampling process was extremely dull and monotonous. She much preferred the military sector, which focused primarily on the ongoing War of the Seven Suns, even if the war itself was also resource driven.  
 
    “What’s up?” Dani sighed. 
 
    Patrick frowned momentarily. “Well, I thought you’d be interested in trying out the flight simulator for your new ship, but—”  
 
    “I’m interested!” Dani jumped out of her seat, knocking it down behind her, and tossed her spoon on the table.   
 
    “Great.” Patrick’s smug smile returned. “Head on down to Level 5 Area B3 after you’re done here.”  
 
    Dani quickly cleared her dishes and cleaned up her mess before hustling out into the hall after Patrick. It didn’t take her long to catch up to him.   
 
    “Does this mean I’ll get to see the ship soon?”  
 
    “The time is drawing closer, yes. We just picked up Cassia, and she’s getting settled in while we’re en route to the outpost. I’d like you to get a few hours in on the simulator while Howard preps Cassia. This ship is a bit different than Alaska’s Vengeance.”  
 
    “Absolutely.” Dani struggled to contain her excitement. She wanted to be viewed as a professional, and bouncing down the hall to the flight simulator wasn’t going to give off that impression. Her glee subsided slightly as his words about Cassia finally registered in her mind. “What do you mean, ‘prep Cassia’?”  
 
    Patrick sighed, annoyed at the question. “You’ll recall Ms. Simpkins had a mental break and checked herself in to a psychiatric hospital. Howard feels it’s best that he talk with her one on one before we stick her in a room with you.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.” Dani frowned as guilt racked her once more about how her actions affected her crew. 
 
    Patrick led the way into a dark room occupied by a sole technician.   
 
    “Barry, get Devereaux here set up with simulator. Four hours with increasingly difficult scenarios.”  
 
    Barry sat perfectly still, staring at Dani.  
 
    She shifted uncomfortably and cleared her throat before extending a hand like she had in other similar situations. “Dani Devereaux, nice to meet you. I promise, I’m not a terrorist.”  
 
    “Come on, Barry, we’ve talked about this.”  
 
    “Y—yes, sir.” Barry’s chair turned toward his workstation as he eyed Dani’s outstretched hand.  
 
    Dani turned her handshake offer into a clap by swinging her other hand into it. “Okay, then... let’s do this.”  
 
    Barry nodded toward a doorway. “In there.”  
 
    “Have fun.” Patrick winked before stepping out of the room.  
 
    Dani stepped into the next room and marveled at the smooth, white sphere in the center of the room. She climbed through the hatch and into the seat inside. Her legs bounced with excitement as she examined the controls around the chair before she reached for the helmet located on a hook just above the dashboard.   
 
    Upon placing the helmet on her head, the tiny space transformed. The display inside the helmet expanded on the captain’s chair to encompass the entire bridge. Her cheeks began to hurt from smiling so much as she excitedly absorbed the view.   
 
    “Beginning Simulation One. Subject already showing elevated vitals.” Barry’s voice broke the illusion.  
 
    Right, you’re here to show them what you’ve got. Dani took a deep breath and adjusted the seat so she could comfortably reach the controls. Most of the buttons were what she was accustomed to, per GC standards. They purposefully designed their ships to be similar so pilots could fly any ship in the fleet with relative ease. However, a new panel on her right caught her eye.   
 
    Before she had time to investigate the new control panel in detail, light filled the bridge as the windows showed the door of the virtual launch bay open.   
 
    Scenario One: Exiting the Launch Bay. The words hovered in the virtual reality world.  
 
    Easy enough.   
 
    Dani took the controls in her hand and fired up the thrusters; however, instead of being greeted by the gentle humming and easy maneuverability, flames erupted around the ship. Warning lights and alarms sounded, and the simulation shut down.  
 
    “Well done. You managed to kill everyone in less than two seconds.” Barry sounded annoyed.   
 
    Dani sat in shock. “Was there a malfunction with the thrusters?”  
 
    “Er... no. The prototype doesn’t use thrusters to get out of the launch bay.” The snark in his voice was apparent.   
 
    “So how do I get out of the launch bay?” she asked through gritted teeth.  
 
    “You would deactivate the gravity field in the launch bay and use the launch propulsion system to push you out the door, of course.”  
 
    She squeezed her eyes shut and clenched her jaw.  
 
    “Subject showing elevated vitals.”  
 
    Dani puffed out her cheeks and exhaled slowly. It was clear to her that this Barry guy wasn’t going to do her any favors, but at least she knew now that the mysterious new ship was a prototype.  
 
    Once she calmed the burning rage toward the annoying technician, she hit Restart Scenario on the display. While the bay doors opened, Dani scanned the control panel. On the new panel was a section that seemed to be linked with the Houston’s launch bay. Activating the panel brought up a display that highlighted the controls Barry mentioned.   
 
    “Is the launch bay clear?” she asked as her hand hovered over the gravity controls.    
 
    “Launch bay is clear.”   
 
    Dani couldn’t help but smirk at the disappointment in his voice. You’re not going to trick me this time, Barry.   
 
    She switched off the gravity and activated the launch propulsion system. It was her first experience with this technology. Last she heard, the GC was implementing it across their larger ships and space stations as a way of protecting workers from the dangers of using thrusters in a launch bay. Of course it was expected to take several years to outfit all the locations with the technology, which meant that Dani and her crew wouldn’t be able to land or depart in any launch bay not properly equipped. It was obvious that the prototype’s thrusters were more powerful than those typically used to launch.  
 
    She shook her head and laughed as she felt the simulation accelerate through the open doors. Another failsafe to keep them on task. She glanced around the control panel, looking for other restrictions, but the incredible view drew her attention. She knew it was just a simulation, but as her ship exited the Houston, the beauty of space surrounded her. Then it was gone.  
 
    Scenario One: Complete.  
 
    “What’s next, Barry?”  
 
    Scenario Two: Basic Maneuvers.  
 
    Dani shrugged off the lack of verbal response and took the controls once more. The simulation started where the last one stopped, the only difference being that the Houston was nowhere to be seen. She took the controls in her hands and fired up the thrusters. Delicate movements were all it took to encourage the ship to fly at her will. A series of rings appeared dotted throughout the area after she played with the controls a bit. After a slightly wobbly start, Dani expertly flew through the colored rings. As soon as she went through the last ring on one set, another set would appear.   
 
    “Loving these new thrusters, Barry!” Dani exclaimed, getting caught up in the moment. “If the real thing handles this well then this is going to give me more maneuverability than I ever had with Alaska’s Vengeance. The controls are so responsive, it feels more like flying a fighter than a... whatever it is. I guess I don’t even know how large it is really. Can you give me a little insight on what I’m working with here?”  
 
    “Barry?”  
 
    Scenario Two: Complete.  
 
    The rings and surrounding stars disappeared. Dani listened intently.   
 
    “Barry?”  
 
    Scenario Three: Evasive Maneuvers.   
 
    The stars slowly started to fade in, along with three Vaerian destroyers. They immediately began charging up their weapons, and Dani grabbed the controls, no longer concerned with Barry.   
 
    She tumbled and twirled through space as energy blasts flew at her ship. At times, she suspected the ship had some type of auto-avoidance detection, as it began to tilt before she moved the controls when a shot came a little too close. In a dogfight, there was a lot going on, so Dani appreciated the extra help. She glanced around for weapons controls but didn’t see any, much to her disappointment.   
 
    As two of the ships took aim, Dani swept up behind the third, causing them to fire energy shots into the hull of their fellow Vaerian ship. One down, two to go. The simulation was so lifelike, Dani temporarily forgot she was in the simulator. She bit her lip and corkscrewed toward the first ship as the second sent rapid-fire shots her direction. Soon there was just one remaining.   
 
    Dani glanced at the controls as she safely hid behind one of the destroyers. A grin spread across her face as she turned the cloaking on. “Oh wow, does the prototype have the power capacity to power shields and cloaking at the same time? This is a blast!”   
 
    Scenario Three: Complete.  
 
    “Oh, come on, Barry! I was just getting started.” She threw her hands into her lap as the images went dark.   
 
    Scenario Four: Wormhole Travel.  
 
    Dani reread the words several times before they faded then exhaled loudly. “Here goes nothing.”  
 
    The image shifted once more. The Vaerian ships were gone. There in their place was the swirling maw of the very object that had stolen her career, her life. The wormhole spun like a whirlpool in space. The pink, white, yellow, and blue light from the stars blurred around the edges of the massive funnel, and a soft glow emanated from within. The simulated version lacked the depth of the real thing, which made it seem less daunting, though only slightly.  
 
    Dani stared down the throat of what undoubtedly would be her very near future, but her hands felt heavy. Images of the Vaerian battleship shooting the speciously large energy blast into the star and the resulting chaos and the destruction of PS683 flashed in her mind. She felt her pulse quicken and sweat start to bead on her forehead.    
 
    The hypnotic swirl drew her attention before she focused inward instead. Her thoughts moved to her crew as she wondered if this whole mission would be a big mistake. Could she risk her crew in such a dangerous mission? It had already nearly happened once. She was wondering if she had been foolish to demand their presence.  
 
    Scenario Four: Failed.  
 
    There it was, in bright, bold letters: Failed.   
 
    “Uh, sorry. Can we try that one again, Barry?” Dani tried to shake the negativity from her hands as she fluttered them wildly before grabbing onto the controllers.   
 
    “I’m ready now, I swear.” She waited. “Barry?”  
 
    After waiting another moment, she took off the helmet and opened the hatch. “Barry, what’s the hold—oh, Patrick.”  
 
    Patrick stood silently, leaning on his cane. “I excused Barry.”   
 
    “I can see that... now.” Her eyes darted around the room. “So... I guess you saw—”  
 
    “Yup.”  
 
    She couldn't quite get a read on the situation.   
 
    “I just wasn’t expecting...” She trailed off with a shrug.  
 
    “It’s fine. You need some more time in the simulator before you run any wormhole missions, obviously, but it's fine. That’s not why I pulled the plug.”  
 
    “Oh, okay.” Her muscles relaxed. “So, we’re there then?”  
 
    “We are. And I want you, Jag, and Howard to go down and get Cruz. It’s a small outpost and he’s the only one there, so I’m not worried about anyone seeing you. I figured you were dying to get off the Houston for a bit, so here’s your chance. Maybe it will help you clear your head.”  
 
    A smile reached across Dani’s face. “Not a problem at all. When?”  
 
    “Now. Unless that's a problem.” Patrick raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “No, of course not. Let’s go.” Dani hurried past Patrick out of the simulation room. She was awash with excitement to see her old friends.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 4 
 
    Together Dani and Patrick made their way to the airlock. The ship was docked at the space station, which paled in comparison to the colossal Houston. Jag and Howard were already waiting for them.  
 
    Jag couldn’t help but laugh. “This is where Cruz was assigned? It’s so tiny.”  
 
    “It’s a temporary outpost,” Patrick explained. “That’s why it was such an easy choice. The outpost itself will relocate after we’re gone.”  
 
    “A mobile outpost? Why not just use a ship? I mean, that seems like it’d be easier. What’s this place for, anyway?” Jag rattled off questions without giving Patrick time to respond.  
 
    Patrick’s lips remained pursed together as he stared at Jag with narrow eyes. 
 
    Jag rolled his eyes, shrugged, and slapped Howard on the back. “Well, let’s get going.”  
 
    The trio stepped up to the airlock, and Patrick entered the code to open the door. Before them was a cramped hall leading into the space station’s airlock. As soon as they stepped in, the door closed behind them and the weightlessness kicked in.  
 
    “No gravity here it seems,” Howard mumbled as he awkwardly kicked his legs inches above the floor. “Maybe I’ll wait here.”  
 
    Dani chuckled. “We’ll be quick.”  
 
    The inner door of the airlock opened, and Cruz floated before them, his eyes wide.   
 
    “How is this possible?” he signed quickly before propelling himself forward to give Dani a quick hug. “You’re alive.” 
 
    “There’s a lot to explain, but we should get you over to our ship before Howard here has a conniption.” Jag jutted his thumb toward Howard, who was rubbing his head after hitting it on the ceiling. 
 
    “Sure, but I’m not sure I’m authorized to leave. Apparently this tiny place is a pretty big deal to someone.”   
 
    Jag’s eyes lit up and he looked at Dani like a dog waiting for his bone.  
 
    “No, Jag. No. Stay on mission.”  
 
    “I’ll just ring up command and grab my things. Stay here.” Cruz turned and pulled himself back down the hall and around the corner. 
 
    “Well this is weird.” Jag scratched his head.  
 
    “What about any of the last few months has seemed normal to you?”  
 
    “Right, fair point.” Jag refocused his attention. “You need a hand, Howard?”  
 
    Howard begrudgingly grabbed onto Jag’s extended hand and pulled himself lower while Jag kept a hold on the doorway.   
 
    Dani helped Howard right himself when she heard a noise from the hall behind her. Cruz navigated a large duffle bag through the hall and smiled as he signed, “All set. Now, tell me everything.” 
 
    “It’s quite the story. Why don’t you come aboard and we’ll go over everything where everyone is more comfortable?” Dani gestured to Howard with her eyes before turning to signal Patrick and his men through the airlock.  
 
    The door slid open, and Howard hurried forward into gravity’s sweet embrace, taking a few wobbly steps as he held onto the wall and mumbled under his breath. 
 
    Jag and Dani followed close behind.  
 
    Cruz remained just out of range of the extended gravity field and attached his prosthetics before carefully easing himself down to the ground and across Houston’s threshold.  
 
    “Welcome aboard the Houston,” Patrick said as he swept his arm out. “These guards will see you to your quarters, then we’ll meet in Conference Room B to sign paperwork and go over the details to the mission.”  
 
    “It’s about time.” Jag took Cruz’s bag, handing it to a guard, who clumsily accepted it.   
 
    Patrick shook his head. “My staff are not your slaves, Mr. Reinhart.”   
 
    “Let’s get moving.” Jag grinned, ignoring Patrick’s comment and taking Cruz by the shoulder.   
 
    Cruz raised an eyebrow at Dani and subtly signed, “Patrick Alexander?” 
 
    Dani gave a quick shrug, Cruz’s limp drawing her gaze. She waited for him to pass and leaned over toward Patrick. “You have a prosthetic, don’t you?” 
 
    Patrick nodded, watching Cruz’s painful gait as he made his way down the hall, patting Jag on the back. “I’ll talk to Cruz and see if he’s interested in working with my guy.” 
 
    Dani smiled. “Thank you. So, now the real fun begins, right?”  
 
    Patrick glanced back toward the outpost stoically. “I’ll meet you in the conference room. I have other matters to deal with for now.”  
 
    Dani followed his gaze back to the small outpost. “What’s in there?”   
 
    Patrick narrowed his eyes at the outpost doors before he turned to face Dani. “Go enjoy your team.”  
 
    The long pause before his answer made her uncomfortable, but she was eager to catch up with Cruz and Cassia. She shrugged off Patrick’s response, assuming it was more science stuff that she wasn’t very interested in, and made her way toward the conference room.  
 
    Howard was already seated at the table when Dani entered. He gripped the arms of his chair tightly and looked relieved to feel the comfortable pull of gravity.   
 
    “Are you doing better now?”   
 
    “Much.” Howard smiled. “I don’t know how you folks ever get used to that. Maybe it’s different since I was actually born on a planet.”   
 
    “Hey, GCHQ is technically a planet.”  
 
    “Somewhere beneath the surface, yes. But that doesn’t change the fact you grew up in space and not with your feet on solid ground.” He laughed.  
 
    He was right of course. She had been in space for more of her life than she had been on the ground. She plopped down next to him. “It’s going to be so nice to have the crew back together.”  
 
    “I’m looking forward to getting our ship and getting off the Houston. This place is too big for me.”  
 
    “I hear you there, Howard.”  
 
    The door to the conference room slid open. Patrick was the first through the door, looking disgruntled. The most likely cause for his discontent, a grinning Jag, entered behind him, followed by the calm and collected Cruz and a wide-eyed Cassia, who clutched a mess of black fur to her chest.  
 
    Dani found herself grinning as her crew joined her around the table. They quickly handled the necessary paperwork and looked to Patrick expectantly.   
 
    Patrick’s eyes moved from face to face, hesitating on the fluffy black cat occupying Cassia’s lap before finally landing on Dani “Are we ready?”  
 
    “Patrick, we’ve been ready.” Dani laughed.  
 
    A small smile graced his lips before he began, “Alaska’s Vengeance surprised everyone with its little jaunt through the wormhole. As you’re all aware, wormhole travel is unprecedented. When I was made aware of who the pilot was, I wasn’t surprised. The GC’s top six-ring pilot was the first to successfully navigate a wormhole. Unfortunately, by the time it was discovered that you all survived, the evidence against your crimes had already piled against you.”  
 
    “Patrick, I didn’t—”  
 
    Patrick held up his hand. “We’re not here to discuss that.”  
 
    Dani took a deep breath and pressed her lips closed.  
 
    “Captain Veron’k was ordered to bring you in, and you’re all aware of what happened next.” Patrick paused to eye Dani momentarily before continuing.   
 
    “The GC assigned the Houston to study wormhole travel immediately. Unfortunately, the untimely destruction of Alaska’s Vengeance made it impossible to scan the system as it transversed the wormhole. Regardless of the lack of data, we were ordered to begin testing.”   
 
    Patrick sighed and accessed a file on the tabletop display. “Mistakes were made.”  
 
    A video began playing on the display.   
 
    [Wormhole Stabilization Task Force: Montgomery]  
 
    A GC ship, much like Alaska’s Vengeance, approached a wormhole.   
 
    “Houston, this is Captain Johns of the Montgomery. We are ready to enter the wormhole. Data recording is on and transmitting. Our little friend is in orbit around the mouth of the wormhole to provide a video recording of this momentous occasion.”  
 
    “This is the Houston. You may proceed.”  
 
    The ship fired up thrusters and sped into the gaping mouth of the wormhole. The satellite followed the Montgomery in, transmitting broken video of the ship ahead.   
 
    Dani held her breath and leaned in.   
 
    “All systems down!” The captain’s frantic voice cut through static. “We’ve sus— ... age. No con—”  
 
    The video blipped off the display.  
 
    The room was quiet.   
 
    “Did you ever find them?” Cassia asked quietly, stroking the length of the cat’s back.  
 
    Patrick shook his head slowly. “I’m afraid not.”  
 
    “Okay then, so seems like a fifty-fifty success rate.” Jag smiled. “We’ve survived worse odds.”  
 
    “Not exactly.” Patrick bit his lip and accessed another video.  
 
    Dani and her crew watched as various wormholes devoured ship after ship. Different ships, different approaches, but always the same results to varying degrees.  
 
    “Stop,” Dani said, her hand over her mouth. “Please, just stop.”  
 
    Patrick shut down the video. “It’s important you understand what you’re getting into and how difficult this could be.”  
 
    Dani nodded, her stomach turning as she looked around the table. Her fate was set in stone, but she wondered again, looking at each of their troubled faces, if she’d made a mistake bringing her crew into this.   
 
    “How many ships?” Dani asked, staring at her wringing hands in her lap.  
 
    “Twelve.”   
 
    Dani met the eyes of each crewmember once more.  
 
    “I see what you’re thinking, and I’m not going to let you give up that easy,” Jag spoke up.  
 
    “You know where I stand,” Howard chimed in.  
 
    “I’m not going anywhere,” Cruz signed.   
 
    Cassia smiled. “You know, life just hasn’t been the same without you Dani. We’re with you.”  
 
    “You know, it really isn’t any different than any other situation we’ve flown into.” Jag grinned. “I don’t know of any other pilot who could pull off the things you do. I’m not worried.”  
 
    Dani shifted her gaze to Patrick, who seemed impressed by her crew’s loyalty. “Okay, Patrick, tell us about the ship. What are we working with?”  
 
    A smile bloomed on his face. “I have a better idea. Come with me.”  
 
    Patrick rose from the table and walked out the door without hesitating. The rest of the crew scrambled out of their chairs and down the hall after him.   
 
    The dread in Dani’s gut was replaced by excitement. She had been looking forward to seeing the ship since she first heard it existed. She felt lost, homeless without one.   
 
    Patrick stopped them just outside of the hangar. “Howard, would you like to do the honors?”  
 
    Howard lit up and stepped in front of the group. “Certainly. As you know, I’ve worked on ships my whole life. I’ve had experience with just about every ship out there. I’ve seen each of their benefits and disadvantages. The best of those ships pales in comparison to what’s behind this door.”  
 
    “Would you get on with it, you old geezer?” Jag called from the back.  
 
    Howard pointed a stout finger at him. “Don’t make me leave you in the hall.”  
 
    Jag made a zipping motion across his lips, causing the rest of the crew to laugh.  
 
    “Without further delay, I present you with Osirion.”   
 
    Patrick keyed in a code, and the door slid open.   
 
    Howard stepped aside to allow Dani to enter first.   
 
    At first glance, the ship was unlike anything she had ever seen. The standard gray metal alloy exterior reserved for most GC ships was absent. It also lacked the shiny white body making up the Houston and other non-military craft. In fact, the hull looked organic. As Dani neared the vessel, she could see that the dark blue exterior with veins of green and white actually appeared to be rough and porous. It seemed like it was made of a kind of rock-like material, and Dani had to know for sure. She gently placed her hand on the hull, then withdrew it quickly, her eyes shooting to Howard.  
 
    Howard laughed. “Go ahead, touch her. You know what that is, don’t you?”  
 
    Dani leaned in for a closer look and reached out to touch it again. Rather than the rough texture she was expecting, it was slightly spongey and flexed as she applied pressure.   
 
    The rest of the crew joined her, oohing and ahing over the texture.   
 
    “Glowshard,” Cruz signed.  
 
    “That’s right,” Howard proclaimed like a proud father. “The first ship with a glowshard exterior.”  
 
    Dani’s eyes widened. “So does this mean...?” She trailed off as she stared at the ship in amazement, continuing to depress the exterior and watch its slow rebound.  
 
    “It’s capable of self-healing, to a certain extent and under specific circumstances.”   
 
    “It’s lighter too,” Patrick chimed in. “Saves fuel, offers better mobility and maneuverability. Shouldn’t take such a hit if you collide with the wormhole walls, or whatever else you might find in there.”  
 
    “This is amazing.” Dani stood back to take in Osirion. “Beautiful.”  
 
    “You should see the inside. It’s not quite as plain as this monstrosity.” Howard beckoned her toward the loading doors.  
 
    Patrick cleared his throat.  
 
    “No offense, but this place is just so... white. It’s hard on the eyes after a while.”  
 
    Dani was already making her way up the loading ramp. She stepped into Osirion’s cargo bay and grinned. The walls did lack the stark white plainness found everywhere on the Houston. Instead, the walls, ceiling, and floor were powder-coated black, much like Alaska’s Vengeance. She grabbed onto a support beam built into the wall and climbed up on a crate. There seemed to be enough supplies to last them a month or more.   
 
    “You gonna give us the grand tour, Howie?” Jag followed them into the cargo bay along with Cruz and Cassia, the black cat purring contentedly in her arms.   
 
    “Sure, come on this way.”   
 
    Dani was first in line as Howard led them through a doorway into the main corridor. The ship itself wasn’t as big as Alaska’s Vengeance, but it didn’t need to be.   
 
    “Here’s the galley. Nothing too fancy here.”  
 
    “It’s small.” Jag poked his head in the door next to Dani.  
 
    “It’s big enough for us to eat together.” Dani palmed his face and pushed it back, laughing.   
 
    “Across the hall here is the locker room with toilets, sinks, showers, and access to the gym. There’s also gym access through here.” Howard opened another door.   
 
    “Gym’s tiny too.” Jag squinted.  
 
    “Would you stop complaining? I’m pretty sure I’ve never seen you spend a day of your life in the gym.” It was Cassia's turn to laugh.  
 
    “Fair enough. But when you’re constantly at your peak, the gym is simply a waste of time.” Jag winked.  
 
    Cruz took the opportunity to use one finger to push and nearly topple Jag. “It’s a long fall from that high perch of yours, buddy,” he signed, laughing.  
 
    “And down this hall, we have quarters.” Howard directed them down another angled hall. “Captain’s quarters are here; the rest are up for grabs.”  
 
    Dani grinned and stepped into her new home while the rest of the crew scattered to lay claim to their rooms. Just inside the door was a small sitting area with three chairs and a small table. A half wall divided the sitting area from the rest of the room.   
 
    On the other side of the wall was a small wash area with a sink and mirror. Dani caught sight of her reflection and smiled. There you are. I knew I’d find you here.  
 
    The rest of the room was fairly plain. A queen-sized bed, a desk complete with display, a small refrigeration unit, and a viewing window. Dani stood before the viewing window, looking out into Houston’s hold. Patrick waved at her from the ground below. She smiled and mouthed the words thank you to him.   
 
    “Hey, quick question for you Dani.” Jag stood in her doorway.   
 
    “Sure, what is it?” She turned and frowned at the worried expression on his face.  
 
    “Why are there six private rooms?”   
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 5 
 
    “Six?” Dani paused a moment to think. “Originally they were going to supply me with a GC crew. Maybe they planned on having an extra man on board.”  
 
    Jag stepped aside, allowing Dani to walk down the hall and peek into each of the rooms herself. The rest of the rooms were similar to hers, though slightly smaller. She stepped into the sixth room and noticed a large bag on the floor near the foot of the bed.  
 
    “That’s odd.”   
 
    “There's a sixth crewmember.” Patrick stepped into the room behind her.  
 
    “Don’t tell me Mr. Personality here is going to join us.” Jag groaned from the doorway.   
 
    Patrick’s eyes fluttered as they rolled. “No. There will be times where we will be out of contact. This room is for your mission coordinator.”  
 
    “I really don’t think we need another crewmember.” Jag stepped into the room. “We’ve always handled our missions just fine on our own.”  
 
    Cassia, Cruz, and Howard all crammed into the small room as well. This time no one bothered to correct Jag.  
 
    Dani looked at Patrick expectantly. Her crew had always completed its missions, aside from the most recent debacle. She didn’t particularly like the idea of having another crewmember on board either.  
 
    “I’m sorry you don’t agree, but this is a requirement. We can’t let a group of criminals take a high-tech prototype out into space without a representative on board.”  
 
    “Criminals?” Dani glared at him.  
 
    “I’m not getting into this. If you want the ship, you’ll welcome Zadria Swift aboard.” Patrick extended his arm toward the hall, where a woman stood in the doorway, looking mildly terrified.  
 
    Dani thought Jag’s eyes might pop out of his head as he laid his eyes on the young, beautiful woman, drinking in every curve. Her long, blonde hair hung down her back like a luxurious silk curtain, the color complementing her darker skin tone and highlighting her golden eyes.  
 
    “Certainly. Welcome, Ms. Swift. Or is it Mrs.?” He took her hand and guided her into the room, practically shoving Dani out of the way so he could sit her down on her bed. “Welcome to the crew. Is there anything we can get for you?”  
 
    Dani suddenly felt very plain with her unruly hair and pale complexion. She awkwardly jutted a hip out and placed a hand on it, subconsciously trying to match the voluptuousness of Zadria’s body. Dani extended a hand and hurried out her welcome, “Nice to meet you, Zadria.”  
 
    “Uh...” Zadria pulled her hand out of Jag’s and extended it toward Dani. “You too. I’ve always been a big fan.”  
 
    Dani couldn’t suppress her smile as she shook Zadria’s hand. She was thrilled to have at least one fan remaining in this galaxy. 
 
    The rest of the crew took turns introducing themselves as Dani pulled Patrick into the hall.  
 
    “Why didn’t you mention this before?” she whispered harshly.  
 
    “Did you honestly think we wouldn’t have some kind of GC member on board?”   
 
    “Still, you could have told me. I need you to be open and honest with me.”  
 
    “Look, Dani, this isn’t going to be the same relationship you had with your last commander. We’re not buddies, we’re colleagues. I’m not going to give you the inside scoop on everything or let you do whatever the hell you want. You are under my jurisdiction. I am responsible for what you and your crew do out there, and I’ll be damned if you all screw something up again.”  
 
    “Hey now—”  
 
    Patrick held up his hand. “I’m not interested in discussing this any further.”  
 
    Dani slapped his hand down. “First, I’m innocent. Second, stop doing that. Third, when do we start?”  
 
    Patrick grinned. “There’s the Dani I wanted. Soon. You should all get settled into your quarters on the ship. Tomorrow Howard and the engineers will go over Osirion’s controls and how to man the cruiser mounted underneath.”  
 
    Dani nodded. “I’ll tell the crew.”  
 
    “After you do, head on over to the simulator to clock some more hours. You haven’t made it through the wormhole scenario yet. It’s important that you do before you take on your first mission.”  
 
    “Look, Patrick, I know you mean well, but honestly, the simulation can only help me so much. I’ve got the controls down. I think we need to get out there with the whole crew and do some test flights. No matter how good the simulator is, it’s not going to compare to the real thing, and you know it.”  
 
    Patrick paused and seemed to look past Dani, down the hall.   
 
    “Very well, but you’ll be on a short leash.”  
 
    “Understood.”   
 
    Zadria hurried out of her room, past Dani and Patrick, and down the hall.  
 
    Jag poked his head out of the room behind her. “I mean it, anything at all, I’m here for you.”   
 
    Patrick sighed and followed Zadria, calling back over his shoulder, “Do something about that, please.”  
 
    Dani palmed Jag’s face and shoved his head back into the room. “Easy, lover boy.”   
 
    She turned Jag and steered him by the shoulders back to the group. “Get settled into your quarters tonight. Tomorrow we’re going over this place with a fine-tooth comb to ensure everything’s operational, then we’re heading out to do some tests. Familiarize yourself with your room and the rest of the ship. It’s our new home.”  
 
    Dani’s excitement radiated through her crew, who quickly scattered out of Zadria’s quarters. Dani took the time to fix the wrinkled bedding and straighten the pillows before heading out. As she stepped out into the hall once more, she nearly bumped into Zadria.   
 
    “Oh, excuse me, Captain Devereaux,” Zadria said quietly.  
 
    “Please, call me Dani.” She smiled warmly. “And hey, I’m sorry about Jag. Once the newness wears off, he’ll mellow out. He’s just got to get it out of his system. He means well, honestly. If it ever gets to be too much, just let me know and I’ll set him straight.”  
 
    Zadria blushed and nodded, looking down at the floor. “Yes, Cap—Dani, I will.”  
 
    Dani stepped to the side and watched with a raised eyebrow as Zadria entered her room and closed the door. Strange girl.  
 
    “Dani, there you are,” Howard came huffing and puffing down the hallway.  
 
    “Is everything okay, Howard?” She wrinkled her forehead at his distressed state.  
 
    “Oh, yes...” He paused to take a few deep breaths. “Nothing to worry about. I was just coming to see if you’d like to see the bridge.”  
 
    Dani’s grin spread across her face. “Of course! I thought you’d never ask.”  
 
    “Great. Your access codes should be in your room. If you want to peek at them quickly, then we can check it out.”  
 
    Dani and Howard made their way to her room and stepped inside. “So, what do you make of Zadria?” she said softly as she rummaged through her desk. 
 
    “Actually, until today I didn’t even realize she existed. I had just assumed the extra room was a spare.” Howard shrugged, unfazed.   
 
    “Here we go.” Dani pulled a card out of a folder from inside her desk. She quickly memorized the random combination of numbers and stuffed the card into her pocket. “Ready?”  
 
    Howard nodded and smiled, having returned to his normal shade. “I am. Lead the way, Captain.”  
 
    Dani laughed at the wink Howard gave her as he addressed her as Captain and hurried out of her room and down the hall. She would have sprinted to the bridge, but she wanted to maintain some semblance of self-control.  
 
    “It’s about bloody time!” Jag perked up from his spot on the floor in front of the bridge.  
 
    “What are you guys doing here? You’re supposed to be getting situated in your quarters.” Dani shook her head at the entire crew—minus Zadria—loitering in the hall outside the bridge.  
 
    “We don’t have much to unpack,” Cruz signed. “You wanted us to get acquainted with Osirion. Is there a better way?”  
 
    “You make a good point. Alright, step aside. I’ll let us in.” Dani entered her code on the keypad, and the double doors leading to the bridge parted.  
 
    Gasps, oohs, and ahs echoed behind Dani like a faint dream as she stepped into the room. She was instantly taken in by the sleek contours of the different stations. The space was much more open than the bridge on Alaska’s Vengeance. No walls isolated the crewmembers from one another.   
 
    Dani approached the captain’s dais, which sat in the center of the room. Its radius was twice as large as the one she used on her previous ship, but incorporated into the elevated area was a three-dimensional holographic display podium.   
 
    She eased into the captain’s chair and ran her hands over the smooth fabric on the arms before letting her fingers graze the control panels before her. The panels were lit according to zone and functionality, but Dani’s attention was pulled away as she realized the rest of the crew hadn’t entered the room. She spun her chair 180 degrees to see them grinning from the doorway.   
 
    She returned their smile and stood, sweeping her arms in a grand gesture. “Welcome to Osirion.”   
 
    They seemed to vibrate with enthusiasm as they hurried into the room. Dani spun back around and directed her attention once more to the control panel, tuning out the excited shouts from the rest of the crew as they discovered the perks of their own stations.   
 
    “Do you want to see something funny?” Howard whispered to her from the other side of her control panel.  
 
    “Always,” she said, leaning in close.  
 
    “This prototype tests new technology that allows the captain to employ lifesaving techniques from the captain’s chair. That way, if something happens at an inopportune time, you don’t have to abandon your post to tend to your crewmember.”  
 
    “Uh-huh.” Dani nodded, intrigued. She had heard of the development of the technology but hadn't seen it in use.   
 
    Howard stepped to the side, gesturing to the green-lit control panel. “While I’m required to tell you that the defibrillation mechanism should only be used in dire circumstances, I recommend that you keep the voltage set to the absolute lowest setting.”   
 
    Dani watched as Howard cranked the voltage control down. The twinkle in his eye led her to suspect he was up to something.  
 
    “This way, should you accidently graze this button here, you won’t inadvertently kill a crewmember—Jag, for example...” Howard selected the button displaying a large number two.   
 
    Dani and Howard both looked toward Jag, who was happily clipped into his station, feet on the console and hands folded behind his head.  
 
    “I mean, accidents do happen.” Howard winked as he hit the button with his elbow.  
 
    “GAH!” Jag unfastened his harness and jumped from his seat, staring at it in bewilderment. “What the hell?”  
 
    Dani and Howard laughed wildly.   
 
    “Sorry, Jag, my mistake.” Howard struggled to control his laughter. “I was giving Dani a tutorial on the life intervention controls, and my elbow must have clipped the wrong button.”  
 
    “I’m sure.” Jag narrowed his eyes at the pair. “Careful, Howard,” he said, unable to keep a straight face. “You don’t want to enter a war like this with me.”  
 
    Howard turned back to Dani and smiled. “I made sure to put the guides for the new control panels in your desk. I’d suggest giving them a once-over before we leave the hangar. Lots of interesting features.”  
 
    “Will do, Howard, thanks for the lesson.” Dani reached for Howard’s hand, but instead bumped the same button.   
 
    Jag, who had just reharnessed, jerked and shouted. “Oy! You...” He laughed and pointed at Dani.  
 
    Dani held up her hands, unable to say anything in return due to her unrelenting laughter.   
 
    “Ahem.” The sound of Patrick clearing his throat cut through the laughter like a knife.  
 
    Dani spun around in her chair, attempting to stifle her giggle.  
 
    Patrick’s disapproving gaze swept over the crew before landing on Dani.   
 
    “It’s good to have the crew back together.” She shrugged, trying to force the corners of her mouth into a neutral position.   
 
    “I can see that. I’d like to borrow Cruz for a moment.” Patrick shifted his gaze to Cruz, who was spinning in circles on his chair.   
 
    Cruz stopped, looking a bit alarmed.  
 
    “Of course.” Dani peeked around her chair at Cruz. “You heard the man. Don’t be late for dinner.”   
 
    Dani paused a moment before turning back to Patrick. “Our kitchen is fully stocked, right?”  
 
    Patrick nodded. “Yes, and please, try to include Zadria. Make her feel like a part of the team.”  
 
    “We’re on it.” Jag grinned.  
 
    “Not you. You stay away from her.” Patrick pointed and glared at Jag.  
 
    Jag slid down in his seat like a scolded puppy.  
 
    Cruz patted Jag on the head as he passed him on his way out of the bridge with Patrick.   
 
    “I wonder what that was about,” Cassia wondered aloud as she stared at the door after they were gone.  
 
    “Just something I talked to Patrick about earlier, I’m guessing.” Dani pushed off her armrests and stood. “Let’s go check out the kitchen. I’m starving. Can someone swing by Zadria’s room and tell her to meet us there?”  
 
    “I’ll go!” Jag sprung to his feet and sprinted out the door.   
 
    Dani raised an eyebrow in his direction.  
 
    “I’ll go with him.” Cassia smiled and took off after him.  
 
    “Alright, Howard, let’s go see what we can whip up.”   
 
    Dani led the way out of the bridge, down the hall, and into the kitchen.   
 
    The room wasn’t much bigger than the one on Alaska’s Vengeance, but it appeared to be better equipped.   
 
    “Have a seat, Howard. You’ve done a lot for us. The least I can do is make you a meal. Any requests?” Dani smiled as she started to rummage through the cupboards. 
 
    Howard eased himself into a chair at the table. “I had them stock some hupnal steak for this momentous occasion.”   
 
    “Hupnal, really? They sprung for that?” Dani opened the refrigeration unit and her eyes widened at the beautifully marbled stack of steaks.  
 
    “I can’t remember the last time I had hupnal. We’re not even near PS240; how’d you manage to talk them into this?” She took the steaks out and laid them out on a tray, seasoning them.  
 
    “Last time I had it was at our heroes’ welcome at GCHQ after we cleared the last of the Vaerian forces out of PS467.”  
 
    Dani leaned on the counter and folded her arms over her chest. She remembered the ugly battle, the lives lost, the lives saved. “Feels like a lifetime ago.”  
 
    Howard nodded. “A lot has changed since then.”  
 
    Dani prepared the side dishes in silence, letting her mind wander. As she stood before the sink, she caught her warped reflection in the polished faucet. She was thankful for the ship and to have her crew back, but she still felt twisted inside, much like her reflection. The trial, the imprisonment, the money—none of it made sense to her. Her throat tightened, and she felt a twinge of pain in her chest just thinking about the whole ordeal again. It was still so recent, so raw. 
 
    The distraction of her deformed inner self resulted in an ill-timed slip of the knife she was wielding. Rather than slicing through the delicate flesh of the fruit she was holding, the blade bit into her thumb.   
 
    “Shit,” she said, dropping the knife into the sink and turning on the water to rinse the cut.  
 
    Howard leaned over from the table. “Nasty cut. Are you alright?”   
 
    “Yeah, I’ll be fine. I just wasn’t paying attention.”  
 
    Howard nodded and returned to the book he was reading.   
 
    Dani watched as the thin wisps of blood circled the drain. She bit her lip, trying to rein in her emotions once more.  
 
    “Uh-oh, minor kitchen accident?” Jag reached for Dani’s hand, startling her in the process. “Easy there. Let me see.”  
 
    Dani relaxed, letting Jag examine the cut. While she did, she opened her eyes wide in hopes the extra air would dry out the tears that had begun to accumulate, not from the pain of the cut, but from the memories of everything that had happened over the past few months.  
 
    “Do you want me to grab the first-aid kit?” Cassia asked, already on the move to the small medical station mounted on the wall.   
 
    “I’m fine. It’s fine.” Dani smiled unconvincingly and moved her eyes back to Jag’s face.  
 
    His eyes met hers with concern and he lowered his voice, “Are you sure everything’s okay, Dani? Do you need a minute?”  
 
    Dani retracted her hand and plastered a bigger smile on her face. “Guys, it’s just a little cut. Nothing to worry about.”   
 
    Jag didn’t look entirely convinced, but he pulled out the chair next to Zadria, who had seated herself at the table. “Why don’t you come sit down? I’ll finish up.”  
 
    Dani shared a surprised glance with Cassia. Jag wasn’t shy about jumping in when he was needed, but she’d never seen him give up a seat next to a pretty woman before.   
 
    Cassia extended a hand and held Dani’s wound as Dani sat.   
 
    Dani flashed a small, genuine smile at her. “Thank you. You guys are all so good to me.”  
 
    “Yeah, well...” Jag smiled over his shoulder back at her. “It’s the least we can do.”  
 
    Dani relaxed as Cassia tended to her cut. She made a mental note to stop worrying about what happened before and focus instead on being present with her crew, her family.   
 
    “Would you look at that?” Howard’s chuckle rolled out of him.  
 
    Cruz walked into the room with an extra bounce in his step and a big smile on his face. He did a lap around the table before doing a spin in the middle of the room, ending with a tap-dancer’s finish.   
 
    “Cruz!” Cassia leapt up from her seat. “You got new prosthetics? They look great.”   
 
    Cruz pulled Cassia in for a hug, then signed to Dani, “Thank you so much. These don’t bother me like the last pair. I feel like a new man.”  
 
    Dani smiled and nodded as she finished bandaging her cut. “I’m glad Patrick pulled through on that one.”  
 
    “Patrick hooked you up, eh?” Jag lifted his eyebrows as he checked out Cruz’s new legs, visibly impressed. “I guess we’ve got a few things to celebrate then.”  
 
    Dani sat back and watched while her crew finished preparing dinner and placed the feast on the table. “You guys are too much. Thank you.”   
 
    Jag held up a cup of water. “I wish I had something a little stronger to do this with, but rules are rules. So here goes... To Dani, the finest captain I’ve ever had, despite the occasional lapse in judgement. Thank you for being you and for bringing us all back together. Now let’s stay that way.”   
 
    Dani pursed her lips at Jag for the jabs in his speech. She thought his friendliness after sobering up meant he’d forgiven her, but maybe he hadn’t completely. She made a mental note to bring it up to him later. The last thing she wanted was to have him sneaking in verbal assaults randomly. Although she didn’t like to enforce the hierarchy unless she had to, she was still the captain and he was her subordinate. Even if they weren’t in the military branch of the GC any more, she still felt she deserved respect from all crew members. Still, she couldn’t help but loose a smile as the rest of the crew lifted their glasses. 
 
    “And to Zadria,” Jag continued. “May you place your trust in our hands... our warm, strong, willing—”  
 
    “Jag,” Dani warned.  
 
    “Er, welcome.”   
 
    The crew bumped their cups together again after a brief hesitation, and a few shared awkward glances.  
 
    Dani took the opportunity to mouth an apology toward Zadria, who was flushed with embarrassment.  
 
    “Let’s dig in,” Dani ordered, redirecting the attention off of the embarrassed girl.   
 
    “This looks great! Thank you guys,” Cassia chirped as she dished up her plate with a heaping spoonful of mashed potatoes before retreating to a cupboard to produce a second small container of food for her cat. “Reminds me of that time we had a big dinner after the PS467 mission.”  
 
    “Isn’t that the one where Jag shot up the asteroid?” Cruz signed.  
 
    Howard snorted as he took a drink, sending himself into a coughing fit.  
 
    “I had forgotten about that!” Dani laughed.  
 
    “It was on a collision course with that moon.” Jag looked less than amused.   
 
    “If by collision course you mean ‘orbiting around,’ then yes, yes it was.” Dani winked at him.  
 
    “Hey now, don’t forget when Cruz got us lost.”   
 
    “I did no such thing.”  
 
    “Well then why did we end up in the middle of nowhere instead of at the resupply outpost?” Jag pointed his fork at Cruz.  
 
    “They neglected to inform the system that they moved the outpost. That was not my fault.” Cruz shoved another bite into his mouth.  
 
    “Suuure...” Jag laughed.  
 
    “Hey, none of us are perfect. That’s why I love all you guys.” Dani smiled and glanced toward Zadria, who was smiling and taking in the conversation.  
 
    “Some are more perfect than others,” Cruz signed quickly before shoving another bite of food into his mouth. 
 
    Dani squinted slightly before following his gaze over to Cassia.  
 
    Cassia, suddenly aware the two of them were eyeing her, blushed. “I screw up just as much as the rest of you. Don’t you remember when I accidently recorded and translated Dani’s report into Vaerian before sending it in? GCHQ had a field day with that one.”  
 
    “I can just imagine their faces.” Jag laughed. “Thinking we were working with the enemy or something.”  
 
    The laughter quickly died down, blossoming into silence sprinkled with the occasional clink of utensils.   
 
    Howard cleared his throat. “Well, Jag, you’ve always had a talent for making things awkward.”  
 
    “That’s not my only talent, you know.” Jag winked at Zadria again.  
 
    “And we’ve come full circle.” Dani laughed and gently patted Zadria on the arm.  
 
    “Speaking of awkward,” Jag said as he peeked under the table, “what is this furry, vibrating thing doing in my lap?” 
 
    “Carl!” Cassia stood and carefully retrieved the furball from Jag’s lap. “Sorry, they gave him to me when I was... away. He’s supposed to... oh, you guys probably don’t care.” 
 
    Dani watched Cassia as she laughed nervously and retreated to her seat, holding and stroking Carl. “Hey, it’s alright. I think we all came out of that whole mess with a little baggage.” 
 
    Jag caught Dani’s eyes, and she couldn’t help but note the hint of sadness in them before he quickly looked away.  
 
    “He looks soft,” Cruz signed as he reached over to pet Carl. 
 
    Carl instantly stood, arching his back and extending his fur to double his size. A hiss escaped his toothy mouth, and Cruz slowly withdrew his hand, eyes wide. 
 
    Cassia cringed. “Sorry, he’s just a little protective.” 
 
    Cruz nodded but kept his eyes on Carl as the cat nestled back down into Cassia’s lap. 
 
    Dani stood and started gathering the dishes. “Alright, well, I’ll clean up in here. You all can go get settled in for the night.”   
 
    Dani cleared the rest of table as the crew said their goodnights and headed off to their quarters. She was thankful to have the brief solitude. As much as she loved their company, on a ship this size it would be hard to get any alone time. Her mind was still riddled with confusion about the last few weeks.  
 
    “Do you need a hand?” Zadria asked from the doorway.  
 
    “Oh, hey, you’re still here.” Dani smiled. “I think I’ve got it, thank you.”  
 
    “Okay, well do you mind if I hang out in here for a bit?” She shuffled her foot and looked down as she spoke.  
 
    Dani nodded, a little bummed to have lost her moment of alone time, but happy that Zadria was putting in some effort to spend time with her. “Sure, have a seat.”  
 
    Zadria sat at the table, hands folded in her lap as she watched Dani.  
 
    “Jag’s harmless, really. He likes to put on a show, but I’ve never seen him really act on anything first. But if you’re interested—”  
 
    “Fraternization is against the GC handbook.”   
 
    “Right, of course. I think sometimes they make exceptions though.”   
 
    Zadria nodded but seemed unconvinced.  
 
    “One thing about being out here... well, out there... in space, you can’t control everything. Things are going to happen that will screw everything up, and there’s just nothing you can do about it. You’ve just got to roll with the punches and focus on what you can control, like your reaction to the situation.”  
 
    “Like how you took the blame for the rest of the crew when you were arrested?”   
 
    Dani frowned. “I’d rather not discuss the events that got us here. Instead, let’s just focus on the future. Deal?”  
 
    Zadria nodded after a moment. “Okay, deal.”   
 
    Dani felt relieved not to have to explain her side of the story yet again. “So, do you know what’s on the agenda for tomorrow?”  
 
    “Just the normal system checks and a brief test run. Nothing too exciting.” Zadria shrugged.  
 
    Dani couldn’t help but smile. “We’ll see.”   
 
    Zadria’s eyes widened.   
 
    “Don’t worry. I’m sure it will all be pretty routine. But this group, well, they’re always exciting.”   
 
    Zadria laughed nervously and stood. “Well, I better go settle in.”  
 
    “Goodnight, Zadria. And welcome aboard.”   
 
    Dani watched as Zadria shuffled out of the kitchen, then slid her hands over the surface of the table. She shook her head, thinking back to the advice she gave Zadria. It sounded good in theory, but practicing what she advised was much more difficult. And she’d learned the hard way that acting on instinct didn’t always turn out well. Sometimes it caused a lot of worry. She felt like all she did was worry anymore.   
 
    With a sigh, Dani stood and made her way to her own quarters. She sealed the door after entering and flopped down on the bed, staring up at the ceiling. As she rolled her head around the room from her new vantage point, she noticed something on the bottom side of her nightstand table.   
 
    Dani rolled over and reached under, feeling the loose corner of a piece of paper. She peeled it away and held it up to read it.  
 
    S802-P825-C1106-66d. 
 
    It was the same set of coordinates Meg had passed to her in the cell.  Dani immediately crumpled the paper in her hand and propped herself up on her elbow, her eyes darting around the room. She swung her legs off the edge of the bed and sat up, placing her head in her hands. A burning heat started to spread through her body, causing her chest to tighten and a light sweat to break out on her forehead. She stood and steadied herself before she made her way to the door. The air felt thick, and despite her best efforts, she couldn’t stop the wave of emotion washing over her. She had to look. 
 
    Dani had wanted to keep this to herself, but coming across the coordinates twice, in two very different situations, made her desperate. Once in the hall, she headed for Cruz’s quarters. She knew he would help without asking questions. As she raised her hand to the buzzer, she stopped. Cassia’s muffled laughter made its way through the door.   
 
    Dani took a few deep breaths. The last thing she wanted to do was bring the whole crew into her drama. She looked down at the crumpled paper and found the strength she needed to investigate the coordinates herself. She quickly turned to make her way to the bridge, and once inside, she approached the holographic display and entered the coordinates. The area above the display lit up the dark room. A brilliant star surrounded by three planets and little else appeared.   
 
    Dani knew the star system well, though the last time she looked it up there were still bits of debris drifting around. The wreckage was gone now, but it seemed like little else had changed. She checked the timestamp of the last mapping scan and frowned. The sector hadn’t been scanned in several years.   
 
    “Why?” she muttered quietly under her breath as she circled the display, zooming in and out.  
 
    Her concentration broke when the doors to the bridge slid open once more, Zadria appearing in the entrance.  
 
    Dani quickly cleared the display and erased the search history.   
 
    “Zadria.” Dani cleared her throat as she shut down power to the display. “What are you doing here?”  
 
    “I got an alert that you entered the bridge. I wanted to make sure...” Zadria stepped into the bridge, looking around. “That everything was okay.”  
 
    “Why would you get an alert that someone entered the bridge? I thought that system was set up for the captain.”   
 
    Zadria didn’t answer. Instead she looked down at the tablet she held in her hand and poked at its screen.  
 
    “I see,” Dani said, breaking the awkward silence. “Well, I was just getting used to the new tools. I’m heading back to my room now.”   
 
    Dani stepped out of the bridge, past Zadria, who was still silently jabbing at the tablet in her hands. She was nearly back to her room when she realized she was no longer holding the coordinates in her hand.   
 
    “Shit.” Dani turned and headed back to the bridge, nearly bumping into Zadria on her way down the hall. “Oh, sorry, I just forgot something.”   
 
    Zadria opened her mouth as if she was about to say something, but instead side-stepped around Dani and headed to her quarters.  
 
    Dani waited until Zadria’s door shut before making her way to the bridge. This time, when she entered her code into the keypad, the doors didn’t open.   
 
    Access Denied.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 6 
 
    “What the hell?” Dani punched in her code again.  
 
    Access Denied.  
 
    Frustrated, Dani hit the wall next to the keypad.   
 
    “Easy there, killer.” Jag came around the corner from the kitchen, holding a tray of food.   
 
    Dani jumped at the sound of his voice. “Shit, Jag, you scared me half to death.”  
 
    “What are you doing?” He eyed her quizzically.  
 
    “I... think I dropped something in the bridge, but I can’t seem to get in. I think Zadria locked me out.”  
 
    “Well, that’s weird, right? I mean, how can she lock the captain out of her own bridge?”  
 
    Dani shrugged and shook her head. “I don’t know. I’ll talk to Patrick about it tomorrow. Does your code work?”  
 
    “Here, hold this.” Jag thrust the tray at her and entered his code.  
 
    Access Denied.  
 
    “Doesn’t look like it.”  
 
    “What are you doing with all this food?” Dani peered down at the stack of leftovers and other snacks.  
 
    “A guy’s got to eat.” He grinned. “Oh, hey, is this what you’re looking for?”  
 
    Jag bent down and pulled the slip of paper out from under Dani’s boot. As he stood, he read it, worry spreading across his face. “Dani, what are you doing with this? I thought you were past this.”  
 
    Her shoulders sank and she shoved the tray back into his arms, snatching the paper away. “I don’t really want to talk about it right now.”  
 
    Jag was still frowning. “Okay, but I don’t think anything to do with those coordinates is a good idea. It took you so long to let go; don’t let it suck you back in now. Not after you’ve come this far.”   
 
    “Relax, it’s fine. I’m not doing anything. Do me a favor and don’t mention this to anyone, though?”  
 
    “Alright, but I want you to steer clear of there. No good can come of this.”   
 
    Dani ripped up the coordinates; she didn’t actually need the paper anyway since they were engraved into her memory, but she hoped the act itself would be enough to push Jag’s suspicions aside. “Agreed. Let’s just forget this happened.”  
 
    “Okay.” Jag’s charming smile returned. “Would you like to join me for some late-night munching?”  
 
    “Not tonight. I’m going to turn in. I’m pretty worn out.”   
 
    He nodded. “Alright.”  
 
    Dani turned and headed back toward her room.   
 
    “But, Dani,” Jag called from behind her, “if you need to talk about it, my door’s always open.”  
 
    Dani forced a small smile before picking up the pace.   
 
    Once she was back in her room, she started searching every nook and cranny. She didn’t know exactly what she was looking for, but she didn’t want to come across any other surprises.  
 
    * * * 
 
    “Rise and shine, Captain.”   
 
    Dani’s eyes fluttered open at the sound of Jag’s voice on the intercom and the door buzzer’s relentless noise. The memory of where she was quickly returned to her and she hopped up and out of bed, quickly throwing on her jumper.   
 
    The previous day’s troubles had melted away overnight thanks to a mild sedative Dani dug out of the medical supply closet. Now they were replaced by excitement for the checks and test flight. A quick stop to freshen up at her sink and Dani slid open her door to Jag’s smiling face.  
 
    “Hey, Cap. Brought you some breakfast. Thought you might want to talk about those coordinates.”  
 
    “Nope, but thanks!” Dani grabbed the tray from Jag as she squeezed past him out the door. She shoveled the food into her mouth as she made her way back to the kitchen to drop off her tray. “Where’s everyone else?”  
 
    “Out in the hangar.” Jag pointed over his shoulder with his thumb, seeming a little hurt that she didn’t take him up on his offer.  
 
    “Thanks again.” Dani patted him on the back. “Let’s get this show on the road.”   
 
    Dani and Jag made their way out the loading doors to find Cassia, Cruz, and Zadria standing next to Patrick.   
 
    “Well, this is embarrassing. Why didn’t anyone wake me up?” Dani held out her hands, palm side up to the group.  
 
    “We know you barely sleep when we're on a mission, so we figured we better let you rest up now.” Cassia smiled and handed Dani a cup of coffee.   
 
    “Fair enough.” Dani sipped the drink, which had cooled to precisely the perfect temperature. “So, where are we on this? What’s the plan?”  
 
    “The team is running a diagnostic on Osirion as we speak. They’ve already visually inspected the exterior and, now that you’re up, they’ll go over the interior once more.” Patrick took a swig of his coffee once he finished updating Dani.  
 
    She eyed him suspiciously; something felt off. Bags had developed below his eyes and his voice sounded tense.  
 
    “Patrick, can I have a word with you?” she asked, gesturing to the side of the hangar.  
 
    Wordlessly, Patrick started walking and didn’t stop until they were out of earshot of the others. “Look, I know what you’re going to say.”   
 
    “You do?” Dani raised an eyebrow.   
 
    Patrick’s eyes shifted from side to side. “I know you got locked out of the bridge last night. I read through the codes this morning.”   
 
    “Uh-huh.” Dani folded her arms across her chest.  
 
    “Yes, Zadria has the authority to do that. In addition to being your mission coordinator, she’s also been tasked with the responsibility of ensuring GC equipment is properly cared for.”  
 
    “I figured as much, but I think that was a bit extreme. What? Did you think I’d just take off without authorization?”  
 
    Patrick didn’t answer; instead he sipped on his coffee.  
 
    “Look, you might not believe me, but I didn’t do anything wrong. I’m not a criminal. I’m not a thief. I’m not the enemy.”  
 
    Patrick’s eyes narrowed at her.  
 
    “I’m not going to run off into the night with your precious prototype.”  
 
    Patrick sighed. “Look, if anyone knows how tempting the other side can be, it’s me. I witnessed the struggle in your father when your mother...” He trailed off, looking down at his feet. 
 
    “All I’m trying to say,” Patrick raised his eyes and continued, “is that sometimes people do things they never thought they would do because of their circumstances.” 
 
    Dani shifted uncomfortably under Patrick’s gaze. She knew her father had struggled after her mother’s mysterious disappearance, but he had tried his best to hide it from her. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Patrick pressed his lips together and glanced over Dani’s shoulder back at the crew. “This isn’t the time or the place to discuss this.” 
 
    Dani bit her tongue, unhappy with the answer. She turned to walk back to her crew. Their wide-eyed expressions told her that they heard at least part of the argument. She prepared herself for a barrage of questions as she neared them.   
 
    Zadria immediately ran off toward Patrick.  
 
    “More coffee?” Cassia asked before darting off.  
 
    “I’m going to go help her,” Cruz signed before trailing after her.   
 
    “Howard, we need you over here,” a technician called from across the room.  
 
    Howard looked relieved as he scuttled away.  
 
    “Let’s hear it.” Dani sighed.  
 
    “Hear what?” Jag shrugged.  
 
    “I’m sure you’ve got somewhere to be.”   
 
    “Nah.” Jag sipped his coffee. “I’ll tell ya what though. I don’t like that guy.”  
 
    Dani looked over her shoulder at Patrick and Zadria before turning to face Jag again. “And her?”  
 
    “Well, that’s a different story.” Jag winked.  
 
    Dani rolled her eyes and lifted herself onto a crate next to where Jag was standing. “They don’t trust us.”  
 
    “Well...” Jag shrugged. “Do you blame them? Things don’t exactly look good from the outside looking in.”  
 
    Dani frowned at him.   
 
    “Hey now, don’t get angry with me. This isn’t my doing.” Jag held up his hands defensively. “I’m just saying, there was a lot of so-called ‘evidence’ against you. I don’t think you realize how much people hate us.”   
 
    Dani shifted in her seat, glancing around the hangar at the various groups. “Maybe.”  
 
    “No ‘maybe’ about it, love. I lived it. I’m sure you had your share of shit being locked up, but things weren’t easy on the outside either. We’ve all had a pretty rough go since the trial. It’s hard being out there without your crew, you know. Sometimes you feel just so...”  
 
    “Alone?” Dani asked after he trailed off.  
 
    Jag chuckled. “Well, not alone alone. I had plenty of company. Just not the company I wanted per se. It’s hard to get by on just the memories of the good ol’ days with nothing to look forward to.”  
 
    “We did have some good times.” Dani smiled fondly.   
 
    “And we will again. Just quit pissing off Mr. Big Shot over there, and his lackey. Half the crap that comes out of his mouth is bullshit and you know it. No point in trying to set him straight. Even though the Houston is off grid, he’s still just another GC drone.”  
 
    “Kind of weird when you say it like that.” Dani laughed quietly.  
 
    “Like what?”  
 
    “It wasn’t even a year ago when we were GC drones.”   
 
    “Well, not on that level though.” Jag swung his coffee toward Patrick. “I mean, we got the job done, sure. But it was usually on our terms. We just made it difficult for them to give us a good tongue lashing because we always managed to do what no one else could.”   
 
    Dani nodded as Cruz and Cassia finally rejoined them.   
 
    “Is everything alright?” Cassia asked, handing Dani another black coffee.  
 
    “Yeah, I just need to quit letting Patrick push my buttons.” Dani took the fresh drink, setting aside the cooler one she hadn’t even finished. “Thank you.”  
 
    “You know, despite what everyone else thinks, we stand by you, Dani,” Cassia said. “We know you’re innocent, otherwise we wouldn’t be here.”  
 
    Dani returned her smile. “It’s just hard to relax anymore. It’s like they’re all waiting for us to betray them.”   
 
    “Boy, are they going to feel stupid when they realize we’re the good guys,”. Cruz signed.  
 
    Dani and her crew laughed together, and she felt the tension release from all of them.   
 
    “I love you guys. I hope you know that.” Dani hopped off the crate and headed toward Howard and the technician.   
 
    “I just don’t understand,” Howard mumbled to the technician as Dani approached them from behind.  
 
    “Something wrong?” she asked.  
 
    Howard turned around, his face puzzled. “There just seems to be a problem with the weapons and shielding systems. Everything had been manually disarmed. If Steve here hadn’t triple checked everything, we would have missed it.”  
 
    Dani frowned. “You should probably tell Patrick.”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Steve jogged in Patrick’s direction.  
 
    Dani watched him leave before turning to Howard. “Someone’s trying to sabotage us?”   
 
    Howard sighed. “It appears that way, but I don’t know. It is a prototype and the activation protocols are different than other GC ships. It could have been an honest mistake.”  
 
    Dani pursed her lips momentarily before lowering her voice, “Something feels off about this.”  
 
    Howard nodded. “I agree. Let’s see how Patrick handles it.”  
 
    Patrick was making his way toward them, Zadria in tow. “You’re certain?”  
 
    “Yes, sir. One hundred percent.” Steve pulled up his console and accessed the schematics. “The systems were shut down here, and here.”  
 
    “So, it was done from the outside then. The crew was locked in the ship all night; they wouldn’t have been able to access those compartments.”  
 
    “Wait, you locked us in the ship?” Dani glared at Patrick. “What if something had happened?”  
 
    “Scan the areas for any biological traces and review the security footage,” Patrick ordered.  
 
    “Yes, sir.” Steve ran off and opened a compartment, removing a large piece of equipment.  
 
    Dani shifted, putting her hands on her hips. “Are we really not going to talk about you locking us up like animals?”  
 
    Patrick raised his eyes from the console to glance at Dani and then Howard. “No.”  
 
    Dani’s blood began to boil, and her hands balled into fists. Howard’s calming touch on her shoulder and the shake of his head halted any actions she was contemplating.   
 
    “You should listen to Howard, you know. He seems to be the only one on board with a solid head on his shoulders.” Patrick stared at the console as he flipped through surveillance stills. His eyes widened and he cleared the screen, swiftly walking away.  
 
    “If that man—”  
 
    “It’s not worth it, Dani,” Howard soothed her. “Once we’re off Houston, things will get better.”   
 
    “We’ll see.” Dani glared at Zadria as she walked past her and reboarded Osirion.   
 
    Dani wove through the technicians that dotted the halls of the ship. Each possessed a handheld scanner of some sort, and they appeared to be looking for something. Dani didn’t stop to question them; instead she made her way to her room.   
 
    After punching in her code, Dani closed her eyes and exhaled deeply as the doors opened and she was greeted with more technicians. She did her best to ignore them, walking over to her bed and flopping down on it, sighing loudly. The various technicians paused to look at her after the sigh, but soon returned to their scanning. Dani rolled her eyes then closed them, trying to tune out the beeping scanners.   
 
    “Frickin’ hell,” she said, punching her hands down into the bed before getting up and leaving the room. She quickly made her way off the ship and through the hangar, ignoring anyone who called out to her along the way. Dani turned down the winding halls until she reached the simulation room.   
 
    Barry sat at the desk, feet on the table and coffee in hand. Dani’s sudden burst through the door caused him to upset his coffee down the front of his shirt. “Hey! Oh... it’s you.”  
 
    “Wormhole simulation, Barry. Now.” Dani shoved open the inner door without hesitating and climbed into the simulator, waiting for the programming to begin.   
 
    Dani cracked her knuckles and gripped the controls as the swirling beast of a wormhole appeared on the screen before her. Without hesitation, she dove into the open mouth of the drain-like tunnel, spiraling in much like her hopes and dreams came spiraling down after her last trip through.  
 
    The simulator shook and jolted as the power flickered. Dani maintained laser focus as she expertly maneuvered through the debris locked inside the small space. She reached out with her instincts, allowing them to guide the way as problem after problem arose. Soon, she was barreling down the death trap, bobbing and weaving to avoid asteroids and cloud-like rubble fields.   
 
    Dani’s instincts told her to increase speed, though logically it would make it harder to miss the debris.   
 
    It’s just a simulation, she thought as she increased power to the thrusters. Faster. Faster.  
 
    Dani was now running on pure instinct. Her hands guided the ship before obstacles even had a chance to register on the sensors. Her eyes narrowed down the tunnel, straining to see every unknown object ahead. Her breathing slowed and her hands remained steady as she tuned out the past. Up ahead, she could see the exit and the canvas of stars at the end of the tunnel. With another burst of the thrusters, she was through the hectic swirling of the tunnel and out into open space.   
 
    Scenario Four: Complete.  
 
    She released the controls and relaxed back in her seat, smirking at the program as it blipped off the screen. “Got you.”  
 
    Dani released her restraints and popped open the door, climbing down out of the simulator.   
 
    “There’s the Dani I wanted for the job.” Patrick’s voice sent a chill of anger up her spine.  
 
    “Look, Patrick...” Dani trailed off as soon as she saw he wasn’t alone. A sizable crowd had gathered around the playback screen. Patrick, Zadria, the rest of the crew, Barry, and a few technicians all looked visibly impressed.   
 
    “What? You doubted her?” Jag scoffed.   
 
    Dani couldn’t help but smile as Patrick shot Jag a dirty look. She walked right through the crowd and out the doors, her crew close behind.   
 
    She felt like the hero she used to be as she marched down the hall, head held high and her crew close by. There was no parade, no band, no cheering, but in that moment her heart was full and her pride swelled. Patrick may not trust her now, but he would have no choice when she was out from under his thumb and running missions beyond the safety of the Houston.   
 
    “We good?” Dani pointed at the lead technician without missing a step as she entered the hangar.   
 
    His nod was all she needed to lead her crew aboard Osirion. When she turned to close the loading door, a red-faced, heavily-breathing Zadria was sprinting toward the ship, with Patrick close behind. Dani paused, her hand poised over the controls as Zadria ran past her.   
 
    Dani’s eyes were locked on Patrick’s. “Time to see what this bird can do.”   
 
    Patrick gave the thumbs up, but Dani had already started closing the doors with a smirk. As soon as the seal was complete, she turned and made her way to the bridge.   
 
    There, outside the door, her crew was lined up and at attention. Even Zadria fell in, though she was still gasping for breath. Dani smiled and nodded to each of them as she entered her access code to unlock the doors and stepped inside.  
 
    Wordlessly, the crew took to their stations. Dani took a deep breath as she fastened her restraints and looked around the bridge. Cassia was to her left, Jag to her right, Cruz was forward right, and Zadria was forward left. Howard took a seat at a small station near the entrance. Howard’s station was a new feature that didn’t exist on Alaska’s Vengeance, and Dani was happy to have him in the bridge.  
 
    “Lock in,” she ordered, her eye on Jag.  
 
    Jag hesitated for a moment before clicking in his restraints, doing so only after Dani winked at him.   
 
    Dani couldn’t wipe the grin off her face if she tried. The excitement of a first launch made her giddy. Her enthusiasm was reflected in the faces of the crew as they awaited their orders. All except for Zadria, who looked more like a teenager going for their first job interview with the constant smoothing of her uniform and shuffling of her feet. Dani contemplated offering words of comfort, but instead decided to allow Zadria to stew in her unease.   
 
    “Comm up. They should be in the small compartment in your armrest.” Dani pulled her own comm out and placed it in her ear.   
 
    “Houston, do you read?”  
 
    “Loud and clear, Osirion,” Patrick’s voice rang in her ear, not sounding nearly as annoyed as Dani expected, which was almost a disappointment.   
 
    She adjusted the volume and reviewed the screens on her console.   
 
    “Weapons and shield systems are a go,” Jag announced.  
 
    “Engines are good,” Howard echoed him.  
 
    “How are we on navigation systems, Cruz?” Dani looked over to him and smiled. “It’s good to see your face. Are you happy to be rid of that bell?”  
 
    “Green light on navigation, but honestly I miss the bell. It’s easier to ding that bugger than stop what I’m doing to sign,” Cruz replied.  
 
    “Check your other armrest,” Howard instructed.  
 
    Cruz looked down at his chair then smiled, pulling out a bell and mounting it on his control panel.   
 
    Ding!  
 
    “Well there we go,” Dani laughed.   
 
    “All other systems are green,” Cassia chimed in.   
 
    “Houston, we’re all set for launch.,” Dani double-checked all exterior doors to ensure they were sealed. “Clear the hangar.”  
 
    Lights began to flash throughout the hangar, illuminating the bridge in alternating red and orange lights as Dani dimmed the interior overhead lights to make the consoles easier to read.   
 
    “Hangar clear,” Patrick announced. “Proceed with launch protocol.”  
 
    “Deactivating launch bay gravity and activating launch propulsion system.” The extensive launch practice in the simulator helped Dani activate the proper controls quickly and effortlessly.   
 
    Osirion lurched as the launch propulsion system engaged with the belly of the ship below the bridge and started slowly moving the ship toward the hangar doors.   
 
    “Exciting,” Jag mumbled sarcastically.   
 
    “The button is right here,” Dani joked.   
 
    “I retract all previous sarcasm,” Jag quickly replied.  
 
    “Opening hangar doors,” Patrick advised over the comm.  
 
    The doors to the hangar opened, revealing the starry curtain ahead. Houston birthed Osirion into the field of blackness, the crew silent as the dark embraced them.   
 
    “Osirion is clear. Closing hangar doors,” Patrick’s voice broke the silence in Dani’s mind.  
 
    She breathed a sigh of relief, finally feeling the freedom she longed for.   
 
    “I hope we never have to get out of there in a hurry,” Jag was the next to speak up.  
 
    “The launch propulsion system can accelerate ships into space at whatever speed is necessary. In this instance, a speedy departure wasn’t required.”  
 
    “Good to know. Thank you, Zadria.” Dani nodded her direction.   
 
    “Our mission today,” Zadria continued, “is to practice maneuverability while remaining in Houston’s ICC field.”  
 
    “How big is Houston’s instant communication field, anyway?” Cassia asked.  
 
    “Quite large compared to other GC ships. However, we’ve been instructed to stay within this specific star system.”  
 
    “Anything special?” Dani asked.  
 
    “Nothing specific. See what she can do,” Patrick advised. “Within reason.”  
 
    “Where’s the fun in that?” Dani joked as she fired up the engines. “Let’s see what she’s made of.”  
 
    Dani wrapped her hands around the controls. Prickles of excitement made her hair stand on end all over her body. She pushed Osirion forward away from Houston. The ship responded well to her touch, almost as though it were an extension of her being.   
 
    Within the bridge, each turn, spin, and change of direction felt seamless. It seemed as though they were merely looking around on a virtual reality screen rather than barreling through space at incredible speeds.   
 
    “She rides so easy,” Dani mumbled. “Let’s do a small hop, Cruz. Line up some coordinates within the star system. Jag, take us there.”  
 
    Dani sat back to allow her crew some experience with their new home.   
 
    The ding of Cruz’s bell signaled to Jag that the coordinates were locked in.   
 
    “Preparing to hop,” Jag advised as Osirion’s engines began to hum throughout the ship.  
 
    With a flash of brilliant light and a slight lurching feeling, they appeared closer to the larger central star than they were before.   
 
    “Wow, she hops quick.” Jag nodded, impressed.  
 
    “Indeed.” Howard chuckled.  
 
    “Looked good from our end. All systems still good?” Patrick asked.  
 
    Dani examined her console screens. “Everything is perfect.”  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 7 
 
    The rest of the test flight passed in a blur. Osirion was a dream to fly and aced every test with flying colors. Dani kept waiting for something to go wrong with the prototype, but the problem never came. After several exercises, the worry faded away and she began to enjoy herself once more.   
 
    Osirion slingshot around the stars to pick up speed and tore through the star system as Dani maneuvered around imaginary enemies and debris. Jag was given permission to fire upon a small group of asteroids orbiting the star to test out the weapons systems. The high-powered energy beams disintegrated the massive stone formations on contact while Jag squealed in glee.   
 
    They returned to Houston and fell into orbit around the massive ship while they ate lunch and rehashed the successful tests. Even Zadria seemed more comfortable and joined in on the conversation with the rest of the crew.   
 
    “I must say, you performed quite well out there,” Patrick said to Dani over the comm after she returned to the bridge ahead of the crew.   
 
    She struggled to hold back a snarky retort and instead just said, “Thank you.”   
 
    “Maintain your orbit for now and get some rest. I’ll check in later. Keep the port-con with you at all times. Just in case.”  
 
    “Copy.” Dani checked the autopilot settings once more and stepped back out of the bridge with her portable console.  
 
    “It’s good to see you at the helm again.” Jag was leaning against the wall outside the bridge.  
 
    “It feels good to be back.” Dani sighed, stopping next to him. “We have some down time; shouldn’t you be off wooing the new girl?”  
 
    Jag laughed. “Plenty of time for that later.”  
 
    Dani rolled her eyes and shook her head.   
 
    “What I wouldn’t give for a drink right now.” Jag sighed.  
 
    “Hey, remember what Patrick said,” Dani warned.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah, don’t worry. I wouldn’t bring anything onboard that would compromise our mission.” Jag squeezed an arm around Dani. “Too much to lose.”   
 
    Dani leaned her head on his shoulder. “It is good to be back out here, though.”  
 
    Zadria walked around the corner and Jag shoved Dani to the side.   
 
    “Good evening.” He smiled and bowed, but Zadria continued on toward her room, not giving him a second glance.  
 
    “Your game needs some serious work.” Dani glared at him, rubbing her neck.   
 
    Jag stood in the middle of the hallway, staring down towards Zadria’s quarters, seemingly oblivious to Dani’s look. “She’s something else.”   
 
    “You’ve got that right,” she mumbled. “I don’t trust her.”  
 
    “Yeah, well, neither do I. But you don’t need to trust someone in order to—”  
 
    “Stop. I’ve heard enough. I’m going to turn in.”   
 
    Cruz and Cassia made their way down the corridor next. Cassia was giggling at Cruz, Carl butting his head against her leg as they made their way down the hall.  
 
    Jag smiled at the two of them, almost longingly. “Well, I’m going to hit the gym and see if I can’t work off some of this... frustration.”  
 
    “You do that.” Dani sighed and started toward her quarters as Jag went the opposite way down the hall.   
 
    “Dani, a word? In private?” Howard hustled up behind her.  
 
    “Sure, Howard,” she said as the door to her quarters slid open. “Come on in.”   
 
    Howard took a seat at the small table, looking troubled.   
 
    “What’s up?” Dani asked as she sat down across from him.   
 
    “Something doesn’t feel right,” Howard confessed. “First the weapons and shields being manually disabled, and now a perfect test flight.”  
 
    “So, perfect is bad?” Dani laughed. “Since when?”  
 
    “When have you ever had a perfect test flight on a GC craft?”  
 
    “Valid point, but this thing is supposed to be state-of-the-art, right? It’s not like they’re mass-producing these babies.” Dani patted the wall.   
 
    “Right, this is the first time it’s been out here, or so they say. Shouldn’t there be some kind of issue that needs attention? In my experience, if something is too good to be true then it usually is.”  
 
    “You know, that thought did run through my mind. But I figured they just had so much money wrapped up in this project that they didn’t want to risk shoddy craftsmanship.”  
 
    “Maybe.” Howard nodded.   
 
    “While you're here, can I ask you something?” Dani leaned forward in her chair, lowering her voice.  
 
    “Yes, of course.” Howard stared at her, puzzled.  
 
    “I know you arranged a lot of things for my... release from prison.”  
 
    Howard chuckled softly. “I did.”  
 
    “Did you ever hire a girl to give me a set of coordinates on the inside?”  
 
    Howard stared at her blankly. “Coordinates? No, what do you mean?”  
 
    Dani bit the inside of her cheek, studying his face. She was almost certain he was being truthful. “Never mind, just something a little odd is all. Not on Osirion either, right?”  
 
    “No, what’s this about?”  
 
    “Nothing. I’m sure it’s nothing. Let’s just keep our eyes and ears open for anything unusual.”  
 
    “Agreed.” Howard nodded and stood before heading to the door. Just before opening it, he turned and looked at Dani once more, this time concerned. “Where did the coordinates lead?”  
 
    Dani hesitated with a deep breath before pulling up the coordinates on the small, private console in her quarters. The small screen lacked the detail and realness of the holographic display in the bridge, but the sight was still enough to catch Howard’s attention. 
 
    He briskly walked across the room and leaned close to the screen before righting himself and turning to Dani. “Is that...?” 
 
    “Where Dad’s ship went down.” Her voice was shaky and quiet as the words tumbled out.  
 
    Howard sighed and patted Dani on the shoulder before scratching his stubbly chin. “I think you should stay away from there, my dear.” 
 
    Dani shook her head and shrugged. “It’s not like I could just drive by anyway, not with Patrick keeping tabs on us. I was just hoping you knew something.” 
 
    Howard’s eyes glanced at the screen and narrowed before he briskly made his way toward the door. He stopped, his hand poised above the control panel. “I’m serious, Dani, it’s best to let this one go.” 
 
    Dani watched as Howard left her room and closed the door behind him. Part of her knew he was right. Her previous obsession with the wreckage site had nearly gotten her rank stripped. Still, it was difficult for her to let go, especially when someone kept pointing her that direction.  
 
    She stared at the screen on her console for another moment before switching it off. Trying to push the demise of her father’s ship out of her mind, Dani crawled into bed after grabbing her port-con. She looked over Osirion’s stats once more and triple-checked the autopilot settings before rolling onto her side and staring out the window to the stars outside.   
 
    The gentle rotation of the distant, fiery giants as Osirion orbited around Houston left her with mixed emotions. She felt at home, but also increasingly alone. She checked the port-con once more and closed her eyes.  
 
    * * * 
 
    Dani woke in a cold sweat as warning alarms and lights lit the interior of the ship in red. A quick glance at her screen showed that a weapons system had locked onto Osirion.   
 
    “Crew to the bridge!” she yelled into the comm still nestled into her ear as she leapt out of bed and dashed through her door and into the hall.  
 
    “Easy.” Patrick’s laughing greeted her in return as she made her way to the bridge just as the alarms stopped.   
 
    “You?” Dani gasped as her disheveled, half-dressed crew made it to the bridge right behind her.  
 
    “Thought we’d have a little fun with your wake-up call this morning,” he announced on the comm.  
 
    “False alarm, guys. Patrick’s just being an ass.” Dani waved the crew back to their quarters.   
 
    Dani’s eyes fluttered, and she sighed as Patrick’s laughter continued in her ear while she made her way back to her room. She pulled the comm from her ear and splashed water on her face. A stretch and head-roll later, Dani found herself staring out the window as Houston gradually eclipsed her view of the stars. She had to admit, it was an impressive ship. It looked much bigger from the outside than it felt on the inside with its narrow halls and lack of decor.   
 
    “Did you get that out of your system?” she asked Patrick, replacing the comm device in her ear.   
 
    “Oh, it was funny and you know it.”   
 
    She smirked as she stepped back into the hall and made her way to the kitchen. It was a little funny after all. “Enough tooling around. When’s our first real mission?”  
 
    “You’re eager to risk your life,” Patrick replied in her ear.  
 
    “It’s what we do.” She smiled as Cruz entered and poured them each a cup of coffee.   
 
    “Alright, I need to check a few things and I’ll get back to you.”  
 
    Dani exhaled slowly and closed her eyes as she sipped the coffee, letting the warm liquid rush through her mouth. “Mmm, thank you.”   
 
    Cruz nodded and lifted his mug before setting it on the table and pouring four more.   
 
    The rest of the crew filtered into the kitchen, grabbing their coffee and various breakfast snacks.   
 
    “I hope he doesn’t make a habit out of that,” Cassia groaned as she sat at the table.   
 
    “Sounds like you might have stayed up too late.” Jag nudged her with his elbow.   
 
    Her glare made him cringe and redirect his attention to Zadria.  
 
    “I was up late, too, in the gym... working out.”   
 
    The entire crew ignored Jag’s attempts to impress them with his flexing.   
 
    “I’m ready for some action. What do you say, are you guys up for a real mission?” Dani grinned with enthusiasm. Her question caused the crew to light up. If they weren’t fully awake before, they certainly were now.   
 
    “I was born ready,” Jag blurted out quickly.  
 
    “Permission to speak freely?” Zadria asked from the corner.  
 
    “Granted,” Dani answered skeptically.   
 
    “I’m not sure it’s a good idea just yet. The missions are quite risky, and we don’t want to be reckless going into these.”  
 
    Dani watched her, silently sipping her coffee.   
 
    “I mean,” Zadria continued, “I get that you’re eager to get back to it, but it’s not worth risking our lives just so you can feel like your old self again.” 
 
    Dani raised her eyes to her crew questioningly. If anyone lacked confidence in her abilities, they certainly hadn’t made it known.   
 
    “If I may speak for the group,” Cassia chimed in. “We have the utmost confidence that Dani will perform her duties to the best of her ability, just like she always has. We’ve been together for years, and a brief stint away from one another isn’t going to change that.”  
 
    “Hear, hear.” Jag raised his mug, Cruz following suit.  
 
    Howard stepped into the kitchen and quickly retrieved the last mug of coffee on the table. After a few drinks, he looked back and forth between Dani, the crew, and Zadria. “Did I miss something?”  
 
    “What about you, old man?” Jag stood and draped his arm over Howard’s shoulders. “Do you have confidence that Dani can lead us through our first mission successfully?”  
 
    “Of course, why wouldn’t I? She’s gotten us this far, hasn’t she?” Howard shrugged Jag’s arm off of his shoulders and slapped him upside the head. “What kind of dumb question is that, anyway?”  
 
    Dani cleared her throat and gestured to Zadria with her eyebrows. She was annoyed at Zadria’s question, but not entirely surprised. In fact, Dani wondered if Patrick had fed Zadria the line himself. It certainly seemed like something he’d say.  
 
    Howard caught on. “Oh, right. Well, Dani’s a fine leader. She’s always had our backs, and even though the missions are always dangerous, I’ve never really worried too much.”  
 
    Dani cocked her head to the side. “Zadria, how long have you been a mission coordinator?”  
 
    “Well...” She paused, looking down at her feet. “This is actually my first assignment on a ship with such a... unique purpose.”  
 
    Dani smiled and nodded. “It’s just jitters then. Perfectly normal. The tests went well. There’s not much sense in delaying the inevitable, right? We all get a little antsy the first time.”  
 
    Zadria nodded, but didn’t seem to feel any better about the situation. Her port-con dinged and her eyes widened.   
 
    “Is everything okay?” Dani asked as she rinsed her mug.  
 
    “We should get to the bridge.” Zadria's voice quivered slightly.   
 
    “You heard her, crew. Let’s move.”  
 
    Dani led the way to the bridge and relaxed into her chair as the others took their positions.   
 
    “Incoming transmission from the Houston,” Cassia announced.  
 
    “Go ahead and bring it up on the screen,” Dani instructed.  
 
    Patrick’s face filled the large screen covering the closed panels of the windshield. “Captain Devereaux, are you and your crew ready for your first mission?”   
 
    “Most of us.” Dani smiled. “What have you got?  
 
    “Sending the details to Swift now. We’ve scanned the surrounding area and picked up a wormhole. It must be relatively young—maybe a few months old, which is good. Our research indicates that the age of the wormhole plays a role in its stability. The younger it is, the more stable.”  
 
    “Great, so you’d like us to check it out?” Dani asked.  
 
    “Yes, but we have another task for you prior to that. We need you to fly the cruiser over here and pick up a few more supplies. Our team created new measurement devices that will aid us in our tests.”  
 
    “Not a problem.”   
 
    “The size of the equipment means that only two of you will be able to man the craft. I’m requesting Swift and Reinhart.”   
 
    Dani raised her eyebrows, ignoring Jag’s fist pump in the corner of her eye. “Jag? Really?”   
 
    Patrick sighed on the screen. “Don’t ask. I need you on Osirion, and Zadria can fly the cruiser; she can give Jag a tutorial. He’s flown similar crafts before, yes?”  
 
    “Yes, I have, many times.” Jag grinned. “It will be my pleasure to escort Ms. Swift.”  
 
    “Great.” Patrick seemed less than enthused. “You should be able to see Docking Bay 6 by the time you get situated in the cruiser if you go now.”   
 
    Dani nodded to them both, the pair getting up and leaving the bridge.   
 
    “How’s Zadria adjusting?” Patrick asked, lowering his voice.  
 
    Dani narrowed her eyes at him suspiciously. “She’s a little green, but we’re working on it. Why did you send me a rookie?”   
 
    “She was top of her class at the academy. Lots of promise. She actually volunteered for the mission, believe it or not.”  
 
    Dani’s suspicions rose, but she kept her mouth shut. She didn’t want to address her concerns in front of the rest of the crew and instead made a mental note to talk to Patrick later on. A light on her console drew her attention.  
 
    “The cruiser has disengaged. They’re on their way,” Dani advised.   
 
    “I had better get down there.”  
 
    “Transmission ended,” Cassia announced before turning to look at Dani, puzzled. “How could she volunteer for a mission that’s not on the books?”  
 
    Cassia had asked one of the questions Dani had floating around in her mind.  
 
    “Let’s keep an eye on her.” Dani was relieved to know she wasn’t alone in her worry. “And don’t let her get too close.”  
 
    Dani sat back in her chair and watched the cruiser’s tracking while Cruz and Cassia got more familiar with the new systems.    
 
    “Well, I think I’m going to go wander around a bit,” Howard said, standing.   
 
    “Don’t get lost,” Dani said sarcastically as she laughed.   
 
    Howard chuckled and pointed to his ear. “I’m wearing my comm, just in case.”  
 
    Dani breathed a sigh of relief as the cruiser safely pulled into Docking Bay 6.   
 
    “So, what do you two think about Osirion?”   
 
    “It will take some getting used to, but the navigation system is much more user friendly. Larger reach too,” Cruz signed excitedly as he quickly returned to his work.  
 
    Dani’s eyes lingered on Cruz a moment as he bent over his console and happily plugged away at the keys. She started to wonder if she should tell him about the coordinates after all. He was one of the few people she trusted, and he did have a knack for finding things. 
 
    “It’s not much different on my end. A few changes in where things are located, but it’s all basically the same.” Cassia shrugged as her comment pulled Dani from her thoughts. “Though it does seem like we have a broader ICC field... so that will come in handy.”   
 
    “Well, at least that’s something. I couldn’t help but notice Osirion doesn’t seem to have the ability to make long-range jumps. What gives?” Dani asked Howard as he wandered back into the bridge with a snack.  
 
    “Mmm, yes, I fought for that but they wouldn’t cave. Something about not wanting us to get out of range too quickly.”   
 
    “They do realize that we don’t know where these wormholes go and we might end up stranded in some remote system, right?” Dani was annoyed that Patrick was more focused on keeping them from running away than the safety of her own crew. 
 
    Howard shrugged. “I pointed that out to them. From what I understand, the devices Jag and Zadria are picking up will help them see where we went in case we’re out of range.”   
 
    Dani sighed, not impressed with the limits Patrick imposed on their ship. “Well, I hope it doesn’t come back to bite us on the ass. They really are set on making something simple into a big deal.”  
 
    “You know the government.” Howard laughed then pointed at the screen. “Looks like they’re on their way back.”  
 
    “Already? That was really fast. Well, let’s head down and help them unload.” Dani stood and stretched before leaving the bridge with the others close behind.  
 
    A simple hatch in the cargo bay led down into Osirion’s belly. Dani led the way down the ladder, hopping off the last few rungs into the large room. Space suits hung in cubbies along one wall near an airlock. Another door indicated it was the access point between Osirion and the cruiser when it was docked. Next to the suits was a red door labeled Weapons Systems.   
 
    It wasn’t long after they arrived that they felt the cruiser locking into place. A moment later, the doors slid open and a red-faced Zadria pushed out of them and disappeared up the ladder through the hatch.   
 
    Dani placed her hands on her hips and stared down Jag as he exited the cruiser with an armful of boxes. “What did you do?”  
 
    “Me? I didn’t do anything. I suspect she got a tongue-lashing by the way Patrick hauled her off as soon as we docked. She came back that way.” Jag shrugged and pushed the boxes into Cruz’s arms. “There’s a lot more to unload. Store them in the weapons bay, please.”  
 
    Dani took one of the boxes from Cruz and opened it up. Inside was a simple sphere, about the size of a beach ball, with a glowshard exterior. “It’s so tiny. How is this going to do anything?”  
 
    “Theoretically,” Howard began, “we’ll be able to load the devices into a specialized launcher. We’ll launch one of the devices ahead of us and one behind. Houston should be able to track us, though depending on how far away we are, it could take some time for the signal to reach them.”  
 
    “Uh-huh.” Dani wasn’t convinced.   
 
    Jag reappeared with another armful of the devices. “You guys are a big help, you know.” He fumbled with the keypad on the weapons door.   
 
    “Here, I’ll help you.” Cassia quickly punched in her code and pushed the door open, stepping back out of the way.   
 
    “Me too, Jag.” Dani smiled as she placed the device back in its box and piled it on top of Jag’s load.   
 
    “Oh gee, thanks. You guys are the best.”  
 
    Dani and Cassia giggled as Cruz carried the remainder into the weapons bay.   
 
    “I better show Cruz and knucklehead how to load those.” Howard followed them in.   
 
    “I guess that leaves us to check on Zadria.” Cassia started climbing the ladder.  
 
    Dani pursed her lips before starting up after Cassia. She hadn’t had a rookie since Cassia joined the team. Dani always felt awkward when it came to comforting people and hoped that Cassia would take the lead on this one. “Cassia, you check her room. I’ll check the other areas of the ship.”  
 
    “Sure thing.”  
 
    On her way past the gym, Dani caught sight of Zadria attacking a punching bag with a flurry of punches and kicks. “Easy there, tiger. Something wrong?” she asked as she stepped into the room, regretting her decision to send Cassia to check Zadria’s room.  
 
    “Nope.” Zadria brushed the hair out of her eyes as she steadied the bag.  
 
    “You know I’m not buying that, right?” Dani leaned on the wall. “It was Jag, wasn’t it?”  
 
    “What? No. Jag was...”  
 
    “Jag?” Dani smirked.  
 
    Zadria half smiled. “Exactly.”   
 
    “Look, we were all rookies once—”  
 
    “Ugh, he told you?” Zadria punched the bag once more.  
 
    “Was he not supposed to?” Dani raised an eyebrow.   
 
    Zadria sighed. “I just wish he weren’t so involved sometimes.”  
 
    Dani cocked her head, reading the situation. “Because he’s your...”  
 
    “My father... Yes.” Zadria slipped the sparring gloves off her hands.   
 
    “Ah.” Dani nodded. “That explains a lot, actually.”   
 
    Zadria tossed the gloves into their bin. “I’m not even going to ask. Look, can we not tell the crew, please? I’m having a hard enough time getting out from under his thumb.”  
 
    “Of course. Besides, the exchanges between Patrick and Jag are too much. I wouldn’t want to mess with that.” Dani laughed.  
 
    “There you guys are,” Cassia poked her head into the room and smiled. “Coffee?”  
 
    “Yes, please.” Dani walked toward the door, waving for Zadria to follow her.  
 
    “None for me. Thanks.” Zadria plopped down at the table as Dani and Cassia prepared their mugs. “I don’t know how you drink so much coffee.”  
 
    Dani laughed. “I don’t know how you don’t.”  
 
    “So, is everything alright?” Cassia sipped at her coffee, looking between the two.  
 
    “Yeah, it will all be just fine.” Dani smiled reassuringly at Zadria.   
 
    “Are you about done in here?” Jag leaned on the doorframe of the kitchen. “Don’t we have a wormhole to probe?”  
 
     “Yes we do. It’s time to get to work.” Dani followed Jag and Cassia out of the kitchen and to the bridge, Zadria trailing behind.   
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 8 
 
    Once everyone had calmed down and taken their places, Dani looked to Zadria. “Alright mission coordinator, what’s the plan?”  
 
    “We’re clear to set a course for the target wormhole. Sending coordinates to Cruz now.” Zadria tapped away at her console.   
 
    “Cruz, plot a course. Let’s go see what we’re working with.” Dani sat back in her chair. “Lock solar screens.”  
 
    “Solar screens locked,” Jag echoed.   
 
    “Firing engines.” Dani engaged the engines and gripped the controls, looking at the map now displayed on the holographic screen at the center of the bridge. The wormhole wasn’t far away at all. In fact, the closeness of its location was almost suspicious. She tried to push the doubt to the back of her mind as she locked the autopilot in on their destination, just outside of the wormhole’s pull. “Autopilot engaged.”  
 
    Dani sat back and stared at the display. She focused on taking deep, even breaths, determined not to let her nervousness show. The last time she dove into a wormhole, it was because they didn’t have a choice. While her options were limited, she worried about putting her crew in danger.   
 
    Dani cleared her throat. “We’re here. Cassia, open up communication with Houston.”  
 
    “Communications channel open.”  
 
    “Alright, Houston, are we ready to rock and roll?”   
 
    Patrick’s image appeared on the large, floor-to-ceiling screen. A number of the Houston’s crewmembers stood behind him. “You have a go. Resume communications on the other side. Houston out.” The image blipped away.  
 
    Dani refocused the holographic display on the wormhole. The three-dimensional funnel projected before the crew. “There she is. Let’s strap in.”  
 
    Dani kept an eye on her console until all crew members were properly restrained.   
 
    “Zadria, remember to breathe,” Dani called out as the panel flashed, indicating Zadria’s rising vitals.  
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Zadria’s shaky voice replied.  
 
    Dani took another look at the holographic funnel. This is it. You’ve got this.  
 
    “It’s time to see our gal face to face. Bring her up on the main screen, Jag.”   
 
    Jag nodded and flipped a switch. “Crew, meet Hilda.”   
 
    The large interior display screen flickered before revealing their target.   
 
    “Hilda?” Dani asked.  
 
    “It would be rude to enter without knowing her name, wouldn’t it?” Jag flashed a cheeky grin.   
 
    Dani shook her head, laughing softly, and turned her attention to the screen.   
 
    An astounding view of space was projected before them. Billions of stars were suspended at various distances as far as they could see. Bits of space dust and larger debris wafted quietly along in the vacuum before spiraling around like glitter down a drain. Without the debris, Hilda would have been practically invisible, aside from the soft white light emanating from within the funnel itself.   
 
    Dani stared into the funnel, her mouth dry. “Well, crew, are you ready to do this?”  
 
    Silence greeted her. She looked around the bridge at the eyes locked on the screen ahead. Fear, excitement, Dani couldn’t tell for sure, but she felt it too.   
 
    “Do I need to shock you all to get an answer?” Dani laughed.   
 
    Cruz broke the silence with the ding of his bell.   
 
    “You know I’m ready.” Jag was next.  
 
    “Good here,” Cassia said quietly.   
 
    “Ready as ever,” Howard said from behind her.  
 
    “Zadria?” Dani peered over at the white-faced girl. “You alright over there?”  
 
    “Y-yes.”   
 
    “Alright, we love the unknown and it doesn’t get much more unknown than this, right?” Dani took a few deep breaths herself. “Let’s spit out that first device and get this show on the road.”  
 
    “Tracker orb launching...” Jag suspended his finger over the button dramatically until a look from Dani caused him to drop it. “Now.”   
 
    Dani watched as the orb, microscopic compared to Hilda, launched toward its target. “Well, no sense in delaying things.”   
 
    Dani disengaged the autopilot, grabbed the controls, and pushed Osirion forward into the gaping maw of the unknown. Her adrenaline pushed through her veins, the palms of her hands dampening slightly. The console lit up, showing a rise in vitals for all crewmembers but nothing within dangerous levels, yet. The most elevated set of vitals belonged to her.  
 
    Carl meowed and rubbed up against Dani’s leg. She gently nudged him away with her foot, hoping the crew wouldn’t sense what Cassia’s therapy animal did. Dani struggled to keep her breathing steady as they neared the entrance. The terror of what happened last time haunted her every thought. Fear suddenly seized her. She wondered if it was too late to turn back.  
 
    She quickly glanced at Jag out of the corner of her eye. He was watching her, looking a bit nervous himself. Despite her best efforts, she couldn’t maintain a neutral expression on her face. She felt her forehead wrinkle with worry.  
 
    Jag must have seen the change as well. He offered Dani a small smile and an encouraging nod.  
 
    His support helped her grab onto her composure once more. Dani took a deep breath and refocused her attention on the scene before her. “Bring up the aft camera, half screen, and prepare to launch the second tracker orb.”   
 
    The vast emptiness of space appeared on half of the floor-to-ceiling display. Behind, she could see the Houston, silently suspended among the stars, a quiet observer to their potential doom. Ahead, a swirling storm of dust and light awaited them.   
 
    Dani increased power to the engines and accelerated into the funnel. At first, it didn’t seem as though anything had changed. The ride was smooth as the spacescape around them fell away and was replaced by the softly glowing whiteness of the wormhole’s interior.   
 
    Osirion’s speed began to increase as they caught the current of the wormhole. Dani was relieved that there was relatively little debris within the throat of the monstrosity, but her instincts warned her she should stay on edge. Ahead, the walls seemed to bend, and Dani failed to slow the ship.   
 
    The bridge was as silent as the space they left behind, aside from the occasional beep of the vitals alarms. Dani maintained her focus on the path ahead, unable to check on the crew for even the briefest moment.   
 
    “Cassia, watch vitals,” she ordered, her eyes glued to the screen.   
 
    The tracker orb disappeared around the bend moments before they got there.   
 
    “Tracker orb one, offline,” Jag announced dryly.   
 
    Dani had seconds to react. The orb was high in the tunnel, so Dani dipped Osirion low. As the ship accelerated around the bend, she instantly saw the problem. Half of a GC ship, similar to Alaska’s Vengeance, was halted against the roof of the wormhole, a large asteroid embedded in the tunnel preventing it from moving forward. Luckily, there was plenty of room below for them to navigate underneath it.  
 
    “Uh, incoming transmission,” Cassia almost asked rather than announced.  
 
    “Play it off screen,” Dani quickly replied as she stared in bewilderment.  
 
    “This is Captain Walters of the Raleigh. We’re stranded with no engine power. Please assist.”  
 
    Dani ran through ways to turn Osirion around, but the wormhole refused to allow her to slow.  
 
    “Jag, fire on that asteroid!” Dani called out as they dipped below the ship.  “Howard, does this thing have some kind of towing mechanism? Can we pull her out?”  
 
    “Panel 3C, yellow controls, Jag,” Howard returned quickly as the asteroid erupted into a cloud of debris that shot down the tunnel ahead of them.  
 
    A concentrated gravity beam grabbed hold of the ship and pulled it along behind Osirion, just behind the remaining tracker orb. Alarms started going off across Dani’s console.   
 
    “We’re losing too much power. We can’t tow her out, not without knowing how far we have to go still. Was that all there was to the message?”  
 
    “Yes, it’s on a loop,” Cassia advised. “I just tried hailing them, but there’s no response.”  
 
    “Dammit. Send a message. Tell them we are unable to pull them out, but hopefully the current will carry them the rest of the way. If not, we’ve noted their location and will call for help as soon as we’re out.” Dani wasn’t sure they could send help, or if they’d even make it through themselves, but she felt obligated to say something.   
 
    “Consider it done.”   
 
    “Disengage the gravity beam.” Dani bit her bottom lip as Osirion caught up to the asteroid fragments. “Shields, full power.”   
 
    “Check,” Jag’s voice rang out.   
 
    Osirion barreled through the debris, the small fragments burning up in the shields, creating a show across the forward camera’s screen. The distance between Osirion and Raleigh began increasing without the gravity beam in place. Through the miniature flames, Dani squinted at something ahead, unable to make it out. The large object eclipsed the lower half of the tunnel. She pulled back, lifting Osirion’s nose to avoid the mass.   
 
    “What is that?” She couldn’t help but utter the words out loud.   
 
    The mass seemed almost gelatinous and appeared to be heaving gently. The surface bubbled up toward the belly of the ship as they passed overhead. The aft camera showed an extension of the bubble continuing to grow until it met with the tracker orb trailing behind Osirion, engulfing it in its tarry flesh.  
 
    “Well that can’t be good.” Dani swallowed hard.  
 
    “Can’t we just launch another?” Cassia asked.   
 
    “The way Patrick explained it, it has to be launched before we enter the wormhole so they can get a lock on the tracker. They wouldn’t be able to do that in here,” Jag explained.  
 
    Dani kept her eyes on the aft screen, waiting to see if the blob would grab onto the GC ship as it swayed along, but the collision alarm brought her attention back to the main screen.  
 
    “Oh, shit!” Dani jerked the controls roughly to the side. The oozy distraction had drawn her attention away from the tunnel ahead enough for her to come dangerously close to a large asteroid charging from the opposite direction. Dani cringed as the tip of the rock formation scraped along Osirion’s hull, causing the ship to shudder.   
 
    “Damage report?”  
 
    “The shields took most of it,” Jag informed. “There was some hull contact, but there doesn’t appear to be any breach.”  
 
    Dani exhaled in a sigh of relief. “Looks like we’re coming up on the end.”  
 
    The starry night could be seen through the tunnel’s exit ahead, and the crew collectively cheered. Aside from her one misstep, Dani felt pretty good about the journey. She glanced at the vitals and was happy to see everyone was falling down within normal range, except for Zadria.  
 
    “Are you okay over there?” Dani asked her.  
 
    “Y-yeah,” she stuttered.   
 
    “That one wasn’t even that bad!” Jag exclaimed cheerfully.  
 
    “Not that bad?” Zadria shouted back. “We nearly died a handful of times, we have no tracker orbs, and we just left another GC ship back there with all kinds of obstacles!”   
 
    “Zadria, I need you to calm down.” Dani locked her eyes on the screen again, maneuvering around a few smaller asteroids as they neared the wormhole’s end. “We’ll go over it all in the mission report once we’re out of here.”  
 
    Dani took Zadria’s silence as a sign of compliance and took a deep breath as they plunged from the foggy white tunnel into open space once more. She cut the engines, released the controls, and sat back in her chair.  
 
    “Cruz, do your thing.” Dani flexed her fingers as Osirion continued to drift farther from the wormhole.   
 
    After she felt that they were a reasonable distance away, Dani reengaged the thrusters to slow their drift and swung Osirion around to face the funnel’s mouth. She was still hopeful the other ship would make it through, thought she wasn’t sure what they’d find if it did, considering how damaged it was.  
 
    The holographic display came up, detailing their location.  
 
    “Great work, Cruz.” Dani unclipped her harness and stood up to inspect the display.   
 
    A small, dim star anchored the center of the young system. The area between Osirion and the star was thick with dust and chunks of rock. One lowly planetoid orbited close to the star.   
 
    “PS505.” Zadria joined Dani at the display.   
 
    “You know it?” Dani was impressed that Zadria beat her in the game she and Cruz played frequently. He displayed the star system, and Dani guessed which one it was.   
 
    “It just makes sense. The Raleigh was one of the ships commissioned for this project before they brought you in. Their first wormhole expedition started in PS505.” Zadria lowered her voice. “We never saw them again.”  
 
    “Looks like it’s time to get reunited.” Jag pointed as the Raleigh tumbled out of the wormhole.   
 
    “It’s coming right for us,” Dani ran the few steps back to her seat and strapped in. “Strap in, Z.”   
 
    Dani tilted Osirion out of Raleigh’s path. “See if you can’t grab her with the gravity beam, slow her down.”   
 
    “Is that wi—” Zadria started.  
 
    “On it,” Jag cut her off.  
 
    The gravity beam met Raleigh’s underbelly. Dani adjusted the thrusters to help slow the ship considerably until it was locked at Osirion’s side.   
 
    “There, keep the beam engaged. It shouldn’t drain too much energy just keeping us connected until help arrives.” Dani stood once more, approaching the screen, squinting.   
 
    “Is that...?” Cassia started to ask.  
 
    “Looks like it.” Dani sighed. The gelatinous mass from inside the wormhole had attached itself to Raleigh’s side and hitched a ride into open space. Dani rubbed her chin as she stared at its heaving form.  
 
    “Cassia, open a line and get a scan on that ship.” Dani frowned. She hadn’t seen anything like the thing wrapped around the Raleigh. She turned away and walked toward Cassia’s station. “What are we looking at?”  
 
    Cassia shook her head and pointed at the screen, “Whatever it is, it’s alive. The lifeform readings are off the charts on that side of the ship. Nothing on the other half... but I can’t tell if anyone is onboard under that... thing.”   
 
    “Have you been able to get through to them?”  
 
    “Not yet. I don’t know if that blobby thing is creating interference or if they’re all... you know.”   
 
    Dani nodded and approached the massive screen again, running a hand through her hair. “Do we have any idea how long it will take Houston to find us?”   
 
    “Not without the trackers, I’m afraid,” Howard replied.   
 
    “We’re in PS505. That’s not far from a GC outpost. We could zip over there and have them send a message,” Cruz suggested.  
 
    “No, that’s not advisable,” Zadria interjected. “Dani’s supposed to be dead and this ship isn’t supposed to exist.”   
 
    “Well, what do you suggest then?” Cassia sounded mildly annoyed.  
 
    Dani continued to stare at the mass. “No, Z’s right. I hope you don’t mind me calling you that.”  
 
    “No.” Zadria smiled. “I’ve never had a nickname before. I like it.”  
 
    “Wait, you’re taking her side?” Cassia unstrapped and approached Dani.   
 
    Dani turned to face her. “I’m not on anyone’s side. The Houston will find us. They had to know losing the trackers was a possibility.”   
 
    The molasses-like blob covering the Raleigh stretched and reached away from the ship and out into space in several areas before withdrawing its extensions and stretching further around the ship, the surface bubbling and churning as though it was digesting the Raleigh itself. 
 
    Dani ran her fingers across her forehead in an effort to ease the building tension in her face. “What I’m more concerned about right now is that.”  
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 Chapter 1 
 
    Captain Dani Devereaux paced back and forth in front of the floor-to-ceiling display in Osirion’s bridge, stopping to examine the black, gelatinous mass slowly engulfing the Raleigh. “How about now?” 
 
    “Still nothing on the long-range scanners.” Cassia Simpkins sighed, tossing herself back in her chair. 
 
    “Well, shit.” Dani briskly made her way to Cassia’s station, peering over her shoulder. “How long ago did you pick up the distress signal?” 
 
    “It started broadcasting about six hours ago, after we exited the wormhole. It’s not the pre-recorded message we got earlier, just the standard distress signal any Galactic Conglomerate ship can activate after systems failure when communication is not possible.”  
 
    “That’s activated manually. If someone’s alive over there, shouldn’t we do something?” Jag Reinhart was nose-to-nose with the image of the blob on the screen. “It looks like it’s eating the ship.” 
 
    Zadria Swift piped up from her corner, “That’s not advisable. Protocol dictates we are to wait for our commanding ship to find us. Once Houston is here, I’m sure they’ll know what to do.” 
 
    “Except it might be too late by then,” Dani mumbled as she rejoined Jag at the screen.  
 
    “There is a small airlock on the untouched side of the ship,” Cassia said as she projected a detailed view through the holographic display.  
 
    Dani squinted at the docking bay. “It’d be tricky, even for the cruiser.”  
 
    “I’m sure I could ease it in there. Zadria gave me a pretty good lesson,” Jag said as he winked at her, which caused her to slouch down in her seat further.  
 
    Dani rolled her eyes and redirected her attention to Daemon Cruz. “Any idea what it is or where it came from?” 
 
    “No luck yet. Still researching,” Cruz signed quickly before putting his head down and furiously typing away at his console.  
 
    Howard Glenn returned to the bridge with a tray of beverages and snacks. He carried a small bag of jerky over to Dani. “Here, eat this. You need to keep your energy up.” 
 
    “Thanks, Howard.” She accepted his offering and bit into the sweet, salty meat.  “What do you make of this whole thing?” 
 
    “I don’t want it on my ship, I can tell you that much.” He nodded to the screen. “It’s reaching to grab onto anything it can.” 
 
    He was right. The black, churning blob was still pushing itself outward and away from the ship occasionally in an effort to reach Dani and her crew on the Osirion. She had purposefully kept them well out of range while maintaining control over the Raleigh by carefully alternating use of their gravitational beam and their thrusters. 
 
    Dani stared at the screen as she chewed. She wasn’t sure what to do. On one hand, whoever sent the distress signal could still be alive. On the other hand, she couldn’t risk contaminating her own ship or crew with whatever that thing was. Going for help was out of the question, too. Osirion’s gravity beam was the only thing keeping the Raleigh from drifting through space. If they tried to go anywhere, then who knew what would happen to the ship and its parasite? Besides, there was the fact that she was supposed to be dead and Osirion wasn’t supposed to exist to complicate things. She sighed. 
 
    “You know what we need to do,” Jag whispered at her side.  
 
    Dani nodded. She knew he was right. “You want to try your hand at flying Osirion?” 
 
    Jag shot her an angry look. “You know that’s not what I meant. I’m not letting you go over there alone.” 
 
    Dani stared into his eyes for a moment. His intense gaze let her know he wasn’t kidding around. Jag was serious about protecting her after things went sideways with their first wormhole trip. “Zadria, Howard, are either of you capable of flying Osirion?” 
 
    “I spent some time on the simulator just in case a situation like this would arise. Patrick and I agreed it would be beneficial to have a backup.” Howard placed his hand on her shoulder as he joined her to look out over the Raleigh. 
 
    “I’ve had far more hours in the simulator than Howard, but I’m not comfortable with this, at all.” Zadria frowned.  
 
    Dani’s eyes lingered on Zadria’s face as she spoke before turning to Howard. “Thanks, Howard. You shouldn’t need to do a whole lot, just keep the ship safe, don’t get to close to that... whatever it is. We’ll be back as soon as we can.” 
 
    “Good luck.” Cruz gave an encouraging smile.  
 
    Cassia stepped over her therapy cat Carl, who was protesting as he looped around her legs. She hugged Dani and gave a reassuring smile. “Be safe and stay on the comms. Let us know what you need.” 
 
    “Will do.” Dani smiled as she looked around the bridge at her crew. She was lucky to have such an incredible team to work with. And, even though Zadria was reluctant, Dani was hopeful that she’d begin to mesh better as she learned more about how they operated. 
 
    “You ready?” Dani’s eyes met Jag’s once more. He seemed more at ease now that Dani had accepted his company, even though they had no idea what they were heading into. 
 
    “Absolutely,” he replied without an ounce of fear. 
 
    They collected their comms and silently made their way down to the cruiser’s docking hatch. Once inside, they helped each other suit up.  
 
    “Hey.” Dani turned to Jag before he put his comm on. “Thanks.” 
 
    Jag gave his familiar cheeky grin. “Oh come on, you knew this is how it was going to go. I’m surprised it took you so long.” 
 
    Dani’s smile faded and she bit the inside of her lip. When she worked for the Galactic Conglomerate, she was always the first one in on a rescue mission. In fact, she didn’t usually even give it a second thought. But the destruction of her previous vessel, Alaska’s Vengeance, her time in prison, and her ‘execution’ were taking their toll on her self-confidence. She wanted to make the right choices for everyone, but it was getting harder and harder to know what the right choices were. 
 
    Dani shook her head back and forth, trying to clear the self-doubt from her mind as they grabbed their helmets and slipped into the cruiser. 
 
    The cruiser itself wasn’t very large. The exterior wasn’t made of glowshard, like Osirion, but of standard issue Galactic Conglomerate materials. The theory was that building it out of standard materials would let them pass unnoticed among other similar ships should they need to dock or land anywhere. Inside there were six seats, two captain’s chairs and two small benches along the side that could each hold two additional passengers. Between the benches was a small cargo hatch.  
 
    “I see why there wasn’t room for more than two people when you went to pick up the trackers,” Dani said as she slipped her comm device over her ear. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a bit cramped for sure.” He turned on his comm and took his place at the controls.  
 
    Dani could have flown the cruiser herself; she quickly adapted to a variety of spacecraft. However, she hadn’t done any test runs or simulation time for the craft, and their docking target was quite small. She was also thankful for the company, as she didn’t know what was waiting for them on the other ship.  
 
    “Wait.” Jag got up from his seat and climbed out of the cruiser, returning after a moment with two energy rifles and hand-held energy pistols. 
 
    “Just in case?” Dani asked. 
 
    “Just in case.” Jag smiled and began the disengage protocol to loose them from Osirion. “Osirion, do you read?” 
 
    “Loud and clear,” Howard’s voice emitted from the speakers on the cruiser and in their comms.  
 
    “Disengaging now,” Jag said as he lowered the ship away from Osirion’s belly.  
 
    As he slowly approached the Raleigh near the docking bay, Dani’s eyes were locked on the organism that had now spread across three-quarters of the ship. 
 
    “I don’t think we’ll have much time in there,” Dani said as it bubbled and stretched. 
 
    “We’ll keep you updated on how it looks from the outside,” Cassia reported over the comm.  
 
    Dani initiated a scan on the ship to try to get an idea for exactly which style of GC ship they were about to board. It was comparable in size to Alaska’s Vengeance, but a sizable portion of the ship was missing while the rest was mostly obscured by the blob.  
 
    “No conclusive data and nothing on record about the interior design of the ship. I’m not getting any life signs under any of the exposed area, so if they’re still alive I’m guessing they’re under the obstructed part.” Dani analyzed the situation. “Cassia, with the way this thing interferes with our scans, our comms may not work in there.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “Also,” Dani continued, “If anything weird happens or if that thing comes after Osirion...” 
 
    “We know what to do,” Cassia replied once more. 
 
    “Wait, what are we going to do?”  
 
    “Don’t worry about it, Z.” Dani smirked at the girl’s innocence.  
 
    “Docking now,” Jag announced as the nose of the cruiser started its way into Raleigh’s docking bay.  
 
    Dani sat quietly, not wanting to disturb Jag’s concentration. There was little room for error at the small airlock. She cringed as the cruiser jolted, then exhaled a sigh of relief as it shifted, locking into place. “Okay, we’re docked. Heading in.” 
 
    The pair stood and armed themselves. They each holstered a handgun before picking up a rifle.  
 
    “You ready to do this?” Jag asked, clicking off the safety on his weapon.  
 
     “I’ll take point,” she said, slipping her helmet on. “Looks like oxygen levels are minimal in there.”  
 
    Jag popped his helmet on as well, nodding to her. 
 
    Dani opened the cruiser’s hatch, then climbed through into the small airlock. Once inside, she opened the door to the rest of the ship. A portable console on her wrist showed her that oxygen levels on this side of the airlock door were higher, but not ideal. She signaled for Jag to follow her. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Dani to get a feel for the ship’s layout. She had been on this model before. They quietly trudged down the hall, looking in each room along the way.  
 
    “Seems odd that all the doors are open. They must have been locked that way,” Jag’s voice came through the communications device in the helmet.  
 
    “Cassia, can you still read us?” 
 
    “There’s some feedback, but yes, for the most part. It looks quiet from out here.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s try to pick up the pace. I’m getting a bad feeling.” Dani’s instincts were screaming for them to get back to the cruiser, but she couldn’t leave anyone on this ship to die. Not after what happened in PS683.  
 
    “We’ve got a body in here,” Jag said, stepping into one of the private quarters on the ship. “Or what’s left of one anyway. It looks kind of... deflated.” 
 
    Dani watched from the doorway as he crouched down to the figure, which looked more like a discarded glove than a human, and scanned it with the port-con. “How long?” 
 
    “Not long. Maybe a few days.” Jag grabbed the arm and tried to roll the body over, but he quickly withdrew his hands as the body rippled and fell back down face first with a splat. A light green fluid started oozing from the mouth, nose, eyes, and ears. He stood and walked back toward the door, gagging in his helmet. “Okay, I’m not looking for identification. That is disgusting.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure it smells lovely, too.” Dani stared in horror as the body’s contents continued to spill out onto the floor. “Let’s move on.” 
 
    The light from Dani’s rifle swept into the next doorway, the kitchen. It looked much like the one on Alaska’s Vengeance had after passing through the wormhole, except two crumpled bodies lay on the floor. She again guarded the door, watching the hall as Jag entered and scanned the bodies.  
 
    “Same on these,” he said, shaking his head. “Not long at all.”  
 
    “Shit,” Dani mumbled to herself. Ships of this size didn’t usually have more than eight people on board, and they’d already found nearly half the crew dead.  
 
    Dani continued down the hall to the next room. Her senses were magnified in the dark silence. The only sounds she heard were Jag’s breathing and her own breath and pulse. She found herself stepping with each heartbeat, slow, steady. Her eyes were quick to take in every object her light cruised over.  
 
    The bridge should be up ahead, she thought, and from what she could remember of the exterior, it would be directly underneath the black blobby thing. “Cassia, do you read?” 
 
    No response. 
 
    “I think we’re on our own, boss,” Jag’s soft voice wafted through her helmet.  
 
    Dani proceeded toward the bridge, directing her light across the ceiling, floors, and walls before her. Finally, it landed on the door to the bridge. She entered the standard GC override code onto the control panel, but it didn’t move. 
 
    “The door to the bridge is sealed,” she observed out loud, finding it a bit peculiar when all others were open.  
 
    “You better see if anyone’s home, because I don’t think we should hang out much longer.” 
 
    “Creeping you out, is it?” She chuckled softly, trying to cover up her own discomfort about their situation. 
 
    “Well, that, and that black crap is inside the ship.” 
 
    Dani spun to face Jag, whose light shone down the intersecting hall. Along the floors, wall, and ceiling, the ooze rolled toward them, glacier-like. It bubbled up and extended where the light hit its jelly-like surface.  
 
    “Get the light off of it!” she barked under her breath before sprinting to the bridge door.  
 
    She banged on the door with the bottom of her fist, hoping that someone was still in there and she wasn’t risking their lives for nothing.  
 
    “It’s getting faster.” Jag’s voice quivered ever so slightly. 
 
    Dani glanced over her shoulder as she continued to bang on the door. He was keeping his light ahead of the blob, but just barely. She was tempted to tell him to turn it off, but figured it’d be better to see it than to not see it at all. Come on, she thought as she kicked the door repeatedly. 
 
    Finally, the door shuddered and slid open. A man in a space suit stood before her, two more behind him. They looked utterly bewildered to see her. Dani beckoned them to follow her, but they didn’t move. She rolled her eyes and grabbed the closest man by the wrist, yanking him out of the bridge.  
 
    “Jag, these guys are in shock or something. Help me get them to the cruiser.”  
 
    Jag backed toward them, still keeping his light trained on the hall as the ooze neared the intersection. He gave the man a shove and pointed down the hall they entered the ship from. That seemed to be enough to get him going.  
 
    Dani swung her rifle over her shoulder, grabbing the other two and hauling them out of the bridge. “Is this it? Are there more of you?” she signed.  
 
    She sighed and shook her head at the lack of response. All GC crewmembers were taught sign language to help in situations where verbal communication wasn’t possible. However, the crew of the Raleigh wasn’t even responding to that. Dani grabbed each of them and towed them down the hall after her. They passed through the intersection as the ooze started to pool out of the hall behind them. It was still picking up speed.  
 
    “Cassia, can you read?” Dani said, urgently. “This crap is crazy. Can you see it moving on your scanners? Is the cruiser still clear?” 
 
    “Oh thank goodness, I was afraid we lost you. Cruiser’s good, and yeah, that ooze has a unique signature. I can see your and Jag’s life signatures coming down the hall—is it chasing you?” 
 
    “Yeah, it is. It’s not fast, but it’s creepy as hell.” Jag laughed as he shined his light back toward the ooze behind Dani. 
 
    “Wait.” Dani stopped in her tracks, letting go of the men and swinging the rifle off her back and into her hands. “Just me and Jag?” 
 
    “Yeah, the two of you. Why?” Cassia started to sound a little worried through the comm. 
 
    Dani’s heart jumped into her throat as her eyes met Jag’s in the illuminated helmet display.  
 
    “Because we’re not alone.” Jag’s voice was as cold as the blood pumping through her veins.  
 
    Dani’s attention turned to the two men beside her. She took another look at their dopey expressions. They were pale—too pale. She lifted the light from her rifle up to the face of the man closest to her, the skin rippling as the light hit it. Green liquid started dripping from the gaped mouth. 
 
    “Oh, that’s sick.” Jag’s retch came through the comm, making Dani’s stomach do a turn.  
 
    A few quick jabs at her port-con confirmed it. They were dead, too. She started backing away from the men, keeping her rifle trained on them. “Get back to the cruiser.” 
 
    Jag shoved the man next to him toward the other two. He collided into the others, causing the three of them to fall to the floor.  
 
    Dani and Jag took the opportunity to make a run for it, bolting back down the hall toward the hatch while the mess of limbs and suits tried to get back to its feet.  
 
    She glanced over her shoulder, then turned, continuing down the hall backward, rifle trained on the men who were now pursuing them. Their movements were awkward and slow, but steady. A noise from the room beside her startled her. A quick flash of her light showed the two crewmembers in the kitchen were clamoring to their feet.  
 
    Dani turned to sprint toward the hatch, swinging it open and diving inside, Jag right behind her. As soon as he was clear, she swung it shut and sealed it. “Go, go, go!”  
 
    Jag jumped into the pilot’s seat and quickly disengaged from the airlock, the cruiser parting from the Raleigh.  
 
    Dani watched in horror from the small viewing window as the men didn’t stop their pursuit at the airlock. They pushed themselves out into open space, flailing their arms and legs as they floated toward the cruiser. “Jag! Get us out of here!”  
 
    The cruiser shot forward as he engaged the thrusters, causing Dani to topple and roll across the floor. She made it to her feet and got to her seat, collapsing into it, taking off her helmet and shaking her hair loose. 
 
    Clear from the Raleigh, Jag took his helmet off too and stared at her. “What in hell was that?”  
 
    Dani shook her head, and opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out. 
 
    “Are you guys okay?” Cassia’s voice shouted through their comms, causing them both to flinch. She had been asking about their status since they realized they weren’t in good company, but they had ignored her.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah. I think so. That was... something else.” Dani sighed and closed her eyes as Jag steered them back toward Osirion.  
 
    “Halt your approach,” Zadria ordered. 
 
    “What? No.” Jag shook his head and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Given what we just heard, I can’t let you board. I can’t even let you near Osirion.”  
 
    “She’s kidding, right?” Jag turned to Dani.  
 
    Dani hesitated a moment. They did come in contact with the organism, maybe not directly, but it was all around them and in the Raleigh’s crew. Dani shuddered as she visualized oozing green bodily fluids. “No, she’s right.”  
 
    Jag slowed the cruiser to a drift. “Care to share?” 
 
    “We don’t know what that stuff was or what it’s capable of. I mean, there were dead people walking around on that ship.” 
 
    “Right, I was there.”  
 
    “We’ve been exposed. We can’t risk infecting the crew, or the ship for that matter. Glowshard, remember? It’s alive.”  
 
    Jag groaned and slumped back in his seat.  
 
    “Understood, Osirion. We’ll sit tight,” Dani reported back. “Any word from the Houston?”  
 
    “Not yet,” Cassia mumbled. “You can’t just stay out there. You don’t have any rations.”  
 
    “Hey.” Dani smiled at Jag as she replied to Cassia, “We’ll be fine.” 
 
    Dani muted her comm and then the cruiser dash comm so Osirion wouldn’t be able to hear their conversation, then Jag did the same with his. 
 
    “Hey, looks like we might be out here a while,” she started. “Thanks for coming with me on this totally horrifying waste of time.” 
 
    Jag laughed. “Anytime. Though maybe we leave the black oozy stuff alone from here on out?” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “You know, there’s one thing I don’t understand.” Jag turned toward her, scratching his head. 
 
    Dani raised her eyebrows. “Just one thing?” 
 
    “Heh, right?” He flashed his charming smile. “But if they’re all dead, who sent the distress signal?” 
 
    Dani sat upright, a moment of panic running through her body. “Do you think we missed someone?” 
 
    “Well, I’m just saying, if a black space ooze creature was walking around in people suits, maybe I’d stay hidden.” Jag shrugged. “I dunno, maybe I’m overthinking it.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe.” Dani stared out the window at the Raleigh and the zombie-like humans floating near the airlock. She wondered if she had been too careless. What if someone was alive on that ship and she missed it? They hadn’t looked everywhere. It was completely possible that someone triggered the distress signal and hid in the ducts or a cupboard somewhere. Still, she couldn’t risk Jag’s life on a ‘maybe.’  
 
    “I see those wheels turning, missy. You better knock that off. I didn’t mean to send you into a spiral.” 
 
    Dani attempted a half-hearted smile.  
 
    “Look, Dani, I’ve been meaning to talk to you about something...” Jag trailed off, looking down at his hands. 
 
    “Guys, we just picked up the Houston on the long-range scanners. They’re out of our ICC zone, but I sent them our location.” Cassia’s cheeriness was a relief.  
 
    “Oh, sweet.” Jag grinned. 
 
    “Wait, what were you wanting to tell me?” Dani furrowed her brow. 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about it. It can wait.” He winked and sat up straight, peering out the windshield.  
 
    They spent the next few minutes in silence until a brilliant flash appeared near Osirion. As soon as their eyes recovered from the bright light, they could see the Houston and all its glory, instantly making Osirion seem like a toy.  
 
    “You think Patrick will be mad?” Jag turned to her. 
 
    “Probably,” Dani answered.  
 
    Jag laughed. “Excellent.”  
 
    Dani couldn’t help but smile and shake her head.  
 
    “What have you done?” Patrick’s voice projected anger even through the comm. 
 
    “Here we go.” Dani sighed and reached over to unmute them.  
 
    “It took you long enough.” Dani smirked.  
 
    Patrick laughed. “Alright, now that we got that out of the way... well done.”  
 
    Jag and Dani exchanged a confused glance. 
 
    “We’re downloading the data report right now. I have analysts standing by to review it. I hear you encountered an alien organism?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Dani said. “And, if you direct your attention to that ship over there and the crewmen flapping around it, you’ll see it firsthand.” 
 
    “I’ll have our team analyze the organism as soon as we get you and your crew taken care of.” 
 
    “Also, I have a few questions. First of all, why was there another GC shi—” 
 
    “There will be plenty of time for questions after we analyze the data.”  
 
    Dani shook her fist at the speaker when Patrick interrupted her, causing Jag to laugh. 
 
    “Jag, you sound like you made it through okay. Greeeaaaaat.” The sarcasm spilled from the speakers. 
 
    “Sorry to disappoint, boss man. Can’t get rid of me that easy, you know.” 
 
    Patrick sighed audibly through the speaker. “Okay, Jag, please bring the cruiser around to Dock 4. We’ll have a decontamination crew waiting for you there. Osirion will fall into orbit around Houston until the two of you are able to return.” 
 
    “Copy.” Dani wrinkled her nose at the thought of having to spend more time on the Houston. 
 
    “Oh, and congratulations. Out.” 
 
    “What a tool,” Jag said as he grabbed the controls once more. 
 
    “I heard that.” Patrick sounded less than enthused. 
 
    Dani reached over and slapped the mute button on the microphone just as they laughed up a storm.  
 
    As Jag neared Dock 4, another ship departed. Through the windshield they could see four fully suited crewmembers. Dani and Jag shared another concerned look before he eased the ship into the dock.  
 
    As promised, a full decontamination crew was standing by. Their blocky-looking decontamination suits made their movements awkward.  
 
    “Now the real fun begins,” Jag said as he shut down the engines and took his hands off the controls. 
 
    The decontamination crew misted the outside of the cruiser with a pink-tinged fog. As the fog settled, there was a bang on the cruiser’s hatch. Dani opened the door and the man offered her his gloved hand. She accepted and climbed out of the ship. 
 
    Once Jag was out, a few members of the decontamination crew climbed inside the ship while Dani and Jag were escorted through a ribbed, plastic tunnel and into a sterilized room. Inside were two twin-sized beds, a private bathroom, and a kitchenette.  
 
    “Wait.” Dani turned back to look through the glass wall. “How long are we going to be in here?”  
 
    Patrick stood on the opposite side of the glass, outside of the tunnel they’d just used. “We aren’t sure yet. Once we have a better analysis we’ll let you know.”  
 
    Dani pursed her lips and nodded reluctantly. “Fine.” 
 
    “Dibs!” Jag shouted as he quickly removed his space suit and jumped onto one of the beds.  
 
    Dani stared at the crumpled suit lying on the ground and shook her head, trying to rid her mind of the bodies on Raleigh. Instead, she tried to picture them alive, which only made her more curious about them. 
 
    “So, Patrick, tell me about the Raleigh,” Dani said as she slipped out of her space suit and placed it in a bin.  
 
    Patrick sighed and began pacing back and forth in front of the glass. “The Raleigh was the first ship to attempt wormhole travel after your happy accident.” 
 
    Dani frowned. “I don’t know that I’d call the hell I went through a happy accident.” 
 
    Patrick held up his hand and continued pacing. “Irrelevant. They actually entered from this side, here in PS505. We didn’t realize the wormhole we sent you into was the other end of this one.” 
 
    Jag joined them at the window after scooping up his suit and tossing it in the bin on top of Dani’s. 
 
    Patrick sighed. “When we failed to find them, we feared the worst. It appears as though the organism attacked their ship mere days after it entered the wormhole.” 
 
    “Wait.” Dani stepped closer to the glass. “What are you basing that assumption on?”  
 
    Patrick stopped pacing and looked at her, perplexed. “Why, the data we downloaded from Raleigh of course. Systems show there was a significant impact causing extensive damage to the ship shortly after they entered the wormhole. The alien organism then began to eat away at the ship after four days.” 
 
    Dani and Jag shared a lingering look of confusion. 
 
    “What now?” Patrick folded his arms over his chest.  
 
    “When we came through the wormhole, the organism hadn’t reached the Raleigh,” Dani said slowly, still working through the statement in her head. “The ship was trapped alongside a massive asteroid.” 
 
    “Which I blew up,” Jag interrupted.  
 
    “Right,” Dani continued. “It was only after we freed it that it encountered the organism.”  
 
    Patrick looked from Dani down to his port-con, punching in the information. “That doesn’t make sense. It must have had an encounter before you arrived.”  
 
    “How long has the Raleigh been missing?” Jag asked. 
 
    “Nearly six full GC months.”  
 
    “When do Raleigh’s logs show they entered the wormhole?” Dani craned her neck in an attempt to see the data he was looking at. 
 
    Patrick sighed and tapped the port-con a few more times, then he froze. His finger poised above the screen, he slowly raised his eyes to Dani’s face. “Four days ago.” 
 
    The three stared at each other momentarily before Patrick turned and walked away, leaving Jag and Dani alone.  
 
    “Weird.” Jag scrunched up his face. 
 
    Dani folded her arms over her chest, watching the door Patrick exited through, hopeful he’d come back soon with an explanation. “I don’t like this, one bit.”  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 2 
 
    “You’re making my neck tired.” Jag sighed from where he sat on his bed, arms folded across his chest. 
 
    Dani stopped and glanced down at the floor. There was a considerable difference in the amount of shine along the path she had been pacing. “Oh...”  
 
    “Right. Oh.” Jag stood and walked over to Dani, grabbing her firmly by the shoulders. “You need to relax.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No buts. Now, I’m sure there’s something more entertaining to do in here than watching you wear a groove in the floor.” Jag started digging through the cabinets. 
 
    Dani huffed and looked around the quarantine cell. She was starting to feel as though she were a prisoner constantly getting transferred from one cell to another. She longed for the hint of freedom she was afforded on her ship and loathed the bland white interior of the Houston more than ever. 
 
    “Here we go, chess.” Jag smiled as he withdrew the game from the cupboard and carried it toward Dani. “Oh now what is it?” 
 
    “I just hate not knowing things. Patrick hasn’t given us an update in several hours and I need to know what’s going on.”  
 
    Jag set up the board and pieces. “Well, maybe a friendly game will help get your mind off of things.” 
 
    She watched as he placed the pawns and power pieces in their designated places. This wasn’t the first time they had played, but it had been quite some time since their last match. Jag almost always beat her, often boasting about how easy chess is to win if the player fully understands the value each piece brings to the board and doesn’t mind the occasional sacrifice.  
 
    A few moves into their game and Dani’s mind began to wander again. She wondered how the rest of the crew was holding up on Osirion and if the orbit around the Houston was as dull as it was inside.  
 
    “It’s your move.”  
 
    Dani blinked rapidly, bringing the board back into focus. “I’m sorry, I just can’t concentrate.”  
 
    “That’s what you say every time it looks like I’m going to win.” He winked. 
 
    Dani managed a smile and got up from the table, stretching. “I wish they’d let us out of here. I hate not being able to see the stars.”  
 
    Jag nodded. “I hear you there. Why don’t you try to get some rest? I’ll wake you if anyone comes by.”  
 
    Dani yawned; it wasn’t a bad idea. She had barely slept since the quarantine began. The bed felt like a lumpy pile of month-old rations and smelled about the same. But it was softer than the floor, and that was her only other option. Dani crawled into bed and stared up at the overhead light. “Is there any way to turn that thing off?” 
 
    Jag looked around the room. “Afraid not. I don’t see any switches. But... hang on.” 
 
    Dani watched curiously as Jag rifled through the cabinets and drawers before coming up with some tape. He slipped the dark blue pillowcase off of his pillow and used a pen to puncture holes in the thin fabric. After removing the chessboard, he climbed onto the table and taped the pillowcase over the light. 
 
    “Your stars, m’lady,” he said with a deep bow, nearly toppling off of the table. 
 
    Dani laughed. The pillowcase didn’t block all of the light, but it did a fantastic job at dimming the room. The holes in the fabric resembled distant stars and brought a smile to her face. “Clever. Thank you.”  
 
    Jag smiled, pleased with himself, and fell onto his own bed, folding his hands behind his head, staring up at his creation.  
 
    Dani closed her eyes and slowed her breathing, attempting to will her body to sleep. She had gotten pretty good at a type of self-hypnosis to fall asleep quickly, an important skill when her insomnia grew bothersome. Starting with her feet, she began to relax, slipping into unconsciousness before she even reached her knees. 
 
    Her eyes got heavy and she started to feel as though she was drifting weightlessly through space. It took her a moment to get her bearings, but there she was, floating among the space dust at S802-P825-C1106-66d.  
 
    Dani swam through the waterless sea of dark silence. Then, something caught her eye. A glinting metal object drifted toward her, spinning in slow motion as it neared. A signet ring. Could it be? As the ring completed its rotation, a boldly carved ‘D’ circled around to face Dani. Her thoughts echoed in the void around her as though they, too, were part of space. She reached for her father’s ring, stretching her fingers out as far as she could reach, but not far enough.  
 
    She did everything she could to accelerate toward the ring as it passed by her, just out of reach, and continued on its orbit. Dani kicked, thrashing her legs and arms in an effort to get purchase on something, anything. But the blackness closed in on her, holding her, pulling her back into suffocating darkness. 
 
    “Dani.” Jag clawed at the blankets that Dani had managed to tightly wrap herself in during her dream. “Calm down or I can’t get you out.”  
 
    She managed to tear the fabric away from her face, her hair clinging to her jawline from the static electricity. Gasping for air, she stared at Jag, bewildered, forgetting for a moment where she was.  
 
    “Must have been some dream,” Jag said, helping her into a seated position as he knelt next to her bed. “You alright?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. I think so.” Dani smoothed her hair back down before rubbing her hands over her face, starting at the bridge of her nose and working in an outward circle until they stopped over her mouth. She exhaled deeply, the warmth of her breath pushing out between her fingers. Before she could fully gather her thoughts, a tapping came from the glass. 
 
    Patrick stood on the opposite side of the glass with two doctors, drumming on the pane with his knuckle. “Wrap it up, lovebirds. Let’s get you out of here.” 
 
    “We’re clear?” Jag said as he stood and approached the glass. 
 
    Dani pushed herself to her feet, hesitating a moment to make sure her wobbly legs were going to do their job, and joined them.  
 
    “Yes. Our research indicates that the organism is only interested in necrotic tissue and is generally inert to all else.” 
 
    “So, dead stuff,” Jag clarified. 
 
    Patrick sighed and rolled his eyes. “Yes, ‘dead stuff,’ which means the crew must have expired on impact after their entry into the wormhole, before the organism latched on to the craft.”  
 
    “Expired? They’re people, not yogurt.” Jag glared at Patrick through the glass. 
 
    “Look, I think we all understand what everyone means. We’re not dead, so we’re not at risk.” Dani took a step closer to the glass. “But explain how it reanimated their bodies and sent the distress signal.” 
 
    “As far as we can tell”—Patrick shrugged,—“it produces an electrical charge as a byproduct. The charge is enough to temporarily resume motor functions in a deceased lifeform, and possibly enough to activate the distress signal, but not enough to send an actual message.”  
 
    “Okay, what about the difference in time?” she asked. 
 
    “We’ll have to look into it. We still don’t have a whole lot of data to go off of right now. We’re comparing the data from the Raleigh with Osirion’s recordings. What we’ve seen so far indicates that travel from one end of the wormhole to the other was instantaneous for Osirion; however, that was clearly not the case. Nor was Raleigh only in there for four days.” 
 
    “That brings us to the most important question of all.” Jag’s eyes widened. 
 
    Patrick looked at Jag curiously. “What’s that?” 
 
    “Why are we still in here?” 
 
    Dani couldn’t help but laugh as Patrick’s face fell in disappointment. She had caught the familiar glimmer in Jag’s eye and chose not to speak up, instead letting Patrick take the setup.  
 
    Jag maintained his charming grin as Patrick called for a guard to unlock the containment unit.  
 
    “The cruiser has been cleared and resupplied. You’re free to join the others on Osirion,” Patrick rattled off the statement before briskly walking from the room.  
 
    Dani turned and raised her eyebrows at Jag. 
 
    “What?” He shrugged.  
 
    “Nothing, let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Patrick wasn’t joking about the supplies. Dani and Jag had to squeeze through the boxes to get to their seats on the cruiser. The cargo hatch was full, as was the rest of the small craft. Jag expertly maneuvered the ship toward Osirion as Dani read over the supply list.  
 
    “Anything good?” Jag asked out of the corner of his mouth. 
 
    “Nothing that stands out. Basic supplies, food, the usual.” She was slightly disappointed that no other luxury dinners would be happening in the future, but she was also happy about the resupply because it meant they wouldn’t be reboarding Houston for a while.  
 
    Dani sighed and tucked the list back into one of the boxes while Jag docked the cruiser on Osirion’s underbelly. “Excited to be back?” 
 
    “Oh, sure, but it wasn’t so bad.”  
 
    Dani arched an eyebrow at him.  
 
    “I mean, sure, the goo and dead people weren’t ideal. But other than that, I was in good company.”  
 
    “So, you’re building a bond with Patrick then?” Dani winked and joked.  
 
    “Oh, sure, you know, always a people pleaser.”  
 
    Dani was amused and curious about the red hue that settled on Jag’s cheeks but didn’t have time to joke about it as a banging on the hatch interrupted her thoughts. Dani hopped up and opened the hatch to see a beaming Cruz.  
 
    Cruz motioned for Dani to hand him a box and she complied. He then passed it off to Zadria, who passed it to either Cassia or Howard depending on the contents. It only took a few minutes to empty the contents of the cruiser.  
 
    When Dani finally climbed out, everything was neatly sorted and stacked. “Nice work, team. Do you mind storing all of this while I hit the showers? It’s for everyone’s benefit... trust me.”  
 
    “I better go, too,” Jag said, following Dani before stopping and turning to Zadria. “I mean, to shower, alone, by myself, in a different stall of course.”  
 
    Dani rolled her eyes and shook her head, proceeding up to the main deck.  
 
    Once they reached the bathroom, Dani stepped into a private stall and turned on the water. The facilities in their cell on the Houston had provided the ability for them to clean themselves up a bit, but they hadn’t had access to the bathing facilities.  
 
    Advances in technology offered a variety of shower options on Osirion, but Dani still preferred a good old-fashioned water shower. There was something so soothing about the steady stream of warm water that helped her relax. She often did a lot of thinking in the shower and enjoyed the alone time.  
 
    As Jag started belting out a song in his own separate stall, Dani’s mind snaked back around to her strange dream. Not only did a complete stranger and a mysterious crewmember want her to visit that specific area of space, but now her own subconscious did as well. Dani stepped further into the water, letting it run down her face as she thought.  
 
    Dani had been to S802-P825-C1106-66d once, not long after the incident. Seeing the wreckage was enough to ensure she’d never return. As a result, she had spent the better part of her life avoiding that location, but now her curiosity was piqued once more. Since the scans hadn’t been updated, the only way to know for sure what was out there was to visit the area itself. However, it was so remote that any venture that direction would surely raise red flags.  
 
    Dani quickly washed, rinsing the conditioner from her hair just as the water clicked off. She dried her face and shook her head, trying to rid her mind of the coordinates. For all she knew, it could be a trap anyway.  
 
    Moments later, she was dried, dressed, and entering the bridge. 
 
    “Captain on the bridge,” Zadria announced, standing.  
 
    “Please,” Dani said, raising a hand. “That’s not necessary.”  
 
    She was thankful that she had broken the rest of the crew of their traditional GC formality training early on and hoped Zadria would soon follow suit. Dani always viewed her crew as her equals more than her subordinates, despite warnings that they would walk all over her. They never disobeyed a direct order without good reason, and Dani believed that was due to a mutual respect among them. When they had hesitated in the past, they’d typically had sound reasoning against her decision; however, they also trusted her to do what she believed was right.  
 
    Jag had already beaten her to the bridge and was fiddling with the controls on the holographic display, randomly shrinking and expanding the Houston as though it were a holographic yo-yo. Dani’s cocked eyebrow eventually caught his attention, and his hands slinked back from the controls. 
 
    “What’s next on the agenda?” Dani asked as she and Jag took their seats, her eyes glancing around the bridge.  
 
    “While you were in quarantine, they made a few improvements to the trackers,” Howard began. “They’ve adjusted the launch settings so the trackers will stay closer to Osirion, within the shields. They also amplified their signal considerably.” 
 
    Dani nodded. “Seems like good news.”  
 
    “The amplified signals now have the potential to get picked up by other ships, however.”  
 
    “I see.” Dani pursed her lips. “Well, if that’s a problem, we’ll handle it then. What else?” 
 
    Howard grinned. “They also gave us a drone to—” 
 
    “A drone, you say?” Jag perked up.  
 
    Howard glared at him for interrupting, then continued, “The drone will help us place the stabilization units. The idea is that together they’ll stabilize the entrance or exit of the wormhole, while acting as a door.”  
 
    “A door?” Dani wrinkled her brow in an attempt to wrap her mind around the science behind their function. 
 
    “If I may?” Howard had approached the display podium.  
 
    Dani nodded and leaned forward. 
 
    Howard brought up a holographic image of the wormhole they’d emerged from the previous day. “We’ll fly the drone around the perimeter of the wormhole’s entrance to place the SUs.” 
 
    “Wait.” Jag held his hands up and grinned. “Who will fly the drone?” 
 
    Howard sighed. “Me. I’ll fly the drone.” 
 
    “Oh.” Jag sunk back down in his chair, clearly unpleased with the answer. 
 
    “Go on.” Dani nodded back to the display.  
 
    “Anyway...” Howard hesitated, eyeing Jag momentarily before turning back to the display. “I’ll place the SUs around the mouth of the wormhole. The energy field they create will prevent the wormhole from collapsing in on itself while generating a conic shield. Only ships with the standard GC shielding frequency will be able to pass through. All others will simply be deflected around the entrance, hence the outward cone shape. Don’t want anyone slamming into it.”  
 
    “But, the GC shielding frequency changes often.” Cassia had her stylus and tablet out, jotting down notes.  
 
    “Yes, these will update the same way GC ships do.”  
 
    Cassia nodded, doodling wildly with one hand and absentmindedly scratching Carl between the ears with the other. 
 
    “They want us to place these on each end of the wormhole.” Howard blipped off the display as he finished. 
 
    “So, if I’m understanding this correctly...” Dani folded her arms over her chest, watching Howard return to his seat. “They’re wanting us to limit access to the wormholes for others?” 
 
    “Yes,” Zadria chimed in. “Wormholes are notoriously unstable, and we don’t know how long the SUs will be able to counteract that. We wouldn’t want a civilian ship to travel into a wormhole and get stuck... or worse. They also allow us to monitor which ships are using which wormholes, which is important on many levels.” 
 
    Dani’s eyes shot around to her, Cassia, then Jag, and finally landing on Cruz’s worried face. Her eyes lingered on his a moment and he quickly signed, “Later.”  
 
    Dani nodded and looked back toward Zadria. “When do we start the new protocol?” 
 
    Zadria smiled. “Now, actually. They want us to stabilize this end of the wormhole, then fly back through and do the other end with the improved trackers. Houston will be leaving as soon as I give them the green light. They’re going to use their FTL drive to try to meet or beat us to the other end.”  
 
    Dani smiled. “Sounds like a challenge. Wormhole versus a GC faster-than-light drive. I can see why they want us to succeed. Stable wormhole travel will be extremely beneficial to the GC, saving time and money spent on fuel as well as engine wear and tear.” 
 
    “Alright!” Jag hollered from his seat. “The race is on!”  
 
    Regret and worry spread across Zadria’s face at Jag’s enthusiasm before she nodded and wordlessly lowered herself into her chair.  
 
    Dani navigated Osirion closer to the wormhole as the bright flash of Houston’s departure filled the aft cam. “Alright, Howard, you’re up.” 
 
    Howard rose from his seat, retrieving the drone’s control interface from a cupboard.  
 
    Jag craned in his chair, attempting to get a better look at the device as Howard sat once more, locking the interface onto his console.  
 
    Once Howard was locked in, Dani focused her attention on the wormhole ahead. She absentmindedly watched the drone approach the mouth as she ran through the obstacles she remembered from her first pass. With the asteroid and the Raleigh out of the picture, she was confident that their journey would run smoothly.  
 
    As Howard carefully placed the SUs around the mouth of the wormhole, a red laser ran from device to device. Once they were all in place, they emitted a second red beam out toward Osirion, casting a red, glowing cone. Dani was impressed with the technology and turned to Jag to find him still pouting. She shook her head with a smirk before looking back toward the red, web-like structure of lasers.  
 
    “So, what’s to keep someone from just taking one of those out and disrupting the whole system?” She flopped her wrist backward, finger extended toward the screen. 
 
    “The net can function with as few as three SUs. If someone were to take one or more of them out, the wormhole would become significantly less stable. If a ship were to attempt to enter the wormhole after disabling the net, then there’s a ninety-eight percent chance that it will collapse immediately.”  
 
    Dani nodded, trying to hide her concern with the system. It seemed like there were too many things that could go wrong. Hopefully, since Alaska’s Vengeance was still the only known spacecraft to survive a wormhole, attempts for wormhole travel would be minimal.  
 
    “SUs in place and the net is activated,” Howard stated with pride.  
 
    “Alright team.” Dani took one more look around the bridge. “Who’s ready to head back in?”


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 3 
 
    “Jag, get those new trackers out there,” Dani ordered as she eyed the net of lasers wearily.  
 
    He grinned and took aim with his controls. However, rather than a burst and the deployment of a high-speed tracker orb, the ball merely exited and floated slightly away from Osirion. “Wait, that’s it?” 
 
    Howard snickered at his disappointment.  
 
    “Don’t forget the one in the back,” Zadria added.  
 
    “Already done.” Jag sighed and slumped into his chair. 
 
    “What?” Zadria looked at her console. “Oh, I didn’t notice.” 
 
    A deep chuckle rolled out of Howard, and Jag looked even more hurt.  
 
    Dani shook her head, trying to rid the smirk from her face. “I’m heading in.” 
 
    She slowly guided Osirion into the net of lasers and held her breath. Thankfully, the ship passed through them easily, the lasers acting as a mere lightshow on Osirion’s shields. Once the better part of the ship was inside the wormhole, the current took hold.  
 
    The second time through was much less challenging. Dani had a keen memory for where the obstacles lay. There was no blob, no Raleigh, and no difficulties on their journey back through. In fact, the crew seemed bored with the journey. Dani focused on the course ahead, but could see Jag spinning in his chair out of the corner of her eye. Cruz and Cassia seemed to be signing back and forth, but Dani didn’t want to eavesdrop and kept her eyes on the road. 
 
    They emerged from the other side with both tracking orbs intact.  
 
    “Looks like the adjustments to the trackers worked like a charm,” Zadria beamed.  
 
    Dani nodded. “Well done, but I don’t see the Houston.”  
 
    “Guess that means we won,” Jag said. 
 
    “By my calculations, it will arrive shortly,” Cruz signed. 
 
    “Alright, well, in the meantime, Howard... do your thing.”  
 
    Dani set the thrusters to hold them in place at the mouth of the wormhole so Howard could install the SUs on this end. “Zadria, keep an eye on things. Notify me immediately if anything changes. I’m running to the galley.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Zadria said, standing and taking the captain’s chair.  
 
    Dani caught Jag’s puzzled eye and nodded for him to join her. 
 
    “Trying to keep me away from the helm?” Jag sounded annoyed as soon as the door to the bridge slid shut behind them.  
 
    “Of course not. I just want to hear your opinion on all of this.” Dani gestured over her shoulder to the bridge as they walked toward the kitchen.  
 
    “Well, I mean, the trackers aren’t as exciting now,” he complained as he poured himself a cup of coffee.  
 
    “What about the nets?”  
 
    Jag shrugged and poured a second cup, passing it to Dani. “Makes sense that they wouldn’t want anyone getting in there and getting hurt.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Dani nodded a quick thanks. “I just don’t know about this. The GC already controls so much. It just seems like another way to hold power over the people.” 
 
    “Don’t forget that we’re in the middle of a war. A quickly shifting war at that. They wouldn’t want civilians flying into the middle of a battle. You know how quickly the Vaerians moved into PS683.” 
 
    Dani cringed at the mention of PS683.  
 
    “Can’t say that I blame you, honestly. The GC ran you through the ringer,” he continued as he put his arm around her shoulders, giving a reassuring squeeze. “You’re bound to be a little paranoid, right?” 
 
    Dani sighed. “I guess.”  
 
    Jag immediately dropped his arm from around her as they heard footsteps approaching.  
 
    Dani rolled her eyes and grabbed a third cup, filling it as Cruz walked into the room.  
 
    “We have to talk,” he signed after taking a swig of coffee and setting the mug on the table. “I patched into the GC news transmissions while you were in quarantine. There have been some developments.” 
 
    “Go on,” Dani said, sliding into a seat at the table.  
 
    “The ship responsible for the destruction of PS683 was traced back to the rebel sector.” 
 
    Dani stared at him a moment, allowing the words to sink in.  
 
    “Wait,” Jag interrupted with a hushed voice. “So, it wasn’t Vaerian forces then?” 
 
    “No, it was a Vaerian ship, but it turns out it was stolen by the GC rebels.” 
 
    “How’d they piece that together?” Dani whispered. 
 
    “They caught a rebel spy who confessed.” 
 
    “How... convenient.” Jag’s eyes met Dani’s. 
 
    “So, let me get this straight,” Dani started. “The rebel sector has existed as long as I remember. They’ve never done anything like this before. Usually they’re just sabotaging ships and space stations, mildly annoying stuff. So how do they go from being a nuisance to destroying an entire planetary system and millions of innocents, not to mention a rebel refugee planet? That’s quite a leap.”  
 
    “Wait, there was a rebel planet in PS683? Why do you know this and I don’t?” Jag furrowed his brow. 
 
    “You learn things in prison.” Dani shrugged. “I don’t think the rebels would do this.” 
 
    Cruz shrugged. “I only know what was being reported. But, there’s more. They said Dani had joined the rebel sector and was working with them for the destruction of PS683.”  
 
    “Well, as far as they know, we’re all dead now. So, no harm done, right?” Jag grinned. 
 
    “Not exactly. As far as they knew, Cassia and I were still around, and Howard is off being ‘officially’ retired.” 
 
    “I can already see where this is going.” Dani rubbed her temples. 
 
    “Reports say we’re being brought in for questioning.” 
 
    “I guess we better have a chat with Patrick when he shows up then.”  
 
    Zadria’s voice rang out on the comm system, “The Houston has arrived.” 
 
    “Talk about timing,” Dani said as the three of them stood.  
 
    She briskly made her way back to the bridge after finishing her coffee, Jag and Cruz trailing behind.  
 
    “Net looks good, Howard,” Dani praised him as she took the captain’s seat once more. Zadria scuttled back to her station.  
 
    “Incoming transmission,” Cassia announced. 
 
    “Alright, half-screen please.” Dani sat up straight in her chair, waiting. 
 
    Patrick’s face filled the screen. “We need you to dock for immediate transport to the next mission location.” His face blipped away just as quickly as it had appeared. 
 
    Confused glances bounced from crewmember to crewmember as they all strapped in. 
 
    Dani maneuvered Osirion to effortlessly glide into its original docking bay. The launch propulsion system caught the ship as it gently slid in and lowered to the floor just before Dani engaged the localized gravity. As soon as Osirion was parked, Houston crewmembers flooded the hangar. Storage doors were opened, consoles rolled out, and lifts extracted crates and approached Osirion.  
 
    Dani raised her eyebrows, visibly impressed with the pit crew–like choreography.  
 
    “Alright, crew, let’s go stretch our legs.” Dani stood and led the way off the ship through the loading ramp. As soon as she did, workers filled the ship and began checking their inventory with tablets in hand.  
 
    “Kind of nice that we don’t have to restock ourselves, but didn’t we just do this? Do we really need more stuff already?” Jag folded his arms over his chest and surveyed the activity.  
 
    Dani caught sight of the stars outside of the bay’s hatch as they streaked and blurred. The Houston was making a jump.  
 
    “Well done on securing your first target.” Patrick approached the group, arms out as a welcome.  
 
    “In a bit of a hurry, are we?” Dani nodded toward her ship.  
 
    “The next distance to the next wormhole exceeds Osirion’s jump capabilities. It’s more efficient for us to take you there, while we restock your ship.” 
 
    “We’re pretty well stocked already,” Jag mentioned as he watched another crate roll by. 
 
    “Yes, well, we want to make sure you have plenty of supplies in case you aren’t able to get back to us in a timely manner.”  
 
    Jag hesitated and studied Patrick’s face. “Planning for the worst, are we?” 
 
    “You know, you could just throw a better jump drive in there.” Dani folded her arms over her chest. “It’d solve the problem of us waiting around for you to find us.” 
 
    Patrick just stared at her in response before turning on his heel and walking away. 
 
    “So, do you suppose that’s a ‘yes’?” Jag asked from behind her. 
 
    “Highly unlikely,” Howard countered.  
 
    “I still don’t trust that guy,” Jag announced with a sigh. 
 
    Dani expected to have her idea shot down, especially with the recent developments of the alleged rebel ties; still, she had to ask. She also shared Jag’s sentiments about the suspicious overloading of supplies. She reached out and snatched a tablet out of the hands of a worker as he walked by.  
 
    “I need to make a few adjustments to the supply list,” she said as she glanced over the items.  
 
    The worker pointed her in the direction of his supervisor before going about his tasks.  
 
    “I have some things to take care of.” Dani waved back at her crew as she started making her way toward the supervisor.  
 
    The supply list was rather well done, but she needed an excuse to break off on her own a bit and gather her thoughts. She also wanted to track down Patrick and find out how he planned to handle the whole rebel fugitive angle that the news was blasting across the galaxy.  
 
    Dani stopped at the supervisor and mentioned a few more things for the supply list, including some high quality food and a few games for entertainment. If they were going to be gone a longer time, then she wanted to make sure they’d have more than prepared meals and boredom to keep them going. The supervisor jerked the tablet out of Dani’s hands and rolled his eyes at the additions before waving over another worker and pulling him aside.  
 
    Dani glanced across the hangar at her crew. Cassia and Cruz were deep in conversation again. They seemed to have a lot to talk about these days. Meanwhile, Zadria seemed unimpressed about whatever tale Jag was telling that required him to gesture wildly. Howard watched the pair, his belly bouncing up and down as he chuckled. 
 
    “Okay, well, we can get most of this, but we don’t have any hupnal steaks to spare.” The supervisor seemed annoyed. 
 
    Dani cocked an eyebrow at the man, unsure if there was a distinct shortage of hupnal steak aboard or if he just didn’t think they deserved any more of the delicacy. A quick glance around the hangar indicated there was little else for Dani to do after speaking with the supervisor, so she took the opportunity to step out of the hangar and into the boring white halls of the Houston in search of Patrick.  
 
    Dani made her way briskly through the halls in search of Patrick but was disappointed that she couldn’t find him in any of his typical locations. In fact, the rest of the Houston seemed unusually quiet outside of Osirion’s hangar.  
 
    “You there,” Dani hollered after a guard walking down an intersecting hallway. “Do you know where Patrick is?” 
 
    The guard’s eyes shifted quickly in the direction in which he was going. “He should be in Conference Room D.” 
 
    Dani thanked the guard and wound back to the conference rooms, wondering what could possibly make the GC guard so uneasy. The door was closed when she got there, and Patrick’s strong, commanding voice spoke out behind it. Dani couldn’t quite hear what he was saying and leaned in close, but the speech stopped just as she did. The door suddenly slid open, and Dani was face to face with one of the ship’s scientists, who startled and jumped back, nearly causing an avalanche of lab coats.  
 
    “Sorry,” she mumbled as she stepped aside to let them exit.  
 
    After the last scientist stepped out of the conference room, Patrick greeted her in the doorway, looking perturbed. “Yes?” 
 
    “Can we talk?” 
 
    “I suppose so.” Patrick stepped aside and swept his arm toward the table.  
 
    Dani quickly took a seat and racked her brain for a starting point. 
 
    Patrick sighed, checking the clock on the tabletop display. 
 
    “So, rumor has it that the rebel sector was responsible for PS683?”  
 
    “Mmhmm.” Patrick leaned back in his chair, pressing his fingertips together as he narrowed his eyes at her. 
 
    “First they say one thing, now they say the rebels. Seems like they’re grasping at straws anymore.”  
 
    Patrick continued to squint at her silently.  
 
    Dani wrinkled her brow at his response. “What should we do?” 
 
    “There’s nothing to be done,” Patrick spat out the words like they left a bad taste in his mouth.  
 
    Dani pursed her lips and glanced across the tabletop display. “You don’t think they’ll come after Cruz, Cassia, or Howard?” 
 
    Patrick shook his head with a slight smirk. “They probably will, but, naturally, they won’t find them.” 
 
    “You aren’t worried about anyone on this ship saying anything? I mean, some of the staff isn’t exactly friendly.” 
 
    “You and your crew don’t have anything to worry about here. Houston’s entire crew is invested in this project, besides...” Patrick leaned forward in his chair, lowering his voice. “I know everything that happens on this ship. Plus, everyone here has something to lose.” 
 
    Dani nodded slowly. “Okay. And I’m guessing you’re hauling us halfway across the galaxy to get us out of the way, just in case?” 
 
    Patrick smiled. “You can never be too careful. The Houston has a massive ICC field. This particular wormhole places some distance between us and the closest police outpost. We’d have plenty of time to react if someone were foolish enough to attempt to go over my head.” 
 
    “I’m counting on you to keep us all safe.” Dani hated to admit it, but it was true.  
 
    Patrick stood and placed a fatherly hand on Dani’s shoulder. “You worry about keeping your crew in line and getting those missions done. Let me worry about everything else.” 
 
    For a moment, Dani felt as though Patrick were channeling her own father. His sturdy hand, his way of making her feel safe.  
 
    Her expression gave away her doubt. “I’m serious,” Patrick said once more. “I know you feel as though you were wronged for what happened before, but I’m not going to let anything like that happen to you.” 
 
    Dani opened her mouth to talk, but Patrick turned her and guided her into the hall.  
 
    “Please, get back to the hangar and prep your crew. We’re nearly there.” Patrick took a step back, the door to the conference room closing between them.  
 
    Dani remained there in the hall, staring at the door for a moment. This wasn’t the first door closed in her face, but that didn’t reduce her worry. More times than not when this sort of thing happened, it was because someone was hiding something. Regardless, there was nothing she could do about it right now. Her cheeks billowed out in a long exhale before she turned and headed back to the hangar.  
 
    When she arrived, the others had regrouped and were waiting for her. Stars still blurred past the window, but the new supplies had been loaded, the empty crates removed from Osirion’s hull, and the hangar was cleared.  
 
    “Howard,” Dani said as she approached the group, “did you check everything over yourself, too?” 
 
    Howard nodded. “Everything looked great. Nothing out of the ordinary.” 
 
    “Good.” Dani breathed a sigh of relief. “Patrick tells me we’re almost there. Let’s board and get ready.” 
 
    Dani led the crew up Osirion’s ramp once more, thankful for the retreat into her ship.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 4 
 
    Dani drummed her fingertips on the arm of her captain’s chair as she waited for everyone to get settled in. Carl, attracted by the noise, jumped up into her lap, curled up in a ball, and started purring.  
 
    “You’re quite the little anxiety detector, aren’t you, Carl?” Dani whispered to the feline as she rubbed his cheek with her finger.  
 
    Carl rolled onto his back and pawed at the comm hanging from Dani’s ear.  
 
    “What’s our next mission, Z?” she asked as she placed the comm back in her ear to protect it from Carl’s claws.  
 
    “They want us to set up the net then head in and see where it goes,” Zadria answered, swiping across the tablet that held her notes. 
 
    Carl, displeased that Dani removed his toy, hopped down and made his way to Cassia’s side. She quickly scooped him up, and he curled up in her lap. 
 
    “Any surprises in this one?” Jag asked as he flipped between status screens on his console. 
 
    “I hope not.” Zadria sighed as she wrinkled her forehead.  
 
    “I’m actually kind of liking not knowing where we’re going to end up. Keeps things interesting,” Cruz signed with a smile. 
 
    “I’m not so worried about where we’re going to end up as what’s going to happen on the way there.” Zadria’s voice cracked, and Carl perked up his ears.  
 
    Dani saw the stars outside Houston come to a halt through Osirion’s windshield and perked up. “Looks like we’re here.” 
 
    “Alright, the hangar’s clear. Go ahead and head out when you’re ready. Good luck,” Patrick said to the crew through the comm.  
 
    Dani grabbed the controls and proceeded to launch Osirion out into the open space around the Houston. The wormhole, suspended in space, was immediately visible after Osirion left the safety of Houston’s belly.  
 
    Dani began a scan of the wormhole and accessed the holographic display. Only, instead of the wormhole, the display zoomed in on the coordinates of S802-P825-C1106-66d.  
 
     A gasp escaped Dani’s lips as the familiar scene unfolded on the holographic podium before her. Immediately her eyes darted to Cruz, who held up his hands defensively. Her hands were frozen above the controls, but the scene still managed to shift to that of the wormhole before them.  
 
    “Wait, what was that?” Zadria asked, standing. 
 
    “Malfunction,” Jag quickly retorted, giving Dani a tight-lipped nod while Zadria examined the podium. 
 
    The rest of the crew seemed to be sharing concerned glances, but Dani did her best to avoid any further eye contact and she instead focused on the wormhole projected on the holographic display. 
 
    The outer edge of this one was far more flattened than the previous two. In fact, the beauty of it helped bring Dani back to the present. It looked like a blossoming clematis, her mother’s favorite flower.  
 
    “It’s so pretty,” Cassia cooed as Dani brought Osirion around to face the funnel head on. 
 
    Petals of pink and silver bloomed open from the center of the funnel and reached into the darkness of space around it. The hollow of the tunnel lacked the glowing white light they’d experienced before, but the pink and silver continued down the throat, illuminating the first bend.  
 
    “Howard?” Dani cued without taking her eyes off the beauty before her.  
 
    The bridge was silent. 
 
    Dani blinked rapidly and pulled her eyes from the wormhole. “Howard?” she asked again, turning to look back at the gawking man. 
 
    “Oh,” Howard mumbled as he shook his head back and forth. “Right, sorry.”  
 
     “What are we going to name this one, Jag?” Dani turned to him and nodded toward the wormhole. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know, maybe Claudia.”  
 
    “What? Not impressed?” Cassia asked. 
 
    “I’ve seen prettier things.” He shrugged. 
 
    Dani almost swore she could see a red tinge creep across Jag’s face as he angled his neck to stare down at his console controls. She turned and raised an eyebrow to Cassia, who shrugged in return. She then looked to Cruz, who she noticed was glancing at Cassia out of the corner of his eye. What is going on with my crew? she wondered.  
 
    The drone launched, and Howard expertly guided it around the petals, placing each SU carefully around the rim. “If the other end is as large as this one, we’ll need to restock on SUs before the next mission.” 
 
    “I’ll make a note,” Zadria commented as she tapped on the screen of her tablet.  
 
    Dani still wasn’t sure about Zadria, but it was nice to have another person around to take care of things. Standard GC crews ran with four individuals, the captain, first officer, communications officer, and navigation specialist. Warships like Alaska’s Vengeance also carried a doctor, mechanic, a weapons specialist, and a crew of fighter pilots and alternates. However, with the pressing war drawing out resources, Dani’s previous crew lacked a weapons specialist and alternate pilots. Still, they’d managed to make a decent dent in Vaerian forces.  
 
    Now, her crew looked somewhat different. Jag doubled as first officer and weapons specialist as he did before. Cruz now carried the additional title of medic, as did Zadria and Cassia to a certain extent. Howard’s duties had now stretched beyond those of a mechanic. It seemed that they were all working multiple jobs at this point.  
 
    “All set,” Howard announced as the net linked and came online. The cone of this wormhole was much flatter due to the outer shape of the funnel, but it still looked like it was functioning properly.  
 
    “Alright, everyone ready?” Dani asked as she ran her regular systems checks, ensuring everything was ready to go.  
 
    Nods around the bridge satisfied her question, and she slowly maneuvered Osirion into the net. “Don’t forget our tracker orbs,” Dani reminded Jag. 
 
    “Launching now,” he replied. 
 
    Dani verified the tracker orbs on her monitors before proceeding forward.  “Houston, we’re proceeding into the wormhole now.”  
 
    “You’ve got a go from us. All systems are up and tracking. Take care,” Patrick’s voice confirmed. 
 
    The moment before the wormhole took hold of them with its own gravitational pull was exciting. It reminded Dani of the time her father had taken her off-world to a planet boasting a large amusement park. She remembered anxiously looking at her father as they sat in the front car of an old-fashioned roller coaster. The climb to the apex of the track was filled with anticipation of the ride ahead.  
 
    As Osirion continued to creep forward, Dani felt the current-like gravity catch. “Here we go!” 
 
    She eased up on the thrusters, letting the wormhole do the work to conserve fuel. The tunnel ahead looked clear of debris up to the first bend. As soon as Osirion was past the point of no return, the gravitational force took hold, lurching the ship forward and into the tunnel.  
 
    The brilliant pinks and silvers continued as they sped through the wide space. This one was much roomier than the wormholes they had traveled before. It was almost an enjoyable experience. The beauty combined with the ease of the flight made it seem like they were out for a leisurely drive.  
 
    “Well, this one doesn’t seem bad at all,” Zadria said, sitting up a little taller in her seat. 
 
    “No.” Jag pointed across the bridge at her. “Never, ever say that.” 
 
    “What? There isn’t anything in here that poses a threat,” she replied, gesturing to the windshield ahead of them.  
 
    “Radiation levels are spiking,” Cassia announced. 
 
    “Close the solar shades,” Dani ordered.  
 
    “That’s why.” Jag quickly pressed the switch to close the solar shades and activate the display screen before sitting back in his seat, crossing his arms across his chest with a smug grin.  
 
    Zadria shrugged. “So? Radiation is to be expected in wormholes. In all honesty, the solar shades should have already been closed prior to entering.”  
 
    Dani sighed. “Enough bickering, you two. It’s done now. How are we looking, Cassia?” 
 
    “Good. The solar shades effectively stopped the radiation.” 
 
    Dani relaxed her shoulders and continued to guide Osirion through the bends of the wormhole. It did feel almost too easy, but she didn’t dare say anything, as the universe loved to prove her wrong.  
 
    “Detecting massive lifeform readings ahead,” Cassia said as she squinted at her monitor. 
 
    “Weird,” Zadria mumbled as she stared down the straightaway projected onto the large screen. “I don’t see anything but the end of the tunnel.”  
 
    The long, straight section of the wormhole ended with a small, black circle in the distance, much like the exits of previous wormholes. Dani peered ahead. “You sure, Cassia?” 
 
    “Uh...” Cassia pecked at her console rapidly. “I don’t think that’s the end, Dani.”  
 
    As the wormhole continued to pull them through the tunnel, Dani couldn’t help but notice that she couldn’t see anything defining in the darkness ahead. In the other wormhole, there had been a glimpse of stars and whatever else lay on the other side. Not this time. Just pure blackness. 
 
    “Shit,” Dani muttered as she realized what lay before them. “Jag, weapons, now.”  
 
    Jag offered a puzzled look but complied with the order, lowering the weapons relay to his console. The relay controlled four sets of primary weapons located around the ship, as well as eight additional minor weapons. “What am I aiming at?” 
 
    “The ooze ahead that’s completely blocking the tunnel.” Dani’s blood chilled as she gave the instructions. She hoped that the weapons would have an effect on the roadblock ahead, because she knew the shields wouldn’t protect them. The shields were only designed to protect against energy blasts and projectiles. They weren’t capable of offering a bubble of protection through however much of the black, oozing organism lay in wait ahead of them.  
 
    Jag fired into the dark that spanned the width and height of the tunnel. The energy blasts poked holes through the organism, but they quickly filled again with more of the churning ooze. “This isn’t working. It’s like shooting mud.” 
 
    “Keep firing!” Dani ordered, racking her brain for an alternative.  
 
    As they drew closer, they could see that the ooze had coated the inside of the wormhole, not only blocking their path but also spreading like roots down all sides toward them. “How thick, Cassia?”  
 
    “It’s thick, more than four times the length of our ship,” she replied as she projected the results of the scan on the holographic display. 
 
    Dani knew they couldn’t fly through the mass. The density would likely result in an unsurvivable collision, and even if that didn’t kill them, the organism would lock onto their ship and they’d have no way to rid themselves of it. With as much as they measured, they’d likely remain stuck in the middle of it with no way to seek help. “Prepare to hop,” Dani ordered. 
 
    “Wait, you’re going to hop while inside a wormhole?” Zadria’s vitals immediately elevated. “You realize that we have no idea what will happen, right?” 
 
    Dani ignored her, knowing it was their only chance. “Jag, reroute weapons power to the jump drive.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” He enunciated the last word and shot Zadria a dirty look. 
 
    Dani couldn’t help but smirk slightly as she started up the jump drive, the hum of it vibrating throughout Osirion. She’d never let them know, but she preferred the bickering over the flirting any day. The organism ahead seemed to be pulling itself through the tunnel toward them, the roots getting thicker as it drew closer before thinning out further down the tunnel.  
 
    “Here we go!” Dani activated the jump drive, causing the wormhole around them to jolt. A tendril of black reached toward them from the middle of the tunnel just as the walls of the wormhole fell away into a blur of pink, silver, and then black.  
 
    Osirion rattled and shook violently, alarms sounding throughout the bridge.  
 
    “Shields are dropping rapidly,” Jag announced, his words thick with worry. “Seventy-five, sixty, forty-five, twenty percent.” 
 
    The light radiating around them from the main screen changed from blackness to blinding yellow light, prompting Dani to drop out of the hop.  
 
    “Shit!” Dani yelled as space slowed around them and they found themselves heading into a massive yellow star. She banked Osirion away from the gigantic celestial body, firing the main engines and the secondary thrusters to full power in an effort to break out of the star’s gravitational pull.  
 
    “Shields are at twelve percent,” Jag advised. 
 
    “Hull temperature rising to dangerous levels,” Cassia echoed the temperature alarm sounding and flashing through the bridge.  
 
    Dani couldn’t respond, as all her strength and attention was focused on not flying into the star. Unable to directly break the gravitational pull, she instead decided to slingshot around the star. She only hoped that she could do it before the ship was entirely compromised.  
 
    Using the star’s own gravity, Dani shot around the equator with incredible speed. In fact, readings indicated that they were traveling much faster than the engines were equipped to handle due to the momentum from the wormhole, the jump, and the star’s gravity.  
 
    A large solar flare erupted before them, reaching out into space and nearly into their path. The heat could be felt throughout the bridge as sweat streamed down from Dani’s forehead.  
 
    “Shields at four percent,” Jag announced. 
 
    Almost there. Dani stared ahead as they completed the slingshot and escaped the star’s orbit, flying away from it into a planetary system thick with a significant number of worlds. A sigh escaped Dani’s lips as they sped past the molten planets closely orbiting the star. There were upwards of two dozen planets locked in orbit around the star at varying distances and orbits.  
 
    “Temperature dropping,” Cassia announced with a sigh of relief.  
 
    Dani quickly glanced at the vitals display, levels for all crewmembers dropping to normal ranges. “How did we come out on shields, Jag?” 
 
    “Two percent. That was close. The damn star just about burned away everything we had.”  
 
    Two percent was still better than zero, Dani rationalized with herself. “Cruz, see if you can pinpoint our location. I’m going to slow us down and fall into orbit around that larger planet at one o’clock.”  
 
    The bell dinged and Dani guided Osirion to the deep blue and purple planet ahead, satisfied it’d be a better choice than the dense cluster of molten planets they passed through. As they fell into orbit at a reasonable distance from the planet, she engaged the autopilot and reached for her mug of water.  
 
    “Cassia, why don’t you scan the planet and see what we’re looking at?” Dani stared at the blue surface, sprinkled with patches of what appeared to be water. 
 
    Dani relaxed, resting her head back on her headrest, and opened the solar shades to get a better view of the planet. She’d about had it with whatever the black, gelatinous organism was. She glanced down at her console and flipped through the status screens. Shields were holding at two percent, but the tracker orbs were gone. 
 
    “I sure hope you can figure out where we are, Cruz, because it might be a while before the Houston can track us down since we lost our orbs somewhere along the way.” Dani waited for the ding of acknowledgement, but it didn’t come. She looked up toward Cruz’s station. He sat still, staring at his display. “Cruz?” 
 
    He slowly lifted his eyes and pressed his lips together, furrowing his brow. His eyes caught Dani’s. The confusion splayed across his face caused a feeling of dread to wash over her. Cruz was the most reliable navigator she had ever met, and he had never failed to pinpoint their location before. But this time, the bewildered look on his face made her extremely uncomfortable.   
 
    “We’re in uncharted territory,” he signed, confirming her fear. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 5 
 
    Dani stood next to Cruz’s seat, bending over the console with him as they ran yet another scan on the celestial bodies near and far and sighed heavily. “Not a single hit.”  
 
    Cruz typically could figure out where they were based on the planets in the system itself. When that didn’t work, he relied on the computer’s system to map out their location in relation to key stars and planets around them while cross-referencing the GC database. Only this time, not even that technique was working. 
 
    Zadria peered over her shoulder. “I’m out of ideas, too. This is virtually impossible without a point of reference.” 
 
    Dani stood and stretched her back. Only she, Cruz, Cassia, and Zadria remained in the bridge. Howard and Jag were looking over the ship’s systems and engines. The past few hours had been spent running every scan possible to determine their location with no success. The monotony of it all was starting to wear on Dani and the crew. 
 
    She walked around to the holographic display of their current planetary system and ran a hand through her hair. “Okay, let’s run through this again. The hop caused us to exit the wormhole prematurely. That leaves us without an entrance point to go back the way we came, which even if we could there’s the matter of the organism.”  
 
    Cruz joined Dani and zoomed out on the holographic display. “We can’t get a lock on our location. I’ve programmed the navigation system to try to take account of any possible points of reference, but we’ve got to be pretty far out of the charted areas to have this much difficulty pinpointing where we are.” 
 
    Dani nodded. “Okay, now let’s go over what we have going for us.” 
 
    Zadria looked up from her tablet. “We have enough supplies to last us several weeks.” 
 
    “If needed, we could probably gather more supplies on the planet. Scans indicate a survivable atmosphere as well as water, so the planet is capable of supporting a variety of lifeforms,” Cassia chimed in. 
 
     “Well.” Howard entered the bridge, wiping his hands on a cloth clipped to his work-belt. “The good news is that Jag and I made a few adjustments to allow the ship to recharge a little faster.” 
 
    Jag had entered just behind Howard and quickly made his way to his station. “Shields are now at nine percent and climbing. The jump drive is charging as well, though more slowly.”  
 
    “Good work, guys. Cassia, what else do you know about the planet?” Dani asked as she made her way to Cassia’s station. 
 
    “Well, I know you’re going to want to see this.” Cassia leaned to the side to allow Dani a better view.  
 
    Dani leaned in and scrolled through the scan details. “Oh, wow. Put it up on half of the main screen.” 
 
    Cassia displayed the scan details. The atmosphere was oxygen-rich so they’d have no problems breathing should they need to land. There were also several bodies of water dappling the sphere. The planet itself seemed to lack large oceans; however, the many sizable lakes covered roughly fifty-five percent of the surface. Mountain ranges crested like winding snakes across the globe, dividing the land into what appeared to be different habitats. 
 
    A list of resources scrolled across the images of the planet, causing Zadria’s eyes to widen. “Twenty-eight percent of the planet is covered in glowshard. That’s the highest percentage I’ve ever seen. This is a huge find! If other planets in this system are like this then the GC will want to establish colonies here as soon as possible.” 
 
     “Huh.” Howard’s fingers ran down the list on the main screen. “Interesting.” 
 
    Dani perked an eyebrow. “What is it?”  
 
    “Lots of good stuff down there. Especially this.” His finger landed and tapped about halfway down the list. 
 
    “Egniorium, isn’t that what they use to power hyperdrive technology?” Jag asked from his station. 
 
    Howard nodded. “It is. In fact, depending on the quality of it, I might be able to convert the jump drive to a hyperdrive, at least temporarily.” 
 
    Dani smiled. “Well, that’s something. How much do you need?” 
 
    “I’ll run some calculations and let you know.” Howard scratched his chin. “I don’t know how much good it will do us if we can’t figure out which direction to go, though.” 
 
    “Let us worry about that.” Dani made her way back to Cruz’s station. “You find out what we need. Jag, go prep the cruiser for a trip down to the planet.” 
 
    “You got it,” Jag said as he left the bridge. 
 
    “Cruz, can you program a search based on our origin and set it to reevaluate at periodic intervals? Maybe we can figure out our last known location and work from there.” 
 
    “You bet,” Cruz signed before getting to work whipping through the screens on his console. 
 
    “Hey Dani.” Cassia’s voice wavered slightly. “Can you come here for a minute?” 
 
    Concerned, Dani crossed the bridge to Cassia’s station. “What’s up?” 
 
    “I’m running a more detailed scan of the surface. There don’t appear to be any signs of civilization.” 
 
    “Good. We won’t have to worry about negotiating then.” Dani shrugged. 
 
    “But look at this.” Cassia pointed to her central display. “These marks here are lifeforms, reptilian it seems. Their behavior and brain-to-mass ratio indicates they’re also rather primitive.” 
 
    “They’re big,” Dani observed, starting to understand Cassia’s nervousness.  
 
    “Just wait,” Cassia said as she stroked Carl, who was purring in her lap.  
 
    Dani stared intently at the screen, narrowing her eyes. Five large lifeforms slowly circled a smaller creature. Dani pressed her lips together and took a deep breath, holding it. She could already guess where this was going.  
 
    Cassia and Dani both jumped slightly as the five larger lifeforms suddenly converged on the smaller one.  
 
    Dani clamped a hand over her mouth. “They’re fast,” she mumbled through her fingers. 
 
    Cassia nodded, looking distressed.  
 
    Dani stood and bit her lip, looking around the bridge. What she thought would be a two-man job was starting to look more like she’d need a small army. Her eyes landed on Cruz across the bridge. His military ground experience would certainly help them out. “Cruz, can you come over here please?” 
 
    Cruz looked up from his screen for a moment before leaning back down, hitting a few keys, then making his way across the bridge. Dani couldn’t help but notice the spring in his step that he’d regained with the new prosthetics. Even though working with Patrick could be difficult at times, it wasn’t without its perks. 
 
    “Cassia, show him,” Dani ordered.  
 
    Cruz watched with a trained eye, not flinching as the hunting pack picked off another smaller creature.  
 
    Dani waited until Cruz looked up from the screen and caught her eye. She was relieved that there wasn’t an ounce of fear in his expression.  
 
    “We’re going to need a lot of ammo,” he signed. “I’ll go check the armory.”  
 
    Dani nodded to Cruz and he left the bridge.  
 
    “Dani?” Cassia muttered quietly.  
 
    “Yeah?” She turned to her crewmate, her friend. Cassia’s eyes were the opposites of Cruz’s. Instead of a distinct lack of fear, hers were brimming with it.  
 
    “Be careful.” 
 
    Dani patted Cassia on the shoulder and attempted a reassuring smile before walking over to Howard. “Looks like it could get ugly down there.”  
 
    Howard looked up from his calculations. His vantage point would have allowed him to watch Cassia’s screens as they examined the lifeforms. “I wish there were another way, but I am coming up dry.”  
 
    “Did you figure out how much of this stuff we’ll need?”  
 
    “More or less. I still need to work out a few details but if you can bring back around fifteen pounds, that should do the trick with a little leftover.” 
 
    “Oh, well that doesn’t seem too bad,” Dani mused. “How’s everything else looking?” 
 
    “Shields are at sixty-two percent, jump drive is just over forty.”  
 
    “Good.” Dani blew out a deep breath and gestured to Cassia’s station. “So, I take it you saw?”  
 
    Howard nodded slowly but didn’t say anything. He didn’t need to; his feelings on the matter were written all over his face in deep lines of worry.  
 
    “I’ll put Z in charge while we’re down there so you can focus on making the adjustments to the jump drive.” 
 
    “Sounds good. Good luck, Dani.” 
 
    “Hey, Z. You’re in charge. Take good care of the ship. We’ll be back as soon as we can.”  
 
    “Yes, Captain.” Zadria stood and saluted.  
 
    Dani returned the gesture a bit uncomfortably, as she wasn’t used to saluting in the comfort of her own ship, but she didn’t feel as though now was the appropriate time to come down on the girl. Dani herself remembered her rookie day, fresh out of the academy at the young age of twenty-one. She, too, was eager to please—and possibly annoyingly so.  
 
    Dani turned and nodded to Cassia, who she thought might rub the fur off the cat with as quickly as her hand ran down the length of his back, but Carl didn’t seem to mind.  
 
    She left the bridge and made her way down to the cruiser. Jag and Cruz were already geared up in protective armor and checking their weapons. Cruz passed Dani a reinforced armor suit, and Jag pulled another rifle and two more handguns from the weapons closet.  
 
    “I trust Cruz informed you of the situation?” she asked Jag as she got into her gear and tied her hair back. 
 
    “Yup, sounds like we’re going to want to get in and out of there as quick as possible.” 
 
    Dani nodded. “Howard says we only need about fifteen pounds of this stuff, so hopefully we can find it all in one place.” 
 
    The three of them climbed into the cruiser, Jag taking the pilot seat and Dani taking the co-pilot seat next to him while Cruz clipped their weapons into the secure holder and placed a case marked ‘explosives’ in the cargo area. 
 
    “Alright, Cassia, can you hear us?” Dani spoke into her comm. 
 
    “Loud and clear,” Cassia replied. “I ran a scan and found a large egniorium deposit. It’s nestled between several lakes and appears relatively isolated from the hunting plains where we saw the predatory creatures. Unfortunately, you can’t land on the doorstep so it will be a bit of a hike. I’ll send Jag the coordinates now.”  
 
    “Sounds good. Got the coordinates, disengaging from Osirion now.”  
 
    The cruiser released from Osirion’s belly and maneuvered in the direction of the violet planet below. As they drew closer, the purple, silver, and blue cloud cover obscured much of the green-blue foliage below, but not completely. Dani raised the shields on the cruiser to prepare for reentry as Jag guided the small craft toward the planet’s surface. They dove through the thick clouds and into the crisp air below.  
 
    “Sensors confirm that the air is oxygen rich. Shouldn’t have any problem breathing here,” Dani reported, happy to see that their original scans were accurate. 
 
    The canopy of blue-tinted leaves covered this area of the planet, only breaking away for the occasional clearing. Small featherless flying creatures, remarkably similar to bats with beaks, left the protection of the trees below to swarm around the cruiser.  
 
    “Ugly little guys.” Jag wrinkled his nose as he glanced out the window at one of the pointy-nosed, splotchy-skinned fliers.  
 
    Not long after, a much larger flying creature took to the air. The tree it launched from shook considerably as the winged beast became airborne. Tufts of scraggly yellow and red feathers ruffled as the creature shrieked and snatched two pawfuls of the smaller lifeform before practically crashing back into the canopy, sending a slew of more featherless bird-like animals into the air. 
 
    A second unkempt, winged beast propelled from the canopy, this time toward the cruiser. It soared up near the windshield, bits of flesh dangling from its fanged mouth. It screeched, the remnants from its previous meal falling to the earth below.  
 
    “Gross,” Jag mumbled as he split his attention between the creature and the looming mountain ridge ahead.  
 
    The rocky peaks seemed to be relatively innocuous at first glance. But as they drew nearer, the crew could see thick coils writhing around the peaks. 
 
     “Pull up, Jag,” Dani ordered as she eyed the shifting ground cautiously. Aside from the large beast flying alongside them, the rest of the flying wildlife had remained over the lush canopy. Dani wasn’t sure if their absence here was due to the lack of foliage or something else, but she didn’t want to take any chances.  
 
    Jag complied and the cruiser climbed in altitude. The beast screeched once more and accelerated ahead of the cruiser.  
 
    As they reached the summits, Dani could see that the writhing ground wasn’t ground at all but a nest of massive snake-like creatures. Claws along their tails clamped down on the stone as the snakes launched their heads toward the cruiser with snapping jaws, the claws anchoring them from leaving the safety of the cliffs. Thankfully, the cruiser was out of reach, but the flying predator was not.  
 
    The first snake made purchase with the animal’s fleshy belly, causing it to jerk in the air and immediately circle around due to the tether created by the snake. Within a few seconds, more snakes sank their fangs into the massive beast and pulled it down to their roost. The screeches instantly went from a sound of aggression to one of pain. 
 
    Dani, Cruz, and Jag exchanged glances as the shrieking stopped. 
 
    “Good call,” Jag said, his knuckles white as he held onto the yoke.  
 
    “Looks like the egniorium deposit is in this valley.” Dani checked Cassia’s coordinates with their current location. “Let’s see if we can find a good place to land.” 
 
    “I suggest staying away from the hunting fields,” Cruz signed before pointing to a large swath of land covered in tall, bluish grasses and squat, green trees.  
 
    Dani nodded. “Agreed. With what we’ve seen on this planet so far, I don’t want to mess with any of the predators around here. They mean business.” 
 
    “Coming up on a landing site.” Jag flipped a switch to drop the landing gear and another to power on the landing thrusters.  
 
    The tall grass and shrubs below stirred, causing Dani to shift uncomfortably. Her suspicions were confirmed as a thick, scaly tail rose from the grass momentarily before running in the direction they were flying. 
 
    “We’ve got company,” Dani alerted Cruz and Jag.  
 
    They continued drop in altitude, the creature that moved through the grass keeping pace with the ship.  
 
    “There’s a few over here, too.” Jag nodded out his side of the cruiser.  
 
    Dani frowned, watching three more swaths of grass rustling alongside the ship’s path.  
 
    The lakes passed by below them as Jag made his way toward a flat area of ground. The creatures halted just before the grass’s edge as the cruiser glided over the mirrored lake surfaces, causing ripples to fan out on each one. Once across, Jag carefully lowered the cruiser, small trees and grass swaying from the landing thrusters.  “Osirion, we’ve landed. Stand by.”  
 
    The network of lakes lay just ahead with a glowshard-covered hill at their center. The exterior of the hill was the same sponge-like, blue-green-purple material that made up the exterior of Osirion. It comprised millions of tiny organisms all working together to form a tough, self-healing skin. The glowshard was able to live in nearly any environment, but it did require specific conditions for its self-healing properties.   
 
    Dani, Jag, and Cruz leapt into action as soon as the thrusters shut down. They quickly donned their helmets and holstered their handguns, picking up the rifles last.  
 
    “Cassia, do you read?” 
 
    “Yes, Dani, I’m here.” 
 
    “How’s it looking out there?” 
 
    “I’m not seeing anything in your immediate vicinity. The lifeforms seem to have returned to the prairie. The scans show me that you landed near the egniorium deposit. It’s just there at the center of the lakes.”  
 
    “Looks like there’s a cave right there along the water’s edge.” Jag pointed out the window.  
 
    “Alright, Jag.” Dani grabbed two port-cons from their docking stations on the cruiser and powered them up. “I need you to go in and get the egniorium, fifteen pounds of it. Cruz and I will watch your back. I don’t know if this will work in there, but take it anyway.” 
 
    A honeycomb structure of smaller lakes lay before them. Land bridges no more than a few feet wide divided the lakes and ultimately led to the hill at the center.  
 
    Dani stepped out of the cruiser, squinting as the sun glinted off of the settling water. “Looks like we’ll have to wind our way over there.” 
 
    Cruz and Jag joined her, carrying the supplies. Expanding out from the lakes was a variety of landscapes. A mountain range began its upward slope behind them. To the left and right were the prairie hunting lands for the unnaturally quick predators. And directly ahead, beyond the lakes, lay a grove of the low, wide trees.  
 
    Dani passed the first port-con to Jag and adjusted the second, attaching it to her left forearm. “These won’t be effective for sensing lifeforms more than a few yards away, so we’re relying on Cassia’s eye in the sky.”  
 
    “You got it,” Cassia replied. “Z has us locking in orbit above you, so I’m watching. So far the big ones are still on the other side of the lake.”  
 
    “Egniorium is pretty soft,” Howard chimed in. “It’s red and should look kind of like cloudy gelatin. Don’t let its appearance fool you, though. Despite its malleability, it’s quite heavy. Oh, and don’t shoot at it or blow it up because you’ll die.” 
 
    Jag snorted and grinned. “You almost left that little detail out, didn’t you, old man?”  
 
    “I told ya, didn’t I?” Howard’s chuckle rang out across the comm. 
 
     “Let’s get a move on,” Dani said as she started toward the first path of land running between two lakes. She would have loved to take more time to enjoy the beauty of the planet. It wasn’t often that she had the opportunity to explore on this level. However, the constant stirring of the tall grass from the gentle breeze made Dani uneasy, especially after witnessing how quickly the predators moved. 
 
    Dani kept a watchful eye as she navigated them along the network of glowshard-covered stone paths toward the center. The occasional glance down allowed her to see deep into the pools of water surrounding them. Vibrant green fish darted away from the trio and down into the deep blue as they passed.  
 
    Dani turned when she reached the cave to look out across the land again. “Cassia, you’re sure there aren’t any signs of civilization? I don’t want to be stealing someone’s egniorium. I know how valuable it is.”  
 
    “No, scans didn’t pick up any tech readings or find any indications of civilization. If someone is here, they’ve done a really great job of hiding themselves.” 
 
     “Hey, Howie, there’s some of this red stuff on the ground here outside the cave.” Jag knelt down to examine some faded red crystals.  
 
    “That’s no good to us. We need stone that hasn’t been exposed to the sun’s rays. It weakens it, making it brittle and useless.” 
 
    “Gotcha.” Jag sighed. He picked up one of the red stones and crushed it easily between his fingers. 
 
    Dani proceeded to the mouth of the cave, turning on the light mounted on her rifle and shining it into the entrance. The cave was small, but it was large enough that the sun didn’t seem to reach the back half of the cave. She squinted at the dim glow produced by the light on her rifle, but couldn’t tell for sure if any of the egniorium that showed up on the scans was easily accessible.  
 
    “Looks good, Jag. Get in there and get us what we need. Cruz and I will wait here. Stay on comms.” 
 
    Jag made his way into the cave, sweeping his lit weapon to and fro.  
 
    Dani turned to face Cruz, who was perched on a rock and staring across the network of lakes through his scope. Dani followed his gaze to the tall grass on the other side. Several tails, she counted seven, waved in the air in a circle. Dani whispered, “Looks like they caught something.” 
 
    Cruz remained motionless, staring at the herd while Dani slowly scanned the area around the lakes once more. Movement near the ship caught her eye, and she crouched down, lifting her rifle and taking aim.  
 
    Though Dani’s father spent much of his time away on missions, they did bond over some common hobbies, one of them being hunting. Bob Devereaux was a sportsman at heart, though he wasn’t one who only hunted for the trophy. He prided himself on always having a fair hunt and using as much of his prey as possible. There was a calm about him when they were on their excursions. He always told Dani that there was something so centering about being out in the wilderness.  
 
    As Dani peered through her scope, she could make a slight outline of a smaller animal at the edge of the grass. She wasn’t able to tell exactly what it was, but she knew it was there. She pulled her eyes away for the briefest of seconds to glance at her port-con and make sure no other, larger lifeforms were closing in.  
 
    She took a deep breath, everything seeming so clear. Each blade of grass was in focus. The gentle breeze across her cheek shifted, placing them upwind of the small animal. The movement stopped.  
 
    Dani held perfectly still, waiting. Patience was key in a hunt, but despite her experience, she didn’t want to shoot the creature if she didn’t have to. Dani whispered into the comm, “How’s it going in there, Jag?” 
 
    “Found a nice sized deposit and I’m working on carving the egniorium out now,” his hushed reply returned.  
 
    A short, quiet whistle came from Cruz’s direction.  
 
    Dani lifted her eyes to his perch, keeping her weapon trained in the direction of the creature. 
 
    “They’re moving around the lakes,” he signed, then pointed.  
 
    The creatures cut paths through the tall grass alongside the water, working their way along the outer edge of the lake area and back toward the cruiser. An occasional glimpse of thick, scaled tail was their only identifying trait.  
 
    The grass rustled, and a quiet sound emerged from the shrubbery, something between a chirp and a mew. Dani’s eyes flew to the source of the noise as it stepped into a small opening. Her heart started to race as the medium-sized creature spotted her. Its face was long and flat with pointed teeth angling out of its jaw. It stood on its back two muscular legs while one of its front claws clutched a small, wriggling, furry creature. The other arm steadied the mix of what Dani could only describe as a crocodile and gorilla, the likes of which she had never seen before. 
 
    Dark scales and tufts of either fur or fine feathers coated its body. But the characteristic Dani couldn’t take her eyes off of was the tail, a smaller version of the tails belonging to the creatures making their way around the lake. 
 
    She had seen the dark tufts of fur-like feathers all around the entrance of the cave, but she’d assumed they belonged to some kind of bird. It didn’t take her long after spotting the creature to realize she was woefully wrong.  
 
    “We have a problem,” she whispered, sitting motionless as the realization came to her. “I think we’re in their nest.” 
 
    As soon as Dani finished talking, the creature before her dropped the animal it held, which scampered into the undergrowth. It crouched down, facing her, much like Carl would just before he pounced on whatever he was stalking at the time. She was unsure if it wanted to play or was getting ready to attack; regardless, she switched the safety off on her weapon. 
 
    Then the creature shrieked the most awful scream Dani had ever heard. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 6 
 
    The noise from the animal stopped Dani’s heart as her eyes darted to the far end of the lakes that the creatures were rounding. Their movement stopped, but only for the briefest of seconds. A moment later, they were on a full-on run toward the cruiser and what Dani guessed to be their young.  
 
    “Lifeforms coming in fast!” Cassia called out through the comm. 
 
    “Jag, grab what you can and get out of there,” Dani ordered as she and Cruz hurried behind a large rock at the water’s edge. They took aim where the tall grass ended as they watched the tails swarm closer. The youngling screeched again before sprinting toward them along the stone laced between the lakes and toward the cave.   
 
    Dani started to pivot toward the smaller animal when the rest of the herd erupted from the grass. A mess of muscle, snapping jaws, and deep-throated roars erupted from the mass of creatures. Dani turned back to them and opened fire along with Cruz, ignoring the smaller, less threatening version of the beast as it ran into the cave behind them.  
 
    “Jag, you’ve got company!” she shouted as she fired shot after shot into the herd.  
 
    The beasts stumbled but didn’t stop. Their thick hides held up well against the ammunition, leaving only minor wounds that seeped with a vibrant purple ooze. The ineffective bullets seemed to anger the beasts as their roars increased in volume and intensity. 
 
    Rocks and dirt slid down the hillside beside Dani. She swung her weapon toward the origin of the disturbance and was surprised to see a leather-clad woman sliding gracefully down the side of the hill, bow drawn. The wind tousled the woman’s vibrant red hair as she skidded to a stop at the bottom of the hill. She loosed a well-timed arrow straight into the open jaws of one of the beasts, the tip protruding through the back of the skull. 
 
     Dani’s eyes widened as they met Cruz’s and they imitated their sudden ally and aimed for the mouths of the beasts when they roared. One of Cruz’s shots hit its target as it found its way into the gaping mouth of a large beast, blowing out through the back of its skull and dropping the now-lifeless animal to the ground. The others paused a moment to look at their fallen kin before roaring anew and resuming their charge.  
 
    They continued to fight alongside the redheaded woman as the creatures made their way through the maze of lakes and stone. Even the non-lethal hits were slowing them down, slightly. However, the remaining beasts seemed to grow stronger and more determined as each creature fell.  
 
    Another beast splashed into a pool alongside the path, its massive tail causing the next to fall in as well. However, the second animal quickly recovered and climbed out of the water to resume its charge.  
 
    “Gaaah!” Jag’s scream echoed in Dani’s head through the comm, followed by gunfire.  
 
    “Jag, you alright?” Dani shouted over the firefight.  
 
    “Let’s just get the hell out of here!” he shouted again, running up beside her with a limp and taking aim along with Dani and Cruz after a momentary glance at the stranger.  
 
    Dani and Cruz’s rifles ran out of ammunition and were tossed aside as the pair drew their handguns. The redheaded woman ran out of arrows and drew a long, curved blade from a sheath.  
 
    Another one down, three left, but they were too close. The guns slowed the pace of the herd significantly, but they weren’t enough to stop it. Cruz holstered his weapon as the animals closed the remaining distance, and then he pulled a large knife from his utility belt.  
 
    With all the grace of a skilled fighter, Cruz launched himself over the rock and tackled the first creature, thrusting his knife into its mouth and out the top of its head. He quickly retracted his arm with a twist and charged the next beast while Dani and Jag shot at the third.  
 
    A poorly timed roar resulted in the demise of the creature Jag and Dani shot at while the last menacing beast threw Cruz to the ground and lumbered over him.  
 
    Jag leapt on the animal’s back, drawing his own knife and attempting to shove it into the creature’s neck. The rough scales deflected the blade, causing only a shallow cut, but one deep enough to draw more of the purple ooze.  
 
    Angry, the beast reached back and pulled Jag off, throwing him at Dani before turning to Cruz once more with another loud roar. Cruz quickly drew his handgun and fired into the creature’s mouth three times, causing it to stumble forward and fall on him.  
 
    The redheaded woman hurried to Cruz’s side and tugged on the beast in a fruitless effort to free him. 
 
    Dani and Jag untangled themselves and scrambled to their feet. Jag’s knife had slit across Dani’s side between her armored plates during the collision, and she winced in pain as she straightened out her torso. The two hurried to Cruz’s side and tried to roll the heavy beast off of him.  
 
    After several pulls and some pushing on Cruz’s part, the four of them were finally able to remove the beast and free Cruz.   
 
    In the distance another roar sounded.  
 
    “Let’s get the hell out of here!” Dani shouted as she ran toward the cruiser, holding her side.  
 
    Cruz quickly grabbed her by the wrist and pointed to another grouping of the dinosaur-like tails running toward the cruiser. 
 
    “The cruiser is surrounded. Head for the grove of trees if you can. I don’t see any lifeforms that direction,” Cassia called through the comm.  
 
    Dani turned to run the opposite direction, but she lost her footing on the purple ooze–covered stone and slipped down, into the water. Her equipment weighed her down, and the cut on her side stung fiercely at the exposure to the water, limiting her ability to quickly recover. She knew how to swim, but the water in the lake provided her with less buoyancy than she had ever experienced.  
 
    Her kicks and attempts to grab onto the side of the stone wall were futile as she rapidly sank deeper and deeper below the surface. In a desperate attempt to save herself, she started to unclip gear from her body, but before she could release her pack, a wave of red hair dove into the water beside her. The warrior woman hooked her arm under Dani’s and kicked off the wall, back toward the surface, where Cruz quickly grabbed Dani by the armored plate on her chest and hoisted her out of the water. 
 
    Dani sputtered and gasped as the woman climbed out and grabbed Dani by the arm once more, practically dragging her along the path. Cruz followed close behind, glancing back over his shoulder at the cruiser, where the creatures had just emerged from the brush. 
 
    Jag was near the edge of the lake system, limping along with a pained look on his face. He stopped and stared back at Dani and the others. “Is she okay?” 
 
    “Go!” Dani yelled and waved at him between coughs as she struggled to keep up with the red-haired woman. Her lungs burned, but stopping wasn’t an option at this point.  
 
    The woman reached Jag and grabbed the egniorium bag from his hands. He started to protest, but more frantic waves from Dani convinced him to let it go. The warrior woman swung the bag up over her shoulder and set off in a dead sprint toward the trees. 
 
    Dani was impressed with the woman’s speed and thankful for her help. Without the extra weight, Jag was getting along a little better, but Dani and Cruz still caught up with him rather quickly, and if they could, the beasts could.  
 
    She glanced back across the honeycomb of stone and water and saw the creatures were quickly gaining ground and were nearly to the cave. Had it been open field, they would have surely been dead by now. Dani swung around to look toward the trees. They seemed so close, yet so far away.  
 
    “Cruz, get Jag,” Dani ordered as she firmly placed her hand on her side and tried to pick up the pace. 
 
    In near effortlessness, Cruz bent and angled his shoulder under Jag’s arm on the side of Jag’s injured leg and grabbed him around the back. His muscles flexed as he started to run, Jag bouncing along beside him on his good leg. They made quick time and caught up to Dani with relative ease. She gritted her teeth and tried to ignore the pain as they made their way toward the thick trees.  
 
    The warrior woman reappeared through the foliage and waved them closer, but as they neared she held up her hands, gesturing for them to stop. The trio quickly came to a halt and saw the reason for the woman’s hesitation. The trees were covered with gigantic thorns as big as Dani’s forearm. At the end of each glistened a drop of amber-colored liquid, sparkling in the sunlight.  
 
    The woman beckoned for them to follow her and carefully stepped between a pair of the trees that were slightly more spaced out that the rest. Dani followed next, contorting her body away from the dagger-like thorns and into the darkness of the grove. Once she reached an area where she could turn around, she helped guide Jag through, then Cruz.  
 
    Within the safety of trees, Dani and her crew could hear the animals shrieking, but they didn’t follow. Even without the thorns, the trees were much too close for the large beasts to find their way through, and Dani felt relief for the first time since the youngling first appeared. 
 
    “I think we’re safe.” She sighed. “Cassia, do you have eyes on us?” 
 
    “Yeah, but the animals are circling the grove so you probably should stay put for a while.” 
 
    “Well, we can’t exactly stop here. There’s not even room to sit, let alone do anything else,” Jag complained as he tried to find a safe spot on a nearby tree to lean on.  
 
    “Where’d that woman go?” Cruz signed, peering through the trees around them. “She seems like she knows the way.” 
 
    Dani rotated in the small area before spotting the woman’s red hair through the mess of trunks and thorns. “This way.” 
 
    They continued on, following the mysterious warrior woman as the trees grew even denser and the light filtering through the leaves overhead grew dim. Finally, they stumbled into an opening in the foliage. The break in the trees was smaller than the cruiser but had enough room for them to stretch and rest without the fear of being impaled.  
 
    At the center of a clearing was a circle of stones with charred wood in the center. The egniorium bag lay next to the fire pit. Cruz walked over and scooped up the bag, placing it in the shade at the edge of the grove. 
 
    The red-haired woman was kneeling below a torn canopy of lightweight fabric. Ropes secured the fabric to trees, and the trees beneath the awning had been dethorned. Dani wrinkled her forehead as she took in the rest of the camp. The grass in the clearing was packed down and looked like it had been for some time. The areas on the trees where the thorns had been removed seemed to be healed over. Under the canopy lay a bed of leaves and grass along with a stack of firewood.  
 
    “Hey,” Dani said quietly as she approached the woman. “Thank you.” 
 
    The woman turned and smiled at Dani before handing her a length of rope tied to a tarp and pointing to a tree on the opposite side of the clearing. Dani followed her instructions, securing the tarp as the woman ran around and secured the other three corners. She looked up at the darkening sky then gestured for Dani and her crew to climb beneath the tarp. 
 
    “Have you been here long?” Dani asked, signing as she spoke in hopes the woman would be able to understand her. Instead, she just received a blank stare.  
 
    “It’s sure be nice to have Cassia around right now. She knows more languages than anyone I know,” Jag said as he examined his leg. “Of course, I don’t think she would have made it through all of that without having a breakdown.” 
 
    Cruz swung his hand back and thumped Jag in the chest with a glare. 
 
    “Ow! Geez, beat up the injured guy. You know it’s true though.” 
 
    “I can hear you.” Cassia sounded annoyed over the comm. 
 
    Jag’s eyes widened. “Er, sorry, but these things were crazy.”  
 
    “It’s fine, I don’t want to be down there either. But tell me about the person that you’re with. Maybe I can help you communicate with her.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure she’s a person actually, but humanoid for sure.” Jag cocked his head to the side as he stared at the woman, who was carving the meat off of something she dug out of the fire pit. 
 
    Dani followed his gaze and started to notice subtle differences in the woman that she hadn’t seen clearly before. What she thought was armor in the heat of battle was actually the woman’s skin. Scales covered her exposed forearms and lower legs. They also framed the outside of her face along her hairline but not around her features, still allowing for movement and expression.  
 
    “I’ll amplify the comm signal so you can pick up anything she says,” Dani said as she adjusted the dials on her comm device.  
 
    “Ræmâ,” the woman said as she presented bits of deep pink flesh to Dani, Cruz, and Jag on a flat stone.  
 
    “I think that’s dinner,” Cruz signed before smiling, nodding, and taking a handful of the meat.  
 
    Dani did the same. “Thank you.” 
 
    Jag stared at the meat before looking at Dani. “You know, I think I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Eat it.” Dani frowned at him. “You’re injured. You need to eat.” 
 
    Jag stretched out his leg with a grimace and examined it before giving the woman a half smile as he retrieved a bit of the meat. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Viniramâgi anćer da?” she asked as she knelt next to Jag’s leg and peered at the blood seeping from the wound at his knee. Without waiting for a response, she took out her large, curved knife and reached for his leg. 
 
    “Whoa!” Jag’s eyes widened and he held up his hands in front of the wound. “It’s just a bite, no reason to get crazy with that thing. Dani, do something.”  
 
    Dani knelt next to the woman and peeled back a torn section of the blood-soaked clothing. “It looks pretty bad.” 
 
    Cruz joined them. “We need to stop the bleeding.” 
 
    The woman looked between the three of them and then reached for Jag’s leg again. With a quick swipe of the knife, she sheared the tattered clothing and armored plates away from his leg, just above the knee. The bite mark was distinct, with several puncture holes where half a dozen teeth had broken through the flesh. The skin around each puncture was starting to darken, and the blood seeping out was a deeper red than Dani had ever seen with an injury.  
 
    The woman stood and stepped out of the clearing, leaving the three of them alone. Cruz took his canteen and poured some water over the wound, causing Jag to wince. He opened his first-aid kit and took out some gauze and antibacterial ointment, but before he could apply any, the woman reappeared.  
 
    In her hands she held a large thorn from one of the trees, half full of the amber-like liquid. In the other hand she clutched a handful of small, white flowers. She knelt next to Jag once more, carefully passing the hollow, liquid-filled thorn to Cruz before meticulously pulling the petals off of each of the flowers and shoving them into her mouth. As she chewed on the petals, she rubbed the flowers’ centers on Jag’s wound, leaving a dusting of yellow.  
 
    “Oh, that feels nice.” Jag smiled and relaxed his shoulders somewhat. 
 
    The red-haired woman took the thorn back from Cruz and spit the broken down petals inside. She swirled the concoction and plucked a palm-sized leaf from a nearby bush. 
 
     “She’s not gonna...” Jag started, but before he could finish, she slathered the yellow-and-white-speckled salve first on the leaf, then on Jag’s wound, eliciting a yelp from the patient. Jag cringed. “Yup, that just happened.”  
 
    Dani watched the woman, who sat back and watched Jag’s wound closely. She seemed to be aware of what she was doing—at least Dani hoped that she was.  
 
    Jag’s face slowly morphed from a look of mild discomfort to one of overwhelming pain. “Gah! That burns! Stop her, Cruz!” he hollered.  
 
    “She looks like she knows what she’s doing,” Cruz signed and sat back, watching her. 
 
    “Can I please have more of those flowers? They were nice. Took away the pain. Would love some more of that,” Jag rambled through his clenched jaw. 
 
    The blood trickling from his wounds ceased, and the woman smiled and passed the thorn back to Cruz, who pushed it into the ground so it wouldn’t topple.  
 
    “Thank you,” Dani said, relieved. Jag had lost a fair amount of blood and she was happy that the woman’s medicine had put a stop to it. “What can we call you?” 
 
    A confused look from the woman caused Dani to frown. She decided to try another approach and touched her own chest, then pointed to Jag and Cruz in turn. “Dani, Jag, Cruz.” 
 
    The woman’s eyes followed Dani’s pointing and she nodded in understanding before tapping her own chest. “Sylvine.” 
 
    “Sylvine,” Dani repeated with a smile before pointing to Jag’s wound. “Thank you.” 
 
    Sylvine peered past Dani at the wound and retrieved more of the salve from within the thorn, slathering it on again. 
 
    “No, not necess—” Jag squeezed his eyes shut, then after Sylvine was finished, he slowly opened one. “Oh, it wasn’t so bad that time.” 
 
    A loud crack of thunder overhead pulled the group’s attention to the black, billowy clouds rolling in overhead.  
 
    “Kunshe,” Sylvine said as she pointed to the sky. She quickly covered the firepit with a wide rock and retreated to her shelter just as the rain started to fall.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 7 
 
    Large drops of water drummed on the tarp overhead as Dani stared at it. She lay on her back, nestled in the cramped space between Cruz and Jag with her hands folded on her stomach. Every few minutes, her attention shifted from the pooling water overhead to Jag. He lay silently with his eyes closed—that is, until her gaze lingered a little too long. Then he’d pop an eye open and she’d quickly look away. At times his breathing seemed labored and she worried about his injury, but he didn’t seem to be in too much pain.  
 
    The cut on her side bothered her somewhat, but not enough to bring to anyone’s attention. She didn’t want to waste any medical supplies on her minor wound when Jag’s seemed so much worse.  
 
    The water pooled in the center of the tarp until a stream formed, running from the top. Sylvine jumped up and gathered the rainwater in a large bottle and drank from it before offering it to the Dani, Cruz, and Jag.  
 
    Dani, propping herself up, welcomed the offer. The crisp water was delicious and helped Dani clear her mind. The storm had been raging for about an hour, but the lightning and thunder were starting to die down. “Cassia, can you give me an update on those beasts?” 
 
    “Wha? Oh, yeah, sure. One sec.” Cassia yawned. “I’m not seeing any lifeforms in the prairie or near the lakes. There are a lot at the base of the mountains, but it looks like you should be able to get to the cruiser just fine.”  
 
    “I think we should get going.” Dani rolled off of her back and into a crouched position below the tarp. “Jag, are you okay to walk?” 
 
    “I think so.” Jag grunted as he climbed to his feet, then immediately toppled into Dani. “Or not.” 
 
    “Easy there.” Dani laughed. 
 
    “Hey, you try getting up with a completely numb leg. Not so easy.” 
 
    Cruz stood, grabbed the egniorium, and sturdied Jag while Dani gathered the rest of their belongings.  
 
    Sylvine popped up from her nest, looking alarmed. “Ladonulkoshumnakir thaji. Ulchânma koshum kunshe.” 
 
    Dani took another look around the camp. Her eyes were drawn to the harness attached to the canopy over Sylvine’s area. It was a parachute. Maybe Sylvine wasn’t from this planet. It would make sense that she wasn’t, since Cassia had found no signs of civilization. Dani gestured to Sylvine. “Sylvine, would you like to come with us?”  
 
    Sylvine watched Dani and the others as they prepared themselves to lead, the expression on her face a mix of worry and annoyance. Then, as the group stepped out from under the tarp and made their way over to the entrance into the clearing, she finally got up and hurriedly grabbed a satchel before joining them.   
 
    Dani led the way through the twisted trunks and thorns, helping guide Jag through while Cruz helped him from behind. Sylvine brought up the rear, collecting more of the white flowers as well as thorns and strips of bark from here and there.  
 
    The rain was barely noticeable beneath the intertwined canopy of leaves, but the occasional roar of thunder and flash of lightning were still startling, even at several miles away. Despite the storm, the prairie was relatively well lit. The two moons peeked over the mountain ridge and lit up the area through a break in the clouds. Dani glanced skyward. “Are you still there, Cassia?” 
 
    “No, it’s Zadria. Cassia really needed a break so I took over.” 
 
    “Hey, Z. Good looking out. How are things looking out there? Anything I need to be aware of?” 
 
    “Doesn’t look like it. Everything must be taking shelter in the storm, because the only things lighting up the sensors between you and the cruiser are the fish in the lakes.” 
 
    “Great.” The tension in Dani’s neck eased slightly. “I can handle fish.” 
 
    “Alright, guys, let’s see if we can’t get back to the cruiser and get off this planet.” Dani stepped out and into the rain. The heavy drops quickly wetted and chilled her hair, then ran down her face. She knew that running around in a storm may not be the best idea, but she figured they might as well take advantage of the empty prairie while they could.  
 
    The group plodded along across the field, back toward the lakes and the cruiser. Dani continuously surveyed the surrounding area for any sign of the creatures. Their path was quiet, and wet. But they reached the lakes safely. 
 
    “Maybe we should go around,” Dani said softly. “I don’t know if anything’s home in that cave and I really don’t want to deal with those creatures again.” 
 
    Lightning cracked across the sky above them and shot into the earth near the grove of trees where the once sought shelter. Another bolt burst from nearly the same area, crackling and charring the ground near the lakes. 
 
    “Fænulkuzinakir thaji,” Sylvine said from behind as she went around Dani and her crew and took the lead, working her way quietly and carefully across the network of land bridges.  
 
    “I don’t know what she said, but I’m with her.” Jag limped after Sylvine. “There’s no way I’m getting hit by lighting on top of the chunk that thing took out of my leg.” 
 
    Cruz simply nodded to Dani and followed the others, leaving Dani alone on the shore. 
 
    With a sigh, Dani shot a nervous glance toward the cave once more before she followed along, bringing up the rear of the line. She didn’t like the thought of getting close to the creatures’ den again, but she didn’t like the idea of getting struck by lightning either. And it seemed that the storm was picking up again, illustrated by two more violent outbursts of lightning behind them. 
 
    Sylvine led the group on a different path than before, taking them around the den but still a shorter distance than they would have traveled had they avoided the lake network completely. Occasionally she’d stop and peer down into the water a moment before continuing. Dani wasn’t sure if she was worried about her footing, or something else. But she made a mental note to have Cassia work with the woman to learn her language so they’d be able to communicate on a better level.  
 
    Sylvine waved Cruz and Jag past her at an intersection of stone pathways and pointed to the cruiser before turning and walking toward the fallen beasts they’d slain earlier in the day. Dani stopped and watched her curiously as Cruz helped Jag to the cruiser.  
 
    Sylvine pulled a smaller pouch from the one she wore around her waist. She knelt next to one of the beasts and cut the tongue from its mouth and placed it in the bag before turning to repeat the process with the next fallen creature.  
 
    Dani was intrigued with her actions, but became distracted when the lake next to her began to release copious amounts of bubbles. She cocked her head, peering into the depths. 
 
    “Degamkirit!” Sylvine shouted as she pointed at the cruiser, clutching her bag of tongues.  
 
    Dani looked toward Cruz and Jag, thinking maybe they were in danger, but they were loading up without any apparent threat.  
 
    The bubbles started rising out of another nearby lake, and Dani watched them nervously, taking a quiet step toward the cruiser. Suddenly, she felt Sylvine’s hand upon her wrist as the woman jerked her, nearly pulling her off her feet.  
 
    A series of roars and shrieks from the cave at the center of the lakes quickly caught Dani’s attention. The creatures were awake—and they were mad.  
 
    “Shit,” Dani mumbled as she tried to keep up with Sylvine on the slippery path.  
 
    Cruz was standing at the cruiser’s hatch, raising his weapon and taking aim past the women.  
 
    Dani pulled Sylvine into a crouched position as they continued to hurry along, using her other hand for balance. Near the edge, Sylvine let go of Dani and turned, drawing her blade and dropping the bag of tongues into her pouch. Dani stumbled past her, then turned to look at the oncoming charge of beasts.  
 
    The thick-bodied, lizard-like beasts gathered at the opening of the cave, beating on their chests and on the ground. A few of the larger animals were making their way toward Dani and her crew, but they lacked the speed they’d had earlier in the day. Dani hurried and ducked into the cruiser with Sylvine and Cruz close behind, Cruz locking the hatch. Jag was already firing up the thrusters and preparing the cruiser for takeoff.  
 
    “Are you sure you can fly this thing right now? The storm is getting worse again.” Dani watched as the lightning cracked across the sky over and over. She had tried to tune it out as she crossed the lake, but it had steadily been growing more frequent by the minute. 
 
    “We’re about to find out!” Jag shouted back over the noise of the storm. 
 
    Cruz tapped Dani on the shoulder frantically, and pointed out the windshield toward the lake. The creatures had stopped in their tracks. Their attention was no longer locked on Dani and her crew, but instead on the bubbling water around them. Dani squinted through the rain-streaked windshield as Jag continued to run through the pre-flight checks.  
 
    Suddenly, a tentacle several times the length of the cruiser shot out of the water and fell across onto one of the creatures. It quickly coiled around the beast, which fruitlessly tried to scramble away, and pulled it down into the bubbling water. 
 
    “Holy cow,” Jag shouted, “let’s get out of here!” 
 
    He grabbed the yoke of the cruiser just as another tentacle, bigger than the first, erupted from the lake closest to them and dropped over the top of the cruiser.  
 
    “Get us out of here!” Dani ordered Jag. 
 
    “I can’t get off the ground. That thing’s too heavy.” The cruiser’s engines strained and the spacecraft lurched slightly, causing the tentacle to coil around them.  
 
    Dani’s heart was in her chest. The cruiser was too large to get pulled down into one of the small pools, but she was still worried the creature would damage the ship.  
 
    Before she could think of a solution, Sylvine had thrown open the hatch and was hanging halfway out of the cruiser. With her long blade in hand and a swift downward motion, she severed the tentacle and swung the hatch shut once more.  
 
    “Dekoshum!” she shouted at Jag. 
 
    “Don’t need a translator to tell me what that means,” he quipped as the cruiser shuddered and rose off the ground. Jag gently rocked the small ship until the remaining length of tentacle slid off to the ground. From there, they quickly gained altitude and Jag flew toward the break in the clouds over the mountains. “Get strapped in. We’re going to be leaving the atmosphere.”  
 
    Dani, and Cruz quickly fastened their safety harnesses, then Sylvine did the same.  
 
    “Glad to hear you guys are on your way back,” Zadria said over the comms. “We were a little worried there.”  
 
    “You, missy, need to take another lesson on reading life signs. There was a little more than fish in those lakes.” Jag laughed. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry,” Zadria mumbled back. Dani could almost hear the embarrassment in her voice. 
 
    “Just have some medical supplies ready when we get there. Cruz and this lady did an alright patch job, but I wouldn’t mind trading the spit for some actual bandages.” 
 
    “Uh, okay,” Zadria responded after a brief hesitation. 
 
    “Dani, I’m not feeling so great. Can you take over?” Jag asked.  
 
    She turned to him, noticing that much of the color had left his face, and quickly switched the controls over to her console. “You gonna be alright?” 
 
    “Oh, sure.” Jag closed his eyes and leaned back in his seat. “I’ll get patched up back on Osirion and be good as new.” 
 
    Dani nodded, but bit the inside of her cheek, trying not to let the worry show. She was thankful the small craft piloted almost exactly like other GC spacecraft. It was easy flying back to Osirion. At one point, she carefully reached down to reassess the damage to her side. It felt like the wound had ripped open again in the commotion, but it didn’t appear to be much worse.   
 
    On their approach to Osirion, she continued to glance at Jag to assess his state. Tiny beads of sweat were beginning to form on his forehead.  
 
    “Hanging in there, Jag?” she asked as she began the docking procedure. 
 
    He responded with a simple grunt.  
 
    As soon as the cruiser was locked in, Dani, Sylvine, and Cruz got up to help Jag through the hatch. The rest of the crew waited in the unloading area. They all paused to stare at the redheaded woman as she stepped out of the cruiser and took in her surroundings.  
 
    “Introductions later, people.” Dani clapped her hands together, causing the crew to burst into action. Cassia passed Cruz the medical supplies, and Zadria offered water to each of them. Howard climbed into the cruiser and retrieved the egniorium.  
 
    “I’m going to get to work refining this. Shouldn’t take too long, but I want to get us headed back as soon as possible.” Howard stared at Jag’s wound as he spoke; once more, the blood had started seeping out of several holes where the creature’s teeth had pierced his flesh. 
 
    Cruz quickly wrapped Jag’s wound and helped him to his feet. “I’m not sure how long that will hold. We might need more of Sylvine’s medicine to stop the bleeding again.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t think that’s necessary, guys,” Jag said as he stepped forward, crumpling into Dani and slowly sinking toward the ground in pain.  
 
    Dani did her best to hold him up. “You sure about that?” 
 
    “Well, maybe it’s not such a bad idea,” Jag grunted as Cruz hooked Jag’s arm over his shoulders.  
 
    Dani frowned at Jag. He looked to be failing fast and hung limply from Cruz’s shoulder. “We need to get him into bed.”  
 
    Cruz nodded and scooped Jag up over his shoulder despite Jag’s grunts of protest. Cruz began the climb up to the main level with Zadria in tow.  
 
    “Cassia, this is Sylvine. Please get her a translation chip.” 
 
    “Already thought of that.” Cassia smiled and placed the translation chip on Sylvine’s lapel. “Although, I don’t believe her language is in our database. The few words I picked up over the comm didn’t have any hits on my translation software. I’ll probably have to program her language in manually.” 
 
    “Great. Get started on that as soon as you can. But first, I’d like to take her to Jag’s room to see if she can do anything to help him like she did on the planet.” 
 
    Cassia led the way up to the main level with Sylvine behind. Dani started up the ladder, but as she climbed, she was overcome with horrible nausea. She continued up the ladder and attempted to push the feeling aside, but it only grew in intensity, bringing lightheadedness with it. She stopped and hooked her arms around the ladder, squeezing her eyes shut in an effort to stop the ship from spinning and swaying around her, but to no avail.  
 
    Dani’s grip failed and she felt herself falling toward the metal walkway below. Her head collided with the interior wall, and pain shot through her skull and down her neck. She looked up at Cassia and Sylvine peering down the ladder at her and tried to reach her hand toward them, but lacked the strength. Darkness started creeping in from the edges of her vision, spreading until it was all she could see, and she found herself floating in space once more. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 8 
 
    It didn’t take long for Dani to pinpoint her location as she floated through space. The star system that she fell into was as familiar to her as her childhood home. She was at the same coordinates that kept haunting her: the place where her father was killed.  
 
    Her consciousness seemed suspended without her body, the same way it had been when she’d experienced the execution at the prison. Oh man, am I dead? Dani willed herself to move and managed to float through the night sky, only this time something was different. There was a new planet in the system, and it bore an uncanny resemblance to the same blue planet they’d just visited.   
 
    Dani tried to put a stop to her drifting, but no amount of thought could contend with her momentum. The planet was coming, and it was coming fast. She braced herself for impact, but instead of feeling her body slam into the earth below, she merely stopped falling as soon as she neared the ground. The tall grass around her moved as though there was wind, but Dani felt none. She didn’t seem to exist in any special form that she could imagine; instead, she seemed to just be a floating consciousness. 
 
    “Hey, kiddo, ready to head out?” Dani’s father stepped out of the brush and approached her, rifle slung over his shoulder, hand extended. 
 
    Dani caught a glimpse of her adolescent self in his sunglasses and looked down at her hands before reaching to take his. The warm, rough grip of her father’s hand was incredibly reassuring and familiar as he led her back into the brush.  
 
    “The beasts are ahead; they just got a kill and are feeding. We should be able to limit their numbers,” Dani’s father explained as though nothing had ever happened. 
 
    Dani stared at him in awe, knowing this had to be a dream. There was no way he could be here right now, unless she was dead after all.  
 
    The pair stopped, and her father parted the grass to show a ring of the beasts hunched over, pushing raw flesh into their maws with their hands, tails in the air for balance. That was when Dani noticed the prey. The floral dress being trampled beneath their feet was her mother’s favorite.  
 
    “Dad,” Dani gasped, grabbing onto his arm. “They’ve got Mom.” 
 
    Suddenly, her dad’s arm wasn’t his arm at all, but instead the branch of a lifeless tree. The bark crumbled away at her touch.  
 
    “Dad?” Dani questioned as she stepped back from the tree slowly.  
 
    A roar erupted from the dining creatures with more to follow. The grass crunched around her, but the creatures remained out of sight. She spun in a circle, trying to see which direction they were coming from as she went to grab her firearm, which was absent.  
 
    Dani groped her body for a weapon, anything she could use to defend herself, but came up empty-handed. The first creature leapt through the tall grass and landed on her, the two of them tumbling to the ground as another jumped on her, and another. 
 
    “Dani!”  
 
    Their teeth tore at her flesh on her side, causing it to burn and gush the violet-colored ooze. 
 
    “Dani!” Howard’s voice pulled her out of the dream as he shook her. “Wake up!” 
 
    Dani clawed and thrashed, attempting to escape the perceived attack until Cruz pinned her to her bed. His strong grip held her down while Howard ran a cool cloth over her head and said something she couldn’t quite understand to Cruz before the darkness came again. 
 
    Her mind continued to dance between consciousness and sleep as flashes of the planet, the creatures, her parents, and her crew came in random intervals. The intervals slowly grew longer and longer until she was able to wrap her mind around what was happening.  
 
    Various images started staying with her for longer periods of time. Howard and Jag arguing at the foot of her bed, Sylvine checking her wound and applying the concoction, Cruz with his arms around Cassia as she cried at Dani’s bedside. Each vision was fleeting, and no matter how desperate Dani was to interact, she couldn’t quite manage to do so. 
 
    The next time Dani woke up, she was nose-to-nose with a black, furry, vibrating weight on her chest. As her eyes fluttered open, Carl cocked his head and rubbed his face on hers. Dani sputtered and spit out the bits of cat fur that found their way into her mouth.  
 
    “Are you really awake?” Cassia sat up from her slouched position in the chair next to Dani’s bed. 
 
    “Ugh, I think so. What happened?” She squinted in the dim lighting, her head pounding. 
 
    “You were injured. Best Cruz could figure was that it happened when Jag landed on you. We found some blood on his knife along with a little bit of that purple stuff.”  
 
    Dani pushed herself up into a seated position, wincing and grabbing her side as Carl curled up on her lap. “Yeah, but that was nothing. How’d it turn into this?”  
 
    She lifted her shirt, her eyes widening at the vibrant purple markings that snaked like tendrils across her abdomen from beneath the fresh bandage.  
 
    “We think it was some kind of venom or virus from the creatures. It was pretty touch and go there for a while. Sylvine did something with some weird sap and flowers, and that’s what finally helped pull you out of it.” 
 
    “How long was I out?” Dani pushed herself up into a seated position. “Wait, how’s Jag?” 
 
    Cassia smiled and nodded toward the door. “Ask him yourself.”  
 
    Dani turned to see Jag leaning in the doorway. “You look like you’re feeling better,” he said as he approached her bed, limping, and sat on the foot of it. 
 
    “Yeah.” Dani breathed a sigh of relief. “You too.” 
 
    “Sylvine can work wonders with random plant bits and some spit.” Jag chuckled. “As gross as that may be.” 
 
    “So, wait, what’s going on? Was I out long? Did we figure out where we are?” Dani raised a hand to where she’d hit her head. There was a tender bump, but no open wound. 
 
    “Slow down there.” Jag got up and got Dani some water. “You’ve been in and out for the past three days.” 
 
    “Three days? You’re kidding me. Why so long?” 
 
    “Well, when you get poisoned and don’t tell anyone about it, then it takes a bit to make you better.” Jag glared as he spoke. 
 
    Dani cleared her throat. “Right, so update me on what’s going on, please.”  
 
    “Z’s been keeping everyone in line. Cruz has spent all his time either looking after us or trying to figure out where we are. Sylvine is quite the medic, and Cassia’s been taking care of everyone.”  
 
    “So we’re still lost.” Dani sighed, sinking back against her headboard.  
 
    “For now, but we’ll figure something out. We always do.” Jag patted Dani’s hand.  
 
    Cassia perked up. “I have made some progress logging Sylvine’s language. I’m working on updating the translation programming so we can communicate more effectively.” 
 
    “Okay, well, that’s good news. Do we know anything about her yet?”  
 
    “She hates Carl,” Jag said with a chuckle. 
 
    “She doesn’t hate Carl.” Cassia rolled her eyes with a huff. “She just doesn’t know Carl.”  
 
    Just then, Sylvine walked into Dani’s room, looking down at a tray of medical supplies. The second she laid eyes on Carl, she gasped and turned around and left the room.  
 
    “What’d I tell ya?” Jag asked, folding his arms across his chest. 
 
    “That doesn’t prove anything.” Cassia dismissed his question with a wave of her hand. 
 
    A moment later Cruz returned with the tray and shooed Carl from the bed, handing the tray to Jag.  
 
    Carl hissed at Cruz before jumping down and winding his way around Cassia’s legs.  
 
    “Oh, yeah, who couldn’t love Carl?” Jag’s voice dripped with sarcasm.  
 
    Cassia glared at him before scooping Carl up and leaving the room. 
 
    “You guys need to lighten up. Carl’s not so bad,” Dani interjected.  
 
    “Time for your medicine,” Cruz signed before preparing his supplies.  
 
    Dani lay back and exposed the wound, allowing Cruz to clean it. At one point she winced, causing a look of concern to bloom on Jag’s face. But before anyone could say anything, Zadria poked her head into the room. 
 
    “Cruz, I think we’ve got a hit on your location program!”  
 
    “That’s great! Cruz, go. Jag can finish up here.” Dani waved at Cruz to leave.  
 
    Cruz hurried out of the room after Zadria, and Jag placed the tray on Dani’s legs, walking around the bed to take Cruz’s place.  
 
    “You sure you want me to do this?” Jag asked as he examined the wound. “I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Dani reassured him as their eyes met. “I’m tough.” 
 
    Jag offered a crooked smile before picking up where Cruz left off. He carefully finished cleaning the wound before taking out some of the sap and flower mixture. He coated a section of gauze with the stuff and gently applied it to the wound.  
 
    Dani watched him closely, trying not to let the twinges of pain show in her expression. She didn’t want him to feel bad when he was trying so hard to be tender with her. At one point, his hand brushed against her stomach and the smallest of gasps caught in her throat as his touch caused an electrified sensation to ripple through her body. 
 
    Jag quickly withdrew his hands. “Are you okay?” he asked, his eyes brimming with concern. 
 
    “Yeah.” Dani blushed. “I’m fine. Go ahead.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and lay back, focusing her attention on the ceiling. Her own reaction caught her off guard and she wasn’t sure what to do about it, so instead she opted to pretend it didn’t happen.  
 
    “Okay, you’re all set.” Jag sat back and smiled, admiring his handiwork.  
 
    “Great, thank you.” Dani sat back up and took a deep breath, not sure what else to do in the uncomfortable growing silence. “I’d better go check in with Howard.”  
 
    Jag nodded and helped Dani to her feet. “I’ll check in with Z and Cruz to see where they are, or rather to see if they know where we are.” He forced an awkward laugh as he left.  
 
    Dani took careful steps out of her room. Her body was telling her she should stay in bed, but she knew she’d go crazy if she didn’t get up and at least try to do something. Using the wall for support, Dani eventually made it to the engine room. Howard was inside, wearing a welder’s helmet with the visor pushed up. He was bent over the jump drive with two pots from the kitchen next to him. “How’s it going in here?” 
 
    “It’s going,” Howard answered with a sigh, keeping is head down. “I was wondering when you were going to wake up. How’re you feeling?” 
 
    “I’ll manage just fine,” Dani assured him as she peeked inside one of the pots.  
 
    “I had to get the impurities out. Luckily for us, this element doesn’t require an unimaginable level of heat. Though, we’re not going to want to use these pots again.”  
 
    “Z and Cruz think they may have figured out where we are. I’m checking in on them next.” 
 
    Howard faced Dani and bit his lip. The confident mechanic didn’t look so sure. “Finding out which direction we need to go is only part of the problem.” 
 
    Dani waited for Howard to finish his sentence and raised an eyebrow when he didn’t. “So what’s the other part?” 
 
    “Well, even with all the egniorium in the universe, I don’t know that we’ll make it.”  
 
    Dani raised a hand to her throbbing head. She was starting to regret getting up. “Elaborate, please.” 
 
    “I calculated the amount of egniorium our jump drive would be able to handle without blowing the entire ship to bits. But it’s not enough to get us back to where we started.” 
 
    “We don’t need to get back to where we started,” Dani interrupted. “We just need to get back to friendly territory.”  
 
    Howard sighed audibly. “I’m not even sure that’s possible. I mean, I’ll do everything I can to get us as close as possible, but it may just not be something this ship can do with its current equipment.” 
 
    “I see. Best case scenario?” 
 
    “Best case scenario, we go as far as the modified jump drive will take us. It doesn’t explode. We end up in neutral territory and Houston picks us up.”  
 
    “And I take it worst case scenario is the opposite of all of those things?” 
 
    Howard nodded as he carefully placed the cover back over the jump drive. “It’s ready.” 
 
    Dani took a deep breath and let it out slowly, her head still reeling. “I guess we better round up the crew.” 
 
    Dani and Howard made their way to the bridge. Along the way, Howard shot Dani a few worried glances when she had to stop and lean against the wall for support.  
 
    “I’m fine, I promise,” she tried to convince Howard and herself.  
 
    “Okay.” Dani sighed as they finally entered the bridge. “Did we figure out where we are?” 
 
    Zadria was perky and excited. “We sure did! Cruz’s program finally worked.”  
 
    Cruz seemed mildly annoyed with the emphasis on ‘finally,’ but otherwise looked pleased with himself. “We backtracked to our last known location and the program ran simulations for the shift in identifying stars and planetary systems at precise increments to account for our possible direction and distance. We’re actually pretty lucky it hit so fast. With so many possibilities, it could have taken weeks, or even months.” 
 
    “It’s about time luck was on our side.” Dani grinned and approached the holographic display. “Oh, maybe I spoke too soon.” 
 
    “As you can see,” Zadria started as Jag joined them, “the reason this area is uncharted is because we’re beyond our borders. In fact, we’re even beyond the Vaerian borders. It’s probably a good thing we jumped out of that wormhole when we did because, otherwise, who knows how far out we would have ended up.” 
 
    “So we have a heading?” 
 
    Zadria nodded. “Yes, and Cruz already plotted a path on the navigation system.”  
 
    Cruz tapped some keys and brought up the plotted course.  
 
    “Great.” Dani started to feel relief for the first time in a while. However, the feeling was fleeting as she saw the disappointment on Howard’s face. “What are you thinking, Howard?” 
 
    Howard let out a deep sigh and scratched his chin. “It’s going to be close. It might not be a bad idea to take our time and travel a ways before we try to jump in order to get as far as possible, because if we land short, we’re going to stop right here, smack dab in Vaerian territory.” 
 
    “We can do that.” Dani nodded, leaning in to take a closer look at the Vaerian space Howard indicated. 
 
    “This... might be a bad time to mention this then,” Cassia spoke out from the doorway with Sylvine at her side. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 9 
 
    “What is it?” Dani asked, dreading the answer.  
 
    “The medicine being used to treat both you and Jag is almost completely gone. From what I understand”—Cassia offered a reassuring smile to Sylvine—“she’s been working on another type of medicine using the tongues of the beasts that she collected, but it might not work as well, if at all.”  
 
    Dani took a deep breath. “Okay, so what’s that mean for us?”  
 
    “Well, I’m not sure exactly. There’s still a bit of a language barrier. But, it could mean that you both start to decline again. As long as this venom or poison is in your system, it will continue to cause problems. Sylvine mentioned you need the medicine until all the ‘ninchak’ has been neutralized. She had enough of the ingredients to get Jag back to health, but...” 
 
    “Right.” Dani trailed off, her heart sinking. Once again, her self-sacrificing efforts had caused more damage.  
 
    “Hey,” Jag said quietly at her side. “Don’t beat yourself up.” 
 
    Her eyes met his, and instead of the anger she expected, there was a softness to them. He may not have been holding her latest mistake against her, but she was.  
 
    Dani cleared her throat. “Sylvine, do you need any help?” 
 
    “Tærramol ćer anlîng da?” Cassia translated. 
 
    Sylvine hesitated, and Dani could see the gears turning in her head. “Vot,” Sylvine replied, pointing at Cruz. 
 
    “Cruz and Cassia, go with Sylvine. The rest of you, stay here. We need to get going,” Dani ordered before adding, “Howard, if you need to do anything else with the engines, then go ahead.” 
 
    “They should be all set. We’ll have to travel at sub-light speeds to preserve the modified jump drive until we’re ready to use it. But don’t push the engines too hard. We’ll need them to be at least at fifty percent in order to perform a jump of this magnitude.” 
 
    Dani nodded and took her seat as Jag, Howard, and Zadria did the same. “Got it.” 
 
    Cruz and Cassia left the bridge to help Sylvine create the medicine, and Zadria began systems checks.  
 
    “Is there anything else we need before we leave this section of space?” Dani asked. 
 
    “I would have liked to collect some samples of the wildlife—” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Jag interrupted. “You have a death wish?” 
 
    “Uh... no. But it would be nice for the GC to log the creatures and prepare antidotes should anyone else encounter creatures like this. But there isn’t time for that anyway.” 
 
    “We can report the location and our findings to Patrick when we get back. I’m sure he’ll use the information to determine what to do next, but in all honesty we may not be able to get back over here based on its location alone.” Dani continued, “So if there’s nothing else, I’m going to pull us out of orbit and start heading home.” 
 
    Dani fired up the engines and turned Osirion away from the brightly colored planet, aligning with Cruz’s plotted course. Once on track, she set the autopilot and sat back in her chair, watching as they flew past the other planets in the system. Many of them fell within the habitable zone and had great potential for colonization, provided they could get a handle on the wildlife. But Dani almost felt bad about reporting the system’s location back to Patrick. If the GC did make a move on the territory, they’d likely colonize and mine it to the point of depletion as they had with many other systems.  
 
    It was such a quiet, peaceful system from this vantage point. War had not yet spread this far, though if any of the players knew what was out here then they’d inevitably make a play for it.  
 
    Their journey out of the planetary system was a quiet one. Dani glanced around at Jag and Zadria, wondering what thoughts danced through their minds as the last of the planets faded away behind them. Zadria’s young eagerness kept her eyes locked on the screen while Jag dozed off in his seat.  
 
    “Z, I’m going to go check on the others. Please keep an eye on things.” 
 
    “You got it, Ca—Dani.”  
 
    The doors to the bridge slid open, and a pungent odor hit Dani right in the face. “Ugh,” she mumbled as she made her way to the kitchen, the source of the foul smell. Inside she found Sylvine, Cassia, and Cruz.  
 
    Cruz was loading lavender-colored liquid into a number of syringes while Sylvine stirred a large pot of the stuff. Cassia was putting together a tray of snacks for the crew and making fresh coffee. 
 
    “How’s it coming in here? Aside from the smell.” Dani wrinkled her nose. 
 
    “Good,” Cassia chirped. “They’re just getting everything set so we have the medicine ready if we get in a pinch.” 
 
    Dani peered into the pot Sylvine was stirring. “How can the tongues of the creatures make an antidote when they’re the ones that poisoned us in the first place?” 
 
    “It seems the creatures are susceptible to their own venom, so they possess a gland within the muscle of their tongue that secretes antibodies. I didn’t understand it until Sylvine showed me the gland herself,” Cruz signed and then pointed to a filleted tongue lying on the table. The tongue itself was the size of a dinner plate, with a bulbous sac inside.  
 
    “How’d she know all of this?” Dani questioned as she peered down at the tongue. 
 
    “My guess is that her kind has encountered these creatures before. But I’m still refining the linguistic program so I’m not completely certain. But, from watching her, I’d say she’s done this before.” 
 
    Sylvine turned and gestured for Dani to lift her shirt. Dani complied, and Sylvine bent down to examine the wound. The tendrils were smaller, but still present. She reached for a syringe and injected it near the wound.  
 
    Dani gritted her teeth at the pinch of the needle and the burning feeling that followed with the injection, but it passed quickly. “Well, hopefully she’s not secretly trying to kill us off,” Dani joked. 
 
    Cassia shook her head. “I don’t know why she’d work so hard to bring you back to us if that was her plan.”  
 
    “Guys.” Zadria appeared in the doorway, panting. “Come quick. It’s Jag.” 
 
    Dani sprinted after Zadria back toward the bridge with Cassia, Cruz, and Sylvine close behind. Jag lay on the floor, with Howard over him, performing CPR. Cruz quickly took over and continued compression and rescue breathing. Sylvine injected Jag with two syringes of the antidote while Dani watched on in horror, her hand placed over her mouth. 
 
    After several agonizing seconds, Jag coughed and began breathing on his own, Cruz checking his pulse.  
 
    Dani rushed to his side, kneeling beside him as his eyes fluttered open, then fell closed again. “What happened?”  
 
    “He had some kind of seizure and just was gone.” Zadria stared at Jag in disbelief.  
 
    Dani stared at Jag’s chest as it rose and fell with each breath.  
 
    “Let’s get him to his room,” Cruz signed.  
 
    The combined effort of the crew was enough to get Jag transported safely into his bed, Dani remaining at his side. “How bad is it?” 
 
    “It seems pretty bad,” Cruz started. “I checked the logs—he missed a dose of medication. There was only one dose left and he insisted we use it on you. I thought we’d have the new medicine done in plenty of time. I’m sorry, Dani. We’ll keep a close eye on him.” 
 
    Dani sighed and traced a finger over the back of Jag’s hand while Zadria placed a cool, damp towel on his forehead and Sylvine examined the wound. The dark coloring on Dani’s abdomen now encompassed Jag’s entire leg. “We need to get him back to the Houston.” 
 
    She reluctantly dragged herself from Jag’s room and returned to the bridge, where Howard was keeping an eye on the autopilot and other systems. 
 
    “Is the shithead going to be alright?” 
 
    Dani managed a slight smile; she knew Howard’s comment was a term of endearment. Despite how much they bickered, Howard really did care about Jag, though Dani knew he’d never admit it. “I really hope so.” 
 
    “I’m guessing you want to jump now?”  
 
    Dani nodded. “I think it’ll be best for Jag.” 
 
    “Howard stood and gave Dani’s shoulder a squeeze. “I completely understand. I’d do the same. But what do we do about our guest?” 
 
    Dani pursed her lips. “I’ll go find out.” 
 
    After leaving the bridge, Dani found Cassia and Sylvine in the hall outside of Jag’s room. Cassia was fitting a translation chip on Sylvine’s shirt.  
 
    “Sylvine, we have to try to get home. You’re more than welcome to stay with us.”  
 
    As Dani spoke, the translation chip worked to translate her words for Sylvine. Unfortunately, Dani was unsure of how accurate the translation was, because Sylvine seemed to be slightly confused, and looked to Cassia. 
 
    “Oh, uh,” Cassia mumbled as she poked at the tablet in her hand. “Try now.” 
 
    “Sylvine, we are returning home. Would you like to travel with us?” 
 
    After the translation finished, Sylvine nodded. “Pânulkûtna tha hîn azhken hi.” 
 
    The chip answered, “Yes, I’d like to travel with you.” 
 
    “Great.” Dani was relieved they wouldn’t have to stop or turn back to drop her off somewhere. “Cassia, can you and Sylvine stay back here and keep an eye on Jag? That will give you more time to work on the linguistic program as well. Learn what you can about her and her language.” 
 
     “Yes, of course. I have my comm, if you need anything,” Cassia replied. 
 
    Carl strolled down the hallway toward them, and Sylvine’s eyes widened. He offered a passing glance to the three women as he continued on toward the bridge. Sylvine began rattling off too many words for the translation chip to handle and didn’t calm down again until Carl was out of sight. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Cassia tried to reassure Sylvine, but her attempt failed as Sylvine retreated to Jag’s room. Cruz and Zadria walked out past her, looking confused.  
 
    “I’m not sure why she doesn’t like Carl, but we should probably try to keep him away from her. She really seems to get upset by him,” Dani said. 
 
    Cassia sighed. “Alright. But if she’d just give him a chance—” 
 
    “We can revisit this later. For now, we need to get going.”  
 
    Cassia nodded and returned to Jag’s room as Dani made her way back to the bridge.  
 
    “Cruz, I’ll need you to take Jag’s seat for me while he’s out of commission. You’re the next in line and I know you’ve had experience with the weapons systems. Z and Howard, go ahead and take your normal stations. I’ll let you know if I need your help with any other duties.” 
 
    The group entered the bridge and took their respective seats, Dani grimacing as the harness of the captain’s chair ran across her tender wound. She quickly accessed the ship’s statistics to distract herself. “Looks like everything is fully charged and ready to go.” 
 
    “I’ve input the coordinates into the system,” Cruz signed as he pulled the weapons relay down and adjusted it to his position. 
 
    “Ready to go, just give the word,” Howard called out from his seat. 
 
    Dani took a deep breath and looked at the coordinates in the system. “How close are we going to get?” 
 
    “Couldn’t tell you for sure, maybe half or two-thirds of the way.”  
 
    Dani nodded. “Alright, Howard, let’s see what she can do.” 
 
    “Preparing to jump,” Howard announced.  
 
    The normal hum of the jump drive was replaced by a wretched screeching noise that almost reminded Dani of the animals from the planet. She shot Howard a quick worried look, but he shrugged in return, then gave a thumbs-up.  
 
    Dani shook her head and turned to face the front again just as Osirion made the jump into hyperspace. The typically smooth transition was much rougher this time, the ship seeming to fight the jump drive. They lurched forward after a period of jerks, and the stars around them streaked into blurs.  
 
    “Is it supposed to be this rough?” Dani asked over the sound of the straining engines.  
 
    “It’s not supposed to jump this far at all!” Howard shouted back.  
 
    Dani clutched the arms of her seat as Osirion began to shake violently. “She’s going to come apart!” 
 
    Howard pursed his lips and pounded away on the keys, flipping through page after page of data and status updates. Cruz steadied the weapons relay as the shaking grew worse. Dani squeezed her eyes shut and focused all her attention on the ship as though her will alone would keep it held together.  
 
    Then, suddenly, the shaking stopped. Dani opened her eyes to a new scene. They were in a new system, gliding silently through the void between planetary giants with swirling cloud cover. “Well, we’re not dead. That’s a start.”  
 
    Before she could finish her sigh of relief, alarms sounded throughout the bridge.  
 
    “Fire in the engine room!” Dani alerted Howard, who headed off to investigate. 
 
    “I’m picking up two ships ahead,” Zadria announced. “One of which is Vaerian.” 
 
    “Shit. Activating cloaking now.” Dani switched on Osirion’s cloaking mechanism.  
 
    “You okay back there?” Dani asked through the comm. 
 
    “Yup, fire’s out, just a little one. Jump drive might be shot though.”   
 
    Dani sighed. “Of course.”  
 
    She brought up the engine screen and was relieved to find that at least the sub-light engines and thrusters were fully operational. Dani quickly scanned the planetary system and decided to maneuver around to a moon orbiting a nearby planet. It was dangerous to fly out in the open when cloaked, as the risk for collision was much higher.  
 
    “Alright, Zadria, Cruz, let me know where we’re at and what’s nearby.” Dani sank back in her chair, feeling faint.  
 
    Cruz made his way to his station and accessed the navigation systems while Zadria ran scans of the surrounding area. 
 
    “The planet and moon we’re orbiting are barren; no lifeforms of any kind. The Vaerian ship is about to come into view.” 
 
    Sure enough, as they made their way around the planet, a Vaerian ship became visible. It was still some distance away, but the massive ship still seemed threatening despite the distance.  
 
    “What’s that?” Dani squinted at the bottom of the screen. 
 
    “Looks like someone’s docked aboard the Vaerian ship, but it doesn’t look like Vaerian technology at all. In fact, I’ve never seen a ship like that before.” Zadria zoomed in on the craft. 
 
    The large industrial-looking Vaerian warship was dark, angular, and menacing, a stark contrast to the smooth, yellow, bubble-like ship docked in its lower bay. Dani searched for any identifying marks but found none. “Cassia, to the bridge please.”  
 
    Dani knew that Cassia’s extensive knowledge of other races might provide some clue as to who was consorting with their enemy.  
 
    Cassia entered the bridge, followed by Sylvine. “Jag’s doing much better. I think the new medicine is working.” 
 
    “Have you ever seen a ship like that before?” Dani nodded toward the screen. 
 
    Cassia stared at the screen momentarily before sitting at her station. “No, running some scans though. Do you know where we are?” 
 
    Dani didn’t hear Cassia’s question because she was too busy staring at Sylvine. 
 
    The redheaded warrior woman stood in the bridge, awash with confusion. She narrowed her eyes and peered at the smaller ship, a frown forming across her face. 
 
    “Do you know who that is?” Dani asked her. 
 
    Sylvine turned to face Dani. “Donulkoshumnakirit thaji.” 
 
    Dani frowned as the translation chip translated the phrase to ‘We should go.’ 
 
    Ding. 
 
    Cruz had projected the planetary system on the holographic display. Dani’s eyes widened as she recognized it. “I’m with Sylvine. We need to get out of here. We’re right smack dab in the middle of the Vaerian home system.” 
 
    “That means that between us and GC territory lies the biggest Vaerian armada in existence.” Zadria stumbled back into her chair. 
 
    “Yup, and we’re on the wrong side of that blockade.” Dani sighed. “Cruz, Sylvine, can you check on Jag?” 
 
    Cruz nodded and the pair left the bridge.  
 
    “Howard, I need you back here, now please.” 
 
    “On my way, boss.”  
 
    Dani fell back into the captain’s chair. There were few places they could be that were worse than being deep in Vaerian territory, although flying face-first into a star was a close second.  
 
    “What’s u—GAH!” Howard stumbled over Carl, who had made himself at home in the entrance of the bridge. He glared and muttered at the feline as it darted across the room and landed safely in Cassia’s lap. “Damn cat.”  
 
    “How’s the engine room?”  
 
    “Actually, it wasn’t bad at all. The fire was rather superficial. I even figure we have enough egniorium to try another jump if we need to, which might not be a bad idea considering...” Howard nodded to the screen, which now framed the Vaerian warship. 
 
    “Plus there’s more where that came from.” Dani gestured toward the holographic display.  
 
    “Oh my.” Howard cringed as he turned back toward Dani. “You probably aren’t going to like what I say next then.”  
 
    “As long as it ends with us returning back to GC territory safely, I’m happy.” 
 
    Howard shot a nervous glance around the bridge, then started picking at the grime on his hands. 
 
    “Okay, fine.” Dani sighed. “Let’s hear it.” 
 
    “There is some leftover egniorium, thanks to Jag and his tendency to bite off more than he can chew. It’s not a lot, but it’ll get us closer to home.” 
 
    Dani raised a brow. “That’s good news. What’s the catch?” 
 
    “Well, the jump drive is about fifty percent more likely to explode.”  
 
    Dani rubbed her palm across her forehead. “Sounds like we can choose between trying to tiptoe our way through or jumping and hoping we don’t blow ourselves to smithereens.” 
 
    Her thoughts were interrupted as Cruz placed a road hand on Dani’s shoulder, causing her to remove her hand from her face. “He’s awake.” 
 
    “Z, watch the bridge. Make sure we don’t break orbit or attract the attention of any Vaerian ships. I’ll be right back.”  
 
    Dani hurried down the hall into Jag’s quarters with Cruz on her heels. Sylvine was at his bedside, checking his wound. “Do you two mind if we have a moment?” Dani asked, nodding toward the door.  
 
    Cruz nodded and beckoned Sylvine to follow him.  
 
    Dani exhaled loudly as she took the seat next to Jag’s bed. “Hanging in there?” 
 
    “I think so,” he mumbled through a weak smile and half-closed eyes. “What’s going on out there?” 
 
    “Oh, you don’t worry about that, Jag. I’ve got it all under control.” 
 
    “Dani...” Jag warned with a glare. 
 
    Dani was surprised he had the strength to muster up such a stink eye in his current state. “We’re in Vaerian territory, on the wrong side of the armada. We’re cloaked, but we obviously can’t stay here forever. Especially with us in this shape, I’m not sure how long the medicine will last.” 
 
    “What are our options?” 
 
    “Well the first jump was pretty rough. We could do another, but it’d be risky. The other choice is to get as far as we can while we’re cloaked. If we can’t get past the armada, we can try a hop, but that won’t get us out of their reach.” 
 
    Jag winced as he shifted in his bed. The blanket fell away, and Dani could see that the purple was spreading further, the tendrils reaching up toward his abdomen.  
 
    “I’m going to tell Cruz to save the rest of the medicine for you. Your injury is much worse than mine.” 
 
    Jag shook his head. “No, if anything, you should take the rest. The crew needs you. And I think you should go with the second option. Stay cloaked and get as far as you can. Then we’ll figure it out when we get to the armada. It’s safer than trying to jump from here. If we fail, then we’re going to attract a whole lot of unwanted attention.” 
 
    “Jag.” Dani started and leaned in to take his hand. “If we do that, it’s going to take much longer. Have you seen your leg?” 
 
    “Hey.” He gave her hand a little squeeze. “It’s okay, really. You know it’s the best option for the crew. If I weren’t sick, you wouldn’t even be arguing with yourself right now. I’ll be fine. Now get out there and get a move on.” 
 
    Dani stared at Jag for a moment, not wanting to leave him in this condition. “I’ll send Sylvine back to keep an eye on you.”  
 
    He nodded and closed his eyes, his grip loosening on her hand.  
 
    Dani took his hand and placed it at his side, lingering to watch him breathe, terrified he would stop again at any moment. She eventually had to drag herself from the room and back to the bridge with a lump in her throat.  
 
    “Sylvine, please stay with Jag. Keep an eye on him,” she said, gesturing back down the hall. 
 
    Sylvine nodded and left the bridge, looking relieved to get away from Carl, who was sitting on the floor a few feet away, staring at her and twitching his tail.  
 
    “We’re going to stay cloaked and see if we can safely navigate back to GC territory,” Dani said as she took her seat and ran through the system checks.  
 
    “But, Jag...” Cassia started. 
 
    “I know,” Dani mumbled quietly. “Everything’s in order. Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Dani navigated Osirion away from the moon and along the course Cruz had plotted in the navigation system. She took a deep breath, relieved to be putting more distance between the Vaerian warship and themselves, but couldn’t help but wonder what awaited them when they reached the armada.  
 
    “Dani!” Cassia’s voice urgently called out. Even Carl retreated into the space near Cassia’s feet at her station.  
 
    The sensors lit up red, indicating an incoming energy burst. “Hold on!” Dani hollered as she quickly strapped herself into her seat. Osirion shuddered, and the power flickered throughout the bridge. “What was that?” 
 
    “The Vaerian war ship... it’s—” Cassia stammered.  
 
    “It’s gone!” Dani finished her thought.  
 
    The space the Vaerian warship had occupied was now a mess of debris radiating outward at considerable speed. The crew stared in awe of the utter annihilation of the massive, armored vessel. Even under heavy fire, they didn’t just burst apart like that.  
 
    “It must have blown up from the inside,” Dani muttered as she stared at the screen. 
 
    Sylvine ran back into the bridge and gasped, clamping her hand over her mouth. 
 
    Ding, ding, ding. 
 
    The incessant ringing and clanging coming from Cruz’s station finally pulled her attention as he frantically signed, “Cloaking is down!” 
 
    “What?” Dani dove into her console and brought up the cloaking mechanism, desperately trying to activate it again. “Shit, the explosion must have damaged it. Howard, can we jump?” 
 
    “We can in a minute!” Howard sprinted out of the room, making good time for his size and age. 
 
    “Incoming Vaerian battleship. They’re charging weapons,” Cassia announced. 
 
    “Evasive maneuvers! Cruz, I need you on weapons!” 
 
    “Incoming transmission.” 
 
    “Half-screen, please, Cassia.”  
 
    The face of a high-ranking Vaerian appeared on the screen—and he didn’t look happy. Every breath he took echoed throughout the bridge as he stared down Dani and her crew. The slits on his neck were done in a way Dani had never seen. Commanders typically had three slits on either side of their neck. This Vaerian had eight, six horizontal and two vertical. His horns were also much more prominent than Dani had ever seen. The translation of their alien language rolled across the bottom of the screen. 
 
    Your presence is a direct violation of the current cease-fire between the Vaerian Nation and the Galactic Conglomerate. Furthermore, your attack on our craft where peaceful negotiations were being conducted shows a total disregard for the diplomatic process. As a result, your ship shall now be destroyed. 
 
    “Whoa, hang on, we didn’t attack anyone! We are actually here by mistake and trying to get home,” Dani tried to explain. 
 
    The Vaerian snorted before continuing on. 
 
    Your trespass alone is an act of war. 
 
    Then he blipped off the screen while Dani sat and quickly diverted full power to their shields. “Cruz, don’t fire, there’s no way we can take that ship out. We’re outgunned.” 
 
    Howard huffed and puffed back into the bridge. “It’s... ready... to go.”  
 
    Osirion shook as a blast from the battleship struck their shields, the energy spidering out from the initial point of contact as it dispersed across the shields. Howard stumbled in front of his station, but managed to crawl up and clip into his harness.  
 
    “Powering jump drive!” Dani shouted as another burst from the Vaerian weapons shook Osirion. “Sylvine, Cruz’s station, now!” 
 
    Dani wasn’t sure if Sylvine understood her command, so she frantically pointed at Cruz’s unoccupied seat, and that seemed to get her point across, because Sylvine scrambled over to the seat. 
 
     Osirion jerked and tossed, the power flickering once more and alarms sounding. Dani and her crew were thrown back in their seats, then forward again in what felt like the absolute worst carnival ride of all time. Dani was actually thankful that she hadn’t eaten anything in quite some time; otherwise she was sure she’d be wearing it.  
 
    She clung to the arms of her chair like Carl clung to Cassia’s lap, judging by Carl’s hissing and Cassia’s cries of pain. Dani could only hope that Jag was holding up in the back. The shaking intensified, and the lights and consoles in the bridge went out as the inertia threw them forward abruptly against the harnesses in their seats.  
 
    “Is it over?” Zadria’s shaky voice sounded from across the bridge as the lights began to flicker on. The poor girl gripped her tablet to her chest, looking quite frazzled.  
 
    “I’m not sure. Cruz, as soon as systems are up, can you please figure out where we are?” 
 
    The absence of the bell’s ding drew Dani’s gaze toward Cruz. The somber expression on his face as he stared at the screen said it all.  
 
    “You already know, don’t you?” 
 
    Cruz nodded slowly before turning to face Dani. “We’re in the Dead Zone.” 
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 Chapter 1 
 
    Captain Dani Devereaux’s heart caught in her throat and she was unable to speak. “The Dead Zone? You’re sure?” she signed back to Daemon Cruz. 
 
    His slow nod and pursed lips confirmed her fear. 
 
    “We didn’t make it?” Cassia Simpkins quivered in her seat, Carl nuzzling her chin. 
 
    “Wait, what do you mean we didn’t make it?” Zadria Swift asked, her eyes wild with fear. 
 
    Dani gulped and made a wild grab for her composure. While she and Cruz knew about this territory, it made sense that the others didn’t. It wasn’t something they taught at the academy since many people viewed the surrender of this section of space as a failure on the Galactic Conglomerate’s part.  
 
    “The Dead Zone is an empty stretch of space between Vaerian territory and the armada. The GC let them have it because there’s practically nothing here. There are no stars, no planets, just empty space with a few stray asteroids and the occasional comet.” Dani sighed as she waited for the ship’s systems to finish booting up. “I’m going to go check on Jag. Sylvine, Cruz, can you give me a hand? Cassia, when the systems are back up, please run a full diagnostic. Maybe we can figure out why our cloaking went out.” 
 
    Dani, Sylvine, and Cruz left the bridge and made their way to Jag’s room. They entered to find Jag splayed out face-down on the floor in a puddle of blood. Dani gasped, and the three of them hurried to his side. After Cruz performed a preliminary check, they turned him over.  
 
    A deep gash along Jag’s hairline poured blood. Cruz gestured for Dani to hand him a nearby towel. After she did, he applied pressure to the wound while Dani watched, mouth agape. In addition to the deep gash, Jag’s eye was quite swollen. Cruz took Dani’s hand and placed it over the towel on Jag’s head wound while he examined Jag’s pupils.  
 
    “There’s so much blood,” Dani mumbled quietly. 
 
    “Head wounds tend to bleed a lot. Looks like he hit the corner of his nightstand,” Cruz signed before continuing with his examination.  
 
    Cruz frowned and opened his medical kit. “I’m going to need to clean the wound and stitch him up.”  
 
    Dani nodded, looking away. She could handle a lot of things, but seeing Jag get hurt yet again was starting to wear on her. Instead, she focused her attention on looking around the room while Cruz took care of the gash.  
 
    Medical supplies and Jag’s belongings were strewn about the room. Cabinets and drawers were opened and their contents noticeably disheveled. No doubt the rest of the ship was in just as much disarray after their last violent attempt at fleeing Vaerian territory.  
 
    As soon as she was no longer needed, Dani began scooping up the scattered supplies. Sylvine joined her, and Dani thanked her with a smile. The warrior woman was still quite the mystery to the crew. Cassia was working on a linguistic program, but there was still a long way to go before it would translate with the standard ninety-eight percent accuracy. Dani longed to know more about her and why she was alone on the glowshard planet, but she knew she’d have to be patient.  
 
    As Dani placed the last of the contaminated supplies on the bedside tray, Cruz caught her eye and nodded to the door.  
 
    “Sylvine?” Dani asked, nodding to Jag.  
 
    Sylvine nodded in return, then righted the chair next to Jag’s bedside and seated herself while Dani and Cruz stepped into the hall.  
 
    “What is it?” she asked, not liking the worried look on Cruz’s face.  
 
    “He’s in bad shape.” Cruz paused before continuing. “If we want him to make it through this alive then I think we need to have Cassia send out a long-range message in hopes of reaching the Houston.” 
 
    “The problem being that the armada might pick it up,” Dani mumbled. 
 
    Cruz nodded. “Chances are, they might already know we’re here. We didn’t exactly make it out without being spotted.” 
 
     “You’re right.” Dani sighed and looked through the door at Jag again as Sylvine placed a cold compress on his head. She wanted to stay by his side and tend to him personally, but as captain, that just wasn’t an option. A lump started to form in her throat as she dwelled on the fact he might not make it—in fact, none of them might. “Alright, have Cassia send the long-range message. I’ll meet you on the bridge.”  
 
    Dani watched as Cruz made his way to the bridge before taking one last look at Jag. She hoped the care Cruz and Sylvine provided would continue to help him until they could get him to a medical facility.  
 
    Dani sighed and turned toward the kitchen. As she entered, her feet slipped out from under her and she hit the ground, hard. Temporarily dazed from the fall, she took a moment to get to her feet. She thought the kitchen might be a mess but didn’t expect to have any spills, as the containers should have been sealed. As she looked down at her hands, she realized, in horror, what she slipped on. 
 
    “No...” Dani scrambled over to the tipped pot lying on the floor. The lavender liquid was mostly gone, spread out across the kitchen floor. Dani quickly picked the pot up, looking inside to find that very little of Sylvine’s medicine remained. “Shit.” 
 
    Dani slammed the pot down on the counter and grabbed the lid to examine it as Howard walked into the room.  
 
    “What happened?” He asked as he stared, wide-eyed at the mess. 
 
    Dani shook her head slowly. “I guess the pot fell and the clasp on the lid must have snapped.” She threw the lid into the sink and leaned on the counter, resting on her elbows, trying to hold back the tears.  
 
    Howard grabbed a mop from the supply closet and started to clean up the mess. “I’m so sorry, Dani. I know how much you and Jag were depending on that medicine.”  
 
    “How’s the ship?” she asked, changing the subject. 
 
    Howard grunted. “Well, it’s been better. Several systems overloaded, including cloaking, so we’re just out here as plain as day. I’m going to share some words with Patrick and let him know we need an adequate jump drive. We should have had one from the start, but he’s nearly as stubborn as your father was, may he rest in peace.” He shoved a jar of nuts at her, and she grabbed a handful as her stomach growled. 
 
    “Captain, to the bridge!” Zadria’s frantic voice echoed throughout the halls on the ship’s PA system. 
 
    “There goes the other shoe,” Dani hollered over her shoulder at Howard as she navigated around the mess and sprinted toward the bridge. 
 
    “Not again.” Dani huffed as she ran into the bridge and quickly hopped in her captain’s chair, dumping her handful of nuts into a cubby in the arm. “How many?” 
 
    “Two, for now,” Zadria announced, pointing at the two Vaerian destroyers positioning themselves in front of Osirion.  
 
    “I assume they picked up our communication?” 
 
    “Y-yes, I’m so sorry.” Cassia looked like she was about to burst into tears.  
 
    “Hey, no. That was my order and I’m glad we did it. And they were probably on their way to us anyway. Hopefully the Houston was close enough to pick it up as well. Have they reached out at all?”  
 
    “Not yet.” Cassia sighed as she slumped into her seat. 
 
    Dani bit her lip as she stared at the two massive destroyers before them. She glanced down at her console and raised an eyebrow. “They’re not powering weapons. How... unlike them.” 
 
    “Incoming transmission from one of the Vaerian ships,” Cassia announced. 
 
    “You know the drill,” Dani said as she smoothed her uniform and stood. She remained still as Cassia displayed the Vaerian officer on half the display screen and waited for the translation to begin. 
 
    Your presence is in direct violation of the current agreement between the Vaerian Nation and the Galactic Conglomerate. Under normal circumstances, your ship would be destroyed; however, our scans indicate there are several features about your ship that interest our High Commander. Therefore, you are now our prisoners. Your ship will be escorted back to the Vaerian home system, and any attempts to escape will result in your demise. 
 
    “Well, shit,” Dani mumbled as the screen blipped off. She sighed as the ships moved on either side of Osirion and engaged their gravity beams, trapping their ship between the two.  
 
    The trio of ships slowly started moving forward, and Dani shut down Osirion’s engines. “If they’re taking us in then I’m not going to help them at all. They won’t be able to jump towing us like this either. Cruz, how long do we have before we get back to the Vaerian home system?” 
 
    “About twelve hours at this pace,” Cruz signed after checking his screen.  
 
    Dani clenched her jaw in an effort to contain her frustration. Twelve hours felt like both an instant and an eternity. She needed to think of a plan and she needed it now.  
 
    * * *  
 
    Dani stood in the center of the bridge, arms folded over her chest. She frowned at the two Vaerian ships holding Osirion locked in place between them with intersecting gravity beams. It had been about three hours since the enemy had taken her ship and crew hostage, and each minute that ticked by was torturous.  
 
    The stress of the situation had gotten to her, as demonstrated by the empty bridge. She’d dismissed the rest of the crew as she grew more and more frustrated with herself. Dani thought that allowing them to leave to eat and rest would help her focus, but they weren’t the problem. 
 
    Her thoughts continually circled around to Jag and his condition. As if the venomous bite he’d acquired from the aggressive creatures on the glowshard planet wasn’t enough, now he had a fairly serious head injury. Thankfully, both Sylvine and Cruz were invested in his care.  
 
    What they really needed was to find the Houston and take advantage of the advanced medical facilities on board. If Houston had picked up their distress signal, Dani wasn’t aware of it. And, even if they had, Dani wasn’t sure that they could do anything under their current circumstances.  
 
    She sighed deeply and looked at the holographic display once more. The last scenario she thought of played on repeat. Osirion’s attempt to break free with the current state of their engines and jump drive would result in catastrophic failure. Dani watched again and again as Osirion exploded between the Vaerian ships from the exertion. Each scenario ended the same way.  
 
    On the positive side, it would keep the Vaerians from getting their hands on Osirion’s technology. But she did wish the explosion was large enough to take out the two destroyers as well. 
 
    “Howard, to the bridge please,” Dani called over the comm device she wore in her ear. They’d gone over the jump drive status numerous times, but she was hopeful that his time in the engine room provided a new idea. 
 
    A moment later, the aging mechanic entered the bridge. “I already know why you called me here, and no... I don’t have anything new to report. Jump drive is still shot. We won’t be able to overpower the interlocking gravity beams and live to tell the tale. I still haven’t got a clue about what we should do.” 
 
    Dani glared at him. “Maybe I asked you here for some other reason.” 
 
    “Did you?” Howard looked at her quizzically. 
 
    “Well, no. But I could have.” 
 
    Howard smiled. “No, you couldn’t have. Not until you found a way out of this mess. And if you had done that, you would have called us all up here.” 
 
    Dani nodded slowly. “You’re right. I was just hoping...” 
 
    “I know, dear.” Howard placed his hand on Dani’s shoulder and hugged her to his side as they looked at the Vaerian destroyers on the screen together. “I’m sorry I don’t have better news.” 
 
    “Can I tell you something, Howard?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I’m starting to regret my choice to accept this mission, or at least the part where I insisted on dragging all of you into this mess with me.” 
 
    Howard chuckled and Dani pulled away, arching an eyebrow. “Oh, Dani, I know you too well to agree with you there. You’d be miserable any other way.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not exactly thrilled with the situation we’ve got going on here.” She sighed.  
 
    “You know, your father doubted himself sometimes, too.” 
 
    Dani looked at him with a raised eyebrow. “I don’t know about that. He always seemed so confident.” 
 
    “He was... most of the time. But on occasion, he wondered if he was doing the right thing. Sometimes it’s not always so clear.” 
 
    Dani laughed. “Okay, now I know you’re just trying to make me feel better. Dad always did the right thing. Even when... even when he knew he’d die for it.”  
 
    “It probably seemed that way from the outside. But there were decisions he struggled with. You’re a lot like him.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far.” 
 
    Howard chuckled. “You just can’t see it. Look at the big picture. He, too, sacrificed his life to save his crew. They wouldn’t be around if it weren’t for him. Patrick included.” 
 
    “It’s kind of funny...” Dani trailed off for a moment before picking up where she left off. “You’d never know Dad saved Patrick’s life from the way he talks about him. And Jag... he was so angry.” 
 
    “Yes, sometimes it’s hard for others to understand the sacrifice. Sometimes they feel guilt for what happened. All you can do is try to move past it. What’s done is done.” 
 
    Dani’s mind lingered on Jag. “It’s just hard. Jag’s back there in bad shape and I can’t do anything to help him.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong.” Howard grabbed Dani’s shoulders and pointed her at the screen. “You can let Cruz and that new girl work on him while you focus here, on that. Sometimes we need to let go of some of our problems in order to find a solution. Start with what you know.” 
 
    Dani nodded. “I can do that. We’re in the Dead Zone. Two Vaerian destroyers are towing us back to their home system because they want Osirion’s technology. We have no jump drive. We can’t break free from the gravity beams. We can’t outrun them with our sub-light engines.” 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    “Jag may be dying and we’re low on medicine.” Her voice cracked. 
 
    “Which means time is of the essence.” 
 
    “Right.” Dani cleared her throat. “Possible solutions at this point are to try to destroy one or both ships so we can get away. But we’d still be stuck on the wrong side of the armada with no jump drive.” 
 
    “We could send out a coded message using GC Communication Protocol Twelve,” Cassia spoke up from the doorway behind them. “The Vaerians already know where we are, so we don’t have to worry about that anymore. The stronger message will travel further, and since it’s coded, they won’t be able to figure out what it says until help is already here.” 
 
    A smile crept across Dani’s face. “Cassia, that’s a great idea.” 
 
    Cassia blushed. “I’d like to take all the credit, but it was really a joint effort.” She stepped aside and Zadria peeked through the door. 
 
    “Permission to enter the bridge, Captain?” Zadria asked. 
 
    Dani waved them in. “No need to be so formal, Z. You ladies had a great idea. But I don’t know who’d be able to make it through the armada to come save us if they pick up our message. It’d be an act of war.” 
 
    Cassia and Zadria exchanged a look. Cassia opened her eyes a little wider and nodded her head toward Dani. 
 
    “What?” Dani asked, narrowing her eyes. 
 
    Zadria cleared her throat. “Well, I’m not supposed to know this. You see, Dad—er, Patrick—is so secretive at times that occasionally I log into the system with his credentials to see all of the GC updates. You know, because he won’t just come out and tell me things about the war. I think he thinks he’s protecting me or something.” 
 
    “You’re not supposed to know what, Z?” Dani’s patience was bordering on annoyance. She didn’t want to play games right now, not with so much at stake. 
 
    “Just tell her,” Cassia urged. “She’s not going to freak out or tell Patrick.” 
 
    Dani took a deep breath in an effort to be patient. 
 
    “Okay, so there are some pirates operating within Vaerian space.” 
 
    Dani’s eyes widened. “Really? What are they doing here?” 
 
    “That much, I don’t know.” Zadria shrugged. “But I’m aware of your history with pirates and maybe, by some miracle, they’d help us.” 
 
    For the first time since they realized they were in the Dead Zone, Dani saw a sliver of hope. “This just might work. Do it. I need to go to Jag’s room.” 
 
    Dani hurried out of the bridge and down the hall into Jag’s room. He was still lying unconscious as Sylvine tended to the bite wound and Cruz injected him with another dose of the medication. 
 
    “Oh, good, you’re due for another dose too,” Cruz signed, approaching Dani with a syringe.  
 
    “No. I can’t take that.” Dani held her hands up to stop Cruz before pointing at Jag. “Look at him. He needs it much more than I do.”  
 
    Cruz laid the syringe back down on the tray. “He just had a hefty dose. You need something to keep that poison at bay. We can’t lose you too.” 
 
    Dani frowned. “We aren’t going to lose anyone.” 
 
    Cruz pressed his lips together. “Please.” 
 
    Her eyes locked onto Jag once more. She knew he’d want her to have the medicine, even if she wanted to save it for him. “Okay, but this is the last time. The rest is for Jag.” 
 
    Cruz nodded and injected her with the lavender liquid.  
 
    As she rubbed the injection site, waiting for the burning to wane, she asked, “Do you think the Vaerians might have some medicine that could help?” 
 
    A loud clang came from the medical tray that slipped from Sylvine’s hands. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Dani asked, not sure if the translation chip was working properly. 
 
    Sylvine, who looked just as shocked as Dani and Cruz, opened her mouth to speak, but instead left the room. 
 
    “Well that was weird,” Dani mumbled. “Did Carl sneak in here?” 
 
    Cruz glanced around the room and shrugged. “Vaerians may have some medicine for this type of injury, but we’re really not in a place to negotiate.” 
 
    Dani paused for a moment. “We might have something to bargain with.” 
 
    Before Cruz could respond, she quickly made her way to the bridge. Sylvine was already there, back at Cruz’s station, staring at the large ships towing Osirion and glancing at the navigation display. Dani had a hard time reading her; she had a resolve about her as she eyed the destroyers.  
 
    “Cassia, I need you to open a line of communication with the Vaerian ship.” 
 
    “Uh, okay.” Cassia seemed puzzled but complied with Dani’s order. 
 
    A moment later the Vaerian officer from before was on her screen, seeming annoyed. 
 
    Dani nodded a greeting before clearing her throat. “I am Captain Dani Devereaux of the Galactic Conglomerate, and I’m prepared to offer you a trade.”  
 
    The Vaerian officer sat up a little taller in his seat as he listened to the translation before replying.  
 
    What could you possibly have that would be of interest to us? 
 
    “Look up my name in your database.” 
 
    The Vaerian officer gave a slight nod to someone off-screen. A moment later he glanced down at his console.  
 
    Captain Dani Devereaux is dead. 
 
    “Am I?” Dani smirked.  
 
    He looked back at his console, then at Dani a few times. 
 
    It seems our database is mistaken. However, you’re already in our custody.  
 
    “My ship is in your custody, yes. However, your scans should show the damage to our jump drive. All I have to do is attempt a jump, and this ship will be destroyed.” 
 
    The Vaerian officer stared at her with cold eyes.  
 
    “A member of my crew is in need of medical treatment. If you transport him along with the rest of my crew safely to the other side of the armada and into Galactic Conglomerate care, then I will board your ship. With no one left on Osirion, she’ll be yours for the taking.” 
 
    “Dani,” Cassia grunted through a clenched jaw. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Cruz signed frantically from Cassia’s side. Dani wasn’t sure when he snuck in behind her but he certainly didn’t seem pleased about the negotiation. 
 
    And how can we be sure that you won’t destroy the ship as soon as your crew is safe? 
 
    “You can’t. Just like I can’t be sure you won’t fire upon the GC ship as soon you get Osirion. However, I do give you my word. And, as you can see there from my record, that means something.” 
 
    The Vaerian officer tapped on his console, and the two destroyers shut down their engines.  
 
    We will transport your injured crewmember to safety. The rest of you will be brought aboard as prisoners of war to be interrogated. Should you attempt to destroy the ship, you’ll all be slaughtered.  
 
    The officer leaned forward in his chair, a grimacing look on his scaled face.  
 
    The armada has grown strong. We will make a move on what you call PS782 if you do not cooperate. 
 
    “You will do no such thing.” Sylvine stepped out into the center of the bridge, between Dani and the screen, the words translating automatically. 
 
    “Did she just speak Vaerian?” Zadria asked, jumping to her feet. 
 
    The Vaerian officer’s eyes widened. Dani had never seen a look of surprise on a Vaerian before, but it was almost frightening.  
 
    How is this possible? 
 
    “Take me instead,” Sylvine ordered in Vaerian. “Take me, in exchange for three batches of creonin anti-venom. I know you have it.” 
 
    “What is going on?” Dani asked Cassia in a hushed whisper. 
 
    “Apparently she speaks Vaerian,” Cassia said with a shrug, looking as surprised as Dani felt. 
 
    Done. We accept the terms of this trade.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 2 
 
    “Change her translation chip to Vaerian,” Dani ordered Cassia as soon as the Vaerian officer blipped off their screen. 
 
    “Done.” 
 
    “Sylvine, I can’t let you do this.” Dani approached the woman who stood stoic before the screen. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell us you spoke Vaerian?” Cassia added. 
 
    The translation chip worked beautifully as Sylvine continued to speak Vaerian. “How was I to know you could understand Warrior Vaerian any better than Royal Vaerian?” 
 
    “Wait,” Cruz signed. “There is more than one type of Vaerian?” 
 
    “Does this mean you’re Vaerian?” Dani asked. She had so many questions but bit her tongue after the one, not wanting to overwhelm Sylvine. 
 
    “Royal Vaerian, yes. Now, I must prepare for my departure. It won’t take them long to prepare the creonin anti-venom. They should have stock on board their craft.” 
 
    Cassia interrupted, “You’re royalty?” 
 
    Sylvine paused before turning to Cassia. “The Vaerian history is long and complicated.” 
 
    “But... I need to know more!” 
 
    “Where is your secondary airlock?” Sylvine asked as she turned to Dani. 
 
    “Follow me,” Dani answered as she left the bridge.  
 
    She led Sylvine down to Osirion’s underbelly, stopping in the armory to grab the most intimidating and effective weapon they had on board, a large, double-barreled laser weapon. “I really appreciate you doing this for Jag.” 
 
    “You rescued me from that horrid planet. It’s the least I can do. Besides, the Warrior Vaerians won’t kill me. Worst case scenario, I’ll be required to provide them a constant supply of eggs in order for them to grow their numbers.” 
 
    Dani must have looked absolutely horrified at the idea, because Sylvine quickly changed her demeanor.  
 
    “I’ll be fine,” she said, extending her arm and placing a scaled hand on Dani’s shoulder. “Dekûtkirit ghon. Jenwekulonakirsek azhken pâthîch.” 
 
    Before Dani could figure out what she said or respond, a small Vaerian craft docked at the secondary airlock. Dani opened the hatch and dropped the weapon down into her free hand, pointing it at the Vaerian Warrior on the other side. He was smaller than Dani expected, but his fierceness was evident in his eyes as he glared at Dani.  
 
    Sylvine quickly took the package he held and ripped it open, examining the contents while Dani kept her weapon trained on him. “This looks good, much higher quality than what I was able to make with limited resources. This should help Jag recover much more quickly.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Dani said to Sylvine once more. “I will come for you.” 
 
    Sylvine bowed her head respectfully to Dani before entering the Vaerian craft. The Vaerian warrior glared at Dani once more before following Sylvine.  
 
    Dani quickly sealed the hatch and let out a sigh before returning the weapon to the armory and grabbing the medicine. She made her way back up the ladder a bit clumsily with only one hand, but Cruz was waiting at the top to take the package. 
 
    As Dani climbed out of the access way, she noticed the entire crew was standing there, looking at her with mixed emotions.  
 
    “I can’t believe you let her do that.” Cassia frowned at Dani and shook her head slowly.  
 
    Dani looked to Cruz for backup. Surely he’d chime in with how dire Jag’s condition was, but he only held his hands up and took a step back. “She wanted to do it,” Dani said. “She said that they won’t kill her.”  
 
    “I hope that’s true. The GC could have learned a lot from her.” Zadria sighed. A quick glare from Cassia made her add, “And she was so kind to help us with Jag and Dani.” 
 
    “Cruz, take this to Jag. Sylvine said it’s better than what she was able to make. Let’s see how he does with it.” 
 
    Cruz nodded as he turned and made his way to Jag’s room, Dani close behind.  
 
    Dani was happy to see that Jag was semi-conscious when they got there. His eyes were barely fluttering open, and they tracked her as she crossed the room and walked to his bedside.  
 
    “We’ve got some better medicine for you,” Dani whispered, scooping up his hand in hers. 
 
    “Mmm,” he moaned quietly as he gave her hand a little squeeze. “Hopefully it helps with this headache. Even talking hurts.” 
 
    “Then don’t do it.” Dani smiled ever so slightly at him before removing the cloth from his head. “Cruz, go ahead and give him the medicine.” 
 
    Cruz injected the Vaerian medicine—creonin anti-venom as Sylvine called it. It was the same lavender color, only this version seemed to have a silver sheen to it.  
 
    “Oh,” Jag muttered softly. “This one doesn’t burn.” 
 
    “I’m guessing it’s a more purified version of the drug. Sylvine said it was better.” 
 
    “Sylvine, I should thank her. Where is she, anyway?”  
 
    Dani exchanged a glance with Cruz. She wasn’t sure how Jag would react to the news.  
 
    “I saw that. What’s going on?” Jag tried to push himself into a sitting position but ultimately didn’t have the strength.  
 
    “We got the medicine from the Vaerians,” Dani explained. 
 
    “You did what?” His eyes popped open again. “Now we’re negotiating with terrorists? What’d you give them?” 
 
    Dani took a deep breath, puffing out her cheeks, and looked to Cruz once more. 
 
    “Just tell me.” Jag sighed. 
 
    “Sylvine traded herself to the Vaerians in exchange for the medicine,” Cruz signed. 
 
    “Wait, what? You let her do that?”  
 
    “We didn’t have another option,” Cruz continued.  
 
    Dani was thankful he didn’t rat out her efforts to trade herself and continued to explain the situation. “Currently we’re being towed by two Vaerian destroyers back to their home system. The ship is too damaged right now to break free. We’ve sent out two types of communications in hopes that someone will come rescue us, but it isn’t looking good.”  
 
    Jag looked overwhelmed and sleepy, his blinks growing longer and longer. “Mmmhmm.” 
 
    “We’ll let you rest.” Dani gave his hand another squeeze before she slipped out of his grasp and his room.  
 
    Cruz joined her in the hallway a moment later with a syringe of the medicine.  
 
    Dani surrendered her arm to him without any argument. Jag was right; this version did sting less. 
 
    “Hey, long-range scanners are picking up a ship.” Howard had poked his head out of the bridge and into the hall. “You two should get in here.” 
 
    Dani and Cruz quickly returned to the bridge. Cassia and Zadria were both bent over Cassia’s station but parted as soon as Dani drew near.  
 
    “It’s too small to be the Houston,” Cassia informed Dani.  
 
    “It’s pirates,” Zadria announced. 
 
    “How can you be sure?” Cassia peered over Zadria’s shoulder at her tablet.  
 
    “No one else is crazy enough to come out here.”  
 
    “Is that all the detail we can get?” Dani asked. There wasn’t much showing on the scan, just the energy signature of the engines, and even that was well disguised. If Cassia were any less talented, then they probably wouldn’t have picked it up to begin with.  
 
    “For now, until they’re closer, and as long as they don’t—” 
 
    “Where’d they go?” Zadria’s voice was panicked.  
 
    “Well, either they were destroyed or they cloaked. I’m hoping for cloaked personally.” Cassia scooped a crying Carl up in her arms. 
 
    “How long till they’re here?” Dani looked back out at the destroyers. Their engines had fired up once more, and they had resumed their flight back to their home system. At this point they were about halfway there, and if they got much closer, then any amount of help wouldn’t save them, as battleships would swarm them from the outposts ahead.  
 
    “Based on the speed they were traveling when the sensors picked them up, not long.”  
 
    “Then we had better get ready.” Dani seated herself and strapped in, the others doing the same. “Systems updates, Howard?”   
 
    “About the same. Shields have regenerated nearly completely and engines are around eighty percent charged, but the amount of energy required to break us out of two gravity beams is far beyond their capacity. And, of course, no jump drive.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll need you to be ready to raise shields as soon as there’s any fire. I don’t want to take damage, and I don’t know whose side this ship is going to be on. We can’t raise them too early without alerting the Vaerians that something is coming.” 
 
    “If they don’t already know,” Zadria added. 
 
    “Right, well, I guess we’ll see.” 
 
    The tension in the bridge grew with every passing moment. Cassia continued to scan the space around the trio of ships, looking for any abnormalities. Zadria sat, her eyes glued to her tablet, plugging away at something. Howard had prepared to activate shields and was essentially sitting with his hand poised over the key. Cruz was back at Jag’s station with the weapons relay around him, watching the numerous weapons screens before him.  
 
    Dani herself was staring hard at the Vaerian ships, taking in every feature and looking for weaknesses. She watched the small Vaerian craft Sylvine had boarded as it returned to the ship flying on their right.  
 
    “When things start getting crazy, Cruz, I want you to focus on the ship on the left. Sylvine’s in the other one.” 
 
    Cruz acknowledged her with a nod as his eyes shifted, unblinking, to the screens giving the best view of the ship on the left. 
 
    She and Cruz had been together the longest out of all of her crew. When they met, she was a fighter pilot fresh out of the academy, and he was a weapons specialist aboard her assigned vessel. For four years, they worked as a team to protect GC space, planets, and ships from the Vaerians. There had always been rumors about Cruz’s condition, but Dani never pressed him to relive what he had gone through when the Vaerians captured and tortured him for information. Maybe that was why they got along so well. All she knew was that before he was captured he had both his legs and a voice, and after he was rescued, a deep hatred for all things Vaerian replaced both of those things.  
 
    She wondered how he was faring after discovering he had been working side by side with a Vaerian, Royal or not. If it bothered him, he wasn’t showing it. Dani herself didn’t fully understand the connection between Sylvine and the Vaerians they had been fighting for years. They seemed so different, though now that she knew more about Sylvine, there were also similarities she didn’t catch before: the reptilian-like skin, the intense fighting power.  
 
    Dani shook her head and refocused on the ships ahead of her. Waiting for the battle to begin was always difficult for her. There was the build-up of tension, her heightened senses, the adrenaline, and then the waiting. Getting into the right mindset for battle was easy; staying there until it was time required an endurance Dani hadn’t quite mastered in the way that Cruz had. Her focus tended to waver, especially when there was much to think about.  
 
    She took another deep breath, glancing quickly at the crew, who remained steadfast. She fed off of their focus and searched the Vaerian destroyer with her eyes once more. Their ships were industrial-looking and lacked the elegance of the Houston. They actually more closely resembled the GC’s warships due to the similar materials used in their construction. The GC had resorted to the cheapest materials they could get that would still hold up decently in battle. The duration of the war and strain on supplies had made the grab for these cheaper, more plentiful resources necessary. Unfortunately, they were the same resources the Vaerians needed for their ships. 
 
    Without shields, the outer shell of the ships was easy to penetrate with either energy shots or ballistic ammunition. Osirion was armed with both. They couldn’t take on two destroyers by themselves—but with a little help, just maybe they’d live through this. 
 
    Almost as if on cue with Dani’s thoughts, energy blasts fired from below the cavalcade and into the underbelly of the ship on the left, knocking out the gravitational beam.  
 
    “Let’s do this!” Dani hollered.  
 
    Cruz immediately began opening fire on the target ship, hitting many of their weapons systems before they activated their shields. Howard quickly kicked Osirion’s shields on at full power, and Zadria tossed her tablet onto the floor, accessing the ship’s systems to provide updates.  
 
    “It’s Talon!” Cassia exclaimed, her voice shaking with excitement. 
 
    “Best news I’ve heard all day.” Dani grinned. If she had to choose a pirate ship to work with, she would hands down choose Talon’s. “Make sure he knows who we are.” 
 
    “Got it,” Cassia answered as she pecked away at her console.  
 
    Held fast by the remaining gravity beam, Dani watched the systems carefully. She didn’t want to pull any more energy than she needed to away from shields and weapons by trying to fight the beam. The Vaerian ships weren’t gunning for Osirion anyway—at least not yet. They focused their fire on Talon’s ship, the shields absorbing the fire.  
 
    “Target ship’s shields are already down to fifty percent, and it looks like at least a third of their guns got knocked out before they activated their shields,” Howard said. 
 
    “You should fire on the second ship. They can’t run shields and the gravity beam at the same time,” Zadria suggested. “I doubt we’ll destroy it before they activate shields, so I’m sure Sylvine will be fine.” 
 
    Dani hesitated a moment before deciding that the rookie had a valid point. “Cruz, do it, take out all the guns you can on the other ship.” 
 
    Cruz rotated the weapons relay and opened fire on the ship holding Sylvine, taking all precautions to not hit anything that would cause a critical failure on board. He focused instead on the weapons farther away from the engines and other important systems. Two, three, four guns were now out of commission before the gravity beam disengaged and their shields activated.  
 
    Osirion was free. 
 
    Dani quickly grabbed the yoke and pulled her to the left, circling on the far side of the destroyer. Cruz retargeted the initial target ship and launched a full-energy attack at their shields. Shields were only able to absorb so much before they failed. The trick was balancing weapons power against their shields. Weapons had already dipped down to seventy percent power as the buildup of energy was released in an unrelenting barrage on the Vaerian destroyer.  
 
    “They’re attempting to lock onto us with their weapons,” Cassia warned.  
 
    Dani smirked. This was her favorite part. With a quick adjustment to inertial dampeners, Dani twisted Osirion to the side, flying the quick ship with ease and avoiding a lock from the destroyer. Osirion was much more agile than her previous ship, Alaska’s Vengeance, though it lacked the benefit of a fleet of fighter pilots. A quick pang in her heart made her think back to Peterson and the rest of her pilots before an energy blast hit and dispersed across their shields, snapping her out of her reminiscent moment.  
 
    A quick glance at the screen showed that the hit knocked shields down by about seven percent. She didn’t want to take any more of those. With her focus renewed, Dani continued to carefully combine her evasive maneuvers with passes close to the ship. This allowed Cruz a better shot at their systems should the Vaerian shields fail prematurely, and it made it difficult for the Vaerian weapons to converge on their location.  
 
    “Z, I forgot about Jag,” Dani called out. “Can you go strap him in?” 
 
    “You got it, Captain.” Zadria scrambled from her seat and down the hall behind them toward Jag’s room.  
 
    Dani exhaled loudly as she turned Osirion and climbed above the destroyer. She enjoyed having the advantage of a smaller ship, as she could easily outmaneuver the destroyer. Unfortunately, the extra mobility meant that their weapons packed less of a punch than she would have liked.  
 
    “How’s Talon’s ship doing?” Dani asked as the pirate ship sped by them going the opposite direction, firing down on the destroyer. 
 
    “They’re looking pretty good. They must have upgraded shields and weapons since we saw them last,” Cassia reported. 
 
    “Our shields are at eighty-six percent,” Howard announced as another energy blast hit Osirion’s shields. “Engines are holding at seventy-seven percent, and weapons are down to fifty percent.”  
 
    “The destroyer’s shields?” Dani asked as she continued her attempts to evade the attack. 
 
    “Vaerian shields are—” Cassia’s update was cut short as a blinding flash erupted before them just as Zadria returned. The white intensity caused Dani and her crew to cringe and shield their eyes as it filled Osirion’s bridge before they plunged into darkness.  
 
    The display screen was built to dampen such intense levels of brightness, so Dani was thankful that the solar shields were closed. If not, that flash might have been the last thing any of them saw.  
 
    Dani squinted, rubbed her eyes, and blinked rapidly in attempt to normalize her vision. “What the hell was that?” 
 
    The lack of answers caused her to attempt a glance around the bridge but the residue from the flash was overwhelming. “Z, where are you?” 
 
    “I’m here,” Zadria answered from Dani’s side.  
 
    “I can’t see anything—what happened?” 
 
    “Stand by.” 
 
    The few seconds it took for Zadria to speak again felt like an eternity.  
 
    “There was some kind of detonation; we’re drifting away from the battle. It seems we weren’t the only ones affected. Hang on, I need to open the solar shades. Looks like the blast caused a power failure in a few secondary systems but they’re rebooting. Shields are still up. Life support, artificial gravity, engines, and weapons are all fine.” 
 
    Dani waited, her vision improving as the minutes passed. She was soon able to make out Cassia and Cruz in their stations. “You guys alright?” 
 
    Cruz quickly signed, “Yes.”  
 
    Cassia nodded. “I think so. That was awful.”  
 
    Howard merely grunted. 
 
    The battle below them was at a standstill, no doubt due to whatever caused the flash. “It looks like all the ships are still here. I wonder what that was.” 
 
    “Oh!” Cassia exclaimed, “The Vaerian shields are down, on both ships.”  
 
    “Let’s get back in there then.” Dani grabbed the yoke once more, narrowing her eyes to squint away the last bit of blurriness.  
 
    Osirion wasn’t the only ship getting back into the action. Talon’s vessel also sped back toward the fight. With the destroyer’s shields down, the pirate ship spit a series of small energy blasts, resulting in a line of explosions across the top of the target destroyer.  
 
    “Incoming!” Dani shouted to Cruz as the destroyer’s bay doors opened and a handful of Vaerian fighters emerged.  
 
    The small fighters were exceedingly quick. They unleashed a coordinated volley of energy shots at the pirate ship before turning their attention on Osirion. 
 
    “I can’t outrun them, Cruz. I’ll do my best, but I need you to take out as many as you can.” Dani glanced at Cruz. His focus quickly shifted from the destroyer to the fighters, easily taking out the first three in the formation.  
 
    “It seems their shields are down too.” Zadria sighed with relief.  
 
    “I sure hope Talon shares his tech, because I want it. He always finds the good stuff first.” Dani laughed as she darted back toward the two remaining fighters. 
 
    Cruz made short work of the small crafts before taking aim on the destroyer once more.  
 
    “Hit them with a missile,” Dani ordered.  
 
    Cruz launched a guided missile toward their engines. The large ship, unable to maneuver out of the way, took the full hit, causing a chain reaction through the aft part of the craft.  
 
    “I’d say they’re out of commission,” Zadria announced with a helping of pride.  
 
    Talon’s ship repeated the attack on the second Vaerian destroyer, the one with Sylvine aboard. 
 
    “No!” Dani called out as the explosions tore through the ship, shearing away chunks of metal.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 3 
 
    “Get Talon on the line, now.” Dani was fuming. 
 
    The solar shades slid shut, and Talon appeared on the communications screen. His ever-present boyish charm was undeniable, even in these circumstances, but Dani wouldn’t allow it to affect her.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing? I needed that second ship intact.”  
 
    The grin quickly vanished from Talon’s face. “Oh, this is one of those calls.”  
 
    Dani rolled her eyes. “I have someone on that ship. I swear, if your recklessness results in her death…”  
 
    Talon perked up and his grin returned. “Well then, sounds like we need to mount a rescue mission. Geneva, ready my transport.” 
 
    “Geneva?” Dani recalled the name from her time in prison. 
 
    The tall pirate woman joined Talon, peering at Dani. “Aren’t you supposed to be dead?” 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to be in prison?” 
 
    “Fair enough.” Geneva shrugged before turning to Talon. “Ready when you are, my captain.” 
 
    “Say, where’s my dear brother?” Talon angled his head as though it would help him see around Osirion’s bridge. “I haven’t heard any snarky remarks yet.” 
 
    Dani hesitated, wondering if disclosing Jag’s condition would cease his cooperation. She needed Talon and his crew to pull off the rescue. There was no telling how many pissed-off Vaerians were standing to slaughter them as soon as they set foot aboard their damaged ship.  
 
    Talon frowned. “Is he dead? I did see something on a GC broadcast, but something felt off about it.” 
 
    “No, not dead,” Dani answered. “He’s here, just... incapacitated.”  
 
    “Ah, faking his death. Perhaps I’m finally rubbing off on him.” Talon chuckled then stopped as he had another realization. “Is he the one we’re rescuing?” 
 
    “No, not this time.” 
 
     “I see.” Talon drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair. “Well, let’s get over there before reinforcements arrive. I like to leave the party before it really gets going.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    Dani stood. The second the screen blipped off. “Z, Cassia, Howard, I need you three to handle the ship and Jag. Cruz, you’re with me.” 
 
    Cruz’s hesitation drew Dani’s concern. She recalled Sylvine’s ties to the Vaerians and Cruz’s hatred for them. “If you want to sit this one out, I can take Z.” 
 
    “No.” Cruz stood from his seat, reaching down to make a quick adjustment to his prosthetic legs. “I’ll go.” 
 
    The relief on Zadria’s face was a little too evident. Dani did a better job at hiding hers with a respectful nod to Cruz. He and Jag were the two she preferred to have at her side when shit hit the fan, but with Jag out of commission, Cruz was a far better choice than Zadria, at least until she had a little more experience under her belt.  
 
    “Let’s get moving. We’ll be on comms. Keep an eye on the long-range scanners and the destroyers. I don’t think they’re going anywhere, but let me know if anything changes.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Cassia answered, following Dani and Cruz to the docking bay. “Good luck, you two.”  
 
    Dani couldn’t help but notice Cassia and Cruz sharing a lingering gaze. She had long suspected there might be something brewing between the two, but she hadn’t asked about it at all. It was strictly against GC rules to fraternize with crewmembers, since it statistically resulted in diminished judgement in difficult situations. But Dani knew that if something were to develop then she wouldn’t stand in the way.  
 
    Being a member of a GC crew could be a lonely experience, one she often wished she didn’t have to face alone. Many GC enlisted didn’t have families of their own because they were sometimes gone for years at a time. Dani didn’t envy those who did. She knew how difficult it was growing up with only glimpses of her father over the years. When she was younger, she promised that she would never do that to her family. Then, as she got older, the stars called to her. She chose the GC over romantic entanglements and a family of her own. Though, there were times where she longed for the intimacy of a relationship. After her mother passed and then her father, there was little reason to remain on the ground, so she heeded the stars’ call. Now, her crew was her family, and she couldn’t imagine it any other way. 
 
    “I need to run systems checks on the cruiser. Cruz, grab some weapons for us,” Dani announced as she stepped inside, giving Cruz and Cassia a few moments of privacy. She sat down in the pilot’s chair and ran through systems checks, making sure everything was good.  
 
    As soon as she had a green light on everything, she kicked back and waited. It didn’t take long for Cruz to start hauling weapons on board—quite a few, actually. He secured them in the cargo hold and took the co-pilot’s seat next to Dani. 
 
    “Doing okay?” Dani asked as they left the protection of Osirion.  
 
    Cruz’s gaze was drawn to her. He wasn’t one for sharing his feelings, and the expression on his face emphasized the fact.  
 
    “Stoic as always,” she kidded with a smile. Though, she thought she detected the slightest hint of smirk at her comment.  
 
    They approached the destroyer that held Sylvine. It was dark and even more menacing with the lights out. Talon’s personal transport ship was docking in an open bay, and Dani guided the cruiser to the one next to it. Normally she would have chosen another bay to provide them with more than one escape point. But not knowing what was on board meant there would be safety in numbers.  
 
    “Transmitting an estimated layout of the destroyer to your port-con,” Zadria said through the comm. “There are life signs in about half of the ship. I’m thinking the other half lost atmosphere with the explosions. I created a rough estimate of where the border is between the two sections.”  
 
    “Thanks, Z. Good work.” Dani meant it.  
 
    As soon as Dani locked into the docking bay, she and Cruz leapt into action. They quickly donned their armored suits, then proceeded to strap weapons and ammunition to themselves. Once they were ready, Dani opened the hatch to reveal Talon, Geneva, and three more of his crew, armed to the teeth.  
 
    “That’s it? Just the two of you? I thought this was a rescue mission.” Talon peered past them into the cruiser. 
 
    Cruz stepped up to Talon, peering down his nose at him. Cruz was not a small guy. He was extremely well built, and depending on how he had his prosthetics adjusted, he stood between 6’5” and 6’7”. Talon’s 5’10” frame seemed to shrink below him.  
 
    “Are you guys ready, or what?” Geneva asked, seemingly bored with the situation.  
 
    “Let’s move,” Dani agreed, noting that Geneva seemed to have even more tattoos than the last time she’d seen her. She almost felt bad that the pirate crew lacked the armor that she and Cruz wore. While the armor didn’t completely protect them from injury, it certainly helped. The plates worked to stop projectiles and absorb and disperse energy shots. But they didn’t offer full protection, and carefully aimed shots could still penetrate easily enough.  
 
    “Any idea where your friend might be?” Talon asked as he armed his weapon. 
 
    “Probably wherever they keep the prisoners,” Dani said as she armed her weapon and checked the port-con, offering a glimpse to Talon. “The areas with no life signs likely have no atmosphere.” 
 
    “Well, you’re in luck.” Talon smirked. “Prisoners are usually kept a few levels down, in this area here. Looks like there are still plenty of life signs.”  
 
    “You know, I bet the GC would love to get their hands on your intimate knowledge of the inside of Vaerian ships.”  
 
    Geneva sighed audibly and rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I’m sure they would,” Talon responded. “There are GC assets I wouldn’t mind getting my hands on, either.” 
 
    Dani tried to resist the oncoming blush that flushed her cheeks as Talon took a long, slow look at her, his eyes running up and down the length of her body. She had staved off the advances of a number of men with equally awful pick-up lines, but there was something about Talon, perhaps his likeness to Jag, that caused his words to resonate a little more than the others.  
 
    Trying to clear her mind, Dani turned her attention to Cruz. She was surprised to find him staring at her, shaking his head slowly from side to side with a look of disapproval. She quickly decided to do what she had to do to get them back on track. “Okay, this way then.” 
 
    Dani started down the hall to the left, with Cruz close behind and the pirate unit following him. She and Cruz worked well to ensure the way was clear. Most of the power was out in the ship, except for emergency lighting, artificial gravity, and life support.   
 
    “I think we should split up,” Talon spoke out from behind them. “You two seem to have this under control. If we’re going to see any action, then we’re going to need to get away from you.” 
 
    After a brief hesitation, Dani nodded, giving Talon the okay to branch off on his own.  
 
    “I swear, if they accidently fire on us, then I’m firing back,” Cruz signed before he and Dani continued down the hall.  
 
    Dani stifled a giggle at the comment and peeked around a corner, down a stairwell. A Vaerian grunt was sitting on the steps, inspecting his weapon.  
 
    “Stun,” Dani signed as she dropped the energy level on her weapon to the lowest setting. She had no problem firing on someone who was trying to kill her, but she never could bring herself to murder someone minding their own business, even if they were the enemy.  
 
    Cruz dropped the setting on his weapon as well and fired on the grunt. A non-lethal burst of energy hit him, and his body stiffened as he slumped against the wall. Dani then led the way down the stairwell to the lower level. Another glance around the corner to the main hall revealed a group of Vaerians. They seemed to be having some kind of meeting, but Dani wasn’t well versed enough to understand what they were saying, and her translation chip was off.  
 
    Dani and Cruz held their position until the group split into two and headed down opposite directions of the hall. A group of three came toward them, and Dani and Cruz quickly stunned them, but not before the third called out for the others. 
 
    The other three Vaerians turned and ran, firing down the hall toward Dani and Cruz. Dani heard one of them shouting something, probably calling for backup. It wouldn’t be long until their backs would be exposed to any Vaerians coming down the stairwell. The pair wedged themselves in a corner, Cruz watching the stairs and Dani watching the entrance to the hall. Together, they waited.  
 
    Weapons fire from the hall caused Dani to tense up. Talon and his crew must have found an alternate way to the lower level, and they might need their help. Dani tapped Cruz and gestured to the hall. The two peered around the corner, weapons drawn. The firefight was happening around the next bend, as illustrated by the flashes of energy shots against the silhouettes along the wall.  
 
    Cruz led the way, carefully sweeping adjacent corridors as they went. He and Dani quickly stunned any Vaerians they saw until they caught up to the weapons fire. 
 
    A group of five Vaerians were gathered around an offshoot of the main hallway. They were taking turns laying down fire into the area, where Dani could only assume Talon and his men were. Weapons blasts came from the hall, hitting one of the Vaerians, causing him to fall to the ground, unconscious.  
 
    Dani went low around the corner, with Cruz overhead, and they fired on the Vaerians simultaneously, making quick work of the small group. Once they were all on the floor in a pile, Dani and Cruz hurried toward the adjacent hall. As Dani rounded the corner, she was surprised to find herself nose to nose with Sylvine.  
 
    “Whoa!” Dani called, holding up her hands as Sylvine’s weapon pointed at her face.  
 
    The surprise quickly faded from Sylvine’s face as she recognized Dani and lowered her weapon.  
 
    “This way,” Dani said and gestured back the way they came.  
 
    Cruz took point back down the hall to the stairwell, where a group of Vaerians was rushing down the steps two by two. Dani dropped to one knee and fired up at them as Cruz and Sylvine fired over her head. The first few unsuspecting soldiers fell and tumbled down the stairs. The last ones stopped and crouched at the top of the stairs and returned fire.  
 
    Dani turned and peered back out into the hall, where a second group was quickly approaching. “We’re surrounded,” she alerted Cruz and Sylvine, hoping they could hear and understand her over the energy blasts.  
 
    Suddenly, the Vaerians at the top of the stairs were hit from behind and slid down the steps to rest alongside their comrades. Talon’s grinning face peeked down through the rail.  
 
    “There you guys are. Having all the fun without us, I see.”  
 
    Dani led the charge up the steps with Sylvine next in line and Cruz bringing up the rear, watching the entrance to the hall. Geneva hurried down next to Cruz, and along with Talon’s other crewmembers, they fired at the doorway as the Vaerian squad came around the corner.  
 
    “Is this your friend?” Talon asked, eyeing Sylvine. “Striking.” 
 
    “She doesn’t speak Common.” Dani tried to push aside the twinge of jealousy, not even sure where it came from. “We need to go.” 
 
    “Let’s head back,” Talon called to his crew as the last Vaerian from the hall fell.  
 
    Cruz turned and followed Dani and Sylvine up the stairs and back to the cruiser, with Talon and his men close behind. Sylvine jumped in the cruiser, while Cruz kept an eye on the hall behind them. Geneva and the rest of the pirates hurried into their transport. But before Dani could climb into the cruiser, Talon grabbed her by the arm and spun her toward him.  
 
    “We have a base out here in the Dead Zone.” His breath was warm on her skin as he leaned close. “Bring Jag there. We’ll make sure that he and your ship get patched up.”  
 
    Dani nodded in agreement, and he released her, offering a wink as he climbed into his transport. Dani quickly glanced at Cruz, who was backing up toward the cruiser, and she jumped inside. As soon as Cruz was in, he closed the hatch and Dani began to disengage from the Vaerian ship.  
 
    As she started on their journey back to Osirion, Dani couldn’t help but notice the pirate transport was in much more of a hurry than they were. “What do you suppose Talon and his crew were doing after we split up?”  
 
    “Nothing good, I’m sure,” Cruz signed. 
 
    Dani accelerated the cruiser toward Osirion. Her fears were realized as she watched the Vaerian ship experience another set of internal explosions while she began to engage docking procedures. The shockwave of the explosion and debris hit just before the cruiser was fully engaged beneath Osirion, jerking the small ship violently, and causing it to slam into Osirion’s underbelly, metal crunching on metal.  
 
    “Shit,” Dani grumbled as she couldn’t get the docking system to fully engage.  
 
    “Everything okay down there?” Zadria asked over the comm. 
 
    “Stand by.” Dani attempted to disengage the cruiser, but it wouldn’t disconnect. She hit the yoke with the palm of her hand.  
 
    Cruz jumped up and craned his neck to peer out the window of the hatch before slinking back to his seat with a flop. “The connection point is damaged.”  
 
    Dani rubbed her palm across her forehead with a loud sigh. “Talon, do you read?” 
 
    “Loud and clear. Are you ready to go?” 
 
    “Hardly. Maybe next time you could clue us in on your little plan before you wreck our ship.”  
 
    “Well, we can fix that at our station too,” he said dismissively.  
 
    “Z, Howard, can we fly like this?”  
 
    “Howard’s down in the cruiser bay checking on things,” Zadria answered. “But possibly.”  
 
    “Possibly,” Dani muttered under her breath to Cruz.  
 
    “Hey, Dani,” Howard’s voice called out in her ear. “I don’t think we can fix this out here.” 
 
    “Can we fly like this?” 
 
    “It’d be risky.”  
 
    “I hate to be the bearer of bad news,” Cassia’s quiet voice joined theirs on the comm, “but long-range scans picked up three Vaerian destroyers. They’ll be here in about half an hour.” 
 
    Dani pressed her lips together to contain her frustration.  
 
    “Seems like we don’t have a choice,” Cruz signed.  
 
    “Sylvine, we’re in for a bumpy ride.” Dani set her auto translator to translate into Vaerian.  
 
    Sylvine nodded in understanding and tightened her harness. 
 
    “Talon, please transmit the coordinates of your base to Osirion.” 
 
    A moment later, he replied, “Done, now we’re heading out. Sensors have picked up—” 
 
    “I know.” Dani sighed again. “Z, I need you to fly Osirion to those coordinates.” 
 
    “Me?” She sounded slightly frantic.  
 
    “Time to put on your big girl pants, Z. I can’t fly the ship from here and I need Howard down in the cruiser bay to make sure we don’t fall off along the way.” 
 
    “O-okay.”  
 
    “Howard,” Dani started. 
 
    “I’ve got eyes on you. Let’s get out of here before we have more company.” 
 
    “Sounds good. Punch it, Z.” 
 
    They could feel the vibrations of the engines firing from within the cruiser as Osirion began its journey to the coordinates Talon provided. However, rather than subsiding as they got going, the vibrations only got worse until the cruiser was shaking in place. 
 
    Dani bit her lip and contemplated having Zadria slow down, but traveling at slower speeds increased the likelihood that they’d be found by the other Vaerian ships. Their only saving grace was that their long-range scanners were better than their enemy’s, or it’d already be too late. But they needed to get out of the area, because they could be detected at any point, so speed was of the essence.  
 
    She peered around the cruiser. Sylvine was clutching her harness and closing her eyes. Even Cruz had a firm grip on the armrests of his seat. The rattling of the cruiser’s contents matched the rattling of the cruiser itself as they continued on. Dani tried relaxing in hopes that it might ease some of the strain on her body, but it wasn’t long before she found every muscle tensed again.  
 
    They continued barreling through the dead of space with no local stars or planets to be seen. It really was as desolate as she had heard, but despite the pure emptiness of the stretch of space, it was an area of much controversy. Many believed that the Galactic Conglomerate shouldn’t have ceded the space to Vaerian forces. They felt that instead, the GC should have held the territory and used it as a minefield as a last-ditch effort to protect GC systems. However, the GC instead opted to establish additional mining colonies. The disagreement was one of the major factors in the divide which resulted in the Rebel Faction.  
 
    Dani was among those who were skeptical of the Rebel idea. The number of mines required to create an effective buffer would be astronomical. And, even then, there were ways around such defenses. Still, she was thankful at this point that the minefield hadn’t come to pass, as they had enough to deal with in the moment.  
 
    The shaking continued as the first glimpse of the pirate base came into view. The distant space station gradually grew closer, and the closer they got, the worse it looked. The space station looked like it was pieced together using a collection of space garbage, and it probably was. Mismatched panels were haphazardly slapped together to form a patchwork look. About a third of the space station seemed to be without power, or simply lacking the lighting seen on the rest. Another section seemed to have detached completely and was slowly drifting away. On yet another side, a group of pirates gently bobbed along on the exterior in space suits. 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” Cruz signed as Osirion approached one of the docking bays.  
 
    “Afraid not.” Dani sighed. “But we’re out of options. Are you going to be able to park this thing, Z?” 
 
    “Yeah, I believe I remember my training.” 
 
    Cruz and Dani exchanged a worried look.  
 
    “Talon has instructed us where to go,” Zadria continued. “He’s really nice.”  
 
    There was that pang of jealousy again. What is wrong with me? Dani asked herself as she slowly shook her head.  
 
    “Well,” Dani said after muting the comm, “here’s hoping Z doesn’t kill us all.”  
 
    Osirion made its way toward the largest docking bay, which gave Dani a sense of relief. She didn’t want to see if Zadria had the skills to pull off a narrower fit. This bay offered lots of forgiveness should her aim be slightly off.  
 
    Dani couldn’t help but hold her breath as Osirion’s nose dipped through the atmospheric shield and entered the hangar. She didn’t exhale again until Zadria had safely guided it fully into place. However, Dani’s reprieve was short lived. As Osirion lowered onto the floor of the hangar, a horrid grinding noise came from the area that had halfway locked the cruiser into place.  
 
    “Z, stop!” Dani called through the speakers, Zadria complying almost immediately.  
 
    Space station staff hurried out from the wings with a number of interesting-looking jacks. They positioned them at regular intervals beneath Osirion with no two looking the same. Quick maneuvering from the staff got the supports in place, and Osirion finally came to rest.  
 
    “At last,” Dani said with an exhale. Sylvine also looked more relaxed—many of the creases around her eyes and near her forehead had vanished. Even Cruz seemed more at ease, though only slightly. Still, it was enough for him to loosen the death-grip he had on his chair. “Okay, let’s get off this bird.” 
 
    The words barely had time to roll out of Dani’s mouth before every person in the hangar drew their weapons and trained them on the ship. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 4 
 
    Dani, Cruz, and Sylvine sat in the cruiser with their hands in the air while armed pirates circled around them.  
 
    “Uh, Dani?” Cassia asked through the comm.  
 
    “I know.” Dani sighed. She scanned the group for any sign of Talon, who hadn’t arrived yet.  
 
    “I knew we shouldn’t trust pirates,” Zadria said matter-of-factly.  
 
    Dani gritted her teeth at the tone conveyed across the comm and shook her head.  
 
    Cruz cleared his throat and nodded out the windshield. Talon had entered the hangar, and the pirates were stepping apart to create a path for him, Geneva, and the rest of his entourage. As he passed by them, they lowered their weapons. A few moments after he arrived, Dani and her crew were no longer under the threat of annihilation.  
 
    A young man ran out in front of Talon and placed a carton on the floor. Talon took his place aboard the step and performed a deep bow. With a swooping arm movement, he gestured first to the cruiser, then to Osirion. Dani lowered her arms as the pirate crew appeared to be celebrating.  
 
    Once the crowd was nice and riled, Talon thrust his arms in the air toward Osirion.  
 
    “I have a bad feeling about this,” Cruz signed.  
 
    Sylvine seemed awash with confusion. 
 
    Dani sighed. “I wish I could hear what he was telling them.” 
 
    Talon beamed up at Dani from his dais, clearly impressed with himself. She in turn held her hands in the air in the universal ‘what gives’ gesture.  
 
    “Come out,” Talon signed a bit awkwardly.  
 
    “Huh, how about that? I didn’t know he knew sign language,” Dani said as she got to her feet.  
 
    Cruz was already opening the cruiser’s hatch and peering across the gap and into Osirion. As Dani peered out, she had to admit that she was thankful Talon allowed them access to the pirate base, even if it meant they had some things to straighten out. In their haste to rescue Sylvine, they hadn’t grabbed their space suits and would have been unable to reboard Osirion without a seal on the airlock. Not to mention it would vent Osirion’s atmosphere if they tried.  
 
    Cruz banged on Osirion’s hatch until a red-faced Howard opened it from the other side. The trio then took turns climbing out of the dangling cruiser and into Osirion’s belly.  
 
    “How’s Jag?” Dani asked as Zadria and Cassia climbed down the ladder.  
 
    “In and out,” Cassia reported with a sigh. “It seems the creonin is working, but it might take a while for him to get on his feet. We should really get him to their medical facilities where they can take proper care of him.” 
 
    “Understood.” Dani nodded and concealed a hand-held laser weapon before heading up the ladder. “You guys might want to grab something too, just in case.” 
 
    Dani left the crew below to arm themselves as she made her way to Jag’s quarters. He was pale, but awake. “Hey,” she said softly, approaching his side. 
 
    “Did we land?” he asked, still groggy. 
 
    “Well, sort of. Now, you might not like this…” Dani started. 
 
    “Oh great.” Jag pressed his head into his pillow and squeezed his eyes shut. “What’d you do now?” 
 
    “Well, we got Sylvine back,” Dani said enthusiastically, trying to delay telling him where they were. “And we got away from the two destroyers.” 
 
    Jag’s brow furrowed. “How’d we pull that off?” 
 
    “We had a little help.” She shrugged as she said the words, trying to keep an upbeat tone. 
 
    Jag was immediately suspicious. “Who?” he asked, drawing out the question. 
 
    “It was our only option, really.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “I mean, without the help, we would have never been able to get out of there or rescue Sylvine.” 
 
    “Who, Dani?” Jag’s patience was wearing thin. 
 
    “Sweet brother!” Talon exclaimed as he walked into Jag’s room. “You’re awake. Good, good.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me.” Jag looked between Dani and Talon. 
 
    All Dani could do was muster a crooked smile and another shrug. 
 
    Talon glided over to the other side of Jag’s bed and flopped down. “Is the lovely Dani filling you in on our alliance?” 
 
    “Ow,” Jag said when Talon landed on the bed near his leg. 
 
    “Alliance?” Dani asked, alarmed. “I don’t know that I’d go that far.” 
 
    Talon ignored her, peeking at Jag’s wound. “Nasty bite you have there. Don’t worry, my medical team will get you all patched up.”  
 
    Just then another group swarmed into the room, carrying a stretcher.  
 
    “Wait, medical team?” Jag asked as they loaded him onto the stretcher. “Where are we?” 
 
    Talon stood and took Dani’s hand, now ignoring Jag. “My dear, thank you very kindly for caring for my sweet brother.” He bent into a bow and his lips grazed the back of her hand, electrifying her skin.  
 
    “Oh,” was all Dani could manage to say through the blush that took over her face. She quickly glanced at Jag, who was being carried out of the room, and caught a look of anger on his face, and immediately regretted letting Talon get to her. “I should go with him.” 
 
    Talon slid his arm around Dani’s shoulders and guided her out into Osirion’s hall and toward the cargo area. As soon as Dani saw Jag again, she slipped from Talon’s grasp and caught up to him and the medical team as they boarded a lift. With the cruiser in the position it was, the cargo door didn’t reach all the way to the floor of the hangar, and a portable lift had been brought in to lower the crew to the ground.  
 
    Cruz, Cassia, Zadria, Sylvine, and Howard were all already down on the ground, watching Dani, Jag, Talon, and the medical crew descend. She hoped they had taken her advice to arm themselves. From what she could see, they didn’t appear to have any weaponry, but that could just mean that they had concealed their weapons well.  
 
    The medical team bustled Jag and the rest of the creonin away as soon as the lift was safely on the ground. Dani took a quick glimpse at her own wound to see if she needed to follow them, but the dark tendrils were gone, and all that was left was a slight redness around the wound. It was still tender and would likely leave a scar, but she was glad she didn’t need to use any more of the medication since she knew Jag’s condition was much worse.  
 
    “Cruz, Sylvine, please go with Jag and keep an eye on his treatment,” Dani ordered. Even though Talon was his brother, she knew better than to leave Jag alone on a pirate base, especially when he wasn’t able to adequately defend himself. 
 
    “I’ll go too. For... translation purposes,” Cassia said as she quickly darted after Cruz and Sylvine. 
 
    “Now.” Talon cocked his head to watch them go after the medical team before he turned on his heel to face Dani and the rest of her crew. “A meal perhaps?” 
 
    Dani had to admit that she was hungry and nodded in response. “Yes, please. Thank you.” 
 
    Talon grinned and headed for the nearest door. Cruz, Cassia, and Sylvine disappeared around a corner after the medical team, while Zadria, Howard, and Dani followed Talon. 
 
    As they walked out of the hangar and down a hall, Dani couldn’t help but eye the various gaps in the walls and floors, as well as the several nooks and crannies. She hoped Cassia had locked Carl up in a safe place, because if he escaped Osirion, they’d have a hell of a time finding him here.  
 
    Talon led the small group through a series of hallways that didn’t seem to be based on any type of plan. In fact, it kind of seemed like the structure had been added onto several times, creating an abundance of walls that seemed to divide nothing in particular. Eventually their winding path stopped in what seemed to be a royal dining room. A table of great size sat in the center of the room with an assortment of chairs around it. Name cards sat in front of some of the place settings, and Talon grabbed and rearranged them on his way to the head of the table. Once he got there, he flopped into his seat, allowing one of his legs to dangle over the arm of what Dani could only describe as a jeweled throne.  
 
    “Is this what he was doing while his crew pointed their weapons at us?” Howard mumbled to Dani. 
 
    Dani shrugged. She wasn’t going to deny the possibility, especially with what she knew about Talon. He was nearly the complete opposite of Jag, aside from their shared good looks and the ability to make Dani blush. Where Jag was intense, Talon was much more laid back. Dani had to admit that the ever-present calm the pirate captain possessed was a trait she desired for Jag in exchange for his hot temper, but she’d never let him know that. 
 
    Place cards for Dani and Zadria were located in front of the seats closest to Talon. Howard’s place card was down at the opposite end of the table, several chairs away from the rest of the group. 
 
    Zadria immediately sat in her seat next to Talon, straightening her place card as she did so.  
 
     “Talon,” Dani started, but didn’t have the opportunity to finish. 
 
    “Please, sit down.” He smiled one of his handsome smiles and patted the cushion on Dani’s seat.  
 
    Dani hesitated a moment before picking up Howard’s name card and placing it at the seat next to her chair. Only then did she sit down. 
 
    Talon waved his hand, and a number of his staff brought in plates of food. There was some kind of roasted meat, along with a deep red vegetable and a roll. A young woman appeared, carrying a decanter of wine, and served each of the guests.  
 
    Talon dove into his meal and drink with the enthusiasm Dani stuffed down inside of her. She didn’t want to appear too eager for anything Talon offered. Zadria reached for her wine glass, but a well-timed look from Dani was all it took for her hand to slink back to her silverware. Howard was thoroughly examining his food.   
 
    “So,” Dani said as she poked at her food with a fork. “After we’re done here, I’ll have Howard examine the cruiser and Osirion. As soon as it’s fixed, we’ll be on our way.”  
 
    The wine girl lingered, looking confused, until Talon waved her out of the room.  
 
    “I think…” Talon spoke between bites. “You guys should stick around a while.” 
 
    “Why?” Dani asked before finally taking a bite. 
 
    “Why not?” Talon laughed. “I mean, you’ve clearly been abandoned, out here in the Dead Zone with no backup. You can’t be that important to... what is your mission, anyway?” 
 
    “What would you say if I told you it was to apprehend a prominent pirate captain?” 
 
    Talon paused for the briefest of moments before winking at Dani. “Oh, you... you almost had me there, you know.” 
 
    “He kind of has a point,” Zadria said between bites. “I mean, we haven’t been able to get ahold of the Houston anyway.” 
 
    Dani studied Zadria’s face. Her desire to stay rather than get back to the Houston and their mission was somewhat uncharacteristic of her. Dani wasn’t sure if she was finally loosening up, or if there was something else going on. That thought made her shift her attention to Talon. “Why do you want us to stay?” 
 
    Talon rested his elbow on the arm of his chair and leaned forward, placing his chin in his hand. His eyes narrowed, and Dani felt as though he were scanning her for something. “My reasons are my own, but as you know, there’s a war upon us. It never hurts to have allies.” 
 
    “Is that why you built your space station in the Dead Zone? To make allies with the Vaerians?” 
 
    Talon laughed once more. “Of course not. We’re here because no one would think to look for us in such a place. It’s very tiring to build up something of this magnitude just to have it raided by the GC as soon as it’s finished. Here we’ll have peace, provided no one reports our location.” Dani felt Talon’s gaze shift to one of warning as he muttered the last words.  
 
    “You should know me better than that by now.”  
 
    Talon continued his intense stare for a moment before his charming smile broke through and he relaxed back into his chair once more, resuming his meal. “Sometimes it doesn’t hurt to double check where you stand. Loyalties shift, you know.”  
 
    As Dani searched his last statement for hidden meaning, the door flew open and a rotund man reminding Dani an awful lot of Warden Quill bumbled into the room and made his way to Talon’s side with a tablet.  
 
    Talon accepted the device and flipped through a few screens before returning it to the man and shooing him away. “So. wormholes, eh?” 
 
    Dani looked over to Howard, who froze mid-bite, then at Zadria, whose schoolgirl crush seemed to shatter in that moment, before her eyes finally rested on Talon. “Digging around on my ship isn’t the best way to make allies.” 
 
    Talon simply shrugged. “What’s a pirate to do?” 
 
    “I did hear about the stunt you pulled in PS683, escaping through a wormhole. No doubt the GC wanted to explore that further. They’re always looking for new ways to find and exploit planets.” Talon lowered his voice and leaned closer to Dani. “Is that why you’re out here? Did you ride a wormhole into Vaerian space? That’d give the GC quite the upper hand, wouldn’t it? An attack from behind enemy lines...” 
 
    “We’re done here,” Dani said as she tossed her napkin on her plate and stood. Howard and Zadria followed suit.  
 
    “Not if you want your precious first officer, you’re not.”  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 5 
 
    For the first time that Dani could remember, Talon looked neither charming nor playful. Instead his face now wore a sinister sneer as his power-hungry eyes bore down on her, not unlike the eyes of the Vaerians themselves. The change of energy in the room and the threat against Jag helped snap her out of whatever hold he had over her.  
 
    Very methodically, Dani leaned toward Talon, bracing herself on the table with both palms.  “You don’t want to make an enemy of me.” She stared back at him, unblinking.  
 
    Talon leaned back from Dani but maintained eye contact. “My dear, I have far worse enemies than you.” 
 
    “I want to see Jag,” she stated. 
 
    Talon rolled his eyes and sighed. “Very well.”  
 
    “Howard, Z,” Dani said without taking her eyes off of Talon, “go back to the ship and begin repairs. I want to get out of here as soon as we can.” 
 
    “You got it,” Howard replied as he and Zadria left the way they came.  
 
    Dani was suddenly very aware she was in a room alone with Talon. A few minutes ago this fact would have made her nervous, but his snooping through her ship’s database and threat to keep Jag from her negated her feelings toward him. “Well?” 
 
    “This way.” Talon stood and left through a different door than the one they had used to enter the dining room. This part of the space station was much more carefully constructed than what Dani had seen so far. He led her down a short hall and through another door into a room with lush rugs on the floor and a massive bed at the center. Dani stopped in the doorway. 
 
    “Your bedroom? You can’t be serious.” 
 
    Talon seemed to ignore her as he crossed the large room to a bookcase. He triggered a hidden switch somewhere that caused the bookcase to slide to the side, exposing a network of screens mounted within the wall.  
 
    The screens caught Dani’s curiosity, and she approached them. There was a collection of nine screens, but they rotated through images from around the space station. Talon picked up a small remote control and entered a code that Dani didn’t quite catch. The screens changed to make one large picture of the medical bay where Jag was located. He lay in his bed, Sylvine administering another dose of creonin. Cassia and Cruz stood off in the corner, Cruz’s arms wrapped around Cassia and her head lying against his chest.  
 
    “Cassia did always have a soft spot for the burly type,” Talon sighed, looking forlorn. He and Cassia once shared a moment, long ago, when she was younger and less experienced in halting Talon’s advances. Dani knew for a fact that Cassia regretted it, mostly from late-night chats with her about how he let her down time and time again because of his insatiable appetite for other women.   
 
    “Say,” Talon added as he stroked his strong jawline, “isn’t fraternization among GC crews forbidden? Surely that must be so or you and Jag would have—” 
 
    “I’m not worried about Cassia and Cruz. They’re both adults.” Dani changed the subject, “How’s Jag doing? It’s hard to tell from here.” 
 
    Talon shrugged. “He seems alive.” He stepped closer to Dani, the scent of his musky cologne filling her nose. “I’ll just…” 
 
    He reached past her toward the bookshelf once more and grabbed another device. Once it was in his hand, he remained close and turned it on. It was very much like their port-con devices. A few selections on the screen and it displayed what Dani guessed were Jag’s vitals. Talon held it up for her to see.  
 
    “See?” His voice had softened with his proximity to her. “He’s doing well. Better than when he arrived, anyway.”  
 
    Dani studied the display and nodded, her mouth dry. Talon’s closeness was still having an effect on her. His soothing voice and deep blue eyes matched Jag’s. She felt her anger start to melt away as he brushed the shaggy, dark hair away from his eyes.  
 
    “You seem tense. Perhaps a walk would help you relax? I’ll give you the tour as we make our way to the medical bay.”  
 
    Dani could feel his gaze on her as she stared at the screen once more. “Yeah, sure.” The room had started to feel small with Talon so close, and she started to doubt her desire to fend him off.  
 
    She turned to face him, and he seemed even closer with his enticing eyes, smile, scent, and touch. Dani knew any type of involvement with Talon would be a bad idea, but Jag had always left her unsure of how he felt about her, while Talon made it very clear that he was interested. His forwardness appealed to her in a way she hadn’t expected. Before, she had always assumed it was just to get under Jag’s skin, but now that they were alone and the interest didn’t seem to wane, she found herself reciprocating.  
 
    Just when she expected him to make a move, he turned toward the door. Perhaps they aren’t so different after all, she thought as she trailed behind him. 
 
    Talon led them through a series of rooms and halls in his private quarters, and they finally stepped back out into the shabby main section of the space station. Dani could feel her wits returning, along with the sharp, fluorescent lighting, a welcome departure from the dim, warm lights in Talon’s bedroom.  
 
    “You know why we’re here, so show me what you and your crew do out here,” Dani said as they stepped onto a balcony overlooking a large room. Inside, a large cargo ship was being unloaded.  
 
    “Well, my dear, as you know, the GC has mined the life out of several planetary systems and left the inhabitants poverty stricken. Sad, really. The GC starts off like a golden beacon of technology when they set up camp, luring the people into a false sense of security with their gadgets and easy living. Then, before they know it, the GC has made off with any valuable resources the planet once had.” 
 
    Dani frowned. “Well, that isn’t entirely true.” 
 
    “Oh, really? And what truth have they been force-feeding their employees?” 
 
    She felt the anger rising in her once again. “Sure, there are some resources that are in high demand, but it’s for the war, so it’s necessary. It’s not like they strip-mine every planet they come across.” 
 
    Talon’s eyes seemed to search hers for a moment. “Regardless, far too many planets end up a shell of their former selves, unable to trade without their resources and struggling to feed their population. We just try to help them out a little.” 
 
    “How so?”  
 
    “Well, we provide them with raw materials, and they either purify or manufacture whatever we need. Win, win.”  
 
    Dani narrowed her eyes. “But where do you get the materials?” 
 
    “Oh, here and there,” Talon said with a wave of his left hand and then his right. 
 
    “And what are they manufacturing?” 
 
    Talon shrugged. “It depends on the planet, really. Usually something similar to what the GC had them doing before the mines ran dry. The GC tends to leave their old, broken-down equipment behind. I have a team that’s great at getting it up and running again.” 
 
    “And then you sell the products?” 
 
    “Or use them, either way.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’re trying to launder stolen goods.” Dani raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Talon winked at her. “Always trying to pin me with a crime. How... GC of you.” 
 
    His last comment made the skin on the back of her neck crawl, flashing back to her conviction and time in prison. She clenched her hands around the balcony rail as she looked down at the workers below.  
 
    Talon started walking away, seemingly oblivious to her anger. “As you can imagine, wormhole travel would help expand our work significantly.” 
 
    Dani’s grip loosened as her mind lingered on his comment. She hurried to catch up to him before he stepped into the hall once more. “Wait, did you know we were experimenting with wormhole travel before we got here?” 
 
    Talon smiled and continued down the hall. Dani followed along, questions swarming her mind as he stepped into another great room. This time, it wasn’t a hangar so much as a training facility. Below, a number of pirates were working on some kind of martial-arts training. Their collective grunts echoed through the chamber. 
 
    “Talon, answer me.” 
 
    He sighed. “I might have had some idea of what you were doing. I mean, we do have spies everywhere, and I know your ship doesn’t have a long-range hyper drive, so really it was the only thing that made sense. Getting into your ship’s computer simply confirmed my suspicions.” 
 
    “Spies everywhere? Where? The Houston? Osirion?” 
 
    Talon released a deep chuckle, which echoed down to the trainees below. They paused in their practices to look up at their leader before continuing. “Goodness, no. Who on Osirion is fit to be one of my pirates?” 
 
    Dani frowned at him. “So the Houston then?” 
 
    “Come, there’s still more to see.” He turned and left her once more.  
 
    Dani lingered behind, running through the Houston’s crew and who could possibly be working for Talon before she realized that if she didn’t move she would lose him. She finally caught up to him on the balcony overlooking the cafeteria, where a number of people were collecting food and sitting down to eat. It mimicked the prison mess hall almost exactly, which was unsettling for Dani to say the least. She grabbed Talon’s arm and turned him to face her. 
 
    “I need to know.” She leaned close and whispered. “Someone’s been sending me messages. Are you responsible for that?” 
 
    Talon seemed delighted at the closeness. With a twinkle in his eye, he leaned in. “If I were leaving you messages, love, you’d know exactly who they were from and their purpose.” 
 
    Dani’s heart sank a little. She thought she had finally gotten to the bottom of the mystery. Her disappointment must have been evident as Talon lifted her chin with his index finger. Deep in his eyes, there was the tiniest glimpse of compassion. “What kinds of messages?” 
 
    For a moment she debated telling him, but ultimately decided to keep her secret. She went to step back but his hand moved to her hip, electrifying her body while simultaneously setting off all kinds of alarms in her head. Still, his touch wasn’t entirely unwanted. 
 
    “Go on,” he continued. “You can trust me.” 
 
    Dani waged an internal war with herself. She knew that Talon wasn’t someone she could openly trust, but she longed to talk about the messages and the coordinates with somebody, almost anybody at this point. “I ca—” 
 
    “Hey,” he interrupted her. “It’s okay.” 
 
    Dani started to breathe a sigh of relief that promptly got caught in her throat when Talon swept a stray lock of hair behind her ear and leaned in, his lips softly grazing hers. A warm sensation ran quickly through her body, and she instinctually leaned into the kiss before reality snapped her out of the fantasy she had slipped into, and she pulled away. She had longed for Jag to be so brazen, despite GC rules, but her desires had gone unfulfilled.  
 
    She stared at Talon, a mixture of confusion and desire within her, until a loud crash from the cafeteria below snapped Dani out of her trance. Drawn to the source of the noise, Dani was even more surprised to see Geneva standing down in the cafeteria, with a sizable dent in the metal panel next to the door. Cruz and Cassia were with her, looking as shocked as Dani felt.  
 
    “Why did you do that?” Dani mumbled, turning toward Talon, but he was already heading through another doorway.  
 
    She chased after him, grabbing his arm once more. 
 
    “I knew you’d want more.” He grinned as he spun to face her. 
 
    Unsure of what to say, she instead raised her hand and slapped him across the face. “What the hell was that?” 
 
    Talon rubbed his cheek, now red with Dani’s handprint. “That was a bit extreme.” 
 
    “You did that just to mess with Geneva, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Heh, well, perhaps. It’s hard to keep a good pirate woman interested. They love the drama.” 
 
    “You’re an ass. Which way to the medical bay?” Dani felt used and ashamed and wanted to get away from him as soon as she could. 
 
    “Oh come on, it was all in fun,” Talon argued.  
 
    Dani raised her hand again, and he held up his arm defensively. “Alright, alright, go back down to the main level and just follow the green line on the floor.  That’ll take you to your precious Jag.” 
 
    She had already made it down the hall and toward the stairwell before Talon finished talking. She hurried along, a flush on her cheeks from anger more than embarrassment. It was easy enough to find the crudely painted green line on the floor once she reached the right level. From there, she followed it through the inner halls of the space station before finally reaching what looked like some version of a medical bay.  
 
    “Dani!” Cassia’s voice called from behind right as Dani put her hand on the door. “Wait.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and turned to face Cassia. 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    Dani shook her head. “He’s just an ass.” 
 
    “Well…yeah.” Cassia nodded. “But that kiss?” 
 
    “It was nothing. Just his attempt to rile up Geneva.”  
 
    “I can see that. I mean, heck, I’ve been there.” Cassia sighed deeply. “If you’re planning on telling Jag, just don’t.” 
 
    Dani bit her lip. She had planned on telling him. She figured it was better he hear it from her than anyone else. “Why?” 
 
    “You know how angry he gets about stuff. He’d have us all trying to leave before we can fix the cruiser. That or he’d try to kill Talon himself.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay. Maybe you’re right. At least for now.” 
 
    Cassia gave Dani a reassuring smile. “It’ll be fine.” 
 
    “How’s he doing in there?” Dani asked, gesturing toward the door. 
 
    “Much better. He’s been awake quite a bit. Sylvine is watching him right now.” 
 
    A clamor from inside the medical bay caused Dani to share a concerned look with Cassia before pushing open the door. Inside, Dani quickly saw that the problem wasn’t with Jag, but with Sylvine. She stood in a slightly crouched position, her long blade drawn and pointed at two pirate men who stood in front of her with their hands up. 
 
    “Whoa!” Dani said as she hurried to Sylvine’s side. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Mingsa.” Sylvine muttered through a clenched jaw.  
 
    Jag held a scalpel in his hand, the rest of the medical tray on the floor. “These ex-GC idiots keep harassing Sylvine, calling her a lizard woman and saying she’s a Vaerian pet. I’m pretty sure she’s going to kill them.” 
 
    “Sylvine,” Cassia started, “Desush antulaken.”  
 
    Dani eyed the men. They wore outdated versions of the GC uniform—lower-level grunts who must have defected. Dani drew her own mini laser blaster and barked at the men, “Go on. Get out of here.” 
 
     The two of them shared a look before making a run for the door. Before they got there, Cruz stepped inside, eating a dinner roll, and the two men bounced off of him before hitting the floor then scrambling to get out of the room.  
 
    “Did I miss all the fun?” he signed, noticing the weapons.  
 
    Dani sighed. “Hopefully Howard will be able to fix the cruiser and Osirion so we can get the hell out of here.”  
 
    “Gee, if only someone could have warned you how bad of an idea this place was.” Jag rubbed his chin dramatically.  
 
    “And then Zadria would still be in charge while Cruz, Sylvine, and I were trapped in the cruiser.” 
 
    “Don’t you get it, Dani? They probably timed the explosion to damage the ship and cruiser on purpose.” Jag tossed the scalpel on the ground with the rest of the tray’s contents. “We wouldn’t be here if Talon didn’t want us here.” 
 
    “Speak of the devil,” Cassia muttered as the door swung open and Talon strode in with a fuming Geneva at his side.  
 
    “Jag, my sweet brother, how are you doing?” Talon asked, seemingly unaware of the death glare Geneva was casting on Dani.  
 
    “Why’d you bring us here?” Jag cut to the chase.  
 
    Talon almost seemed disappointed. “We haven’t seen each other in ages and this is how you greet me?” 
 
    “I know you’re up to something. Just spit it out so we can all get on with our lives.” 
 
    Talon sighed and plopped own on the foot of Jag’s bed. “You act as though I would only bring you here if I needed you.”  
 
    Dani stepped closer to Jag’s bed on the opposite side of where Talon sat. Geneva watched her every move.  
 
    Jag folded his arms across his chest and stared at Talon, unspeaking. 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Talon said with a sigh. “We need to get a hold of the Houston. We’ve been unable to contact our informant for some time now. With the change in GC leadership, I fear something serious is afoot.” 
 
    “Wait,” Dani interrupted. “Change in GC leadership?”  
 
    Talon looked back and forth between Dani and Jag, then at the rest of Dani’s crew.  “Don’t tell me you don’t know.” 
 
    “Know what?” Dani took a step toward Talon, causing Geneva to take a step toward her.  
 
    “The President of the GC has been replaced,” Talon said matter-of-factly. “It was bound to happen. Just going off of what I know, the majority of the GC has been preparing for the coup for quite some time. They just had to wait for the right moment to circumvent protocol. Apparently the last straw was an explosion behind Vaerian lines and the Vaerians calling off the ceasefire the President had negotiated.” 
 
    After a long pause, Talon added, “You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?” 
 
    “I mean, we saw an explosion, but it wasn’t us that caused it,” Dani answered. 
 
    “I see,” he replied, his eyes lingering on Dani a little longer than she was comfortable with. “Well, regardless, some guy named Penn is in charge now.” 
 
    “Jackson Penn?” Cassia asked, alarmed.  
 
    “Yeah, that’s the guy.” 
 
    “Wow, he’s been angling for a position of power for a while now. And Talon’s right—this is serious. Penn has no interest in research and development. All he cares about is getting what he wants regardless of how he gets it. I’m surprised the cabinet elected him.”  
 
    Talon beamed at Cassia’s mention of him being right and added, “Yes, well, after a long, drawn-out war, people are more likely to go for someone drastically different than the prior president in hopes of change. How do you think I got to this level?” 
 
    “Dumb luck,” Jag muttered.  
 
    Talon continued, ignoring the comment, “We have an outpost that picks up all GC transmissions and rebroadcasts them to us so we can stay informed on these things. President Penn has already approved the construction of a new fleet of battle cruisers and, rumor has it, the technology being used is based on a particular prototype.” 
 
    With the mention of a prototype, his eyes landed squarely on Dani.  
 
    “Osirion,” she said flatly. 
 
    “So you see, there are many reasons I want you here, Jag: you’re my brother, we lost our connection to the Houston, and we need your ship.” 
 
    “I guess it’s a good thing it’s broken then,” Jag mumbled. 
 
    “It’s fixed,” Howard beamed as he threw open the door to the medical lab and strutted in with Zadria following behind with a smile. He stopped when he reached Jag’s bedside. “What?” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 6 
 
    Howard looked deflated after Cassia brought him up to speed on the current state of events. “Well, isn’t that some shit? Although that kind of explains why the Houston hasn’t tracked us down or made any attempt to communicate.”  
 
    Zadria paced the room, wringing her hands. “We should go, try to find them.” 
 
    “No.” Howard shook his head. “We can’t do that. At least not alone. Remember, Dani and Jag are dead, and Cassia and Cruz are wanted for questioning. We can’t just waltz in there and demand to see Patrick.” 
 
    “Howard’s right. We’ll need to approach this very carefully.” Dani racked her brain for a solution. First she looked to Talon, but he clearly had his own agenda, and she didn’t feel like they could trust him. In fact, she wasn’t sure who to trust. Their options were severely limited. She wasn’t even sure if they could get to Osirion and off of this space station. Regardless of their current situation, Dani never believed Talon would leave them worse off than how he found them.  
 
    “Sir?” A young man poked his head into the medical bay. “A word?” 
 
    Talon hopped off of Jag’s bed and exited the room. As soon as he did, Geneva pushed off from her position leaning against the wall and rushed toward Dani, catching her off-guard. Before Dani knew it, she was pinned against the wall by her throat and clawing at Geneva’s powerful hands.  
 
    “You think you can come all the way out here and steal my man?” Geneva growled at Dani through a clenched jaw. 
 
    Dani flailed, kicking her feet, but Cruz quickly closed in on Geneva behind, his weapon humming as it pointed just above Geneva’s ear.  
 
    “Put her down,” Cassia ordered. 
 
    Geneva glanced over her shoulder at Dani’s crew. They had all drawn their weapons and had them trained on Geneva. She sneered and slid Dani to the floor before turning and briskly walking out of the med bay.  
 
    “Thanks guys,” Dani croaked as she rubbed her throat. 
 
    “What was that about?” Jag asked. 
 
    Dani couldn’t have been more relieved when Talon reentered the room and began speaking so she didn’t have to explain.  
 
    “Well,” he started with a sigh, “it seems that we didn’t clear the area fast enough before another Vaerian destroyer picked up which direction we were heading. Our long-range scanners indicate they’re on their way. Now, they may not find us, but chances are, they will.”  
 
    “Can your base stand up to an attack?” Dani asked. 
 
    “I sent Geneva to check on our cloaking and shield capabilities. We’ve had a team working on improving them. Though she seemed pretty upset...” Talon paused to glance at Dani. “So if they’re not ready, we may have to make a run for it.” 
 
    “Okay, what is going on here?” Jag asked again, looking between Dani and Talon. It was obvious his anger was increasing. 
 
    “We’re screwed, that’s what’s happening here.” Zadria had started biting at her cuticles as she paced. “Osirion can’t outrun anything right now. Not unless we miraculously got a new jump drive. You didn’t fix that, did you, Howard?” 
 
    “Er... no. But the cruiser and Osirion’s docking system are repaired.” 
 
    “See, we’re dead.”  
 
    “Z, we’re not dead yet. Try to take a breath.” Dani inhaled deeply in example. 
 
    Zadria plopped down onto another bed and started practicing deep breathing.  
 
    “Where’s Carl when you need him?” Cruz signed.  
 
    “Well, maybe they’ll negotiate. We’ve done that in the past,” Cassia suggested. 
 
    “We are not giving them Sylvine again.” 
 
    Sylvine perked up from the corner when she heard Dani mention her name.  
 
    Talon raised an eyebrow at Sylvine, seemingly noticing her unusual features for the first time. He opened his mouth to speak, but before he could say anything, Dani interrupted him. 
 
    “Talon, we need a new jump drive. Do you have anything like that lying around?” 
 
    “Of course I do.” He chuckled with his response. 
 
    “Great.” Dani pointed at the door. “Take Howard and go get it installed on Osirion.” 
 
    Talon cocked his head at Dani. 
 
    “What?” she asked with a huff. 
 
    “Why would I do that?” 
 
    “What?” Dani asked again with a raise of her eyebrows and a more aggressive tone. 
 
    “Why would I help you escape? What do I get out of this deal?” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Cassia groaned. 
 
    “Did you expect anything less?” Jag mumbled in response. 
 
    Dani drew her weapon. “Oh, I don’t know... I could let you live,” she said, pointing it at Talon. 
 
    A smirk spread on his lips. “My, my, isn’t this a change from the position we were in not too long ago?” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Jag sat straight up in his bed. 
 
    “Dani, love, you don’t want to kill me. Besides,” he added with a shrug, “threatening to leave me here alive just so the Vaerians can have their way with me later isn’t appealing. Not to mention the fact that if you shoot me, you’ll have pirates all over you like the GC on a glowshard planet.” 
 
    She kept her weapon pointed at him, racking her brain for some other idea. 
 
    Talon approached her. As he drew near, she lowered her weapon, but he continued his path until he was right beside her. With the wall behind her and Jag’s bed beside her, she was cornered, and could already feel the nervousness building in the pit of her stomach. She closed her eyes, trying to will the feelings of desire away as he brushed her hair off of her cheek and whispered,  
 
    “We need each other, Dani.” His warm breath caressed her earlobe and neck. 
 
    Suddenly, Jag sprung up and shoved Talon, causing him to reel momentarily before tripping over a chair and falling to the ground. Dani’s eyes caught Jag’s. They were wide and full of anger.  
 
    “You stay away from her,” Jag barked down at Talon. 
 
    Talon, seemingly egged on by Jag’s comment, got to his feet. “Jealous I got a taste before you?” 
 
    Jag raised his fist to strike Talon, but Cruz swooped in and picked Talon up by the collar of his shirt and carried him toward the door. Cassia rushed over and opened it, allowing Cruz to throw him out into the hallway. He then dusted off his hands as though he’d just taken out the trash and turned back to the group as Cassia closed the door.  
 
    “Okay, what’s the plan?” Cruz signed. 
 
    “Howard, how long will it take you to install a new jump drive?” Dani asked, trying to avoid Jag’s confused and hurt gaze. 
 
    “It depends on the model. If they have a GC drive, then it’ll be easy enough to switch out. They were designed to be replaced in a pinch if needed. But if it’s one of those pirate space junk rebuilt drives, then it could take a few hours.” 
 
    “Okay.” Dani ran through his explanation in her head. She wished she knew how far out the Vaerian ship was.  
 
    “At least Jag can move around now. That will help,” Cassia added cheerfully. 
 
    Dani turned to look at him. He was still standing next to the bed, though he favored his injured leg. She pointed to it and asked, “Sylvine, can you check him out, please?”  
 
    Sylvine nodded and gestured for Jag to sit down before examining his leg. The bite was still pretty rough looking, but the purple was nearly completely gone.  
 
    “So we need to find the jump drive, install it, then get the heck out of here.” Dani ran through their list. “What about our cloaking? Is there any way to get that back online?” 
 
    “That’s a little trickier. I doubt I’d have time to do both, and at this point I’d prefer to get the jump drive operational so we can leave.” 
 
    Dani nodded. “Okay, so Sylvine and Cassia, stay here with Jag. Cruz and I will try to locate where they keep their parts around here, and then Howard and Z will get to work swapping out the jump drive.” 
 
    A series of nods and grunts of agreement circled through the medical unit. Satisfied they were all on the same page, Dani turned and opened the door. Talon stood there, leaning on the door frame, smiling. She quickly shoved him out and Cruz followed, the door shutting behind them. 
 
    “I overheard your plan. It’s good,” Talon said. “But wouldn’t it be so much easier if I just took you to where we keep the jump drives? Time is of the essence, you know.” 
 
    “What is your problem?” Dani growled through gritted teeth. “What do you want?” 
 
    Talon’s eyes narrowed at Cruz. “Get rid of the muscle here and we’ll talk.” 
 
    Cruz puffed up his chest, folding his arms across it.  
 
    Dani sighed. “How about you start walking and we’ll negotiate on the way?” 
 
    Talon was still watching Cruz, absentmindedly smoothing his shirt where Cruz had lifted him. “Fine, but he stays back, fifty feet.” 
 
    “Whatever, let’s go,” Dani agreed. 
 
    Talon started down the hall with Dani at his side. Cruz waited a while before following along, giving them a hint of privacy.  
 
    “Admit it. You enjoyed that kiss as much as I did. I could feel it in you.” 
 
    She couldn't deny the fact that he was right, at least not to herself. But the last thing she wanted to do was let Talon feel like he won at whatever game he was playing. “You used me. Anyway, I’m not discussing that,” Dani said flatly. “What do you want? You want to leave with us on Osirion? Is that it? You’d like to come with us so you can keep terrorizing my crew?” 
 
    “I noticed you didn’t say terrorizing you.”  
 
    Dani took a shaky breath. He was right. They both knew it. But the attraction she had for him was something she forbade herself to act upon, for her sake and Jag’s. “Just answer the question.” 
 
    “No, I don’t need to come with you. I have a great ship with more bells and whistles than you could imagine.” 
 
    “So what then?”  
 
    “I need information, schematics, blueprints.” 
 
    “You want to make your own version of Osirion.”  
 
    “Now you’re getting it.” 
 
    “Fine, done. But you don’t get them until after we’ve installed a working jump drive and gotten the hell out of here.” 
 
    “Okay, deal.” Talon stopped and lowered his voice, leaning in close. “We’ll have to set a rendezvous, for the final exchange, of course.” 
 
    Dani’s pulse quickened as he drew nearer. “Final exchange?” 
 
    “Of course, neither of us trusts the other. So naturally I’ll need some collateral to ensure I get what you promised me.” 
 
    “What collateral?” she asked softly, catching a glint out of the corner of her eye from Cruz’s direction. 
 
    Talon followed her gaze, catching sight of Cruz polishing a large knife on the hem of his shirt, watching them as he leaned against the wall. He cleared his throat and took a step back. “I’ll take the lizard woman. I think you called her Sylvia.” 
 
    “Sylvine, and no. I’m not giving you a hostage.”  
 
    “Then I’m not giving you a jump drive.” He stepped back and shrugged. 
 
    Dani rolled her eyes. “Why do you even want her?” 
 
    “Honestly,” Talon sighed, “my medical team is awful. I need someone capable. I’ve seen how she helps Jag.” 
 
    “She doesn’t even speak Common, just some version of Vaerian.” 
 
    “Vaerian? Interesting.” Talon glanced nervously at Cruz while leaning in toward Dani once more. “I’d ask for that guy, but he scares me.” 
 
    Dani laughed. “Look, we can talk to her. But you’ve got to sweeten the pot. If she goes with you, it will be her own choice. I’m not in the business of giving my friends away as slaves. Cassia’s been working on a translation program. Maybe, if you were to apologize to her, then she’d be a little willing to help you out there too.” 
 
    Talon cringed. “Alright, alright.”  
 
    Dani was already on her way back to the medical bay, Talon following sheepishly behind. She nodded to Cruz as she passed him in the hall. He remained to glare down at Talon as Talon passed him, and then followed behind the both of them.  
 
    Just before they got to the door, it opened and Cassia and Zadria stepped out, steadying Jag between the two of them. Howard and Sylvine followed behind with the rest of their things. 
 
    “You.” Jag glared at Talon and left his position between the two women, limping up to Talon. “I don’t know what you did, but I will find out and you will regret it.” 
 
    Talon reached up and patted Jag on the shoulder before leaning around him to look at Cassia. “My dear, a word?” 
 
    Cassia’s eyes narrowed. “What do you want?” 
 
    “You know, everyone asks me that question. I’d like for this damned war to be over so I can set up shop and not worry about it getting blown out of space, for starters. I’d also like a nice, juicy—” 
 
    Dani interrupted by clearing her throat and nudging Talon. 
 
    “Right.” Talon took a step around Jag then took a deep breath before lowering into a low bow. He then raised only his head to peer up at Cassia. “My most beautiful Cassia, I offer my deepest apologies for the way I treated you, mostly.” 
 
    “Mostly?” She scrunched up her nose. 
 
    Talon smiled as he stood. “Well, there were some parts I look back on with fondness.” He took her hand, his lips grazing the back of it before he winked at her.  
 
    Cassia jerked her hand back with a frown. 
 
    At that point, Cruz intervened, grabbing the back of Talon’s shirt this time, lifting him up and away from Cassia.  
 
    Talon coughed and straightened his clothes once more, glaring at Cruz.  
 
    Dani stifled a giggle at the entire situation, and Jag continued to scowl at his brother. 
 
    “I humbly request your assistance, dearest Cassia, in helping me communicate with Sylvia—” 
 
    “Sylvine,” Dani corrected him with a sigh. 
 
    “Right, Sylvine.” 
 
    Cassia looked between Talon and Sylvine, then to Dani, who gave her a quick nod. “Okay...” 
 
    “We were just heading to the kitchen to get Jag a bite to eat. Perhaps we should continue on our way,” Howard suggested. 
 
    “Yes, you, Jag, and Zadria go ahead and go get something to eat. Good idea. Cruz, Cassia, Sylvine, and I will get everything else taken care of.” 
 
    “Jenwechânmol ćer dû, tiferadfe kifaher.” Sylvine patted Jag on the head. 
 
    “He could go, too,” Talon said, examining Cruz’s large, muscular physique. “He looks like he requires lots of sustenance.”  
 
    Cruz shook his head side to side slowly as he folded his arms across his chest and took a protective step toward Cassia. 
 
    Cassia motioned for Sylvine to come closer and took out her port-con. She tapped on the screen for a few moments while everyone else awkwardly stood in the hall, looking at each other, before she unplugged the translation chip from the side. She then activated it and clipped it onto Sylvine’s lapel. “It’s not going to be perfect, but we’ve been working on this every chance we get. It should allow you to communicate with her.” 
 
    “My dear Sylvine,” Talon said with a respectful bow, “I invite you to join me aboard my ship, the Sparrow.” 
 
    Cruz snickered and signed, “The Sparrow? Really?” 
 
    Talon rolled his eyes. “I’ll have you know that sparrows are quite resourceful.” 
 
    Cruz proceeded to flap his hands around his chin like a little bird. 
 
    “Anyway,” Talon said, visibly unimpressed before turning back to Sylvine, “I’d love if you could join me on the Spa—my ship as the head of the medical unit. You’ll be compensated fairly, of course.” 
 
    Sylvine listened thoughtfully as the translation chip did its job, then she looked to Dani. The wheels seemed to be turning in her head. Dani wasn’t sure if she was working out some sort of plan or just trying to understand what was coming across that may have been lost in translation. 
 
    “It’s your choice, Sylvine. In the spirit of full disclosure, Talon is in need of a competent medic and the schematics for Osirion, and we’re in need of a jump drive. I told him that you are not an item to be bartered for, and if he wanted you on his team, he’d have to ask you himself. You’re free to do as you choose, of course.” 
 
    “Will there be others, like the fools?” Sylvine asked through the translation chip, pointing back to the med bay.  
 
    “There were a few ex-GC guys in there giving her a hard time,” Dani explained. 
 
    “No, no, no. I don’t employ any GC members, ex or otherwise aboard my flagship. There are a few throughout the space station, but I assure you, you’ll be treated with the utmost respect,” Talon answered with a nod. 
 
    “I’ll consider it,” Sylvine’s chip translated once more. 
 
    Talon smiled and rubbed his hands together. “Great! I just need to do one last thing.” 
 
    Talon turned and opened the door to the med bay and stepped in, reaching out to grab Dani by the arm and quickly sealing the door behind them after pulling her in. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked, regaining her footing. 
 
    “Just to be clear,” he whispered, “I’ll get you your jump drive should Sylvine decide to join me. Then, when we meet up again, you’ll provide me with what I need from Osirion, and you can have her back.” 
 
    “Well,” Dani said, stepping back against the wall next to the door. “She is welcome to come back if she’d like, and if you hold up your end of the bargain and get us a decent jump drive, then we’ll be able to meet up to see what she’d like. Regardless of her decision, I’ll give you what you want.” 
 
    “Will you now?” He flashed his dazzling smile and braced his hand on the wall above Dani’s head, leaning in close.  
 
    “I... I mean I’ll give you the schematics.” She felt her temperature rising as he leaned in close. She didn’t understand how she could want something and yet not want something so badly at the same time. Whatever the reason, it was getting more difficult to keep herself in check with each passing encounter. 
 
    Talon cocked his head and grazed the side of her neck with the back of his fingers. “I know you will. And I look very forward to seeing you again, Dani.”  
 
    Banging on the door helped bring her mind out of the fog and into reality. “We don’t have a lot of time. We should probably get moving.”  
 
    Talon inhaled, leaning toward Dani’s lips, and opened his mouth as if to say something, but smiled instead, taking a step back and reaching over to open the door. 
 
    Dani was both relieved and disappointed.  
 
    “After you.” Talon bowed his head ever so slightly.  
 
    She walked out of the med bay and back into the hall where Cruz, Cassia, and Sylvine waited with concerned looks. Dani could almost feel Talon’s eyes on her body as he followed her out of the room.  
 
    “This way,” Talon said as he started off down an adjacent hall.  
 
    The eyes of Dani’s crew lingered on her questioningly, but not wanting to talk about it, she hurried along after Talon.  
 
    They stopped outside of the parts warehouse while Talon fiddled with the keypad.  
 
    “Sylvine, stay out here with me. I’d like to make a few more adjustments to the translation program,” Cassia requested.  
 
    Sylvine nodded in agreement and passed the translation device to Cassia. Talon finally got the door to slide open, and Dani and Cruz followed him inside. 
 
    The poor construction of the majority of the space station was nothing compared to the room where they stored the spare parts. The large, warehouse-type room looked as though several ships had exploded inside of it, with chunks of debris lying along the outermost edges and things like radars, weapons relays, shield generators, cloaking devices, and a few other devices Dani didn’t recognize poorly organized toward the middle.  
 
    Talon strolled through the winding aisles of components, then made a sweeping gesture to a small pile of jump drives. They seemed to be of varying ages and degrees of quality, causing Dani to sigh.  
 
    “Howard,” she said into her comm. “You there?” 
 
    A moment later a muffled voice answered, “Yes, sorry, just finishing up my meal.”  
 
    “I’m not sure what I’m looking for here. You want to have someone point you in the direction of the parts storage and come pick out one of these jump drives?” 
 
    “On my way,” he answered.  
 
    Meanwhile, Cruz had wandered over to a series of cabinets and was peeking inside one. He drew out a wide-barreled energy blaster, the likes of which Dani hadn’t seen up close. He weighed it in his hand and smiled before walking back to Talon and holding it up before signing, “This too.” 
 
    “Sure, whatever you can carry. I imagine all of this will be gone once the Vaerian ship arrives.” 
 
    Dani looked up from the mysterious device she was examining. “Shouldn’t you sound an alarm or something?” 
 
    “This early? Heavens no.” Talon laughed. “Pirates are always ready to leave at a moment’s notice. If I tell them to evacuate now, then it’s far more likely they’ll scatter and the Vaerian ship will easily be able to take them out one by one. No, in situations like this, it’s best we wait until the enemy arrives on our doorstep. Then we’ll swarm out of here and find strength in numbers against our enemy. We may even be able to fight them off.” 
 
    “Well, then you’ll be able to stay. That’s good news.” 
 
    “Doubtful,” he added. “I’m sure they’ve already relayed our location. If their ship doesn’t report our destruction, then they’ll send more and more. So we’ll fight to run away.” 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    Talon looked around the storage room with a nostalgic sigh. “Then we’ll rebuild. Such is the life of pirates.” 
 
    Howard trotted into the room, then leaned over, bracing himself on his knees, huffing. “Where…are…the jump…drives?” 
 
    Dani returned to their location and waved him over.  
 
    “These are the best you have?” he asked Talon as he dug through the pile.  
 
    “Everything we get is scavenged or stolen. It’s not like we have access to GC manufacturers.” 
 
    Howard puffed out his cheeks as he exhaled. “I’m not sure any of these are going to get us far.” 
 
    Just then, a distant explosion somewhere in the space station rattled the walls and caused a small avalanche of scrap metal. An alarm sounded, and red, flashing lights cast a pulsating light upon the group. 
 
    “It appears they’ve arrived.” Talon hurried toward the door. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 7 
 
    Another blast hit, closer to their location on the space station than the first. Dani started to panic, and pressed the button on her comm. “Crew, get back to Osirion as soon as you can.” 
 
    Howard reevaluated the jump drives once more before finally settling on one. “There, Cruz, that one. It’s an older model, but still compatible with our systems and should be an easy swap. And grab that cloaking device over there, too.”  
 
    Cruz complied, easily lifting the components as they made their way to the door. Stepping out into the hallway, they found Cassia, alone.  
 
    “Where’s Sylvine?” Dani asked. 
 
     “Sylvine went with Talon.” Cassia pointed down the hall. 
 
    “Okay, come on,” Dani ordered as they hurried past them toward Osirion. She had gotten a fairly good idea of the layout of the space station by now. She knew they were heading the right direction, because pirates were spilling out of rooms and down the hall toward the hangars.  
 
    Talon’s voice cracked over the speakers overhead, “Emergency evacuation. Vaerian ship incoming. Plan Stella is in effect.” 
 
    Dani recognized the name immediately. Stella was Jag and Talon’s mother, who died when they were young. Jag very rarely even mentioned her, so Dani was a bit surprised to hear that Talon had named an evacuation plan after her.  
 
    They turned another corner, down a hall with a series of transparent walls. Dani was able to quickly spot Osirion. “This way.” 
 
    Dani led the charge toward their ship as Jag and Zadria stumbled out of an adjacent hall amid a crowd of pirates. Dani helped steady the pair, who had nearly been knocked off their feet.  
 
    Cruz glanced around and grabbed a cart being pushed past them from the pirate steering it.  
 
    “Hey, watch it!” the pirate man shouted until he took note of Cruz’s size. His features quickly shifted from anger to fear as he grabbed the box from on top of the cart and continued on his way.  
 
    Cruz placed the jump drive and cloaking device on the cart and took over as Jag’s crutch.  
 
    Dani gripped the cart handle and pushed it through the crowd, into Osirion’s hangar. She almost wished she’d had the cart sooner, as it helped clear the path from the oncoming pirate horde.  
 
    Once inside, she steered the cart toward the lift at Osirion’s loading door. “Go on,” she said to Howard and Zadria as she shoved the cart onto the lift. Zadria quickly grabbed the controls, and they began ascending toward Osirion’s open loading ramp.  
 
    “Guys, we have a problem.” Jag nodded toward the door to the hangar. There, a group of armed men and women had gathered and were approaching them, weapons drawn.  
 
    “We might be able to take a few of you, but we don’t have room for everyone,” Dani said as she stepped toward them.  
 
    A particularly menacing man holding a long-bladed sword with a rifle slung across his back sneered at her. “Then we’ll just have to take the ship.”  
 
    Dani stopped in her tracks as he raised his sword and bellowed before the group started running toward her. From behind her, an energy blast flew and hit the man in the chest, causing him to fall to the ground, twitching and writhing in pain. The rest of the mob didn’t so much as blink at their fallen comrade—though a few more shots did cause them to halt their advance and take cover where they could. 
 
    “Dani!” Jag shouted. 
 
    She turned and saw it was he who fired at the pirates, and she ran back toward him. Zadria had lowered the lift, and Cruz had stuffed Jag and Cassia on it with her, pointing back up at Osirion. A barrage of energy shots and bullets let loose at the lift as it rose toward the safety of Osirion. Jag shielded Cassia and Zadria as he fired back.  
 
    Cruz and Dani ducked behind a crate and took turns laying down fire to keep the pirates where they were. It seemed to take longer for the lift to start lowering this time, and as it did, Dani started to get an idea of why.  
 
    This time, it was Jag who lowered the lift, firing as he did from his crouched position at the controls. Zadria’s absence wasn’t what worried her so much as the fact Jag’s hands were covered in what looked like blood.  
 
    “Let’s go,” Dani said to Cruz as the lift neared the bottom. He followed her over there, and she balked just before getting on. The blood wasn’t just on Jag’s hands; it was all over the floor of the lift, and there was far too much of it. 
 
    Cruz gave Dani the shove she needed to get onto the lift, stepping on after her and noticing the blood himself for the first time. He immediately dropped next to Jag and began examining him as the lift began to rise once more.  
 
    “I’m fine, I’m fine.” Jag shoved him back, returning fire toward the pirates who continued to shoot at them. 
 
    Cruz looked from Jag to Dani, knowing she didn’t have the answers. As soon as his eyes were above the loading door, Cruz climbed up into Osirion.  
 
    “It’s bad,” Jag muttered quietly. 
 
    Dani was about to ask who was hit, but before she could, the lift rose high enough for her to see. Zadria knelt on the ground, covered in blood and desperately trying to apply pressure to a wound on Cassia’s leg. Dani and Jag scrambled out of the lift to join Cruz, who was already at her side and pushing Zadria out of his way.  
 
    Dani hurried and closed the bay door as the lift rattled against it. It sealed just in time as another explosion hit the space station, shearing away a section of the hangar. The overtaxed atmospheric shield flickered and went out. Dani ran back to Cruz and the others. Jag had fetched his medical kit, and Cruz was working on the wound in an effort to stop the bleeding.  
 
    Cassia was ghost-white, and her eyes fluttered. She lifted a hand toward Cruz’s face. He reached for her cheek and caressed it with one hand, leaving a stark smear of red against her pale skin. Her eyes rolled back into her head and her hand fell as he returned his attention to the wound.  
 
    “Z, stay here with Cruz and do whatever he says. Jag, you’re with me. We have to get out of here.” Dani hated leaving the docking bay, but her medical knowledge was minimal at best and she knew she wouldn’t be much help. Instead, she’d focus on what she could do, which was getting them out of the space station before it was completely destroyed and they lost their window of escape.  
 
    “Howard,” Dani said into the comm as she ran toward the bridge. “We’re getting the hell out of here. How’s it coming?”  
 
    “Almost finished,” he grunted in response.  
 
    Dani quickly slid into the captain’s chair and ran through her preflight checks faster than she ever had before. Just as she was finishing up, Jag made it to his seat. “You doing okay over there? How’s the bite?”  
 
    “Don’t worry about me. I’m fine,” he replied as he pulled the weapons relay down. “Let’s do this. Shields are at full power.” 
 
    Dani fired up the engines and turned Osirion to fly out of the docking bay when it was struck by another hit. The atmospheric shield flickered before completely shutting down. A secondary explosion caused a shower of debris against Osirion’s hull. Dani cringed and ran a scan of the ship to detect any significant damage as she crept past chunks of shredded space station and far too many bodies to count. A pang of guilt hit her in the stomach. 
 
    “You couldn’t have saved them,” Jag stated as if he read her mind.  
 
    Outside of the space station was a mess of Vaerian fighters and the rag-tag fleet of pirate ships. Osrion’s shield absorbed blast after blast as Dani attempted to navigate safely through the volley.  
 
     “Shields are dropping fast,” Jag alerted her.  
 
    Dani caught sight of Talon’s ship as it attacked the destroyer, and she fumbled to hit the buttons to hail him.  
 
    “A little busy,” he said as he popped up on the screen.  
 
    “I’d love to help you out, but we have to get out of here. One of your men shot Cassia on our way out. It’s bad. We need to get somewhere safe.”  
 
    “I understand,” he replied with a wrinkled forehead, seeming genuinely concerned. “I’m transmitting you our rendezvous coordinates and a time. You get your girl patched up.”  
 
    Talon blipped off the screen before Dani could respond.  
 
    “Shields are at thirteen percent, and weapons are dropping too. I can’t keep them off of us much longer. There’s just too many.”  
 
    Dani turned Osirion away from the battle and toward open space. She pushed the engines, but a handful of fighters followed. Jag continued to fire at them as Dani reached out to Howard once more. “Howard, update?” 
 
    “Done! Just finished.” 
 
    “Great, now get to the loading bay and help Cruz.” 
 
    “The loading bay?” 
 
    “Just go.” She couldn’t bring herself to tell him over the comm.  
 
    “I’m going to jump,” Dani advised Jag as she prepared the system. 
 
    “It’s about bloody time,” he sneered as his attack took out another of the fighters. 
 
    Everything on Dani’s screen looked good, but when she entered the jump command, nothing happened. She tried again. 
 
    “What’s taking so long?” Jag asked as another fighter exploded just above them. 
 
    “It’s not working.” Dani hit the console and tried again. “Howard, it’s not working.”  
 
    “Shit. I’m on my way back.”  
 
    “Shields are at five percent,” Jag said at the same time the alarm went off.  
 
    “Scanning for wormholes,” Dani said, doing the only other thing she could think of that would get them far enough away from the Vaerians. 
 
    “Normally I’d say you’re crazy, but...” Jag trailed off as he took out another fighter. “Two to go.” 
 
    “Found one.” The wormhole’s coordinates popped up on her screen. It was close. Dani guided Osirion toward the coordinates. “Keep us safe until we can get there.” 
 
    “Doing my best,” Jag grunted as one of the fighters evaded his attack.  
 
    The wormhole came into view, but Dani didn’t like the looks of it. The mouth was more crescent-shaped, like it was starting to collapse in on itself. She squinted at it, then looked at the sensors again. She didn’t have a lot of options without a functioning jump drive.  
 
    “Try now,” Howard said through the comm.  
 
    Relieved, Dani entered the command, the ship jolting a bit but still not jumping. She tried again. This time the fighters next to Osirion blinked away and distant stars blurred somewhat before coming back into focus. The short hop brought them a lot closer to the wormhole, and the fighters were now quite some distance behind Osirion, but Dani still contemplated their options.  
 
    “Howard, it’s still not working.” 
 
    Howard muttered a series of profanities, and then Dani heard what sounded like the clanging of metal on metal.  
 
    Dani quickly evaluated their situation once more. The fact remained that they were still in the Dead Zone and Dani wasn’t sure if Cruz was able to provide the level of medical attention Cassia needed.  
 
    “Jag,” Dani started, “what do you think?” 
 
    “I think we outran the fighters,” he answered.  
 
    “About the wormhole.”  
 
    “I think if we don’t get out of this stretch of space, then we’re going to lose Cassia.” He then added, mumbling, “If we haven’t already.” 
 
    “So we’re on the same page. I’m going for it.”  
 
    “Let’s just hope there’s no space goo in this one.” 
 
    With a reassuring nod from Jag, Dani continued to gun for the wormhole. The shape hadn’t changed since she first saw it, so that was encouraging at least. She just hoped it was stable enough to get them safely through to the other side—though, even if it wasn’t, there was no information on what happened to ships inside during a wormhole collapse.  
 
    “Brace yourselves,” Dani announced over the comm before angling Osirion to fit into the narrow opening.  
 
    As Osirion slipped into the wormhole, the familiar dense, white fog surrounded them. Dani squinted ahead but was unable to make out the shape of any potential dangers as they barreled through the narrow tunnel. Though, even if the visibility was better, there wasn’t much room to maneuver around any obstacles.  
 
    She quickly activated Osirion’s proximity sensors and displayed the scans on the holographic display at the center of the bridge. The increasingly narrow wormhole seemed to be clear of debris for the moment, though she hoped that if they did pick up anything, they’d do so with enough time for her to react. 
 
    With a deep breath, Dani refocused her attention to watch both the projection and the main screen to get a feel for the time delay of what the sensors were picking up and processing in relation to how fast they were traveling. The delay was greater than she would have liked, but it was better than flying blind.  
 
    Then, Osirion’s aft sensors picked up something peculiar. Behind them, a force of great energy grew and alarms sounded.  
 
    “Jag, put up the aft camera on half,” Dani ordered. She wanted to get eyes on what was happening behind them.  
 
    As he did, Dani immediately realized what was happening. There, through the white fog, a blackness collapsed in on itself. “The wormhole, it’s collapsing. Divert power from weapons to the engines.” 
 
    Jag did as she ordered, giving them a bit of a boost to accelerate along their path. It wasn’t much, but she hoped it was enough to keep them ahead of the collapse.  
 
    The proximity sensor sounded an alarm, and a fraction of a second later, Osirion collided with a small asteroid about ten feet in diameter. The hit rocked the ship within the tunnel, but Dani managed to maintain control. “What are we looking at for damage?” 
 
    “Looks superficial,” Jag replied as he accessed a different screen. “Running scans now to ensure we’re not venting atmosphere.” 
 
    Dani focused her attention on the proximity sensors once more. The increase in speed rendered them nearly useless, but Dani didn’t want to slow down due to the encroaching darkness behind them. Instead, she reached out with her senses and refocused once more. She needed to keep her crew alive and her ship intact. There were too many questions left to answer and too many things to do for her to let them all die now.  
 
    Thankfully, the fog began to thin ahead. The scanners confirmed Dani’s hopes that the end of the wormhole was close. Dani bit her lip and pushed the engines a little further, Osirion emerging intact from the wormhole in a mad dash for safety. Once out of the wormhole, Dani slowed the ship to a crawl.  
 
    “Running Cruz’s navigation program,” she announced as she sat back in her chair with a sigh.  
 
    “I’ll be right back,” Jag said as he pulled himself to his feet and limped out of the bridge.  
 
    Dani wanted to check on Cassia, but she couldn’t bring herself to ask Cruz or Zadria how things were going. There was just so much blood. Her mind flashed back to her mother’s disappearance, and she shook her head, trying to rid the image from her thoughts, but was unsuccessful. Dani’s stomach turned as she couldn’t manage to escape the scene, and she turned and vomited into the trash receptacle anchored beneath her console.  
 
    She lingered a moment, folded over on her lap with her head between her knees, and took several deep breaths before muttering to herself, “Pull it together, Dani.” 
 
    After the queasiness passed, she pushed herself back up into a sitting position and caught sight of their estimated location, which was now presented prominently on the holographic display.  
 
    “What the hell?” Dani mumbled as the display, once again, showed the coordinates of S802-P825-C1106-66d. She reset the display and tried again, S802-P825-C1106-66d appearing on the holographic display once more. Dani wrinkled her nose at the device and stared at it a moment before looking up at the bridge’s display screen.  
 
    The reality of their location took a moment to sink in, but with the familiarity of the planets, and the insistence of the holographic display, Dani realized there wasn’t a glitch with the system. The wormhole had brought them to the place where her father had died.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 8 
 
    Dani approached the floor-to-ceiling display in awe. She had never intended to come back to this place, not after her one and only visit years ago brought her to a debris-filled star system. Seeing the shattered remnants of her father’s ship drifting aimlessly through space had haunted her dreams for years. She had gone to find closure, and instead had ripped open a wound that refused to heal.  
 
    Now the debris had been cleared out. No doubt collected by pirates and the like, with whatever was left over drifting through space to distant star systems. Still, it felt surreal. She wasn’t sure how long she stood there, searching through the dark of space for any sign that her father gave his life for this star system. It was a sobering experience for Dani. The system was quiet now, almost like the nightmare had never happened. Yet she knew it did. 
 
    The tale of his sacrifice, of his death, was widely known throughout the GC. Though, like anything else, details changed from telling to telling. Dani was unaware of the exact chain of events. She knew his ship, the Anchorage, was completely destroyed, which left little evidence of how it happened.  
 
    Most of the stories came from the survivors themselves. They said that the Anchorage was significantly damaged. They escaped the battle to attempt an evacuation, but before everyone was off of the ship, there was an explosion. Some died; fewer survived.  
 
    Since the incident, anyone who had managed to survive had gone into hiding, aside from Patrick. Dani felt anger surge through her being. She felt that Patrick should have never left her father. She was not surprised that her father insisted that others evacuate before him, but still, Patrick should have ensured her father made it to safety, too.  
 
    Dani was finally snapped out of her trance when an alarm went off at Jag’s station. Thankful for the distraction, she made her way to his seat and looked at the console. A tiny atmospheric leak was detected in her quarters. Dani quickly sealed her quarters and entered the override into the system that prevented anyone other than herself from opening the door to her room. She then focused her attention on the rest of the ship to ensure there were no secondary leaks.  
 
    Once that was done, she left the bridge to head back toward the loading bay. Dani entered and immediately saw the blood-covered floor but no sign of Cruz or Cassia. Zadria sat on a crate, staring down at her own bloody uniform.  
 
    “Z?” Dani asked quietly. 
 
    “There was just so much blood,” she answered.  
 
    “Cassia?”  
 
    “Cruz took her.”  
 
    “Hey.” Dani walked over to Zadria and bent down to look her in the eye. “Why don’t you go get cleaned up? Take a hot shower.”  
 
    Zadria nodded and hopped off the crate, shuffling off to the showers in a zombie-like state, much the way Dani’s father had after her mother went missing.  
 
    Dani left and stopped by Cassia’s room first, only to find it empty. Next, she lingered outside of Cruz’s door, worried about what she might find inside. After a few minutes had passed, she mustered up the courage to knock on Cruz’s door. With no answer, she used her code to override it and enter. Cassia lay on the bed, white as a sheet, with Cruz at her side. She gently touched his shoulder and he raised his head to look at her. 
 
    The once-stoic soldier looked utterly broken. His eyes were red and rimmed with tears. His massive hands were intertwined with Cassia’s delicate fingers. Dani noticed that Cassia’s chest was rising and falling ever so slightly. She was still alive. 
 
    “What do you need?” Dani asked. 
 
    “Blood,” Cruz signed. “I stopped the bleeding and I’ve given her everything we had on board that matched her type, but she’s lost so much.” 
 
    Dani watched as Cruz held Cassia’s hand and rested his forehead on their coupled fingers. “We’re back in GC territory, but in an abandoned system with no ships nearby. I was hesitant to try to reach out for help until I knew what kind of shape she was in. But I’ll go see what I can find. Maybe there’s an outpost or ship or planet with some kind of hospital or other facility better equipped to help her.” 
 
    Cruz nodded.  
 
    Dani turned and headed back to the bridge. Once she got there, she found Jag standing at the holographic display. He looked up when she entered. 
 
    “Dani,” he said, stepping in front of the display to block her view.  
 
    “It’s okay. I know where we are. We need to get Cassia to a hospital.” 
 
    “Well, there’s probably one on that planet over there,” Zadria pointed as she entered the room. Her wet hair dripped onto her station. 
 
    “You doing okay?” Dani asked. 
 
    “I... I just don’t want to talk about it,” she answered quietly. 
 
    Dani nodded and looked toward the planet. “Looks like that’s where we’re going then.” 
 
    “If they let us land,” Zadria added. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t they?” Jag asked. 
 
    “It’s a rebel planet,” Zadria answered. 
 
    “Here? Are you sure?” Dani initiated a long-range scan of the planet. 
 
    “Wait,” Jag interrupted. “If the GC knows it’s a rebel planet, why don’t they do something about it?” 
 
    “Well...” Zadria sighed. “The GC may not actually know.” 
 
    “Okay, now I’m really confused.” Jag teetered slightly, then plopped down into his chair, his hand cupping his injured leg. 
 
    “My father knows a lot and doesn’t always share everything he knows with the GC.” 
 
    “I knew that guy was shady!” 
 
    “Jag,” Dani warned, “let her finish.” 
 
    Jag rolled his eyes but shut his mouth.  
 
    “The Houston has a lot of connections,” Zadria continued, “which means a lot of allies throughout the galaxy who all provide a lot information. But disclosing the information to the GC would mean giving up our connections, so Patrick bites his tongue. He doesn’t know that I break into the system and that I know as much as I do, but I did ask him about it once.” 
 
    “And?” Jag leaned forward in his seat once more. 
 
    “And he said it was for the greater good.” Zadria shrugged. “He is pretty secretive. It’s hard to get much out of him when he thinks he’s protecting me.” 
 
    “So use your connections to get us down there and get Cassia into a hospital,” Jag ordered as he pointed at the planet on the screen. 
 
    Zadria hesitated. “It’s not that easy. Just because we know it’s a rebel planet doesn’t mean we’d be safe there.”  
 
    “It’s a risk I’m willing to take,” Dani stated as she pushed Osirion toward the planet.  
 
    “Me too,” Jag echoed. 
 
    Zadria nodded. “I’m with you guys, I just wanted you to be aware of the risks.” 
 
    “Jag, reroute weapons power to shields. I want us fully protected and non-threatening.” 
 
    “Done,” he replied a moment later.  
 
    Osirion fell into orbit around the blue and green planet. Dani ran surface scans in an effort to determine the location of the primary colony, and likely the whereabouts of the hospital. Once she found a sizable colony, she broadcasted a message.  
 
    “This is Captain Dani Devereaux of the Osirion. We are in need of assistance. Please respond.” 
 
    Dani held her breath as they waited in silence.  
 
    “Initiating scan of the planet,” Zadria mentioned quietly before adding, “Just making sure they aren’t powering weapons.” 
 
    Dani sent the message again. “This is Captain Dani Devereaux of the Osirion. We just escaped Vaerian space and have a crewmember in need of medical assistance. Please respond.” 
 
    The seconds ticked by slowly as Dani kept an eye on their systems and the scan. She started to wonder if they were getting her message at all when they received a transmission. 
 
    “Osirion, proceed to the coordinates we just sent you.” 
 
    “That’s it?” Jag asked, frowning. 
 
    “Howard, you there?” Dani pressed the button on her comm. 
 
    “Yes,” he answered quietly. 
 
    “Can you please go check on Cruz and Cassia? She was shot when—” 
 
    “I’m here with them,” he said again with a hushed tone. “Things aren’t looking good.” 
 
    “We may be able to get her into a rebel hospital. Can we transport her to the cruiser?” 
 
    “Cruz is shaking his head ‘no.’ Can we take Osirion down instead?” 
 
    Dani hesitated; her plan was to fly Cassia down to the planet herself in the cruiser—that way, if anything happened, the rest of the crew could still get out of range of any weapons. However, not being able to move Cassia to get her in the cruiser would be a problem.  
 
    “If we take Osirion down to the surface, I can’t guarantee anyone’s safety or means of escape,” she finally answered. 
 
    “I’m not worried about that,” Howard replied once more.  
 
    Dani looked at Zadria, who gave her a quick nod, then to Jag. He was leaning back in his chair with his eyes closed. “Jag?” 
 
    “You know me.” He opened an eye and winked at her before closing it again. “Bring on the danger.” 
 
    “We’re coming in now,” Dani transmitted down to the planet. She pulled up the coordinates and entered them into the autopilot. The system would control their descent carefully while monitoring all systems and adjusting automatically. It was far more sophisticated than the cruiser. Still, despite its advances, Dani had to remain at the helm to oversee the landing procedure and ensure that the landing site was safe.  
 
    The crew watched in silence as Osirion dove through the atmosphere and toward the coordinates. Building structures came into view as they drew nearer. They passed over several large, ground-to-space cannons commonly used in some of the outer systems where GC patrols were few and far between. The sight of the cannons as they automatically rotated to aim at Osirion caused Dani to hold her breath. She hoped that the rebels would stay true to their word and allow them to arrive safely.  
 
    As the landing site came into view, Dani could see several dozen rebels scrambling to arrange artillery around the site. What she found most intriguing was the diversity among them. Initially, the rebels were human, originating from human worlds that the GC had left barren. It wasn’t uncommon for those left behind to seek employment either through the pirates or the rebel sector. However, now, there were other species as well. She even thought she caught a glimpse of the ever-loyal Gi’ran.  
 
    Dani carefully completed the landing protocol, keeping shields active. Their weapons were powered down, and the rebels should have been able to see that they weren’t a threat, but she still didn’t trust them. Not with so much firepower now surrounding Osirion.  
 
    “Go to Cruz’s room and wait with him and Cassia. I’m going to see what we’re dealing with and explain our situation.” The rest of the crew complied quickly and quietly as Dani briskly made her way to the loading bay.  
 
    As she lowered the cargo doors, several rebel soldiers drew their weapons and aimed at her, causing her breath to catch. She started wondering if she had made a mistake, and then she saw the medical unit standing by and thought back to Cassia.  
 
    Dani took a breath and raised her hands, slowly stepping down the loading ramp toward the soldiers. As soon as her boots hit the ground, a man rushed in from either side. One took her hands, placing them behind her head. The other patted her down, carefully removing each weapon she carried. Once they were done, one of the men gave a nod, and a gap formed in the grouping of soldiers.  
 
    A woman walked toward Dani, between the soldiers, each of them lowering their weapons as she passed. She continued toward Dani with a smirk. It was only then that Dani recognized her.  
 
    “Roni,” Dani said quietly. 
 
    “So you do remember me.” She tilted her head to the side, eyeing Dani.  
 
    “I’d love to catch up, really, but I have a badly injured crewmember on board in dire need of medical attention. I assure you, we mean you no harm.” 
 
    Roni turned and waved the medical team forward. They grabbed the stretcher and rushed toward Osirion and up the ramp. 
 
    “Thanks.” Dani nodded in appreciation.  
 
    Roni walked in a slow circle around Dani. She looked much like she had when they’d clashed in the GC prison, only now her hair was dyed red and instead of prison garb she wore leather armor and a long pair of blades sheathed upon her back. “You know, when I heard you were alive, I didn’t believe the rumors. Someone would have to have an awful lot of pull with the GC to have them fake your execution.” 
 
    Dani bit her tongue. She wanted to explain that it wasn’t faked, not really. That coming back was a walk through hell and one that she still had nightmares about, but she remained silent.  
 
    “You still look like shit, you know.” Roni stopped in front of Dani and put her hands on her hips.  
 
    “It’s been a rough few months,” Dani muttered, unable to maintain her silence. “How’d you get out?” 
 
    Roni smirked once more. “You aren’t the only one with connections, you know.”  
 
    The sound of wobbly wheels came from behind Dani. She turned to see the medical team rolling Cassia down the ramp, Cruz still at her side. They made their way straight to a transport that waited nearby, and then they were off.  
 
    “I really appreciate your help. If you’d prefer, my crew and I can stay on board while my communications officer undergoes treatment.” 
 
    Roni squinted past Dani at Osirion’s crew, standing at the top of the loading ramp. “I don’t just prefer it; I insist.”  
 
    Dani glanced down at her weapons on the ground. “I’m going to collect those now.” 
 
    Roni drew one of her swords, the ring of steel loud against the silence. She stepped back as she wielded the blade and nodded at Dani. “You may get your things and then return to your ship. You will not take off. You will not attempt to leave. We will provide you updates on your officer through your communication system.” 
 
    “You can leave your shields on,” Roni added, “But if any power gets directed to your weapons, we will kill each and every one of you.” 
 
    “Understood.” Dani knelt and collected her weapons, pausing at the bottom of the ramp to look at Roni once more before climbing up the ramp then shutting the loading bay door. 
 
    “You know her?” Jag asked, leaning on a crate and keeping weight off of his leg.  
 
    Dani nodded. “Prison is full of assholes.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “I mean, you could stay in here if you wanted, but I don’t think I’d recommend it.” Howard dusted his hands on his pants as he peered out the large crack that had opened in the wall of Dani’s quarters. A rebel guard stared at them through the fissure from outside, the setting sun’s rays shining like a spotlight on the fracture in the hull.  
 
    “I just don’t know how it got this bad.”  
 
    “Oh, it was probably the trip through the atmosphere that did it. It’s really not as bad as it looks. Once we’re back in space, we just need to get close to this system’s star for a while and the glowshard will repair the exterior. They’ll multiply their numbers until they close that right up. The interior damage is purely cosmetic.” 
 
    “And until then?” 
 
    “Well, before we leave we’ll want to seal this room off completely again. But, until then, I’d say get what you need and stay in another room. I’d offer mine, but I’m afraid my CPAP machine might keep you up.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine. Go get some rest. You look exhausted.”  
 
    “My dear, I’m old. I always look exhausted these days.” Howard chuckled. “But I think I will take you up on that. Just knock if you need anything else.” 
 
    Dani stepped out into the hall a few minutes after Howard had left and locked her door behind her. The break wasn’t large enough to let anyone in, but she still didn’t like the idea of having the equivalent of an open window on her ship.  
 
    She turned down the corridor, wondering who she could bunk with. Cruz’s room was out of the question, as there was a good deal of blood still in the room. That, and the fact that Dani couldn’t bear to think about sleeping in there with the constant reminder that Cassia was wounded so badly. She stopped and opened the door to Cassia’s room and stepped in.  
 
    Cassia’s room was neat and orderly with splashes of color everywhere. Dani smiled at the personal items Cassia used to decorate: photographs, scarves, cards—she hung on to just about anything anyone had ever given her. Dani stopped and smiled at a picture of the two of them overlooking a vibrant blue ocean. The wind had tousled their hair, and Cassia’s fair skin had developed a pink hue from their day in the sun. Dani remembered the trip fondly. It was one of the few vacations they’d taken together.  
 
    Carl was curled up on the center of Cassia’s bed, and Dani approached him. She held out her hand to pet him like she had so many times before, but Carl responded with a hiss and a swat of his paw, scratching the skin on the back of Dani’s hand, causing small beads of blood to appear.  
 
    “Okay, buddy. I’ll find somewhere else.”  
 
    Carl seemed pleased with himself as he rolled onto his back, a gesture that seemingly invited her to rub his belly. It had only taken once for Dani to realize that it was not the case.  
 
    Dani turned to leave the room, her foot kicking something under the bed. She crouched down and found one of Cruz’s belts, still attached to the pants, and smiled. All of her suspicions were confirmed, and she was happy for them. In fact, she almost felt bad that they had to conceal their relationship from her, more or less.  
 
    Dani found herself outside Zadria’s room. She heard soft sobbing from within. She debated knocking anyway, but the truth was that Dani didn’t think she had it in her to be Zadria’s emotional support in that moment. She was too tired, too drained, and barely had a grip on reality herself.  
 
    Jag’s room was the only option left. That or sleep on the bridge, in the gym, in the kitchen, or somewhere else. She longed for the comfort of a bed, though. Her body ached in ways she had only experienced after an intense week at boot camp. She lingered outside his door, thinking back to Talon and their kiss and if she should tell him. A nervous feeling tingled in her stomach as she started to think that maybe the captain’s chair wouldn’t be such a bad place to sleep after all.  
 
    She started to turn away, but Jag’s door slid open.  
 
    “Oh, geez, Dani, what are you doing out here? You startled me.”  
 
    “I just—I can’t use my quarters and Z’s in there crying, Howard snores and has that machine, Carl’s got Cassia’s room on lockdown and Cruz’s room... well...” 
 
    “So I’m your last choice?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.  
 
    “Well... not exactly,” she mumbled. Honestly, he was her first choice, but she wouldn’t come out and tell him that. Not with all the rules against fraternization or after the incident with Talon. Her feelings still confused her.  
 
    She had always cared for Jag, but she wasn’t always so sure that the feeling was mutual. With Talon, there was no doubt he was interested. Dani suspected his forwardness was one of the things that drew her to him. Not to mention the fact that she had been in the GC so long that it was hard to break down the walls built up by their foundation of rules and regulations. With Talon, the GC taboo wasn’t there the way it was with Jag. He was logically the next closest thing to who she really wanted.  
 
    She started to wonder if she should say something to him. Just blurt it out into the open and find out once and for all. The GC was changing, and she didn’t even know if she was considered to still be one of their soldiers, so it couldn’t hurt. Right? 
 
    “Well?” Jag asked. “Are you just going to stand out here all night or are you coming in?” He laughed. 
 
    Dani cracked a small smile and followed Jag into his quarters. He scrambled to clean up, throwing garbage into the bin and clearing away dishes and trays, setting them outside in the hall.  
 
    “Sorry it’s such a mess. After they took Cassia, I had a bit of a binge-fest from the kitchen.” 
 
    “No, no, it’s fine.” She sat awkwardly at the foot of the bed. 
 
    “Hey, you look tired. Go ahead and lie down,” Jag said as he fluffed the pillow.  
 
    Dani lay on her side and rested her head on the pillow and sighed. She was exhausted. She had managed to nap here and there in the last few days, but she knew she wasn’t getting enough rest. Her joints ached, her head hurt, and every ounce of her screamed for sleep, so it didn’t take much for Jag to convince her to lie down. Her eyes closed almost instantly, and she fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.  
 
    She wasn’t sure how much time had passed between when she first fell asleep and when Jag settled on the bed next to her, draping his arm over her side. Still groggy from exhaustion, she didn’t stew over her decision to seek comfort against his chest, and she rolled over to face him. His slow breathing and warm body brought her much-needed comfort, but there was something else. 
 
    Dani opened her eyes and pulled her head back enough to look at Jag’s face with a frown. “Jag?” 
 
    “Mmhmm?”  
 
    “Have you been drinking?” 
 
    “Shhh...”  
 
    “I can smell the booze on you.” 
 
    Jag squeezed her tightly. His eyes were still shut, and he seemed to be nearly asleep himself. “Why’dchu hafta go an’ kiss Talon?”  
 
    “What?” Dani said as she sat up. 
 
    Jag’s arm slipped off of her, and he responded only with a snore. 
 
    Dani closed her eyes and shook her head before looking around the dimly lit room. She finally spotted the neck of a bottle sticking out of a drawer. She got out of bed and picked it up. The bottle was three-quarters of the way empty, and a small, digital note was tied around the neck.  
 
    Already having an idea what the card would show, Dani reluctantly pressed play.  
 
    The shaky video was filmed in Talon’s quarters. Dani recognized it immediately as the video spun around and focused on Geneva’s face.  
 
    “I don’t know what it is about Dani. She brings out the worst in me. I actually got out of that hell of a prison on good behavior. I almost lost it all though, thanks to that whore.  
 
    “Anyway, Jag, I figured you had just as much of a right to see this as I do,” Geneva said before holding up a bottle of amber-colored liquor with her free hand in a toast.  
 
    The video then swung back around to focus on the screens in Talon’s room. Keys clacked off-screen, then the screens were filled with images of Dani and Talon from multiple angles at multiple occasions since their arrival. Geneva had taken the time to find any and all video clips of the two of them and displayed them on the monitors, up until the point when they left to get the jump drive. And there, front and center, the kiss played on repeat.  
 
    “Shit,” Dani muttered as she shook her head. She pursed her lips and glanced over at the passed-out Jag, who was now splayed out across the bed. Even though she didn’t initiate any of the physical contact, including the kiss, she couldn’t deny that she welcomed it. The guilt built up inside of her until she could no longer bear to be in the same room. She grabbed the bottle and left for the bridge. 
 
    Dani collapsed into her captain’s chair and rested her head back against the seat. She was starting to feel as though she couldn’t do anything right. Maybe I was better off in prison... or dead, she thought as she raised the bottle to her lips and took a swig of the pirate liquor.  
 
    It stung going down, then warmed her belly. She pulled the digital card off the neck of the bottle and flung it across the bridge, smiling upon hearing it shatter. The feeling quickly fled as she turned her head toward Cassia’s seat. Dani sat up, looking at her console as she took another drink. She ran a quick scan of the surrounding area to search for lifeforms.  
 
    There were an impressive number of rebels at the base. Osirion picked up their life signs in nearby buildings, as well as a few patrols and the guards around Osirion. She couldn’t help but wonder if any of the little dots on the display were Cassia. Dani wasn’t sure which building held the hospital, or if it was even in view, but she did hope that they were doing everything they could to save her.  
 
    The bloody platform flashed in her mind once more, followed by the look of sheer horror on Cruz’s face when he realized Cassia was the one who had been shot. Dani took another swig from the bottle as she thought back to all of their time together and how she had never seen him so upset as she did in that moment.  
 
    Dani looked down into the bottle, thinking of Jag passed out on his bed. She wasn’t sure if she should feel disappointed, angry, or if he was justified in his actions. Either way, she wished she hadn’t taken Cassia’s advice and had told him as soon as the kiss happened rather than sitting on it. Maybe then she could have gotten ahead of this whole ordeal and she’d still have her first officer in prime condition.  
 
    “What do we have here?” Howard’s quiet voice rolled out from behind Dani. 
 
    “Oh, hey,” she said as she tried to hide the bottle in the seat next to her.  
 
    “Hand it over.” Howard chuckled, extending his hand. 
 
    Dani plopped the bottle into the palm of Howard’s hand, and he lifted and studied it while lecturing her, “Pirate liquor isn’t always safe to drink, you know.” 
 
    Dani nodded. “I know. I took it from Jag’s room.” 
 
    Howard’s eyes left the bottle for a moment to examine Dani. “I see.” 
 
    “Anyway.” She shrugged. “It’s not bad.” 
 
    Howard removed the cap and took a drink himself, smacking his mouth after he was done. “I’d say that’s one of the finer bottles I’ve had. I can see why Jag drank so much. I imagine it helps numb the pain from that bite quite considerably.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s what he was trying to numb,” Dani mumbled. 
 
    Howard nodded and grunted. “I think I follow now.” 
 
    “I just don’t know what to do anymore.” 
 
    “About what, dear?” Howard patted Dani on the shoulder as he walked around the back of her chair. 
 
    “Jag, Cassia, Z, Sylvine, Talon, pick one.” 
 
    “Well, seems to me, those are all people. Not much you can do about people. You can only really account for yourself and how you react to them.” 
 
    “There’s also the fact that we haven’t been in contact with the Houston in who knows how long, the Vaerian war is escalating, the worst guy possible is in charge over at the GC, and we’re currently on a rebel planet in the system where my father died.” 
 
    “And what of that can you control?” 
 
    Dani turned in her seat to face Howard, who was leaning against her console. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean exactly what I said. Of all of those perceived problems, what is within your control?” 
 
    “I guess not a lot, really.”  
 
    “Well, there ya go.” Howard smiled and took one last drink of the bottle before handing it back to Dani. “You focus on you and what you can control. There’s no sense in worrying about or dwelling on things you can’t.” 
 
    “It’s not that easy,” she said with a sigh. 
 
    Howard laughed once more, “Oh, Dani, I never said it would be easy. Just know, there are still a few surprises in store for you yet.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 9 
 
    Dani squinted as the bright sunlight pierced the darkness of the loading bay while she dropped the loading bay door. After her talk with Howard, she had finished off the bottle of booze, partially to deplete Jag from his supply, and because she needed to find a way to disengage her own brain. After that, she fell asleep for far too short a time. Her captain’s chair was comfortable, but not great for sleeping.  
 
    Howard’s words echoed through her mind, and she decided to try to take his advice and control what she could. So here she was, taking charge. The light flooded across the floor of the loading area, illuminating the dried blood on the floor.  
 
    Dani took a deep breath and tried to shake the image of Cassia lying there, bleeding, out of her mind. Instead, she left for the kitchen and returned with a large bucket full of water and soap. Taking a scrub brush out of the supply closet, Dani knelt next to the blood and started scrubbing.  
 
    A little hard work always helped her to clear her mind. And, if Cassia didn’t pull through, the last thing Dani wanted Cruz to see was where he tried to save her life.  
 
    “Need a hand?” 
 
    Dani raised her hand to block out some of the light as she squinted at the male figure at the bottom of the ramp. The voice sounded unusually familiar, but she couldn’t quite place it. “Who’s there?” 
 
    The man started walking up the ramp toward her, his boots clomping on the metal. Dani put down the brush and stood, walking toward him, her hand on her holstered weapon.  
 
    “Easy there.” He laughed as he got to the top of the ramp. “I’m not going to hurt you.” 
 
    Dani stared at his face, racking her mind for answers. He had sandy blonde hair and round cheeks. He was tall, but looked to be in rather good shape. “I know you, I think.” 
 
    He smiled. “Yes, we’ve spent some time together.” 
 
    “Were you on the Houston?”  
 
    “No, before that.” 
 
    Dani scoffed. “Before that I was in... David? Is that you?” 
 
    The man nodded. “Nice to officially meet you.” 
 
    Dani stared, slack-jawed, at the former prison guard. “What are you doing here? When did you join the rebels?” 
 
    “Long before I met you, actually.” David picked up the scrub brush and started cleaning the floor.  
 
    “Wait, what?” she asked after retrieving another brush from the supply closet. “You were with the rebels when I was in prison?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, it’s kind of complicated. They had me there keeping an eye on things, then, when you came in, you got put on my list, too.” 
 
    Dani looked up from her scrubbing. “Why would the rebels want to keep an eye on me? I mean, Roni made it pretty clear—” 
 
    “Roni’s a bit of a loose cannon,” David explained with a chuckle.  
 
    “Okay, so were you the one who—” 
 
    David held up a hand to stop her. “Look, I can’t go into detail about everything right now, but I promise it will make sense later. I just wanted to come let you know that your friend is doing okay.” 
 
    Dani breathed a sigh of relief, ashamed that she had temporarily forgotten to ask about Cassia after David showed up. “That’s great. Is she awake?” 
 
    “No, not yet. Hopefully soon. Her boyfriend hasn’t left her side. He’s kind of a scary dude.” 
 
    It was Dani’s turn to laugh. “Yeah, he can be. I’m so happy to hear she’s doing okay. I know it was pretty bad.” 
 
    David nodded. “She was in surgery for quite a while last night. No one was sure she was going to make it, and they were pretty nervous about how you’d take it.” 
 
    Dani sat back on her ankles and looked closely at David. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “Well, after you and Roni got out of that hell hole, I didn’t really need to stick around any longer, so I got recalled back to HQ.” 
 
    “Here?”  
 
    “Yup, this is the Rebel Sector’s Headquarters. Welcome to Operation Ardent Redux.” 
 
    “Giving away all our secrets, David?” Roni huffed from the bottom of the loading ramp. 
 
    “You know me better than that, Roni.” 
 
    Roni walked up the ramp toward them. Dani stood, palm on her weapon once more.  
 
    “Relax.” Roni sighed. “I’m not going to attack you on your own ship. I just came to tell you your girl’s awake.” 
 
    A grin spread across Dani’s face. “Great! Thank you so much. Can I see her?” 
 
    “Well, not just yet.” 
 
    Dani’s smile faded. “Why not?” 
 
    “There are some other matters to attend to first. Round up your crew and David will bring you to the meeting hall.” 
 
    “Will do,” he responded with a nod to Roni before she turned and exited Osirion. 
 
    “I guess I had better go see if they’re up yet.”  
 
    “Go ahead. I’ll finish cleaning up here.” 
 
    “No, you don’t have to do that.”  
 
    David flashed a near-perfect smile. “It’s okay, I don’t mind. It’s the least I can do.” 
 
    Dani’s gaze lingered on him a moment as he returned to scrubbing. That’s a weird thing to say, she thought to herself as she made her way back into the halls of Osirion. 
 
    She first stopped in the kitchen, where Howard was making coffee.  
 
    “Morning,” he mumbled and poured a cup for himself and one for Dani.  
 
    “Good morning. Cassia’s awake.” 
 
    Howard perked up. “Good indeed, then.”  
 
    Dani poured another cup of coffee for Jag and one for Zadria, then passed it to Howard. “I’m going to go wake up Jag if you can check on Zadria. We’ve been invited to a meeting of some sort.” 
 
    Howard nodded and sipped his coffee. “Good luck with Mister Drunkpants.” 
 
    Dani sighed. “Thanks.” She left the kitchen and Howard’s company to head to Jag’s room. A soft knock on the door went unanswered. She debated a moment on leaving him there and going to the meeting without him, but instead opted to enter her captain’s override code, which slid the door open. 
 
    She stepped into Jag’s room to find him still sprawled out on the bed. At some point in the night, he must have shed his shirt because he was now shirtless, lying on his back. Dani’s eyes lingered on him a moment before she set the coffee cups down on the nightstand and perched on the edge of the bed. 
 
    “Jag,” she said softly, shaking his shoulder. 
 
    “Mmmm...” He buried his face in his pillow. 
 
    Dani took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Jag, come on. I need you to get up.” 
 
    He swung his arm up, hooking it around Dani and pulling her down to him. 
 
    She didn’t fight it and instead closed her eyes, soothed by his sleepy embrace. “Jag,” she whispered again softly. 
 
    “I love you,” he mumbled. 
 
    Her eyes popped open and she sprung up into a seated position once more. “What?” 
 
    Jag’s arm fell limply to the bed after Dani freed herself, and he snored loudly. 
 
    She shook him a bit more violently. “What did you say, Jag? Wake up.” 
 
    He rolled away, turning his back toward her, continuing to snore. 
 
    Dani pursed her lips and stood, grabbing her coffee and stepping back out into the hall, where Howard and Zadria waited. “I can’t wake him up.” 
 
    A sly smile was born on Howard’s face. “Do you mind if I give it a shot?” 
 
    Dani shook her head. “No, of course not. Good luck.”  
 
    Howard ran off to the kitchen while Dani and Zadria drank their coffee in silence. Zadria looked like she had been up for quite some time crying during the night. Her eyes were puffy and bloodshot, and her hair looked dull and frizzy.  
 
    “Cassia’s awake. I think she’s going to be okay,” Dani told her. 
 
    Zadria simply nodded and took another sip. 
 
    Howard returned from the kitchen holding a large pot of water and ice, giggling to himself as Dani let him in Jag’s room. A loud SPLOOSH and an echoing “GAAH!” followed by Howard’s belly laugh finally broke the tension between Dani and Zadria as the two women smiled at each other. 
 
    “He’ll be out in a minute.” Howard beamed as he left Jag’s room, holding the empty pot.  
 
    Dani nodded in appreciation. “Okay, let’s head to the loading bay and wait for him to get his shit together.” 
 
    The trio made their way back to where David had just finished up. Dani was relieved to not see Cassia’s blood all over the floor anymore and started introductions. “Z, this is David. David, Zadria. And I believe you already know Howard.”  
 
    Howard smiled and shook David’s hand. “Good to see you again, lad.” 
 
    Jag stumbled into the loading bay and bumped into a crate. He turned to glare at the object before continuing his way toward Dani and the others. Dani scanned him for any telling signs that he was aware of what he’d said earlier that morning, but there were none. She was somewhat disappointed, but she remembered what Howard said about not focusing on the things she couldn’t control. After all, he still appeared somewhat intoxicated and he could have been talking about anything, she reasoned with herself. 
 
    “This is Jag. Jag, David. He was one of my guards in prison.” 
 
    Jag squinted at the man and limped up to him, still favoring the previously injured leg. “Why the hell didn’t you do more to protect her?” 
 
    David shrugged. “Look, man, I couldn’t blow my cover. She’s not dead, is she?” 
 
    An awkward silence spread across the loading bay. 
 
    “That’s all in the past. Let’s get going.” Dani ushered them toward the ramp.  
 
    David’s gaze lingered on Jag a moment before he slowly shook his head and turned to lead them down the ramp and out onto the pavement of the landing site.  
 
    Dani eagerly took in their surroundings as David led them away from the ship and toward a cluster of buildings, not unlike a small town. Rebel soldiers watched them pass by, temporarily suspending their actions as they did. It was as though someone hit the pause button when Dani and her crew drew near, the paused subjects jarring to life once more as soon as they were a few feet away. Dani could hear their whispers after they had gone but wasn’t able to make out what they were saying about her.  
 
    The path wound down through the buildings, ending at a particularly large warehouse-type building. David knocked on the door and an armed guard opened it, then stepped aside, allowing the group to enter.  
 
    Inside was a podium on a small stage and a number of chairs. Roni stood next to the podium, arms folded across her chest. Several other rebel soldiers already had taken their seats up near the front, and David led Dani and her group to the first empty row.  
 
    “It’s about time.” Roni stared down at David disapprovingly.  
 
    David, ignoring her, turned to Dani and offered a tight-lipped smile before he got up and walked through a door backstage.  
 
    The rebel soldiers seemed to be ignoring them for the most part; a few sideways glances were all the attention Dani received. Howard and Zadria looked impatient and confused. Jag sat with his elbows on his knees, hands over his eyes, cradling his head at the end of the row. Dani was torn between feeling bad for him, her own guilt, and a steadily growing feeling of longing toward him. It had always been there on some level, but his angry outbursts and drinking had helped her keep her distance. She hadn’t realized exactly how much she cared for him until he uttered those words when she tried to wake him. 
 
    Roni straightened as a final group of rebel soldiers entered the hall, accompanied by Cruz, who quickly took a seat at the end of Dani’s row.  
 
    “What is this?” he signed. 
 
    “Not sure yet,” Dani signed back before nodding toward Roni, who was staring at them with a frown.  
 
    Roni cleared her throat and walked the length of the stage, looking out over the small crowd. “You are the best of the best. Many of you have worked together on other missions, and there are also some new faces here today. But I assure you, this mission will be unlike any other.” 
 
    Dani watched Roni’s slow pace back and forth across the stage as she made eye contact with seemingly every person in the room. She certainly seemed a lot different than the woman Dani had met in prison. Even Jag had lifted his head away from his hands to watch and listen. 
 
    Roni displayed a ship on a large holographic display over her head. Dani recognized it immediately. “The Houston is in trouble, and Commander Alexander along with it. Our mission is simple, but it won’t be easy. We will liberate the Houston, and those on board.” 
 
    Dani glanced at Zadria, whose eyes were wide with panic.  
 
    “Did she say Commander Alexander?” Jag looked even more confused. 
 
    “The Houston is being held here,” Roni said as the scene shifted to a group of stars and planets. “PS119. As you’re aware, this system is used primarily as a training space for GC soldiers, so we’ll have quite the challenge. In addition to the trainees, reports indicate that there are at least four GC warships occupying the space. Our goal is to get in, repair the necessary systems that have been disabled by GC officials, and allow Commander Alexander the window to fly the Houston to a predetermined location.” 
 
    Roni took a deep breath, her gaze landing squarely on Dani and her crew. “To aid with this mission, we have the assistance of Captain Dani Devereaux and the crew of the Osirion. While our ships are distracting the GC warships, they will board the Houston. Howard Glenn, Osirion’s chief mechanic, will help with the repairs aboard the Houston.” 
 
    Whispers broke out among the rebels at the mention of Dani’s name, causing her to shift in her seat uncomfortably. A quick glance at Howard revealed he was caught as off-guard as Dani herself.   
 
    “Once the Houston has been liberated, we will reconvene at the beta site to aid the injured and make repairs. Commander Alexander will first drop off any staff unwilling to continue their service under his true command before proceeding to the beta site.” Roni continued, “It’s important to understand that this is the single most important mission Operation Ardent Redux will have to date. Should we fail, a significant amount of intelligence, assets, and technology will be lost. President Penn underestimates us. We will use that to our advantage.” 
 
    Roni clicked off the holographic display and leaned forward on the podium, narrowing her eyes at the crowd once more. “As with other important missions, Rebel HQ will be on lockdown, allowing no departures, arrivals, or transmissions. We can’t risk another leak like that which resulted in the unfortunate circumstances in PS683.” 
 
    Dani felt the entire audience turn to her at the mention of the lost star system. Only they didn’t look at her with blame, but with pity. Her breathing quickened as she began to panic. Thankfully, Roni continued speaking and drew their attention once more. 
 
    “We’ve seen what the GC is capable of, and we will not stand for it any longer. Saving the Houston will bring war to our doorstep. A war that we are prepared to fight. This mission will light the beacon for all rebel cells to activate and rightfully seize control over the GC, once and for all. Gone are the days where their domination spread like a plague. They will no longer have the ability to leech off of hard-working citizens in this galaxy, forcing them into servitude before leaving them poverty-stricken. No. Now, it’s time. Time for us to give the galaxy back to the people.” 
 
    The rebels erupted in whoops and cheers. Many stood and applauded, to Roni’s obvious delight. Dani even felt inspired by the speech, though confusion was a close second when it came to her feelings on the matter. She had questions—far too many to list. She wanted to get some one-on-one time with Roni to go over the details and find out exactly what was expected of her and her crew, as well as whatever the rebels found out about PS683 that made them look at Dani the way that they did. 
 
    “And now, to go over the details of the mission, please welcome the man who started it all,” Roni said, stepping to the side of the podium.   
 
    Heavy boots stepped out onto the stage and kept a slow cadence toward the podium. The steps, applause, and shouts of approval faded away into the background as all Dani could hear was the pounding of her own heart.  She was even deaf to the questions from the mouths of her own crew. Without even realizing it, Dani had gotten to her feet, her eyes wide on the man at the podium.  
 
    He made eye contact with her as she stood, his face stoic but his eyes apologetic and full of sorrow. The man clutched the sides of the podium and waited for the crowd to settle down. But to Dani, the crowd no longer existed. It was just her and the man wearing the signet ring adorned with the letter ‘D,’ her father. 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 To Be Continued … 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Houston’s Peril 
 
    Ardent Redux Saga:  
 
    Episode 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    By 
 
    J.L. Stowers 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Copyright © 2018 by J. L. Stowers  
 
    All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. 
 
      
 
    First Edition, 2018 
 
      
 
    Editing: Keri Karandrakis 
 
      
 
    Cover Art: Tiffany at Dark Matter Book Covers 
 
      
 
    Visit the author’s website at www.jlstowers.com 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Dedication 
 
    For those who stand up against tyranny. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Contents 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    “Breathe.” Howard tugged on Dani’s arm until she settled back into her chair, still staring at her father.  
 
    “What? But… how?” Dani muttered to herself. 
 
    Bob Devereaux leaned toward Roni with a furrowed brow and a deep frown.  
 
    Dani strained to hear the conversation, but at this point the hall was mumbling in discord and the whispers were lost in the noise.  
 
    Roni, visibly upset, seemed to stammer something back at Bob before stomping off stage and down the aisle, finally slamming the door outside behind her.  
 
    Bob’s eyes found Dani again, and she watched as he inhaled deeply. He’d worn the same look when he’d catch her doing something in her youth that she knew she wasn’t supposed to do. Taking the podium once more, he addressed the restless crowd.  
 
    “We’ll reconvene in two hours.”  
 
    The rebels cleared out of the hall, most appearing mildly annoyed. But Dani’s attention didn’t linger on the passing glares. Instead, she focused on the man on the stage. He was easy to recognize, as little had changed aside from the passage of time. His short, dark hair was buzzed in the same manner it always had been, the only difference now being that the grays outnumbered the dark hairs three to one. The same eyes, same shoulders, same jaw from years ago stared back at Dani. 
 
    With the last of the rebels gone, Dani and her crew remained seated, staring up at the former Six-Ring GC Captain in a mixture of awe and confusion. Bob’s eyes eventually left Dani and worked their way down the row as though he were examining each of the individuals in her company. Then, with a sigh, he started toward the edge of the stage.  
 
    Dani was frozen in her seat as she watched her father approach. Her open mouth was now dry and she searched her mind for something to say, but the words just weren’t there.  
 
    “Dani,” Bob said as he neared her. He opened his mouth as though he had more to say, but closed it again after a moment.  
 
    Hearing her father say her name for the first time in more than a decade was shocking to her. A fire of rage boiled within her stomach as confusion ran through her mind. She wanted so desperately to jump up and hug him, but she also wanted to slap him for staying away so long. Finally, after struggling to speak, she uttered a single word, “How?” 
 
    “There’s much to discuss,” he explained with a sigh. “And we weren’t supposed to be reunited this way. Please, come to my quarters… all of you.” 
 
    Bob turned on his heel and made his way toward the front door, Dani staring after him before jumping to her feet and walking briskly to catch up. She could hear the scuffle of feet and chairs from the others behind her but didn’t want to wait any longer. 
 
    Groups of rebels gathered outside the hall were whispering amongst themselves, and straightened up into a salute as Bob walked past. Dani hurried to keep up with his long strides the best she could without running.  
 
    Bob led the way to a simple-looking home. His boots clunked up the wooden steps and the door creaked open. As Dani entered, her fingers trailed along the door’s red paint. It was the same color as her childhood home.  
 
    The rest of Dani’s crew piled into the small living room, taking a seat on what little furniture was available. There were no decorations of any type in the room. Aside from a rug, a couch, and an armchair, it was empty. Bob continued further into the home as Dani, Jag, Howard, and Zadria squeezed together on the couch. Cruz remained standing, arms folded across his chest, near the door.  
 
    “Well, this is awkward,” Jag muttered. “Oof! Hey, watch it.”  
 
    Howard glared at Jag and retracted his elbow from his side. 
 
    “That’s Dani’s dad, right? Captain Bob Devereaux? I recognize him. I thought he was dead,” Zadria rambled in a hushed tone. 
 
    “Yeah,” Dani managed to mumble. “Me too.” 
 
    The group sat in silence until Bob returned, carrying a tray of water glasses. He offered one to each of the crew, Dani eagerly accepting and wetting her dry mouth.  
 
    Bob sat, the armchair squeaking beneath him. “Where should I start?” 
 
    “Maybe your ‘death’ might be a good place?” Jag said with a chuckle. 
 
    “Actually,” Howard cleared his throat and shot a sideways glance at Dani. “Perhaps it’s best to start at the beginning.”  
 
    Dani furrowed her brow at Howard. “Wait, did you know?” 
 
    “Sure, the beginning,” Bob started.  
 
    “Howard, did you know?” Dani asked again forcefully. 
 
    Bob leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Focus, Dani.”  
 
    His voice was haunting. It was the same thing he’d said to her so many times when her emotions had started to get the best of her. The words often echoed in her mind during times of turmoil, but hearing them spoken aloud by her father once more rendered her speechless yet again. 
 
    “It started while you were in the academy. We were sent on a rescue mission. A small space station was taken by the Vaerians. The situation was suspicious from the start. Only a handful of people were on the outpost, and the GC typically doesn’t send in the cavalry for so few. It’s sad, but true.” 
 
    “I believe it,” Jag said before sipping his water. 
 
    “We knew when we got there that it was too late. The space station was ripped open from top to bottom, but we suited up and boarded anyway. Sure enough, everyone was dead. It was obvious that there had been some tampering with the memory units, so we pulled them and took them back to the ship. On our way out, Patrick was checking the crew for ID and he found a video recorder beneath a body and grabbed it. He thought maybe it was a video recording to the guy’s family and he wanted to make sure they got it. Of course, you can’t just hand those things over to the family without making sure the footage isn’t traumatizing. So we watched it.” 
 
    Bob pushed his palms onto his knees and stood. Dani took more notice now of how he moved. His body seemed stiffer and his movements more cautious; so many years between them—lost.  
 
    He crossed the room and rested his forearm on the mantle of the fireplace that adorned the largest wall in the room. Bob looked down into the soot and wood remnants as he continued. “It wasn’t pretty. The recording showed the attack on the space station, every gory detail. The most disturbing part, though, was the fact that the attackers weren’t Vaerian, but fellow GC troops. Their uniforms were different, though—I hadn’t seen them before.” 
 
    “How could you tell they were GC?” Zadria leaned forward and asked. 
 
    Bob raised his eyes and studied her face. “Everything from their weapons to their boots screamed GC. And if that wasn’t enough, they had a GC patch on their uniform. Different than that, but a GC patch nonetheless.” 
 
    Zadria looked to her shoulder where Bob had gestured at the GC patch adorning her uniform and covered it with her palm. 
 
    “Anyway…” Bob sighed before continuing. “We checked the memory units after we saw the video and found that they were wiped clean. Whatever information they were there to get or destroy was gone. All we had was a broken space station, a few dead bodies, and the video. After a long chat with the rest of the crew, we decided to turn over the video to our commanding officer.” 
 
    “Please tell me you made a copy,” Jag blurted out. 
 
    A half smile created wrinkles at the corner of Bob’s eye. “We did. And it’s a good thing, too. I met with my commanding officer and we reviewed the recording together. He was distraught, to say the least. He said he’d run it up the chain of command. I left his office, and then never saw him again. Shortly after that, I got a new commanding officer. I asked for a sit-down and inquired about the tape. He told me not to bring it up again. 
 
    “Now, anyone will tell you that I don’t like to take ‘no’ for an answer. I’ve since learned when to probe and when to bide my time, but back then I didn’t realize exactly how serious they were about the issue. I was deployed to monitor the Dead Zone. It was before the Vaerian Armada pushed the GC out and there wasn’t much action on that front just yet. It was quiet, and that video gnawed at my soul. When my commanding officer wouldn’t answer my questions, I went over his head. That was my first mistake.” 
 
    “What happened?” Dani asked, feeling as though she already knew the answer based on her father’s sorrowful expression, a look she’d only seen a few times in her life and wished she hadn’t. Her stomach turned as she braced herself for the other shoe to drop. 
 
        Bob pursed his lips together and shook his head ever so slightly. “They killed your mother.”  
 
    So she is dead. A single tear rolled down Dani’s cheek as her suspicions were confirmed. “Bastards.” 
 
    “There’s more,” Bob said before he picked up a glass and took a drink. “I confronted my CO, called him out in a fit of rage. I was ready to expose the incident at the space station. That’s when they threatened Dani.” 
 
    Everyone’s eyes shifted to Dani, but hers remained locked on her father’s. 
 
    “I couldn’t let them take you, too. So I shut up, but I didn’t let it go,” Bob continued, making his way over to the window and peeking between the curtains as he spoke. “There were those among my ranks with suspicions. We kept our ears open for whispers and rumors and sought out those with more information. We communicated in secret and in code. It was incredible how many people had experienced something similar. Dozens of families destroyed just because good men and women were trying to do the right thing.” 
 
    “And you just let me fight for them?” Dani’s forehead scrunched up as she asked her question. 
 
    Bob turned from the window to face her. “All I could do was hope that everything I had ever taught you would stick with you. I thought you were safe there, and you were… until…” 
 
    “Until what?” Jag asked.  
 
    “As our numbers grew, so did the risk. We were eventually infiltrated and something had to be done. If the spy led the GC back to me, then I knew I’d lose you. So we staged an event of our own.” 
 
    “The whole thing was faked?” Dani stood, clenching her fists at her side. “Do you have any idea what your death did to me?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sweetie. I know it must have been hard. It was torture for me too, to not reach out to you after all these years. To only get secondhand reports about what you were going through.”  
 
    Dani followed Bob’s gaze to Howard’s face. He sat quietly, a hint of sorrow in his eyes. “Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked. 
 
    “I wanted to, so many times. But I couldn’t put either of you at risk,” Howard explained. “The plan was bigger than any individual person. That’s why your dad left me behind on that mission, so I could watch after you.” 
 
    Dani sat in the armchair, leaning forward and grabbing her hair at the roots. “I can’t believe you’ve been alive all this time and no one told me.” 
 
    “Was my father in on this?” Zadria asked, the whisper barely audible. 
 
    Bob ran his hand across his jaw and nodded at Zadria. “We all had roles to play. His job was to return to his family and the GC in order to feed us information from within. Unfortunately, Patrick can be as stubborn as they come and decided at the last minute that he didn’t want to play that part. But things were already in motion so I did what I could to get him off the ship before it detonated, but he was injured.” 
 
    “Wait.” Jag stood and pointed a finger at Zadria. “Patrick is your dad? How did I not know this?”  
 
    Zadria stared at Jag blankly then looked at Dani, who shrugged in response.  
 
    “Surely I’m not the last one to find out about this,” Jag said as he looked to Cruz. 
 
    Cruz shrugged then signed, “Sorry, dude, sworn to secrecy.”  
 
    “Huh.” Jag slowly lowered himself back onto the couch. “Makes a lot of sense actually. So that’s how he lost his leg then?” 
 
    Bob nodded. “Yup. I thought we’d lose him for a while. I imagine he was pretty angry I didn’t let him come with me since I didn’t hear from him for so long. But, eventually, he checked in.” 
 
    “So, you faked your death to throw off the GC and, what, made camp here?” Cruz signed, taking a seat on the arm of the couch next to Jag. 
 
    “Pretty much. We were underground for the first few years. Living in tunnels and barely surviving while the GC scoured the system time after time for us. They eventually gave up and left, and we surfaced. Howard fed me secret reports about Dani, and Patrick kept us apprised of GC chatter. We worked on growing our numbers and creating a viable base of operations. When we managed to get a ship, we started some small missions. We did our best to minimize the loss of innocents and focus solely on the GC’s elite team. Everything we did was centered on them and finding out what they were up to and how to stop it. 
 
    “In the process, we learned that the GC acquired a massive energy output weapon—” 
 
    Jag snickered and mumbled, “M.E.O.W.”  
 
    Dani rolled her eyes and quickly looked back at her father, who did the same. “We weren’t sure where they got the technology, but it was advanced. We tried building one ourselves, but after an accident resulting in the deaths of twenty-seven of my people, I just couldn’t let the project continue. Unfortunately, the explosion attracted some attention. We had set up the construction on a different world, so our base was safe. But in the aftermath we didn’t notice the elite forces coming in until it was too late. They were there, and they saw me. They found out I was still alive. 
 
    “After that, I waited for the news to break, but it never did. They questioned Patrick, Howard, and others who I had worked with over the years, but they all did a great job covering our tracks. I thought they’d go after Dani, but instead, they promoted her to captain. Rumor was that they were trying to sniff me out, that they expected me to try to recruit her at that point. So naturally, I had to keep my head down. 
 
    “Time passed and our fleet grew as more people joined our cause. Missions were scheduled and put into action across GC territory. The corruption ran through the GC like a vein of ore underground. We connected the dots, but as we did, the missions became more dangerous and we drew more attention. I believe that’s what led to the destruction of PS683.” 
 
    Dani’s blood chilled at the mention of the obliterated planetary system.  
 
    Bob was pacing the room now, slowly, back and forth in front of the fireplace. His voice sounded distraught as he spoke. “We had managed to commandeer a Vaerian battleship before losing it in a battle with the GC. It was that ship that destroyed PS683 using the massive energy output weapon.” 
 
    Dani looked up at her father. “The GC blew up their own planetary system? They killed all those people? Why?” She was caught off guard when her father turned to look at her and she saw the tears in his eyes. 
 
    “They wanted the leader of the rebels, me. We picked up a GC transmission that said to surrender or they’d exercise their power. We called their bluff, and I’m still not sure that was the best move.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you stop them?” Jag asked. 
 
    “The Ardent Redux government isn’t the same as the Galactic Conglomerate government. Instead of appointing successors as each member of leadership steps down, we allow the people to vote. Representatives are elected from each of the rebel sectors to come here and walk through the big decisions. This ensures every base has representation in our work. It was widely believed that the GC was bluffing. No one knew at the time they had their own weapon. We figured that ‘exercise their power’ simply meant a show of force on the rebels, not on innocents. 
 
    “When I found out your ship was in PS683 when the weapon was used I—” Bob stopped to turn away from the group and sip his water. 
 
    “You thought I was dead,” Dani stated quietly. 
 
    Bob took a deep breath before he turned to face them once more. “You have no idea how relieved I was when I learned that wasn’t the case. But then those corrupt assholes threw you in prison.” 
 
    “Thankfully, Bob already had a man in place in the prison.” Howard took over while Bob gathered his thoughts.  
 
    “David?” Dani asked.  
 
    “Right. With his help, we were able to put a plan into action to get Dani out of there and somewhere safe. You know the rest.” Howard nodded at Dani and offered a slight smile. 
 
    While Dani mulled over the series of events, the door to the small house burst open and Roni charged in. 
 
    “Dad,” she said, her voice urgent. A few steps into the room, she stopped and stared at Dani and her crew, eyes widening into a panicked look.  
 
    Dani jumped to her feet, her eyes moving from the panicked rebel woman to her father’s face as he took a deep breath. “Dad?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    “This is not a good time, Roni.” Bob quickly approached her and gently guided her back toward the door by the shoulder. 
 
    “Wait, did she call you Dad?” Dani asked, still puzzled.  
 
    Bob continued to usher Roni outside and closed the door behind the two of them. 
 
    Dani whipped around to glare at Howard. “What is going on? I have a sister? Did he—” 
 
    Howard sighed deeply. “Your father met Roni’s mother before he met yours. It was a fling, nothing more. In fact, she wouldn’t even allow him to see Roni until Operation Ardent Redux was underway.” 
 
    Dani flopped back in the armchair and cradled her head in her hands. “This is… a lot.”  
 
    The situation felt overwhelming to her as she tried to recreate the past in her mind. Almost everything she knew was wrong. Dani tried to take a few calming breaths but was unsuccessful at taming the chaos in her mind. She peeked around the room through her fingers at her crew before standing and bee-lining for the door.  
 
    She threw it open, the fresh air hitting her in the face, and stepped outside, swinging it shut behind her. Roni and her father were nowhere in sight. Dani hesitated a moment and, satisfied no one was following her out of the house, folded her arms across her chest and began walking.  
 
    Dani passed by other houses similar to her father’s. On their way there she had been too googly-eyed at the sight of her long-lost father that she hadn’t paid much attention to their surroundings. The homes were modestly built and the native foliage was manicured around them. The laughter of young voices wafted down from a nearby tree, and Dani started wondering what it would have been like to grow up with a sister.  
 
    She quickly shook her head to dismiss the thought and turned down a path to a park-like area. A small pond sat amid a field. The gentle breeze rippled across the surface, disrupting the mirrored sky as Dani sat on the ground.  
 
    “You shouldn’t be walking around out here without an escort,” David said as he sat beside her. 
 
    Dani twitched, startled at his sudden appearance, but continued to stare at the water’s surface. “Why, what are they going to do?” 
 
    She saw him shrug out of the corner of her eye.  
 
    “They won’t do anything to you,” he said. “They know you’re the boss’s daughter. We’ve all followed your story. But you could get lost and there are a few dangerous animals around here when night falls.”   
 
    “My story…” Dani sighed after she trailed off. “My story is just a mess of lies.” 
 
    “Not all of it.” 
 
    Dani lifted her eyes to study his face. He was handsome with his dark, soulful eyes.  He was also younger than she expected, his voice carrying experience beyond his years.  
 
    He continued, “You’re still one hell of a pilot.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind flying away from all of this right now,” she mumbled in response.  
 
    David surprised her by taking her hand. “Come on then.” He smiled as he pulled her to her feet. 
 
    Dani allowed him to lead her down an adjacent path and into the nearby woods. She found comfort in his warm, strong hand wrapped around hers and barely noticed when the trees fell away. “Where are we going?”  
 
    “There.” David pointed with his free hand. Ahead lay a hangar surrounded by small spacecraft. Leading away from the hangar was a long runway.  
 
    “Is this okay? I don’t want to cause problems.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry about that,” David said with a wink.  
 
    The spacecraft were unlike anything Dani had ever seen, certainly different than the GC or Vaerian fighters she was accustomed to.  
 
    David led her to the closest one. “Stay here. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Dani was too enamored with the small ship to acknowledge his departure. The exterior was a shiny black, like polished obsidian, and just as smooth. There were no markings of any kind to differentiate between the ships. She slid her hand over the polished surface and smiled when David’s reflection reappeared next to hers.  
 
    “They’re beautiful,” she said.  
 
    David almost seemed proud of the compliment—his chest and shoulders seemed to swell in size as he patted the sleek curvature of the wings. “They are. This one’s mine. I call her Diane.”  
 
    Dani laughed. “Diane?” 
 
    His smile disappeared for a mere flash of time. “My mother’s name.” 
 
    Dani nodded and cleared her throat, not wanting to linger on what was clearly an unhappy topic. “Does she handle pretty well?” 
 
    “How badly do you want to find out?” 
 
    Dani turned to face David and his playful grin. “If you have to ask, you don’t know me at all.” 
 
    David laughed and expertly climbed into the cockpit, using a step that Dani hadn’t noticed until that moment. She followed him, sliding on the sleek exterior of the ship until David caught her by the wrist.  
 
    “Easy there.” He smiled and pulled her up.  
 
    Dani settled into the copilot’s seat and slipped the attached headset on while David ran through the pre-flight checks. “Are you sure this is okay?” 
 
    David’s laugh was loud through the earpiece. “An extra patrol never hurt anything. What’s the worst that could happen?” 
 
    “Why’d you have to say that?” Dani asked through gritted teeth as she peered up and out of the enclosure overhead. What looked like solid obsidian from the outside was actually easy to see through from within. She gazed at the sky, watching dark, rolling clouds as they began to obscure the hopeful blue above.  
 
    An uneasy feeling grew in the pit of Dani’s stomach as David maneuvered the ship toward the runway. A thousand reasons why taking off was a bad idea ran through her mind as she thought about Cassia, her father, and the crew.  
 
    “Ready?” David asked as they slowly rolled forward. 
 
    Dani shoved her worries aside and tried to focus on the runway ahead. The quiet of space calmed her. “Yes, I’m thinking a quick jaunt into space is exactly what I need right now.” 
 
    “You got it.” David’s cheery answer brought a smile to her lips.  
 
    With amazing speed, David’s ship, Diane, accelerated down the runway. The trees on either side quickly morphed from independent plants into a sea of green. A moment later, David banked Diane into a steep climb.  
 
    “These inertial dampeners are incredible,” Dani said as she watched the curvature of the horizon quickly drop away behind them.  
 
    “Oh yeah, best I’ve ever had.” David rolled Diane into a corkscrew as they left the atmosphere and entered into the darkness beyond.  
 
    As soon as the planet was the size of a ball that Dani could fit in the palm of her hand, David disengaged the engines. “I’m just doing a few quick scans while we’re up here.” 
 
    “Take your time,” Dani answered, already enamored by the planetary system. Now that she knew this was no longer a place of death, she was able to appreciate the beauty of the surrounding planets. Aside from the rebel planet, she doubted any were inhabitable judging by the red, purple, and orange gases swirling on their surfaces.  
 
    The closest planet to the rebel planet hosted a large storm on its surface. The gas and clouds churned over a significant portion of the planet, flashes echoing through the cloud cover. It was beautifully destructive.  
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    “What is it?” Dani asked, her eyes still on the storm. 
 
    “It’s probably nothing… but I need to get closer to know for sure.” 
 
    “What kind of defenses does this thing have?” Dani asked as she looked over the co-pilot control panel.  
 
    “Standard cloaking and shields, though the shardstone exterior naturally makes it harder to see and more resistant to most energy weapons.” 
 
    “Shardstone?” 
 
    “Yeah, it was actually discovered on the Houston. But we couldn’t risk the GC getting their hands on it so we make it a few systems away.” 
 
    “What is it exactly?” Dani eyed the surrounding space in an effort to catch a glimpse of whatever David picked up on the scans.  
 
    “I’m not completely sure, but I do know it’s a combination of glowshard and a super strong alloy.”  
 
    Dani furrowed her forehead. “It doesn’t look like glowshard at all.” 
 
    “Not after you’ve seen Osirion up close.” David laughed. “It doesn’t have the regenerative properties that glowshard does. So it’s quite different from Osirion’s hull. But the unification of the alloy and the glowshard makes for an incredibly dense, yet lightweight material.” 
 
    “I see…” Dani trailed off, trying to wrap her mind around it.  
 
    “There you are,” David growled through a clenched jaw. 
 
    Dani saw it too, a Vaerian scout ship. Scout ships were significantly smaller than destroyers but larger than individual fighters. “How’d it get out here? Surely it couldn’t have made it all this way unseen. We’re well within GC territory.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised,” scoffed David. “But honestly, it was probably part of a jump and drop. A transport ship makes a series of hyperspace jumps and drops off a scout after each one. Do you want to blow it up or should I?” 
 
    “I don’t know that either of us should,” Dani answered, narrowing her eyes at the ship. 
 
    “Wait, what? Why?” 
 
    “Then they’ll know we’re here and they might send more.” 
 
    “You have a point, still… it’s hard to see them and not want to blast them to kingdom come.”  
 
    “I get that, I really do. But I still think it’d be a mistake. Besides, at their current trajectory they won’t pass close enough to the rebel planet to detect anything.” 
 
    Dani could sense David’s hesitation even though she couldn’t see his face.  
 
    “We have to follow it,” he said. “I couldn’t live with myself if it did any damage after we just let it go.”  
 
    Dani couldn’t argue with his point. “Okay, let’s do it. But keep a safe distance. We don’t want to get picked up by their scans.” 
 
    “That won’t be a problem,” David laughed as he replied. “With the shardstone and our cloak, we’re invisible.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Dani muttered under her breath as Diane began the pursuit of the Vaerian scout. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Chasing an enemy scout ship through GC territory in a rebel spacecraft was far less exciting than Dani imagined. She drummed her fingers on the armrest of her seat. Even David seemed less than enthused about the situation. 
 
    “Okay, maybe this was a mistake,” he confessed with a sigh. “We really shouldn’t be this far away from base.” 
 
    Dani squinted ahead, then looked down at the copilot terminal. “There’s something ahead. I’m going to run a scan.” 
 
    The rebel controls didn’t vary much from GC systems, and she had fiddled with them a bit on their long journey after the Vaerian ship. Her scan blipped as it picked up a GC signal.  
 
    “The scout is heading right for a GC ship, a big one. But it’s odd that they’d have a warship this deep into their own territory. I figured they’d all be in the systems under attack.” 
 
    “That’s… not a warship.” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘that’s not a warship,’ the only ships that size are…” Dani’s words slipped away as her stomach turned. “It’s an academy ship.” 
 
    “Scans are picking up the GC ID code of the Seattle.”  
 
    “Shit,” Dani said, clenching her jaw. “David, we can’t—” 
 
    “I know, I’ll get us within firing range.” 
 
    Dani’s neck tightened and she bit her lip as she watched the Vaerian scout fire the initial volley on the Seattle. She held her breath until the shields safely absorbed the attack. “Oh good, they were prepared. They probably picked it up on their scans.”  
 
    The Seattle’s weapons turned toward the Vaerian scout and returned fire. Academy ships were well armed to protect the cadets and staff inside. The powerful energy blasts quickly overpowered the shields on the small Vaerian scout before a missile fired, reducing the enemy ship into space dust. 
 
    “Well,” David started, obviously impressed. “I guess that’s that then.” 
 
    Dani narrowed her eyes at the Seattle. “They’re not powering down shields or weapons. You’re sure they can’t see us?” 
 
    “They shouldn’t be able to; we’re still cloaked.” 
 
    “Then I wonder what—” Before Dani could finish her thought, a Vaerian destroyer dropped out of hyperspace alongside the Seattle and immediately opened fire. “We need to call for backup!” 
 
    “They won’t come,” David answered. “Here, you fly, I’ll shoot.” 
 
    “You’re crazy!” Dani shouted back, but she had already seized the controls and was maneuvering toward the two massive ships. 
 
    The Diane was miniscule compared to the gargantuan vessels ahead. She was a gnat compared to an elephant, but Dani wasn’t going to let that stop her from making a difference. She mumbled to herself, “There’s always something you can do.” 
 
    “What?” David asked. 
 
    “Aim for the fighter bay doors,” she answered, gunning toward the Vaerian destroyer.  
 
    “Our weapons won’t do anything through their shields,” David alerted. 
 
    “That’s why I’m flying inside their shield,” she answered, drawing ever closer to the Vaerian ship. The only other time she had been this close to one was when they’d mounted the rescue for Sylvine. Only this time, she wasn’t docking.  
 
    “You’re going to kill us!” David shouted as Dani headed straight for the fighter bay. Luckily the fighters hadn’t been released yet. The Vaerians preferred not to let them loose unless they knew they needed the help, and so far they were pretty evenly matched with the Seattle.  
 
    Just before Diane slammed into the side of the destroyer, Dani jerked up on the controls. They turned sharply and flew parallel to the surface, close enough that Dani was certain she could have sneezed and hit it.  
 
    “I’m going to be sick,” David chanted to himself repeatedly as Dani followed along the contours of the destroyer. 
 
    “Get ready, I need you to fire on those doors, NOW!” 
 
    David managed to pull himself together enough to fire upon the doors of the fighter bay. With no shields to protect them, they took the brunt of the attack, a few of the shots narrowly missing their target.  
 
    “Again,” ordered Dani as she circled around the ship for another pass. As they drew near, the doors started to open and David fired upon them once more. The retracting doors stopped immediately, a lightshow of sparks coming from within the fighter bay. 
 
    “Now for the other one.” Dani’s breathing was calm and cool. There was no time for panic. She refused to let the Vaerians harm the cadets on board. David, on the other hand, was breathing heavily into the mouthpiece, echoing in Dani’s ear.  
 
    “How many fighter bays do they have?” David’s voice had gone up an octave.  
 
    “Two is all, unless they’ve made some changes recently.”  
 
    “Oh thank god.” David exhaled loudly.  
 
    “Get ready,” Dani ordered once more as they came up on the second set of fighter bay doors. 
 
    Before they could get within firing range, the Vaerian fighters poured out of the doors, whizzing past them toward the Seattle.  
 
    Dani quickly changed course and followed them. David fired on the last fighter to escape the bay, quickly disabling it and sending it tumbling into the Seattle’s hull in an explosion.  
 
    “Gah, that wasn’t supposed to happen,” David panicked.  
 
    “Fire when they’re moving away from the ship,” Dani coached as she continued to follow the others.  
 
    David fired on another Vaerian fighter, shearing a wing from the spacecraft, and let out a joyous ‘whoop.’  
 
    “Good, ten to go.”  
 
    “Looks like we’ll have some help,” David said as a team of GC fighters left the Seattle.  
 
    The Vaerian pilots split into two groups, the Seattle squadron following the larger group and Dani taking after the smaller. David made quick work of another Vaerian fighter, causing it to roll into the one beside it, taking them both out as debris flew outward from the crash.  
 
    An alarm sounded in the cockpit as Diane was hit from behind.  
 
    “Oh, come on!” Dani shouted as the Seattle fighter fired at them again. This time, Dani was prepared and evaded the blast, allowing them to instead hit the Vaerian fighter she was close behind. 
 
    “Attention Seattle, we are friendly fire, please desist. Friendly fire,” David announced through an open communications channel.  
 
    The Seattle pilot pulled off their tail and joined the others, taking out the last of their group of Vaerian fighters.  
 
    Dani turned her attention back to the solitary fighter in front of them as it banked toward the destroyer. “I don’t think so,” she mumbled under her breath as she pushed Diane to close the gap between them.  
 
    The Vaerian fighter rushed toward the safety of the destroyer’s fighter bay with the Diane growing ever closer. Dani watched as the massive Vaerian guns turned to face their small ship. “David…” 
 
    “We’re not close enough.” 
 
    The weapons started to glow with energy buildup, and the Vaerian fighter slipped into the bay ahead. Dani decided there wouldn’t be enough time for David to take out both of the primary weapons before the weapons took out their small spacecraft and instead followed the Vaerian fighter into the belly of the destroyer. 
 
    “Are you batshit crazy? What are you doing?” David hollered.  
 
    “Just shut up and shoot!” Dani shouted back. 
 
    “Shoot what?” 
 
    “EVERYTHING!”  
 
    Dani decelerated their ship as soon as they entered the fighter bay. The Vaerian personnel inside were like shocked mannequins as Dani fired only one of the engines, spinning in a circle inside while David let loose a volley of weapons fire that Dani didn’t even realize Diane was capable of.  
 
    Explosions echoed around them as the shots made contact with the unprotected interior of the ship. After completing a few spins, Dani aimed for the door once more and hit the engines hard. The doors were starting to close ahead, and David fired at them as Diane drew near. Finally, through a shroud of fire and smoke, Diane escaped the belly of the Vaerian ship and launched back into space’s sweet embrace.  
 
    “Yeeeehaw!” David shouted from the seat in front of Dani while pumping a fist into the air.  
 
    A tear in space opened up, and the Vaerian ship accelerated into their hyperspace window. 
 
    Even Dani couldn’t help but laugh at the overwhelming joy she felt as they left.  
 
    They did it. They took on a destroyer and won. Granted, the Seattle played a part too, but she wouldn’t let that steal the thunder from her adrenaline rush.  
 
    “Uh, Dani?” 
 
    “Yeah?” she asked, her cheeks sore from grinning so hard. 
 
    “Are you doing that?” 
 
    Dani paused for a moment before noticing that they were drifting backward. “No… no, I am not.” 
 
    “Attention unidentified vessel, prepare to board. If you resist, you will be destroyed.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    “Okay, so what’s the rebel handbook say about situations like this?” Dani asked as the Seattle’s gravity beam slowly pulled them toward one of the several docking bays. 
 
    “Don’t take the boss’s daughter on a joy-ride?” He forced a laugh. 
 
    “Well I think we’re a little beyond that now.” Dani couldn’t help but smirk. She drummed on the currently useless controls as she rehashed the situation. “I was a cadet on the Seattle, so it’s likely that someone on board will recognize me. Being recognized is problematic since I’m supposed to be a dead. Not to mention the fact that I was labeled a traitor and now I’m here on a rebel ship.” 
 
    “A top-secret rebel ship,” David added. 
 
    Dani puffed out her cheeks and exhaled slowly, whistling. “Right. Well, I guess our best bet is for you to pop up as soon as we’re inside and pretend you’re alone. I’ll hunker down the best I can and maybe they won’t see me.” 
 
    “That’s it?” David asked, turning in his seat to look back at her. 
 
    Dani shrugged. “You have a better idea?” 
 
    “Nope. Not at all.” He laughed. 
 
    She couldn’t contain her smile. His boyish grin was just too much.  
 
    “Alright then,” she said as she unclipped her harness. “I’ll just try… to squeeze… down here. Geez, you guys didn’t build in a lot of foot room, did you?” 
 
    “I don’t think smuggling dead traitors was in the design plan.” 
 
    Dani stifled her laugh by clamping her hand over her mouth. She could see through the top of Diane that they were now within the Seattle. Not long after that, their slow progression halted.  
 
    David cleared his throat and pushed open the cockpit roof, holding his hands in the air and swinging a leg out over the side.  
 
    “Stop right there.”  
 
    David froze in the awkward half in, half out position. “Uh, I don’t think I can stop right here. My leg’s going to cramp up like this.”  
 
    Dani narrowed her eyes as though it might help her hear better. The voice speaking to David sounded familiar, but she couldn’t quite place it. 
 
    “Search him,” the mysterious stranger ordered. 
 
    Three cadets climbed up onto Diane. The first two were searching David, but the third was checking out the cockpit. Dani tried to imagine herself away in hopes that the cadet wouldn’t see her. It didn’t work. Dani’s eyes caught those of the young female cadet as she peered into the co-pilot’s seat. She held her breath as the girl stared at her, blinking rapidly with a puzzled expression before she stood. 
 
    “All clear,” the cadet advised as she and the others climbed down with David after closing the cockpit door.  
 
    That was weird. Why didn’t she say anything? Dani wondered. She wiggled herself around until she was able to free herself from the tight squeeze. Slowly, she peeked up over the opaque wall and through the tinted glass into the hangar.  
 
    It looked much the way she remembered it—with the complete lack of personality accompanying the sterile GC white. David was nowhere to be seen. In fact, the entire room was empty. Dani could catch a glimpse of a guard through the door leading to the rest of the ship, but aside from that, she was alone.  
 
    She toyed with the idea of slipping out of the ship and sneaking through the Seattle to find David. She knew the halls well enough and even knew ways around the security cameras from her youthful indiscretions, but ultimately decided against it. Not only was it risky, but she couldn’t be sure that things hadn’t changed since she was last aboard the academy vessel. Instead, she slumped back down into the copilot’s seat and looked over the blackened control panel. With a sigh, a frown, and a few attempts to activate the interface from both seats, Dani grunted discontentedly.  
 
    Curled up once more in the copilot’s seat, she was just about to doze off when she heard voices. Dani cautiously peeked out into the hangar once more to see the cadet who had seen her coming in with one of her old professors, Major Samantha Foster. 
 
    Dani reached down and unclipped her knife from its holster and grazed its hilt with her fingertips as the pair examined Diane. Major Foster pointed at the ship and asked the cadet something Dani couldn’t quite make out. The cadet shrugged and Major Foster’s shoulders raised and dropped in a sigh before she put her hands on her hips and faced the aircraft.  
 
    “You can come out, Dani,” Major Foster announced.  
 
    Dani reached for the latch on the door but stopped short, narrowing her eyes at her former mentor. With so much betrayal in the GC, she couldn’t help but wonder if it was a trap. Dani assessed the situation; neither the major nor the cadet had any weapons in hand. The guard at the door seemed to be gone now. Her instinct told her she should trust the major and she took a deep breath before putting her knife away. 
 
    “Hurry, we haven’t much time.”  
 
    Dani peeked over the edge without the protective dark glass, and Major Foster smiled. 
 
    “So the rumors are true. Get down here. It isn’t safe in there.” 
 
    Dani obeyed without question, quickly following the major and the cadet into a utility hatch located in the corner of the hangar. Once inside, Major Foster turned and embraced Dani, hugging her close.  
 
    “I’m so glad you’re alive.”  
 
    “Me too,” Dani said awkwardly, still somewhat confused about the situation. She pulled back out of the hug and looked at the aging woman. Major Foster had always been a role model for Dani with her encouragement to think outside the box. But now Dani wasn’t even sure where the box was. 
 
    “We’re rebels, too. I’m Maggie,” the cadet said cheerfully, thrusting a hand at Dani. “It’s so nice to finally meet you.” 
 
    “Shhh, Maggie, mind your volume,” Major Foster said with a frown. “You can’t just walk around blurting out that we’re rebels. That’s a good way to get us killed.” 
 
    Dani shook the girl’s hand. “What is going on here, Major?” 
 
    “I should ask you the same question, and please, call me Sam. No need to worry about rank in times like these.”  
 
    “Well, we were on patrol and saw the Vaerian scout and decided to follow it,” Dani explained with a hushed voice. 
 
    “Thank goodness you did, or our casualties would have likely been far greater. Your partner, the man, is in custody, but I can arrange for you both to escape. However, it’s best if we keep you hidden until the time comes. Other members of the faculty are… set in their ways.” 
 
    “Okay.” Dani rubbed her forehead.  
 
    “Are you okay, dear?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dani said with a sigh. “It’s just been a hell of a day.” 
 
    Sam held a finger up to her lips and whispered, “I hear something.” 
 
    The three women fell silent. Sam gestured to Maggie to stay put and then beckoned Dani to follow her. They made their way down the access tunnel beneath the hangar floor, carefully minding every step.  
 
    The clunk of boots overhead was unnerving, and as they neared a vent in the floor, Dani could hear voices, but just barely. She took soft, shallow breaths, straining to hear. 
 
    “Pretty impressive spacecraft, Hank,” a man said overhead.  
 
    “I thought you’d get a kick out of it,” Hank answered. “I didn’t think the rebels had anything nice like this.” 
 
    “And you’re sure it’s a rebel ship?” 
 
    “The guy flying it isn’t talking, but he didn’t look like a pirate and I don’t know who else would be out there.” 
 
    “Huh.” The first man grunted as the steps resumed in a circle around Diane. “Interesting that he’d risk his life and capture to help defend us. That doesn’t seem like something a rebel would do. They usually prefer to hide rather than stick their neck out, even for their own.” 
 
    Dani felt a pang of anger at the comment. 
 
    “So what do you think we should do, Gary?” Hank asked. 
 
    Gary laughed. “I’m going to turn this baby over to the GC. I’ve been trying to get off this damn teaching ship for years now and this here is my ticket. I bet they can even figure out where it came from.” 
 
    Dani’s breath caught in her throat, and she clamped a hand over her mouth. She had to get back to warn the others. Her eyes caught Sam’s, and the major echoed her own concern. The heavy footsteps started making their way back toward the door, and Dani started breathing normally once more. 
 
    “Well, don’t forget to share the credit,” Hank grumbled. “It was my idea to grab them with the gravitational beam.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, of course.”   
 
    Sam tilted her head and listened to the silence for a few moments before waving Maggie over. As the young cadet approached, Sam turned to Dani. “We have to work fast.” 
 
    Dani nodded in agreement, silently trying to quell the storm of panic brewing within her. Sam continued further down the tunnel with Dani and Maggie close behind. They followed the tunnel into a larger utility room. It was a jungle of pipes and wires that the women had to carefully navigate through. Sam removed a screwdriver from an open toolbox and knelt next to a panel on the wall. Maggie held the cables back as Sam quickly opened the panel and removed a piece of poorly constructed technology. 
 
    “What’s that?” Dani asked as she wrinkled her nose at the sloppy item. It looked like something that had been dropped one too many times, as duct tape held together the various components.  
 
    Sam turned on the attached screen, and green text scrolled across the black background. “It’s a very old type of communication device. We’re able to send messages to the rebel planet through a series of relay satellites orbiting planets along the way. The GC quit using this technology decades ago and their current systems operate on a much different frequency. Nonetheless, we still communicate in code just in case the transmission is intercepted.” 
 
    “That explains the gibberish.” Dani raised an eyebrow at the nonsensical phrases Sam typed on the dainty keyboard. 
 
    “There,” Sam said with the final click of a button. “Sent. Now we need to get out of here.” 
 
    Dani handed Sam the panel and screwdriver once the device was safely stowed away once more. After everything was put back the way that it was, the three women stood and left back down the access tunnel. As they neared the door, Sam grabbed Dani’s arm and stopped her. 
 
    “Please, don’t take any offense to what I’m about to do. You see, Maggie and many others are depending on me, so it’s important that my position isn’t compromised. I just need you to trust me.” 
 
    Dani narrowed her eyes. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    Sam offered a half-hearted smile accompanied by a sigh and, maintaining her grip on Dani’s arm, threw open the door. The three of them exited the space and Sam firmly guided Dani to a comm mounted on the wall.  
 
    Dani’s eyes widened as she watched Sam press a button on the comm. “There was another passenger stowed away on the ship. She’s unconscious. A cadet is helping me get her to the airlock.” 
 
    “Airlock?” Dani asked, but her only answer was a swift punch to the face. Stunned after the first jab, it was the second that caused the darkness to swell in from all sides as Dani felt the floor give way beneath her. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Dani woke with a throbbing pain in her jaw. She blinked rapidly several times in an effort to clear her vision, which only halfway worked. Her left eye didn’t want to open far enough to be of any use. Even if she could open it, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to see much out of that side of her helmet anyway with how much blood coated the inside of the glass. She raised a hand to touch her wound, but instead her gloved hand met the rounded glass of a space helmet.  
 
    “What the hell?” Dani pushed herself up into a seated position and looked down at herself. Someone had put her into a space suit. It was only then that she noticed she was inside the airlock with only the exterior door holding her back from the vastness of space.  
 
    Dani scrambled to her feet and tried to peer through the small window of the airlock into the ship, a difficult task with only one good eye and the helmet preventing her from getting close. Sam and Maggie stood outside the door, talking to a large man who boasted the permanent red hue of physical exertion. She continued to watch but couldn’t hear what they were saying.  
 
    A few moments passed, and David was dragged into the hall leading to the airlock. He was conscious, but just barely. Sam turned and peered into the airlock, mouthing the words ‘trust me’ to Dani once more. The interior door slid open, and the guards dropped David on the floor next to Dani.  
 
    “Why’s that one in a suit?” the man asked, pointing at Dani. 
 
    Sam turned to face him. “As I told you, throwing them out into space will kill them instantly. They’re rebels. We want them to suffer, don’t we, Gary?” 
 
    An impish grin grew across Gary’s face. “Yes, yes we do. Get a suit for the other one.”  
 
    Maggie jumped into action, pulling a suit out of a nearby supply closet. 
 
    Gary snatched the suit out of Maggie’s hand and fiddled with the release valve on the compressed oxygen compartment, a faint hiss emitting from the suit. He chuckled and passed it back to Maggie, nodding toward David.  
 
    Maggie looked to Sam and then David, clearly concerned, but she handed it to him anyway. 
 
     “Put it on,” Sam urged with the aid of a small laser weapon.  
 
    David sluggishly looked up at Dani, clearly confused. He had a good-sized knot swelling up just at his hairline. Dani helped him into the suit and onto his feet. The moment she did, the interior door closed. Sam took one last look through the small window before stepping away.  
 
    “Can you hear me?” Dani spoke, hoping the suits had internal comms.  
 
    “Mmmhmm,” David grunted in response.  
 
    Dani hooked her arms snugly around David. “Hold on,” she said, looking back at the small window once more. Sam’s face had been replaced by the man’s as he grinned at the two of them. Then, Dani saw his face change as he looked at her. His smile slowly melted away into confusion, and he opened his mouth to speak, tapping on the glass with a fat finger.  
 
    Just then, the exterior doors opened, and Dani and David were whipped out of the safety of the tiny airlock and jettisoned into the infinite dark of space.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Dani held onto David as he clung to consciousness. She watched as the Seattle changed position before engaging a hyperspace window then accelerating through it. Just like that, they were alone in space, with no ship. As much as Dani wanted to trust Sam, she was having a hard time doing so.  
 
    “Are we going to die?” David slurred. 
 
    “I hope not.” Dani wanted to look at the oxygen reading on the wrist of the suit but didn’t dare let go of David. She knew they’d be easier to find if they stayed together, and she needed him just as much as he needed her right now. “I think Sam sent a message to the rebels. She is one of them.” 
 
    “Uhngg,” David groaned as his head bobbed around inside his helmet. 
 
    “Stay with me,” she said, gently bonking her helmet against his.  
 
    It worked, somewhat. His eyes fluttered open once more and he squinted at her before looking past her. He asked again, “Are we going to die?” 
 
    Dani didn’t bother answering him this time, partially because she didn’t think he’d understand her if she did and partially because she wasn’t so sure they were going to make it. The suits were insulated with a supply of oxygen, but she wasn’t sure how much time they’d have before succumbing to the cold vacuum of space.  
 
    Time felt as infinite as space itself as the pair of them tumbled aimlessly through the void. She tried distracting herself with various mind games and exercises: counting the stars and planets, guessing distances. She even tried reciting the names of the GC Sector Heads and which sectors they oversaw, but the game left a bitter taste in her mouth after her father’s recount of the corruption within the GC. She quickly moved on to an attempt at recalling lessons from her time aboard the Seattle, but nothing seemed to ease the discomfort of the seemingly endless wait.  
 
    Dani finally resorted to obsessing about her breathing as she listened to David’s snoring through the comm. At first she found the sound rather annoying but there was a natural rhythm to it that comforted her after a while. At the very least, she knew he was still alive.  
 
    She wasn’t sure how long it had been when David finally opened his eyes once more. She had lost count right around twelve-hundred snores. “David, are you alright?” 
 
    David seemed to have his wits about him this time, at least mostly. “I think so. Head hurts something fierce. Are we… in space?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Dani sighed with relief at his coherence. “And I think that Gary guy might have recognized me.”  
 
    “Shit.”  
 
    Dani gave David a squeeze in hopes it’d offer some reassurance. Her arms and legs were both intertwined with him to ensure they didn’t lose each other should she accidently fall asleep. “I am pretty sure that Sam sent a message to the rebel planet, but I don’t know how long it will take them to get it or come get us.” 
 
    “Sam?” 
 
    “From the Seattle. She was one of my old professors. Major Foster.”  
 
    “Oh, right, sorry. I’m having a hard time remembering things.” He glanced at his wrist before wrapping his arms around Dani. “Hopefully it doesn’t take more than six hours. How long have we been out here?” 
 
    “I’m honestly not sure.” She relaxed her grip on him now that he was holding her as well.  
 
    “Well, any rebel ship should be able to get here faster than we did following that trawling scout. They don’t have to worry about being detected by the Vaerians. Plus, it looks like the Seattle cleared out as well.” 
 
    “I just hope they can find us.”  
 
    “Hey, don’t worry, they will.” David offered her a flash of smile but quickly winced in pain and squinted an eye. “Ow.” 
 
    “Did they get you pretty good?” she asked. 
 
    David nodded. “Yeah, but I’ve had worse. What about you? Your helmet is a mess.”  
 
    “I’m fine,” Dani answered. “We should probably keep the talking to a minimum. You know, limited oxygen supply and all.” 
 
    David gave another quick nod then slowly turned his head to take in their surroundings. Dani did the same, searching for any sign of movement among the glint of the stars. She felt a little better now that David was awake, and it wasn’t so lonely, even if they weren’t talking much. They continued to cling to each other, serving as the other person’s life raft in the black, sparkling ocean of nothingness. 
 
    Their only method of telling time was to watch their oxygen tick away. With David awake and able to hang on to her, Dani braved a glance at her own oxygen levels. She had more time than David, but not by much. It had occurred to her that, since he would run out of air before she would, that she’d have to watch him die. She tried not to let the thought get to her, but it was the last thing she wanted to witness in her own dying moments. A mere twelve minutes after he ran out of air, it would be her turn. Not only would she lose the man who had been so kind to her, but it’d be a preview of her own demise—and there was nothing she could do to stop it. 
 
    There’s always something, a thought whispered in the back of her mind. She had the faintest sliver of hope, but it was quickly snuffed out by the utter lack of everything around them. Not this time, she thought back. 
 
    “I’m not sure what’s worse,” David said quietly. “The fact that we’re likely going to die, or the waiting for it to happen.” 
 
    “If we’re alive, there’s hope,” Dani said the words to convince herself as much as David.  
 
    Silence fell upon them once more as Dani recited her own words of hope over and over in her mind. A small beep in her helmet and glance at her oxygen levels told her they were under the half-hour mark. David must have gotten the same alert a several minutes earlier and not said anything. Her twenty-nine minutes of air equated to seventeen for David.  
 
    Dani turned away from her view of the closest gas giant to study David’s face. The dread and disappointment she was expecting weren’t there. Instead, he squinted off into the distance, one corner of his mouth turned slightly upward. Dani attempted to follow his gaze but was unable to turn enough to see anything.  
 
    “Do you see something?” she asked. 
 
    “I thought I saw a ship drop out of a hyperspace window over there, but it must have cloaked right away.” 
 
    “You’re sure it was a rebel ship?” 
 
    “Well, no. But either way I hope it means something will happen.” 
 
    Dani waited impatiently as they continued their slow trajectory until she was able to see the area David indicated. To her disappointment, there was nothing remarkable about that section of space.  
 
    “Any guess on how long it will take them to find us after exiting a jump?” she asked with a frown as she searched the darkness before her for any sign of a ship. 
 
    David took another glance at his oxygen meter. “Soon, I hope.” 
 
    A quick glance at her own confirmed her fear. David was approaching the ten-minute mark.  
 
    “Look, Dani,” David started, “if you make it—” 
 
    “Stop,” Dani ordered.  
 
    “But—”  
 
    “No, just stop. It can wait until we’re safe.”  
 
    “I don’t think—” 
 
    Dani stopped David midsentence with a glare. He sighed, shook his head, and smiled at her. She couldn’t help but return the gesture. “Tell me later.” 
 
    David nodded in reply, then glanced at his wrist. 
 
    As soon as he grabbed her once more, she checked her own levels. She had twenty-one minutes; he had nine. Where are you? she thought to herself, squinting into the dark.  
 
    “Oh, thank goodness,” David said with a big exhale. “Over there.” 
 
    Dani looked in the direction he indicated and was thrilled to see a nearby rebel ship. “Finally! They must have been cloaked.” 
 
    David gave Dani a squeeze and grinned at her as the ship’s gravity beam engaged on the pair. Their aimless drifting was now a controlled approach toward the ship. The journey was slow, but Dani figured slow and steady was much better than slamming into the ship at a high velocity. Still, it didn’t stop her from being anxious about the situation.  
 
    The rebel ship looked similar to older GC models. In fact, Dani was sure it was an old GC transport ship, judging by the shape and size. However, it was now fitted with far more weapons than were typically standard for such a vessel. It also had large, red flame symbols painted on the top, as well as each side.  
 
    The gentle tug of the gravity beam took hold of them, drawing the pair into a large airlock just as Dani’s oxygen sensor beeped at the fifteen-minute mark. David’s grip on her had loosened and his eyes were fluttering closed.  
 
    “Stay with me,” she ordered, giving him a little shake as the doors sealed closed behind them.  
 
    Breathable air was pumped into the room as the artificial gravity engaged, dropping the two of them to the floor. Sensors indicated the airlock was now breathable, and Dani fumbled with the release for David’s helmet with her gloved hands. When she finally got a grip on it, she removed his helmet and tapped him on the cheek. 
 
    “David?” 
 
    His eyes remained closed.  
 
    Dani removed her helmet and was leaning down to see if she could feel his breath when the interior doors of the ship slid open. Bob, Roni, Jag, and a medical team rushed into the airlock. A member of the medical team held an oxygen mask over David’s mouth and nose while another offered Dani her own mask. 
 
    “I’m okay.” She waved them away and tried to peer around the others to assess David’s condition. 
 
    “Looks like he’s going to be alright too, sir,” said one of the medics.  
 
    “Great, get them both to the med bay and check them over,” Bob ordered as he turned and left.  
 
    Roni remained behind for a few seconds to smirk at Dani before following him out of the airlock. 
 
    “Guys, it’s fine. I can walk.” David was hoisted up onto a gurney and was being carried toward the door by the medical team, leaving Jag and Dani alone. 
 
    “Gave me quite the scare,” Jag said with his hands shoved in his pockets. “You alright?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I just had to get away.” 
 
    Jag nodded. “Yeah, I totally get that. Maybe next time just get away to somewhere a little less dangerous? I wasn’t sure if we’d be picking you up or your corpse.” 
 
    Dani swallowed hard, the realization of how close they were to dying sinking in a bit more. “You got it. Maybe next time I’ll just go to the beach like a normal person.” 
 
    “Like you could ever be normal,” Jag mumbled as he turned for the door. 
 
    Dani hesitated before following, unsure how she should take his comment. After leaving the airlock, Jag swung left, but Dani spotted the medical team turning a corner to her right. Toying with the idea of following Jag to find out exactly what he meant, she decided it might be better to go along with her father’s wishes, and she wanted to get the crusted blood cleaned off of her face. Dani trotted along after the medical team, trying to catch up before she lost her way.  
 
    After a quick evaluation, some clean-up, a few stitches, and some ice, Dani and David were released and instructed to report to the bridge. A feeling of dread settled in Dani’s stomach. She had gone from having absolutely no biological family to having a sister who seemed to hate her and a father she didn’t want to disappoint.  
 
    “Hey, now it’s my turn to tell you that everything’s going to be alright.” David nudged her in the arm as they walked down the hall.  
 
    “I hope you believe that more than I did when I fed you that line of hooey,” she said with a laugh. 
 
    The door to the bridge sat before them. Dani took a deep breath and stared at it, surprised by the quick passage of time in comparison to the slow crawl of each minute in open space.  
 
    “Here, let me,” Roni said as she pushed past Dani and entered a code into the keypad outside the bridge. With a smug grin, Roni stepped inside and made her way to Bob’s side.  
 
    Bob seemed even larger to Dani than he had on the stage, with his arms folded across his chest and a deep-set frown upon his face. Only this time, his attention wasn’t focused on her but on David. “How dumb are you?” 
 
    “Uh… sir?” David said. 
 
    “You took an unauthorized joy ride in one of our most valuable ships with my daughter? Are you working for the GC?” 
 
    Dani watched as David’s eyes darted around the room in a frantic search for help. His mouth opened and closed, but no words came out. 
 
    “Dad,” Dani started, the word feeling foreign as it fell out of her mouth. 
 
    “No.” Bob pointed a finger at her that had the ability to snap Dani’s lips shut. “I expected you to be a bit of a mess after everything I dumped on you. He should have known better.” 
 
    Dani swallowed hard and watched as her father approached David, standing mere inches from him, towering over him with his massive frame.  
 
    “You lost one of our ships. Do you understand that virtually everyone in the universe is trying to kill us? We needed that ship, and you just handed it over.”  
 
    David’s jaw had stopped moving and instead hung open as he stared up at Bob. 
 
    “Get out of here. I can’t stand to look at you right now.” 
 
    David looked relieved as he turned and hurried out of the bridge. 
 
    “Did you have to be so hard on him?” Roni asked. “What about her?” 
 
    As both Bob’s and Roni’s eyes shifted to her, Dani held up her hands defensively. “I know, I’m horribly sorry for what happened. I had no idea we’d run into a Vaerian scout ship in this area. But I won’t apologize for defending the Seattle against the attack. There are a lot of innocent people on that ship, and it was the right thing to do.” 
 
    The look on Bob’s face softened. “I agree.” 
 
    Roni folded her arms over her chest and narrowed her eyes. “How’d you even pull that off, anyway?” 
 
    “Those little ships of yours are small enough that they can fly beneath the shields. From there, it wasn’t too hard.” 
 
    “You flew inside the shield?” Bob’s jaw shifted as he glanced toward the ceiling as if he was trying to visualize the battle. 
 
    “I did. It was tight, but we managed, and David was able to fire on one fighter bay and disabled the door, so that limited the enemy’s attack.” 
 
    “Huh.” One side of Bob’s face lifted in a smirk. “How about that… you think you could do it with a GC ship?” 
 
    “Wait,” Roni interrupted. “You’re going to give her another one?” 
 
    “Maybe. I’ve never tried before… but then again, I never had a reason to.” Dani shrugged. 
 
    “Until now.” Bob shook his head and laughed, moving toward Dani. “I can’t believe you pulled that off. It’s going to be a lot of fun seeing you in action.”  
 
    Dani’s cheeks felt warm as Bob rested his arm across her shoulders. The moment took her back to her youth when she had first told him she wanted to serve as a GC pilot the same way he had. The happy feeling quickly faded as Dani realized that Roni was attempting to burn holes through her with her fuming glare. Dani offered a smile, but that only seemed to infuriate Roni more as she turned and hurried out of the bridge.   
 
    “Uh…” Dani started, stepping away from her father. 
 
    “Don’t worry about her. She’ll be fine. She just needs to adjust. You have to remember, she was my only daughter around here for a long time.” 
 
    “Yeah, about that…” 
 
    Bob took a deep breath. “I never betrayed you or your mother.” 
 
    “Yeah, no, I know. Howard told me. But why didn’t you mention Roni growing up? It might have been nice to have a sister.” When she was young, she had envisioned having a sister, but her mother had said it just wasn’t part of their plan. Instead, her mom did everything she could to make sure Dani had an active social life and was well loved, especially when her father was gone for long stretches of time. Still, it didn’t make her miss him any less. 
 
    “I actually didn’t know about Roni for a long time. I found out about her when you were about twelve. I did want the two of you to meet and even ran it by your mom. But Roni’s mother wasn’t on board. She had reservations about the GC even before I did and didn’t want her daughter involved with them in any way.” 
 
    Dani nodded. “I see.” 
 
    “After the dust settles, then I’m sure you two will have more time to get to know each other—outside of prison. For now, we’ve got to get back to base and go over the plan to free the Houston.” 
 
    “Sir,” a man spoke up from the communications officer’s chair. “We just received a transmission. Our contacts at the GC say they were able to glean the location of our home base from David’s ship and they’re planning on launching a full-scale attack.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    “Relay the communication back to home base. Tell them to begin evacuations to the beta site,” Bob ordered as he slipped into his captain’s chair. “Route everything we have to the engines. We need to get back as soon as possible to help evacuations. Do we know how much time we have?” 
 
    “At the time the message was sent, they were still orchestrating their attack. The message goes on to say that they believe they’ll catch us off-guard, so they don’t seem to be in any hurry.” 
 
    “Good. If all goes well, all they’ll find is an empty planet.”  
 
    “Is there anything I can do?” Dani asked. 
 
    “If they beat us there, then I may need you to jump in a fighter and show them what’s what.” 
 
    Dani nodded but felt uneasy about the situation. It was one thing to attack the Vaerians, but attacking the very people she’d served with and defended for all these years made her uncomfortable.  She couldn’t be sure those she was firing on were as corrupt as the officials who coordinated the destruction of PS683 or if they were in the dark as Dani had been. 
 
    As she stood there, watching her father run through scans and give orders to his crew, he suddenly seemed so very different from the loving father she grew up with. His playful eyes were now cold and calculating, his soothing voice commanding and harsh. Even his posture changed as soon as he heard the news of the impending attack. 
 
    Dani recognized many of same traits in herself when things went sideways, but her ire had always been directed toward the Vaerians, not those serving for or under the protection of the GC. This was a side she hadn’t seen in her father until this moment. Growing up, she had been obsessed with his tales of war and the news reports hailing him as a hero. But she hadn’t thought of what being a hero actually demanded of him, or of herself.  
 
    A brilliant streak of white split across the ship’s display as they dropped out of hyperspace a good distance from the rebel planet.  
 
    “Scan the system for GC and Vaerian ships. I don’t want any surprises,” he grumbled as he gave the orders.  
 
    Ahead of them lay the rebel home planet, looking just the way they left it. Bob fired up the engines and rapidly approached before falling into orbit.  
 
    “How’s the evacuation coming?” he asked through the communications link.  
 
    A voice echoed through the bridge, “We could use a hand down here. We’ve got the elderly as well as the children and their mothers on their way to the beta site. We’re tearing down as much as we can to load into the transports, but it hasn’t been easy.” 
 
    “Dani.” Bob turned to her. “Go get Roni, David, and Jag and get down to the surface to help in any way that you can.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she replied instinctively before hurrying out of the bridge as it occurred to her that it felt more natural to call her father ‘sir’ rather than ‘dad.’ 
 
    Dani found Roni and David in the hall on their way to the bridge. Roni rolled her eyes as she spotted Dani and turned the other way. 
 
    “Hey, wait.” Dani jogged to catch up to her. “I know I’m not your favorite person right now, but we’ve got a problem.” 
 
    “What is it?” Roni groaned as she turned to face her. 
 
    “The GC is on their way to the rebel planet. Bob wants us to get down there and help out.” 
 
    Roni exhaled audibly and turned on her heel. “Fine, come on.” 
 
    “Are they coming because of us?” David whispered as they chased behind Roni. 
 
    “Yeah, we really screwed up.” 
 
    “Shit, if Bob wasn’t mad before…”  
 
    “I really think that’s the last thing you need to worry about right now. Do you know where Jag is? I haven’t seen him since they picked us up.” 
 
    “I think he’s in the kitchen. I’ll go with Roni, you meet us at the ships,” David said as he turned a corner.  
 
    Dani changed directions and headed back toward the kitchen. Sure enough, Jag was sitting inside, arms resting on the circular table before him, head drooped down and staring in his lap.  
 
    “Jag,” Dani said as she entered. The sound of her voice made him jump and flail. His hand swept up onto the table, knocking a glass bottle over, causing the tawny-colored contents to spill out. Dani gasped as she snatched the bottle from the air right as it rolled off the table. “Jag… you didn’t.” 
 
    Jag had to drag his gaze upward at Dani, an effort evident in the way he moved not only his head, but his eyes. “Whatchu doing in here?” 
 
    Dani grabbed Jag by the arm and pulled him to his feet. “Why? Why now? I need you.” 
 
    His squinty eyes opened up wide. “You need me?” He went to point at his chest but missed and hit his shoulder instead. 
 
    Dani grabbed a cup and filled it with water before thrusting it at him. “Drink this. I don’t have time to take you to medbay for another detox,” she said before turning to look for coffee.  
 
    Jag spilled most of the water on his uniform but ultimately managed to drink a bit. The moment he finished, Dani handed him a cup of coffee. After also spilling a fair amount of that on himself, he frowned and passed it back, shaking his head. “No, I don’t want that. It’s cold. Cold coffee is digrusting.” 
 
    Dani sighed and set the coffee cup down before squaring up to Jag and slapping him across the cheek. A flush of red rushed to the area where she made contact.  
 
    “Oww,” he whined, putting his hand up to is face and looking at her like he was a beat puppy. “Why’d you do that?” 
 
    “Because I need you sober right now, dammit. The GC is coming for the rebel planet and we need to get down there and help. How are you going to help like this?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he declared before stumbling over the leg of the chair and adding, “mostly.” 
 
    “Whatever, let’s go.” Dani left the kitchen, almost hoping Jag would stay behind, but for as intoxicated as he was, he made pretty good time.  
 
    Roni and David were already loading into fighters when Roni stopped and stared at Jag. “Take the cruiser. There’s no way he should be flying like that.” 
 
    Dani pursed her lips but couldn’t argue with Roni. She grabbed Jag’s arm once more and pointed him in the direction of the cruiser. They climbed in and Jag started to take a seat at the controls before Dani grabbed him by the collar of his uniform and pulled him back.  
 
    “You know,” Jag said as he fell back into the copilot’s seat, “you almost died.” 
 
    She glanced at him but didn’t say anything and instead focused on running the rest of her pre-flight checks.  
 
    “I think it would have killed me to lose you again.” 
 
    She froze momentarily and looked at him once more. His fight with his harness was almost as awkward as the conversation.  
 
    “I think you should stay away from David. He seems like he is not a good decision makerer. Plus, I’m pretty sure he’s dating Roni and…” 
 
    Dani disengaged the cruiser from the ship and began calculating for their landing. “And?” she asked automatically, regretting it almost immediately.  
 
    “And if anything happened to you, I would die.”  
 
    “You said that already, McDrunkard.”  
 
    “Oh… well, it bears repeating.” Jag laid his head back against the seat’s headrest. 
 
    Dani shook her head and focused on taking them in for a landing. As they drew closer, she could see the rebels below packing up anything that wasn’t attached. It wasn’t hard to pick Cruz out of the crowd. He carried twice as much as anyone else. Dani landed the cruiser as close as she safely could and unstrapped. 
 
    Jag had since passed out in the copilot’s seat and, after giving him a pitiful glance, Dani decided to leave him there.  
 
    She hurried out of the cruiser and ran over to Cruz. “Where’s Cassia?” 
 
    Cruz loaded the crates into the cargo ship before turning to face her. “They took her on the first transport to the beta site. I stayed to help.” 
 
    “Okay—I want to get Osirion in the air. I can’t leave it behind.” 
 
    “Howard and Z have been working on it since we got the news.”  
 
    “Great!” Dani turned toward Osirion but stopped after a few steps, pointing at the cruiser. “Can you get Jag out of there and toss him in bed?” 
 
    Cruz gave her a confused look but with one perked eyebrow he nodded and started for the cruiser with long, steady strides. 
 
    Dani rushed into Osirion’s loading bay and quickly searched the ship to find Howard and Zadria in the captain’s quarters. “Hey, think we can take off?” 
 
    “Well, I’ve patched up as much of this as I can but we’ll still have to seal off your quarters until the glowshard can repair itself,” Howard explained. 
 
    Zadria added, “Everything else is in working order.”  
 
    “Great, let’s see how we can help pack up and we’ll get out of here.” Dani sped back outside to find Roni giving orders to the rebels.  
 
    “Load up the cruiser with what you can and the same with Osirion,” Roni said to a group of men carrying crates of food.  
 
    “Doesn’t the beta site have supplies?” Dani asked as the men scuttled off toward the cruiser.  
 
    “Well, it does,” Roni said with a sigh, “but I don’t think it’d be very nice to show up and eat all their food in a matter of a week. We only just established the colony recently and they haven’t been able to get their food production up enough to support our numbers.” 
 
    “Oh, alright. That makes sense.”  
 
    “Why don’t you take your crew and go see if they need any help loading the supplies from the hospital?” 
 
    “Of course.” Dani turned and waved Zadria and Howard over to her. Cruz was just stepping out of Osirion after dumping Jag into bed and joined them.  
 
    The hospital was a mess on its own. The patients were among the first evacuees, as Cruz mentioned, but it was clear they’d left in a hurry. Supplies were scattered on the floor, and chairs and gurneys were on their sides. It was such a mess, Dani wasn’t sure where to start. Thankfully, Cruz took point and led the group to a supply closet.  
 
    Dani looked around until she found some empty boxes, and they made quick work of filling the boxes. Zadria and Cruz took the first set of boxes back to Osirion while Dani and Howard continued working. 
 
    “All this time and you never told me about any of this,” she said, annoyed.  
 
    Howard chuckled. “I was wondering when you’d call me on that.” 
 
    Dani glared at him. “Why didn’t you say anything?” 
 
    “It was never the right time.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s a pathetic excuse and you know it,” she said with a huff as she started filling a new box. 
 
    Howard gave her one of his grandfatherly smiles that made her feel as though he knew something she didn’t. “What do you suppose would have happened had I told you that your father was alive?” 
 
    “For starters, I would have known how corrupt the GC was sooner.” 
 
    “But would you have believed it?”  
 
    Dani paused in her packing to think about his question. She wanted to think that she’d believe her father the way she did now, but she had been fiercely loyal to the GC before they hung her out to dry.  
 
    “Keep thinking about it.” Howard smirked. “You were still a rookie when his ship went down. Sure, you were good even back then, but you needed that time in the GC, and we needed you to be there.” 
 
    “You were feeding the rebels intel, weren’t you?” 
 
    Howard gave a quick nod. “That was part of it.” 
 
    Cruz and Zadria returned to grab the next load of boxes, and Dani searched the nearby rooms for more. The hospital wasn’t huge, but it was big enough that Dani knew there was no way they’d get everything out. She spotted a medicine locker and fiddled with the lock for a moment before looking for a key in a nearby desk. 
 
    “What’s taking so long?” Roni asked as she stuck her head in the room.  
 
    “I was going to grab that medicine, but it’s locked,” Dani explained, shuffling through the drawers. 
 
    Roni walked over to the cabinet and smashed the glass with her gloved fist. “There.” 
 
    The two of them worked in silence to carefully remove the vials, which were miraculously still intact despite Roni’s brutish approach. Dani wanted to talk to Roni about things, but decided to wait until the situation wasn’t so urgent.  
 
    They carried out the last load of supplies and stacked them inside Osirion next to some weapons and food. David was loading boxes, along with a few other men.  
 
    “Alright, that looks good.” Roni slapped Osirion’s hull with her hand. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Dani and her crew boarded Osirion, stepping over Jag, who was snoring in the hall with Carl sleeping on the small of his back. “I thought you put him in bed, Cruz.” 
 
    “I did. He must have gotten up,” Cruz signed then shrugged.  
 
    Dani triple-checked the doors and the seal on her own personal quarters before engaging the engines and initiating the take-off sequence.  
 
    “Shouldn’t we do something about Jag?” Zadria piped up. 
 
    Dani paused just shy of taking off and sighed. She knew Zadria was right but was still annoyed at Jag for drinking himself stupid yet again.  
 
    Cruz must have sensed her hesitation, because he quickly unclipped from his harness and left the bridge. A moment later, he returned with Jag slung over his shoulder and Carl on his heels, protesting loudly. Cruz dropped Jag into his chair, strapping him in before returning to his own seat. Carl hopped up on his lap and Cruz patted the cat on the head. Once everyone was seated, Dani checked things over once more and then lifted Osirion into the air.  
 
    The cruiser and fighters, along with a few other ships, also rose from the planet below and shot up toward her father’s rebel ship. 
 
    “Incoming communication,” Zadria alerted. 
 
    “Half-screen,” Dani answered as Bob’s ship came into view.  
 
    Her father appeared on the screen, standing tall with his shoulders back. “I’d like to take this time to officially welcome Osirion to the rebel fleet. We’re also broadcasting the coordinates of the beta site to each of your ships. Stay safe.” 
 
    Just as quickly as he appeared, her father blipped off the screen. The ships around them began to jump into hyperspace, and a horrible thought occurred to Dani in regard to their own jump capabilities. 
 
    “Uh, Howard?” Dani asked, her voice full of worry. 
 
    “It’ll work this time, I promise.”  
 
    Dani inhaled deeply and slowly as she entered the coordinates into the system and hit the button. A rush of relief greeted her as they successfully jumped into hyperspace. “Thanks, Howard.”  
 
    “Z was quite the little worker bee too,” Howard replied. 
 
    Zadria beamed at her mention. 
 
    “Thank you too, Zadria.” Dani gave her a smile and a quick nod. 
 
    “Whaddabout me?” Jag slurred from his seat. “I helped rescue Dani.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, thanks for that too,” Dani responded, unsure if he even heard her, as he appeared to be sleeping again.  
 
    “Drunk ass,” Howard mumbled from his seat. 
 
    The rest of the hyperspace jump was relatively uneventful, which was a welcome relief for Dani. However, she had gotten so used to things going wrong that the quietness almost seemed unnatural.  
 
    “Dani, what’s the name of your father’s ship? I am updating our database,” Zadria asked from her seat, head down over her console as she typed away. 
 
    “I… am not actually sure. Howard?” 
 
    “Evelynn’s Revenge,” Howard called out with pride and a touch of melancholy. 
 
    Dani couldn’t help but smile as she was overcome by intense sadness at the mention of her mother’s name. “I should have guessed.” 
 
    “Your mother?” Zadria asked. 
 
    Dani nodded but couldn’t speak around the lump in her throat.  
 
    “And before anyone worries, I already disconnected our system from the central GC database. So they’ll no longer be able to track us or any of our ship’s logs,” Zadria said, boasting a satisfied smile.  
 
    “Great job.” Dani was impressed with Zadria’s progress in such a short time. Her initiative took Dani by surprise and she was thankful to have her.  
 
    It wasn’t much longer before the stars around them transformed from streaks of white back into the glittering pinpricks against the black sea of space. Many of the other rebel ships had already arrived and were descending on a small blue moon orbiting a fiery red planet.  
 
    “Is that it?” Dani scanned the moon in confusion. “There’s no land, at least not enough to host a good sized settlement.” 
 
    “That’s why they chose it,” Howard replied, the ever present twinkle in his eye even more prominent. “But first, we should allow Osirion a moment to repair herself.” 
 
    “Z, open a line to Evelynn’s Revenge,” Dani ordered. 
 
    Zadria complied quickly, clearly happy to receive commands. 
 
    Bob appeared on half of the screen, looking curious. “Yes?” 
 
    “We’re going to jaunt over to the star for a bit and allow Osirion to repair her hull, then we’ll return.”  
 
    “Very well,” Bob said, reaching for a button on his console but stopping short. “Dani, be careful.” 
 
    He blipped off the screen before she had a chance to reply. She wrinkled her forehead, still not quite understanding their new dynamic. Dani chose not to linger on the subtext for now and instead navigated Osirion to the gentle red star at the center of the planetary system. Planets were sparse in this system; most of the objects in orbit were large asteroids with the exception of the fiery planet and its moon, along with two other planets, which were small and barren with no atmosphere to speak of.  
 
    “Cruz, where are we? I don’t recall any systems that would match this description.” Dani frowned. 
 
    “Wait!” Zadria chirped from her corner of the bridge. “Isn’t it…” 
 
    Dani raised an eyebrow, waiting for her guess. 
 
    “No, it can’t be PS035… right?” 
 
    Cruz shook his head and Zadria’s shoulders slumped in defeat as she sat back in her chair to pout.  
 
    “Howard, would you care to guess?” Dani asked. 
 
    “Well that just wouldn’t be fair, would it? I know exactly where we are. I reckon Cruz does, too.”  
 
    Dani looked back at Cruz, who grinned in response. He projected the entire planetary system, what little of it there was, on the holographic display. Dani pursed her lips, still not recognizing it. “Is this even in the database?” 
 
    “No,” Cruz signed.  
 
    “Don’t tell me we’re in uncharted territory again. That was a nightmare.” Zadria looked like she might be sick just at the thought of it. 
 
    Cruz laughed. “No, this system was never named in GC mapping because there’s nothing here. Or so they thought.” 
 
    “That’s exactly right,” Howard added. “Where better to build a rebel base than in a corner of space no one cares about enough to acknowledge its existence?” 
 
    Dani maneuvered Osirion near the star and boosted power to the shields. “Well, why didn’t they just make this their main camp then?” 
 
    “Have you had a look outside?” Howard pointed at the screen. “There’s nothing here. And while that’s great for hiding, it’s quite a different story when it comes to needing supplies.”  
 
    “I’m hungry,” Jag grumbled as he tried to unclip his harness.  
 
    Dani and the rest of the crew watched him silently as he finally freed himself and stumbled out of the bridge.  
 
    “We should really do something about his drinking,” Zadria said to no one in particular. 
 
    “I’ll go talk to him. You guys keep an eye on things for me.” Dani stood with a sigh and headed off after Jag.  
 
    The bridge door slid closed after her, and Dani sighed again. Jag hadn’t gotten far. He stood, arm braced against the wall, staring down at his feet.  
 
    “Look, Jag,” she started. 
 
    “Hang on,” Jag said as he held up a finger. “Trying not to get sick.” 
 
    Dani wrinkled her nose and took a step back.  
 
    He slowly raised his head, blinked several times, and then gradually retracted his hand from the wall. Jag took a deep breath, then turned to her sluggishly. “Okay. I think I’m okay.” 
 
    Dani frowned at him. His bloodshot eyes had lost their charm as they looked back at her. Stubble on his chin, along with his disheveled hair and clothes, made it look like he hadn’t bathed in days. “This has got to stop.” 
 
    Jag bobbed his head up and down in defeat. “I know.” 
 
    Dani stepped closer to him, slipping under his arm to help steady him down the hall. But she led him right past the kitchen and on toward the showers. “Why do you keep doing this to yourself?” 
 
    He shrugged. “It seems like a good idea at the time. Like a good way to escape.” 
 
    She walked him into the bathroom and led him to one of the shower stalls before closing the door and sitting on a bench. She worried that if she left him alone he might fall and hurt himself, but she also knew this was a conversation they needed to have, no matter how uncomfortable.  
 
    “You know,” Jag said through the sound of running water. “I never really had anyone I could count on before. Never met my dad. My mom… well, you know. And then Talon was always tied up in the latest neighborhood scheme. If it weren’t for the GC’s scholarship program for impoverished kids on shitty planets, I’d probably be dead.” 
 
    “But you can count on us,” Dani replied, lying back on the bench to stare up at the ceiling.  
 
    “I know that, and when you say it, it makes sense. But then there are times like today when Cruz is off with Cassia, Howard’s training Z, and you’re gallivanting through space, getting yourself in trouble…” 
 
    Dani opened her mouth to protest, but Jag continued before she could speak. 
 
    “I don’t think you understand that I really can’t lose you, Dani.” 
 
    She knew what it was like to feel alone. “I can’t lose you either, Jag,” she muttered quietly.  
 
    “What?” Jag asked, turning off the water. 
 
    Dani cleared her throat. “There’s got to be a better way to deal with your… to handle things other than losing yourself in the bottom of a bottle.”  
 
    “And I know you’re right about that. But the bottle is just so easy.” 
 
    She sympathized with him. There were many times where she longed for an easy way out. A way to end the pain and loneliness that came with the job. “I’ll tell you what. Next time you start feeling like you need to escape, how about you talk to me first?” 
 
    “Deal, but only if you do the same. No more running off in spaceships with strange men. And no more kissing my brother.” 
 
    Dani couldn’t help but laugh out loud. “Deal. Now what is taking so long?” 
 
    Jag opened the door, leaned over, and looked down at her. “Well, for starters, I don’t have a clean uniform.” 
 
    She scrambled to her feet, standing in front of Jag, who was still damp from the shower and wearing only a towel around his waist. Jag’s well-built physique was less apparent than Cruz’s but still there, nonetheless. He had shaved, and much of the redness was gone from his eyes. “There’s the Jag I… know.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at her hesitation. “Is that what you wanted to say?” 
 
    Dani couldn’t stop her gaze from drifting over Jag’s body. His strong shoulders and arms led down to a well-defined chest with a tattoo reading ‘Stella’ over his heart. Lower yet were his chiseled abs. Dani quickly brought her eyes back to his face as alarms went off in her head and her cheeks grew warm. It wasn’t what she wanted to say, and she felt like he knew it as much as she did. But still, she couldn’t bring herself to do anything more than shrug. 
 
    “We’re technically not in the GC anymore, you know.” He took a step closer to her, drops of water running down his neck and shoulders from his hairline.  
 
    Dani’s eyes met his. Could this be it? Her pulse quickened. She had long desired to hear Jag say how he felt about her out loud and sober, but every time the potential moment arrived, her body and mind went into full panic.  
 
    Jag smiled again, but this time it was a different kind of smile. Instead of his typical cheeky grin that indicated he was playing around or up to no good, this smile was soft and had a depth that she felt surely meant more.  
 
    Dani took a short breath and opened her mouth slightly, not sure what she was about to say, but the words didn’t even have time to form in her mind before Jag suddenly hopped back and swore.  
 
    “Damn cat!” 
 
    Carl wove his way around and in between Jag’s damp legs, long, dark fur clinging to his shins, calves, and feet. Dani couldn’t help but laugh as Jag attempted to brush away the fur but only succeeded in spreading it to his hands.  
 
    “I guess I had better rinse off again,” Jag chuckled as he tried to shake the hair from his hand.  
 
    Dani, calming her laugh into a giggle, answered, “I’ll go grab a clean uniform for you.” 
 
    She hurried out of the room before he could answer and made her way to his quarters. It didn’t take long for her to retrieve the uniform from his wardrobe. In fact, the water was still running when she returned.  
 
    Dani hesitated a moment, looking between the uniform and the shower before placing it on the bench and hurrying back toward the bridge. She wasn’t sure what would have happened had she waited, but the previous moment made her realize that she might not be ready for anything to happen. At least not yet. 
 
    “Did you get the drunkard all straightened out?” Howard asked as Dani returned to the bridge.  
 
    “I hope so,” she said, slipping into her captain’s chair and pretending to busy herself by looking over scans that showed more of the nothingness in their current location. “How’s the ship coming, Howard?” 
 
    “It’s coming along. The glowshard really is incredible. We’ll probably need to hold our position for a while longer though. It might not be a bad idea to get some rest.” 
 
    “I can keep an eye on things while you guys get some sleep. I slept some at the hospital with Cassia.”  
 
    “Thanks, Cruz, I think I’ll take you up on that. Jag should be along any moment to keep you company. I feel like he’s slept enough.” 
 
    Dani retreated from the bridge along with Howard and Zadria. The two of them hurried to their rooms, but Dani stopped outside hers, remembering the breach and frowning. Carl meowed outside of Cassia’s room and Dani smiled, reaching down to pet him. “I miss her too, buddy.”  
 
    She opened Cassia’s door and stepped inside. Carl ran and jumped onto the bed, curling up at the foot of it. Dani approached cautiously, but Carl didn’t protest this time. She snuggled up on Cassia’s side on the blanket, and Carl quickly nestled in against the small of her back, purring incessantly. His warm, furry body and the vibrations from his purring began to melt away her stress.  
 
    “I see why Cassia keeps you around now, you little troublemaker,” Dani said softly as her eyes grew heavy. Carl’s purring paused, then resumed as Dani drifted off to sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Dani’s eyes fluttered open as she felt warm breath on her face. It took her a moment to focus on the object in front of her due to its proximity, but slowly, a pair of feline eyes became clear. 
 
    “Carl, what are you doing?” Dani rolled over, but her actions only provided the opportunity for Carl to bite at her hair as he rolled in it. “Fine, I’m up.” 
 
    Dani wrestled her hair back from the feline, who seemed rather pleased with himself. She checked his food, water, and litter supplies, then headed to the bridge. Cruz and Jag sat on the floor on either side of a chessboard.  
 
    “Status update?” she asked as she approached her chair. 
 
    “Well, Cruz is kicking my ass in chess.” Jag frowned. “I blame the hangover.” 
 
    “I kick your ass every time we play,” Cruz signed with a smile and a shake of his head. 
 
    “Well I wouldn’t say that…” 
 
    “I would,” Dani interjected with a laugh.  
 
    “Don’t laugh too hard, I usually beat you,” Jag pointed out, cutting off Dani’s laughter. 
 
    Her eyes shifted between the two of them before she changed the subject. “So how’s Osirion healing up?” 
 
    “Should be just about done,” Howard said as he walked into the bridge, twisting from side to side before reaching back and massaging his lower back with one hand and scratching his chin with the other. 
 
    Dani pecked at her console and read through the data. “Everything looks good. Let’s head back.” 
 
    “You want me to go wake Z?” Jag asked. 
 
    “Nah, let her sleep. You can wake her when we get there.” She paused and added, “Nicely.” 
 
    Jag groaned, and Dani turned Osirion away from the star and back toward the water-covered moon. She rolled her head across her shoulders after engaging the autopilot and sighed. She wasn’t sure if her nap made things better or worse. She felt slightly rested, but her neck hurt and all she wanted was to slip into her own bed.  
 
    “Okay, Howard, what’s the deal with this place? Where am I supposed to go?” Dani asked as they drew closer to the blue marble-like moon.  
 
    “I’m not getting any life signs down there. Are we sure this is the place?” Jag scrunched up his face as he asked. “It certainly doesn’t look like a rebel base.” 
 
    “Just take her down anywhere,” Howard instructed with a grin. 
 
    Dani stared at him a moment before slowly looking back at the moon and then back to Howard. “Are you really going to make me figure this out myself? Can’t you just clue me in for once? I’m pretty sure you owe me a few after the whole ‘your father isn’t really dead’ thing.” 
 
    Howard cringed. “Perhaps you’re right.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Dani said, sitting back in her chair, folding her arms and waiting. 
 
    “The moon is actually not covered by water, at least not as much as it seems. It’s an illusion. Once you break through the atmosphere, you’ll see the base and be able to land safely.” 
 
    “Impressive… but where do I aim?” 
 
    “You see those three small islands there?” Howard pointed. “Shoot for that area. That’s not exactly where the base is but close enough that you’ll be able to hit it no problem.” 
 
    Dani took a deep breath. “Alright, someone go get Z and we’ll head down.” 
 
    Jag jumped up out of his seat and ran out of the room. 
 
    Dani waited for the sound of a scream, slap, or anything, but the sound didn’t come. Instead, Jag returned a moment later with a sandwich.  
 
    “Jag?” Dani asked, eyeing his snack.  
 
    “She’s coming. I think she’s just straightening up. You should have seen her hair.” He laughed between bites. 
 
    “It wasn’t that bad,” Zadria said as she hurried into the bridge and took her seat. She looked as put-together as always, and Dani had a hard time imagining her with anything less than a perfect appearance.  
 
    “Alright, we’re heading down,” Dani announced as she started their descent toward the planet. She led Osirion around the moon once before navigating toward the small grouping of islands. As they pierced the atmosphere, a dense blue fog surrounded them. Dani checked her sensors, but they weren’t reading anything at the moment.  
 
    “Howard?” she asked, starting to worry. If the atmosphere was thick, she may not have enough time to maneuver if she needed to. 
 
    “You’re doing just fine, my dear,” the grandfatherly mechanic replied.  
 
    Dani took a deep breath and reached out with her instincts, her hands light on the controls. Intuitively, she felt the need to pull up on the controls, and it was a good thing she did. They emerged from the cloud cover just as Dani pulled back, soaring above lush, green, mountainous islands. They were so densely populated with trees and other foliage that the land itself was impossible to see.  
 
    She slowed their approach as she caught a glimpse of the base on the horizon. It was quite a bit bigger than the one they had just abandoned, but from the movement on the ground she assumed there was also a greater population prior to their arrival. Dani spotted a landing area with several other ships and eased Osirion down into a clearing. It was only after she powered down the engines that she noticed the expression on Zadria’s face. 
 
    “What was that?” Zadria asked, trying to look out the windshield up toward the vibrant blue sky. “How is that even possible?” 
 
    Howard chuckled as he stood and stretched. “I couldn’t tell you how it works if I tried. A bit like a cloak, I imagine.” 
 
    “That… actually makes sense,” Zadria said, her attention now focused on the land and buildings around them. “There are a lot of people here, tons of children too.” 
 
    “More and more people are wanting to raise their kids away from the corruption of the GC, just like Roni’s mom, Vanessa.” 
 
    “Is she here?” Dani asked as they stepped into the hall.  
 
    Howard stopped walking a moment and took a deep breath.  
 
    Dani turned and walked back to him as soon as she noticed he was no longer with her. “What is it?” 
 
    “Vanessa was on the rebel planet in PS683,” Howard said quietly. 
 
    “Oh…” Dani trailed off, allowing his words to sink in. “I guess that explains some things.” 
 
    “Are you guys coming?” Jag called from the end of the hall.  
 
    “Yeah,” Dani answered, before biting her lip.  
 
    Howard patted her on the shoulder and tried to offer a reassuring smile, but it didn’t help Dani feel any better. So many people had died, and she still felt as though it were her fault. She had held the guilt about what happened inside of her for so long that it was difficult for her to completely shift the blame to the GC, even though logically she knew there was nothing she could have done to stop them.  
 
    Bob greeted Dani and her crew as they exited Osirion. “Everything patched up?” he asked, looking past them toward the ship. 
 
    Howard nodded. “Indeed. Only some cosmetic issues on the inside, but that won’t hurt her at all.”  
 
    “Good news. We’ll need every ship we have to liberate the Houston.” Bob turned and walked away.  
 
    Dani had to admit it wasn’t the welcome she had hoped for. It was so much different than when he’d return home after being away on a long mission. Now, she felt like a stranger to him and vice versa.  
 
    “You have to remember he hasn’t really been a father to you in a long time. It’s just going to take time.”  
 
    Dani turned to Howard and raised an eyebrow. “How’d you know what I was th—” 
 
    Howard smiled and patted her on the shoulder before following after Bob. 
 
    “This just keeps getting weirder and weirder.” Jag stepped up to her side. 
 
    “I’m going to go find Cassia,” Cruz signed then walked away.  
 
    Zadria stood there, looking between Dani and Jag. “Er, I’m going to go with him.” 
 
    “See, weirder and weirder,” Jag said again, shaking his head as Zadria bounded to keep up with Cruz’s long strides.  
 
    “How are you feeling?” she turned to Jag and asked. 
 
    “Like I could go for a drink,” he started. “But, I won’t.” 
 
    Dani held back her glare after he finished his statement. “Good.” 
 
    “You?” 
 
    Her eyes widened somewhat. She wasn’t prepared for the question and had no idea how to answer it. Her father was back from the dead, and everything she knew about the GC was a lie, and that was just the broad view.  
 
    Jag smiled one of his genuine smiles and put his arm around her shoulders. “Everything will turn out just fine. You’ll see.” 
 
    “Are you guys going to stand around and make out all day or what?”  
 
    Dani quickly stepped away from Jag, her cheeks flushed, and spun around to face Roni. “I… uh… we… just got here.” 
 
    Roni wrinkled her forehead, looking between the two of them. “Geez, Dani, lighten up. This isn’t the GC. I don’t care what you do with your boy toy there. But we do have a rescue mission to plan.” 
 
    Now Dani and Jag were both blushing.  
 
    “Right, of course,” Dani mumbled. “When is the briefing?” 
 
    “In about an hour, over there.” Roni pointed to a platform set up in the center of a group of buildings. “So go, do what you need to do to get whatever this is out of your systems. We can’t have anyone distracted on this mission.” 
 
    Roni departed as abruptly as she showed up, leaving Jag and Dani in a cloud of awkwardness. 
 
    “Your sister… she’s… something else,” Jag said, scratching the back of his head and directing his gaze at the sky. 
 
    “Don’t call her that,” Dani muttered.  
 
    “Sorry,” Jag said, stepping close to her once more. He stood there a minute, then wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close.  
 
    Dani exhaled into the hug and slipped her arms around him. She nestled her head under his chin and listened to his heartbeat and breathing. For the briefest moments, nothing else seemed to matter.  
 
    “Oh goodness, look at you two!” Cassia squealed. 
 
    Dani perked up and smiled at her friend. Cruz pushed her in a wheelchair toward them. Zadria continued past into Osirion while Dani slipped out of Jag’s arms and ran to hug Cassia gingerly. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “I’m alright.” Cassia smiled and nudged Dani with her elbow, nodding toward Jag. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “I… uh, well, there’s been a lot going on,” Dani stammered. “You know, with my dad and stuff.” 
 
    Cassia looked between Dani and Jag once more as Jag tried to busy himself inspecting the loading ramp. She seemed almost disappointed. “I understand. Cruz is keeping me up to date. Crazy stuff.”  
 
    Zadria reappeared with Carl in her arms. He meowed loudly until he spotted Cassia. Then he wriggled and scratched his way out of Zadria’s arms and sprinted for her, leaping and landing gracefully in Cassia’s lap. 
 
    Zadria examined her scratches and glared at Carl before stepping back inside.  
 
    “Oh, my little buddy, I’ve missed you so much.” Carl nuzzled Cassia’s face, purring contentedly before settling down in a ball on her lap.  
 
    Dani smiled at the pair. “You’re really doing okay?” she asked once more.  
 
    “Yeah.” Cassia hesitated then smiled softly. “You know, it’s kind of been nice to get out of the action. I mean, sure, we had to relocate. But you’ve got to admit, we don’t have the best luck out there.” 
 
    “You are definitely not wrong,” Dani answered with a laugh. The silence grew slightly uncomfortable as Dani pondered what Cassia’s words could mean for the future. “So… I’m guessing you’re going to hang back while we go on this mission?” 
 
    “Yes, she’s not going anywhere,” Cruz signed. 
 
    “Oh stop,” Cassia took one of his hands. “He’s just worried. But… yeah, my doctor doesn’t want me heading off on adventures quite yet. I guess that shot did some pretty serious damage. Sorry about the mess on the ship.” 
 
    “Please, don’t be sorry. I’m just glad you’re okay. We all are.” Dani reached down to pat Carl on the head. He lazily slapped her hand with his paw as he rolled onto his back and went to sleep. She smiled at Cruz, finding it sweet that he didn’t want Cassia in the line of danger. 
 
    “I’ll be doing what I can from here, though,” Cassia reassured her. “It’s actually pretty exciting. I’m going to update their systems with Sylvine’s language. They also have a small group of people from another planetary system that don’t speak Common, so I’ll get to teach them and log their language too.” 
 
    “Well, they’re lucky to have you and I’m sure going to miss you.” Dani smiled at Cassia’s enthusiasm and hugged her again, careful to avoid her injured leg and Carl.  
 
    A sharp whistle from the platform stole Dani’s attention. Roni was waving at them.  
 
    “Looks like it’s time to figure out exactly what we’re in for. Come on, guys.” Dani waved for them to follow her.  
 
    Dani led the way toward the group that was gathering around. There were more here than there were in the meeting hall, but not by many. Dani ran some mental calculations as she eyed the crowd and winced slightly at how few there actually were. Taking on the GC fleet to get to the Houston wasn’t going to be pretty.  
 
    “Is everyone here?” Roni squinted as she looked out across the crowd. “Good.”  
 
    With no formal introduction this time, Bob Devereaux stepped up onto the platform, nodding to Roni as she hopped down. He cleared his throat. “Let’s get right to it. We lost the alpha site, but we’re safe here. There will be no lingering on what we can’t change. Instead, we will focus that energy on what we can control. And, today, that means liberating the Houston.” 
 
    A cheer rose throughout the crowd. Bob held up a hand to quiet the noise. 
 
    “This is not a battle for the faint-hearted. We will be vastly outnumbered. Our strength will come from the fact that they’ll never expect us to make such a brazen move—that, and our secret weapon.” His gaze landed squarely on Dani and lingered before sweeping over the rest of the rebel crowd.  
 
    “The corrupt side of the GC does not know about Osirion. The Houston was President Lloyd’s pet project. Penn couldn’t care less about research and development.” A sly smile crept across Bob’s face. “This is why we’re going to win. President Lloyd was a fan of the people. He disagreed with many of the Galactic Conglomerate’s decisions. But you know as well as I do that it’s difficult for one man to change an entire empire, and his execution marked a sad day in rebel history. Thankfully, we are many.” 
 
    The crowd cheered again; this time Bob let them. 
 
    “Our numbers are far greater than those you see here. Many lie in wait. They’re the mothers, the teachers, the guards, the students… they’re the mechanics who work on GC ships.” Bob’s eyes bounced around over specific individuals as he mentioned the various occupations. “They are anyone who recognizes that the GC has gone too far. That their power is too great. They’ve destroyed planets and left entire populations to starve. They’ve exploited workers and resources, mining and harvesting beyond sustainable limits. They are a plague that needs to be cured and we are the antidote.” 
 
    Dani leaned forward in her seat, the smile on her own face as evident as the ones on those around her.  
 
    “We will revive the old ways of government and trade. Officials will no longer select their replacements but be chosen by the people. When this war began, we ceded our sectional governments in favor of the Galactic Conglomerate because we believed a unified front was our only hope against the Vaerians. We were wrong. The only thing the GC has done is made themselves stronger and protected those who they deemed worthy. Are we not all deserving of protection? Are we not all deserving of life? Unified, our burning passion to revive the old ways will be successful. Planets and populations will thrive once more. Penn and his corrupt secret army will fall, and Operation Ardent Redux will be victorious!” 
 
    The audience jumped to their feet in a fit of applause, including Dani and her crew. Bob had inspired them all.  
 
    Jag leaned over toward Dani and whispered, “Oh, he’s good. I see where you get it from.” 
 
    Dani locked eyes with her father, suddenly feeling foolish that she hadn’t realized the corruption earlier in her career. She knew some worlds, like Draku, where they picked up Jag, were left far worse than they were found, but she hadn’t taken a step back from her control panel to notice how widespread the damage really was. Her attention had been focused on fighting the Vaerians rather than what was happening on the planets she fought to protect. She silently vowed to herself at that moment to pay more attention to the things that happened on a smaller scale. She wanted to help the people, and right now that meant freeing them from a corrupt, overzealous government.  
 
    The applause and shouts of approval eventually died down and Bob took a deep breath, looking over the crowd once more. His voice, though much quieter now, still carried over the group. “We’ll hit them with everything we’ve got. Every ship is called to action. David will lead our fleet of fighters against the ships guarding the Houston, carried there by our fully armed battleships. And, with us, Osirion will fly… but they will not fight.” 
 
    A mumble ran through the crowd and Dani furrowed her brow, confused.  
 
    “Osirion’s job is to board the Houston and eliminate the threat from within. While our ships distract the GC fleet, Osirion will cloak and enter the docking bay. We’ll signal our operatives on board to open the hangar, and Osirion will dock and come to the aid of those in need under Roni’s command. As soon as the ship is no longer under GC control, we will cut ties with GC systems and recalibrate the hyperdrive to jump and rendezvous at a predetermined location. I’ll address the fleet leaders, Roni, David, and the crew of Osirion privately to go over their individual missions. If you have any questions, please feel free to ask once meetings have adjourned.” 
 
    Bob stepped off the platform and gave a quick wave to Dani and her crew, then pointed to Roni and David and two other men. Dani and the rest of them followed Bob into a nearby building, a schoolhouse. Once inside, Bob led them to a classroom, where he half-sat on the teacher’s desk and gestured for everyone else to have a seat.  
 
    The setting was sobering for Dani. The rebels had always been an abstract thing to her. A rogue group of idealists who were a thorn in the GC’s side. It hadn’t occurred to her that they were actually normal people with families and children, trying to stand up for what they believed to be right. She slipped into a seat in the second row next to the rest of her crew and looked up at her father expectantly. Throughout her life, he had been her teacher in so many ways, and now he was here teaching her once more. 
 
    Bob cleared his throat once everyone was seated. “David and Dani will head the fighter squadron. Dani—you did some incredible flying against that Vaerian ship, and I’m going to need you to do that again on this mission.” 
 
    “But, Osirion,” she protested, not liking the idea of her ship and crew going without her. 
 
    “Osirion will be in Roni’s very capable hands. She has excellent hand-to-hand combat skills and we’re going to need her on that ship. Cruz, I trust you’re good to join her? I want two groups to clear out Houston as fast as possible.” 
 
    Cruz gave a nod while Roni eyed Dani with a smirk. 
 
    “Zadria, you’ll stay with Cassia. I made a promise to your father the last time I saw him that I’d take care of you, and that isn’t going to stop now.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Zadria answered, seeming slightly disappointed. 
 
    Jag raised his hand, grabbing the room’s attention. “If at all possible, I’d like to accompany Dani.” 
 
    Bob’s gaze lingered on Jag for what felt like several minutes. “Very well. David, see to it he gets a fighter.” 
 
    “Roni, take Cruz and pick your teams,” Bob ordered.  
 
    “You got it.” Roni nodded toward the door, and she and Cruz left. 
 
    “Sinclair and Robb, you guys have been with me the longest. You know what to do. Go prep your ships.” 
 
    The two men grunted and left the classroom.  
 
    “Howard, my friend.” Bob smiled at him.  
 
    “Let me guess, Osirion?” Howard stood and stretched. 
 
    “Yup. I need you to make sure the Houston is ready to go when Cruz and Roni have done their jobs. I’ve got a small detail standing by to make sure nothing happens to you while you’re in there.” 
 
    “Much appreciated. I’ll go check my tools. I trust you have some spare parts around here?”  
 
    “I’ll arrange for someone to take you to the warehouse.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” Howard grunted as he left the room. 
 
    “Cassia, I need you here to help organize supplies and prepare for an influx of folks. The crew of the Houston will need accommodations once they arrive. You have some time since we can’t risk sending them directly to this location until we’re certain there are no GC spies remaining on board.” 
 
    “I understand,” Cassia said as she rubbed Carl’s ear between her fingers. 
 
    “Now…” Bob leaned forward as he spoke. “As for you three…” 
 
    Dani’s eyes shifted between her father, David, and Jag, and she took a deep breath. 
 
    “You’ll fly from my ship. We’ll arrive first. I’ve hand-selected the best pilots to do everything they can to take out the GC’s weapons before the rest of the fleet gets there. It’s not hard to see that we’re outmanned, but if we do this right then we stand a chance. It’s extremely difficult to lock onto our new fighters, but with their shields up, you won’t be able to do a whole lot of damage. You’ll need to use the same strategy Dani took with the Vaerian ship, if possible. Fly within their shields. The first priority is to disable their primary weapons. Second would be to limit the amount of GC fighters we’ll have to face. And you…” Bob pointed at Jag. 
 
    “Me?” He shrank back with wide eyes.  
 
    “Yes, I need you to call in a favor.” 
 
    “A favor?” He looked to Dani. 
 
    “I know the life story of everyone that my daughter interacts with.”  
 
    Dani felt somewhat uncomfortable with her father’s statement. It seemed odd to her that he’d have such intimate knowledge about her life without playing an active role for so many years. 
 
    “So, Talon, then,” Jag said flatly. 
 
    Bob nodded slowly. “Yes. Talon. I know there are pirate operatives on the Houston as well, so they have a stake in this too. And, if he’s like every other pirate I’ve worked with, he’d like to see the GC fall just as much as we would.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’re not wrong there,” Jag said with a chuckle. “But I don’t know how I’d reach him from here.” 
 
    “Cassia will help you. Our communications systems are a bit different than what you’re familiar with at the GC, but I’m sure she’ll pick it up quickly. Reaching him shouldn’t be a problem. Joining our cause, on the other hand…” 
 
    Jag nodded. “I’ll get him.” 
 
    “Great.” Bob clapped his hands together. “Let’s get going then.” 
 
    As everyone filed out of the room, Jag pushing Cassia and Carl, followed by Howard, Zadria, and David, Dani lingered behind. It wasn’t long before she was alone in the room with her father. 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” she asked, unsure why she was nervous when it came to talking to her own flesh and blood. 
 
    “Of course.” His expression softened, and he transformed from military leader back into her kind-eyed father. 
 
    “Have you had someone leave me notes over the past year? In prison and on my ship?” 
 
    The look in his eyes already answered her question. “No, Dani. I haven’t. What kind of notes?” 
 
    Dani bit her lip, even more confused. If it hadn’t been her father or someone working for him that was dropping her notes, who was it? “Uh, just the coordinates to the rebel home system mostly. And one that said ‘take the job’ when I was in prison.” 
 
    Bob’s eyes shifted to the side as he pressed his lips together. Slowly, he shook his head. “I really don’t know who would have sent those. Clearly someone who knew we were there but didn’t want us destroyed.” 
 
    Dani’s heart sank. She had really hoped to solve the mystery of the notes, thinking that maybe they were her father’s way of reaching out to her. Knowing it wasn’t him who left them just made the entire situation more confusing. 
 
    “I’m sorry I’m not more help,” he said, seemingly sensing her disappointment. 
 
    “No, it’s fine. I just… it’s weird.”  
 
    “I need to go get ready, but if there’s anything else you need, just let me know.” 
 
    Dani nodded and watched her father leave the room. She took one last glance around the classroom before sighing and stepping outside. The hallway was dark and quiet. Children’s art hung on the walls and rustled in the wind as her father stepped out the exterior door of the building. One particular drawing caught her eye. It was a child standing on the ground, waving up at a ship where a woman with long, curly hair waved back from the window. 
 
    Suddenly the fight for the Houston seemed so much more dangerous than it had before. There were children staying behind that may not ever see their parents again. Her eyes slid down the paper to the name at the bottom, Paris.  
 
    “Well don’t you worry, little Paris, I’m going to do everything I can to make sure your mommy comes home safe,” she whispered to the little girl on the artwork. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Dani took a deep breath and made her way outside. A nearby group of soldiers stopped talking as she did, David running to her from the middle of them.  
 
    “Hey, got you a ship,” he beamed. “Come with me.” 
 
    Dani smiled to the group of rebel soldiers as they hurried past, and couldn’t help but wonder if she’d ever feel welcomed in their group, as they only returned the gesture with cold stares. 
 
    David took her around a group of buildings to a field where several of the fighters sat like peaceful stones. Two were singled out from the rest, and David bee-lined for the pair. “Here they are, one for me, and one for you, fresh off the line.” 
 
    Dani ran her fingertips over the glossy exterior. The shardstone fighters were truly things of beauty.  
 
    “I think I’ll name this one Diane, too,” David said as he gave the hull a tap. “What about yours?” 
 
    Dani stepped back to take in the fighter once more. The last ship she named herself was Alaska’s Vengeance to honor the loss of her father and his ship. She couldn’t name it after her mother due to the confusion it would cause with Evelynn’s Revenge.  
 
    “Anything yet?” David asked from inside Diane’s cockpit, where he programmed the name into the system. 
 
    Dani shook her head and bit her lip, then released it with a smile. “How about Paris?”  
 
    “Sure, sounds good.” David hopped down from Diane and motioned for Dani to climb up and gave her a quick tutorial on how to change the name in the ship’s system so that the tracking equipment would read her properly.  
 
    “Which one’s mine?” Jag called from below.  
 
    David slid down from Paris and led Jag to another fighter. Dani hurried and followed once she programmed the name of her ship.  
 
    “This here is Gert and she’s all yours.” David slapped the hull. 
 
    “Gert?” Jag asked, wrinkling his nose. 
 
    “Yeah, like Gertrude,” David said with a shrug. “She’s the one the pilots learn on, but she’ll do ya just fine.” 
 
    Jag laughed and bowed to the ship. “It’s an honor, Gert.” 
 
    A siren echoed across the settlement and David, Dani, and Jag dropped their conversation instantly. The sound wiped the smiles off their faces, and they exchanged somber looks. 
 
    “It’s time,” David announced before running off toward Diane.  
 
    “Did you get ahold of Talon?” Dani asked. 
 
    “We sent a message. Hopefully he gets it and meets us there. Otherwise…” 
 
    Dani nodded. Jag didn’t need to finish what he was saying in order for her to understand. “I’ll meet you up there.”  
 
    Jag winked at her before climbing up onto Gert and Dani hustled over to Paris.  
 
    Dani settled in the cockpit and placed the communications device over her ear. She was immediately met with chatter as other ships began to take off. Dani took a deep breath as she watched the larger ships launch into the air first. Her father’s was the first to launch, the massive ship rising high into the air. More pilots flooded the clearing, making their way to the waiting fighters. Most were occupied by a lone pilot, though there were a few instances where two climbed inside.  
 
    “Evelynn’s Revenge fighters, please depart,” said a voice through the comm.  
 
    Dani watched as David was the first to take off, then she powered up her own engines before glancing over at Jag. She worried about him, but knew he’d handle the small craft just fine. In fact, she figured he’d probably love it, which brought a smile to her face.  
 
    She took off in Paris and aimed for the intense blue sky. A pre-assigned flight path displayed on her screen and she followed it closely through the dense atmosphere before finally breaking through the clouds and into the stars above.  
 
    Her father’s ship loomed ahead, and David was already approaching it. She followed suit, a docking number popping up on her screen next. The repurposed rebel ship maintained the same docking structure and numbers, which was nice considering so many of the rebels had defected from the GC.  
 
    Dani quickly found her assigned dock and navigated her ship into position until it locked into place on the hull. A green light indicated it was safe for her to exit, and she popped open the top of her ship and crawled out into Evelynn’s Revenge.  
 
    Once inside, she greeted David, who stood waiting for the rest of the squadron. Half a dozen additional pilots joined them before Jag finally appeared through his dock. There were twelve of them in all, with another six on each of the other three warships all orbiting the moon. Four battleships, Osirion, and thirty fighters. Dani was uneasy about their numbers, knowing the size of the GC, but knowing that more rebels hid away within GC ranks brought her some comfort.   
 
    “Hey,” Jag whispered into her ear from behind while David instructed the pilots. “It’ll be okay. We’ve got this. And you know Talon, he won’t be able to stay away.” 
 
    Dani turned and smiled at him. “How do you always know what’s going through my head?” 
 
    “Well, you’re not exactly hard to read. Even so, I wouldn’t say always.” 
 
    David cleared his throat, pulling Dani’s attention away from Jag. “Are you two ready?” 
 
    They both nodded in unison.  
 
    “Let’s get this show on the road!” Jag exclaimed.  
 
    “That’s the spirit I like to see,” Bob said as he approached them. “Looks like everyone’s on board. We’re heading out and the others will follow. Remember when we get there that you don’t want to draw a lot of attention to yourself. Don’t alert the enemy to your presence before you have a chance to do some damage. Sneak in beneath their shields, then fire. Not a moment earlier.” 
 
    Nods from the pilots seemed to satisfy Bob. “Alright, we’ve got a few hours before we get there, so get some rest and put some food in your belly.” 
 
    The pilots, including David, scattered into the rest of the ship, leaving Jag and Dani alone.  
 
    “I brought something for you,” Jag said with a grin. 
 
    “Oh?”  
 
    “Come on, let’s find someplace quiet.” Jag looked around before slipping his hand in Dani’s to lead her down the hall. 
 
    The handholding itself was a surprise to her, one that she quite liked. Her hand fit snugly in his larger palm, with their fingers intertwined. He led her into the ship’s gym, which was unoccupied, and sat down in a corner, patting the ground next to him.  
 
    As she sat, he slipped something out of his uniform and unfolded it, laying it out on the ground. Dani couldn’t help but laugh. “You brought chess?” 
 
    “Travel chess!” he beamed. “Look how tiny these pieces are.”  
 
    Jag passed her a little bag full of miniature chess pieces, each one the size of half her pinky finger. Together they set up the board and Jag offered her the first move. While she pondered her strategy for the game, she couldn’t help but sneak a glance at Jag’s excited face. It wasn’t a grand romantic gesture, but it was better since it was so very much like Jag.  
 
    The first several moves of the game were made in silence until Dani noticed his hesitation on his turn. She looked up at him once more to find him staring at her.  
 
    “You doing okay?” he asked.  
 
    Dani took a deep breath, delaying her answer.  
 
    “I’m asking my friend Dani, not Captain Dani.” 
 
    She chuckled at the comment and shook her head with a slight shrug. “In that case, I honestly don’t know.” 
 
    Jag reached over to pat her knee. “I get it. One minute we think we’re the good guys, and then we realize we actually work for the bad guys and who we thought were the bad guys are the good guys. The next thing they’ll say is that Talon is a saint or something.” He scoffed. 
 
    “Man, then things would really be upside down.” Dani laughed.  
 
    “Plus there’s all that stuff with your dad and Roni and Howard knowing. And can’t forget that Z is Patrick’s daughter. I mean, they look nothing alike.” 
 
    “Lots of surprises, that’s for sure,” Dani said softly, her gaze falling back to the board as the room fell silent once more.  
 
    “I didn’t say goodbye to the rest of the crew,” Jag muttered. 
 
    “Good,” Dani stated. “It’s bad luck to say goodbye before a mission.” 
 
    “Right, it’s just weird being separated like this. I feel like I should have said something.” 
 
    Dani shook her head. “Don’t worry about it. I didn’t say anything either. They understand.” 
 
    Jag frowned at the board once more. “You want to go get a bite?” 
 
    “It’s because I’m winning, isn’t it?” She laughed. 
 
    “What? No, I… there are a million moves… uh, yeah, you’re kicking my ass.” He tipped his king and smiled sheepishly.  
 
    Dani laughed and helped him clean up the game, then he helped her to her feet. “I’ll have to be sure I mention to the rest of the crew that I beat you.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a fair game anyway. I was distracted,” he argued.  
 
    “Distracted?” 
 
    He stepped close to her, closing the gap between them, and took her hands in his, looking into her eyes. “Yeah. I’ve been so lucky to spend so many years serving with you. I couldn’t have asked for a better captain, or friend. And now… now that we’re not in the GC anymore…” 
 
    “Hey, you two,” Bob said from the doorway after clearing his throat. 
 
    His sudden appearance caused Jag to drop Dani’s hands and quickly take a few steps back. 
 
    Dani pursed her lips, unsure if she was tiring of the interruptions or if she was thankful for them. “Yes?” 
 
    “I’ve had a meal prepared. I’d like for you both to join me in my quarters,” Bob answered before disappearing back into the hall.  
 
    Dani sighed and started for the door. “I guess we had better—” 
 
    Before she could finish, Jag caught her hand and pulled, spinning her back toward him. One of his hands landed on her hip and the other cupped her neck just below her ear. He leaned in and pressed his lips to hers, and Dani welcomed the kiss.  
 
    The kiss ended far too quickly as far as Dani was concerned, and she stood there a moment, somewhat stunned. It took her a minute to realize that Jag was looking at her, half terrified. She gave him a reassuring smile and slipped her hand in his, which seemed to be enough to re-inflate his ego. He grinned, and together they left the gym and made their way for Bob’s private quarters. 
 
    Dani kept glancing at Jag as they sat across from each other at the small table set up in Bob’s quarters. David was already seated at the table when they arrived, and Bob sat opposite David after letting them in, eliminating their option to sit next to each other. A man came in, pushing a cart, and served each of them an aromatic plate of food. Dani’s eyes caught Jag’s as the chef rattled off the menu and his words got lost in the background. 
 
    Bob cleared his throat. 
 
    Dani took a deep breath and looked at him apologetically, noting that the chef had left at some point. “Right, it looks great. Thank you.” 
 
    Bob’s eyes rolled over to Jag. “What do you think of the menu?” 
 
    Jag’s jaw dropped open and he looked at his plate. “Er, duck… right?” 
 
    A roar of a laugh tumbled from Bob’s mouth as he shook his head. “You kids… I swear, Roni was the same way when she and David first started dating. I wish they’d figure out what they’re doing though. This on again, off again nonsense is tiring for everyone.” 
 
    David wilted slightly under Bob’s gaze.  
 
    He laughed once more. “Relax, I just have to look out for my girls… I missed so much.” The last statement was spoken with barely a whisper before he cleared his throat once again and sat up a little straighter in his seat and started digging into his food. 
 
    The rest of them followed Bob’s cue. The duck was the best Dani had ever tasted, and the rest of the food was incredible, too. They passed the time with idle conversation. Bob asked a lot of questions about previous missions under the GC, while David took an interest in their wormhole experiences. 
 
    “And you have no idea where the black goo comes from?” David asked. 
 
    “No, we never could figure it out. Patrick might know. They were analyzing the organism on the Houston,” Dani answered. 
 
    “It seems to be drawn to the wormholes though, for whatever reason,” Jag added. 
 
    “Interesting…” David trailed off as he gnashed another bite of his meal. 
 
    Bob set down his fork when he was finished and placed his palms on the table, looking at the others. “We’re really counting on you three. Failing this mission will set us back several years. In fact, it may take us out of the game all together. We need to get the Houston.” 
 
    “We’ll get her, sir,” Jag answered with confidence.  
 
    Bob grinned and pointed a finger at Jag but looked at Dani. “I like this guy.” 
 
    Dani blushed while Jag grinned.  
 
    “You know the GC isn’t going to take this lightly. Not with Penn in charge now. He didn’t even flinch when it came to giving the order to destroy PS683.” A frown graced David’s face. “They’re going to come after us.” 
 
    Bob nodded slowly. “Maybe. That’s going to depend on a lot of things. They’re still fighting the war against the Vaerians, so that is going to require most of their resources. But, yes, I expect they will try to pursue. That’s why we’re making a series of stops before we get back to base.” 
 
    A knock at the door interrupted Dani’s thoughts. Bob tapped on his port-con and the door slid open to reveal a young man. “Sir, we’re about to drop out of hyperspace.” 
 
    “Thanks, Henry.” Bob stood and looked at his dinner guests once more. Dani could almost see the transformation from friendly father to stern commander. “It’s about time. Join me on the bridge.” 
 
    The three stood with Bob and filed out of his quarters, down the hall, and into the bridge. Dani started to regret eating such a large meal just before battle as her stomach turned in anticipation. Evelynn’s Revenge dropped out of hyperspace, and the stars settled into a beautiful tapestry around them.  
 
    “Cloak,” Bob ordered, taking his seat.  
 
    “We are picking up a transmission, displaying on half-screen.” 
 
    “You’re going to have to cloak faster than that if you don’t want the GC to spot you when you drop out of hyperspace.” Talon appeared on the screen, examining a note he held in his hand. 
 
    “Talon Reinhart, I’ve heard so much about you. Glad you could join us.” Bob nodded a greeting. 
 
    “Well, as my brother said in his transmission, I kind of owe him one.” 
 
    “I’d say it’s still more than one,” Jag said, stepping on screen next to the captain’s chair.  
 
    “My dear brother, it’s good to see you up and around. Leg doing better? Great. Where’s Dani?” Talon teetered from side to side in his seat as though it would offer him a better view. 
 
    Dani stepped out next to Jag. He took her hand as she did. “I’m here, Talon, thanks for coming.” 
 
    Talon raised both eyebrows at the handholding. “Seems my plan worked.” 
 
    “Your plan?” Jag wrinkled his forehead.  
 
    “I mean, someone had to make a move.” Talon waved his hand at them as he spoke. 
 
    “I’ll have you know,” started Jag. “That I—” 
 
    “Enough,” Bob interrupted. “Talon, as we draw near to the Houston, we’ll need you to help pull fire and take out whatever you can. I also hear you have some sort of disruption weapon.” 
 
    “Aye,” Talon said, leaning forward in his seat. 
 
    “Let’s only use that as a last resort. I’m going to have a lot of ships out there and I don’t want them dead in the water.” 
 
    “Not a problem.”  
 
    “Great, I’m sending you our battle plan,” Bob said as he signaled one of his crew. “Timing is precise. I don’t need you going all…pirate on me.” 
 
    Talon raised an eyebrow and opened his mouth to speak. 
 
    “And, before you ask, yes. You’ll be fairly compensated for your contribution.” 
 
    A smile spread across Talon’s face. “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    The communications screen blipped away and Bob spun in his chair to face Dani, Jag, and David. “It’s time.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Dani’s mouth was dry as she stared at the holographic display. The Houston was in the center. Around her were two Class A warships and four more battleships. But more concerning was the plethora of mines scattered in the space between the GC ships and the Houston. Each mine was about half the size of a fighter, with a dozen points in each direction. They looked like Christmas ornaments hung around the massive research ship. “We need to warn the others.” 
 
    “We’re broadcasting a message that they should receive as soon as they drop out of hyperspace,” Bob advised.  
 
    “Won’t the GC pick that up?” Jag asked. 
 
    David shook his head. “We use a frequency they don’t bother with.” 
 
    “Osirion won’t be able to get through those mines.” Dani had made a feeble attempt to count them, but gave up after she reached about fifty, and she hadn’t even covered a fraction of what was there. 
 
    “Yup, we’ll need to take them out.” Bob sighed. 
 
    “I don’t see how we can do that without attracting their attention. Especially when we’re supposed to be taking out their weapons instead.” David paced around the display. 
 
    Jag circled the display opposite David and craned his neck from side to side before standing on his toes, then crouching. “I’ll do it.” 
 
    “What? No,” Dani protested. “It’s too risky.” 
 
    Jag turned to her and raised his eyebrows. “Says the woman who will be flying mere inches away from the hull of massive GC warships.” 
 
    “That’s different,” she argued. 
 
    “Because you’re a better pilot than I am?” Jag asked. 
 
    “I wasn’t going to say that,” she replied. 
 
    “I’ll say it. Dani’s the best damned pilot I’ve ever seen,” David piped in.  
 
    Bob stood silent, scratching his chin as the others turned to him for guidance. His eyes were distant and calculating as he examined the battlefield before him. “David and Jag will lead the fighters to clear out those mines. We’ll need to take out most of them in order for Osirion to get to the Houston then for the Houston to maneuver enough jump into hyperspace.” 
 
    “While I’m fully confident in your daughter, sir,” David began, “I don’t think she can disable the weapons on the GC ships on her own.” 
 
    “No, you’re absolutely right.” Bob’s eyes met Dani’s. “I’ll fly with her. Jenkins, I’m taking your ship.” 
 
    “Uh… yes, sir.” A nervous young man who seemed like he couldn’t have been more than sixteen looked relieved.  
 
    “Are you sure?” Dani asked. 
 
    Bob nodded. “I’d better be.” 
 
    “But—” David promptly slammed his mouth shut after Bob narrowed his eyes at him. 
 
    “We still have the element of surprise. Dani and I will start with the Class As. Our goal is to disable weapons and as many fighters as we can. You two will wait here,” Bob said as he pointed to the display. “Once they release their fighters, fire on as many mines as you can. I’d try to thin them out a bit rather than concentrating fire on one area, because you’re going to get company real quick.” 
 
    Jag and David nodded in unison.  
 
    “Jenkins, update the battle plan with the new information and ensure it’s included on the broadcast.” Bob turned and swept his eyes across the bridge once more before his gaze landed on Dani. “Let’s move.” 
 
    Bob led the march out of the bridge, followed by David, Jag, then herself. The growing restlessness in her body left her feeling like she could run a marathon. The sight of all the GC ships lingered in her mind as she considered the fact that those she used to fight side by side with were now standing in their way. She couldn’t help but wonder if they knew the truth about the GC or if they were just blindly following orders the way she had.  
 
    David and Bob wasted no time climbing into their fighters while the rest of the pilots readied their ships. Dani stared into hers as worry clouded her mind.  
 
    “Hey,” Jag said quietly from behind her. She turned to face him, and he gave her the sweetest smile. “It’s going to be alright.” 
 
    “The Helena is out there, you know. And the Vermont, the Arizona…” 
 
    “Dani, stop. You can’t think of them that way.” 
 
    “Jag, we served with those people. I know their faces… their names.” 
 
    He pulled her in for a hug, and she closed her eyes and leaned into the embrace. “We’re not setting out to destroy them. All we’re trying to do is disable their weapons and fighter bay doors so we can get the Houston out of there with as few casualties as possible.” 
 
    “As soon as I start firing, all six ships will release their fighters. People are going to die.”  
 
    Jag stepped back from the hug and looked at her. She could see the wheels turning in his head before he even spoke. “I have an idea.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Okay, everything should be in order,” Bob said as he opened the hatch for his fighter once more. “Is there anything else before I climb back in this thing? I’m old. I don’t want to have to struggle out of there again unless the battle is won.” 
 
    “I think that’ll do it,” Jag said, giving Dani’s hand a squeeze.  
 
    “Alright.” Bob looked between the two of them. “David and I will get into position. Don’t keep us waiting too long.” 
 
    Jag turned to face her once more. “Do you feel better now?” 
 
    “Mostly,” she said with a smile.  
 
    “Mostly?” he repeated. 
 
    Dani wrapped her arms around his neck and leaned in to plant a kiss on his lips. “There, that’s better.” 
 
    He laughed and brushed her hair back.  
 
    “Seriously though, thank you for that idea. I just hope it works.” 
 
    “Me too,” he said before nodding toward her fighter. “You stay safe out there, okay?” 
 
    “Same goes for you. That’s an order.” She winked at him. 
 
    He smiled briefly, then pulled her close just as it slipped off his face.  
 
    “Don’t say goodbye,” she whispered. 
 
    Jag looked down at her once again. “I’ll see you later.” 
 
    With that they separated to the opposite sides of the docking area. Dani didn’t dare look back at him, as she knew she’d just want to feel his arms around her once more. Instead, she climbed into her fighter and quickly sealed the hatch, running through the checks, cloaking, and then disengaging from Evelynn’s Revenge.  
 
    It didn’t take long for her to move into position. She couldn’t see her father, Jag, David or the other pilot’s ships, but she knew they were there. “Ready to go,” she said into the comm. Jag’s voice echoed hers. 
 
    She examined the ships before her as she waited for the green light. The Class As packed the biggest punch, so they were to target their weapons first. It’d be difficult for such a large ship to lock on to a small fighter, especially one so close to the hull. So Dani expected them to release the GC fighters quickly. But if they didn’t at least take out the primary weapons first, then when the rest of the rebel and pirate armada showed up, they wouldn’t stand a chance.  
 
    Once the Class As’ weapons were disabled, they’d move on to the battleships as the rest of the fleet arrived. Osirion would dock aboard the Houston, and Roni, Cruz, and their teams would work from within. As soon as he was able, Patrick would take the Houston into hyperspace and away from the fight with the rebels and pirates close behind. Dani ran the plan through her mind over and over. 
 
    “Engage.”  
 
    Dani pushed her fighter into action as soon as Bob gave the command. First up was the Vermont. The Class A warship was a behemoth compared to Dani’s fighter. She took a deep breath, trying to keep the nervousness at bay in the shadow of the monstrous ship. Despite the fact that the shardstone fighters were extremely difficult to pick up on sensors, it remained to be seen if the latest GC proximity detectors could sense them as they drew near. The rebel ships were mostly decommissioned or salvaged GC ships, so they lacked the latest proximity sensors, and Osirion was too small to use as a test subject. 
 
    None of that mattered now. Dani knew they’d be alerted to her presence as soon as she opened fire anyway. She continued on her path straight for the massive Vermont before pulling back on the controls and turning Paris to fly along parallel to her target. But there was a problem. She hadn’t yet dipped below their shields, and flying any closer would greatly increase the risk of crashing into the massive ship.  
 
    “These GC shields have a tighter wrap than the Vaerian shields. We’re going to have to get closer,” she told her father through the comm. 
 
    “Understood,” he replied.  
 
    Dani gradually decreased her altitude until her sensors indicated she passed through the shield, and she promptly pulled back up. “It’s too tight.” 
 
    “Pop in when you need to fire and pull back out,” Bob instructed.  
 
    She checked her control panel. “Okay, that should work.” 
 
    Dani dipped in beneath the shield and fired at the primary weapons on her side of the ship. An explosion burst outward from the Vermont, but it wasn’t from her shot. “Shit, I missed.” 
 
    “I’m going for the fighter doors. Try again, Dani.”  
 
    Her father’s voice was soothing. She nodded to herself as she flew around the Vermont, passing the destruction her father left in his wake. The weapons he hit were completely out of commission. As Dani came around for another pass, she saw the weapon swing toward her. She quickly steered the ship out of the line of fire. The slow gun fired long after she had gone from its path. Dani dipped within the shield behind the weapon and fired on it, this time hitting her mark. 
 
    Her father’s ship darted in front of her toward the fighter bay, firing on the doors before he pulled up and away from the ship. One of the doors remained closed, but the other slid open enough for fighters to emerge one at a time.  
 
    “Here they come, guys,” she said as she turned toward the Arizona. No sense in lingering around the Vermont when their primary weapons had been disabled and their fighters were already exiting the craft. A massive blast from the Arizona narrowly missed Dani. As she recovered and got back on track, she could see hordes of fighters spewing from the belly of the warship. “The transmission, now!” 
 
    Dani, along with the others, punched in a code on their consoles and began broadcasting on all GC frequencies. It was Jag’s idea. It was risky, but Dani felt it was only right to give those fighting in the name of the GC a chance to hear the other side. She continued on course as the transmission played. 
 
    “This is Captain Dani Devereaux, former Captain of Alaska’s Vengeance for the Galactic Conglomerate. I’m alive, and I’m not the only thing the GC is lying to you about.” 
 
    A line of fighters was headed right for Dani, but she stood her ground, shields up and weapons ready. The transmission continued.  
 
    “The GC is responsible for the attack on PS683 and I was their scapegoat. They can do the same thing to you. The corruption runs all the way up to President Penn. We’re here today, not to take your lives but to liberate the Houston, being held captive by a corrupt president. Help us in our mission and we’ll provide answers to the questions you surely have. If you engage in battle with us, we will be forced to fight back.” 
 
    The transmission ended, and Dani waited as she closed in on the Arizona. If they had heard her, they had a choice to make. She just hoped it’d be one that didn’t force her to pull the trigger. She swallowed hard as the fighters coming toward her separated into two groups. Her eyes darted between them, and she aimed for the gap, toward the Arizona.  
 
    The lead fighter in the first group fired at her. Paris responded intuitively to Dani’s touch, rolling away from the energy shots and getting back on track. The other group didn’t fire on her at all. The fighter who initiated the attack came around and was on her six with a handful of the original fighters. Dani began evasive maneuvers, still drawing nearer to the Arizona.  
 
    They fired on her again, narrowly missing as Dani evaded once more. Finally, she was close enough to dip into the protection of the Arizona’s shields. Unable to maneuver as freely in the small space, Dani relied on the ship’s shields to protect her from the onslaught of energy blasts.  
 
    As she zipped toward the energy relay, her sensors indicated there was an explosion behind her and one less fighter. Dani cringed and tried not to pay attention to the tailing fighters so she could focus on her own path. As soon as the weapons system came into view, she fired on it. Her blasts littered the hull before finally destroying the energy guns.  
 
    As Dani pulled away from the Arizona to make a pass at the secondary weapons systems, she could see that the other rebel ships had arrived and were engaged in battle with the battleships. Energy blasts volleyed between the two sides in a brilliant light show. Near the Houston, intermittent explosions indicated that Jag, David, and the rest of the fighter pilots from Evelynn’s Revenge were still working on the minefield, but progress was slow.  
 
    “Dani, go help with the mines, I’ve got this,” her father said as his ship darted toward the Arizona’s remaining primary weapons system.  
 
    She bit her lip, hesitant to pull away and leave her father behind.  
 
    “Shit! We lost Malone,” David shouted over the comm. 
 
    Dani steered away from the Class A to follow her father’s command and satiate her worry for Jag and the others. Most of the pursuing fighters dropped the chase and turned to go after her father, but the leader was still on her tail.  
 
    She headed for the mines on the side of the Houston that hadn’t been thinned out yet. As soon as she was within range, she fired upon them, explosions bursting outward as she did. Despite their proximity, they weren’t close enough to one another to trigger a chain reaction. The spray of shrapnel occasionally caused a neighboring mine to explode, but with so many, it barely made a dent.  
 
    The fighter fired on her again, each attempt getting closer at making contact. Dani knew he was studying her moves, her fighting style, in order to anticipate her actions and make a hit. She knew because it was something they taught all GC fighter pilots and she, herself, was exceptionally good at it.  
 
    A quick decision took Dani right into the mines. She knew with the same training and the same skill level, her best bet was to throw in something unpredictable. That something happened to be a minefield. The mines would prevent her from making the same evasive maneuvers over and over due to their random placement. She could also use the explosions to her advantage. Dani was still reluctant to kill the other pilot, but didn’t want them to kill her either. 
 
    She fired at a mine directly in front of her and winced as she flew through the shrapnel left behind. Her shields held strong. Dani weaved through the mines, still shooting at clusters that seemed especially dense. Her sensors indicated that the fighter had fallen back some. It was still there, but not as close. The extra distance between them meant more mines as well, which would make it increasingly difficult to miss the mines and fire on her ship.  
 
    Talon’s ship, the Sparrow, along with two other large pirate vessels, dropped out of hyperspace and began to fire on the Class As along with Evelynn’s Revenge. Dani’s nervousness about being outmanned quickly melted away. It was more than a fair fight now. But her excitement was short-lived as the fighter behind her finally landed a shot. The blast was absorbed by Dani’s shields, but they kept coming. The combination of the shrapnel and the fire from the fighter were dropping her shield levels exponentially. She had to either get out of the mines or get away from the fighter.  
 
    Closer to the inside of the minefield than the outside, Dani changed directions and aimed for the Houston itself. The gap between the research ship and the mines looked like an excellent place for Dani to change things up and take out the other fighter. As much as she didn’t want to take another person’s life, she felt as though they had taken away her choice.  
 
    “Dani, you need to get out of there,” David’s voice came through the comm. “Osirion is coming through and a collision will give away their position. You have to get that fighter away from the Houston.” 
 
    Dani growled to herself. She hadn’t even realized that Osirion was already in position. She couldn’t head through the area the rebels already cleared, as she couldn’t pick Osirion up on her sensors, so she was forced to turn back through the minefield. She continued to snake through the undetonated mines when an explosion right next to the Paris caught her off guard. The bright flash made her cringe, and the proximity of the explosion to her ship dropped her shields down to critical levels. Desperately trying to blink away the bright spots so she could see clearly, Dani haphazardly navigated through the explosives.  
 
    “Dani!” Jag called out through the comm. 
 
    “Don’t, Jag, I got this.” The truth was, she wasn’t sure if she had it or not, but she didn’t want him getting involved and risking his life.  
 
    The edge of the minefield was in sight, and so was Bob Devereaux. Dani quickly dipped out of the mines as he fired on the GC fighter. It was a direct hit that caused the fighter to tumble into a grouping of mines with a series of explosions.  
 
    “Your shields are too low, get back to the ship,” Bob ordered.  
 
    “But,” Dani began to protest. 
 
    “Go, we’re almost ready to get out of here anyway.” 
 
    Dani took a breath and turned back toward Evelynn’s Revenge. As soon as she arrived, she docked and hurried inside and to the bridge.  
 
    “Status update?” she asked as she tried to catch her breath. 
 
    Trevor, her father’s first officer, answered, “Roni, Cruz, and their teams are inside. Howard says she’s just about ready to jump. As soon as she’s gone, we’re out of here too. The other ships are doing well against the GC. Since our mission was to draw fire rather than take them out, they all have most of their power diverted to shields with a little on weapons. They’re awaiting our command to leave.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Dani said before slowly exhaling. She was impressed at how her father’s plan had managed to deliver with relatively few casualties. The large screen showed the status of each ship. It seemed as though less than a handful of rebel fighters had been lost, and all of the large ships, Osirion included, were still in the game. 
 
    Dani stood and watched the scene when she started noticing something peculiar. “Why did the GC stop firing?” 
 
    “What?” Trevor asked as he joined her up near the screen. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes as the Vermont and then the Arizona both jumped into hyperspace, leaving behind their fighters. “That’s weird.” 
 
    “They’re retreating,” Trevor shouted with enthusiasm. The rest of the crew in the bridge cheered.  
 
    But Dani felt as though something was off and continued staring at the screen. Not long after they were gone, the other GC ships started to jump one by one. A sick feeling washed through Dani’s stomach. “They’re not retreating. This isn’t how the GC pulls out of a fight.” 
 
    Bob hurried into the bridge and sat in his captain’s chair, accessing his console. “Something’s not right.” 
 
    Dani shot Trevor an ‘I told you so’ look, then hurried to her father’s side. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “They’re just leaving their fighters out there. That’s not normal.” 
 
    Dani lifted her eyes from her father’s console to look at the scene before them once more. As she did, the largest ship she’d ever seen exited hyperspace where the Class As once were. The ship was large enough that several Class A warships could dock inside. In fact, it dwarfed some planets Dani had seen. When the surprise wore off enough for her to be able to work her mouth again, she muttered out loud, “What is that?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    The bridge was silent as everyone in the room stared at the monstrosity. There were no words to even describe the enormity of the ship.  
 
    The silence was finally broken by the communications officer. “Incoming transmission.” 
 
    A man with a squareish head and beady eyes appeared on the left half of the screen. He stood, shoulders back, in GC attire. “Robert Devereaux… and his daughter too.” 
 
    “President Penn, quite the ship you’ve got there,” Bob said through gritted teeth.  
 
    The communications officer waved Dani over and whispered, “Howard needs just a little more time.”  
 
    “No problem,” Dani whispered back. “Signal all fighters to return to their respective ships. I have a bad feeling about this.” 
 
    The communications officer nodded and got to work. 
 
    Dani rejoined her father, who was staring down the short-statured man on the screen. 
 
    “Yes.” President Penn smiled as he gestured to the ship around him. “It’s new. I quite like it myself. Lots of bells and whistles.”  
 
    “What do you want?” Bob glowered.  
 
    President Penn signaled something to someone off camera, but Dani didn’t quite catch what it was. “Funny you should ask. It seems there’s a bit of a mess to clean up here. You told a sizable portion of my fleet that I’m a liar.” 
 
    Bob continued to stare at him, unblinking. Dani glanced at the communications officer, who held up two fingers. 
 
    “Sounds like the truth to me,” Dani said.  
 
    Penn’s jaw shifted from side to side in irritation. “It doesn’t matter now. Soon all you rebels will be no more. And it looks like we get to take out a few pirates too.” 
 
    Penn blipped off the screen and Dani scrunched her eyebrows together. “What does he mean by that?”  
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” Bob answered. “Jump to the rendezvous point.” 
 
    “I can’t, sir.” 
 
    Bob turned his head toward Trevor. “Why?” 
 
    Trevor threw his hands up in the air. “It’s just not doing anything, sir.” 
 
    “I’m picking up extremely high energy readings from President Penn’s ship. It appears to be targeting the Houston.” 
 
    “No…” Dani’s voice was a whisper. “They have to get out of there.” 
 
    “Reports are coming in from the ships of similar problems. No one can jump into hyperspace.” 
 
    Dani grabbed her father’s forearm. “The weapon.” 
 
    “Fire on that weapon! Relay the message. All ships, fire on the massive energy output weapon.”  
 
    Evelynn’s Revenge led the volley as both the rebel and pirate ships fired at the weapon, but the shields absorbed every blast, leaving it intact.  
 
    “This can’t be happening again,” Dani muttered to herself as she watched in terror. Her pulse and her breathing quickened as the ship began to spin around her. 
 
    “Keep firing!” Bob yelled as he took Evelynn’s Revenge closer yet.  
 
    “We’ve got it, boss,” a voice said through the comm Dani still wore over her ear.  
 
    Dani shot her father a confused look, not recognizing the voice immediately.  
 
    “David, don’t you do something stupid,” Bob warned. 
 
    “Don’t worry, sir. Just doing what needs to be done,” David answered.  
 
    Dani rushed to the screen and squinted near the weapon. A series of small explosions occurred near the base of the weapon, but it wasn’t enough to stop it. The rebel fighters, no longer cloaked, went for a second pass beneath the ship’s shields while Dani held her breath.  
 
    Again, they failed.  
 
    Dani’s heart pounded in her chest and echoed in her ears. The two rebel fighters flew together away from the ship, then paused for the briefest moments as they turned in space and barreled down at the weapon once more. 
 
    “I love you, Dani,” Jag said through the comm at the exact moment their actions became apparent.  
 
    “W-wait,” she stammered, but it was already too late.  
 
    The two rebel fighters buried themselves deep into President Penn’s ship, hitting the weapon first, resulting in a blinding flash of white as the weapon’s energy was dispersed into the behemoth of a ship. The shock blast forced Evelynn’s Revenge and the other ships away from the presidential ship as though they were riding a wave. Alarms sounded and lit up the bridge in hues of red as her father’s ship’s shields dipped below critical levels.  
 
    “The hyperdrive is working again,” Trevor announced. 
 
    “Go!” her father yelled. 
 
    “NO!” Dani screamed back, but it was too late. The stars lurched and blurred, and Dani fell to her knees in the bridge. 
 
    * * * 
 
    By the time they exited hyperspace at the first rendezvous point, Dani had melted into a heap on the floor. Not a single word had been uttered after her scream of protest. Over the course of her career, Dani had witnessed the loss of her crewmembers far more than she’d care to remember. Going out as a hero was all that any of them could have ever wished for. But watching Jag and David crash into that ship was more than Dani was able to handle.  
 
    Bob crouched next to Dani and brushed her hair back out of her face, the same way Jag had done earlier, which made her heart ache yet again and sent a fresh tear down her cheek. He lowered himself to sit next to her as they watched the screen for any sign of the rest of the fleet. Time had slowed to a crawl, and the pain in Dani’s heart stretched each second into eternity.  
 
    Slowly, the other ships began to arrive. With her father’s help, Dani rose into a standing position and the two of them watched together as each ship dropped out of hyperspace. First were the rebel ships, followed by the Houston, the Sparrow, and the rest of the pirate ships.  
 
    Seeing them gathered there in their silent victory around the Houston offered some comfort to Dani, but the pain was still overwhelming.  
 
    “All ships accounted for,” Trevor announced. 
 
    “Almost,” croaked Dani.  
 
    Talon appeared on the display screen following a transmission announcement. He stared at the screen for what felt like minutes before he finally spoke. The playfulness was gone from his eyes as he sat, deflated, in his chair. “Requesting permission to extract our people from the Houston.” 
 
    “You have it,” answered Bob, adding, “Your sacrifice for this mission is duly noted. I’d like to offer you a squadron of six shardstone fighters as our way of saying thank you and our deepest condolences.” 
 
    “Hardly seems like an even exchange, but I doubt there’s anything you could give me that would feel adequate. Thank you. We’ll be on our way as soon as we collect our own. You know how to reach me when the fighters are ready.” 
 
    Talon blipped off the screen, and Dani watched in silence as the Sparrow docked with the Houston. After Talon’s check-in, the remaining ships took turns providing Bob with status updates. The conversations were a blur to Dani, who was unable to force herself to focus on anything at the moment. Each passing minute brought a new twinge of heartache for her.  
 
    Finally, it was time for Osirion’s check-in. Roni appeared on the screen, her face somber. Cruz stood next to her, and Howard next to him. Roni rattled off her report half-heartedly while the other two stood idly by.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Cruz signed as Roni proceeded through the details of their excursion into Houston’s belly. All Dani could do was lower her eyes back to the floor. Anything other than that felt like it would require too much effort and that she’d lose what little composure she clung to.  
 
    Houston was next, and Patrick appeared on the screen. Even he looked gloomy as he gave his report and offered his condolences when he was done.  
 
    All in all, the mission was a success. They had accomplished what they set out to do. And they did it knowing they would likely face casualties. Still, Dani hadn’t ever dreamed it would be one of her own, let alone Jag. 
 
    After Talon and the other pirates had gone their way, the rebels and Houston jumped into hyperspace once more, heading back to the beta site. The excitement and cheers that greeted them as they walked off the ships were dulled by Dani’s heartache.   
 
    She had been the focus of many such homecomings prior to the events that unfolded in PS683, but never had she felt so low as she did now. The air felt thick and suffocating to the point that breathing even felt like a burden. The rebel families lining the road blurred into a mass of faceless figures for Dani. Even being marched through the hall of reporters on her way to be tried for treason seemed like a walk in the park compared to what she felt now.  
 
    When Osirion was safely on the ground, Dani waited outside as the loading ramp opened. Roni and her team walked out, and neither Dani nor Roni made eye contact with the other. Howard and Cruz lingered on the ramp as Dani walked past them silently. She walked down the hall, past Jag’s quarters and into her own. There was still a bit of internal damage from the previous breach, but she paid it no mind and collapsed onto her bed in another round of tears.  
 
    She wasn’t sure how much time had passed when Howard came to her room with some water. Dani took a few sips, thanked him, and then pulled the blankets up over her head once more. At some point Cassia, Carl, Cruz, and Zadria also stopped by, but things were a blur for Dani. She lost all track of time. Thirst and hunger no longer meant anything to her.  
 
    “Wow, you look like complete shit,” Roni said as she stood next to Dani’s bed, peering down at her. 
 
    “Go away,” Dani mumbled. 
 
    “No. Get up. I’m teaching you how to fight, and we’re going to go kick some ass.” 
 
    “I know how to fight.” 
 
    “Not like this you don’t.” 
 
    Dani felt something heavy land on the bed. She opened her eyes and sat up. A long blade lay across her blanket with a handle wrapped in black leather. Dani shied away from the reflection of herself in the sword’s glossy shine.  
 
    For the first time since before they left on the mission to save the Houston, Dani and Roni’s eyes met. Where Dani’s heart was heavy with grief, Roni’s was ripe with rage and it mirrored in her eyes. Dani caught a glimpse of her father’s determination locked away in Roni’s face and, for the first time, noticed their physical similarities. 
 
    “Get up,” Roni said again. 
 
    Dani furrowed her brow. “Why?” 
 
    A twisted smile slowly formed on Roni’s face. “You haven’t heard, have you?” 
 
    “Heard what?” Dani was starting to get annoyed. 
 
    “Penn’s alive.” 
 
    Dani’s breath caught in her throat. “But, that means—” 
 
    “Now you’re getting it. So I’ll say it one more time. Get up, little sister. I’m teaching you how to fight, then we’re going to go kick some ass. And, if David and Jag are still out there, we’re going to find them and bring them home.” 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 To Be Continued … ? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Dear Reader, 
 
    This concludes “Part 1” or “Season 1” of the Ardent Redux Saga. I hope you’ve enjoyed your time in this universe as much as I have.  
 
    We know President Penn somehow survived the attack, but what about David and Jag? Do you think they’re still out there somewhere?  
 
    And what’s Dani going to do now that she’s no longer under the GC’s control? 
 
    Well, from here, their fate is in your hands.  
 
    If it were up to me, I’d write a dozen more books in the Ardent Redux Universe (in fact, I’ve already got a handful planned out). I really love this cast of characters and would love to spend more time with them. But there are only so many hours in a day and I want to make sure I’m writing something you’re going to enjoy. 
 
    So, if you enjoyed your time in the Ardent Redux Universe, drop some reviews on Amazon or anywhere else you fancy. Reviews let me know when I’m doing something right. If there’s a demand to keep this series going, I’ll gladly comply.  
 
    If you’d like to know what else I’m up to, sign up for my newsletter at www.jlstowers.com for the latest updates.  
 
    Thank you so much for your support. 
 
    JLS 
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